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DEDICATION 
 
 

This Book is Dedicated to my father, John Arnold DuBriel. I’m honored to 
have had you as a father and thank you for always believing in me. I was 
unaware of most of your medical conditions you had because you never 

complained about it. You were always positive and in good spirits. 
Knowing that you were in pain and discomfort most of the time, going 

back and forth between doctors your entire life. I know that you always had 
death around the corner. The way you maintained your composure and 
serve God, I’m proud of you. I’m grateful to have had such a great man 
guide me in this life! To the DuBriel family of Cane River Louisiana, we 

love you and you’ll always be in our hearts! 
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INTRODUCTION: 

 THE MEANING OF BLACK EXCELLENCE 
 

Black Excellence, as I define it, is the radiant light that shines from the 
souls of Black people who dared to rise despite the darkness surrounding 
them. It is the story of those who turned pain into purpose, who stood tall 
when the world told them to kneel, and who found brilliance in the very 
places meant to break them. It is the manifestation of greatness that lives 
within us, passed down through generations — through struggle, survival, 
and the relentless pursuit of freedom and dignity. 

When I speak of Black Excellence, I’m not talking about perfection. I’m 
talking about power — the power of resilience, creativity, and faith. The 
power of the Black spirit that refuses to die, no matter how much pressure 
it’s put under. That is what inspires me, and that is what this book is about. 

 

A Personal Connection to Black History 

Black History is not just history to me — it’s my bloodline. It’s the rhythm 
of my heart and the reflection of my journey. I am a direct descendant of 
Black history, both in heritage and in experience. Every chapter of my life 
has been touched by the echoes of my ancestors who walked through fire 
and built a foundation for me to stand on. 

For years, I thought my story was one of hardship. I used to believe my life 
was unfair, that the obstacles I faced were heavier than I could bear. My 
biological father was murdered before I ever had a chance to meet him. My 
mother passed away just five months after I was born. My twin brother and 
I were separated from our siblings and placed in foster care. I was later 
adopted, but the feeling of displacement never truly left me. 

By the eighth grade, I was placed in Special Education, labeled as “slow,” as 
if my potential could be measured by the limits of a system that didn’t 
understand me. I made mistakes — many of them. Those mistakes led me 
to prison before I could even graduate high school. I was eighteen years old 
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and trapped behind bars, surrounded by concrete walls and cold stares. At 
that time, I couldn’t even read. 

But in that dark place, something began to change. I met some of my 
greatest teachers — not in person, but through their words. 

 

Meeting My Ancestors Through 
Literature 

I didn’t truly meet my ancestors until I met them through books. It was 
through reading that I began to see beyond my pain and understand the 
strength that had always been within me. When I read the words of 
Frederick Douglass, I felt like he was speaking directly to me. Here was a 
man who had been born into slavery, denied every opportunity, yet taught 
himself to read and became one of the most powerful voices in American 
history. 

Then I studied the life of George Washington Carver — a man who rose 
from slavery to become a world-renowned scientist and educator. His 
brilliance wasn’t born from privilege or access; it came from purpose. He 
found value in what others discarded. He turned peanuts, sweet potatoes, 
and soil into lessons of ingenuity and hope. 

When I learned about men like them, I had to check myself. How could I 
complain about my situation when these brothers endured unimaginable 
pain and still became legends? How dare I sit in self-pity when my ancestors 
fought battles just so I could have the freedom to dream, to learn, and to 
become something greater? 

That realization humbled me. It also awakened me. 

The Power of Education and Self-
Discovery 

At twenty-two years old, I finally learned how to read — and from that 
moment, I never stopped. Books became my lifeline, my escape, and my 
transformation. Each page opened a new door to understanding who I was 
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and what I could become. Reading about the struggles of the past made me 
appreciate the blessings of the present. It gave me perspective. 

When you read about the 1700s and 1800s — about the whips, the chains, 
the auctions, the fear, and yet also the brilliance — you start to realize how 
extraordinary our people truly are. We are the descendants of the 
impossible. Our ancestors built nations, created art, discovered innovations, 
and inspired revolutions, all while being denied the basic recognition of 
their humanity. 

Through literature, I found my reflection in the pages of history. I began to 
understand that my story — from foster care to prison, from illiteracy to 
authorship — was not one of tragedy, but of triumph. It was a continuation 
of the same spirit that lived in those before me. The same resilience that 
built pyramids, that endured slavery, that marched through the Civil Rights 
Movement, that continues to fight for equality and representation today. 

 

Why Black Excellence Matters Today 

We live in a world that often celebrates success without acknowledging the 
struggle behind it. Black Excellence, to me, is about both. It’s about 
honoring the process, the pain, and the perseverance. It’s about 
understanding that every accomplishment by a Black man or woman today 
stands on centuries of sacrifice. 

When I look at the younger generation — scrolling through phones, 
chasing trends, and sometimes feeling lost — I want them to know where 
they come from. I want them to understand that their greatness didn’t start 
with social media followers or record deals or viral fame. It started with our 
ancestors who had nothing, yet gave everything. It started with those who 
couldn’t read or write, yet passed down wisdom in songs, stories, and 
survival. 

Black Excellence is not just about individual success. It’s about collective 
elevation. It’s about each of us pulling the next person up, breaking 
generational curses, and building generational wealth — not only in money 
but in knowledge, values, and pride. 
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My Journey, Their Legacy 

When I reflect on my life now, I see it differently. Every loss, every 
hardship, every mistake — it all had purpose. Losing my parents at birth 
taught me empathy and strength. Foster care taught me how to adapt. 
Prison taught me humility and focus. Learning to read taught me how to 
listen, how to learn, and how to lead. 

I realize now that my journey was never just about me. It was about 
becoming a vessel — a living example of what happens when you refuse to 
give up. When you decide to rise above your circumstances instead of 
letting them define you. 

I call myself Maham the Mentor because my mission is to mentor others 
through the same transformation. To show that no matter how broken your 
beginning may be, your story can still end in brilliance. That is what Black 
Excellence is: the ability to transform pain into power, and struggle into 
strength. 

 

A Call to the Reader 

As you read this book, I want you to see yourself in these pages. Whether 
you come from privilege or poverty, success or struggle, there’s a part of 
Black Excellence in you. It’s in your ability to dream when you’ve been 
doubted. It’s in your willingness to love when the world shows hate. It’s in 
your determination to keep going when the odds are stacked against you. 

I invite you to walk with me through history — not just the history that’s 
written in textbooks, but the living history that breathes through our stories, 
our families, and our communities. Together, we’ll celebrate the inventors, 
the leaders, the warriors, the artists, and the everyday heroes who shaped 
our world. We’ll also confront the challenges that still face us today — the 
systems, the mindsets, and the fears that try to hold us back. 

But most of all, this book is about hope. It’s about rediscovering who we 
are and reclaiming the excellence that has always been ours. 
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Because Black Excellence isn’t just something we achieve — it’s something 
we inherit, nurture, and pass on. It’s a flame that never dies. 

 

And so my story begins — not as a victim, but as a victor. Not as 
someone broken by history, but as someone built by it. 

I am Maham the Mentor. 
And this is Black Excellence. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

DRED SCOTT (1795-1858) 
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Before there was a Civil War, before Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation 
Proclamation, before America truly faced its conscience, there was one man 
who dared to demand his freedom — and in doing so, forced a nation to 
confront its hypocrisy. 
His name was Dred Scott. 

Born in Southampton, Virginia, around 1799, Dred Scott entered the world 
in bondage. He was given no inheritance but chains, no education but 
survival. In his youth, he was called Sam — another nameless, voiceless life 
beneath the shadow of slavery. Later, he chose his own name: Dred Scott. 
That choice alone was an act of power — a declaration of identity in a 
world that said he had none. 

Dred’s early life was marked by constant movement. He was taken by his 
first master, Peter Blow, from Virginia to Alabama and eventually to St. 
Louis, Missouri. When Blow died in 1831, Dred was sold to Dr. John 
Emerson, a U.S. Army surgeon. Under Emerson’s command, Dred was 
carried across state lines — from Missouri (a slave state) into Illinois and 
then into the Wisconsin Territory, both of which were free by law. 

It was there, on free soil, that Dred Scott met a young woman named 
Harriet Robinson, who was also enslaved. They married around 1836 at 
Fort Snelling, in what is now Minnesota. Their union represented more 
than love — it was defiance. It was family formed under oppression, a 
symbol of hope in the heart of captivity. 

 

Dred Scott’s years in Illinois and Wisconsin mattered deeply. Those were 
free territories — lands where slavery had been outlawed by the Missouri 
Compromise of 1820. By law, anyone who resided there was considered 
free. Dred lived, worked, and even raised a family in those territories. He 
and Harriet had four children, though only two daughters — Eliza and 
Lizzie — survived infancy. 

When Dr. Emerson died in 1843, Dred and his family became the property 
of Emerson’s widow, Irene Emerson. Despite living for years as a free 
man on free soil, Scott was once again reduced to property on paper. But 
something inside him had changed. 
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He had tasted freedom, even if the law refused to acknowledge it. And now, 
he wanted that freedom recognized — not just for himself, but for his wife 
and children. 

 

On April 6, 1846, Dred and Harriet Scott filed a lawsuit in St. Louis against 
Irene Emerson. They demanded their freedom on the simple yet powerful 
argument: they had lived on free soil, therefore they should be free people. 

Dred was in his late 40s — uneducated, unable to read or write, and 
without money. Yet he had something more valuable: faith, courage, and 
community. Members of the Blow family, his original owners, still living in 
St. Louis, supported him financially. His minister, John R. Anderson, also 
encouraged him to pursue justice. Together, they helped the Scotts hire 
attorneys and begin one of the most significant legal battles in American 
history. 

This case wasn’t about politics for Dred — it was about principle. He 
didn’t know that his decision would ignite a national firestorm. All he 
wanted was to be free. 

 

For years, Missouri courts had upheld a doctrine known as “once free, always 
free.” If an enslaved person was taken to live on free soil, they were legally 
considered free — even if they later returned to a slave state. Dred Scott’s 
argument seemed simple under that precedent. 

But history has a way of testing truth under pressure. 

His first trial in 1846 ended in failure due to weak evidence. But Dred 
persisted. In 1850, a second trial was held in the same courthouse in St. 
Louis, and this time, a jury of twelve white men declared that Dred and 
Harriet Scott were free. 

It was a monumental victory — one that could have ended his story there. 
But Mrs. Emerson refused to accept defeat. She appealed the decision to 
the Missouri Supreme Court, which in 1852 reversed the lower court’s 
ruling. Their reasoning was chilling: 
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“Times now are not as they were when the previous decisions on this 
subject were made.” 

The winds of politics had shifted. The nation was deeply divided over 
slavery, and the Missouri court chose to protect the institution rather than 
justice. Dred Scott was enslaved once more. 

 

Most men would have given up. Dred did not. 

He found new allies — abolitionist lawyers who despised slavery — and 
they filed another suit, this time in federal court, naming John F. A. 
Sanford (Mrs. Emerson’s brother) as the defendant. Since Sanford lived in 
New York, the case qualified for federal jurisdiction. 

In 1854, the federal court again ruled against Scott. Undeterred, his legal 
team appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court, hoping that the nation’s highest 
judges would finally deliver justice. 

Instead, on March 6, 1857, the Court delivered one of the darkest decisions 
in American legal history. 

 

Chief Justice Roger B. Taney, speaking for a 7–2 majority, ruled that Dred 
Scott was not a citizen of the United States — and therefore had no right 
to sue in federal court. But Taney went further. He declared that enslaved 
people were “property, not persons,” and that Congress had no power to 
prohibit slavery anywhere in the nation. 

In one sweeping statement, the Court invalidated the Missouri Compromise 
and gave legal protection to the spread of slavery. It was a decision rooted 
not in justice but in fear — fear of change, fear of equality, fear of Black 
humanity. 

To understand the magnitude of this, imagine the court saying: 

“You are not human enough to ask for your freedom.” 
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That was the message sent to Dred Scott — and to every Black person in 
America. 

 

The reaction was explosive. Abolitionists across the North were outraged. 
Newspapers condemned the decision as immoral and unconstitutional. The 
newly formed Republican Party, founded in 1854 to stop the spread of 
slavery, gained strength from the public’s anger. 

The Dred Scott Decision didn’t settle the issue of slavery — it intensified it. 
It lit the fuse that would explode four years later into the Civil War. 

 

Ironically, freedom came to Dred Scott not through law, but through 
mercy. 

In 1850, Irene Emerson had remarried Calvin Chaffee, a Northern 
congressman known for his anti-slavery stance. After the Supreme Court 
ruling, public pressure mounted. Realizing the moral contradiction, Mrs. 
Chaffee transferred ownership of Dred, Harriet, and their daughters to the 
Blow family — the same family that had once enslaved Dred. 

On May 26, 1857, the Blows officially granted the Scotts their freedom. 

Dred Scott had fought for eleven long years, and though his body was 
weary, his spirit stood tall. Less than two years later, on September 17, 
1858, he died of tuberculosis in St. Louis. He did not live to see the Civil 
War or the abolition of slavery, but his fight helped bring both about. 

 

When we talk about Black Excellence, we must include the name Dred 
Scott. Not because he was wealthy, famous, or celebrated in his time — but 
because he dared to challenge the system. His courage forced America to 
face its contradictions. His persistence turned his personal struggle into a 
national reckoning. 

In the end, Dred Scott freed more than himself. He freed the truth. His 
fight revealed the moral sickness of slavery so clearly that the nation could 
no longer look away. 
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Though he never saw the results, his actions helped pave the way for the 
Thirteenth Amendment, which abolished slavery in 1865. 

 

Dred Scott’s story teaches us that change begins with one act of 
courage. It teaches that even those without education, money, or status can 
still shift the course of history by standing on principle. 

He was once considered “property,” yet his name now echoes through 
every classroom, every courthouse, and every conversation about justice. 

That’s Black Excellence. 
It’s not just about success — it’s about significance. It’s about leaving the 
world different than you found it. 

Dred Scott did that. 
And so can we. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

SOJOURNER TRUTH (1797-1883) 
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Sojourner Truth was born into bondage, but she carried freedom in her 
spirit long before the world ever recognized it. Born in 1797 in Ulster 
County, New York, her given name was Isabella. She spoke only Dutch, the 
language of her enslavers, and from her earliest memories she knew what it 
meant to live without control over her own body or future. When she was 
only nine years old, Isabella was torn from her parents’ arms and sold at 
auction like livestock. Her heart broke that day, but her faith was born from 
the tears she cried. 

She was sold several times before she ended up in the hands of John and 
Sally Dumont, and there she stayed for seventeen long years. The Dumont 
household was cruel. John beat her. Sally tormented her. She suffered 
physically, emotionally, and spiritually, yet she found ways to talk to God 
when no one else would listen. Out in the woods, she built a small shelter 
of branches and brush — her own secret church — and there she prayed 
with all the honesty of her soul. She didn’t wait for anyone to give her 
permission to believe. She simply knew God heard her. 

Even while enslaved, Isabella worked hard to please her master, but she 
could never escape the war inside her spirit. She called it “the war begun.” 
It was the battle between her desire to survive and her need to be free. One 
day, as she prayed, God told her something that would change her life 
forever: Walk. 

In 1826, with her baby daughter Sophia in her arms, Isabella obeyed that 
voice. She walked away from the Dumont farm. She had no plan, no map, 
and no promise of safety — only faith. Faith was her road. Faith was her 
shield. And when she reached the home of Isaac and Maria Van Wagenen, a 
white Methodist couple who offered her refuge, Isabella tasted freedom for 
the first time. 

But freedom, as she learned, was not the end of her struggle. A year later, 
she discovered that her young son, Peter, had been illegally sold into slavery 
in Alabama. That revelation ignited a righteous fire in her soul. She had no 
money and no legal power, but she had something stronger — conviction. 
She declared, “I felt so tall within, as if the power of a nation was within 
me.” Guided by that inner strength, she filed a lawsuit in Ulster County and 
won. Peter was returned to her arms in 1828, making her one of the first 
Black women in America to win a case against a white man in court. That 
victory set her on a lifelong path of justice. 
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When Isabella moved to New York City, she joined a community of devout 
Methodists and perfectionists who believed in living purely, guided by the 
Holy Spirit. Her faith grew deeper, but so did her understanding of 
humanity. She had seen evil dressed in religion before, and she had learned 
to separate men’s corruption from God’s truth. In the 1830s, she spent time 
in the household of a man known as the Prophet Matthias, whose cult-like 
control and abuse reminded her of slavery. She left that life behind, but not 
without lessons. She learned that true faith doesn’t require control — it 
requires freedom. 

Then came the day her purpose took form. It was 1843, the day of 
Pentecost, when Isabella heard the voice of God again. This time, He gave 
her a mission and a name. “Your name is Sojourner,” the voice said. 
“Because you will travel up and down the land, showing the people their 
sins and being a sign unto them.” And so she became Sojourner Truth — 
the woman who would walk with purpose, speak with power, and carry 
truth wherever she went. 

She left New York, calling it a “second Sodom,” and began to preach across 
the country. Her voice wasn’t polished or rehearsed — it was pure. When 
she spoke, people listened. They felt the spirit in her words, the same spirit 
that had lifted her from bondage. She spoke not from education, but from 
revelation. She reminded people that God doesn’t choose the perfect — He 
chooses the willing. 

Sojourner met many leaders in the abolitionist and women’s rights 
movements, including Frederick Douglass. Douglass, educated and 
eloquent, at first looked down on her plain speech, calling her “uncultured.” 
But Truth’s wisdom came from experience, not books. At one meeting in 
Ohio, when Douglass declared that the only path to freedom might be 
through violence, Sojourner stood up and asked one question that silenced 
the room: “Is God gone?” 

That question still echoes through time. It was her way of saying: Have we 
lost faith? Do we not still believe that justice belongs to God? Her voice cut through 
anger and despair with divine authority. She wasn’t just asking a question; 
she was calling a people back to their faith. 

During the Civil War, Sojourner Truth’s calling became even clearer. She 
worked tirelessly for the Union cause, recruiting Black soldiers, nursing the 
wounded, and bringing supplies to those in need. She met President 
Abraham Lincoln at the White House, where he recognized her courage 
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and moral strength. But she was never satisfied with symbolic victories — 
she wanted real change. After emancipation, she fought for land and 
opportunity for newly freed people. When thousands of formerly enslaved 
families began migrating to Kansas in 1879, seeking a new start, she saw it 
as divine prophecy fulfilled. To her, the “Exodusters” represented God’s 
plan to move His people from bondage to promise. 

Sojourner Truth also became a fierce advocate for women’s rights. She 
worked alongside Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, but when 
they began to prioritize white women’s votes over Black men’s freedom, 
Truth stood her ground. She told them that justice cannot be divided. Her 
most famous speech, “Ain’t I a Woman?” delivered in 1851 at the Women’s 
Convention in Ohio, remains one of the most powerful declarations of 
intersectional truth ever spoken. In her raspy, commanding voice, she 
reminded America that the struggle for freedom and equality belonged to all 
— Black and white, male and female. 

She was both prophet and warrior, guided by the same spirit that had once 
told her to walk away from slavery. Her entire life was a testimony that no 
matter how deep the chains, the human soul was made to rise. She 
embodied faith in action — a living sermon that stretched across 
generations. 

In her later years, Sojourner Truth lived in Michigan, still traveling, still 
preaching, still speaking truth to power. Her body grew frail, but her spirit 
never wavered. She had faced the brutality of slavery, the hypocrisy of men, 
the failures of politics, and the pain of loss, yet she died free — and 
unafraid. On November 26, 1883, at eighty-six years old, she took her final 
breath. Her last words were simple and profound: “Be a follower of the 
Lord Jesus.” 

Those words carried the same fire that had burned in her heart since 
childhood. They were her final sermon, her passing of the torch. Sojourner 
Truth didn’t just preach about freedom — she lived it, step by step, mile by 
mile. She walked from slavery into destiny, from silence into power. 

Her life reminds us that truth is not something we speak once — it’s something we 
live every day. She showed the world that real freedom begins in the spirit, 
and once your soul is free, no man or system can enslave you again. That is 
Black Excellence. That is faith in motion. 
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Sojourner Truth was born Isabella, but she became a voice for generations. 
She sojourned through pain, spoke truth through faith, and left a legacy that 
still calls us higher. She is a reminder that even when the world silences 
your body, your spirit can still speak — loud enough to change history. 
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CHAPTER THREE  

NAT TURNER (1800–1831) 
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Nat Turner was born into a world of silence and submission, but he heard 
something louder than his chains — the voice of God. He was born on 
October 2, 1800, in Southampton County, Virginia, on the plantation of 
Benjamin Turner. Like most enslaved people of that time, Nat never knew 
freedom. But unlike most, he was given something rare: the ability to read 
and write, and the spiritual fire that would one day ignite a revolution. 

From his earliest days, people around him saw something unusual in him. 
As a child, he could describe things that happened before he was even 
born. His family believed he was chosen for a purpose, and his mother told 
him he was marked by God to do something great. Nat took that to heart. 
While others whispered about his gift, he fasted, prayed, and studied the 
Bible with an intensity that separated him from the rest. He didn’t just read 
scripture — he felt it speak back. He believed his life was not his own, but a 
part of a divine plan written long before he drew his first breath. 

As he grew older, Nat worked on different plantations. He saw the full 
cruelty of slavery — the lash of the whip, the cries of families torn apart, 
the empty eyes of men who had given up hope. He ran away once in 1821, 
hiding for a month in the woods before returning after receiving what he 
said was a sign from God. He didn’t run because he was weak. He ran 
because he was restless, because the fire inside him couldn’t be contained. 
But that fire needed direction, and he believed God Himself would show 
him the way. 

He was later sold to Thomas Moore, and after Moore’s death, became the 
property of Moore’s widow and her new husband, John Travis. It was on 
the Travis plantation that Nat’s destiny unfolded. By then he was known as 
“The Prophet.” Other enslaved men came to him for prayers, visions, and 
hope. He spoke softly but carried a presence that drew people in. He 
believed the world was about to change — and that he was chosen to lead 
that change. 

In 1825, he saw a vision of spirits locked in a bloody battle between Black 
and white. Three years later, he said the Holy Spirit appeared to him again 
and gave him a command: “The Serpent has been loosened, and Christ has 
laid down the yoke he bore for the sins of men. You must take it up and 
fight against the Serpent.” To Nat, this was not metaphor — it was 
instruction. He believed he was God’s soldier, chosen to strike down evil 
with the same force that had enslaved his people for centuries. 
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Then came the sign he had been waiting for. In February 1831, the sun 
went dark — a solar eclipse that spread fear across Virginia. Nat saw it as 
his signal. God had spoken through the heavens, and the time to act had 
come. For months he planned in secret, gathering a small circle of trusted 
men. They met in the woods, prayed under moonlight, and prepared 
themselves for what they believed would be a holy war. Nat told them that 
no weapon formed against them would prosper, because their cause was 
righteous. 

On the night of August 21, 1831, the rebellion began. It started on the 
Travis plantation, where Nat and his followers struck first, killing the Travis 
family in their sleep. Then they moved from house to house, plantation to 
plantation, freeing enslaved people and cutting down anyone who stood in 
their way. By dawn, their numbers had grown to nearly fifty men, armed 
with whatever they could find — axes, blades, and sheer conviction. By the 
end, nearly sixty white men, women, and children lay dead. 

To many, that day was chaos. To Nat, it was prophecy fulfilled. He believed 
he was carrying out divine judgment, not revenge. He was fighting against 
centuries of torture and humiliation. The revolt sent shockwaves through 
Virginia. White families fled, and militia groups mobilized. Nat’s plan had 
been to march to the county seat, take control of the armory, and build a 
force strong enough to challenge the entire system of slavery. But the plan 
unraveled. The rebellion met armed resistance, and his men were scattered. 
Nat fled into the woods once more, living in hiding for six weeks. 

While he hid, the South bled. White mobs took their rage out on any Black 
person they could find — free or enslaved, innocent or guilty. Between one 
and two hundred Black people were massacred in retaliation. What began as 
one man’s vision of liberation turned into a nightmare of fear and violence 
that gripped the region. 

On October 30, 1831, Nat Turner was finally captured. He didn’t resist. 
When asked why he did what he did, he said only that he acted on God’s 
command. His lawyer, Thomas Gray, recorded his confession, in which Nat 
spoke calmly, describing his visions, his calling, and his conviction that he 
was carrying out divine will. He pled not guilty, believing that he had done 
nothing wrong in the eyes of heaven. 

Nat Turner was hanged on November 11, 1831. He was thirty-one years 
old. His body was mutilated after death, a final act of hatred meant to erase 
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the power of his name. But it didn’t work. His name became immortal — 
feared by some, revered by others. 

In the South, the rebellion killed any talk of gradual emancipation. 
Slaveholders passed harsher laws, restricted education for the enslaved, and 
tightened control out of terror that another Turner might rise. But in the 
North, abolitionists saw Nat’s act as proof that slavery was not just an evil 
system — it was a ticking bomb. Even William Lloyd Garrison, founder of 
The Liberator, defended Turner’s motives, if not his methods. He 
understood that when justice is denied long enough, violence becomes the 
language of the unheard. 

Over time, Nat Turner’s name became both legend and lightning rod. To 
some, he was a madman drenched in blood. To others, he was a freedom 
fighter, a symbol of resistance against a world built on oppression. During 
the Civil Rights and Black Power movements of the 1960s, Turner’s story 
was revived and reimagined as one of defiance, a reminder that freedom has 
always come at a cost. His rebellion inspired books, debates, and in 2016, 
the film The Birth of a Nation, written, directed, and starred in by Nate Parker 
— proof that his story still haunts and challenges America’s conscience. 

Nat Turner’s life forces us to ask hard questions: What happens when a 
man believes his mission is righteous but his path is violent? What happens 
when faith and fury become one? He believed he was chosen by God to 
deliver his people, yet his actions brought death to many. Some call him a 
martyr, others a murderer — but the truth of Nat Turner lies somewhere 
deeper. 

He represents the breaking point of the human spirit. He is the sound of 
centuries of pain finally shouting back. He is the proof that oppression 
cannot last forever without awakening something dangerous, something 
divine, in the hearts of the oppressed. 

Nat Turner’s story is not easy to celebrate, but it must be told. Because 
Black Excellence is not only about peace and progress — it’s also about 
power, about the courage to confront evil even when the cost is everything. 
Nat Turner believed his purpose came from heaven. Whether the world 
agrees with his methods or not, his message still echoes: that freedom is 
sacred, and the soul of a people will always rise, even when buried in chains. 

He was born into darkness, but he dared to strike a match. And in that flash 
of fire, history changed forever. 
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Frederick Douglass was born into bondage, but his spirit was already free. 
No one wrote down his birthday, because the world he was born into didn’t 
believe an enslaved child deserved to be remembered. Later, he chose his 
own — February 14 — because even if the world refused to give him a 
date, he would give himself one. He was born Frederick Augustus 
Washington Bailey in 1818, on a plantation in Talbot County, Maryland. 
His mother, Harriet Bailey, was forced to live on another plantation, so he 
only saw her a handful of times. She would walk twelve miles through the 
dark, after long days of labor, just to lay eyes on her son while he slept. 
Then one day she was gone. She died when he was just a boy, and the hole 
her absence left became the spark that drove him toward destiny. 

As a child, Frederick was raised by his grandmother, Betsey Bailey. She 
nurtured him, protected him, and prayed over him. But when he was about 
six years old, even she had to leave him behind at the plantation of the 
wealthy Colonel Edward Lloyd, where he belonged to Lloyd’s overseer, 
Captain Aaron Anthony. That was his first lesson in slavery — the 
understanding that nothing in his world, not even love, was his to keep. 

In 1826, when he was eight, Frederick was sent to Baltimore to live with 
Hugh and Sophia Auld. That change of scenery would alter the entire 
course of his life. Sophia Auld, unfamiliar with the cruel customs of slavery, 
saw a bright child and began teaching him the alphabet. She read to him, 
guided his hand, and opened a window he’d never known existed. When 
her husband discovered it, he stopped the lessons immediately. “If you 
teach that boy to read,” Hugh Auld told her, “it will forever unfit him to be 
a slave.” 

Those words were meant to close a door, but for Frederick, they lit a torch. 
In that moment, he understood the truth: literacy was the pathway to 
freedom. The same knowledge they tried to keep from him was the weapon 
that would set him free. From then on, he taught himself in secret — 
trading pieces of bread for reading lessons with poor white boys, copying 
letters from shipyard timber, and devouring every scrap of language he 
could find. Each word he learned was a blow against his bondage. 

When he was a teenager, Frederick’s life took a darker turn. He was sent 
back to the Eastern Shore to live under the control of Thomas Auld, and 
then leased to Edward Covey, a man known as a “slave breaker.” Covey’s 
purpose was to crush the will of the enslaved through relentless labor and 
abuse. For months, Douglass endured his beatings — until one day, 
something inside him snapped. Covey attacked him, but this time Frederick 



BLACK EXCELLANCE 

30 

fought back. The struggle lasted for hours. When it ended, Covey walked 
away defeated, and he never touched Douglass again. That day, Frederick 
wasn’t just fighting Covey — he was fighting centuries of oppression. He 
wrote later that the battle rekindled his sense of manhood. From that day 
forward, he vowed that no man would ever whip him again. 

He went on to another plantation, under a kinder master named William 
Freeland. There, Douglass found a measure of peace — but peace without 
freedom is still captivity. He started a secret school to teach other enslaved 
men to read and write. Knowledge, to him, was the truest rebellion. He 
even planned an escape by canoe, but the plan was discovered, and he was 
thrown in jail. Instead of giving up, he took that setback as preparation. 
God, he realized, was not denying his freedom — only delaying it. 

Back in Baltimore, Douglass worked in the shipyards as a caulker. He was 
skilled, respected, and trusted enough to move freely through the city. It 
was there that he met Anna Murray, a free Black woman whose love gave 
him courage. In 1838, wearing a sailor’s uniform and carrying borrowed 
identification papers, Douglass boarded a train headed north. The journey 
was dangerous — one wrong move could have meant death — but after 
twenty years of enslavement, he stepped onto free soil in New York City. 
He was free. 

Freedom, however, came with new dangers. Slave catchers haunted the 
streets, hunting runaways for profit. With the help of Black abolitionist 
David Ruggles, Frederick found safety. Anna soon joined him, and the two 
were married. They moved to New Bedford, Massachusetts, and took new 
names to hide from capture. The name Frederick Douglass was suggested 
by a friend, inspired by a noble character in poetry — a fitting name for a 
man who would become the noblest voice of his people. 

In New Bedford, Douglass worked as a laborer, read The Liberator, and 
studied oratory through a small book called The Columbian Orator. That book 
taught him not just how to speak, but how to persuade, how to lead, how to 
make words move mountains. In 1841, at a meeting of the Massachusetts 
Anti-Slavery Society, Douglass stood up to tell his story. His voice carried 
power — not just pain, but intellect, insight, and rhythm. The crowd was 
stunned. Overnight, he became a full-time lecturer for the abolitionist 
movement. 

He traveled across the country, telling his story again and again, using truth 
as his weapon. But there were doubters — people who said he was too 
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articulate to have been enslaved. So in 1845, Douglass wrote his own story, 
Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave. It was raw, 
detailed, and fearless. He didn’t use a ghostwriter like others before him. He 
wrote it himself, in his own voice, claiming his own narrative. The book 
exploded across America and Europe. Its success, however, brought danger 
— his former master now had proof of his whereabouts. So Douglass 
sailed to England and Ireland, where crowds filled halls to hear him speak. 
British supporters eventually raised the money to buy his freedom, allowing 
him to return to America as a legally free man. 

He came home with a mission. In 1847, Douglass founded The North Star, 
his own newspaper, built around a simple truth: “Right is of no sex — 
Truth is of no color.” Through that paper and his speeches, he challenged 
not only slavery but also the prejudice that lingered in the North. He 
believed in fighting injustice with intelligence. He started as a follower of 
William Lloyd Garrison, but by the 1850s, Douglass charted his own 
course. He argued that the U.S. Constitution, though twisted by 
slaveholders, could be used as a weapon for freedom — that America’s 
founding words could still be redeemed. 

When the Civil War erupted, Douglass saw it as divine judgment on the 
nation. He pushed President Abraham Lincoln to let Black men fight, and 
when the 54th Massachusetts Regiment was formed, his own sons, Lewis 
and Charles, were among the first to enlist. Douglass met Lincoln in 
person, not as a petitioner but as an equal, demanding fair pay and fair 
treatment for Black soldiers. He would meet with Lincoln three times — 
and every time, he spoke truth to power without fear. 

After the war, Douglass turned his energy to Reconstruction — to securing 
the rights that freedom required. He fought for citizenship, for the right to 
vote, for dignity under the law. He championed women’s suffrage alongside 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, and though they disagreed 
on strategy, his principle never wavered: equality was not negotiable. 

Even in old age, Douglass remained a warrior for justice. He accepted 
appointments as U.S. Marshal for the District of Columbia, Recorder of 
Deeds, and later Minister to Haiti — the first Black man to represent 
America abroad. His house in Washington, D.C., called Cedar Hill, became 
a meeting place for dreamers and revolutionaries. Young activists like Ida B. 
Wells sought his wisdom, and he gladly gave it. 
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Frederick Douglass died on February 20, 1895, at his home — a lion resting 
after a lifetime of battle. They called him “The Lion of Anacostia,” and the 
name fit him well. His roar still echoes through every movement that came 
after him — from civil rights to modern activism — because he taught the 
world what true power sounds like. 

He was a man who turned words into weapons, who taught a nation to 
look at itself honestly. He rose from chains to chapters, from plantation to 
podium, from property to prophet. And through it all, he never stopped 
believing that the mind of a Black man could be as mighty as any sword. 

Frederick Douglass didn’t just escape slavery — he escaped silence. He 
proved that education is the seed of liberation, that words can build nations, 
and that truth, once spoken, cannot be enslaved. He gave us the blueprint: 
to read, to rise, and to speak until the world has no choice but to listen. 

That is Black Excellence. That is the voice that cannot die. 
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Harriet Tubman was born into slavery, but freedom was already whispering 
her name. Around 1820, on a plantation in Dorchester County, Maryland, a 
baby girl named Araminta Ross came into the world. Her parents, Harriet 
“Rit” Green and Benjamin Ross, called her “Minty.” They worked the land 
and the timber, building what they could with their hands while knowing 
their lives were never their own. Minty would grow up seeing what slavery 
does to the soul — but she would also grow up hearing from her mother 
that God had a plan for her life. One day, that whisper would turn into a 
calling. 

Minty had eight brothers and sisters, but slavery tore their family apart. 
When she was five, she was rented out as a nursemaid to watch over a 
white woman’s baby. If the baby cried, she was whipped. She carried those 
scars for the rest of her life — reminders carved into her skin that freedom 
would not come easy. As she got older, she was sent to set muskrat traps, 
haul logs, and work the fields. She preferred the outdoors, because at least 
under the open sky, she could breathe. 

At twelve years old, Harriet showed the kind of courage that would define 
her forever. She saw an overseer preparing to throw a heavy iron weight at 
an enslaved man trying to run. Without thinking, she stepped between 
them. The weight struck her in the head, fracturing her skull. She nearly 
died. She never fully recovered — from then on, she suffered from 
headaches, fainting spells, and deep, trance-like sleep. But she also began to 
see visions and hear what she believed were messages from God. “I talked 
to God,” she said, “and He talked back.” Her faith wasn’t a performance — 
it was her compass. 

That injury that should’ve ended her life instead became the start of her 
mission. When she recovered, she wasn’t just Harriet by name — she was 
Harriet by purpose. She later said she changed her name to honor her 
mother, and perhaps to leave “Minty,” the child of bondage, behind. 

In 1840, her father, Ben Ross, was set free. By law, so should have been her 
mother and her children, but Harriet learned that the new slaveholder 
ignored that promise. Paper freedom meant nothing in a world built on 
cruelty. Around 1844, she married John Tubman, a free Black man, but 
even that couldn’t protect her. Her husband was free — she was not. The 
walls of slavery still surrounded her heart. 

When Harriet discovered that two of her brothers were about to be sold, 
she made a choice: she would run. On September 17, 1849, she escaped 
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with her brothers, Ben and Henry, moving under the cover of night. Fear 
followed them every step, and her brothers lost their courage and turned 
back. Harriet pressed on alone. Ninety miles of swamps, woods, and fear 
stood between her and freedom, but her faith was louder than her fear. 
With the help of the Underground Railroad — a network of secret routes 
and safe houses — she made it to Pennsylvania. When she crossed that line, 
she said she felt like she was in heaven. 

But freedom didn’t feel complete while her people were still in chains. She 
later said, “I was free, but there was no one to welcome me to the land of 
freedom. I was a stranger in a strange land.” That feeling became her 
mission. She couldn’t rest knowing others were still trapped where she had 
been. So she went back. Again and again. 

Armed with faith and a pistol, Harriet Tubman became one of the greatest 
conductors on the Underground Railroad. She guided men, women, and 
children across rivers and through forests, following the North Star by 
night. When fear crept in, she reminded them, “You’ll be free or you’ll die.” 
Sometimes she carried a gun, not to threaten her passengers, but to keep 
them from turning back and risking everyone’s safety. She often drugged 
babies to keep them quiet as they hid from slave catchers. Every trip was a 
test of faith — and she never failed a single one. She said proudly, “I never 
ran my train off the track, and I never lost a passenger.” 

Harriet’s bravery spread across the North. She worked alongside Frederick 
Douglass, Thomas Garrett, and other abolitionists, forming her own secret 
network of safe houses. The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 made her work 
even more dangerous, forcing her to lead fugitives all the way to Canada, 
where American law could not reach them. She became known as “Moses,” 
the deliverer of her people. When she spoke, her voice carried the weight of 
divine authority — as if God Himself had sent her to lead His children 
home. 

When the Civil War erupted, Harriet found new ways to fight. She joined 
the Union cause as a nurse, a cook, and later as a spy. She used her 
knowledge of the Southern landscape to lead scouting missions and gather 
intelligence for the Union Army. In 1863, she guided Union troops in the 
Combahee River Raid in South Carolina — an operation that freed more 
than 700 enslaved people in a single night. She was the first woman in 
American history to lead an armed expedition in war. She stood just over 
five feet tall, but she moved through history like a giant. 
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After the war, Harriet settled in Auburn, New York, on land she bought 
from Senator William Seward. Her life didn’t get easier — she still worked 
hard, growing vegetables, raising pigs, and taking in anyone who needed a 
place to stay. She remarried in 1869 to Nelson Davis, a Civil War veteran, 
and together they adopted a little girl named Gertie. Harriet could not read 
or write, but her wisdom was unmatched. She began speaking publicly for 
women’s rights alongside Susan B. Anthony, bringing her same passion for 
freedom to the fight for equality. 

Even as her body grew weak, her spirit stayed strong. In 1896, she founded 
the Harriet Tubman Home for the Aged in Auburn — a place for elderly 
and poor Black people to live out their days with dignity. When her health 
declined, she moved into that same home, surrounded by love and legacy. 

On March 10, 1913, Harriet Tubman took her last breath. Her final words 
were, “I go to prepare a place for you.” Even in death, she was leading the 
way. 

Today, her name stands as a monument to courage — on schools, ships, 
museums, and hearts. During World War II, a Liberty ship was named the 
SS Harriet Tubman. In 2016, the U.S. Treasury announced that her image 
would replace Andrew Jackson’s on the twenty-dollar bill — a former 
slaveholder replaced by the woman who freed slaves. 

Harriet Tubman’s life reminds us that real faith doesn’t sit still. It moves 
mountains, breaks chains, and crosses rivers. She was born a slave, but she 
died a legend. She carried her people from bondage to freedom, guided not 
by wealth, power, or education, but by something stronger — unshakable 
faith in God and an unbreakable belief in her purpose. 

Harriet Tubman didn’t just lead people out of slavery; she led them out of 
fear. She proved that one woman, with courage in her heart and God in her 
steps, could change the direction of history. That is Black Excellence — the 
kind that walks through fire and comes out carrying others. 
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Booker Taliaferro Washington was born in chains but built his life into a 
monument of freedom through work, wisdom, and faith. He came into the 
world on April 5, 1856, on a small plantation in Franklin County, Virginia. 
His mother, Jane, was the cook for the Burroughs family. His father was a 
white man whose name was never recorded — another secret buried in the 
soil of America’s past. Jane named her boy Booker Taliaferro, though he 
would later shorten it simply to Booker T. 

Booker spent the first nine years of his life in slavery, running errands, 
fetching water, and watching his mother work herself to exhaustion. He 
remembered hunger more than childhood, obedience more than play. He 
saw his people rise before the sun and collapse after dark, knowing that no 
matter how hard they worked, they would never own the fruits of their 
labor. But deep inside, the young boy carried something no whip could beat 
out of him — the quiet belief that life had more to offer than bondage. 

When freedom finally came in 1865, it was not with fanfare but with faith. 
His mother gathered him and his siblings, left the Burroughs farm, and 
followed her husband, Washington Ferguson, to Malden, West Virginia. 
There, in the coal mines and salt furnaces, Booker learned what hard work 
truly meant. At nine years old, his hands were already blistered from 
packing salt and hauling coal, but he also learned the value of self-respect 
and dignity in labor. Even as a boy, he wanted more than wages — he 
wanted wisdom. He went to school at night, still wearing the grime from 
the mines, and learned his first letters by the flicker of a coal lamp. 

He would later recall the day he saw children carrying books to school as 
the moment his dream was born. “I had a burning desire to learn,” he said. 
“Education was going to lift me out of poverty and darkness.” That belief 
never left him. 

When he was sixteen, Booker made a decision that would shape his destiny. 
He walked more than 500 miles from Malden, West Virginia, to Hampton, 
Virginia, to attend the Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute — a 
school founded to educate newly freed Black men and women. He arrived 
with little more than the clothes on his back and a hunger for knowledge. 
When he asked for admission, they didn’t hand him a test — they handed 
him a broom. His entrance exam was to sweep a classroom. Booker swept 
that room until every corner gleamed. The teacher checked the floor with a 
white handkerchief and found not a speck of dust. That was how Booker T. 
Washington earned his place. 
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At Hampton, he worked as a janitor to pay for his room and board, studied 
agriculture and academics, and learned the value of character as much as the 
value of skill. He was deeply influenced by General Samuel Chapman 
Armstrong, the school’s founder, who taught that education was not only 
for the mind but also for the soul — that true freedom required both 
discipline and self-respect. Booker admired Armstrong more than any man 
he ever met. “The noblest, rarest human being,” he would later write, “it 
has ever been my privilege to meet.” 

When Booker graduated in 1875, he returned home determined to share 
what he had learned. He taught in Malden, spent time studying at Wayland 
Seminary, and then returned to Hampton to teach others. But his real 
calling came in 1881, when he was chosen to lead a new school for Black 
students in Tuskegee, Alabama. 

When Booker arrived in Tuskegee, there was no campus, no buildings, no 
equipment — only a dream and a $2,000 state appropriation that barely 
covered salaries. He didn’t complain. He got to work. He borrowed a 
shanty from a local church and started with 30 students. With the help of 
those same students, he built the school with his own hands. They made 
their own bricks, built their own classrooms, and planted their own fields. 
Tuskegee wasn’t just a school — it was a movement, a living lesson that 
progress comes through perseverance. 

Washington taught that education must be practical. His students studied 
trades like carpentry, brickmaking, farming, and sewing, but they also 
learned manners, hygiene, and integrity. He wanted to teach a people 
broken by slavery how to rebuild themselves from the ground up — not 
through handouts, but through hands-on work. “We must begin at the 
bottom of life,” he said, “and not at the top.” 

By 1888, Tuskegee had grown from one borrowed building to a thriving 
540-acre campus. By the school’s 25th anniversary, it spanned 2,000 acres 
with 83 buildings valued at more than $800,000 — all built by the labor of 
its own students. The institute became a symbol of what Black 
determination and leadership could achieve when opportunity met faith. 

Booker surrounded himself with great minds who shared his vision — 
Olivia Davidson, who helped him shape the school and later became his 
wife; his brother John, who led the vocational program; and the brilliant 
scientist George Washington Carver, who joined in 1896 to teach 
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agriculture and innovation. Together, they turned Tuskegee into a 
lighthouse for generations. 

But Booker T. Washington was more than an educator — he was a builder 
of bridges in a divided land. In 1895, at the Atlanta Exposition, he delivered 
the speech that made him a national figure. Standing before a crowd of 
powerful white leaders and Black citizens, he spoke about “The New 
Negro,” one who would rise through industry, thrift, and character. “Cast 
down your bucket where you are,” he said — a call for Black Americans to 
seize opportunity where they stood, and for white Americans to see 
partnership instead of prejudice. It was a message of cooperation that 
earned him respect from some and criticism from others. But even his 
critics couldn’t deny his impact. 

In 1901, he became the first Black man to dine at the White House, invited 
by President Theodore Roosevelt. It caused outrage among segregationists, 
but Washington did not flinch. He knew he belonged at the table because 
he had earned his seat through excellence, not entitlement. Over the years, 
he would advise presidents, shape policy, and represent the voice of 
millions who had none. 

Booker’s personal life carried both joy and sorrow. He was married three 
times. His first wife, Fannie Smith, died young, leaving him with a daughter, 
Portia. His second wife, Olivia Davidson, his partner in building Tuskegee, 
died after giving birth to two sons. His third wife, Margaret Murray 
Washington, was his equal in intellect and leadership. Together they turned 
Tuskegee into a family — not just a school. 

By the time of his death on November 14, 1915, Booker T. Washington 
had turned a vision into a living legacy. Tuskegee Institute covered 2,000 
acres and trained more than 1,500 students in 37 trades. The man who had 
once been denied education had become one of the greatest educators in 
American history. He was buried on the hill overlooking the campus — a 
place built by the same hands he had taught to build. 

Booker T. Washington believed that freedom without purpose was 
incomplete. He taught that dignity is born from self-reliance, that 
knowledge without character is hollow, and that progress begins with what 
you can do today, not what you wish someone else would do tomorrow. 

He rose from the salt mines of Virginia to the highest halls of power 
because he understood a simple truth: It’s not where you start, it’s what you build. 
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His life is the story of a man who turned sweat into success, pain into 
progress, and education into emancipation. 

Booker T. Washington was not just a teacher — he was a torchbearer. He 
lit a fire in his people that still burns today. That is Black Excellence — not 
just in name, but in action. The kind that builds, uplifts, and leaves a 
blueprint behind. 

    
 



42 

 
CHAPTER SEVEN  

GEORGE WASHINGTON CARVER (1864-1943) 
 

      

 

 

 

 

 



BLACK EXCELLANCE 

43 

George Washington Carver was born a child of slavery, yet lived as a man 
of science, faith, and service — a living bridge between hardship and hope. 
He came into the world around 1865, near Diamond, Missouri, on the small 
farm of Moses and Susan Carver. His mother, Mary, was enslaved; his 
father, a slave on a nearby plantation, died before George was born. Even 
before he could walk, tragedy touched him. Raiders kidnapped George and 
his mother in the chaos of the Civil War, hoping to sell them deeper south. 
The baby was rescued and brought back home, but his mother was never 
found. From that loss, George learned his first lesson: life could take 
everything from you except your mind and your faith. 

Raised by Moses and Susan Carver, who treated him with kindness, George 
grew up frail but curious. While his brother Jim helped Moses in the fields, 
George stayed near Susan, learning to cook, mend clothes, and tend to the 
garden. It was there, in the soil and the sunlight, that his fascination with 
nature began. Plants spoke to him in a way people didn’t. He wanted to 
understand how things grew, healed, and thrived. He would later call nature 
“God’s unlimited broadcasting station, through which He speaks to us 
every day.” 

Susan Carver taught him his first letters and words, and he quickly fell in 
love with learning. But when George realized there were no schools for 
Black children nearby, he decided to go find one. At eleven years old, he 
walked to Neosho, Missouri, to attend a small school for African 
Americans. He had no money, no family with him — only determination. 
He found shelter with a Black couple, Andrew and Mariah Watkins, who 
gave him a roof over his head in exchange for chores. George stayed and 
studied, but soon his thirst for knowledge grew too large for one small 
town. He began moving from place to place across Kansas, working odd 
jobs, scrubbing floors, cooking meals, and washing clothes — all to pay for 
his education. Every time someone closed a door, he found another way in. 

By the late 1880s, he had traveled to Iowa, where a white couple, John and 
Helen Milholland, saw something extraordinary in him. They encouraged 
him to enroll at Simpson College to study art and piano — because his 
talent for painting and music was remarkable. His professors admired the 
way he painted flowers with such precision that it was as if he had studied 
every petal under a microscope. When one teacher asked why he painted so 
many plants, George replied, “I love to think of nature as an unlimited 
broadcasting station, through which God speaks to us every day.” 
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But as much as he loved art, George’s calling was deeper. He wanted to 
heal the earth that had been stripped by slavery and greed. With the 
Milhollands’ support, he transferred to Iowa State Agricultural College — 
now Iowa State University — where he became the school’s first Black 
student. There, he studied agriculture and plant science, earning his 
bachelor’s degree in 1894 and his master’s in 1896. His professors saw in 
him not just a student, but a visionary. When Booker T. Washington invited 
him to join Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, George accepted without 
hesitation. 

At Tuskegee, George Washington Carver turned science into service. He 
arrived in 1896 with a simple goal — to use God’s gifts in nature to uplift 
the poor. The South’s soil had been drained by decades of cotton farming, 
leaving Black and white farmers alike in poverty. Carver taught them how 
to restore the land through crop rotation, urging them to plant peanuts, 
soybeans, and sweet potatoes instead of cotton. These plants enriched the 
soil — and in return, the people. 

But Carver didn’t stop there. He began experimenting in his laboratory, 
finding new uses for everyday crops. Out of the humble peanut, he created 
more than 300 products — from cooking oil and milk to soap, paper, ink, 
and even axle grease. From the sweet potato, he produced more than a 
hundred more. His genius was not in the invention itself, but in the 
intention — to show his people that everything they needed was already in 
their hands. “Anything will give up its secrets if you love it enough,” he 
said. “Not only have I found that when I talk to the little flower, or the 
peanut, they talk back to me — but I learn from them.” 

Between 1900 and 1920, George’s fame spread far beyond Tuskegee. He 
became known across the country as the “Plant Doctor,” a man who could 
turn dust into life. He helped poor farmers feed their families, repair their 
land, and believe in their own worth. He never patented his discoveries, 
saying that God gave him the ideas, and he had no right to keep them for 
himself. 

Yet his work was not only scientific — it was spiritual. He saw no 
separation between his faith and his studies. “Without God,” he said, “to 
draw aside the curtain, I would be helpless.” His humility made him 
beloved not just in the Black community but among people of all races. 
Even during the darkest days of segregation, he preached racial harmony, 
reminding audiences that “fear of something is at the root of hate for 
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others.” He became a quiet but powerful voice for peace and 
understanding. 

When the Great Depression struck in the 1930s, the world turned to Carver 
again. Generations of poor farming practices had destroyed the land, and 
drought brought despair. Carver’s advice — to care for the soil and use 
local resources — helped thousands survive. He wrote bulletins for 
farmers, filled with simple instructions on how to grow food and make 
household goods from what they already had. His message was always the 
same: God provides — but man must learn to listen. 

He was also known for his compassion. When the polio epidemic hit, 
Carver developed a therapy using peanut oil massages to relieve pain and 
muscle weakness. People traveled from miles around seeking his help, and 
though his “cure” was never scientifically proven, many claimed relief under 
his gentle hands. 

In his later years, George became friends with Henry Ford, the automobile 
magnate. Ford admired his brilliance and his simplicity. When Carver’s 
health began to fail, Ford had an elevator installed in his dormitory so the 
old scientist could reach his lab more easily. For all his fame, Carver lived 
simply — in a small room, with few possessions. He had no wife, no 
children, but a world full of students who loved him like a father. 

On January 5, 1943, George Washington Carver passed away at Tuskegee 
Institute — the place where he had poured his life’s work into the next 
generation. He was buried beside his friend and mentor, Booker T. 
Washington. Together, their graves rest on the campus they built into a 
monument of learning and legacy. 

The nation mourned his passing. President Franklin D. Roosevelt sent 
flowers to his funeral. Later that year, Congress established the George 
Washington Carver National Monument in Missouri — the first national 
monument dedicated to an African American. It stands on the same soil 
where a kidnapped baby once cried for his mother, now sacred ground 
celebrating the genius that grew from it. 

George Washington Carver taught the world that greatness doesn’t always 
shout — sometimes it whispers through the rustle of leaves and the hum of 
a seed sprouting in the dark. He proved that knowledge and humility can 
coexist, that faith can guide science, and that service is the highest form of 
success. 
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He found power in the smallest things — in the peanut, in the flower, in 
the soil — and reminded us all that what we hold in our hands can change 
the world if we only learn how to use it. 

That is Black Excellence — not just brilliance, but benevolence. The kind 
that heals the land, feeds the hungry, and honors God with every discovery. 
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W.E.B. Du Bois did not just step into history — he sharpened it, named it, 
and taught it how to speak. Born William Edward Burghardt Du Bois in 
Great Barrington, Massachusetts, he came into the world on the margins 
and proceeded to redraw the center. His mother, Mary Silvina Burghardt, 
worked as a domestic; his father, Alfred Du Bois, a barber who vanished 
from the family soon after Will’s birth. The town was small, mostly white, 
but the Burghardts were rooted there, descended from a freedman of 
Dutch slave origin who had fought in the Revolution. In that little place, a 
young Black boy learned Greek and Latin in an integrated high school, 
wrote columns for regional papers, and graduated at the top in 1884 — first 
in his town, first in his mind, already thinking like a man sent to reckon 
with the age. 

He went south to Fisk University and met two Americas at once: the tender 
beauty of Black folk culture and the hard fist of Southern racism. He taught 
in the Tennessee hills in summers, seeing up close the poverty and dignity 
of a people who sang their theology into the night. When his mother 
passed, he carried her faith forward in another language — research, 
argument, testimony. Then came Harvard: B.A. in 1890, A.M. in 1891, 
Ph.D. in 1895 — the first Black American to earn that distinction there. 
Between those degrees, he soaked up Berlin — history, economics, 
philosophy — and learned how wide the world was and how deliberate 
empire could be. He did not finish with a German credential, but he 
returned with something larger: a method for turning pain into proof. 

He taught at Wilberforce, married Nina Gomer, and set his hand to the 
work that would change the terms of debate. In Philadelphia’s Seventh 
Ward, he walked door to door, 835 hours, 2,500 households, turning rumor 
into data, pity into policy. The Philadelphia Negro emerged from that labor in 
1899 — maps, tables, analysis, and a clear insistence: the “Negro Problem” 
was not a mystery of character but a structure of conditions, made by law, 
enforced by violence, solvable by justice. He wrote “The Study of the 
Negro Problem,” then “The Conservation of the Races,” then The Souls of 
Black Folk — prose that sang like scripture and struck like a gavel. He gave 
us the veil and double consciousness — the knowing of one’s self through 
one’s own eyes and through a hostile nation’s gaze — and he refused to 
apologize for being both American and Black, fully. 

Atlanta University became his base. There he built a research tradition that 
honored the people it measured. Year after year he gathered facts on work, 
health, family, schools — not to flatter or scold, but to arm a movement 
with truth. He admired Booker T. Washington’s discipline and institution 
building, and for a time he tried for common ground. But when 
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“accommodation” hardened into a political muzzle, Du Bois stepped away. 
With William Monroe Trotter and others he formed the Niagara 
Movement, demanding full civil and political rights — now, not later. The 
wind against them was strong, the money thin, but the words did their 
work. 

From that current rose the NAACP in 1909, a coalition of Black fire and 
white conscience. In 1910, Du Bois left Atlanta to become its only Black 
officer and the editor of The Crisis. At last he had the instrument he wanted: 
a journal that could fight Jim Crow in the courts and in the culture, that 
could publish poems and petitions, portraits and polemics, that could 
introduce a generation to itself. Month after month, he argued cases, 
printed lynching statistics, praised Black achievement, and called his readers 
to citizenship as a daily practice. He insisted that art mattered — beautiful, 
dangerous, necessary — and he made space for the early sparks that would 
glow into the Harlem Renaissance. 

He thought beyond America, too. Pan-Africanism was not a slogan to him; 
it was geography and duty. From London in 1900 to Paris in 1919 to 
Manchester in 1945, he convened, coaxed, and argued for a world without 
empires and a continent free to define its destiny. He sparred with Marcus 
Garvey, wary of spectacle and separatism, but he learned from the masses 
Garvey moved. War reshaped him as it reshaped the century. He urged 
Black Americans to “close ranks” in 1918 even as he fought for fair 
treatment of soldiers; he watched the Red Summer and understood that the 
nation’s violence was not accidental but organized; he studied Marx, 
listened to Freud from a distance, and pressed the NAACP to expand 
beyond lawsuits into the economics of Black survival. Clash followed. In 
1934 he resigned from The Crisis and returned to Atlanta University. 

The scholar in him deepened again. He founded Phylon, wrote Black 
Reconstruction in America, and turned the lens around: Reconstruction was not 
a failed experiment; it was a heroic, multiracial struggle crushed by terror 
and theft. He named the counterrevolution and restored Black workers to 
the center of the story. He followed with Dusk of Dawn, an autobiography 
of a concept — race — tracing how an idea becomes a cage and how a 
mind resists. 

Age did not soften him; it sharpened him. He rejoined the NAACP in 1944 
to focus on the coming world order, helped draft An Appeal to the World to 
lay American racism before the United Nations, and fought for colonial 
freedom as a human right. The Cold War tried to box him in; he would not 
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fit. He campaigned for peace, for Henry Wallace, for a politics unafraid to 
say the words capitalism and empire out loud. Indicted and acquitted for his 
peace work, widowed and then remarried to the formidable Shirley 
Graham, he kept writing, kept traveling, kept insisting that a just world was 
not naïve — only inconvenient to those who profited from the old one. 

Passports were denied, then restored. He stood in Moscow, in Accra, in 
Beijing, and saw futures being drafted — imperfect, contested, but possible. 
By 1961, at ninety-three, when Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah invited him to 
build the Encyclopedia Africana, Du Bois accepted. He joined the American 
Communist Party that same year, not out of fashion but out of conclusion: 
he believed socialism the clearest road to peace and Black liberation. He 
became a Ghanaian citizen, an elder in a young nation, working by day, 
receiving visitors by night, still sketching blueprints for a freedom big 
enough for everyone. 

On August 27, 1963, as buses rolled toward Washington for a march that 
would change the sound of the country, W.E.B. Du Bois died in Accra. The 
next day, on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, a quarter million people 
heard his name called like a benediction. Later he was buried with state 
honors beside the Atlantic slave castles that once shipped human beings 
into American bondage. The circle did not close; it widened. 

What makes Du Bois central to Black Excellence is not only his degrees, his 
firsts, his titles — though he held many. It is that he fused the pen and the 
picket, the archive and the avenue. He proved that feelings can be measured 
and facts can sing. He turned sociology into a lantern, journalism into a 
drumline, philosophy into a tool kit. He taught us how to see the veil and 
how to pierce it; how to honor Black folk culture without romanticizing 
poverty; how to train an elite without abandoning the masses; how to be 
global without losing home. 

He wrote seventeen books, edited journals, led movements, mentored 
firebrands, and left behind a language to name the wound and the cure. He 
was wrong sometimes — stubborn, severe, unyielding — but even his 
errors were committed in the service of a larger truth: that a people cannot 
be free without knowledge, organization, and courage. He did not wait for 
permission. He did not confuse patience with passivity. He did not mistake 
respectability for respect. 

If you want to understand America, read him. If you want to understand 
yourself, argue with him. And if you want to build what he dreamed, do as 
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he did: gather the facts, tell the story, rally the people, and keep your eyes 
on a horizon larger than your lifetime. That is Du Bois — a mind like a 
searchlight, a heart like a metronome, steady on justice. That is the work. 
That is the way forward. 
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Jack Johnson didn’t just win fights — he bent the world’s gaze his way and 
refused to look down. Born John Arthur Johnson in Galveston, Texas, on 
March 31, 1878, the son of Henry and Tina “Tiny” Johnson, he grew up in 
a household stitched together by faith, work, and literacy, yet he was a 
restless spirit from the start. He questioned what others feared, even 
religion, and caught trouble for saying out loud what many only whispered. 
He had five years of formal schooling, but his real education came from the 
streets, the gyms, and the hard lessons of a country that measured a Black 
man by how small he would make himself. Jack’s answer was simple: he 
would not. 

He fought his first bout as a teenager and turned pro before most boys his 
age had settled on a trade. At fifteen rounds and sixteen rounds, in smoky 
clubs and makeshift rings, he learned to pace himself, to wait, to watch. In 
1901, when the powerful Joe Choynski knocked him out in Galveston, both 
men were jailed because boxing was illegal there. In that strange classroom 
of iron bars and bare floors, Choynski began to coach the man who would 
one day rule the division — sharpening Jack’s patience, his angles, his 
defense against bigger men. It was there Jack learned to fight like a chess 
player: let the other man rush; punish his mistakes. 

From 1902 to 1907 he beat anyone who would sign, white or Black — Joe 
Jeannette, Sam Langford, Sam McVey, and a long list besides. His style was 
a quiet storm. He opened cautiously, seeing everything, making you miss by 
inches, wearing you thin with counters, and then, when your breathing grew 
ragged, he turned on the heat. He wasn’t in a hurry to knock you out; he 
preferred to teach you. That patience was called cowardice in the papers 
that refused to praise a Black champion, even as the same craft had been 
hailed as “clever” in a white idol a decade earlier. Double standards didn’t 
bother him; they bored him. He kept winning. 

In 1908, after chasing the Canadian champion Tommy Burns across oceans 
and columns, he cornered him in Sydney. Fourteen rounds of domination 
later, the police stepped in and the referee awarded Jack Johnson the 
heavyweight championship of the world. He didn’t just take the title; he 
seized the myth that came with it. He talked while he fought, mocked the 
corner, held up his falling opponent to punish him more. He knew the 
symbolism of that moment and made sure the world did, too. 

America panicked. Novelists, promoters, and bigots alike began shouting 
for a “great white hope,” a man to restore what they called order. In 1909, 
Johnson swatted aside a parade of challengers — Victor McLaglen, Frank 
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Moran, Tony Ross, Al Kaufman, and the middleweight star Stanley Ketchel 
in a wild contest that ended with a single straight shot and loose teeth on 
the canvas. But the world wanted one man: James J. Jeffries, the retired, 
undefeated former champion. Jeffries shed a hundred pounds for the 
purpose, saying plainly he was there to prove a white man superior. July 4, 
1910, Reno, Nevada — a ring built in the open air, a band playing ugly 
songs, a crowd coached to hate. And there stood Jack Johnson, calm as 
sunrise. 

He boxed beautifully. He tied Jeffries up, turned him, countered him, wore 
him down. In the fifteenth, with the former champion sagging, Jeffries’s 
corner surrendered to spare him a knockout. Johnson earned a fortune and 
a silence he’d been denied: there was no more argument about who the best 
heavyweight on earth was. The nation erupted — Black communities 
celebrating as if the weight of centuries had shifted an inch, white mobs 
raging because their myth had been beaten clean. Parades turned into 
assaults, prayers into police batons. Dozens died, hundreds were injured, 
and even moving pictures of Johnson’s victories were banned in some 
states, as if film itself were dangerous when it showed Black excellence 
unfiltered. 

He kept fighting and kept living loudly. He dressed with flair, drove fast 
cars, tipped big, played the cello and fiddle, loved opera, and admired 
Napoleon’s rise from nothing — recognizing a fellow traveler who refused 
his assigned place. He opened Club Deluxe in Harlem, a sign that his 
ambition wasn’t confined to the ring. He loved who he loved, including 
white women, and did so publicly in a country that treated such love as a 
crime. He taunted men who taunted him. He would not shrink to fit a 
segregated script. 

Power answered with persecution. Prosecutors used the Mann Act — 
meant to fight trafficking — to hound him for sending a train ticket to a 
girlfriend. He served time in Leavenworth and spent years in exile. 
Ministers called for lynching. States outlawed the images of his triumphs. 
Yet he walked through the fire with the same poise he showed under the 
ring lights: shoulders square, chin up, eyes steady. He was knocked out only 
three times in a career that lasted nearly half a century, and even outside the 
ropes, he refused to go down without telling his own story. 

In 1915, after seven years with the crown, he lost his title in Havana to Jess 
Willard, a giant of a man who made Johnson do the leading and buried him 
under body shots in brutal heat. Twenty-six rounds in, Jack fell and did not 
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beat the count. People whispered about a dive; Willard said if so, he wished 
Jack had done it sooner. What remains is the truth of the reign: Johnson 
had worn the title with defiant elegance while dodging not only punches but 
a nation’s malice. 

He married three times — Etta Duryea, whose tragic death scarred him; 
Lucille Cameron, whose love could not outlast the storm; and finally Irene 
Pineau, who stayed ’til the end. He returned from exile, paid his debt, kept 
fighting exhibitions into his fifties, and told stories in a voice that still 
sounded like a man who knew he’d been the sun in his own era, whether 
others admitted it or not. In 1946 he died in a car crash near Raleigh, North 
Carolina, sixty-eight years old, a year before baseball broke its color line. He 
was laid to rest in Chicago beneath a simple stone that says only “Johnson,” 
as if the surname alone were enough to summon the legend. 

Jack Johnson was a wrecker of boundaries — the first Black heavyweight 
champion of the world, 1908 to 1915, and for years the most famous, most 
argued-about Black man alive. He forced America to say out loud what it 
had hidden: that it could not accept a Black champion unless he bowed, 
that it wanted victory without visibility, excellence without dignity. He 
refused. His wealth, style, and relationships made him impossible to ignore 
and intolerable to those who insisted he stay small. The backlash shaped the 
sport after him; Joe Louis, for all his greatness, was coached to smile gently, 
say little, never gloat, never be photographed with a white woman — a 
cautionary tale drawn in Jack’s silhouette. And later, a young fighter named 
Muhammad Ali found in Johnson a mirror: the bravado, the beauty, the 
insistence on naming the times out loud. 

If you measure him only by numbers, you miss the point. Yes, he won more 
than fifty fights in his early run, reigned as champion, and in nearly forty-
seven years of boxing was stopped just three times. But his greatest 
victories were bigger than belts. He taught strategy to swagger: patience as 
power, defense as domination, intelligence as intimidation. He taught a 
country addicted to caricature that a Black man could be complex — 
cultured, combative, tender, arrogant, generous, brilliant, contradictory — 
and still be whole. 

Jack Johnson did not ask for permission to be large. He stood in the center 
of the ring and the center of the storm and made both his. That is Black 
Excellence — not simply winning, but winning on your own terms; not 
merely breaking a barrier, but refusing to rebuild it behind you. He took the 
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worst the world could throw and answered with craft, courage, and a smile 
that said: I know exactly who I am. 
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Duke Ellington wasn’t just a jazz musician — he was a movement, a mood, 
and a mirror of American creativity at its finest. Born Edward Kennedy 
Ellington in Washington, D.C., in 1899, he grew up in a home where music 
was both discipline and delight. His mother played piano, his father made 
sure he dressed sharp, and the neighborhood kids started calling him 
“Duke” for the grace he carried even as a boy. That name stuck — not as 
an accident, but as a prophecy. 

By seventeen, Duke was already working professionally, writing and playing 
in the smoky clubs of his hometown. He had an ear for melody and a mind 
for leadership. Where others played to get by, Duke played to build a sound 
that would last. In 1923 he took that dream to New York City — the 
heartbeat of Black art and invention during the Harlem Renaissance — and 
formed his band, The Washingtonians. Within four years, they’d secured 
a steady gig at the legendary Cotton Club, where his orchestra became the 
soundtrack of an era. 

At the Cotton Club, Duke turned nightlife into art. His music scored the 
rhythms of Harlem — the syncopated steps of dancers, the laughter of 
crowded tables, the smoke of ambition in the air. Radio broadcasts carried 
his sound far beyond Harlem, and soon, white and Black audiences alike 
were falling under his spell. He didn’t just lead a band — he conducted a 
conversation between cultures. 

When he left the Cotton Club in 1931, Duke didn’t slow down; he 
expanded. He took his orchestra on the road and began defining what a big 
band could be. Where other composers tried to blend their musicians into 
one smooth sound, Duke Ellington celebrated individuality. He believed 
every horn, every drum, every voice in his orchestra was unique — a 
character in a larger story. His arrangements allowed each player’s tone to 
speak, making his music alive with color and texture. That’s why his 
sidemen stayed for decades — men like Johnny Hodges, Cootie 
Williams, Harry Carney, and Jimmy Blanton. Ellington didn’t just hire 
musicians; he built a family of sound. 

Then came Billy Strayhorn — his right hand, his creative twin. In 1939 
Strayhorn joined the band as composer, arranger, and occasional pianist. 
Together, they crafted classics that shaped the DNA of modern jazz. 
Strayhorn wrote “Take the A Train,” the band’s signature tune, while 
Ellington composed masterworks like “Ko-Ko,” “Cotton Tail,” and “Jack 
the Bear.” Theirs was a partnership built on respect and shared genius — 
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two minds writing the soundtrack of Black excellence in the heart of 
segregated America. 

Even when the world’s taste shifted away from big-band music in the 
postwar years, Ellington refused to fade. He kept composing — symphonic 
suites, sacred concerts, film scores — proving that jazz could be as serious, 
complex, and timeless as any classical form. And in 1956, at the Newport 
Jazz Festival, he reminded the world exactly who he was. The 
performance — electric, elegant, unstoppable — reignited his career and 
redefined jazz for a new generation. 

Through the 1950s and 1960s, Duke began to collaborate with other giants 
— John Coltrane, Charles Mingus, Max Roach, and Coleman 
Hawkins — fusing his classic touch with the restless energy of the younger 
wave. Albums like Money Jungle and Duke Ellington & John Coltrane showed 
that his artistry transcended eras. He wasn’t a relic; he was the root. 

Ellington’s music wasn’t just entertainment — it was architecture. It built 
bridges between Black history and American identity. Every time his 
orchestra took the stage in tuxedos and precision, they were asserting 
dignity in a nation that tried to deny it. His elegance was defiance. His 
sound was freedom. And his compositions — more than 2,000 of them — 
became part of the American songbook: “Mood Indigo,” “Sophisticated 
Lady,” “In a Sentimental Mood,” “I Got It Bad (And That Ain’t Good),” 
“Don’t Get Around Much Anymore.” Each one a story, a feeling, a 
reflection of the beauty and complexity of life. 

Duke Ellington’s secret wasn’t just genius — it was gratitude. He often said, 
“Every man prays in his own language, and there is no language that God 
does not understand.” His language was music. He wrote thank-you notes 
in sound — thank you to life, to struggle, to love, to art, to the Creator. 
And when he played, he invited the world to listen in that same spirit. 

He passed away in 1974, leaving behind a body of work that still feels 
eternal. A Pulitzer nomination. The Medal of Freedom. Honorary 
doctorates from Yale and other universities. But the real reward was what 
he gave to the world: a soundtrack for human sophistication, a living proof 
that jazz — Black American music — could stand beside Bach, Beethoven, 
and Brahms with its head held high. 

Duke Ellington was not just the sound of a generation — he was the sound 
of evolution itself. He showed that excellence wears many colors, that 



BLACK EXCELLANCE 

60 

rhythm has reason, and that grace can swing. When you hear the glide of a 
horn section, the shimmer of a cymbal, the cool tension between harmony 
and dissonance — you’re hearing his legacy. 

That’s Black Excellence — turning struggle into style, intellect into melody, 
and life into art that still moves the world. 
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Louis Armstrong was more than a musician — he was a movement. The 
sound of his trumpet was the sound of America learning to breathe in 
rhythm, learning to smile through struggle. Known affectionately as 
Satchmo, Pops, and later Ambassador Satch, he rose from the streets of 
New Orleans to become one of the most influential artists of the 20th 
century — not just in jazz, but across all of popular music. His life is the 
definition of Black Excellence: talent forged in hardship, genius shaped by 
resilience, and joy used as a weapon against pain. 

Louis Armstrong was born on August 4, 1901, in one of the roughest 
corners of New Orleans — a neighborhood so poor it was called The 
Battlefield. His father left soon after he was born, and his mother, Mayann, 
struggled to survive, often leaving young Louis in the care of his 
grandmother. He dropped out of school in the fifth grade to help support 
his family, working odd jobs, singing on street corners, and delivering coal 
for a local Jewish family, the Karnofskys, who treated him like one of their 
own. The Karnofskys gave Louis more than work — they gave him dignity. 
They bought him his first cornet and encouraged his singing, planting seeds 
of music that would one day grow into a revolution. But his first big break 
came in 1912 — the night he fired his stepfather’s gun into the air during a 
New Year’s Eve celebration. Arrested and sent to the Colored Waif’s Home 
for Boys, Louis learned discipline, teamwork, and music. There, he 
discovered the cornet, and with it, purpose. 

By 1914, he was free — and unstoppable. He worked odd jobs by day and 
played music by night, soaking up the sounds of the city: brass bands, blues 
singers, and the spiritual hum of the streets. New Orleans was alive with 
rhythm, and Armstrong was its new heartbeat. Every legend needs a 
teacher, and for Louis Armstrong, that teacher was Joe “King” Oliver, one 
of the greatest cornet players in town. Oliver saw the fire in the young 
musician and began mentoring him — teaching him phrasing, control, and 
showmanship. When Oliver left New Orleans for Chicago, Armstrong 
stayed behind — until 1922, when the call came: “Come join me, kid.” 
Louis boarded the train and stepped into the center of the jazz world. 
Playing second cornet in Oliver’s Creole Jazz Band, he made his first 
recordings, including his first solo on “Chimes Blues.” Those records — 
hot, soulful, and alive — captured the birth of modern jazz. His energy, his 
tone, his swing — it was all new, and it made people listen differently. 

In Chicago, Armstrong met pianist Lillian Hardin, who would become both 
his wife and his creative partner. She believed in him fiercely and pushed 
him to go further — to lead, not follow. Under her encouragement, he 
joined Fletcher Henderson’s Orchestra in New York in 1924. There, 
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Armstrong revolutionized the concept of rhythm. His horn loosened the 
strict, march-like feel of early jazz and introduced swing — that human, 
breathing pulse that would define American music for decades. 
Henderson’s band became the model for the big-band sound, and 
Armstrong’s influence could be heard in every section. But life in New 
York was tough. His southern manners and accent made him an outsider. 
Henderson wouldn’t even let him sing, afraid his gravelly voice was too raw 
for uptown crowds. Disappointed, Armstrong returned to Chicago in 1925, 
ready to lead his own band and define his own legacy. 

Between 1925 and 1928, Armstrong recorded more than sixty songs with 
his groups, the Hot Five and Hot Seven. These sessions are considered the 
foundation of jazz as we know it. Tracks like “Potato Head Blues,” “Cornet 
Chop Suey,” and “West End Blues” transformed ensemble playing into a 
soloist’s art form. His trumpet spoke like a preacher — proud, fearless, and 
melodic. His stop-time breaks and improvisations raised the bar for 
musicians everywhere. And then there was his voice — rough, playful, pure 
— introducing the world to scat singing with “Heebie Jeebies.” With these 
recordings, Louis Armstrong didn’t just play jazz. He defined it. He taught 
musicians how to solo, how to swing, and how to make a single note feel 
like a human emotion. 

By the 1930s, Armstrong was no longer just a jazz musician — he was a 
superstar. He appeared in movies, toured the world, and broke barriers no 
Black performer had ever crossed. He became the first Black American to 
headline a major Hollywood film, the first to host a national radio show, 
and one of the first to earn mainstream white audiences without 
compromising his Black identity. Songs like “Swing That Music,” “Struttin’ 
with Some Barbecue,” and “Jubilee” showcased his genius. His trumpet was 
bold; his smile was magnetic. Behind it all, he carried the dignity of a man 
who knew he represented something larger — a people rising, note by note. 
He married four times, finally finding peace with Lucille Wilson, a Cotton 
Club dancer, who convinced him to settle down in Queens, New York — a 
home that still stands today as the Louis Armstrong House Museum. 

In the 1940s and ’50s, as the big-band era faded, Armstrong adapted once 
again. He formed The All Stars, a smaller group that captured his joyful 
energy in a more intimate setting. With them, he toured relentlessly — 300 
shows a year — across Europe, Africa, Asia, and behind the Iron Curtain. 
The world began calling him Ambassador Satch. His music became a form 
of diplomacy, spreading joy and breaking down racial barriers across 
continents. His hits from this era — “La Vie En Rose,” “Blueberry Hill,” 
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“A Kiss to Build a Dream On,” and “Mack the Knife” — solidified his 
reputation as a timeless voice of warmth and humanity. 

Yet even as the world embraced him, younger jazz artists, like Charlie 
Parker and Miles Davis, saw him as old-fashioned — a relic of the past. 
They misunderstood his smile for submission, his humor for simplicity. But 
Armstrong proved them wrong. In 1957, watching the Little Rock Nine 
crisis unfold, he broke his long silence on politics and publicly condemned 
the U.S. government for failing to protect Black children. “The way they are 
treating my people in the South,” he said, “the government can go to hell.” 
For a man who had always let his horn do the talking, those words were 
thunder. 

Armstrong’s career never slowed. In 1964, he recorded “Hello, Dolly!” — a 
surprise hit that knocked The Beatles off the top of the charts at the height 
of Beatlemania. And in 1967, he recorded what would become his most 
beloved song: “What a Wonderful World.” The track — tender, simple, and 
wise — captured everything Armstrong believed: that even in a world filled 
with pain, there is beauty worth celebrating. It wasn’t a jazz record — it was 
a love letter to life. Decades later, it would become an anthem of hope for 
generations who never saw him play live. 

By 1971, Armstrong’s health was failing. But even as heart problems slowed 
him down, he continued to practice his trumpet every day. On July 6, 1971, 
he passed away peacefully in his sleep at his home in Queens. He was 
seventy years old — and eternal. 

Louis Armstrong was the sound of possibility. He took the language of 
suffering and turned it into the sound of joy. He changed the way musicians 
play, the way singers phrase, and the way the world listens. From jazz clubs 
to world stages, from poverty to immortality, Armstrong’s story is a 
reminder that excellence is not just about talent — it’s about heart. He 
made music swing, he made audiences smile, and he made history bend 
toward beauty. His trumpet still echoes in every song that celebrates love, 
every beat that insists on joy. That’s Louis Armstrong. That’s Black 
Excellence — pure, bold, and unforgettable. 
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Langston Hughes was more than a poet — he was a voice, a heartbeat, and 
a bridge between pain and pride. His words didn’t just describe the Black 
American experience — they defined it, giving rhythm and beauty to the 
struggle, joy, and everyday reality of being Black in America. Born James 
Mercer Langston Hughes, he became one of the most powerful figures of 
the Harlem Renaissance — the cultural explosion that reimagined what it 
meant to be Black and brilliant in the early 20th century. 

He entered the world in Joplin, Missouri, in either 1901 or 1902 — records 
differ, but his impact is timeless. His parents separated when he was just a 
child, and he was raised mainly by his grandmother, who filled his young 
ears with stories of Black resilience, resistance, and pride. Her tales of 
freedom fighters and educators planted in him a deep sense of identity and 
purpose. When she passed away, he began a life of constant movement with 
his mother — city to city, searching for stability — until they finally settled 
in Cleveland, Ohio. 

It was there, as a teenager, that Langston first began to understand the 
power of words. He poured his heart into poetry, using rhythm like a drum 
and imagery like a prayer. The summer after he graduated high school, he 
wrote “The Negro Speaks of Rivers,” a poem that connected his soul to the 
ancient flow of African history. It was published in The Crisis in 1921, and 
suddenly, a young boy from Cleveland was being hailed as the new voice of 
a generation. 

After a year studying at Columbia University in New York City, Hughes left 
school but found something more important — Harlem. The “great dark 
city,” as he called it, became his spiritual home. Harlem was alive — its 
streets pulsed with jazz, politics, and poetry. Hughes walked those streets 
like a student of the people, absorbing every laugh, every sermon, every 
trumpet note. He sailed as a ship steward to Africa and Europe, where he 
saw firsthand how connected the struggle for dignity was across the world. 
When he returned to New York in 1924, he was no longer just a poet — he 
was a messenger. 

His early years as a writer were not glamorous. He worked odd jobs, 
including one as a busboy at a Washington, D.C. hotel. One night in 1925, 
he placed three of his poems beside the plate of visiting poet Vachel 
Lindsay. The next morning, newspapers ran stories about the “busboy 
poet” who had stunned the great Lindsay — and Hughes’ name began to 
travel farther than ever. That same year, he won a poetry prize from 
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Opportunity magazine and caught the attention of publisher Alfred A. Knopf, 
who released his first collection, The Weary Blues, in 1926. 

The Weary Blues was unlike anything America had read before. It was the 
blues turned into poetry — the rhythm of the working man, the preacher, 
the lover, and the dreamer. Hughes didn’t write for white approval; he 
wrote for his people. In his famous essay “The Negro Artist and the Racial 
Mountain,” he urged Black artists to embrace their identity unapologetically, 
to celebrate their culture instead of trying to conform to white standards. 
“We younger Negro artists who create now intend to express our individual 
dark-skinned selves without fear or shame,” he declared. That courage 
became the foundation for generations of Black creators to come. 

Over the next decade, Hughes kept creating — poetry, short stories, novels, 
plays, and even songs. His 1930 novel Not Without Laughter captured the 
tenderness and tension of growing up Black in Kansas, earning him wide 
acclaim. But as America sank into the Great Depression, Hughes’ writing 
grew sharper, more political. He turned his pen toward justice, speaking out 
against racism, poverty, and oppression. He traveled through the American 
South, decrying racial injustice, and journeyed abroad — to the Soviet 
Union, Haiti, Japan, and Spain — where he served as a war correspondent 
during the Spanish Civil War. 

Hughes’ 1934 short story collection The Ways of White Folks examined race 
relations with wit, honesty, and irony. His play Mulatto opened on Broadway 
in 1935, breaking barriers for Black dramatists. And through it all, he 
continued to build spaces for other artists — founding Black theatre 
companies in Harlem and Los Angeles to ensure that Black voices would 
always have a stage. 

He was a builder of culture as much as a writer. He collected and celebrated 
the works of others, co-editing The Poetry of the Negro and The Book of Negro 
Folklore with his friend Arna Bontemps. He told history visually in A 
Pictorial History of the Negro in America and even collaborated on operas, 
writing lyrics for Kurt Weill’s Street Scene in 1947. 

Langston Hughes’ genius was his range. He could make you laugh with his 
character Jesse B. Semple — affectionately known as “Simple” — who 
appeared in Hughes’ newspaper columns as the wise, witty, working-class 
philosopher of Harlem. And in the same breath, Hughes could break your 
heart with poems like “Mother to Son” or “Let America Be America 
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Again,” verses that carried the weight of Black hope and disappointment in 
equal measure. 

He kept writing, teaching, and creating until the end of his life. His gospel 
play Black Nativity in 1961 became an international phenomenon, retelling 
the story of Christ’s birth through Black spirituals and poetry. Even after 
his death in 1967, his final collection, The Panther and the Lash, showed that 
he was still evolving — engaging directly with the new wave of the Black 
Power movement and the rise of the Black Panther Party. 

Langston Hughes left behind more than books — he left behind a 
blueprint. He taught the world that art could be a weapon, that poetry could 
be protest, and that the voice of one man could echo the heartbeat of 
millions. His words continue to flow through classrooms, churches, and 
communities around the world. 

He once said, “Hold fast to dreams, for if dreams die, life is a broken-
winged bird that cannot fly.” Hughes never stopped dreaming — for his 
people, for justice, for the music of freedom. Through him, we learned that 
our rivers run deep, our voices matter, and our stories are the lifeblood of 
America itself. 

That is Langston Hughes — the poet of the people, the son of struggle, the 
sound of Black Excellence. 
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Thurgood Marshall was more than a lawyer or a judge — he was a builder 
of justice. His career carved a new path for equality in America, using the 
very Constitution that once allowed oppression to become the foundation 
of freedom. With a brilliant mind, a bold spirit, and an unshakeable sense of 
purpose, he turned the courtroom into a battlefield for civil rights, winning 
nearly every case he fought before the Supreme Court long before he ever 
sat upon it. 

Born on July 2, 1908, in Baltimore, Maryland, Thurgood Marshall was 
raised in a family that valued education, dignity, and debate. His mother, 
Norma, was a kindergarten teacher, and his father, William, worked as a 
railroad dining-car waiter before becoming a chief steward at an elite club. 
His father loved the law, though he never practiced it, and often took 
young Thurgood to sit in the back of Baltimore courtrooms, watching 
attorneys argue their cases. When they returned home, father and son 
would debate what they had seen, arguing points of justice and fairness at 
the dinner table. These spirited conversations taught Thurgood the art of 
reasoning — and the thrill of standing up for what was right. 

Growing up Black in segregated Baltimore, Marshall felt the weight of 
injustice early. He saw how racism shaped every corner of life — from 
schools to neighborhoods to bathrooms marked “whites only.” Yet his 
parents did their best to shield him from hatred by filling their home with 
pride and hope. They lived in a decent neighborhood and sent him to a 
strong high school, where his curiosity sometimes got him in trouble. 
Whenever he was sent out of class for mischief, his teacher made him read 
the U.S. Constitution as punishment. By the time he graduated in 1925, he 
knew that document by heart — a detail that would later define his destiny. 

Marshall attended Lincoln University in Pennsylvania, a historically Black 
college known as the “Black Princeton.” There he met future icons like 
Langston Hughes and immersed himself in the vibrant culture of Black 
intellect and expression. In his early years, he was more interested in 
campus fun than study, but after being suspended for hazing, he refocused 
his energy and found his purpose. Joining the debate club awakened his 
love for argument and justice, and his first taste of activism came when he 
helped desegregate a local movie theater — a moment he later described as 
one of the happiest days of his life. 

During his college years, he met Vivian “Buster” Burey, a young woman 
from Philadelphia, and they married in 1929. When Marshall graduated in 
1930, he planned to attend the University of Maryland Law School — but 
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was denied admission because of his race. That rejection would become the 
spark for his lifelong fight. Instead, he attended Howard University School 
of Law in Washington, D.C., one of the few places where Black students 
could study law at the time. His mother sold her wedding ring to help pay 
for his tuition, and Marshall poured everything he had into his studies. 

At Howard, Marshall came under the mentorship of Charles Hamilton 
Houston, a brilliant professor and legal strategist who had a vision: to 
dismantle segregation using the law itself. Houston trained Marshall to 
think of the Constitution not as a relic, but as a living document — one that 
could evolve to reflect justice. “A lawyer is either a social engineer or a 
parasite on society,” Houston often said. Marshall chose to be the former. 
He graduated first in his class in 1933, the same year the country was 
sinking deeper into the Great Depression. 

Instead of accepting a postgraduate scholarship to Harvard, Marshall 
returned home to Baltimore to open his own law practice. His clients were 
the people others ignored — working-class families facing evictions, 
laborers fighting police brutality, and Black citizens denied fair treatment. 
Even when they couldn’t pay, Marshall never turned anyone away. His style 
was respectful but forceful; he fought cases with facts, confidence, and 
charisma. Before long, his reputation caught the attention of the NAACP, 
where he began volunteering his time and soon joined as an attorney under 
his old mentor, Houston. 

Together, they set out to challenge the “separate but equal” doctrine that 
had legalized segregation for decades. In 1935, Marshall won his first major 
victory — the very case that changed the trajectory of his life. He 
successfully argued that the University of Maryland Law School must admit 
a Black student it had previously denied on racial grounds, striking at the 
very institution that had once rejected him. 

By 1938, Houston had stepped down, and Marshall became the NAACP’s 
lead counsel. From that point on, he was the face of the organization’s legal 
strategy. He traveled deep into the South, often risking his life, to 
investigate cases of lynching, voter suppression, and unfair trials. He walked 
into towns where Black men were being hunted, where judges and juries 
were openly hostile, yet he never backed down. His courage and command 
of the law made him one of the most respected attorneys in America. 

Marshall’s record before the Supreme Court was extraordinary — he argued 
32 cases and won 29 of them. Each victory chipped away at the walls of 
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segregation, but his greatest triumph came in 1954 with Brown v. Board of 
Education of Topeka. Standing before the highest court in the land, Marshall 
argued that segregation in public schools violated the 14th Amendment’s 
guarantee of equal protection under the law. It took two years of 
arguments, but when the unanimous decision was announced, the Supreme 
Court declared that “separate but equal” had no place in American 
education. The ruling was a legal earthquake that ended racial segregation in 
public schools and became the cornerstone of the Civil Rights Movement. 

After his monumental victory, Marshall’s influence only grew. In 1961, 
President John F. Kennedy appointed him to the U.S. Court of Appeals for 
the Second Circuit, where he wrote nearly 100 opinions — none of which 
were overturned by the Supreme Court. Four years later, President Lyndon 
B. Johnson appointed him Solicitor General, making him the first Black 
American to hold that position. He argued the government’s cases before 
the Supreme Court, continuing to defend civil rights at the highest level. 

In 1967, Johnson made history again by appointing Thurgood Marshall as 
the first Black Justice of the United States Supreme Court. His 
confirmation was a moment of pride for the nation and a testament to how 
far the country had come — due in no small part to Marshall’s own work. 
As a Justice, Marshall brought the same passion for fairness that had driven 
him all his life. He believed the Constitution was not fixed, but a living 
promise that had to adapt to the needs of justice. He was a champion of 
individual rights, civil liberties, and equality under the law. 

On the bench, he formed a powerful alliance with Justice William Brennan, 
and together they often stood as the liberal conscience of the Court. They 
opposed the death penalty, supported affirmative action, and fought for the 
rights of workers and the poor. When the Court shifted toward 
conservatism in the 1970s and ’80s, Marshall’s voice became a lone but 
unwavering beacon. He never stopped believing that America could be 
better — that justice, though delayed, was not denied. 

Known for his humor and humanity, he kept things light even in the halls 
of power. He’d greet Chief Justice Warren Burger in the corridor with a 
playful “What’s shakin’, Chief baby?” Yet behind that easy smile was a man 
who had carried the weight of a nation’s conscience. 

After nearly 25 years on the Supreme Court, Thurgood Marshall retired in 
1991. Two years later, on January 24, 1993, he passed away in Bethesda, 
Maryland, at the age of 84. The nation mourned not just a Justice, but a 
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fighter — a man who had changed the course of history through intellect, 
bravery, and relentless faith in the Constitution he once memorized as 
punishment. 

Thurgood Marshall’s legacy lives in every classroom where children of all 
races learn together, in every courtroom where fairness triumphs over 
prejudice, and in every person who dares to believe that justice is worth the 
fight. His life proved that equality is not just an ideal — it’s a lifelong battle. 
And for that battle, Thurgood Marshall stood tall, argued fiercely, and won. 
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Rosa Parks was a quiet storm — a soft-spoken woman whose single act of 
defiance shook the foundation of American segregation and ignited one of 
the most powerful movements for justice the world has ever seen. On 
December 1, 1955, in Montgomery, Alabama, she refused to surrender her 
bus seat to a white passenger. She was arrested, fined, and humiliated — 
but her courage sparked a revolution. That moment, simple yet 
monumental, marked the beginning of the modern civil rights movement. 
Rosa Parks didn’t set out to make history that day — she simply refused to 
let injustice dictate her dignity any longer. 

Rosa Louise McCauley was born on February 4, 1913, in Tuskegee, 
Alabama. Her father, James McCauley, was a skilled carpenter, and her 
mother, Leona, was a dedicated teacher who believed deeply in education 
and self-respect. When Rosa was just two years old, her parents separated, 
and her mother took her and her younger brother, Sylvester, to live with 
their grandparents in Pine Level, a small rural town just outside of 
Montgomery. Life there was hard, but it was also where Rosa’s character 
began to take shape. Her grandparents were former slaves who had lived 
through the horrors of Reconstruction and Jim Crow. They taught her that 
courage was not the absence of fear, but the decision to stand firm despite 
it. 

From a young age, Rosa understood what it meant to live under the 
constant shadow of racism. She attended a segregated school system where 
Black children were forced to study in worn-down classrooms and use 
tattered books cast off by white schools. She remembered falling asleep to 
the sounds of the Ku Klux Klan riding through the night — menacing, 
violent, and unchecked by the law. “I remember hearing lynchings and 
being afraid the house would burn down,” she once said. “Back then, we 
didn’t have civil rights. It was just a matter of surviving.” That constant fear 
didn’t make her weak — it made her fearless. 

At the age of 11, Rosa enrolled in the Montgomery Industrial School for 
Girls, a private institution founded by progressive northern women who 
believed in training young Black girls for leadership and independence. 
There, Rosa learned more than reading and writing — she learned about 
self-worth and moral courage. The school’s message was simple but 
powerful: you are somebody. That belief stayed with Rosa her entire life. 

After attending Alabama State Teachers College, Rosa settled in 
Montgomery, where she worked as a seamstress. In 1932, she married 
Raymond Parks, a proud and politically active barber who was deeply 
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involved with the local NAACP (National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People). Together, they became quiet warriors for 
justice, attending meetings, organizing voter registration efforts, and 
challenging cases of racial violence that most people were too afraid to 
touch. 

“I worked on numerous cases with the NAACP,” she later said. “There 
were cases of flogging, peonage, murder, and rape. We didn’t get the 
publicity, but we kept trying. It was a matter of letting it be known that we 
would no longer accept being second-class citizens.” 

By the mid-1950s, Rosa was already a respected activist in Montgomery. 
She served as secretary of the local NAACP chapter and investigated cases 
of racial injustice, including the brutal sexual assault of Black women whose 
voices had been silenced by fear. Still, she lived a modest life, never seeking 
the spotlight. But on that December day in 1955, history came looking for 
her. 

When Rosa Parks boarded the Cleveland Avenue bus after a long day’s 
work at the Montgomery Fair department store, she sat in the section 
designated for Black passengers. As the bus filled up, the driver — a man 
known for his cruelty toward Black riders — ordered her and three others 
to stand so white passengers could sit. The others moved. Rosa did not. She 
later said, “I wasn’t tired physically. I was tired of giving in.” 

Her arrest triggered a chain reaction that would transform the nation. Local 
leaders, including a 26-year-old pastor named Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., 
rallied around her case. They formed the Montgomery Improvement 
Association, and under Dr. King’s leadership, called for a citywide bus 
boycott. For 381 days, Montgomery’s Black residents refused to ride the 
buses. They walked miles to work, organized carpools, and faced threats, 
violence, and arrests — but they never backed down. 

The boycott caught national attention and tested the moral conscience of 
America. Finally, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that racial segregation on 
public transportation was unconstitutional. Rosa’s quiet act had become a 
thunderous victory for justice. 

Rosa Parks became known as “the mother of the civil rights movement,” 
but fame was never her goal. After the boycott, she and Raymond moved to 
Detroit in 1957, seeking new opportunities and an escape from the constant 
threats that followed them in Alabama. In Detroit, Rosa continued her 
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activism, joining the staff of Congressman John Conyers and advocating for 
housing rights, prison reform, and education. 

Even as she aged, her commitment never wavered. After her husband’s 
death in 1977, she founded the Rosa and Raymond Parks Institute for 
Self-Development, a nonprofit dedicated to empowering young people 
through education and historical awareness. Its signature program, Pathways 
to Freedom, took teenagers across the country each summer to retrace the 
routes of the Underground Railroad and learn about the long struggle for 
equality. 

Rosa’s contributions were recognized at the highest levels. In 1996, 
President Bill Clinton awarded her the Presidential Medal of Freedom, 
the nation’s highest civilian honor. In 1999, she received the 
Congressional Gold Medal, the highest honor bestowed by the U.S. 
Congress. Yet, even with all the accolades, Rosa remained humble. “I do 
the very best I can to look upon life with optimism and hope,” she once 
said. “But I don’t think there is any such thing as complete happiness. It 
pains me that there is still so much racism. I haven’t reached that stage yet.” 

Rosa Parks passed away quietly in her home in Detroit on October 24, 
2005, at the age of 92. Her passing brought the nation to a standstill. For 
two days, her casket rested in the rotunda of the U.S. Capitol — an honor 
reserved for presidents and national heroes. She was the first woman and 
only the second Black American to ever lie in honor there. 

Rosa Parks’ legacy lives wherever people stand up — or sit down — for 
justice. Her story is proof that one ordinary person, when moved by 
extraordinary conviction, can change the course of history. She showed the 
world that dignity is power, and courage can be quiet. Her act of resistance 
wasn’t about making a statement — it was about being human in a world 
that tried to deny her humanity. 

Rosa Parks didn’t just stay seated on a bus; she stood up for a nation. That 
day in Montgomery, she carried the weight of centuries on her shoulders — 
and set them free. That’s what Black Excellence looks like: the power to 
turn a single moment into a movement, and a single voice into the sound of 
freedom. 
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Billie Holiday was more than a singer — she was a storyteller, a truth-teller, 
and a soul that bled through every note she sang. Known to the world as 
“Lady Day,” she transformed jazz from entertainment into emotion. Her 
voice was both velvet and gravel — fragile yet defiant — capable of turning 
simple lyrics into haunting poetry. From the Harlem clubs of the 1930s to 
the world’s grandest stages, Billie Holiday became the sound of struggle, 
survival, and unfiltered beauty. 

Born Eleanora Fagan Harris in Philadelphia on April 7, 1915, she grew 
up in Baltimore in poverty and pain, but also with rhythm all around her. 
Her father, Clarence Holiday, was a traveling musician who played guitar 
with Fletcher Henderson’s orchestra. Her mother, Sadie Fagan, worked 
long hours trying to make ends meet, often leaving young Eleanora to fend 
for herself. Life was never easy — she survived abuse, neglect, and the 
rough edges of the streets long before she ever found the stage. But it was 
in that hardship that she found her music. 

As a teenager, she followed her mother to Harlem, where she worked odd 
jobs just to survive. It was there, in the smoke-filled rooms of New York’s 
speakeasies, that she began to sing — not because she had to, but because 
she couldn’t not. She never had formal musical training, couldn’t read sheet 
music, and didn’t need to. Her voice carried a rhythm that came from the 
blues, the church, and the heartbreak of life itself. 

She took her stage name from her father’s surname, Holiday, and the name 
Billie from her favorite movie star, Billie Dove. In 1933, fate found her 
when a talent scout introduced her to clarinetist Benny Goodman, who 
invited her to record her first tracks. The raw emotion and phrasing she 
brought to those early sessions immediately set her apart. Unlike other 
singers of her time, Billie didn’t just sing the melody — she played with it, 
bent it, and breathed her own truth into every syllable. 

By 1935, she was recording with pianist Teddy Wilson and members of 
Count Basie’s orchestra, turning out a string of timeless records that 
revolutionized jazz singing. Songs like What a Little Moonlight Can Do and 
Miss Brown to You made her a star. But it was her partnership with tenor 
saxophonist Lester Young that created magic. They understood each other 
musically and spiritually — he called her “Lady Day,” and she called him 
“Prez.” Together, they created a conversation between voice and horn that 
became legendary in the history of jazz. 
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In the late 1930s, she performed with Basie’s band and later joined Artie 
Shaw, becoming one of the first Black women to sing with an all-white 
orchestra. It was a groundbreaking move — and a dangerous one. Billie 
faced constant racism on the road, from segregated hotels to hostile 
crowds. But she never let hatred silence her. When a club wouldn’t let her 
use the same entrance as white patrons, she would walk right out — and 
the crowd would follow her. 

Her time at Café Society in New York City in 1939 marked a turning 
point. It was there that she first performed Strange Fruit, a song that would 
change American music forever. The lyrics, adapted from a poem by Abel 
Meeropol, described the lynching of Black men in the South: “Black bodies 
swinging in the Southern breeze, strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees.” Billie’s 
performance stunned audiences — she sang it with her eyes closed, under a 
single spotlight, after the rest of her set was done. No encore, no applause 
— just silence. It was protest in its purest form, a song that turned pain into 
power. 

But Lady Day’s life was never free from tragedy. Her fame grew, yet so did 
her personal demons. The racism, the abuse, the betrayals — she carried 
them all, often numbing the pain with drugs and alcohol. In 1947, she was 
arrested on a narcotics charge and sent to prison. When she was released, 
the government revoked her cabaret license, making it illegal for her to sing 
in New York clubs that served alcohol — a cruel punishment that stripped 
her of her livelihood. 

Still, Billie refused to disappear. Just ten days after her release, she sold out 
Carnegie Hall, proving that her art was unstoppable. Her voice had grown 
raspier, more weathered, but even more soulful. In the 1950s, despite her 
battles with addiction and declining health, she continued to record albums 
that would become jazz standards — Lady in Satin, Songs for Distingué Lovers, 
and countless others. Her interpretations of songs like God Bless the Child, 
The Man I Love, Fine and Mellow, and Don’t Explain revealed the depth of her 
artistry. When Billie sang, she wasn’t performing — she was confessing. 

In 1956, she published her autobiography, Lady Sings the Blues, an 
honest, aching reflection on her life. The book later inspired the 1972 film 
of the same name, starring Diana Ross, which introduced Billie’s story to 
new generations. 

By the late 1950s, Billie’s body had begun to fail, worn down by years of 
addiction and heartbreak. Yet even in her final years, her music remained 
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luminous. “You can’t copy anybody and end up with anything,” she once 
said. “If you copy, it means you’re working without any real feeling. No two 
people on Earth are alike, and it’s got to be that way in music — or it isn’t 
music.” 

Billie Holiday died on July 17, 1959, at the age of 44. She passed away 
handcuffed to a hospital bed, with police guarding her room — a cruel 
ending for a woman who had given the world so much beauty. But even 
death could not silence her. The same system that tried to punish her ended 
up immortalizing her. 

Today, her voice still echoes through time — smoky, raw, and impossibly 
human. Strange Fruit remains one of the most haunting protest songs ever 
recorded. Her phrasing has influenced every jazz singer who followed — 
from Nina Simone to Amy Winehouse. And her spirit continues to stand as 
a symbol of resilience and truth. 

Billie Holiday’s life was a song of sorrow and strength — a melody of 
defiance sung through pain. She didn’t just sing the blues; she was the blues. 
And through every note, she reminded the world that art born from 
struggle has the power to change hearts, shift cultures, and outlive 
oppression. 

Lady Day didn’t just sing — she felt. And in doing so, she taught us all how 
to feel too. 
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Jackie Robinson was more than a ballplayer — he was a pioneer whose 
courage transformed not only baseball but the entire American conscience. 
When he stepped onto the field for the Brooklyn Dodgers on April 15, 
1947, he carried more than a bat and glove — he carried the hopes of a 
people, the weight of a history of exclusion, and the promise of a new 
America. His presence on that diamond signaled that the walls of 
segregation were beginning to crack, not just in sports but across the 
nation. Jackie Robinson didn’t just change a game; he changed the course of 
justice in motion. 

Jack Roosevelt Robinson was born on January 31, 1919, in Cairo, Georgia, 
the youngest of five children to Mallie and Jerry Robinson, a family of 
sharecroppers and descendants of enslaved Africans. When Jackie was just 
a baby, his father left, and his mother moved the family to Pasadena, 
California, seeking a better life. There, Mallie Robinson raised her children 
on determination and dignity, teaching them to never let racism define their 
worth. Pasadena, though far from the South, was no stranger to prejudice, 
and Jackie learned early that strength was not in returning anger, but in 
mastering self-control. 

At Pasadena Junior College, and later at the University of California, Los 
Angeles (UCLA), Jackie’s athletic brilliance was undeniable. He became the 
first athlete in UCLA history to earn varsity letters in four sports — 
football, basketball, track, and baseball. His speed, agility, and natural 
leadership made him a standout in every arena. But beyond his physical 
gifts was a fierce sense of justice. During his time in the Army during World 
War II, Jackie refused to move to the back of a segregated bus. His defiance 
led to a court-martial — and later, an honorable discharge — a clear sign of 
his lifelong unwillingness to bow to discrimination. 

After leaving the military, Robinson joined the Kansas City Monarchs of 
the Negro Leagues in 1944. The Negro Leagues were filled with exceptional 
talent — legends like Satchel Paige and Josh Gibson — but they played in a 
world closed off from Major League Baseball because of the color line. In 
1945, Branch Rickey, the visionary general manager of the Brooklyn 
Dodgers, was ready to break that barrier. Rickey sought a player not just 
with exceptional skill, but with extraordinary character — someone strong 
enough to endure the inevitable racism without retaliating. “I’m looking for 
a ballplayer with guts enough not to fight back,” Rickey told Robinson. 
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Jackie accepted the challenge, saying simply, “Mr. Rickey, I’ve got two 
cheeks — is that enough?” 

On April 15, 1947, history was made. When Jackie Robinson walked onto 
Ebbets Field in a Dodgers uniform, he shattered more than six decades of 
baseball’s segregation. He faced taunts, slurs, and death threats from fans, 
opponents, and even teammates. Pitchers threw at his head. Opposing 
teams spiked him sliding into bases. He couldn’t stay in the same hotels or 
eat in the same restaurants as his teammates. Yet Robinson never broke. He 
answered hatred with excellence, turning every insult into fuel. 

Over the next nine years, Jackie Robinson built one of the most remarkable 
careers in baseball history. He finished with a .311 batting average, 137 
home runs, 734 RBIs, and 197 stolen bases. In his very first season, he was 
named Rookie of the Year, and two years later, he became the Most 
Valuable Player in the National League. In 1955, he helped lead the 
Dodgers to their first-ever World Series Championship, defeating the 
powerhouse New York Yankees. His brilliance on the field forced even his 
critics to admire him — and his success opened doors for countless athletes 
who followed. 

But Jackie Robinson’s greatness extended far beyond the baseball diamond. 
When he retired in 1957, he didn’t retreat into comfort — he turned his 
influence toward activism, business, and community empowerment. He 
became the first Black vice president of a major American corporation, 
joining Chock Full O’ Nuts, where he worked to improve employee 
conditions and advocate for fair wages. As a columnist for the New York 
Post and the Amsterdam News, Robinson used his platform to address social 
injustice and urge Black Americans to become politically and economically 
engaged. 

Jackie Robinson was deeply committed to the Civil Rights Movement. He 
marched beside Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., spoke at rallies, and raised 
funds for the NAACP and other organizations fighting for racial equality. 
At the 1963 March on Washington, he stood not as an athlete, but as a 
soldier for justice — one whose presence reminded America that courage 
could take many forms. 

In 1964, Robinson co-founded the Freedom National Bank of Harlem, a 
Black-owned institution dedicated to empowering African Americans 
through financial independence. Six years later, he launched the Jackie 
Robinson Construction Company, building affordable housing for low- 
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and moderate-income families. His belief was simple: equality had to 
include opportunity — in housing, in business, and in life. 

Behind his achievements stood his steadfast wife, Rachel Robinson, his 
partner in every sense of the word. Together they raised three children and 
endured the pressures of fame, racism, and constant scrutiny. When Jackie 
passed away on October 24, 1972, after a long battle with diabetes, Rachel 
carried on his mission. She became the head of the Jackie Robinson 
Development Corporation and, in 1973, established the Jackie Robinson 
Foundation — a living legacy that provides scholarships, mentorship, and 
leadership training to young students of color. To date, thousands of 
scholars have carried forward Jackie’s vision through education and service. 

Jackie Robinson’s impact was so profound that presidents from both sides 
of the political aisle have honored him. In 1984, President Ronald 
Reagan posthumously awarded him the Presidential Medal of Freedom. 
In 1997, on the 50th anniversary of his debut, Major League Baseball 
retired his number, 42, across all teams — an honor given to no other 
player. And in 2003, President George W. Bush presented the 
Congressional Gold Medal to Rachel Robinson in his honor, calling him 
“a great American who showed that true courage is both moral and 
physical.” 

Every April 15, players across baseball wear the number 42 in unity — a 
symbol of one man’s bravery, dignity, and unbreakable will. Jackie 
Robinson taught the world that progress doesn’t come from anger or fear, 
but from discipline, grace, and excellence in the face of injustice. 

He once said, “A life is not important except in the impact it has on other lives.” 
Jackie Robinson lived those words every day. His story is not just about 
baseball — it’s about breaking barriers, redefining manhood, and proving 
that one person’s strength can move a nation. He was, and remains, the 
embodiment of Black excellence: bold, brilliant, and forever unafraid to 
lead where others feared to follow. 
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Nat King Cole wasn’t just a singer — he was elegance, grace, and quiet 
power wrapped in velvet sound. His voice was a balm that soothed 
generations, and his career broke barriers in both music and television. 
With every note he sang, he carried himself with dignity that challenged 
stereotypes and reshaped how America saw Black artistry. Known for 
timeless songs like “Mona Lisa,” “Nature Boy,” and “The Christmas Song,” 
Cole’s music transcended race, language, and time — earning him a place 
among the most beloved artists in American history. 

Nathaniel Adams Coles was born on March 17, 1919, in Montgomery, 
Alabama, the son of a Baptist minister and a church choir director. His 
mother, the one who first taught him to play piano, recognized his gift 
early. By the time he was four, young Nat was picking out hymns by ear, his 
small fingers already finding rhythm in reverence. When the family moved 
to Chicago, he found himself surrounded by the city’s growing jazz scene 
— the sounds of Louis Armstrong, Fats Waller, and Earl “Fatha” Hines 
spilled from the clubs and radio stations, stirring his imagination. 

Though Cole trained in classical piano as a teenager, it was jazz that truly 
claimed his heart. At just 15, he dropped out of school to pursue music full 
time, joining his brother Eddie on tour and recording his first songs in 
1936. By the next year, Cole was leading his own trio — the King Cole Trio 
— named playfully after the nursery rhyme “Old King Cole.” With Nat on 
piano and vocals, Oscar Moore on guitar, and Wesley Prince on bass, they 
redefined the sound of small-group jazz. No drummer. No flash. Just 
rhythm, melody, and soul. 

Their early hits — “That Ain’t Right,” “Straighten Up and Fly Right,” and “(I 
Love You) For Sentimental Reasons” — brought them national fame in the 
1940s. “Straighten Up and Fly Right,” inspired by one of his father’s 
sermons, became a rallying cry for self-respect during a time when Black 
performers were often denied dignity. Cole’s smooth baritone and effortless 
phrasing stood out; he didn’t just sing a song, he conversed with it, as if 
whispering truth to the melody. 

By the 1950s, Nat King Cole had become one of the biggest stars in the 
world. Songs like “Nature Boy,” “Too Young,” “Mona Lisa,” and “Unforgettable” 
dominated the charts, crossing over to white audiences at a time when 
segregation was still law. His delivery was subtle but commanding, romantic 
but restrained — the very essence of sophistication. Even when America 
wasn’t ready to embrace a Black man as an equal, it couldn’t help but love 
his sound. 
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Cole’s fame led him to make history once again. In 1956, he became the 
first Black American performer to host a national television variety 
show — The Nat King Cole Show. Week after week, millions tuned in to see 
his effortless charm and musical brilliance. He invited some of the era’s 
greatest artists — Count Basie, Ella Fitzgerald, Peggy Lee, Sammy Davis Jr., 
and Tony Bennett — to perform alongside him. But despite his popularity, 
the show faced an impossible hurdle: racism from advertisers. No national 
sponsor would back a show hosted by a Black man. “Madison Avenue is 
afraid of the dark,” Cole said wryly after the show’s cancellation in 1957. It 
was a bittersweet victory — groundbreaking yet unjustly cut short. 

Behind the calm smile, Nat faced deep pain and prejudice. During a 
performance in Birmingham, Alabama, white supremacists attacked him on 
stage, injuring him in front of his audience. Still, he refused to let hatred 
define him. Cole was not known as a political activist, but through his quiet 
resilience, he became a powerful symbol of Black dignity. He broke barriers 
not by shouting — but by showing up, performing with excellence, and 
carrying himself with grace in rooms where few Black men had ever been 
allowed. 

As the 1960s arrived, Cole’s career evolved once again. His 1962 hit 
“Ramblin’ Rose” climbed to number two on the Billboard charts, followed by 
“Those Lazy-Hazy-Crazy Days of Summer,” a cheerful tune that showcased his 
versatility. Even as musical styles changed, Nat King Cole remained 
timeless. His music had an ease that defied the chaos of the world — a 
reminder that beauty could exist even amid struggle. 

Cole also found success on the big screen, starring in films like Istanbul 
(1957), China Gate (1957), and St. Louis Blues (1958), where he portrayed the 
legendary W.C. Handy alongside Eartha Kitt and Cab Calloway. His final 
film appearance came in Cat Ballou (1965), just months before his death. 

In late 1964, Nat King Cole was diagnosed with lung cancer. A lifetime of 
heavy smoking had caught up to him, but even as his health declined, he 
continued to record. His final album, L-O-V-E (1965), became an instant 
classic. The title track — joyful, simple, eternal — remains one of the most 
cherished love songs ever recorded. 

Nat King Cole passed away on February 15, 1965, at just 45 years old. The 
world mourned not only the loss of his voice but the grace with which he 
carried it. His funeral drew a constellation of stars — Frank Sinatra, Sammy 
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Davis Jr., Rosemary Clooney — all paying tribute to a man whose talent 
had touched every corner of music and culture. 

But his story didn’t end there. His daughter, Natalie Cole, carried her 
father’s legacy into the next generation, becoming a Grammy-winning 
singer in her own right. In 1991, she recorded “Unforgettable… with Love,” 
blending her voice with her father’s in a digitally remastered duet that 
bridged time and technology — a haunting reunion between father and 
daughter that won seven Grammy Awards. 

Nat King Cole’s influence still echoes today. Every holiday season, his 
rendition of “The Christmas Song” warms homes around the world. His 
recordings continue to play in films, commercials, and weddings — timeless 
reminders of elegance, class, and artistry that transcends race and era. 

Nat King Cole once said, “If you smile through your fear and sorrow, smile and 
maybe tomorrow, you’ll see the sun come shining through for you.” And that’s exactly 
what he did — he smiled through adversity, turning prejudice into poetry, 
and pain into peace. 

He was the king of cool before the word existed — a man who didn’t need 
to shout to be heard. With every note, he reminded America that true 
greatness isn’t loud — it’s unforgettable. 
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Malcolm X was a man of transformation — a voice that rose from pain and 
injustice to become one of the most powerful and uncompromising figures 
in the struggle for Black liberation. His journey from Malcolm Little to El-
Hajj Malik El-Shabazz represents one of the most profound evolutions in 
modern history — from anger to awareness, from isolation to international 
vision. He was not just a man of his time; he was a man ahead of it, one 
whose fire for truth still burns in the consciousness of generations who 
fight for freedom, justice, and dignity. 

Malcolm Little was born on May 19, 1925, in Omaha, Nebraska, to Earl 
and Louise Little. His father, a proud Baptist preacher, was an outspoken 
follower of Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement 
Association (UNIA) — an organization that preached self-reliance, racial 
pride, and the return to African unity. This bold stance made him a target 
of white supremacists, including the Black Legion, who burned down the 
family’s home in Lansing, Michigan. When Malcolm was just six years old, 
his father was killed in what authorities called an “accident,” crushed under 
a streetcar. But the Littles never believed the official story — they knew it 
was murder. His mother, Louise, tried to hold the family together, but years 
of harassment and poverty took their toll, and she was eventually 
institutionalized. 

By the time Malcolm reached high school, he was a brilliant student — 
articulate, ambitious, and full of potential. But when a teacher told him that 
becoming a lawyer was “no realistic goal for a n——,” his spirit broke. That 
moment became a defining wound in his life, one that pushed him from the 
promise of education into the harsh realities of survival. He left school, 
drifting first to Boston’s Roxbury neighborhood and later to Harlem, 
where he became known as “Detroit Red.” He hustled, ran numbers, sold 
drugs, and lived fast in the underworld of jazz clubs and street life. 

In 1946, Malcolm’s past caught up with him. Arrested for burglary, he was 
sentenced to ten years in prison. But what seemed like the end of his story 
became the beginning of his transformation. Behind bars, Malcolm 
discovered the power of words and the weapon of knowledge. He devoured 
books on history, philosophy, religion, and law. He read about the brutal 
legacy of slavery, the empires of Africa, and the roots of racism in America. 
Most importantly, he was introduced to the Nation of Islam (NOI) 
through letters from his siblings. The teachings of Elijah Muhammad 
gave him a new identity and purpose. When he was paroled in 1952, 
Malcolm Little was gone — and Malcolm X was born. 
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The “X” symbolized the unknown African name stolen from his ancestors 
during slavery. It was both an act of defiance and a declaration of self-
respect. Elijah Muhammad quickly recognized Malcolm’s brilliance and sent 
him to lead mosques in Boston and Harlem. Under his fiery leadership, 
Temple Number Seven in Harlem grew from a handful of followers to 
thousands. His charisma, discipline, and razor-sharp intelligence made him 
one of the most compelling speakers of his generation. Through radio, 
television, and newspapers, Malcolm X brought the Nation of Islam into 
national conversation. He preached separation, self-defense, and economic 
independence — ideas that electrified Black America and terrified white 
America. 

By 1959, the world took notice. A CBS documentary titled “The Hate That 
Hate Produced” thrust Malcolm into the national spotlight. His image — 
stern, articulate, unapologetically proud — stood in stark contrast to the 
nonviolent approach of leaders like Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.. Where 
others spoke of integration, Malcolm demanded liberation. “You can’t have 
capitalism without racism,” he declared. “We didn’t land on Plymouth Rock 
— Plymouth Rock landed on us.” 

But even as his fame grew, so did his disillusionment with the Nation of 
Islam. He began to see cracks in its leadership, especially Elijah 
Muhammad’s moral failings and the organization’s unwillingness to engage 
in the broader Civil Rights Movement. His famous 1963 speech, “Message 
to the Grassroots,” called for unity among Black people “by any means 
necessary.” The speech resonated with militants and youth, foreshadowing 
his eventual break with the NOI. 

That same year, after the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, 
Malcolm told reporters that it was a case of “chickens coming home to 
roost.” Elijah Muhammad had forbidden ministers from commenting on 
the tragedy, and Malcolm’s public remark resulted in a 90-day suspension 
— one that would become permanent. 

In March 1964, Malcolm X officially left the Nation of Islam and founded 
his own organization, Muslim Mosque, Inc., followed by the 
Organization of Afro-American Unity (OAAU), modeled after the 
Organization of African Unity (OAU). His worldview expanded 
dramatically. The narrow boundaries of religious nationalism gave way to a 
broader, global human rights vision. “When I say Black,” he told audiences, 
“I mean nonwhite — Black, brown, red, or yellow. We are all victims of the 
same system of oppression.” 



BLACK EXCELLANCE 

93 

In April 1964, he delivered one of his most powerful speeches, “The Ballot or 
the Bullet,” urging African Americans to use political power wisely — or 
prepare to defend themselves if America continued to deny them justice. 
That same year, Malcolm embarked on a transformative journey to Africa 
and the Middle East, visiting more than twenty countries, including 
Egypt, Nigeria, Ghana, and Tanzania. In Mecca, he performed the 
hajj, the sacred Islamic pilgrimage. There, surrounded by Muslims of every 
color, he experienced a spiritual awakening that reshaped his understanding 
of race. He adopted the name El-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz, symbolizing his 
rebirth and his new embrace of universal brotherhood. 

When he returned to the United States, Malcolm was changed — but no 
less determined. His message evolved from racial separation to global 
solidarity. He spoke of human rights rather than civil rights, seeking to 
bring America’s racial injustices before the United Nations. “We are 
fighting for recognition as human beings,” he declared, “not as Negroes or 
as Americans, but as members of the human family.” 

By 1965, Malcolm’s independence made him a target. He was shadowed by 
the FBI, threatened by the Nation of Islam, and distrusted by American 
intelligence agencies. His home in Queens was firebombed with his wife, 
Betty Shabazz, and their six daughters inside. Miraculously, they escaped 
unharmed. 

On February 21, 1965, Malcolm X stepped to the podium of the Audubon 
Ballroom in Harlem to address the OAAU. As he greeted the audience, 
gunfire erupted. He was shot multiple times and pronounced dead shortly 
thereafter. He was just 39 years old. 

But Malcolm’s death did not silence him — it amplified him. His 
autobiography, written with journalist Alex Haley, became one of the most 
important books of the 20th century, chronicling his evolution and 
awakening. His ideas influenced movements from the Black Panther 
Party to Black Lives Matter. His face, once feared by the establishment, 
became a symbol of strength, pride, and truth. 

Malcolm X once said, “If you’re not ready to die for it, put the word ‘freedom’ out of 
your vocabulary.” He lived those words. He forced America to confront its 
own hypocrisy, to see the reality of racism beyond polite conversation. 

Today, El-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz remains an icon of courage and 
transformation — a man who journeyed from darkness to enlightenment 
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and showed the world that liberation begins first in the mind. His voice still 
echoes: demanding justice, commanding respect, and reminding every 
generation that freedom must be claimed, not granted. 

 
 
.
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Medgar Wiley Evers was a soldier, a husband, and a freedom fighter whose 
life told the story of what it truly means to stand firm in the face of hatred. 
He was not a man of empty speeches — he was a man of action, courage, 
and faith in the American promise. His dedication to justice, even when it 
meant risking his life, turned him into one of the earliest martyrs of the 
Civil Rights Movement. His death was a tragedy, but his life was a 
testament to how one person’s resolve can awaken a nation. 

Born on July 2, 1925, in Decatur, Mississippi, Medgar Evers grew up in 
the deep heart of the Jim Crow South — a world defined by segregation, 
humiliation, and violence toward Black Americans. As a boy, he watched 
white mobs terrorize his community. He once witnessed a friend being 
lynched. Those images carved a permanent mark into his spirit. From a 
young age, Medgar learned that freedom wasn’t just an idea — it was 
something worth fighting for, even if it came at the highest price. 

At 17, Evers left high school to work, but when the United States entered 
World War II, he volunteered to serve. Like many young Black men, he 
believed that fighting for democracy abroad might one day earn equality at 
home. He joined the U.S. Army in 1943 and was assigned to an all-Black 
port battalion in the Quartermaster Corps, which helped move supplies to 
the front lines across Europe. Despite serving his country honorably, he 
endured racist treatment from white soldiers and officers. The contradiction 
— risking his life for a nation that denied him basic rights — became the 
fuel for his future mission. 

When he returned home to Mississippi in 1946, he wasn’t content to go 
back to “the way things were.” Along with his brother Charles and other 
Black veterans, Evers marched to the courthouse in Newton County to 
register to vote. Armed white men met them at the door and threatened to 
kill them. Though they were forced to turn back that day, Evers’s 
determination only deepened. “We fought for America overseas,” he would 
later say, “and now it’s time to fight for America here.” 

He finished high school, then attended Alcorn Agricultural and 
Mechanical College, where he excelled as a student, athlete, and leader. 
There, he met Myrlie Beasley, who would become his wife and lifelong 
partner in activism. They married in 1951, and after graduation in 1952, 
moved to Philadelphia, Mississippi. Evers found work as an insurance 
salesman, but his passion was in community organizing — fighting for 
equality in the state that had perfected racial oppression. 
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When the Supreme Court handed down its Brown v. Board of Education 
decision in 1954, declaring school segregation unconstitutional, Evers took 
immediate action. He applied to the University of Mississippi Law 
School, attempting to break the color barrier in his home state. Though 
denied admission because of his race, his brave stand caught the attention 
of the NAACP. Later, he would help another pioneer — James Meredith 
— become the first Black student to attend that very university in 1962, a 
triumph that helped dismantle one of the South’s most stubborn bastions 
of segregation. 

In 1954, the NAACP appointed Evers as its first field secretary in 
Mississippi, placing him on the front lines of one of the most dangerous 
battlegrounds in America. Medgar and Myrlie moved to Jackson, where 
their home became both an office and a safe haven for countless 
organizers. Myrlie worked side-by-side with her husband, typing letters, 
organizing files, and hosting meetings late into the night. Together, they 
became a team of purpose — fearless in their pursuit of justice. 

Evers traveled across Mississippi’s backroads and small towns, organizing 
voter registration drives, investigating lynchings, and challenging 
discriminatory laws. He was a beacon of courage in a state built on fear. He 
led boycotts against white-owned businesses that refused to serve Black 
customers, and he was instrumental in bringing national attention to the 
1955 murder of Emmett Till, a 14-year-old boy brutally killed for allegedly 
whistling at a white woman. Evers’s field reports, documenting the horror 
of racial violence, became key evidence that helped awaken America’s 
conscience. 

But his leadership came with a cost. Mississippi’s white supremacists — 
including the Ku Klux Klan — marked him as a target. His phone rang 
with death threats almost daily. Crosses were burned near his home. 
Strangers followed his family in cars. His home was bombed in May 1963, 
barely a month before his death. Despite constant danger, Evers refused to 
flee. “If I die,” he told friends, “it will be for a good cause.” 

On June 11, 1963, President John F. Kennedy delivered a historic televised 
address, urging Americans to confront the moral crisis of racial inequality. 
He called civil rights a matter of national conscience. Just hours later, as 
Medgar Evers returned home from a late NAACP meeting, his wife and 
children waited for him inside. He stepped out of his car, carrying a stack of 
T-shirts that read “Jim Crow Must Go.” A sniper’s bullet struck him in the 
back, shattering his spine. He collapsed at his doorstep as his family rushed 
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outside. Myrlie and their children witnessed the aftermath of the violence 
he had long predicted but refused to run from. 

Medgar Evers died less than an hour later at the University of Mississippi 
Medical Center. He was 37 years old. 

His death shocked the nation. The next week, Life magazine published a 
photo of Myrlie comforting their son at the funeral — an image that seared 
into the American conscience. Over 3,000 mourners attended his burial at 
Arlington National Cemetery, where he received full military honors. 

The search for justice was long and bitter. Police quickly found the rifle 
used in the murder, complete with fingerprints matching Byron De La 
Beckwith, a known white supremacist and former Marine. Despite 
overwhelming evidence, two all-white juries failed to convict him. 
Mississippi’s racist power structure protected him; even the governor shook 
Beckwith’s hand in the courtroom. For decades, Beckwith boasted publicly 
about the killing, certain he would never face justice. 

But the truth has a way of resurfacing. In the late 1980s, Myrlie Evers and 
civil rights advocates pushed to reopen the case. Assistant District Attorney 
Bobby DeLaughter took it on, reconstructing the evidence piece by piece. 
In 1994, nearly 31 years after the murder, a racially mixed jury convicted 
Byron De La Beckwith of first-degree murder. He was sentenced to life in 
prison, where he died in 2001. Justice, though delayed, had finally spoken. 

Evers’s death became a rallying cry that helped build momentum for the 
passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 
1965 — two laws that changed the course of American history. His 
sacrifice, along with that of many others, forced the nation to confront the 
brutality of racism and the necessity of equality under the law. 

Myrlie Evers-Williams carried on her husband’s legacy with grace and 
strength, becoming a leader in her own right. She later became the first 
woman to chair the NAACP, ensuring that the mission she and Medgar 
had started would continue. Their family’s courage inspired generations to 
keep pushing forward — to vote, to speak out, to never surrender to fear. 

Medgar Evers once said, “You can kill a man, but you can’t kill an idea.” Those 
words proved prophetic. His body may have fallen in Jackson, Mississippi, 
but his spirit rose with every movement that followed — in Selma, in 
Montgomery, in Ferguson, in every place where justice demanded a voice. 
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He was a soldier of freedom, a believer in equality, and a man who saw 
beyond hate. His life reminds us that the fight for justice is never easy, but 
always necessary. Medgar Evers gave everything so that America could 
finally begin to live up to its own promise — one nation, under God, with 
liberty and justice for all. 
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Miles Davis was more than a jazz musician — he was a sound 
revolutionary, a restless genius who refused to stay in one era, one rhythm, 
or one frame of mind. He didn’t just play the trumpet — he sculpted 
silence, redefined improvisation, and stretched music beyond the limits of 
jazz itself. Over the span of five decades, Miles turned his horn into a 
mirror of his moods and times — cool, fiery, spiritual, electric, and raw. 

Born Miles Dewey Davis III on May 26, 1926, in Alton, Illinois, and 
raised in East St. Louis, he grew up far from the typical “hard luck” 
narrative many associated with Black jazz musicians of the era. His father 
was a successful dental surgeon, his mother a music teacher, and their home 
was filled with discipline, intellect, and art. Yet even in comfort, Miles was 
restless. He began learning trumpet as a young teenager, and from the very 
start, his instructor taught him to play with a clear tone — no vibrato — a 
decision that would define his unmistakably cool, calm, and lyrical sound. 

By 1944, Davis had outgrown the confines of St. Louis. He moved to New 
York City to study at the Institute of Musical Art (now Juilliard), but he 
quickly found that his true education waited in the late-night jam sessions of 
Harlem’s Minton’s Playhouse, where legends like Charlie Parker and 
Dizzy Gillespie were birthing a new, electrifying sound — bebop. Miles 
joined Parker’s band soon after, and though his early recordings were 
hesitant, his tone carried something unique — an intimacy and restraint that 
cut through the chaos of bebop’s dizzying speed. 

By the late 1940s, Miles was ready to lead. In 1948, he formed a nonet — a 
nine-piece band that included innovators like Gerry Mulligan, J.J. 
Johnson, and Lee Konitz, along with French horn and tuba — 
instruments rarely heard in jazz. With arrangements by Gil Evans and 
others, the group created a new sound: sophisticated, airy, and deeply 
melodic. The recordings, later compiled as Birth of the Cool (1957), became a 
cornerstone of modern jazz and launched what became known as the cool 
jazz movement. 

But genius rarely moves in straight lines. In the early 1950s, Miles battled 
heroin addiction, drifting in and out of the scene. Yet even during his 
struggles, he produced some of his most important early work with Sonny 
Rollins, Thelonious Monk, and Milt Jackson. When he finally kicked the 
habit in 1954, he emerged with a renewed sense of purpose — and the 
quiet confidence that would make him one of jazz’s most commanding 
figures. 
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From 1955 to 1959, Miles assembled one of the most influential small 
groups in history. His first great quintet, featuring John Coltrane, Red 
Garland, Paul Chambers, and Philly Joe Jones, recorded a string of 
legendary albums — ’Round About Midnight, Workin’, Steamin’, Relaxin’, and 
Milestones. These records captured the sound of modern jazz — tight, 
elegant, yet burning with emotion. 

Then, in 1959, came Kind of Blue — the album that would change 
everything. Recorded in two days with Coltrane, Cannonball Adderley, 
Bill Evans, and others, it introduced the world to modal jazz, a freer form 
of improvisation built not on complex chord changes, but on scales and 
tone colors. Songs like “So What” and “Freddie Freeloader” embodied 
coolness itself — stripped down, soulful, and endlessly expressive. Kind of 
Blue became the best-selling jazz album of all time, and remains, even 
now, a spiritual document of musical perfection. 

Simultaneously, Miles deepened his collaboration with arranger Gil Evans, 
blending jazz with orchestral richness on albums like Miles Ahead (1957), 
Porgy and Bess (1958), and Sketches of Spain (1960). These works were 
cinematic in scope — blending strings, brass, and woodwinds into sweeping 
landscapes of sound. In Sketches of Spain, his trumpet wept, sighed, and 
soared — fusing jazz with classical and Spanish folk influences in a way no 
one had imagined possible. 

By the early 1960s, Miles was reinventing himself again. He built his 
second great quintet, featuring Herbie Hancock on piano, Ron Carter 
on bass, Tony Williams on drums, and Wayne Shorter on saxophone. 
This group pushed jazz into uncharted territory — blending complex time 
signatures, shifting harmonies, and moments of pure spontaneity. Albums 
like E.S.P., Miles Smiles, Nefertiti, and Live at the Plugged Nickel became 
blueprints for generations of modern jazz musicians. 

Then came another leap — one that would divide critics and fans forever. 
In 1968, Miles began experimenting with electric instruments and rock 
rhythms. The result was In a Silent Way (1969), a haunting, meditative 
album that blurred the line between jazz and ambient music. Later that 
same year, he released Bitches Brew, a thunderous explosion of sound that 
fused jazz, rock, and funk. It was unlike anything anyone had heard — 
chaotic, spiritual, primal. Purists were outraged, but Miles didn’t care. He 
was already two steps ahead. Bitches Brew became the birth of jazz fusion, 
inspiring artists like Weather Report, Return to Forever, and Herbie 
Hancock’s Headhunters. 
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In the 1970s, Davis continued to push boundaries with albums like Live-Evil 
and A Tribute to Jack Johnson, blending electric guitars, synthesizers, and 
African rhythms. Then, after a car accident and years of declining health, he 
disappeared from the public eye for nearly five years. 

When he reemerged in 1981 with The Man with the Horn, critics doubted him 
— but Miles had no interest in nostalgia. He embraced funk, pop, and even 
electronic dance grooves on albums like Star People (1982) and Tutu (1986). 
His collaborations with producers and younger musicians showed that his 
instinct for innovation never faded. Even in his later years, he won multiple 
Grammy Awards, proving that reinvention was his greatest masterpiece. 

One of the most emotional moments of his later life came in 1991, when he 
reunited with Quincy Jones at the Montreux Jazz Festival to perform 
arrangements from his earlier collaborations with Gil Evans. Miles played 
with the weight of history behind him — a man revisiting his past, yet still 
searching for something new. Just three months later, on September 28, 
1991, Miles Davis died in Santa Monica, California. 

His final album, Doo-Bop (1992), released posthumously, even incorporated 
elements of hip-hop — another example of his eternal curiosity. 

Miles Davis was never content to play it safe. He changed jazz five times: 
with bebop, cool jazz, modal jazz, hard bop, and fusion — and every time, 
he left the world chasing his sound. He once said, “Don’t play what’s there. 
Play what’s not there.” That was his truth. 

In his autobiography Miles (1989), written with Quincy Troupe, he spoke 
candidly about racism, addiction, love, and the loneliness of genius. He was 
complex, sometimes abrasive, but always honest — a man who lived as 
boldly as he played. 

Miles Davis didn’t follow trends; he made them. His horn didn’t just play 
music — it painted emotions, moods, and movements. Alongside Louis 
Armstrong, Duke Ellington, and Charlie Parker, he stands as one of the 
four pillars of jazz — but perhaps the most unpredictable, daring, and 
visionary of them all. 

Miles Davis didn’t just change jazz. 
He changed how the world listened. 
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Chuck Berry is the greatest of the rock and rollers. Elvis competes with 
Frank Sinatra, Little Richard camps his way to self-negation, Fats Domino 
looks old, and Jerry Lee Lewis looks down his noble honker at all those who 
refuse to understand that Jerry Lee has chosen to become a great country 
singer. But for a fee--which went up markedly after the freak success of "My 
Ding-a-Ling," his first certified million-seller, in 1972, and has now 
diminished again--Chuck Berry will hop on a plane with his guitar and go play 
some rock and roll. He is the symbol of the music--the first man elected to a 
Rock Music Hall of Fame that exists thus far only in the projections of 
television profiteers; the man invited to come steal the show at the 1975 
Grammys, although he has never been nominated for one himself, not even 
in the rock and roll or rhythm and blues categories. More important, he is 
also the music's substance--he taught George Harrison and Keith Richard to 
play guitar long before he met either, or his songs are still claimed as encores 
by everyone from folkies to heavy-metal kids. But Chuck Berry isn't merely 
the greatest of the rock and rollers, or rather, there's nothing mere about it. 
Say rather that unless we can somehow recycle the concept of the great artist 
so that it supports Chuck Berry as well as it does Marcel Proust, we might as 
well trash it altogether. 

 
As with Charlie Chaplin or Walt Kelly or the Beatles, Chuck Berry's 

greatness doesn't depend entirely on the greatness or originality of his oeuvre. 
The body of his top-quality work isn't exactly vast, comprising three or 
perhaps four dozen songs that synthesize two related traditions: blues, and 
country and western. Although in some respects Berry's rock and roll is 
simpler and more vulgar than either of its musical sources, its simplicity and 
vulgarity are defensible in the snootiest high-art terms--how about 
"instinctive minimalism" or "demotic voice"? But his case doesn't rest on 
such defenses. It would be as perverse to argue that his songs are in 
themselves as rich as, say, Remembrance of Things Past. Their richness is 
rather a function of their active relationship with an audience--a complex 
relationship that shifts every time a song enters a new context, club or album 
or radio or mass singalong. Where Proust wrote about a dying subculture 
from a cork-lined room, Berry helped give life to a subculture, and both he 
and it change every time they confront each other. Even "My Ding-a-Ling," 
a fourth grade wee-wee joke that used to mortify true believers at college 
concerts, permitted a lot of 12-year-olds new insight into the moribund 
concept of "dirty" when it hit the airwaves; the song changed again when an 
oldies crowd became as children to shout along with Uncle Chuck the night 
he received his gold record at Madison Square Garden. And what happened 
to "Brown Eyed Handsome Man," never a hit among whites, when Berry 
sang it at interracial rock and roll concerts in Northern cities in the Fifties? 
How many black kids took "eyed" as code for "skinned"? How many whites? 
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How did that make them feel about each other, and about the song? And did 
any of that change the song itself? 

 
Berry's own intentions, of course, remain a mystery. Typically, this public 

artist is an obsessively private person who has been known to drive reporters 
from his own amusement park, and the sketches of his life overlap and 
contradict each other. The way I tell it, Berry was born into a lower middle-
class colored family in St. Louis in 1926. He was so quick and ambitious that 
he both served time in reform school on a robbery conviction and acquired 
a degree in hairdressing and cosmetology before taking a job on an auto 
assembly line to support a wife and kids. Yet his speed and ambition 
persisted. By 1953 he was working as a beautician and leading a three-piece 
blues group on a regular weekend gig. His gimmick was to cut the blues with 
country-influenced humorous narrative songs. These were rare in the black 
music of the time, although they had been common enough before 
phonograph records crystallized the blues form, and although Louis Jordan, 
a hero of Berry's, had been doing something vaguely similar in front of white 
audiences for years. 

 
In 1955, Berry recorded two of his songs on a borrowed machine--"Wee 

Wee Hours," a blues that he and his pianist, Johnnie Johnson, hoped to sell, 
and an adapted country tune called "Ida Red." He traveled to Chicago and 
met Muddy Waters, the uncle of the blues, who sent him on to Leonard 
Chess of Chess Records. Chess liked "Wee Wee Hours" but flipped for "Ida 
Red," which was renamed "Maybellene," a hairdresser's dream, and 
forwarded to Allan Freed. Having mysteriously acquired one-third of the 
writer's credit with another DJ, Freed played "Maybellene" quite a lot, and it 
became one of the first nationwide rock 'n' roll hits. 

 
At that time, any fair-minded person would have judged this process 

exploitative and pecuniary. A blues musician comes to a blues label to 
promote a blues song--"It was `Wee Wee Hours' we was proud of, that was 
our music," says Johnnie Johnson--but the owner of the label decides he 
wants to push a novelty: "The big beat, cars, and young love. It was a trend 
and we jumped on it," Chess has said. The owner then trades away a third of 
the blues singer's creative sweat to the symbol of payola, who hypes the 
novelty song into commercial success and leaves the artist in a quandry. Does 
he stick with his art, thus forgoing the first real recognition he's ever had, or 
does he pander to popular taste? 

 
The question is loaded, of course. "Ida Red" was Chuck Berry's music as 

much as "Wee Wee Hours," which in retrospect seems rather uninspired. In 
fact, maybe the integrity problem went the other way. Maybe Johnson was 
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afraid that the innovations of "Ida Red"--country guitar lines adapted to 
blues-style picking, with the ceaseless legato of his own piano adding 
rhythmic excitement to the steady backbeat--were too far out to sell. What 
happened instead was that Berry's limited but brilliant vocabulary of guitar 
riffs quickly came to epitomize rock 'n' roll. Ultimately, every great white 
guitar group of the early Sixties imitated Berry's style, and Johnson's piano 
technique was almost as influential. In other words, it turned out that Berry 
and Johnson weren't basically bluesmen at all. Through some magic 
combination of inspiration and cultural destiny, they had hit upon something 
more contemporary than blues, and a young audience, for whom the 
Depression was one more thing that bugged their parents, understood this 
better than the musicians themselves. Leonard Chess simply functioned as a 
music businessman should, though only rarely does one combine the courage 
and insight (and opportunity) to pull it off, even once. Chess became a 
surrogate audience, picking up on new music and making sure that it received 
enough exposure for everyone else to pick up on it, too. 

 
Obviously, Chuck Berry wasn't racked with doubt about artistic 

compromise. A good blues single usually sold around 10,000 copies and a big 
rhythm and blues hit might go into the hundreds of thousands, but 
"Maybellene" probably moved a million, even if Chess never sponsored the 
audit to prove it. Berry had achieved a grip on the white audience and the 
solid future it could promise, and, remarkably, he had in no way diluted his 
genius to do it. On the contrary, that was his genius. He would never have 
fulfilled himself if he hadn't explored his relationship to the white world--a 
relationship which was much different for him, an urban black man who was 
used to machines and had never known brutal poverty, than it was for, say, 
Muddy. 

 
Berry was the first blues-based performer to successfully reclaim guitar 

tricks that country and western innovators had appropriated from black 
people and adapted to their own uses 25 or 50 years before. By adding blues 
tone to some fast country runs and yoking them to a rhythm and blues beat 
and some unembarrassed electrification, he created an instrumental style with 
biracial appeal. Alternating guitar chords augmented the beat while Berry 
sang in an insouciant tenor that, while recognizably Afro-American in accent, 
stayed clear of the melisma and blurred overtones of blues singing, both of 
which enter only at carefully premeditated moments. His few detractors still 
complain about the repetitiveness of this style, but they miss the point. 
Repetition without tedium is the backbone of rock and roll, and the 
components of Berry's music proved so durable that they still provoke instant 
excitement at concerts two decades later. And in any case, the instrumental 
repetition was counterbalanced by unprecedented and virtually unduplicated 
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verbal variety. 
 
Chuck Berry is the greatest rock lyricist this side of Bob Dylan, and 

sometimes I prefer him to Dylan. Both communicate an abundance of the 
childlike delight in linguistic discovery that page poets are supposed to 
convey and too often don't, but Berry's most ambitious lyrics, unlike Dylan's, 
never seem pretentious or forced. True, his language is ersatz and barbaric, 
full of mispronounced foreignisms and advertising coinages, but then, so was 
Whitman's. Like Whitman, Berry is excessive because he is totally immersed 
in America--the America of Melville and the Edsel, burlesque and 
installment-plan funerals, pemmican, and pomade. Unlike Whitman, though, 
he doesn't quite permit you to take him seriously--he can't really think it's 
pronounced "a la carty," can he? He is a little surreal. How else can a black 
man as sensitive as Chuck Berry respond to the affluence of white America-
-an affluence suddenly his for the taking. 

 
Chuck Berry is not only a little surreal but also a little schizy; even after 

he committed himself to rock 'n' roll story songs, relegating the bluesman in 
him to B sides and album fillers, he found his persona split in two. In three 
of the four singles that followed "Maybellene," he amplified the black half of 
his artistic personality, the brown-eyed handsome man who always came up 
short in his quest for the small-time hedonism American promises everyone. 
By implication, Brown Eyes' sharp sense of life's nettlesome and even 
oppressive details provided a kind of salvation by humor, especially in "Too 
Much Monkey Business," a catalog of hassles that included work, school, and 
the army. But the white teenagers who were the only audience with the 
cultural experience to respond to Berry's art weren't buying this kind of 
salvation, not en masse. They wanted something more optimistic and more 
specific to themselves; of the four singles that followed "Maybellene," only 
"Roll Over Beethoven," which introduced Berry's other half, the rock 'n' 
roller, achieved any real success. Chuck got the message. His next release, 
"School Day," was another complaint song, but this time the complaints were 
explicitly adolescent and were relieved by the direct action of the rock 'n' 
roller. In fact, the song has been construed as a prophecy of the Free Speech 
Movement: "Close your books, get out of your seat/Down the halls and into 
the street." 

 
It has become a cliché to attribute the rise of rock and roll to a new 

parallelism between white teenagers and black Americans; a common 
"alienation" and even "suffering" are often cited. As with most clichés, this 
one has its basis in fact--teenagers in the Fifties certainly showed an 
unprecedented consciousness of themselves as a circumscribed group, 
though how much that had to do with marketing refinements and how much 
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with the bomb remains unresolved. In any case, Chuck Berry's history points 
up the limits of this notion. For Berry was closer to white teenagers both 
economically (that reform school stint suggests a JD exploit, albeit combined 
with a racist judicial system) and in spirit (he shares his penchant for 
youthfulness with Satchel Paige but not Henry Aaron, with Leslie Fiedler but 
not Norman Podhoretz) than the average black man. And even at that, he 
had to make a conscious (not to say calculated) leap of the imagination to 
reach them, and sometimes fell short. 

 
Although he scored lots of minor hits, Chuck Berry made only three 

additional Billboard Top Ten singles in the Fifties--"Rock and Roll Music," 
"Sweet Little Sixteen," and "Johnny B. Goode"--and every one of them 
ignored Brown Eyes for the assertive, optimistic, and somewhat 
simpleminded rock 'n' roller. In a pattern common among popular artists, his 
truest and most personal work didn't flop, but it wasn't overwhelmingly 
popular either. For such artists, the audience can be like a drug. A little of it 
is so good for them that they assume a lot of it would be even better, but 
instead the big dose saps their autonomy, often so subtly that they don't 
notice it. For Chuck Berry, the craving for overwhelming popularity proved 
slightly dangerous. At the same time that he was enlivening his best songs 
with faintly Latin rhythms, which he was convinced were the coming thing, 
he was also writing silly exercises with titles like "Hey Pedro." Nevertheless, 
his pursuit of the market also worked a communion with his audience, with 
whom he continued to have an instinctive rapport remarkable in a 30-year-
old black man. For there is also a sense in which the popular artist is a drug 
for the audience, and a doctor, too--he has to know how much of his vital 
essence he can administer at one time, and in what compound. 

 
The reason Berry's rock 'n' roller was capable of such insightful excursions 

into the teen psyche--"Sweet Little Sixteen," a celebration of everything 
lovely about fanhood; or "Almost Grown," a basically unalienated first-
person expression of teen rebellion that Sixties youth-cult pundits should 
have taken seriously--was that he shared a crucial American value with the 
humorous Brown Eyes. That value was fun. Even among rock critics, who 
ought to know better, fun doesn't have much of a rep, so that they 
commiserate with someone like LaVern Baker, a second-rate blues and 
gospel singer who felt she was selling her soul every time she launched into 
a first-rate whoop of nonsense like "Jim Dandy" or "Bumble Bee." But fun 
was what adolescent revolt had to be about--inebriated affluence versus the 
hangover of the work ethic. It was the only practicable value in the Peter Pan 
utopia of the American dream. Because black music had always thrived on 
exuberance--not just the otherworldly transport of gospel, but the candidly 
physical good times of great pop blues singers like Washboard Sam, who is 
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most often dismissed as a lightweight by the heavy blues critics--it turned into 
the perfect vehicle for generational convulsion. Black musicians, however, 
had rarely achieved an optimism that was cultural as well as personal--those 
few who did, like Louis Armstrong, left themselves open to charges of 
Tomming. Chuck Berry never Tommed. The trouble he'd seen just made his 
sly, bad-boy voice and the splits and waddles of his stage show that much 
more credible. 

 
Then, late in 1959, fun turned into trouble. Berry had imported a Spanish-

speaking Apache prostitute he'd picked up in El Paso to check hats in his St. 
Louis nightclub, and then fired her. She went to the police, and Berry was 
indicted under the Mann Act. After two trials, the first so blatantly racist that 
it was disallowed, he went to prison for two years. When he got out, in 1964, 
he and his wife had separated, apparently a major tragedy for him. The 
Beatles and the Rolling Stones had paid him such explicit and appropriate 
tribute that his career was probably in better shape after his jail term than 
before, but he couldn't capitalize. He had a few hits--"Nadine" and "No 
Particular Place to Go" (John Lennon is one of the many who believe they 
were written before he went in) --but the well was dry. Between 1965 and 
1970 he didn't release one-even passable new song, and he died as a recording 
artist. 

 
In late 1966, Berry left Chess for a big advance from Mercury Records. 

The legends of his money woes at Chess are numerous, but apparently the 
Chess brothers knew how to record him--the stuff he produced himself for 
Mercury was terrible. Working alone with pickup bands, he still performed a 
great deal, mostly to make money for Berry Park, a recreation haven 30 miles 
from St. Louis. And as he toured, he found that something had happened to 
his old audience--it was getting older, with troubles of its own, and it dug 
blues. At auditoriums like the Fillmore, where he did a disappointing live LP 
with the Steve Miller Blues Band, Chuck was more than willing to stretch out 
on a blues. One of his favorites was from Elmore James: "When things go 
wrong, wrong with you, it hurts me too." 

 
By 1970, he was back home at Chess, and suddenly his new audience 

called forth a miracle. Berry was a natural head--no drugs, no alcohol--and 
most of his attempts to cash in on hippie talk had been embarrassments. But 
"Tulane," one of his greatest story songs, was the perfect fantasy. It was about 
two dope dealers: "Tulane and Johnny opened a novelty shop/ Back under 
the counter was the cream of the crop." Johnny is nabbed by narcs, but 
Tulane, his girlfriend, escapes, and Johnny confidently predicts that she will 
buy off the judge. Apparently, she does, for there is a sequel, a blues. In "Have 
Mercy Judge," Johnny has been caught again, and this time he expects to be 



BLACK EXCELLANCE 

111 

sent to "some stony mansion." Berry devotes the last stanza to Tulane, who 
is "too alive to live alone." The last line makes me wonder just how he felt 
about his own wife when he went to prison: "Just tell her to live, and I'll 
forgive her, and even love her more when I come back home." 

 
Taken together, the two songs are Berry's peak, although Leonard Chess 

would no doubt have vetoed the vocal double-track on "Tulane" that blurs 
its impact a bit. Remarkably, "Have Mercy Judge" is the first important blues 
Berry ever wrote, and like all his best work it isn't quite traditional, utilizing 
an abc line structure instead of the usual aab. Where did it come from? Is it 
unreasonable to suspect that part of Berry really was a bluesman all along, 
and that this time, instead of him going to his audience, his audience came to 
him and provided the juice for one last masterpiece? 

 
Berry's career would appear closed. He is a rock and roll monument at 50, 

a pleasing performer whose days of inspiration are over. Sometime in the 
next 30 years he will probably die, and while his songs have already stuck in 
the public memory a lot longer than Washboard Sam's, it's likely that most 
of them will fade away too. So, is he, was he, will he be a great artist? It won't 
be we judging, but perhaps we can think of it this way. Maybe the true 
measure of his greatness was not whether his songs "lasted"--a term which 
as of now means persisted through centuries instead of decades--but that he 
was one of the ones to make us understand that the greatest thing about art 
is the way it happens between people. I am grateful for aesthetic artifacts, and 
I suspect that a few of Berry's songs, a few of his recordings, will live on in 
that way. I only hope that they prove too alive to live alone. If they do, and 
if by some mishap Berry's name itself is forgotten, that will nevertheless be 
an entirely apposite kind of triumph for him. 
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CORETTA SCOTT KING (1927-2006) 
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Coretta Scott King was far more than the wife of a famous leader—she was 
a pillar of strength, a visionary activist, and a force of grace and conviction 
who stood at the center of one of the most transformative movements in 
human history. Her life’s work extended far beyond her role as the widow 
of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.; she was a warrior for peace, equality, and 
justice in her own right. Through her voice, her music, and her tireless 
organizing, she became one of the great moral lights of the 20th century—
ensuring that the dream her husband died for would never fade from the 
American conscience. 

Born April 27, 1927, near Marion, Alabama, Coretta Scott grew up in a 
family that believed deeply in faith, dignity, and education. Her parents, 
Obadiah and Bernice Scott, were self-reliant landowners who worked 
hard to provide a stable home in the midst of the harsh racial realities of the 
Jim Crow South. Coretta’s childhood was filled with both beauty and 
struggle—she tended the family’s farm, walked miles to school because of 
segregated buses, and learned early the value of self-discipline and 
perseverance. 

At Lincoln High School, Coretta’s gift for music began to blossom. She 
studied voice and instruments, quickly rising to become the choir director 
and pianist at her church by the age of fifteen. Music would become her 
lifelong language of resistance and healing—an art form through which she 
could express the soul of the struggle for freedom. After graduating at the 
top of her class, she earned a scholarship to Antioch College in Yellow 
Springs, Ohio, a progressive school that welcomed students from diverse 
backgrounds. 

At Antioch, Coretta studied voice and music education, but she also 
discovered her passion for activism. She joined the campus chapter of the 
NAACP and served on the Race Relations and Civil Liberties 
Committees, learning to merge her love for art with her growing sense of 
social purpose. She once wrote in a 1948 article titled “Why I Came to College” 
that she sought education not only for herself but to “help shape a better 
world.” Antioch gave her both intellectual confidence and the moral clarity 
that would later define her role in the movement. 

In 1951, with a grant from the Jessie Smith Noyes Foundation, Coretta 
enrolled at the New England Conservatory of Music in Boston to 
continue her training as a singer. It was there, in 1952, that a mutual friend 
introduced her to a young theology student from Atlanta—Martin Luther 
King Jr. Coretta was hesitant at first to date a preacher, but she was quickly 
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drawn to Martin’s intelligence, warmth, and moral vision. He told her on 
their first date, “You have everything I have ever wanted in a wife.” The 
two married on June 18, 1953, at her family’s home in Alabama, with 
Martin’s father officiating. They returned to Boston to finish their 
degrees—Martin completing his doctorate at Boston University, and 
Coretta earning her Bachelor of Music degree in 1954. 

When Martin accepted the call to serve as pastor at Dexter Avenue 
Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama, Coretta set aside her own 
musical ambitions to stand beside him. Yet she never abandoned her 
gifts—they became a vital part of her activism. During the years of the 
Civil Rights Movement, she organized and performed in “Freedom 
Concerts,” a blend of song, poetry, and narration that raised funds for the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC). Her performances 
carried the spirit of the movement to communities across the nation, 
reminding audiences that freedom had a melody of its own. 

Coretta was not content to be a background figure. She traveled with her 
husband to Ghana in 1957 to celebrate the nation’s independence and later 
to India in 1959, where she was deeply moved by the power of Mahatma 
Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolent resistance. “We were greatly impressed 
by the part women played in the political life of India,” she later reflected, 
“far more than in our own country.” That experience strengthened her 
resolve to amplify women’s voices within the struggle for equality. 

In 1962, her global activism expanded when she served as a delegate for 
Women’s Strike for Peace at the Geneva Disarmament Conference, 
advocating for an end to nuclear weapons testing. Just two years later, she 
stood by Martin’s side in Oslo, Norway, as he received the Nobel Peace 
Prize, reflecting afterward that it was “a blessing to be a co-worker with a 
man whose life would have so profound an impact on the world.” 

Then came April 4, 1968—the day that would forever change her life and 
the course of American history. Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated in 
Memphis, Tennessee, leaving Coretta a widow and mother of four young 
children: Yolanda, Martin III, Dexter, and Bernice. In the midst of 
unimaginable grief, Coretta refused to retreat into silence. Just four days 
after her husband’s death, she led a march of 42,000 people in Memphis 
to support the striking sanitation workers whose cause he had championed. 
Later that month, she spoke out against the Vietnam War, taking her 
husband’s place at a peace rally in New York. 
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In May 1968, she helped lead the Poor People’s Campaign in 
Washington, D.C., continuing Martin’s vision of economic justice for all. 
But her greatest and most enduring act of leadership came later that year, 
when she founded the Martin Luther King Jr. Center for Nonviolent 
Social Change in Atlanta. The King Center, as it came to be known, 
became both a memorial to her husband’s legacy and a living institution 
devoted to promoting nonviolence, justice, and reconciliation around the 
world. 

Through the 1970s and 1980s, Coretta Scott King became a tireless 
advocate for civil rights, women’s rights, and peace. She wrote columns, 
gave speeches, and organized rallies that kept her husband’s dream alive 
while carving out her own space as a global leader. She campaigned 
vigorously to make Martin Luther King Jr. Day a national holiday—a goal 
that took nearly 15 years to achieve. In 1983, she led a march of over 
500,000 people in Washington, D.C., marking the 20th anniversary of the 
1963 March on Washington. Finally, in 1986, the United States officially 
observed the first Martin Luther King Jr. Day—a triumph made possible 
largely by her persistence and moral leadership. 

Beyond civil rights, Coretta also took strong stances on international issues. 
She protested apartheid in South Africa, joining sit-ins at the South African 
Embassy in Washington. In 1986, she traveled to Johannesburg, where 
she met with Winnie Mandela and expressed solidarity with those fighting 
racial oppression abroad. Her activism connected struggles for freedom 
across continents, reminding the world that the fight for justice knows no 
borders. 

Even into her later years, Coretta Scott King remained active in causes of 
peace, education, and women’s empowerment. She participated in 
organizations such as the National Organization for Women, the 
Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, and United 
Church Women. Wherever she went, she carried her husband’s message of 
nonviolence—but she infused it with her own strength, compassion, and 
clarity. 

On January 30, 2006, Coretta Scott King passed away peacefully in her 
sleep at the age of 78, while receiving treatment at a holistic health center in 
Rosarito Beach, Mexico. The world mourned her as a matriarch of the Civil 
Rights Movement, a woman whose voice had turned pain into purpose and 
tragedy into transformation. 
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Coretta Scott King once said, “Freedom is never really won. You earn it and win it 
in every generation.” Her life embodied those words. She turned sorrow into 
service, love into legacy, and memory into movement. 

Today, her name stands alongside her husband’s not only as a symbol of 
enduring faith and justice but as a reminder that behind every great 
movement stands the strength, vision, and perseverance of women like 
Coretta Scott King — whose courage helped shape the moral soul of a 
nation. 

. 
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MAYA ANGELOU (1928-2014) 
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Maya Angelou was a voice that sang of survival, love, and liberation. A 
poet, dancer, singer, actress, teacher, and activist, she transformed her pain 
into poetry and her life into art. Her words gave strength to the silenced, 
beauty to the broken, and dignity to generations of Black women who had 
been unseen and unheard. Through her pen, she turned her story into a 
universal song of courage — one that still echoes across the world. 

Born Marguerite Ann Johnson on April 4, 1928, in St. Louis, Missouri, 
Maya Angelou’s early life was marked by both hardship and grace. Her 
parents’ turbulent marriage ended in divorce, and at the age of three, she 
and her brother Bailey were sent to live with their grandmother in Stamps, 
Arkansas. It was Bailey who affectionately began calling her “Maya,” a 
name that would one day become known around the globe. 

Life in the segregated South exposed Maya to the cruelty of racism, but it 
also introduced her to the warmth of faith, family, and community. Her 
grandmother, Annie Henderson, ran a small store that served both Black 
and white customers — a rare position of stability during an era of 
oppression. It was there, amid the red dirt roads and hymns of the church, 
that Maya developed her sense of observation and her love for words. 

At the age of seven, tragedy struck. During a brief stay with her mother in 
St. Louis, Maya was raped by her mother’s boyfriend. When she confided 
what had happened, the man was arrested, convicted, and later found dead 
— likely killed in retaliation. Believing that her words had caused his death, 
Maya went silent. For six years, she refused to speak. During that long 
silence, she listened — to music, to poetry, to life itself. She later said that 
during those quiet years, she “absorbed everything,” and that silence 
became her teacher. 

She eventually returned to live with her grandmother in Arkansas, and it 
was there that she began reading and memorizing poetry — Shakespeare, 
Edgar Allan Poe, Langston Hughes, and Paul Laurence Dunbar. 
Words became her companions, her refuge, and her way back to the world. 

As World War II began, Maya moved to Oakland, California, to live with 
her mother once more. She attended George Washington High School 
and took dance and drama classes at the California Labor School. When 
men left for war, new job opportunities opened for women — but not for 
young Black women. At just fifteen, Maya refused to accept that barrier. 
Determined to work, she applied to be a streetcar conductor in San 
Francisco, but her application was repeatedly denied because of her race. 
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She returned every day for three weeks until they finally gave in. Maya lied 
about her age to qualify and became the first Black woman streetcar 
conductor in San Francisco. It was her first public act of defiance — a 
quiet revolution on steel rails. 

After graduating from Mission High School in 1944, she gave birth to her 
only child, Clyde “Guy” Johnson. Life as a single teenage mother was 
difficult, but Maya met every challenge with determination and grace. She 
worked various jobs — waitress, cook, dancer — anything that would 
support her son. 

In the 1950s, her creativity flourished. She became a professional singer and 
dancer, performing in nightclubs and cabarets throughout the U.S. and 
abroad. She released a calypso album and appeared in stage productions, 
combining rhythm and movement with her natural storytelling gift. It was 
during this period that she adopted her professional name, Maya Angelou 
— a combination of her childhood nickname and her former husband’s 
surname. 

Her artistry, however, was not limited to the stage. Maya’s growing 
awareness of injustice drew her into activism. She joined the Harlem 
Writers Guild in 1959, a community of Black authors including James 
Baldwin, who would become her lifelong friend and mentor. That same 
year, she became involved in the Civil Rights Movement, serving as the 
Northern Coordinator for the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (SCLC), an organization founded by Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr. 

In 1969, Maya Angelou’s life and voice found their ultimate expression with 
the publication of her groundbreaking autobiography, I Know Why the 
Caged Bird Sings. The book told the story of her early life — her trauma, 
her silence, her discovery of language, and her emergence as a woman of 
strength and self-worth. It was raw, lyrical, and revolutionary. Many schools 
attempted to ban it for its honest portrayal of sexual violence and racism, 
but it became a cultural milestone, empowering survivors of abuse and 
challenging America to face its own painful truths. The book was 
nominated for a National Book Award and has since been translated into 
dozens of languages, selling over a million copies worldwide. 

Over the next several decades, Angelou continued to write, perform, and 
inspire. She published six more autobiographies, including Gather Together 
in My Name (1974), Singin’ and Swingin’ and Gettin’ Merry Like Christmas 
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(1976), and her final memoir, Mom & Me & Mom (2013). She released 
volumes of poetry such as Just Give Me a Cool Drink of Water ’fore I Diiie 
(1971), which was nominated for the Pulitzer Prize. Her poetry, with its 
musical cadence and emotional honesty, spoke to the soul of a people rising 
from struggle toward hope. 

In 1972, Angelou became the first Black woman to have a screenplay 
produced with the film Georgia, Georgia. She went on to act in the television 
miniseries Roots (1977), earning an Emmy nomination for her powerful 
portrayal of Kunta Kinte’s grandmother. Her artistic versatility made her 
one of the most respected cultural figures of her time. 

Maya’s voice reached its most symbolic height on January 20, 1993, when 
she stood before the world at President Bill Clinton’s inauguration and 
delivered her poem “On the Pulse of Morning.” Her voice — deep, resonant, 
and filled with wisdom — called the nation to unity, healing, and renewal. 
The performance earned her a Grammy Award for Best Spoken Word 
Album, one of three Grammys she would receive during her lifetime. 

Her influence extended into academia and public service. In 1981, she 
became the Reynolds Professor of American Studies at Wake Forest 
University, where she mentored countless students with her characteristic 
grace and candor. She was awarded more than 30 honorary degrees, and 
received numerous honors including the National Medal of Arts (2000) 
and the National Book Foundation’s Literarian Award (2013). 

Maya Angelou passed away on May 28, 2014, in Winston-Salem, North 
Carolina. She was 86 years old. Tributes poured in from across the world — 
from presidents, poets, and everyday people who had been touched by her 
courage and her words. The U.S. Postal Service later issued a stamp in her 
honor, immortalizing the face of the woman who gave a voice to so many. 

Maya once wrote, “I can be changed by what happens to me. But I refuse to be 
reduced by it.” 

That defiant spirit defined her life. From silence to song, from trauma to 
triumph, Maya Angelou’s journey is the story of resilience itself. She taught 
the world that the caged bird may be wounded, but it still sings — and 
through her, its song will never end. 

In 2011, President Barack Obama honored Maya Angelou with the 
Presidential Medal of Freedom, the nation’s highest civilian award — a 
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moment that symbolized the full arc of her extraordinary life. From a 
silenced child in the segregated South to a global voice of truth, beauty, and 
resilience, Angelou’s journey embodied the spirit of freedom itself. 

Standing before the nation, President Obama described her as “one of the 
brightest lights of our time,” a woman whose words “stir our souls and 
remind us that we are all connected.” The medal was more than an award 
— it was a national acknowledgment of her lifelong contributions to 
literature, art, and the unyielding pursuit of human dignity. 

For Maya Angelou, who had spent her life turning pain into poetry and 
experience into empowerment, the honor represented a circle completed — 
a recognition that her voice, once silenced by trauma, had risen to inspire 
millions and help define the moral conscience of America. 
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Martin Luther King, Jr., (January 15, 1929-April 4, 1968) was born 
Michael Luther King, Jr., but later had his name changed to Martin. His 
grandfather began the family’s long tenure as pastors of the Ebenezer Baptist 
Church in Atlanta, serving from 1914 to 1931; his father has served from 
then until the present, and from 1960 until his death Martin Luther acted as 
co-pastor. Martin Luther attended segregated public schools in Georgia, 
graduating from high school at the age of fifteen; he received the B. A. degree 
in 1948 from Morehouse College, a distinguished Black institution of Atlanta 
from which both his father and grandfather had graduated. After three years 
of theological study at Crozer Theological Seminary in Pennsylvania where 
he was elected president of a predominantly white senior class, he was 
awarded the B.D. in 1951. With a fellowship won at Crozer, he enrolled in 
graduate studies at Boston University, completing his residence for the 
doctorate in 1953 and receiving the degree in 1955. In Boston he met and 
married Coretta Scott, a young woman of uncommon intellectual and artistic 
attainments. Two sons and two daughters were born into the family. 

 
In 1954, Martin Luther King became pastor of the Dexter Avenue Baptist 

Church in Montgomery, Alabama. Always a strong worker for civil rights for 
members of his race, King was, by this time, a member of the executive 
committee of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People, the leading organization of its kind in the nation. He was ready, then, 
early in December 1955, to accept the leadership of the first great Black 
nonviolent demonstration of contemporary times in the United States, the 
bus boycott described by Gunnar Jahn in his presentation speech in honor 
of the laureate. The boycott lasted 382 days. On December 21, 1956, after 
the Supreme Court of the United States had declared unconstitutional the 
laws requiring segregation on buses, Blacks and whites rode the buses as 
equals. During these days of boycott, King was arrested, his home was 
bombed, he was subjected to personal abuse, but at the same time he 
emerged as a Black leader of the first rank. 

 
In 1957 he was elected president of the Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference, an organization formed to provide new leadership for the now 
burgeoning civil rights movement. The ideals for this organization he took 
from Christianity, its operational techniques from Gandhi. In the eleven-year 
period between 1957 and 1968, King traveled over six million miles and 
spoke over twenty-five hundred times, appearing wherever there was 
injustice, protest, and action; and meanwhile he wrote five books as well as 
numerous articles. In these years, he led a massive protest in Birmingham, 
Alabama, that caught the attention of the entire world, providing what he 
called a coalition of conscience. and inspiring his “Letter from a Birmingham 
Jail”, a manifesto of the Black revolution; he planned the drives in Alabama 
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for the registration of Blacks as voters; he directed the peaceful march on 
Washington, D.C., of 250,000 people to whom he delivered his address, “l 
Have a Dream”, he conferred with President John F. Kennedy and 
campaigned for President Lyndon B. Johnson; he was arrested upwards of 
twenty times and assaulted at least four times; he was awarded five honorary 
degrees; was named Man of the Year by Time magazine in 1963; and became 
not only the symbolic leader of American blacks but also a world figure. 

 
At the age of thirty-five, Martin Luther King, Jr., was the youngest man 

to have received the Nobel Peace Prize. When notified of his selection, he 
announced that he would turn over the prize money of $54,123 to the 
furtherance of the civil rights movement. 

 
On the evening of April 4, 1968, while standing on the balcony of his 

motel room in Memphis, Tennessee, where he was to lead a protest march in 
sympathy with striking garbage workers of that city, he was assassinated. 

 
.
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RAY CHARLES (1930-2004) 
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Ray Charles Robinson was born September 23, 1930, in Albany, Georgia, 

the first child of Aretha and Bailey Robinson. His father worked off and on 
for the railroads; his mother took in laundry. The family started out poor and 
stayed that way throughout the hard years of the Depression. "Even 
compared to other blacks," Charles recalled, "we were on the bottom of the 
ladder looking up at everyone else. Nothing below us except the ground"  

 
Ray Charles was a poor, blind, newly orphaned teenager living in Tampa, 

Florida, in 1948 when he decided to move to Seattle, picking the city because 
it was as far away as he could get from where he was. He stayed only two 
years, but during that time he cut his first record and began to develop the 
genre-bending musical style that would make him an international star. 
Charles often spoke of Seattle as a pivotal point in his long and hugely 
successful career as a singer/songwriter. He met a lot of very good friends 
here, he told one interviewer. he liked the atmosphere. And the people were 
friendly and took to him right away. Seattle is the town where he made his 
first record. And if you ever wanted to say where he got his first start, he said 
you would have to say that.  

 
The family moved across the border to Greenville, Florida, when Charles 

was a few months old. A second child soon followed; a son named George. 
Bailey Robinson became little more than an occasional visitor after that. "The 
old man wasn’t part of my life," Charles wrote in his 1978 autobiography. "... 
to tell the truth, I wouldn’t bet a lot of money he and my mother ever were 
married. He was a tall dude -- I remember that. But he was hardly ever 
around”. 

 
Despite the poverty, Charles recalled his early childhood as a happy time. 

He felt loved by two women: his mother, whom he called "Mama," and his 
father’s first wife, a woman he called "Mother." He loved the singing he heard 
on Sundays at the Shiloh Baptist Church. Above all, he loved picking out 
boogie-woogie tunes on the upright piano owned by a neighbor named Wylie 
Pitman. "I was born with music inside me," he said. "And from the moment 
I learned there were piano keys to be mashed, I started mashing ‘em, trying 
to make sounds out of feelings". 

 
When he was about five, Charles witnessed the drowning death of his 

younger brother. The two boys had been in the backyard playing near a large 
metal tub their mother used for washing clothes when four-year-old George 
slipped over the edge and into the soapy water. Charles tried to pull him out, 
but his brother -- quickly weighted down by his wet clothing -- was too heavy. 
Charles ran indoors, screaming for his mother, but it was too late. It was the 
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first major tragedy in a life that would have many other sorrows. 
 

Not long after the drowning, Charles began to lose his vision, apparently 
as the result of untreated glaucoma. He was completely blind by the time he 
was seven. He credited his mother with preparing him to live without sight. 
She made him continue to draw water from the well, bring in the firewood, 
and do other chores, even though he often tripped and fell. You may be blind, 
she told him, but you’re not stupid; you have to do things for yourself, no 
one else will do them for you. "She let me roam, let me make my own 
mistakes, let me discover the world for myself," he wrote. From this he 
developed a fierce independence and the ability to maneuver so adroitly that 
some people, later in his life, doubted that he was really blind. 

 
His mother managed to get him accepted as a charity student at the 

Florida State School for the Deaf and the Blind (known at the time as the 
Institute for the Blind, Deaf and Dumb), in St. Augustine, about 130 miles 
southeast of Greenville. He stayed there for eight years, with time off for 
summers at home. He learned how to read Braille, to type, to weave baskets, 
and to repair radios and cars. He also studied music formally for the first 
time, mastering the piano and other instruments, including clarinet and 
saxophone. He learned to read and compose music in Braille. He played 
everything, from Chopin to jazz pianist Art Tatum. On the radio he listened 
to swing, country-western, and gospel. 

 
Charles later summed up the effect of blindness on his career with three 

words -- "Nothing, nothing, nothing" -- and pointed out that he had begun 
playing music by the age of three, when he could still see, and he continued 
after age seven, when he lost his sight: "I was going to do what I was going 
to do anyway. So, blindness didn’t have anything to do with it. It didn't give 
me anything. And it didn't take nothing". 

  
Charles’ mother died shortly before his 15th birthday. It was, he wrote 

later, the most devastating experience of his life. He felt like "truly a lost 
child." He left school and moved to nearby Jacksonville, where he stayed for 
a while with one of his mother’s friends. He began trying to make a living as 
a musician, working as a sideman in small combos. "Work was very sparse," 
he wrote. "I might work a couple of nights and then no more for two weeks 
or three weeks -- whenever something came along. Hit and miss, really, that's 
what it was". 

 
Eventually, he moved on to Tampa. But he found it difficult to survive as 

a musician in Florida. He also resented working for other people. He wanted 
to form his own group and make a fresh start in a new place. Too intimidated 
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to try New York or Chicago, he asked a friend, a guitarist Garcia "Gosady" 
McGee -- what city in the continental United States was farthest from Florida. 
McGee "took a map and went diagonal across it, and there was Seattle sittin’ 
up in the Northwest, and I said let me go there and see what I can do". 

 
R. C. Robinson arrived in Seattle in March 1948, after a five-day bus trip 

from Tampa. He found a town that was, as he put it "really open and 
smokin'." A vibrant jazz scene had sprung up in Pioneer Square and in the 
Central Area, nurtured by a wartime influx of Black Americans drawn by jobs 
in Puget Sound shipyards. There were more than 30 nightclubs in the area 
around Jackson Street, open all hours of the day and night. The competition 
for jobs in the clubs was fierce, Charles told jazz historian Paul de Barros. 
"Many cats had just left the armed-forces bands -- and don’t think those 
outfits couldn’t play," he said. "There were lots of musicians roaming the 
streets who’d blow your ass off the stand if you gave ‘em half the chance" 
(de Barros, 151). 
 

Despite his youth, Charles quickly established himself in the Seattle music 
community. Within days, he had earned a gig at the black Elks Club at 662 
Jackson Street, playing piano and singing in a trio with his friend McGee, on 
guitar, and local bassist Milt Jarrett (sometimes spelled Garred). They called 
themselves the McSon Trio (after the "Mc" in McGee and the "son" in 
Robinson). The trio "was the first thing I had that I could honestly say was 
mine," Charles said later. 

 
However, the McSon Trio belonged more to Nat "King" Cole than to 

Ray Charles. "When Ray came here, you could close your eyes and you’d 
swear Nat King Cole was singing," said jazz vocalist Ernestine Anderson, a 
teenager when she met Charles during his Seattle sojourn (Seattle Post-
Intelligencer). Charles had yet to put his own stamp on his music. He 
deliberately mimicked Nat Cole, Charles Brown, and other popular artists. 
He later said the legacy of growing up poor made him hesitate to develop his 
own sound. "I could get a lot of work sounding like Nat Cole," he told 
interviewer Terry Gross. "I could work in night clubs. I could make a living 
with his sound". 

 
Charles moved into a small apartment on 20th Avenue and equipped it 

with the essentials, including an electric piano and a combination 
radio/record player. He shopped on his own, cooked his own meals, did his 
own laundry. His independence greatly impressed the young Quincy Jones, 
another teenage musical prodigy, who showed up at the Elks Club one night 
to check out rumors he had heard about "a blind dude" who was "tearing the 
place up with his singing and playing." It was, Jones wrote in his 
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autobiography, "love at first instinct for both of us" -- the beginning of a 
lifelong friendship and collaboration. 

 
Jones, then 15, was amazed that the 17-year-old Charles had his own 

apartment, a well-stocked bar, three suits, and a bevy of girlfriends. He also 
marveled at the way Charles ignored his blindness. "I’d watch him cross the 
street without cane or dog, dodging traffic ... never missing a step," he wrote. 
"It was like somebody forgot to tell Ray he was blind. In fact, Ray never acted 
blind unless there was a pretty girl around, then he’d get all helpless and 
sightless, bumping into walls and doors" (Jones, 86). Jones went on to 
become one of the country’s most successful composers and producers. His 
body of work includes collaborations with Charles on three important 
albums: The Genius (1959), Genius + Soul = Jazz (1961), and Back on the 
Block (1989). 

 
In the racially divided Seattle of the 1940s, the McSon Trio played gigs 

for white audiences at such venues as the Seattle Tennis Club, University of 
Washington fraternities, and uptown ballrooms. They played for black 
audiences at after-hours clubs such as the Washington Social Club, the Black 
& Tan, the 908 Club, and the blues-oriented Rocking Chair, on 14th just off 
Yesler. Their popularity gained them a regular 15-minute spot on KRSC 
radio. Late in 1948, the group performed on KRSC-TV (predecessor to 
KING-TV), in one of the earliest live broadcasts in Seattle. At 18, Charles 
was getting his first taste of celebrity. 

 
It was at the Rocking Chair that Charles met Jack Lauderdale, a record 

producer from Los Angeles. As Charles told the story, "Jack was there one 
night and heard us playing. He said, ‘I'd like to sign you guys up to a contract. 
What would you think about that?’ Oh, man, I was so excited! ‘Wow! We're 
gonna get a record contract!’ There was nothing about any advance or money 
up front. All the man said to me was he was gonna record me, and we'd have 
a hit". 

 
The trio recorded "Confession Blues" (written by Charles) and "I Love 

You, I Love You" (written by his friend, Joe Lee Lawrence) in a small, 
primitive Seattle studio. It was released as a 78 in early 1949 -- credited to the 
Maxin Trio. It sold respectably enough that Lauderdale took the group to 
Los Angeles to make several other recordings for the Swingtime label, 
including "Rockin’ Chair Blues," which pays tribute to Charles’ Seattle days. 
"If you're feelin' low down, don't have a soul to care, just grab your hat and 
start for the Rockin' Chair," he sang. The record was a hit on "race records" 
(later called Rhythm and Blues) charts in late 1949. 
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Charles returned to Los Angeles in 1950 to record "Baby Let Me Hold 
Your Hand," working with musicians who had played with Nat Cole. By this 
time, he was billed as "Ray Charles, the blind singing sensation." He had 
dropped his last name, partly in deference to the boxer, Sugar Ray Robinson, 
and partly in an effort to define himself as his own person -- not a Nat Cole 
clone. "I woke up one morning and started thinking: nobody knows my 
name," he said. "Everybody’s calling me ‘Hey kid -- you sound just like Nat 
Cole.’ It was always ‘Hey kid.’ I started telling myself, ‘Your mama always 
told you to be yourself and you got to be yourself if you want to make it in 
this business'". 

 
One other legacy of Charles’ Seattle years was an addiction to heroin. He 

discussed his addiction openly in his autobiography. It began, he said, with a 
desire to both emulate older musicians and prove his independence. 
Although he never served an extended jail sentence, he was arrested for 
possession of narcotics in 1955, 1961, and 1965. After his third arrest, he 
checked himself into a California sanatorium to kick his 17-year habit and 
stopped performing for a year, the only break during his long career. 
 

Charles left Seattle in 1950 and began touring with blues guitarist Lowell 
Fulson. “We woke up one day and R.C. was here,” said Ernestine Anderson, 
who occasionally sang with Charles in Seattle clubs. "We didn’t know where 
he came from or how he got here. That’s the way he left. We woke up one 
day and no Ray" (Seattle Post-Intelligencer). 

 
He continued to refine his style during the next few years, melding blues 

and gospel, bebop and swing. He toured up and down the West Coast and 
throughout the South. His schedule kept him on the road for much of the 
year -- a regimen that he continued for more than half a century. He still 
managed to find studio time, although it was often in radio stations along the 
way. 

 
After signing with Atlantic Records in 1952, he persuaded the label to let 

him record with his touring band. His first national hit, “I’ve Got a Woman,” 
was recorded in 1954 in a radio station studio in Atlanta with his seven-piece 
band. It signaled the emergence of what became the classic Ray Charles – 
bluesy, tender, raw, intense, a mix of the secular (jazz) and the sacred (gospel). 
The record was followed by a string of other gospel-tinged hits, including 
“Drown in My Tears” and “Hallelujah I Love Her So.” 

 
In the mid-1950s, Charles expanded his band to include a group of female 

backup signers (the Raelettes), who provided gospel-like responses to his 
deep, raspy baritone. They became a permanent part of his music -- and they 
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also hinted at his sometimes-volatile relationships with women. 
 
On the road in the 1950s and 1960s, Charles often encountered the same 

kind of segregation that he had grown up with in the South. As a Black 
American, he stayed in rooming houses instead of the Hilton or the Sheraton; 
he had to make sure that the band stopped at a gas station that had rest rooms 
for "Colored;" at restaurants, he sometimes had to go around to the back 
door for a sandwich instead of a hot meal in the dining room. He would say 
years later that racism affected him just as it did any other black person at the 
time. "What I never understood to this day, to this very day, was how white 
people could have black people cook for them, make their meals, but 
wouldn't let them sit at the table with them," he said. "How can you dislike 
someone so much and have them cook for you? Shoot, if I don't like 
someone you ain't cooking nothing for me, ever". 
 

Charles became a certified star with the 1959 release of “What’d I Say.” 
The record broke the usual two and a half-minute mold for a radio song, with 
its extended “call and response” chorus and improvisational style. It was 
followed the next year by a version of Hoagy Carmichael’s “Georgia on My 
Mind,” a sweet ballad with strings and a vocal chorus. The song 
demonstrated Charles’ versatility and his love for the South. In 1979, it 
became the official anthem of the state of Georgia. 

 
He branched out into other musical genres in the 1960s and 1970s, 

including country-and-western (“Your Cheatin’ Heart” and “I Can’t Stop 
Loving You,” both released in 1962); middle-of-the-road pop (“You Are My 
Sunshine,” 1962); and British pop (releasing a version of the Beatles’ 
“Eleanor Rigby” in 1968). At the same time, he continued to pay homage to 
his roots in jazz. He refused categorization. He confounded some of his fans 
by accepting an invitation to perform “America the Beautiful” for President 
Richard Nixon in 1972, but the song became one of his standards (he sang it 
again at the Republican National Convention in 1984). Drawing from jazz, 
gospel, blues, and country, he created a river that only he could navigate. 

 
Music critic Patrick Macdonald credits Charles with first using the word 

"Soul" to describe his style of music. To Frank Sinatra, Charles was "The 
Genius." Quincy Jones put the two together and called Charles "The Genius 
of Soul." 

 
He could be difficult. He was sometimes hard on his band members and 

background singers. His private life was, as The New York Times delicately 
put it, "complicated" (Pareles and Weinraub). He was divorced twice and 
fathered 12 children. Still, he remained a consummate performer almost to 
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the very end of his life. He made more than 60 albums, won 12 Grammys 
(including one for “A Song for You” in 1993), and earned a string of honors, 
including induction into the Rock ‘n’ Roll Hall of Fame in 1986 and the 
Presidential Medal for the Arts in 1993. Along the way, he influenced 
generations of singers, from Sinatra to Elvis to Billy Joel. 

 
Charles died at his home in Beverly Hills, California, on June 10, 2004, of 

liver disease. He was 73. He had recently recovered from hip replacement 
surgery and had planned to resume touring in June when he became ill. 
Earlier, he had completed work on his last album, a collection of duets with 
Norah Jones, B. B. King, Willie Nelson, Bonnie Raitt, James Taylor, and 
others. The album was released on August 31, 2004, under the title Genius 
Loves Company. It swept the Grammys in 2005, winning eight awards, 
including Album of the Year. 

 
He saw his life primarily as an example of what anyone can accomplish. 

"I would like people to know that you can recover from a lot of adversity 
that you might have in your life if you keep pressing on," he told one 
interviewer. "In other words, you don’t give up just because you get knocked 
down a few times".  

 
His death unleashed a torrent of tributes, including this one from 

Ernestine Anderson: "The gods were smiling on us when he came to Seattle". 
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Toni Morrison is one of the most celebrated authors in the world. In 
addition to writing plays, and children’s books, her novels have earned her 
countless prestigious awards including the Pulitzer Prize and the Presidential 
Medal of Freedom from President Barack Obama. As the first Black 
American woman to win the Nobel Prize in Literature, Morrison’s work has 
inspired a generation of writers to follow in her footsteps. 

 
Toni Morrison was born on February 18, 1931, in Lorain, Ohio. The 

second of four children, Morrison’s birth name was Chloe Anthony Wofford. 
Although she grew up in a semi-integrated area, racial discrimination was a 
constant threat. When Morrison was two years old, the owner of her family’s 
apartment building set their home on fire while they were inside because they 
were unable to afford the rent. Morrison turned her attention to her studies 
and became an avid reader. She was able to use her intellect on the debate 
team, her school’s yearbook staff, and eventually as a secretary for the head 
librarian at the Lorain Public Library. When she was twelve years old, she 
converted to Catholicism and was baptized under the name Anthony after 
Saint Anthony of Padua. She later went by the nickname “Toni” after this 
saint. 

 
In 1949, Morrison decided to attend a historically black institution for her 

college education. She moved to Washington, D.C. to attend Howard 
University. While in college, Morrison experienced racial segregation in a new 
way. She joined the university’s theatrical group called the Howard University 
Players, and frequently toured the segregated south with the play. In addition, 
she witnessed how racial hierarchy divided people of color based on their 
skin tone. However, the community at Howard University also allowed her 
to make connections with other writers, artists, and activists that influenced 
her work. After graduating with a bachelor’s degree in English, Morrison 
attended Cornell University to earn the Master of Arts in English. When she 
graduated in 1955, she began teaching English at Texas Southern University 
but returned to Howard University as a professor. While back at the 
university, Morrison taught the young civil rights activist Stokely Carmichael, 
and met her husband, Harold Morrison. The couple had two children, 
Harold, and Slade. 

 
After teaching at Howard University for seven years, Morrison moved to 

Syracuse, New York to become an editor for the textbook division of 
Random House publishing. Within two years, she transferred to the New 
York City branch of the company and began to edit fiction and books by 
Black American authors. Although she worked for a publishing company, 
Morrison did not publish her first novel called The Bluest Eye until was she 
was 39 years old. Three years later, Morrison published her second novel 
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called Sula, that was nominated for the National Book Award. By her third 
novel in 1977, Toni Morrison became a household name. Song of Solomon 
earned critical acclaim as well as the National Book Critics Circle Award. The 
success of her books encouraged Morrison to become a writer full time. She 
left publishing and continued to write novels, essays, and plays. In 1987, 
Morrison released her novel called Beloved, based on the true story of a Black 
American enslaved woman. This book was a Bestseller for 25 weeks and won 
countless awards including the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction. In 1993, Morrison 
became the first Black woman to win the Nobel Prize in Literature. Three 
years later, she was also chosen by the National Endowment for the 
Humanities to give the Jefferson Lecture and was honored with the National 
Book Foundation’s Medal of Distinguished Contribution to American 
Letters. 

 
Morrison’s work continued to influence writers and artists through her 

focus on Black American life and her commentary on race relations. In 1998, 
Oprah Winfrey co-produced and starred in the film adaptation of Morrison’s 
book, Beloved. The film also starred major Hollywood actors including 
Danny Glover, Thandie Newton, and Kimberly Elise. Following this, 
Morrison’s books were featured four times as selections for Oprah’s Book 
Club. While writing and producing, Morrison was also a professor in the 
Creative Writing Program at Princeton University. Her work earned her an 
honorary Doctorate degree from the University of Oxford, and the 
opportunity to be a guest curator at the Louvre Museum in Paris. In 2000, 
she was named a Living Legend by the Library of Congress. Morrison also 
wrote children’s books with her son until his death at 45 years old. Two years 
later, Morrison published the last book they were working on together and 
received the Presidential Medal of Freedom in that same month. In June of 
2019, director Timothy Greenfield-Sanders released a documentary of her 
life called Toni Morrison: The Pieces I Am. Morrison passed away two 
months later from complications of pneumonia. 
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James Brown, who grew up in Augusta, was one of the most influential 
musicians of the last half of the twentieth century. An original artist, 
fascinating showman, and tireless performer, Brown achieved legendary 
status, inspiring a generation of younger musicians. An inductee into both 
the Georgia Music Hall of Fame and the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, he 
created a solid body of work that has withstood the passage of time and 
popular music trends. 

 
Born in a one-room shack in the country outside Barnwell, South 

Carolina, on or around May 3, 1933 (although some sources give different 
dates), Brown grew up in severe poverty. His mother left the family when he 
was four, and when he was five his father and aunt moved with him to 
Augusta, Georgia. There, in a roadhouse on U.S. 1, Brown was brought up 
by two aunts while his father worked a series of odd jobs and appeared only 
sporadically. As a boy Brown also worked a variety of jobs and began to 
develop an interest in music, learning to play the drums, piano, and guitar. 
He won singing awards in several local talent shows. 

 
When he was fifteen Brown was caught committing petty theft and was 

sentenced to eight to sixteen years in juvenile prison. While incarcerated, first 
in Rome and then in Toccoa, he formed a gospel group and earned the 
nickname “Music Box.” He appealed to the parole board and was released 
shortly after his nineteenth birthday. He stayed in Toccoa, where he married 
and continued to make music, both gospel and rhythm and blues, with other 
local players. His band, the Flames, began to tour in the area. A Little Richard 
show in Toccoa convinced Brown and the Flames that they should move to 
Macon, Little Richard’s home and a lively music center. A talent scout for 
King Records, based in Cincinnati, Ohio, heard a demo tape by Brown and 
the “Famous Flames.” He sought them out, found them playing a show at a 
little club outside Milledgeville, and signed them to record for King. 

 
Brown’s first single, “Please Please Please,” was released March 3, 1956. 

It was a major hit, going to number six on the rhythm and blues charts. 
Brown continued recording singles and scored a number one hit in 1958 with 
“Try Me.” He and the Flames began a relentless touring schedule, earning 
Brown the epithet “the hardest-working man in show business.” He 
developed a high-energy, dramatic stage show that thrilled audiences. The 
concert album Live at the Apollo, released in January 1963, captured the 
excitement of the shows, and became a best-seller. 

 
Brown, along with Ray Charles and Sam Cooke, pioneered a distinct new 

form of wildly popular music known as “soul,” a dynamic blend of gospel 
and rhythm and blues. Two singles in 1965, “Papa’s Got a Brand-New Bag” 
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and “I Got You (I Feel Good),” were milestones of soul. Both were number 
one on the rhythm and blues charts, and in the top ten on the pop charts. 
The pop ranking indicated that Brown was beginning to gain popularity with 
white listeners. For the next decade Brown was positioned at the top of the 
charts, releasing single after single and continuing the grueling touring 
schedule. 

 
 
With “Say It Loud, I’m Black and I’m Proud,” released in 1968 a few 

months after Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination, Brown forcefully voiced 
the ideals of Black cultural nationalism. Yet Brown rejected violence and was 
criticized by some political militants for helping to calm angry crowds after 
King’s assassination and for accepting U.S. president Lyndon Johnson’s 
invitation to dine at the White House. But poet LeRoi Jones (later Amiri 
Baraka) called him “our number one Black poet,” and in 1969 Look 
magazine’s cover asked if he was the most important Black man in America. 

 
That same year, Brown moved back to Augusta, where Black citizens held 

a James Brown Day in his honor and white citizens organized an unsuccessful 
campaign to prevent him from moving into an upper-class, all-white 
neighborhood. He traveled to Vietnam to perform for American troops and 
endorsed Richard Nixon for president in 1972. On songs from the late sixties 
and early seventies, like “Mother Popcorn,” Brown continued to push 
musical barriers, and these new directions helped inspire the later sounds of 
funk, disco, and rap. 

 
Brown’s popularity declined in the late seventies, though he continued to 

perform and record. In 1988 his career came to a halt. A year of legal 
troubles—suspicions of drug abuse and convictions for assaulting his wife as 
well as resisting arrest—concluded with a police chase through the streets of 
Augusta. When the bullet-punctured tires of Brown’s truck finally came to a 
stop, he was surrounded by fourteen police cars. These circumstances 
prompted Brown’s lawyers to charge that the police had overreacted, but a 
jury found Brown guilty, and he was sentenced to six years in prison. He 
served part of the term and was granted early release in February 1991. He 
resumed touring and recording. 

 
Retrospective CD compilations in the 1990s found new audiences for 

Brown’s work among the young. In 2003 Brown was honored at the Kennedy 
Center in Washington, D.C., for his artistic achievements. In May 2005 the 
city of Augusta erected a statue of Brown in the downtown area where he 
grew up, and in May 2006 the city held its inaugural James Brown Soul of 
America Music Festival. The Augusta–Richmond County Coliseum was 
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renamed the James Brown Arena in August 2006. 
 
Though often outspoken about America’s persistent racism, Brown 

espoused Black self-help and told audiences to make something of their lives 
by working hard, as did this man born in a one-room shack in the Jim Crow 
South. His frenetic stage shows established a much-imitated style, and his 
songs continue to find wide airplay and receptive listeners, both Black and 
white. 

 
Brown continued to perform until the end of his life; he died of 

congestive heart failure in Atlanta on December 25, 2006. A procession and 
public viewing were held in his honor three days later at the historic Apollo 
Theater in New York City, and on December 30 a public memorial service 
and viewing was held at the James Brown Arena in Augusta. Paine College, a 
private, historically Black college in Augusta, presented an honorary degree 
to the singer at the end of the service. 
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An impresario in the broadest and most creative sense of the word, 
Quincy Jones’ career has encompassed the roles of composer, record 
producer, artist, film producer, arranger, conductor, instrumentalist, 
television producer, record company executive, magazine founder and multi-
media entrepreneur. As a master inventor of musical hybrids, he has shuffled 
pop, soul, hip-hop, jazz, classical, African, and Brazilian music into many 
dazzling fusions, traversing virtually every medium, including records, live 
performance, movies and television. 

 
Quincy Jones was born on March 14, 1933, in Chicago, Illinois, and 

brought up in Seattle, Washington. While in junior high school, Jones began 
studying trumpet and sang in a Gospel quartet at age twelve. His musical 
studies continued at the prestigious Berklee College of Music in Boston, 
Massachusetts, where he remained until the opportunity arose to tour with 
Lionel Hampton’s band as a trumpeter, arranger, and sometime-pianist. He 
moved on to New York and the musical “big leagues” in 1951, where his 
reputation as an arranger grew. By the mid-1950s, he was arranging and 
recording for such diverse artists as Sarah Vaughan, Ray Charles, Count 
Basie, Duke Ellington, and Dinah Washington. 

 
In 1957, Jones decided to continue his musical education by studying with 

Nadia Boulanger, the legendary Parisian tutor to American expatriate 
composers such as Leonard Bernstein and Aaron Copeland. To subsidize his 
studies, he took a job with Barclay Disques, Mercury’s French distributor. 
Among the artists he recorded in Europe were Charles Aznavour, Jacques 
Brel and Henri Salvador, as well as such visitors from America as Sarah 
Vaughan, Billy Eckstine and Andy Williams. Jones’ love affair with European 
audiences continues through the present: in 1991, he began a continuing 
association with the Montreux Jazz and World Music Festival, which he 
serves as co-producer. 

 
Jones won the first of his many Grammy Awards in 1963 for his Count 

Basie arrangement of “I Can’t Stop Loving You.” Jones’ three-year musical 
association as conductor and arranger with Frank Sinatra in the mid-1960s 
also teamed him with Basie for the classic Sinatra At The Sands, containing 
the famous arrangement of “Fly Me To The Moon.” 

 
When he became vice-president at Mercury Records in 1961, Jones 

became the first high-level black executive of an established major record 
company. Toward the end of his association with the label, Jones turned his 
attention to another musical area that had been closed to blacks--the world 
of film scores. In 1963, he started work on the music for Sidney Lumet’s The 
Pawnbroker, and it was the first of his thirty-three major motion picture 
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scores. In 1985, he co-produced Steven Spielberg’s adaptation of Alice 
Walker’s The Color Purple, which won eleven Oscar nominations, 
introduced Whoopi Goldberg and Oprah Winfrey to film audiences, and 
marked Jones’ debut as a film producer. 

 
In 1990, Jones formed Quincy Jones Entertainment (QJE), a co-venture 

with Time Warner, Inc. The new company, which Jones served as CEO and 
chairman, produced NBC Television’s Fresh Prince Of Bel Air (now in 
syndication), and UPN’s In The House and Fox Television’s Mad TV. He is 
also the publisher of VIBE Magazine (as well as founder), SPIN and Blaze 
magazines. Also in 1990, his life and career were chronicled in the critically 
acclaimed Warner Bros. film, Listen Up: The Lives of Quincy Jones, 
produced by Courtney Sale Ross. 

 
In 1994, Quincy Jones led a group of businessmen, including Hall of 

Fame football player Willie Davis, television producer Don Cornelius, 
television journalist Geraldo Rivera and businesswoman Sonia Gonsalves 
Salzman in the formation of Qwest Broadcasting, a minority-controlled 
broadcasting company which purchased television stations in Atlanta and 
New Orleans for approximately $167 million, establishing it as one of the 
largest minorities owned broadcasting companies in the United States. 
Quincy served as chairman and CEO of Qwest Broadcasting. In 1999, taking 
advantage of the rapid escalation of broadcast station values, Jones and his 
partners sold Qwest Broadcasting for a reported $270 million. In 1997, 
Quincy Jones formed the Quincy Jones Media Group. 

 
The laurels, awards and accolades have been innumerable: Quincy has 

won an Emmy Award for his score of the of the opening episode of the 
landmark TV miniseries, Roots, seven Oscar nominations, the Academy of 
Motion Picture Arts and Sciences’ Jean Hersholt Humanitarian Award, 
twenty-seven Grammy Awards, and N.A.R.A.S.’ prestigious Trustees’ Award 
and The Grammy Living Legend Award. He is the all-time most nominated 
Grammy artist with a total of seventy-nine Grammy nominations. In 1990, 
France recognized Jones with its most distinguished title, the Legion d’ 
Honneur. He is also the recipient of the French Ministry of Culture’s 
Distinguished Arts and Letters Award. Jones is the recipient of the Royal 
Swedish Academy of Music’s coveted Polar Music Prize and the Republic of 
Italy’s Rudolph Valentino Award. He is also the recipient of honorary 
doctorates from Howard University, the Berklee College of Music, Seattle 
University, Wesleyan University, Brandeis University, Loyola University 
(New Orleans), Clark Atlanta University, Claremont University’s Graduate 
School, the University of Connecticut, Harvard University, Tuskegee 
University, New York University, University of Miami and The American 
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Film Institute. Jones was also named a 2001 Kennedy Center Honoree, for 
his contributions to the cultural fabric of the United States of America. 

 
In 2001, Quincy Jones added the title “Best Selling Author” to his list of 

accomplishments when his autobiography Q: The Autobiography of Quincy 
Jones entered the New York Times, Los Angeles Times and Wall Street 
Journal Best-Sellers lists. Rhino Records released a four CD boxed set of 
Jones’ music, spanning his more than five-decade career in the music 
business, entitled Q: The Musical Biography of Quincy Jones. 

 
Celebrating more than fifty years performing and being involved in music, 

Jones’ creative magic has spanned over six decades, beginning with the music 
of the post-swing era and continuing through today’s high-technology, 
international multi-media hybrids. In the mid-1950s, he was the first popular 
conductor-arranger to record with a Fender bass. His theme from the hit TV 
series Ironside was the first synthesizer-based pop theme song. As the first 
black composer to be embraced by the Hollywood establishment in the 
1960s, he helped refresh movie music with badly needed infusions of jazz 
and soul. His landmark 1989 album, Back On The Block--named “Album Of 
The Year” at the 1990 Grammy Awards-- brought such legends as Dizzy 
Gillespie, Ella Fitzgerald, Sarah Vaughan and Miles Davis together with Ice 
T, Big Daddy Kane and Melle Mel to create the first fusion of the be bop and 
hip hop musical traditions; while his 1993 recording of the critically acclaimed 
Miles and Quincy Live At Montreux, featured Jones conducting Miles Davis’ 
live performance of the historic Gil Evans arrangements from the Miles 
Ahead, Porgy and Bess and Sketches of Spain sessions, garnered a Grammy 
Award for Best Large Jazz Ensemble Performance. As producer and 
conductor of the historic “We Are The World” recording (the best-selling 
single of all time) and Michael Jackson’s multi-platinum solo albums, Off The 
Wall, Bad and Thriller (the bestselling album of all time, with over forty-six 
million copies sold), Jones stands as one of the most successful and admired 
creative artists/executives in the entertainment world. 
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Born into humble circumstances in Mobile, Alabama, Hank Aaron 
ascended the ranks of the Negro Leagues to become a Major League Baseball 
icon. He spent most of his 23 seasons as an outfielder for the Milwaukee and 
Atlanta Braves, during which time he set many records, including a career 
total of 755 home runs. Aaron was elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame in 
1982, and in 1999, MLB established the Hank Aaron Award to annually 
honor the top hitter in each league.  

 
Born Henry Louis Aaron on February 5, 1934, in a poor Black section of 

Mobile, Alabama, called "Down the Bay," Hank Aaron was the third of eight 
children born to Estella and Herbert Aaron, who made a living as a tavern 
owner and a dry dock boilermaker's assistant. 

 
Aaron and his family moved to the middle-class Toulminville 

neighborhood when he was 8 years old. Aaron developed a strong affinity 
for baseball and football at a young age and tended to focus more heavily on 
sports than his studies. During his freshman and sophomore years, he 
attended Central High School, a segregated high school in Mobile, where he 
excelled at both football and baseball. On the baseball diamond, he played 
shortstop and third base. 

 
In his junior year, Aaron transferred to the Josephine Allen Institute, a 

neighboring private school that had an organized baseball program. 
 
In late 1951, 18-year-old Aaron quit school to play for the Negro 

American League’s Indianapolis Clowns. It wasn't a long stay, but the 
talented teenager left his mark by hitting .366 and leading his club to victory 
in the league's 1952 World Series. Additionally, he would become the last to 
play in both the Negro Leagues and the Major Leagues. 

 
After signing with the Milwaukee Braves for $10,000, Aaron was assigned 

to one of the organization's farm clubs, the Class C Eau Claire Bears. He did 
not disappoint, earning Northern League Rookie of the Year honors in 1952. 
Promoted to the Class A Jacksonville Braves in 1953, Aaron continued to 
tear apart pitching with 208 hits, 22 homers and a .362 average. 

 
Aaron made his Major League debut in 1954, at age 20, when a spring 

training injury to another Milwaukee Braves outfielder created a roster spot 
for him. Following a solid first year (he hit .280 with 13 home runs), Aaron 
charged through the 1955 season with a blend of power (27 home runs), run 
production (106 RBIs) and average (.328) that would come to define his long 
career. 
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After winning his first batting title in 1956, Aaron registered an 
outstanding 1957 season, taking home the National League MVP and nearly 
nabbing the Triple Crown by hitting 44 home runs, knocking in another 132 
and batting .322. 

 
That same year, Aaron demonstrated his ability to come up big when it 

counted most. His 11th inning home run in late September propelled the 
Braves to the World Series, where he led underdog Milwaukee to an upset 
win over the New York Yankees in seven games. 

 
With the game still years away from the multimillion-dollar contracts 

handed to star players, Aaron's annual pay in 1959 was around $30,000. When 
he equaled that amount that same year in endorsements, Aaron realized there 
could be more in store for him if he continued to hit for power. "I noticed 
that they never had a show called 'Singles Derby,'" he once explained. 

 
He was right, of course, and over the next decade and a half, the always-

fit Aaron banged out 30 to 40 home runs on an annual basis. In 1973, at the 
age of 39, Aaron was still a force, clubbing 40 home runs to finish the year 
with a career total of 713, just one behind Babe Ruth. In 1974, after tying 
Ruth on Opening Day in Cincinnati, Ohio, Aaron came home with his team. 
On April 8, he banged out his record 715th home run off Al Downing of the 
Los Angeles Dodgers. It was a triumph and a relief, as more than 50,000 fans 
on hand cheered him on as he rounded the bases. There were fireworks and 
a band, and when he crossed home plate, Aaron's parents were there to greet 
him. 

 
After finishing his record-breaking 1974 season with 20 home runs, 

Aaron joined the Brewers in his old big-league hometown of Milwaukee to 
take advantage of the new designated hitter rule that gave aging sluggers a 
chance to rest their legs. He played two more years, wrapping up his stellar 
career after the 1976 season. 

 
As Aaron drew closer to home run No. 714, the chase to beat the Ruth's 

record revealed that world of baseball was far from being free of the racial 
tensions that prevailed around it. Letters poured into the Braves offices, as 
many as 3,000 a day for Aaron. Some wrote to congratulate him, but many 
others were appalled that a Black man should break baseball's most sacred 
record. Death threats were a part of the mix. Still, Aaron pushed forward. He 
didn't try to inflame the atmosphere, but he didn't keep his mouth shut, 
either, speaking out against the league's lack of ownership and management 
opportunities for minorities. "On the field, Blacks have been able to be super 
giants," he once stated. "But, once our playing days are over, this is the end 
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of it and we go back to the back of the bus again." 
 
Aaron, nicknamed "Hammerin' Hank," is widely regarded as one of the 

greatest players in the history of the sport. Over 21 years as an outfielder for 
the Milwaukee and Atlanta Braves and two final years as a DH for the 
Milwaukee Brewers, he compiled numerous records, including: 

 
• Runs batted in (2,297) 
 
• Extra-base hits (1,477) 
 
• Total bases (6,856) 
 
• All-star appearances (25) 
 
• Years with 30 or more home runs (15 — since tied by Alex Rodriguez) 
 
Aaron ranks second all-time in-home runs (755), third in hits (3,771), third 

in games played (3,298) and tied for fourth with Ruth in runs scored (2,174). 
Over the course of his career, he won two batting titles, led his league in 
homers and RBIs four times each, and won three Gold Gloves for fielding 
excellence. 

 
In 1999, Major League Baseball introduced the Hank Aaron Award to 

honor the top hitter in each league. Initially determined by the compiling of 
points based on stats, it soon fell under the voting jurisdiction of 
broadcasters, with fans later joining the process. 

 
The first two winners were Manny Ramirez of the Cleveland Indians and 

Sammy Sosa of the Chicago Cubs. Alex Rodriguez won the award a record 
four times during his years with the Texas Rangers and New York Yankees. 

 
For more than three decades, Aaron held the Major League record with 

his 755 career home runs. Barry Bonds surpassed that mark on August 7, 
2007, when he hit his 756th dinger at AT&T Park in San Francisco, 
California. 

 
Aaron was not at the ballpark that night, prompting speculation that he 

would not acknowledge the accomplishments of Bonds, who had been 
accused of cheating through performance-enhancement drugs. However, the 
former home run king soon appeared on the scoreboard to extend his 
congratulations via a videotaped message. 

 



BLACK EXCELLANCE 

148 

"I move over now," said Aaron, "and offer my best wishes to Barry and 
his family on this historic achievement." 

 
In April 1997, baseball returned to the city of Mobile, Alabama, when the 

minor league Mobile Baybears squared off against the Birmingham Barons at 
Hank Aaron Stadium. Known locally as "The Hank," the field honors its 
namesake, as well as other Mobile-born baseball players through its location 
at the corner of Satchel Paige Drive and Bolling Brothers Boulevard: Paige 
was the first Negro League player inducted into the Baseball Hall of Fame, 
while Milt and Frank Bolling also made it to the sport's top level. 

 
After retiring as a player, Aaron moved into the Atlanta Braves front 

office as executive vice president, where he became a leading spokesman for 
minority hiring in baseball. He was elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame in 
1982, and eight years later, he published his autobiography, I Had a Hammer. 
In 2002, he was honored with the Presidential Medal of Freedom. Slowed by 
hip replacement surgery in 2014, Aaron nevertheless made it to a ceremony 
in January 2016 in which he was awarded the Japanese Order of the Rising 
Sun, Gold Rays with Rosette. He was honored for his close relationship with 
Japanese home run king Sadaharu Oh, and for his efforts to promote the two 
countries' shared love of the game. 

 
Aaron passed away on January 22, 2021. 
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Jim Brown was born on this date in 1936. He was a Black football player, 
actor and (current) civil rights advocate. 

 
From Saint Simons, Ga. He was the son of Swinton and Theresa Brown.  

He came the New York to live with his mother, a domestic; first in Great 
Neck and then on Lee Avenue in Manhasset, Long Island. Brown attended 
Plandome Road Junior High, where his speed and strength through high 
school helped him dominate any sport.  Many say his best game was lacrosse. 
By the time he was a senior, his athletic prowess was such that the Yankees 
offered him a minor-league contract. Brown switched from lacrosse to 
baseball in the spring to test himself in the sport. 

 
After pitching and playing first base with some success, he decided his 

skills wouldn't get him to the major leagues, so he sent his regrets to Casey 
Stengel. Ken Molloy, a Manhasset attorney and later a State Supreme Court 
judge in Nassau County, steered Brown to his Alma Mater, Syracuse 
University.  But the coaching staffs were against the idea of a Black athlete in 
the early 1950s and did not offer a scholarship. Molloy rounded up enough 
money and obtained a promise from the school that it would put Brown on 
scholarship if he were as good as advertised. 

 
Brown emerged as the greatest athlete in Syracuse history.  As a senior, 

Brown scored 43 points in a football game against Colgate, was a unanimous 
college All-American at running back, and was voted the MVP of the Cotton 
Bowl and an All-America choice in 1956.  It has been said that Notre Dame's 
Paul Horning won that year’s Heisman Trophy instead of Brown because he 
was white. 

 
He was the Cleveland Browns' No. 1 draft pick in 1957 and the NFL's 

leading rusher in eight of his nine NFL seasons. He was named to the All-
NFL team eight times, the league’s Most Valuable Player in 1958 and '65, 
Rookie of the Year in 1957 and played in nine straight Pro Bowls. His 5.22 
average per rushing attempt is an NFL record. 

 
In 1966 Brown starred in the box office hit The Dirty Dozen. Shooting 

for The Dirty Dozen was repeatedly delayed, and ultimately conflicted with 
football training camp. It was then that Brown abruptly announced his 
retirement from football. He was 30 years old and at the height of his game. 
For some years after Brown retired from football, he continued to win major 
film roles in works such as Dark of the Sun, Ice Station Zebra, and 100 Rifles. 
Brown's movie career was only a memory by the early eighties, his ten-year 
publicity contract with Pepsi-Cola went un renewed and he found himself 
hustling Celebrity Bowling tournaments on TV for $20,000 paydays. 
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Brown admitted in People that his numerous relationships with women 

led him astray for a time. "I've done things I'm not particularly proud of," he 
said in Esquire, "but at least I'm honest enough to talk about them." He 
founded his own production company, Ocean Productions, to encourage 
minority participation in movie making. Also, Brown has been no stranger to 
the field of public service. As early as his playing days in Cleveland, he 
founded the Black Economic Union (BEU), which used professional athletes 
as facilitators in the establishment of Black-run enterprises, urban athletic 
clubs, and youth motivation programs. The BEU eventually folded, but 
Brown took his ideas to the Coors Golden Door program and Jobs Plus. 

 
In 1986, he founded a new endeavor, Vital Issues, aimed at teaching life 

management skills and personal growth techniques to inner-city gang 
members and prison inmates. By 1989, Vital Issues had evolved into Amer-
I-Can. Brown conducts sessions of from his home in the hills above Los 
Angeles. In 1992, Amer-I-Can won more than a million dollars in grant 
money to expand its programs into cities such as San Francisco and 
Cleveland. While he may not be the only athlete to reach out to others less 
fortunate than himself, Brown urges his peers to do more than "make 
gestures" when facing society's ills. 

 
In due course, Brown does not want to be seen as yet another wealthy 

athlete who made his way in the world through his physical ability. "I was a 
highly paid, over-glamorized gladiator," he told the Washington Post. "The 
decision-makers are the men who own, not the ones who play. I was never 
under an illusion as to who was the boss." 2002 brought legal problems to 
Brown. He refused to take court-ordered counseling and community service 
for vandalizing his wife’s car in 1999. The result is a 180-day misdemeanor 
jail term in Los Angeles. 
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Morgan Freeman, American actor whose emotional depth, subtle humor, 
and versatility made him one of the most-respected performers of his 
generation. Over a career that included numerous memorable performances 
on stage, screen, and television, Freeman was one of the few Black American 
actors who consistently received roles that were not specifically written for 
Black actors. 

 
As a young man, Freeman had aspirations of being a fighter pilot; 

however, a stint in the air force (1955–59) proved disappointing, and he 
turned his attention to acting. He made his Broadway debut in an all-Black 
production of Hello Dolly! in 1967. In the 1970s he continued to work on 
the stage and also appeared on the educational children’s television show The 
Electric Company as the character Easy Reader. Freeman’s performance in 
the film Brubaker (1980) and on the soap opera Another World (1982–84), 
along with several enthusiastic reviews for his theatrical work in the early 
1980s, led to more challenging film roles. His portrayal of a dangerous hustler 
in Street Smart (1987) earned Freeman his first Academy Award nomination, 
for best supporting actor. He was later nominated for a best-actor Oscar for 
his work in Driving Miss Daisy (1989), in which he re-created the role of 
Hoke after first performing it onstage. He evinced a disciplinarian principal 
in Lean on Me (1989), a hard-hearted Civil War soldier in Glory (1989), and 
an aging gunslinger in Unforgiven (1992). He made his directorial debut with 
the antiapartheid film Bopha! (1993). A third Oscar nomination came for his 
soulful turn as a convict in The Shawshank Redemption (1994) 

 
Freeman later appeared in several crime dramas, including Se7en (1995), 

Kiss the Girls (1997), and Along Came a Spider (2001)—the latter two based 
on James Patterson novels—as well as The Sum of All Fears (2002). He won 
an Academy Award for best supporting actor for his performance as a former 
boxer in Clint Eastwood’s Million Dollar Baby (2004) before appearing as 
Lucius Fox, a research and development guru, in Christopher Nolan’s 
Batman Begins (2005). Freeman reprised the latter role in the sequels The 
Dark Knight (2008) and The Dark Knight Rises (2012). In Rob Reiner’s The 
Bucket List (2007), he and Jack Nicholson played terminally ill cancer patients 
who make the most of their remaining time. 

 
In 2008 Freeman returned to Broadway after nearly 20 years away from 

the stage, taking the role of Frank Elgin, a talented yet dispirited actor who 
has lost the will to perform, in The Country Girl. The following year he 
reteamed with Eastwood on Invictus, a drama in which he played Nelson 
Mandela, who sought to unite divided South Africa by supporting the 
national rugby team’s quest to win the 1995 World Cup. Freeman later 
appeared as a former CIA agent in the action-comedy Red (2010); as a high-
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ranking U.S. politician in the thriller Olympus Has Fallen (2013) and its 
sequels, London Has Fallen (2016) and Angel Has Fallen (2019); and as a 
postapocalyptic survivalist in the science-fiction adventure Oblivion (2013). 
He also played a magician who exposes the tradecraft of his confreres in Now 
You See Me (2013) and its 2016 sequel. Freeman pursued less-suspenseful 
fare as well with roles in the sentimental dramas Dolphin Tale (2011) and its 
sequel, Dolphin Tale 2 (2014), and in The Magic of Belle Isle (2012). 

 
Freeman went for laughs in the buddy comedy Last Vegas (2013), in 

which he starred opposite Robert De Niro, Michael Douglas, and Kevin 
Kline. He later voiced a wizard in The LEGO Movie (2014), a computer-
animated adventure that featured renderings of LEGO toys as the characters 
and settings. His other roles in 2014 included an anti-artificial-intelligence 
activist in Transcendence and a psychology professor in Lucy. Freeman’s 
later films included the comedies Ted 2 (2015); Going in Style (2017), a 
remake of the 1979 film about retirees who plan a bank heist; and Just Getting 
Started (2017), in which two rivals at a retirement community team up to save 
the woman of both their affections from her kidnappers. 

 
Freeman later portrayed the toy maker Drosselmeyer in The Nutcracker 

and the Four Realms (2018), an adaptation of Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s 
19th-century ballet. In The Comeback Trail (2020), Freeman starred with De 
Niro and Tommy Lee Jones and was cast as a mob boss. His credits from 
2021 included the crime thriller Vanquish, the action comedy The Hitman’s 
Wife’s Bodyguard, and the sci-fi anthology TV series Solos. 
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Bill Cosby, in full William Henry Cosby, Jr., American comedian, actor, 
and producer who played a major role in the development of a more-positive 
portrayal of Blacks on television but whose sterling reputation was tarnished 
by dozens of accusations of sexual assault over the course of many decades. 
In 2018 he was found guilty of drugging and sexually assaulting a woman, but 
his conviction was overturned three years later. 

 
Cosby left high school without earning his diploma and joined the U.S. 

Navy in 1956. While enlisted he passed a high-school equivalency exam, and 
after his discharge he received an athletic scholarship to Temple University 
in Philadelphia in 1961. During his sophomore year he left Temple to 
entertain at the Gaslight Cafe in Greenwich Village, New York City, where 
he began to establish a trademark comedic style characterized by a friendly 
and accessible stage persona and a relaxed, carefully timed delivery. During 
the 1960s Cosby toured major U.S. and Canadian cities, commanding ever-
higher performance fees. In 1965 he made his first appearance on The 
Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson. 

 
Cosby’s first acting assignment, in the espionage series I Spy (1965–68), 

made him the first Black actor to perform in a starring dramatic role on 
network television. His portrayal of a Black secret agent won him three 
Emmy Awards and helped to advance the status of Black Americans on 
television. Cosby’s subsequent projects for television included the series of 
Bill Cosby Specials (1968–71, 1975), the situation comedy The Bill Cosby 
Show (1969–71), the variety show The New Bill Cosby Show (1972–73), and 
the successful cartoon Fat Albert and the Cosby Kids (1972–84, 1989). He 
appeared in numerous commercials and on children’s shows such as Sesame 
Street and Electric Company. He also made several feature films, which 
enjoyed limited success. 

 
Cosby’s most-successful work was The Cosby Show, which appeared on 

NBC from 1984 to 1992 and was one of the most-popular situation comedies 
in television history. The Cosby Show depicted a stable, prosperous Black 
family—Cosby’s character was a doctor whose wife was a lawyer—and 
avoided racial stereotypes. The show had broad cross-cultural appeal and 
won several major awards. After the show ended, he starred in the series 
Cosby (1996–2000), in which his Cosby Show costar Phylicia Rashad again 
played his wife. 

 
Cosby was awarded a doctorate in education from the University of 

Massachusetts in 1977 and was inducted into the Television Hall of Fame in 
1984. His comedy records earned him eight Grammy Awards. In 1986 he 
wrote the best-selling book Fatherhood. In 1997 Cosby’s son, Ennis, was 
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shot and killed while changing a tire on a Los Angeles freeway; that same year 
he and his wife, Camille, founded the Hello Friend/Ennis William Cosby 
Foundation in their son’s memory to fund teachers of students with learning 
disabilities. Cosby was outspoken about the need for Black Americans to 
pursue higher education and to support their families. In 2008 he released 
the hip-hop album Cosby Narratives Vol. 1: State of Emergency, which 
blended jazz, pop, and funk but shied away from the profanity he said was 
typical of most hip-hop music. 

 
Allegations of past sexual assaults by Cosby gained increasing media 

coverage in the United States in the early 21st century. In 2005 he was 
accused of drugging and sexually assaulting Andrea Constand the previous 
year; at the time of the alleged incident, she was working at Temple 
University. Later in 2005 District Attorney Bruce L. Castor, Jr., announced 
that he would not charge Cosby, citing insufficient evidence. The comedian 
then gave a deposition in a civil suit brought by Constand, and in 2006 he 
settled out of court, paying her more than $3 million. That case spurred a 
number of other women to go public with their own stories of drug-induced 
sexual assault by Cosby, and in February 2014 a series of media interviews 
with some of his alleged victims made headlines. Those allegations and a 
much-viewed video of an October performance by comedian Hannibal 
Buress in which he called Cosby a rapist prompted even more women to 
accuse Cosby of past sexual misconduct. While he had not faced charges 
related to the new accusations, his reputation was so damaged by them that 
both NBC and Netflix pulled planned Cosby projects in November 2014. 

 
In the following months the total number of women who accused Cosby 

of either attempting to drug them, drugging them, or drugging and raping 
them ballooned to more than 50. Cosby vehemently denied the accusations 
and publicly labeled some of his accusers as liars. He was subsequently sued 
by those women for defamation. In July 2015 court documents related to the 
2005 civil suit against Cosby were unsealed, and it was revealed that he 
admitted at the time to having obtained prescription sedatives to give to 
women with whom he wanted to have sex. 

 
In December 2015 a new district attorney in Montgomery County, 

Pennsylvania, charged Cosby with felony aggravated indecent assault for the 
2004 incident involving Constand, just days before the statute of limitations 
was set to expire. In 2016 Cosby’s legal team sought to have the case thrown 
out, alleging that Castor had actually declined to file charges as part of a deal 
in which Cosby agreed not to invoke his Fifth Amendment right against self-
incrimination in the civil trial. Although Castor later supported the defense’s 
claim, no written agreement existed, and Constand and her lawyers stated 
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that they had no knowledge of such a deal. The criminal trial against Cosby 
was allowed to proceed, and it ultimately included his 2005 testimony. In 
2017 the trial ended in a hung jury and a mistrial after six days of jury 
deliberation without a unanimous decision. A retrial began in April 2018, and 
that same month he was found guilty of drugging and sexually assaulting 
Constand. In September he received a sentence of 3 to 10 years in prison. 
Cosby appealed the verdict, and in June 2021 his conviction was overturned 
by the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania, which ruled that there was an 
enforceable agreement between Castor and Cosby. The court ordered the 
comedian’s release and barred a retrial. 
 

Cosby’s legal issues continued, however. In 2014 Judy Huth had filed a 
civil suit against the comedian in California, alleging that he had sexually 
assaulted her in 1975, when she was 16 years old. (In that state the statute of 
limitations is extended for cases involving allegations of child molestation.) 
The trial began in 2022, and the jury ruled in Huth’s favour. Cosby was 
ordered to pay $500,000 in compensatory damages. 

 
Despite all of the bad he has done; he will always be remembered for 

being the black man who uplifted his entire black community. 
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Colin Luther Powell, the son of Jamaican immigrants, was born on 5 April 
1937 in the Harlem section of New York City. He grew up in the South 
Bronx, where he graduated from Morris High School. At sixteen he entered 
the City College of New York. Attracted by the panache of the Pershing 
Rifles drill team, he joined the Army Reserve Officer Training Corps 
(ROTC). There he found a sense of direction. He became company 
commander of the Pershing Rifles, attained ROTC’s highest rank of cadet 
colonel, and was named a “distinguished military graduate.” When he 
graduated in l958 with a Bachelor of Science in geology, Powell was 
commissioned a second lieutenant in the Regular Army. 

 
During the next decade Powell mastered infantry tactics and unit 

leadership. After completing Infantry Officer Basic, Ranger, and Airborne 
schools, he joined the 3d Armored Division in West Germany as a platoon 
leader. He then transferred to Fort Devens, Massachusetts, to command a 
company of the 5th Infantry Division and in 1962 was promoted to captain. 

 
From December 1962 to November 1963 Powell was assigned to 

Vietnam, where he served as an adviser to a South Vietnamese infantry 
battalion. Wounded during this tour, he received a Purple Heart. On his 
return, he completed the Infantry Officer Advanced Course at Fort Benning, 
Georgia; was promoted to major in 1966; and the following year became an 
instructor at the Infantry School. In 1968 he graduated from the Command 
and General Staff College, Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, second in a class of 
1,244. 

 
In June 1968 Major Powell returned to Vietnam, serving first as a 

battalion executive officer and then as Assistant Chief of Staff, Operations 
(G-3), and later deputy G-3, with the 23d Infantry Division (America). 
During this tour he received the Soldier’s Medal for repeatedly returning to a 
burning helicopter to rescue others despite being injured himself. 

 
Powell spent 1969 to 1973 in Washington, DC. Promoted to lieutenant 

colonel in 1970, he received a master’s in business administration from 
George Washington University in 1971. In 1971 and 1972 he worked as an 
operations research analyst in the Planning, Programming and Analysis 
Directorate in the Office of the Assistant Vice Chief of Staff of the Army. 
Selected in 1972 as one of seventeen White House Fellows from among l,500 
applicants, he was assigned to the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) 
as Special Assistant to the Deputy Director. 

 
Lieutenant Colonel Powell returned to a troop assignment in September 

1973 as Commander of the 1st Battalion of the 32d Infantry, 2d Infantry 
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Division, guarding the Demilitarized Zone in the Republic of Korea. His next 
assignment, from 1974 to 1975, was as an operations research systems analyst 
in the Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Manpower and 
Reserve Affairs. During 1975 and 1976 he was a student at the National War 
College, Fort Lesley J. McNair, Washington, DC. Promoted to colonel in 
1976, Powell assumed command of the 2d Brigade, 101st Airborne Division 
(Air Assault), Fort Campbell, Kentucky, in April of that year. 

 
Colonel Powell returned to the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) 

in July 1977 as Executive to the Special Assistant to the Secretary and Deputy 
Secretary of Defense. After promotion to brigadier general in 1979 he 
continued in OSD as Senior Military Assistant to the Deputy Secretary until 
June 198l, when he became Assistant Division Commander for Operations 
of the 4th Infantry Division (Mechanized), Fort Carson, Colorado. In August 
1982 General Powell became the Deputy Commanding General of the US 
Army Combined Arms Combat Development Activity, Fort Leavenworth, 
Kansas. 

 
In July 1983 he returned to the Pentagon as Senior Military Assistant to 

Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger. Promoted to major general the 
following month, Powell continued as Weinberger’s assistant until June 1986, 
when he assumed command of V Corps in Europe. He was promoted to 
lieutenant general in July. 

 
Six months later, President Ronald Reagan summoned him to become the 

Deputy National Security Adviser under Frank Carlucci, for whom Powell 
had worked at OMB and in OSD. When Carlucci became Secretary of 
Defense, General Powell replaced him as National Security Adviser. He 
served in this position from December 1987 until the end of the Reagan 
presidency in January 1989. During this time, he organized and coordinated 
several summit meetings between President Reagan and other world leaders. 

 
In April 1989 Powell received his fourth star and became Commander in 

Chief of Forces Command (CINCFOR), Fort McPherson, Georgia, 
responsible for the general reserve of US-based Army forces. Within months 
of his appointment as CINCFOR, President George H. W. Bush selected 
General Powell to be the twelfth Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. When 
Powell became Chairman on 1 October 1989, he was the first Black 
American, the first ROTC graduate, and, at fifty-two, the youngest officer to 
serve in the position. 

 
General Powell’s tenure as Chairman coincided with the end of the Cold 

War; his chairmanship saw more change in the world than that of any of his 
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predecessors. Powell was the principal architect of the reorientation of US 
strategy and the reduction of the armed forces in response to the changed 
strategic environment. He directed the most significant change in national 
military strategy since the late 1940s, devising a strategy that focused on 
regional and humanitarian crises rather than on the Soviet Union. Powell’s 
concept of a “base force” sufficient to maintain the United States’ 
superpower status won Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney’s and President 
Bush’s support for a 25 percent reduction in the size of the armed forces. 

 
The first Chairman to serve his whole tenure under the Goldwater-

Nichols Department of Defense reforms, Powell devoted considerable 
energy to promoting joint culture in order to enhance the services’ ability to 
fight together as a team. He guided the development of doctrine for joint 
warfare and was the driving force behind the expansion of the Atlantic 
Command’s responsibilities, which transformed it from a principally naval 
headquarters into one with responsibility for ground and air forces based in 
the continental United States as well as East Coast naval forces. When the 
new US Atlantic Command (USACOM) came into existence on l October 
l993, the day after Powell’s retirement, it was a joint command designed to 
meet the military requirements of the post-Cold War world. 

 
During Powell’s chairmanship, the US Armed Forces made over two 

dozen operational deployments. An attempted coup against the Panamanian 
dictator Manuel Noriega on 3 October 1989 almost postponed Powell’s 
welcoming ceremony at the Pentagon. Over the next two months, the 
Chairman worked with the Commander in Chief of US Southern Command 
to develop a contingency plan that would provide a large force should 
President Bush decide to intervene in Panama. After Panama declared a state 
of war with the United States and Panamanian soldiers killed an American 
officer and manhandled another officer and his wife, President Bush ordered 
the deployment of approximately 14,000 troops to Panama in late December. 
They joined almost 13,000 troops already there to execute Operation JUST 
CAUSE, which resulted in the defeat of the Panamanian forces and the 
downfall of Noriega. 

 
General Powell played a central role in the preparation for and conduct 

of the Persian Gulf War. In response to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in August 
1990, President Bush ordered the deployment of some 250,000 US troops to 
Saudi Arabia in Operation DESERT SHIELD. Powell advised keeping all 
options open, exerting diplomatic and economic pressure while building up 
sufficient forces in the region to assure quick victory if the United States and 
its coalition partners concluded that military action was necessary. When Iraqi 
President Saddam Hussein did not withdraw his forces from Kuwait, Powell 
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endorsed the President’s decision to launch an offensive—Operation 
DESERT STORM—in January 1991. After it became clear in late February 
that the coalition forces had achieved an overwhelming victory, he supported 
the President’s decision to suspend hostilities. The Persian Gulf victory 
boosted the military’s standing with the American public, and General Powell 
became a well-known and popular figure. For his leadership during the war, 
he received a Congressional Gold Medal, struck in his honor, and the 
Presidential Medal of Freedom. 

 
In addition to the combat operations in Panama and the Persian Gulf, US 

forces participated in a number of rescue and relief operations during 
Powell’s chairmanship, including humanitarian relief operations to provide 
assistance to famine victims in Somalia and to victims of ethnic warfare in 
Bosnia in 1992 and 1993. While supporting limited use of US forces to 
contain the crisis in the Balkans and to assist the United Nations forces on 
the ground there, General Powell was reluctant to commit US forces to 
intervene directly in the war and thus become one of the belligerents. He 
forcefully argued against the commitment of US ground troops in either a 
peacemaking or combat role. In internal debates in the Bush and Clinton 
administrations and in published articles, he advocated the use of US forces 
in combat only when there were clear political objectives and the political 
willingness to commit sufficient resources to achieve these objectives. 
Although there was a perception of an uneasy relationship between the 
military and the new Clinton administration, especially over the issue of 
homosexuals in the military, General Powell enjoyed a close working 
relationship with President William J. Clinton. 

 
When General Powell retired on 30 September 1993, the role of the 

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff had been substantially enhanced due to 
his aggressive exercise of the expanded powers granted the Chairman in the 
Goldwater-Nichols Act. His tenure as Chairman subsequently became the 
subject of debate among some scholars and commentators concerned with 
the role of the military in policy development. 

 
At his retirement General Powell was awarded a second Presidential 

Medal of Freedom, this one with distinction. Later that year Queen Elizabeth 
II made him an honorary Knight Commander of the Bath. In retirement, 
Powell wrote a best-selling autobiography and became a frequent public 
speaker. As a member of the three-man delegation, headed by former 
President Jimmy Carter, that President Clinton sent to Haiti in September 
1994, he played a key role in negotiating the peaceful transfer of power from 
the military dictatorship to the elected president. Powell cochaired the 
Presidents’ Summit for America’s Future in 1997 and subsequently launched 
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and became chairman of America’s Promise—The Alliance for Youth, a 
national organization to mobilize volunteer efforts to assist young people in 
developing the character and skills needed to become successful adults. A 
trustee of Howard University and a director of the United Negro College 
Fund, he also served on the board of governors of the Boys & Girls Clubs 
of America, on the advisory board of the Children’s Health Fund, and on 
corporate boards. In 1998 he received the US Military Academy’s Sylvanus 
Thayer Award for embodying the values expressed in the Academy’s motto, 
“Duty, Honor, Country,” and in 1999 the Air Force Academy awarded him 
the Thomas D. White Defense Award for his contributions to national 
defense. Powell was a member of the US delegation of observers for the 1999 
presidential election in Nigeria, one of the steps in that nation’s transition to 
democratic rule. He also served as the 65th United States Secretary of State, 
under President George W. Bush from 2001 to 2005. 
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Civil rights leader and two-time Democratic presidential candidate Jesse 
Jackson born in 1941, became one of the most influential Black Americans 
of the late 20th century. He rose to prominence working within Martin 
Luther King Jr.’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and was 
at the Memphis hotel with King when he was assassinated. Through PUSH, 
the organization he founded in 1971, Jackson pressed for broader 
employment opportunities for Black Americans. During the 1980s and 1990s 
he negotiated the release of dozens of international hostages and prisoners. 
In his 1984 and 1988 presidential campaigns, Jackson won 16 state contests 
and millions of votes, making him the first viable Black American candidate 
for president. 

 
Jesse Louis Burns was born October 8, 1941, in Greensville, South 

Carolina. His mother, Helen Burns, was 16; his father, Noah Louis Robinson, 
was a former professional boxer and a married man. When Jesse was 2, Helen 
married Charles Jackson. Jesse lived with his grandmother Matilda until he 
was 13. Jesse then returned to Charles Jackson’s house and in 1957 was 
adopted by his stepfather. 
 

At Greenville’s Sterling High School, Jesse Jackson graduated with offers 
for a minor league baseball contract and a Big Ten football scholarship. He 
spent a year at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign before 
transferring to North Carolina Agricultural and Technical College in 
Greensboro, where he was quarterback and student body president. By the 
time Jackson graduated with a sociology degree in 1964, he had married 
Jacqueline Brown, a fellow student, and welcomed the first of their five 
children. 

 
While in Greensboro Jackson had joined the Congress of Racial Equality 

and participated in marches and sit-ins. After graduation, he began divinity 
studies at the Chicago Theological Seminary and worked to organize student 
support for Martin Luther King Jr. In March of 1965 Jackson travelled to 
Alabama for the historic Selma to Montgomery march with King. A year later 
he left the seminary to work full-time for the SCLC. 
 

Jackson was placed in charge of Operation Breadbasket, an SCLC 
initiative to monitor companies’ treatment of Black Americans and to 
organize boycotts calling for fair hiring practices. By 1968 Jackson was part 
of King’s inner circle and was with him when he was assassinated. Jackson 
claimed he had been the last person to speak with the dying leader, though 
others present challenged his account. 

 
Ralph Abernathy was chosen to succeed King as the SCLC’s leader; a 
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position Jackson had wanted. Jackson returned to leading Operation 
Breadbasket but continued to chafe with Abernathy until 1971, when he 
resigned to start his own organization. 

 
Jackson’s new venture, People United to Save Humanity (PUSH), was 

similar to Operation Breadbasket, but its scope expanded with its leader’s 
passions. In 1972 Jackson led a group to the Democratic National 
Convention that managed to oust Chicago Mayor Richard Daley’s Illinois 
delegation. 

 
In 1984 Jackson ran for the Democratic presidential nomination, winning 

five primaries and caucuses and more than 18 percent of votes cast. However, 
a comment he made to a reporter about Jews and his relationship with Nation 
of Islam leader Louis Farrakhan led to controversy during the campaign. 

 
Jackson’s multiracial National Rainbow Coalition grew out of his work in 

the 1984 campaign and merged with PUSH in 1996. Jackson ran for president 
again in 1988 and won 11 primaries and caucuses and nearly 20 percent of 
the vote. 

 
Parallel to his domestic advocacy, in the 1980s and 1990s Jackson worked 

independently to secure the release of prisoners held by several anti-
American regimes. He frustrated the Reagan administration by traveling to 
Syria in 1984 to win the release of a U.S. fighter pilot. Jackson also helped 
free 22 Americans held in Cuba on drug charges, as well as 27 Cuban political 
prisoners. 

 
During the 1990s Jackson worked to free hostages from Iraq and Kuwait 

before the Persian Gulf War. He also secured the release of three U.S. soldiers 
captured during the Kosovo conflict. 

 
In 2001 Jackson withdrew briefly from activism after admitting that he 

had a 2-year-old a daughter with a former member of his staff and had used 
Rainbow/PUSH funds to pay a portion of the expenses. 

 
Jackson was an early supporter of Barak Obama’s successful 2008 

presidential campaign, though he later became a critic of certain Obama 
policies. On the night of Obama’s election, Jackson was photographed on 
stage at the victory celebration, tears streaming down his face as he recalled 
Martin Luther King and others who had died in the struggle for civil rights. 
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Huey P. Newton was an Black American activist best known for founding 
the militant Black Panther Party with Bobby Seale in 1966.  

 
In 1966, Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale founded the left-wing Black 

Panther Party for Self Defense in Oakland, California. The organization was 
central to the Black Power movement, making headlines with its 
controversial rhetoric and militaristic style. Newton faced a number of 
criminal charges over the years and at one point fled to Cuba before returning 
to the U.S. and earning his doctorate. Struggling with drug and alcohol 
addiction in his later years, he was killed in 1989 in Oakland. 

 
Huey Percy Newton was born on February 17, 1942, in Monroe, 

Louisiana. Newton helped establish the Black American political 
organization the Black Panther Party and became a leading figure in the Black 
Power movement of the 1960s. The youngest of seven siblings, he and his 
family moved to Oakland, California when Newton was a toddler. Though 
later stating he was close to his family, the youngster had a difficult time early 
in life, which was reflected in highly erratic behavior at school and on the 
streets. 

 
Despite having multiple suspensions and run-ins with the law as a teen, 

Newton began to take his education seriously, finding inspiration when his 
older brother Melvin earned a Master’s in social work. Although Newton 
graduated high school in 1959, he was considered barely literate. He 
nonetheless became his own teacher, learning to read by himself.  

 
In the mid-1960s, Newton decided to pursue his education at Merritt 

College, during which time he received a months-long prison term for a knife 
assault, and later attended the University of San Francisco School of Law. It 
was at Merritt where he met Seale. The two were briefly involved with 
political groups at the school before they set out to create one of their own. 
Founded in 1966, they called their group the Black Panther Party for Self 
Defense. Unlike many of the other social and political organizers of the time, 
they took a more militant stance to the plight of Black communities in 
America. A famous photograph shows Newton (the group's minister of 
defense) holding a gun in one hand and a spear in the other. 

 
The group set forth its political goals in a document entitled the Ten-

Point Program, which called for better housing, jobs, and education for Black 
Americans. It also called for an end to economic exploitation of Black 
communities, along with military exemption. The organization itself was not 
afraid to punctuate its message with dramatic appearances. For example, to 
protest a gun bill in 1967, members of the Panthers entered the California 
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Legislature armed. (Newton actually wasn't present at the demonstration.) 
The action was a shocking one that made news across the country, and 
Newton emerged as a leading figure in the Black militant movement. 

 
The Black Panthers wanted to improve life in Black communities and 

took a stance against police brutality in urban neighborhoods by mostly white 
cops. Members of the group would go to arrests in progress and watch for 
abuse. Panther members ultimately clashed with police several times. The 
party's treasurer, Bobby Hutton, was killed while still a teenager during one 
of these conflicts in 1968.  

 
Newton himself was arrested the previous year for allegedly killing an 

Oakland police officer during a traffic stop. He was later convicted of 
voluntary manslaughter and sentenced to two to 15 years in prison. But 
public pressure "Free Huey" became a popular slogan of the day, helped 
Newton's cause. He was freed in 1970 after an appeals process deemed that 
incorrect deliberation procedures had been implemented during the trial. 

 
In the 1970s, Newton aimed to take the Panthers in a new direction that 

emphasized democratic socialism, community interconnectedness and 
services for the poor, including items like free lunch programs and urban 
clinics. But the Panthers began to fall apart due to factionalism, with later 
allegations surfacing that the FBI, under J. Edgar Hoover, was clandestinely 
involved in the organization's unraveling. Key members left while Newton 
and Eldridge Cleaver, the party's minister of information, split ways. 

 
By mid-decade, Newton faced more criminal charges when he was 

accused of murdering a 17-year-old sex worker and assaulting a tailor. To 
avoid prosecution, he fled to Cuba in 1974, but returned to the U.S. three 
years later. The murder case was eventually dismissed after two trials ended 
with deadlocked juries, while the tailor refused to testify in court in relation 
to assault charges. 

 
Even with his legal troubles, Newton returned to school, earning a Ph.D. 

in social philosophy from the University of California, Santa Cruz, in 1980. 
In his final years, however, he suffered from major drug/alcohol problems 
and faced more prison time for weapons possession, financial 
misappropriations, and parole violations. The once popular revolutionary 
died on August 22, 1989, in Oakland, California, after being shot on the 
street.  

 
Newton had published a memoir/manifesto Revolutionary Suicide in 

1973, with Hugh Pearson later writing the 1994 biography The Shadow of 



BLACK EXCELLANCE 

171 

the Panther: Huey Newton and the Price of Black Power in America. 
Newton's story was later depicted in the 1996 one-man play Huey P. Newton, 
starring Roger Guenveur Smith. A 2002 filmed presentation of the project 
was created by Spike Lee, and documentarian Stanley Nelson looked at the 
history of the Panthers in the 2015 film The Black Panthers: Vanguard of the 
Revolution. 
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Muhammad Ali was a boxer, philanthropist and social activist who is 
universally regarded as one of the greatest athletes of the 20th century. Ali 
became an Olympic gold medalist in 1960 and the world heavyweight boxing 
champion in 1964.  

 
Following his suspension for refusing military service, Ali reclaimed the 

heavyweight title two more times during the 1970s, winning famed bouts 
against Joe Frazier and George Foreman along the way. Diagnosed with 
Parkinson's disease in 1984, Ali devoted much of his time to philanthropy, 
earning the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 2005. 

 
Ali was born on January 17, 1942, in Louisville, Kentucky. His birth name 

was Cassius Marcellus Clay Jr. At an early age, young Clay showed that he 
wasn't afraid of any bout — inside or outside of the ring. Growing up in the 
segregated South, he experienced racial prejudice and discrimination 
firsthand. At the age of 12, Clay discovered his talent for boxing through an 
odd twist of fate. After his bike was stolen, Clay told a police officer, Joe 
Martin, that he wanted to beat up the thief.  

 
"Well, you better learn how to fight before you start challenging people," 

Martin reportedly told him at the time. In addition to being a police officer, 
Martin also trained young boxers at a local gym. 

 
Clay started working with Martin to learn how to spar and soon began his 

boxing career. In his first amateur bout in 1954, he won the fight by split 
decision. 

 
Clay went on to win the 1956 Golden Gloves tournament for novices in 

the light heavyweight class. Three years later, he won the National Golden 
Gloves Tournament of Champions, as well as the Amateur Athletic Union's 
national title for the light heavyweight division. 

 
In 1960, Clay won a spot on the U.S. Olympic boxing team, and traveled 

to Rome, Italy, to compete. At six feet, three inches tall, Clay was an imposing 
figure in the ring, but he also became known for his lightning speed and fancy 
footwork. After winning his first three bouts, Clay defeated Zbigniew 
Pietrzkowski of Poland to win the light heavyweight Olympic gold medal. 

 
After his Olympic victory, Clay was heralded as an American hero. He 

soon turned professional with the backing of the Louisville Sponsoring 
Group and continued overwhelming all opponents in the ring. 

 
Clay joined the Black Muslim group Nation of Islam in 1964. At first, he 
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called himself Cassius X before settling on the name Muhammad Ali. The 
boxer eventually converted to orthodox Islam during the 1970s. 

 
Ali started a different kind of fight with his outspoken views against the 

Vietnam War. Drafted into the military in April 1967, he refused to serve on 
the grounds that he was a practicing Muslim minister with religious beliefs 
that prevented him from fighting. He was arrested for committing a felony 
and almost immediately stripped of his world title and boxing license. The 
U.S. Department of Justice pursued a legal case against Ali, denying his claim 
for conscientious objector status. He was found guilty of violating Selective 
Service laws and sentenced to five years in prison in June 1967 but remained 
free while appealing his conviction. 

 
Unable to compete professionally in the meantime, Ali missed more than 

three prime years of his athletic career. Ali returned to the ring in 1970 with 
a win over Jerry Quarry, and the U.S. Supreme Court eventually overturned 
the conviction in June 1971. Ali had a career record of 56 wins, five losses 
and 37 knockouts before his retirement from boxing in 1981 at the age of 39. 

 
Often referring to himself as "The Greatest," Ali was not afraid to sing 

his own praises. He was known for boasting about his skills before a fight 
and for his colorful descriptions and phrases. 

 
In one of his more famously quoted descriptions, Ali told reporters that 

he could "float like a butterfly, sting like a bee" in the boxing ring. A few of 
his more well-known matches include the following: 

 
Sonny Liston 
 
After winning gold at the 1960 Olympics, Ali took out British 

heavyweight champion Henry Cooper in 1963. He then knocked out Sonny 
Liston in 1964 to become the heavyweight champion of the world. 

 
Joe Frazier 
 
In 1971, Ali took on Joe Frazier in what has been called the "Fight of the 

Century." Frazier and Ali went toe-to-toe for 14 rounds before Frazier 
dropped Ali with a vicious left hook in the 15th. Ali recovered quickly, but 
the judges awarded the decision to Frazier, handing Ali his first professional 
loss after 31 wins. 

 
After suffering a loss to Ken Norton, Ali beat Frazier in a 1974 rematch. 
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In 1975, Ali and Frazier locked horns again for their grudge match in 
Quezon City, Philippines. Dubbed the "Thrilla in Manila," the bout nearly 
went the distance, with both men delivering and absorbing tremendous 
punishment. However, Frazier's trainer threw in the towel after the 14th 
round, giving the hard-fought victory to Ali. 

 
George Foreman 
 
Another legendary Ali fight took place in 1974 against undefeated 

heavyweight champion George Foreman. Billed as the "Rumble in the 
Jungle," the bout was organized by promoter Don King and held in Kinshasa, 
Zaire. 

 
For once, Ali was seen as the underdog to the younger, massive Foreman, 

but he silenced his critics with a masterful performance. He baited Foreman 
into throwing wild punches with his "rope-a-dope" technique, before 
stunning his opponent with an eighth-round knockout to reclaim the 
heavyweight title. 

 
Leon Spinks 
 
After losing his title to Leon Spinks in February 1978, Ali defeated him in 

a September 1978 rematch, becoming the first boxer to win the heavyweight 
championship three times. 

 
Larry Holmes 
 
Following a brief retirement, Ali returned to the ring to face Larry Holmes 

in 1980 but was overmatched against the younger champion. 
 
Following one final loss in 1981, to Trevor Berbick, the boxing great 

retired from the sport at age 39. Ali was married four times and had nine 
children, including two children he fathered outside of marriage. Ali married 
his first wife, Sonji Roi, in 1964; they divorced after one year when she 
refused to adopt the Nation of Islam dress and customs. Ali married his 
second wife, 17-year-old Belinda Boyd, in 1967. Boyd and Ali had four 
children together: Maryum, born in 1969; Jamillah and Liban, both born in 
1970; and Muhammad Ali Jr.; born in 1972. Boyd and Ali divorced in 1976. 

 
At the same time Ali was married to Boyd, he traveled openly with 

Veronica Porche, who became his third wife in 1977. The pair had two 
daughters together, including Laila Ali, who followed in Ali’s footsteps by 
becoming a champion boxer. Porche and Ali divorced in 1986. 
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Ali married his fourth and final wife Yolanda ("Lonnie") in 1986. The pair 

had known each other since Lonnie was just six and Ali was 21; their mothers 
were best friends and raised their families on the same street. Ali and Lonnie 
couple remained married until his death and had one son together, Asaad. 

 
In 1984, Ali announced that he had Parkinson's disease, a degenerative 

neurological condition.  
 
Despite the progression of Parkinson's and the onset of spinal stenosis, 

he remained active in public life. Ali raised funds for the Muhammad Ali 
Parkinson Center in Phoenix, Arizona. And he was on hand to celebrate the 
inauguration of the first Black American president in January 2009, when 
Barack Obama was sworn into office.  

 
A few years before his death, Ali underwent surgery for spinal stenosis, a 

condition causing the narrowing of the spine, which limited his mobility and 
ability to communicate. 

 
In his retirement, Ali devoted much of his time to philanthropy. Over the 

years, Ali supported the Special Olympics and the Make-A-Wish Foundation, 
among other organizations. In 1996, he lit the Olympic cauldron at the 
Summer Olympic Games in Atlanta, an emotional moment in sports history. 

 
Ali traveled to numerous countries, including Mexico and Morocco, to 

help out those in need. In 1998, he was chosen to be a United Nations 
Messenger of Peace because of his work in developing nations. 

 
In 2005, Ali received the Presidential Medal of Freedom from President 

George W. Bush. Soon after Obama’s 2009 inauguration, Ali received the 
President's Award from the NAACP for his public service efforts. 

 
Ali opened the Muhammad Ali Center in his hometown of Louisville, 

Kentucky, in 2005.  
"I am an ordinary man who worked hard to develop the talent I was given," 
he said. "Many fans wanted to build a museum to acknowledge my 
achievements. I wanted more than a building to house my memorabilia. I 
wanted a place that would inspire people to be the best that they could be at 
whatever they chose to do, and to encourage them to be respectful of one 
another." 

 
Actor Will Smith played Ali in the biopic film Ali, released in 2001. 
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Ali died on June 3, 2016, in Phoenix, Arizona, after being hospitalized for 
what was reportedly a respiratory issue. He was 74 years old. 

 
The boxing legend had been suffering from Parkinson’s disease and spinal 

stenosis. In early 2015, the athlete battled pneumonia and was hospitalized 
for a severe urinary tract infection. 

 
Years before his passing, Ali had planned his own memorial services, 

saying he wanted to be “inclusive of everyone, where we give as many people 
an opportunity that want to pay their respects to me,” according to a family 
spokesman. The three-day event, which took place in Ali’s hometown of 
Louisville, Kentucky, included an “I Am Ali” festival of public arts, 
entertainment and educational offerings sponsored by the city, an Islamic 
prayer program and a memorial service. 

 
Prior to the memorial service, a funeral procession traveled 20 miles 

through Louisville, past Ali’s childhood home, his high school, the first 
boxing gym where he trained and along Ali Boulevard as tens of thousands 
of fans tossed flowers on his hearse and cheered his name.  

 
The champ’s memorial service was held at the KFC Yum Center arena 

with close to 20,000 people in attendance. Speakers included religious leaders 
from various faiths, Attallah Shabazz, Malcolm X’s eldest daughter, 
broadcaster Bryant Gumbel, former President Bill Clinton, comedian Billy 
Crystal, Ali’s daughters Maryum and Rasheda and his widow Lonnie. 

 
"Muhammad indicated that when the end came for him, he wanted us to 

use his life and his death as a teaching moment for young people, for his 
country and for the world," Lonnie said. "In effect, he wanted us to remind 
people who are suffering that he had seen the face of injustice. That he grew 
up during segregation, and that during his early life he was not free to be who 
he wanted to be. But he never became embittered enough to quit or to engage 
in violence." 

 
Former President Clinton spoke about how Ali found self-empowerment: 

"I think he decided, before he could possibly have worked it all out, and 
before fate and time could work their will on him, he decided he would not 
ever be disempowered. He decided that not his race nor his place, the 
expectations of others, positive, negative or otherwise would strip from him 
the power to write his own story. " 

 
Crystal, who was a struggling comedian when he became friends with Ali, 

said of the boxing legend: “Ultimately, he became a silent messenger for 
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peace, who taught us that life is best when you build bridges between people, 
not walls.” 

 
"You have inspired us and the world to be the best version of ourselves,' 

Rasheda Ali spoke to her father. 'May you live in paradise free from suffering. 
You shook up the world in life now you're shaking up the world in death. 
Now you are free to be with your creator. We love you so much Daddy. Until 
we meet again, fly butterfly, fly." 

 
Pallbearers included Will Smith and former heavyweight champions Mike 

Tyson and Lennox Lewis. Ali was buried at the Cave Hill National Cemetery 
in Louisville. 

 
Ali's stature as a legend continues to grow even after his death. He is 

celebrated not only for his remarkable athletic skills but for his willingness to 
speak his mind and his courage to challenge the status quo. 
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JIMI HENDRIX (1942-1970) 
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Jimi Hendrix is the single most famous musician to ever emerge from the 
Pacific Northwest’s music scene -- rose from extremely humble beginnings 
to establish himself as perhaps the most gifted and inventive guitarist of all 
time, one who would be globally recognized as a major force in twentieth-
century music. Born and raised in Seattle, Hendrix absorbed the region's 
distinct rockin' R&B aesthetic of the "Louie Louie" era, learned to play guitar, 
and performed in a series of at least three teenaged dance combos between 
1959 and 1961. After a couple minor brushes with the law, Hendrix joined 
the U.S. Army in 1961, and upon discharge in 1962 formed an R&B band in 
Nashville, and then toured the "chitlin' circuit" of Black American-oriented 
nightclubs. By 1964 Hendrix had made his way to New York where he was 
discovered by elite British rockers. Flown to London in September 1966, his 
new band, the Jimi Hendrix Experience, was a literal over-night sensation. In 
1967 they slayed the Monterey Pop Festival’s crowds, within months became 
a top concert draw, and their albums were instant psychedelic rock 'n' roll 
classics. In 1969 Hendrix headlined the legendary Woodstock festival. In 
1970 the magnificent young musician died in his sleep. 
 

The Hendrix family first arrived in the Pacific Northwest during the 
Alaska-Yukon-Pacific Exposition of 1909.  Nora (nee Moore) Rose Hendrix 
(1883-1984) was a dancer with Lacy’s Band and their traveling vaudeville 
troupe whose “The Great Dixieland Spectacle” show was featured at the 
expo’s Dixieland pavilion. Her husband, Bertran Philander Ross Hendrix 
(1866-1934), was a stagehand/roadie for the organization.  Family legend tells 
that after the exposition concluded in October 1909, the troupe was stranded 
without future bookings and disbanded. 

 
By 1912 the couple had settled into Vancouver, B.C., and the following 

year brought them their first child, Leon Marshall Hendrix.  Subsequent years 
brought additional offspring including James Allen Hendrix (1919-2002), 
who developed a love of competitive dancing by the 1930s. It was while 
attending a Fats Waller dance one night that Al, as he was called, met the 
pretty 16-year-old from the mining town of Roslyn, Washington -- Lucille 
Jeter (1925-1958) -- who would become his wife in 1942. Months later, on 
November 27, 1942, she bore their first child, Johnny Allen Hendrix, at 
Seattle’s King County Hospital -- today’s Harborview Medical Center.   

 
By that time Al was stationed overseas with the U.S. Army, and he was 

not pleased with the name Lucille had bestowed upon their son. Young 
Lucille loved the nightlife and partying and in time Al would learn that she 
had not been entirely faithful to him -- with one probable partner in adultery 
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being a fellow named Johnny Williams. Upon his return from service, Al 
legally renamed his son James Marshall Hendrix (in 1946). 
 

By 1947 the Hendrix family was settled into a unit of Seattle’s Rainier 
Vista Housing Projects, but their domestic home-life never really did settle 
down.  Al and Lucille bickered and battled over her drinking and disappearing 
for days at a time as young Jimmy began attending kindergarten at Rainier 
Vista School. Meanwhile Al was totally surprised when Lucille gave birth to 
another boy, Leon Morris Hendrix, in January 1948. Other children -- who 
would be fostered out -- came along, including Joseph Hendrix (b. 1949), 
Cathy Ira Hendrix (b. 1950) and Pamela Marguerite Hendrix (b. 1951).  

 
In December of that same year, the couple was finally divorced, and Al 

essentially took over raising Jimmy and Leon. While Jimmy began attending 
Horace Mann Elementary School, Al took on multiple menial jobs including 
janitor, gas station attendant, and finally gardener. During those days of 
struggle, Jimmy and Leon were both taken in at times by relatives, friends, 
neighbors, and perhaps a half-dozen foster homes.  

 
But Al eventually stabilized his situation enough that Jimmy rejoined him 

(at the house he'd bought back in 1950 at 2603 S Washington Street) and Al 
did what he could to provide -- including bringing home an old used ukulele 
for his oldest son. By the mid-1950s Jimmy was enrolled at Leschi 
Elementary School where he played on their Fighting Irish football team.  
Jimmy and his boyhood pals -- like most all Seattle kids -- were huge fans of 
the Sea fair festival’s hydroplane races on nearby Lake Washington, and he 
also loved listening to the radio and playing Al’s small collection of jazz and 
blues records. 
 

With the dawn of rock ‘n’ roll as a popular form of youth-oriented music 
in the 1950s, Jimmy and his pals became obsessed with the new sounds. 
Initially the only radio stations to feature big-beat music were tiny FM 
operations in Bremerton and Tacoma that aired specialty shows hosted by 
local pioneering Black American DJs like Bob Summerise (1925-2010) and 
Fitzgerald “Eager” Beaver (1922-1992).  But by 1957 even pop/Top-40 
stations had to play the early big hits by Elvis Presley -- and the subsequent 
legions of other Southern rockabillies and Hollywood-based wannabes that 
would emerge.  

 
It was in September 1957 that Presley’s band electrified Seattle with a 

concert at the Sicks’ Stadium ballpark near the Hendrix’s neighborhood -- 
but even though various publications have reported that the then-15-year-old 
Jimmy attended, no proof of that assertion exists, and his family’s precarious 
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financial state would seem to cast further doubt on it.  What is certain is that 
a cartoon sketch of Presley and his guitar was drawn by young Jimmy and 
survives in his family’s archives. 

 
It was also in about 1957 that Al bought an old used acoustic guitar for 

$5 and gave it to Jimmy, who immediately began teaching himself to tune and 
play chords on it -- in particular, the foolproof-but-addictive three chords to 
the region’s signature tune, “Louie Louie.” Jimmy also began to jam to songs 
on the radio and to theme songs from various television shows.  By 1958 
Jimmy was studying at Meany Junior High School and making new friends. 
It was probably in 1959 that Al was able to afford a cheap Supro Ozark 
electric guitar from the Myers Music shop downtown.  

 
Undoubtedly grateful, Jimmy must also have been a bit frustrated that his 

father was never able to spare the cash to match that guitar with an amplifier. 
For the next years would always be reliant on sharing or borrowing the amps 
of his friends.  And it was with such neighborhood friends as Pernell 
Alexander, Butch Snipes, and Luther Rabb that he began jamming after 
school. Alexander and Rabb were among the members of the first band that 
Jimmy helped form: the Velvetones. Though the band-members were far too 
young to play nightclubs, they honed their skills playing teen-dances in 
venues including recreation halls at area housing projects including Yesler 
Terrace in Seattle’s Central District. Before long Jimmy’s left-handed guitar 
playing had advanced to the degree that his peers became admirers. The 
Velvetones even began to include his original tune, “Jimmy’s Blues,” in their 
dance sets.  

 
Time passed and Jimmy was invited to join another band -- the Rocking 

Teens -- who soon changed monikers to the Rocking Kings. Meanwhile, 
Jimmy became enthralled with the sounds being created by various top-tier 
local bands -- especially Seattle’s Dave Lewis Combo, the Playboys and 
Dynamics, and Tacoma’s Wailers -- and he undoubtedly ached to belong to 
a group that had the potential to break out of the small-time scene of house 
party, community hall, and rec center gigs his bands had been trapped in.  

 
That opportunity arose around 1960 when he was invited to join James 

Thomas and His Tomcats, a new combo assembled, managed, and fronted 
by an older guy who had a sense for business and successfully got his band 
booked at good gigs such as Sea fair picnics and military officers clubs 
ranging from the U.S. Naval facility to Everett's Paine Field to Fort Lewis to 
Moses Lake's Larson Air Force Base and back. By this time Jimmy had 
acquired a new Danelectro guitar to replace one stolen during a gig at the 
Birdland nightspot. 
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It was while attending Garfield High School that Jimmy first began to get 

himself in trouble.  Years later he would claim that he was expelled for smart 
mouthing a teacher, but school records only show that he dropped out. 
Although he began to work alongside his father in the yard-care business, 
Jimmy had a greater taste for flashy clothes than he could afford, and he 
reportedly got involved in a few acts of burglary at retail shops.  Even more 
seriously, in the spring of 1961 he was arrested twice in one week for the 
same crime of riding in a stolen car.  Back in those days judges often allowed 
young defendants an optional out from being sentenced to jail:  that of 
joining the military instead.  By June Jimmy was sweating in basic training at 
Fort Ord, California, and soon after was stationed at Fort Campbell, 
Kentucky.  

 
It was then that Jimmy mailed a letter to Al requesting that his Danelectro 

guitar be shipped down, and upon its arrival he would often practice playing 
it on base during his free hours.  That was how he crossed paths with a bass-
playing soldier named Billy Cox who heard this music from a distance and 
was immediately impressed by the unseen guitarist’s profound technique and 
musical acumen, later reminiscing that it came from a creative musical space 
“somewhere between Beethoven and John Lee Hooker” (Shapiro and 
Glebbeek, pp. 60-61).  The two troopers hit it off and soon formed a combo, 
the King Kasuals, to play gigs around the adjacent Clarksville, Tennessee 
area. Long-story-short:  Jimmy had difficulty managing his personal finances 
and was always frustrating his bandmates by pawning his guitar to raise a few 
bucks. Worse yet, at one point he actually sold his guitar to another soldier. 
Upon being discharged from the 101st Airborne Division in 1962 he begged 
the fellow to loan it back so he could find work.  

 
Interestingly, years later Hendrix would claim that he’d been cut loose by 

the army because he’d broken his ankle during a parachute-training jump. Yet 
in 2005 some of his military records were released under a Freedom of 
Information Act request (posted at TheSmokingGun.com), which reveal that 
the guitarist had been a rather problematic soldier -- one who, among other 
infractions, was "unable to conform to military rules and regulations," and 
was severely distracted "while performing duties" due to excessive "thinking 
about his guitar" -- which led to a recommendation that he be discharged 
under Army Regulation #635-208, the classification for "Undesirable" status. 

 
In addition, Charles R. Cross's 2005 biography references other army 

medical documents that show that Jimmy actually declared himself to have 
homosexual tendencies (a surefire way to get mustered out early). Though 
Hendrix earned a bit of a reputation as a teller of tall tales, his service did 
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finally end -- for whatever reason, or combinations thereof -- on July 2, 1962.   
 

Upon Billy Cox’s discharge around September, he and Jimmy scrambled 
around putting together a new lineup of the King Kasuals and aimed their 
sights on the black nightclub scene in Nashville. Scoring gigs at the Del 
Morocco and the Jolly Roger clubs the guys figured they were making inroads 
into the music biz, and they even reportedly hired on in support of a few soul 
stars including Carla Thomas, the Marvelettes, and Curtis Mayfield.  

 
His father once recalled that at a couple points Jimmy became flush 

enough to afford train tickets back for visits to Seattle and it is also known 
that he visited his grandmother Nora in Vancouver during one Christmas 
season. That was where he sat in with, and briefly joined the town’s top club 
act, Bobby Taylor, and the Vancouvers, who had an extended engagement at 
the Dante’s Inferno venue.  

 
Some sources have insisted that that was where the 1950s rock ‘n’ roll 

icon, Little Richard, first discovered Hendrix. What is certain is that in time 
the promising young guitarist would ultimately join the star’s band, and tour 
and record (“I Don’t Know What You’ve Got but It’s Got Me”) with them. 
Hendrix himself would later confuse the  record by making some possibly 
fanciful claims in media interviews regarding which other stars he played with 
along the way -- singers like Sam Cooke and Jackie Wilson included -- but it 
is a fact that after winding up in New York City in early 1964 he did join the 
Isley Brothers band (even touring through Seattle once with them) and record 
a few songs including the minor radio hit, “Testify,” which in hindsight 
contains a tantalizing little flash of his guitar-playing prowess.  

 
Rejoining Little Richard, Jimmy ended up back on the West Coast and 

while in Los Angeles he played in a recording session for a girl singer, Rosa 
Lee Brooks, which produced another early disc with Hendrix’s guitar-work, 
“My Diary.” Then, settled back in New York City once again, Jimmy played 
with a few club bands including Curtis Knight and the Squires, and did 
recording sessions with Lonnie Youngblood -- and even one with the King 
Curtis Orchestra: Ray Sharpe’s “Help Me,” which was released by a major 
label, Atco Records. 
 

In late 1965, he formed Jimmy James and the Blue Flames, and they 
played in various Greenwich Village coffee houses and nightclubs. Within 
months Jimmy’s reputation as a phenomenal guitarist began to get traction.  
In 1966 he was spotted while performing by Linda Keith -- the British model 
and girlfriend to the Rolling Stone’s guitarist Keith Richards.  
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She stepped up and invited Jimmy over to an after-gig party and 
discovered that the budding guitar god was actually a shy, polite, and perfectly 
charming young man who suffered from self-esteem issues, the lack of 
adequate income, and a lack of nutrition. Feeling the need to help him out, 
she returned to her upscale hotel room, grabbed one of Richard’s Fender 
Stratocaster guitars and gave it to the grateful musician. In addition, Keith 
did everything she could to spread the word about Jimmy amongst all the 
British rock stars she knew.   

 
Chas Chandler -- bassist with the Animals -- likewise agreed that Jimmy 

was a full-on rock star just waiting to be nurtured, packaged, and launched.  
He convinced Jimmy to fly with him back to London where he would quit 
the Animals and manage the guitarist’s future career.  Aboard that September 
23rd flight Chandler informed his protégé that he was to be marketed with 
an intriguing new name: Jimi Hendrix.  

 
Once in London, auditions were held and bass guitarist Noel Redding and 

drummer Mitch Mitchell were selected to form the Jimi Hendrix Experience, 
and gigs and tours commenced after minimal rehearsals. Rock ‘n’ roll was 
forever transformed by Hendrix’s mind-blowing psychedelic guitar 
pyrotechnics and beautiful songwriting. The debut single, “Hey Joe,” was an 
instant hit that was quickly followed by the ground-breaking masterpiece, 
“Purple Haze,” and the Summer of Love classic album Are You Experienced.    

 
Initial Brit media coverage was a mixed bag: Some critics were duly agog 

over the band’s virtuosity, while others couldn’t get over Hendrix’s wild 
appearance and lobbed racial insults like “Mau Mau” towards the emerging 
star. As word began to leak back stateside, a few folks in Seattle began to 
puzzle as to whether this “Jimi” guitar hero was in fact, the town’s own 
Jimmy Hendrix.  That mystery was deepened when Chandler -- employing 
every possible opportunity to hype the musician as exotic and entirely 
different than any other rocker in England -- really began playing up the fact 
that Hendrix was an American.  

 
In June 1967 the Jimi Hendrix Experience was booked to perform at the 

highly publicized Monterey International Pops Festival. It was there that their 
music and Jimi’s stage show (famously featuring a guitar-smashing, flambe 
finale) catapulted them to the top of the pop charts. Within weeks the first 
advertisements for a Seattle concert date were published -- albeit with the 
majorly embarrassing typographical hometown error which announced that 
“Jimmy Hendricks” would soon appear at the Eagles Auditorium along with 
San Francisco’s Moby Grape (Helix).  
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The year 1968 saw two additional album releases by the Jimi Hendrix 
Experience: Axis: Bold as Love and Electric Ladyland. Both proved to be 
critical and commercial successes. On February 12, 1968, Hendrix performed 
at the Seattle Center Arena, a venue not renowned for its acoustic qualities. 
Tom Robbins wrote in the Seattle countercultural newspaper Helix, 
"Listening to rock in the Arena is like making love in a file cabinet. It's a study 
in frustration." The next time the band returned to town they played on 
September 6, 1968, at the somewhat better Seattle Center Coliseum -- a venue 
they returned to on May 23, 1969.  

 
But by June, the Experience had dissolved, and Jimi began playing with 

varying lineups of other musicians sometimes billed as the Gypsy Suns and 
Rainbows or as Sky Church (which included Billy Cox, Mitch Mitchell, and 
other players), which headlined the Woodstock rock festival in 1969. Jimi 
then formed a new trio, the Band of Gypsys, with Cox and ace drummer 
Buddy Miles (formerly with Akron, Ohio’s soft soul hitmakers, Ruby and the 
Romantics).  

 
Jimi also invested in his future by building a new facility, Electric Lady 

Studios, in New York City -- making him one of the very few young pop 
musicians to have his own recording studio.  Then on July 26, 1970, he 
returned home to play one final gig here at Seattle’s outdoor baseball park, 
Sicks' Stadium.  Although there were reports that Hendrix held mixed 
feelings about his hometown, he always made a point of visiting local 
musician pals when visiting, and he even penned lyrics to an original song 
titled “West Coast Seattle Boy.”   

 
The brutal life as a rock star -- constant touring, endless hassles, over-

indulging in food, drinks, and recreational drugs -- finally took its greatest toll 
on the man. On September 18, 1970, James “Jimi” Marshall Hendrix died at 
age 27 while asleep in London, not of an overdose as has been so often 
reported, but by choking on vomit while under the influence of barbiturates 
and red wine.  

 
He was buried on October 1, 1970, at Greenwood Cemetery (today’s 

Greenwood Memorial Park, 350 Monroe Avenue NE), in Renton, 
Washington. A memorial service was cancelled because of lack of time and 
because of official concerns about problems with crowds, but Seattle’s music 
community came together on January 22, 1971, with a three-day tribute 
jam/concert with over 30 bands -- to benefit the hastily organized and 
scandal-plagued Jimi Hendrix Memorial Foundation -- at the Eagles 
Auditorium to honor a lost native son. 
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In retrospect Hendrix’s contributions to music cannot be overstated. He 
was the magic missing link between existing traditional R&B forms and 
progressive interstellar acid rock of the Aquarian Age; the one guitarist who 
sent shivers of envious fear coursing through the veins of rock ’n’ roll’s 
leading guitar gods: Eric Clapton, Jeff Beck, and Pete Townshend; an 
undeniable instrumental genius who harnessed feedback, fuzztone, and wah-
wah sounds to positive and influential effect. He was a major force in 
twentieth century music. 

 
The high level of esteem his music is still held in by generations not yet 

born at the time of his death can be partially gauged by the estimated value 
of his estate -- which was reported as $40 million to $100 million back in 
1995 when Al Hendrix succeeded in a legal brawl to regain control of it from 
various music biz entities. Since 1970 scores of books have been written 
about the man, movies have been screened, countless artists have covered his 
songs, and in June 2000 Seattle saw the Grand Opening of a $250-million 
music museum, the Experience Music Project, founded in honor of Jimi 
Hendrix. 
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CHAPTER 38 

ARETHA FRANKLIN (1942-2018) 
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A gifted singer and pianist, Aretha Franklin toured with her father's 
traveling revival show and later visited New York, where she signed with 
Columbia Records. Franklin went on to release several popular singles, many 
of which are now considered classics. In 1987 she became the first female 
artist to be inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, and in 2008 she 
won her 18th Grammy Award, making her one of the most honored artists 
in Grammy history. 

 
The fourth of five children, Aretha Louise Franklin was born on March 

25, 1942, in Memphis, Tennessee, to Baptist preacher Reverend Clarence La 
Vaughan "C. L." Franklin and Barbara Siggers Franklin, a gospel singer.  

 
Franklin's parents separated by the time she was six, and four years later 

her mother succumbed to a heart attack. Guided by C. L.'s preaching 
assignments, the family relocated to Detroit, Michigan. C. L. eventually 
landed at New Bethel Baptist Church, where he gained national renown as a 
preacher. 

 
Franklin's musical gifts became apparent at an early age. Largely self-

taught, she was regarded as a child prodigy. A gifted pianist with a powerful 
voice, Franklin got her start singing in front of her father's congregation.  

 
By the age of 14, she had recorded some of her earliest tracks at his 

church, which were released by a small label as the album Songs of Faith in 
1956. She also performed with C. L.'s traveling revival show and, while on 
tour, befriended gospel greats such as Mahalia Jackson, Sam Cooke and Clara 
Ward. 

 
At the age of 12, she became a mother for the first time with a son, 

Clarence. A second child, Edward, followed two years later — with both sons 
taking her family's name. Franklin would later have two more sons: Ted 
White, Jr. and Kecalf Cunningham. 
 

After a brief hiatus, Franklin returned to performing and followed heroes 
such as Cooke and Dinah Washington into pop and blues territory. In 1960, 
with her father's blessing, Franklin traveled to New York, where after being 
courted by several labels, including Motown and RCA, she signed with 
Columbia Records, who released the album Aretha in 1961. 

 
Though two tracks from Aretha would make the R&B Top 10, a bigger 

success came that same year with the single "Rock-a-bye Your Baby with a 
Dixie Melody," which crossed over to No. 37 on the pop charts.  
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But while Franklin enjoyed moderate results with her recordings over the 
next few years, they failed to fully showcase her immense talent. In 1966 she 
and her new husband and manager, Ted White, decided a move was in order, 
and Franklin signed to Atlantic. Producer Jerry Wexler immediately shuttled 
Franklin to the Florence Alabama Musical Emporium (FAME) recording 
studios. 

 
"I Never Loved a Man (The Way, I Love You)" 
Backed by the legendary Muscle Shoals Rhythm Section, Franklin 

recorded the single "I Never Loved a Man (The Way I Love You)." In the 
midst of the recording sessions, White had a fight with a member of the band, 
and White and Franklin left abruptly.  

 
But as the single became a massive Top 10 hit, Franklin re-emerged in 

New York and was able to complete the partially recorded track, "Do Right 
Woman—Do Right Man." 

 
Hitting her stride in 1967 and 1968, Franklin churned out a string of hit 

singles that would become enduring classics, showcasing Franklin's powerful 
voice and gospel roots in a pop framework.  

 
In 1967, the album I Never Loved a Man (The Way I Love You) was 

released, and the first song on the album, "Respect" — an empowered cover 
of an Otis Redding track — reached No. 1 on both the R&B and pop charts 
and won Franklin her first two Grammy Awards.  

 
She also had Top 10 hits with "Baby I Love You,'' "Think," "Chain of 

Fools,'' "I Say a Little Prayer," "(Sweet Sweet Baby) Since You've Been Gone" 
and "(You Make Me Feel Like) A Natural Woman."  

 
Franklin's chart dominance soon earned her the title Queen of Soul, while 

at the same time she also became a symbol of Black empowerment during 
the civil rights movement.  

 
In 1968 Franklin was enlisted to perform at the funeral of Dr. Martin 

Luther King Jr. during which she paid tribute to her father's fallen friend with 
a heartfelt rendition of "Precious Lord." Later that year, she was also selected 
to sing the national anthem to begin the Democratic National Convention in 
Chicago.  

 
Amidst this newfound success, Franklin experienced upheaval in her 

personal life, and she and White divorced in 1969. But this did not slow 
Franklin's steady rise, and the new decade brought more hit singles, including 
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"Don't Play That Song," "Spanish Harlem" and her cover of Simon & 
Garfunkel's "Bridge Over Troubled Waters."  

 
Spurred by Mahalia Jackson's passing and a subsequent resurgence of 

interest in gospel music, Franklin returned to her musical origins for the 1972 
album Amazing Grace, which sold more than 2 million copies and went on 
to become the best-selling gospel album at the time. 

 
Franklin's success continued throughout the 1970s, as she branched out 

to work with producers such as Curtis Mayfield and Quincy Jones and 
expanded her repertoire to include rock and pop covers. Along the way, she 
took home eight consecutive Grammy Awards for Best R&B Female Vocal 
Performance, the last coming for her 1974 single "Ain't Nothing Like the 
Real Thing."  

 
But by 1975, Franklin's sound was fading into the background with the 

onset of the disco craze, and an emerging set of young Black singers, such as 
Chaka Khan and Donna Summer, began to eclipse Franklin's career. 

 
She did, however, find a brief respite from slumping sales with the 1976 

soundtrack to the Warner Brothers film Sparkle — which topped the R&B 
charts and made the Top 20 in pop — as well as an invitation to perform at 
the 1977 presidential inauguration of Jimmy Carter. In 1978 she also married 
actor Glynn Turman. 

 
A string of chart failures ended Franklin's relationship with Atlantic in 

1979. The same year, her father was hospitalized after a burglary attempt in 
his home left him in a coma. As her popularity waned and her father's health 
declined, Franklin was also saddled with a massive bill from the IRS.  

 
However, a cameo in the 1980 film The Blues Brothers helped Franklin 

revive her flagging career. Performing "Think'' alongside comedians John 
Belushi and Dan Aykroyd exposed her to a new generation of R&B lovers, 
and she soon signed to Arista Records.  

 
Her new label released 1982's Jump To It, an album that enjoyed huge 

success on the R&B charts and earned Franklin a Grammy nomination. Two 
years later, she endured a divorce from Turman as well as the death of her 
father. 

 
In 1985 Franklin returned to the top of the charts with a smash-hit album: 

the polished pop record Who's Zoomin' Who? Featuring the single "Freeway 
of Love," as well as a collaboration with the popular rock band The 



BLACK EXCELLANCE 

192 

Eurythmics, the record became Franklin's biggest-selling album yet.  
 
Her follow-up, 1986's Aretha, also charted well and eventually went gold, 

and her duet with British singer George Michael, "I Knew You Were Waiting 
(For Me),'' hit No. 1 on the pop charts.  

 
In 1987 Franklin became the first female artist to be inducted into the 

Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and was also awarded an honorary doctorate 
from the University of Detroit. That same year, she released the album One 
Lord, One Faith, One Baptism, which won the Grammy for Best Soul 
Gospel Performance.  

 
Following another relatively quiet period in her career, in 1993, Franklin 

was invited to sing at the inauguration of Bill Clinton, and the following year 
she received both a Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award and Kennedy 
Center Honors. She would also be the focus of multiple documentaries and 
tributes as the decade progressed.  
 

Nearing its conclusion, Franklin reprised her former role in Blues 
Brothers 2000, released the gold-selling "A Rose Is Still a Rose" and stood in 
for Luciano Pavarotti, who was too ill to accept his Lifetime Achievement 
Award, with her rendition of "Nessun Dorma" commanding stellar reviews. 
 

In 2003 Franklin released her final studio album on Arista, So Damn 
Happy, and left the label to found Aretha Records. Two years later, she was 
awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom and became the second woman 
ever to be inducted into the UK Music Hall of Fame.  

 
In 2008 she received her 18th Grammy Award for "Never Gonna Break 

My Faith" — a collaboration with Mary J. Blige — and was tapped to sing at 
the 2009 presidential inauguration of Barack Obama.    

 
With 18 Grammys under her belt, Franklin is one of the most honored 

artists in Grammy history, ranked among the likes of Alison Krauss, Adele, 
and Beyoncé Knowles. In 2011 Franklin released her first album on her own 
label, A Woman Falling Out of Love.  

 
To support the project, she performed several concerts, including a two-

night stint at the famed Radio City Music Hall in New York. With fans and 
critics alike impressed with her performances, she successfully proved that 
the Queen of Soul still reigned supreme. 

 
In 2014 Franklin underscored that point with Aretha Franklin Sings the 
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Great Diva Classics, which reached No. 13 on the pop charts and No. 3 R&B.   
 
In February 2017, the 74-year-old Queen of Soul told Detroit radio 

station WDIV Local 4 that she was collaborating with Stevie Wonder to 
release a new album.  

 
“I must tell you, I am retiring this year," she said in the interview, adding: 

"I feel very, very enriched and satisfied with respect to where my career came 
from and where it is now. I’ll be pretty much satisfied, but I’m not going to 
go anywhere and just sit down and do nothing. That wouldn’t be good 
either.” 
 

On August 12, 2018, it was reported that a "gravely ill" Franklin was 
bedridden in her Detroit home, surrounded by family and friends. As news 
of her condition spread, more luminaries paid a visit to express their well 
wishes, including Wonder and Jesse Jackson. 

 
Four days later, on the morning of August 16, Franklin succumbed to her 

illness, which her family revealed to be pancreatic cancer.  
 
A public viewing was held later that month at the Charles H. Wright 

Museum of African American History in Detroit, with fans camping out 
overnight for the chance to pay their respects to the iconic singer. Her 
televised funeral was set to be held at the city's Greater Grace Temple on 
August 31, with Wonder, Khan and Hudson among the scheduled 
performers, and Jackson, Clinton and Smokey Robinson highlighting the list 
of speakers. 

 
In January 2018, it was announced that Franklin hand-picked singer and 

actress Jennifer Hudson to play her in an upcoming biopic. After being 
pushed back several times, Respect will be released on August 13, 2021. 
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ARTHUR ASHE (1943-1993) 
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In 1968, the first-year amateurs and professionals could compete against 
each other in major events, the US Open was won by Arthur Ashe, a man 
who enjoyed a storied career between the lines and a dignified life as an 
ambassador of equality and goodwill; a life that tragically ended in 1993 after 
he contracted HIV from a blood transfusion following heart bypass surgery. 

 
Younger generations of tennis fans may only recognize Ashe’s name as 

the one that adorns the stadium at the Billie Jean King National Tennis 
Center at Flushing Meadows, NY, site of the US Open, or that starting in 
1993 the USTA has kicked off the tournament with Arthur Ashe Kids’ Day, 
a remembrance and celebration of the sport’s most elegant and thoughtful 
ambassador. Ashe rose from segregation and racial roadblocks to become the 
first Black American male to win the US Open (1968), Australian Open 
(1970), and Wimbledon (1975). In 1963 he was the first Black American 
chosen to play Davis Cup for the United States, and in ten years representing 
his country, helped the US win five championships (1963, 1968, 1969, 1970, 
1978). 

 
Ashe was much more than a storied tennis player; he was an activist, 

author, educator, and a tireless campaigner for civil rights and racial equality, 
not only in the United States but worldwide, particularly against the apartheid 
systems of South Africa. “Arthur was a voice for all the minorities, and that 
goes for women, too,” Pam Shriver told the New York Times in Ashe’s 
obituary. “He brought a level of conscience to the game, whether he was 
speaking on South Africa or inner-city minorities or exclusionary policies 
anyplace. Arthur’s influence on tennis didn’t fade after he left the sport.”  
Further evidence of Ashe’s convictions came in 1972, when helped found 
the Association of Tennis Professionals (ATP), the organization that 
unionized the professional tour and protected the interests of its players. 

 
On sunny August 29th in 1968, Ashe, then 25, became an unlikely US 

Open champion amongst a field that included four Australians who were all 
seeded ahead of him: Rod Laver, Tony Roche, Ken Rosewall, and John 
Newcombe. Having won the United States Amateur Championships over 
Bob Lutz at the Longwood Cricket Club in Boston earlier that summer 
earned Ashe the No. 5 seed. He was under no pressure to win the 
championship; that was reserved for the Aussies. At the time, he was in the 
midst of a three-year Army stint, and expectations were low. In the finals, 
Ashe defeated an unforeseen counterpart in Dutchman Tom Okker, seeded 
No. 8, who was also on a magical run. Ashe had won his previous three 
matches in straight sets and had secured a bit of luck when his quarterfinal 
opponent Cliff Drysdale upset Laver in the fourth round. The final played 
out in five-marathon sets – the first five-setter Ashe faced at the Open – 14-
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12, 5-7, 6-3, 3-6, 6-3. The cornerstone of Ashe’s game, serving and volleying, 
was magnificent that afternoon. He pounded 26 aces against Okker, and his 
whipping backhand was flawless – angled perfectly on crosscourt shots and 
crisply executed at the net. 

 
“Arthur could beat any player on a given day or he could lose to a bad 

player if he was mishitting,” recalled his Davis Cup captain Donald Dell. “All 
the elements fell in place. There were a lot of upsets, and he just took 
advantage of the opportunity.” 

 
Ashe had become the first American to win at Forest Hills since Tony 

Trabert in 1955, but the victory was somewhat bittersweet. At the time, Ashe 
was still an amateur and receiving a per diem as a member of the Davis Cup 
team, meaning he couldn’t accept the $14,000 prize, which went to Okker. If 
there was any solace for Ashe after missing out on his first professional 
paycheck, on December 12, 1968, he became the No. 1 ranked U.S. player 
by the United States Lawn Tennis Association. He had a stellar 1968 season, 
helping to lead the U.S. Davis Cup team to the championship with a decisive 
4-1 victory over Australia, which ended a five-year losing drought. 

 
Born in Richmond, Virginia, Ashe began playing tennis at age 7 on courts 

at Brookfield Park, a segregated playground adjacent to his home. Seven years 
later he found a mentor in Hall of Famer Dr. Robert Johnson, who for two 
decades had assisted black tennis prodigies, including Althea Gibson. Even 
as a youth, Ashe was a cerebral player and Johnson’s guidance was 
instrumental on how his pupil comported himself on the court. His on-court 
etiquette was among the finest in tennis history. His high school 
interscholastic career started at Maggie L. Walter High School, but was 
completed at Summer High School in St. Louis, where he could face stronger 
competition. 

 
As the No. 5 ranked junior in the country, Ashe won the National Junior 

Indoor Championship in 1962 and was awarded a full scholarship to the 
University of California at Los Angeles. As a student at UCLA, Ashe attracted 
the attention of both Pancho Gonzales and Pancho Segura, who helped 
refine his game and encourage experimentation. He won both the NCAA 
Division I singles and doubles championships in 1965, defeating Mike Belkin 
of the University of Miami, 6-4, 6-1, 6-1 in singles and teaming with Ian 
Crookened to capture the doubles title. With Ashe in tow, the Bruins won 
the 1965 NCCA team championship. 

 
Starting in 1959, when he made his major tournament debut at the U.S. 

Nationals, Ashe played twenty years, retiring in 1979. He was a fixture at the 
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U.S. Nationals/US Open, playing 18 times and earning a 53-17 record, the 
best of the four majors. He was a semifinalist in 1965 (losing to champion 
Manuel Santana 2-6, 6-4, 6-2, 6-4) and a finalist in 1972 (losing to Ilie Năstase 
in a sensational match that saw Năstase erase a 2-1 sets deficit, 3-6, 6-3, 6-7, 
6-4, 6-3). 

 
Ashe only competed at the Australian Nationals/Open six times, but 

became the first African-American to win the title in 1970, defeating five 
Aussies, including Dick Crealy in the final, 6-4, 9-7, 6-2. He earned his 
semifinal win when fellow American Dennis Ralston retired down 2-1 sets in 
the fourth. Ashe also was a finalist in 1966, 1967, and 1971, losing to Roy 
Emerson the first two years and Rosewall in 1971 as the defending champion. 
The red clay at Roland Garros was not especially suited for Ashe’s game; he 
was a quarterfinalist twice (1970, 1971), but the fast grass at Wimbledon was 
a surface that appealed to his attacking, serve-and-volley style. 

 
Ashe had been a semifinalist at Wimbledon in 1968 and 1969, and when 

he defeated No. 1 seed and heavy favorite Jimmy Connors in 1975, it was a 
throwback to his US Open championship run seven years earlier. The 
Wimbledon field was stacked with Connors, Rosewall, Björn Borg, 
Guillermo Vilas, and Năstase, all seeded higher. Ashe, nearing his 32nd 
birthday, had never defeated Connors in three previous meetings and was 
seeking his first Wimbledon title. His draw became more favorable as the 
fortnight progressed, Năstase out in the second round, Rosewall a fourth-
round casualty, and Vilas ousted in the quarterfinals. He upset Borg in the 
quarterfinals and needed to prevail in five long sets against Roche in the 
semifinals. The final against Connors saw Ashe play perhaps his finest 
strategic and athletic match in a huge upset, 6-1, 6-1, 5-7, 6-4. His lateral 
movement on the baseline that afternoon was swift yet controlled; Connors 
had few openings to slip balls past his opponent. Ashe sliced his backhand 
low and deep, mixed up his pace, placed lobs effectively; instead of booming 
big first serves, he sliced his serve wide to both Connors’s backhand and 
forehand and charged the net. His volleys were on point and the victory ranks 
as one of Wimbledon’s biggest upsets. “I always thought I could win,” Ashe 
said afterwards. “I was pretty confident. I had been playing well." 

 
The years that Ashe won his upset-laden major singles titles were his 

finest. In 1968 he won 10 of 22 tournaments he entered and compiled a 72-
10 match record. In 1975 he was even better – winning eight of 26 
tournaments with a 97-18 record. Ashe defeated Borg at the Dallas WCT 
Finals, 3–6, 6–4, 6–4, 6–0. 

 
He won a pair of major doubles titles, the first at the French in 1971 
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alongside Marty Riessen in a lengthy 6-8, 4-6, 6-3, 6-4, 11-9 victory over 
fellow Americans Tom Gorman and Stan Smith and a second in straight sets 
at the 1977 Australian with partner Tony Roche. 

 
Ashe spent ten years ranked in the world’s Top 10, rising to No. 2 in 1976. 
 
In 1979, at age 36, Ashe suffered his first heart attack that required bypass 

surgery and led to his retirement. He suffered a second heart attack and 
subsequent bypass surgery in 1983, which he widely believed led to him 
contracting HIV in 1988. The prideful Ashe didn’t disclose he had the disease 
until April 1992, wanting to make the announcement on his terms, but news 
leaks forced his announcement. At the end of 1992, Sports Illustrated named 
him its Sportsman of the Year, and a year later he created the Arthur Ashe 
Foundation for the Defeat of AIDS.   

 
Ashe’s health issues ended his storied tennis career, but jumpstarted his 

philanthropic, humanitarian, civic, and activist endeavors, which occupied his 
life for a decade. In 1988, he helped develop inner-city tennis programs and 
co-founded the National Junior Tennis League in New York City, Newark, 
Detroit, Atlanta, Kansas City, and Indianapolis. That same year he published 
his three-volume 1,600-page treatise A Hard Road to Glory: A history of the 
Black American athlete. He earned an Emmy for co-writing the television 
adaptation of the book. 

 
The soft-spoken but highly principled Ashe has been showered with 

honors, tributes, and accolades in life and death. Among the most prominent 
came in 1993 when he was posthumously awarded the Presidential Medal of 
Freedom by President Bill Clinton. ESPN’s ESPY Awards presents the 
Arthur Ashe Courage Award to a person in the sports world that exhibits 
courage in the face of adversity. His alma mater, UCLA opened The Arthur 
Ashe Student Health and Wellness Center in 1997. In 2007, USA Today listed 
Ashe as one of the Most Inspiring People of the Last 25 Years. 

 
On his website, Ashe is quoted as saying, “Regardless of how you feel 

inside, always try to look like a winner. Even if you’re behind, a sustained 
look of control and confidence can give you a mental edge that results in 
victory.” 
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Diana Ross began singing with friends as a teenager, and eventually 
formed the groundbreaking 1960s trio the Supremes, going on to have hits 
like "Come See About Me" and "You Can't Hurry Love." Ross left for a solo 
career in 1969, later reaching No. 1 with hits like "Ain't No Mountain High 
Enough" and "Love Hangover." She starred in the films Mahogany and Lady 
Sings the Blues as well, earning an Oscar nomination for the latter. Despite 
personal and professional ups and downs, Ross has withstood the test of time 
as a performer with a career that spans more than four decades. 

 
Ross was born on March 26, 1944, in Detroit, Michigan. Developing a 

reputation as an accomplished performer, Ross began singing in the group 
the Primettes with friends Mary Wilson, Florence Ballard, and Barbara Martin 
as a teenager. Martin eventually dropped out, but the remaining members of 
the group went on to become the internationally successful 1960s R&B and 
pop trio the Supremes (later named Diana Ross and the Supremes). 

 
Signed to Motown Records by famed producer and label founder Berry 

Gordy Jr., in 1961 the Supremes scored their first No. 1 hit with "Where Did 
Our Love Go?" (1964). The trio then broke music records by having a streak 
of four additional singles top the charts — "Baby Love" (1964), "Come See 
About Me" (1964) "Stop! In the Name of Love" (1965) and "Back in My 
Arms Again" (1965) — thus becoming the first U.S. group ever to have five 
songs in a row to reach No 1.  

 
In all the group scored a monumental 12 No. 1 hits, including "I Hear a 

Symphony" (1965), "You Can't Hurry Love" (1966), "The Happening" 
(1967), "Love Child" (1968) and "Someday We'll Be Together" (1969). They 
thus established a phenomenal record, becoming the American vocal group 
with the most Billboard chart-toppers in history.  

 
Ross left the Supremes for a solo career in 1969 and continued to be a 

musical mainstay the following year with the Top 20 "Reach Out and Touch 
Somebody's Hand" and the No. 1 "Ain't No Mountain High Enough." 
 

Among an array of albums, other hit songs for Ross from the 1970s 
included "Touch Me in the Morning" (1973), "Theme From Mahogany (Do 
You Know Where You're Going To)" (1976) and sensual dance classic "Love 
Hangover" (1976), with all three tracks reaching No. 1 on the pop charts. 

 
In 1972, she branched out into acting and starred in the Billie Holiday 

biopic Lady Sings the Blues. While the film received somewhat mixed 
reviews, Ross's performance garnered her an Academy Award nomination 
for Best Actress. The Blues soundtrack was a huge success and helped spurn 
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new interest in Holiday as well. Ross went on to star in the films Mahogany 
(1975), co-starring Billy Dee Williams and Anthony Perkins, and The Wiz 
(1978).  

 
The next decade started out on a strong note for Ross with the Nile 

Rodgers-produced, platinum-selling album Diana (1980), featuring the No. 1 
hit "Upside Down" as well as the Top 5 track "I'm Coming Out." She had 
another Top 10 single with "It's My Turn" and then reached No. 1 again, this 
time with Lionel Richie on the 1981 duet "Endless Love," from the film of 
the same name.   

 
On her new record label RCA, Ross released the albums Why Do Fools 

Fall in Love (1981), which offered two more Top 10 hits, and Silk Electric 
(1982), which had the Top 10 single "Muscles," written by Michael Jackson. 
Ross's sales gradually faltered, but she continued to record and perform. 
Returning to Motown Records near the end of the 1980s, she released the 
albums Workin' Overtime (1989) and The Force Behind the Power (1991), 
the latter having significant international success with its singles. 

 
Albums put forth by Ross in the new millennium included Blue (2006), a 

jazz standard set taken from Motown's archives, and I Love You (2007), a 
collection of mostly pop covers. 

 
In the 1990s, Ross made several appearances on the small screen. She 

starred in the 1994 television movie Out of Darkness, playing a woman with 
schizophrenia. Ross then took on lighter fare with Double Platinum (1999), 
starring as a famous singer who had abandoned her child to pursue her career. 
Well-known pop performer Brandy played her daughter. Some of the songs 
from the project were featured on Ross's 1999 album, Every Day Is a New 
Day.  

 
Ross has also experienced personal difficulties. She got into a dispute with 

a security guard in 1999 at London's Heathrow Airport, and as a result was 
arrested and detained for four hours before being released. In late 2002, she 
was arrested for driving under the influence in Tucson, Arizona, for which 
she later was briefly sentenced to jail. 

 
In 2000, Ross launched a Supremes tour, which was highly criticized for 

excluding original member Wilson and later addition Cindy Birdsong, with 
there being talks of financial disputes between Ross' and Wilson's camps. 
After experiencing low attendance, the tour was canceled following a short 
run. 
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In 2007, Ross suffered a great personal loss. Her father, Fred, died in 
November of that year. "He touched many lives, and he will be truly missed. 
I loved him very much," Diana Ross said in a statement. On tour at the time, 
she returned home to Detroit to be with her family. 

 
Despite her personal and professional ups and downs, Ross has withstood 

the test of time as a performer with a career that spans more than four 
decades. She has won several major awards, including a Golden Globe, a 
Tony, and several American Music Awards. Ross was inducted into the Rock 
and Roll Hall of Fame in 1988 as part of the Supremes.  

 
Ross was awarded for her hard work again in 2007 when she was 

presented with Black Entertainment Television's Lifetime Achievement 
Award. Also, that year, a few weeks after her father's death, Ross was 
honored by the Kennedy Center for her contributions to the arts. Vocalist 
Smokey Robinson and actor Terrence Howard were on hand to provide 
tributes to the superstar, and Ciara, Vanessa Williams and Jordin Sparks paid 
homage to Ross in song. In 2009, Ross jumped back into the limelight when 
it was revealed that pop icon Michael Jackson had requested the diva as an 
alternate guardian for his children.  

 
In 2012 Ross received a Grammy Award for Lifetime Achievement; it 

would become her first Grammy ever, despite having been nominated twelve 
times. Four years later, Ross received the Presidential Medal of Freedom 
from Barack Obama, the nation's highest civilian honor. In 2017, she added 
to her collection with Lifetime Achievement honors at the American Music 
Awards. 
 

Ross has been married twice: In 1971 she wed music business manager 
Robert Ellis Silberstein. After their divorce, she was married to Norwegian 
tycoon Arne Næss Jr. from 1986 to 1999. The legendary singer is the mother 
of five children: Rhonda (whom Ross had with Gordy Jr.), Tracee (of 
Girlfriends and Black-ish fame), Chudney, Ross, and Evan. 
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Angela Davis stands as one of the most powerful and fearless voices in the 
struggle for justice, equality, and liberation. Her life story moves far beyond 
the labels of “activist” or “radical.” She represents the courage to challenge 
systems that thrive on oppression, the intellect to reshape conversations 
around race and power, and the resilience to rise from persecution into 
purpose. As an educator, author, and revolutionary thinker, Davis has spent 
her life teaching the world that freedom is both a right and a responsibility. 

Angela Yvonne Davis was born on January 26, 1944, in Birmingham, 
Alabama — one of the most racially divided cities in America during the 
Jim Crow era. Her parents, Sallye and Frank Davis, were both committed to 
education and community. Her mother was an elementary school teacher 
and a civil rights organizer with the Southern Negro Youth Congress; her 
father owned a small service station and worked hard to provide stability 
for their family in a world determined to deny them dignity. 

Birmingham at the time was a battleground for racial terrorism. The 
neighborhood where Angela grew up was called “Dynamite Hill” because 
the Ku Klux Klan frequently bombed the homes of Black families who 
dared to live in middle-class areas. Angela was surrounded by the realities of 
hate and resistance from the beginning. She saw crosses burning, heard 
explosions in the night, and watched her community rebuild after each act 
of violence. This environment shaped her understanding of America — not 
through abstract theories, but through lived experience. 

As a teenager, Davis’s awareness deepened. She joined interracial study 
groups and youth organizations, eager to bridge racial divides and promote 
understanding. But in the Deep South of the 1950s, such efforts were seen 
as acts of rebellion. Police raided the meetings, and local authorities made it 
clear that young Black voices were not welcome in spaces of intellectual 
freedom. Still, Davis persisted. When four Black girls were killed in the 
1963 bombing of Birmingham’s 16th Street Baptist Church — girls she 
personally knew — it left a permanent scar on her heart and a fire in her 
spirit. She decided that silence was not an option. 

Determined to pursue higher education, Davis left the South and enrolled 
at Brandeis University in Massachusetts in 1961. There, she found herself in 
an entirely different world — one where she was often the only Black 
student in her classes. She studied philosophy under Herbert Marcuse, a 
Marxist scholar whose ideas on social change and liberation deeply 
influenced her worldview. Davis began to see how systemic racism was not 
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just a Southern problem — it was embedded in the economic and political 
fabric of America itself. 

After earning her degree, Davis went on to study in Europe and then 
returned to the United States to pursue her Ph.D. at the University of 
California, San Diego. It was the late 1960s — an era of revolution, from 
the civil rights movement and the Black Power movement to antiwar 
protests and global decolonization struggles. In California, Davis became 
active in political organizations dedicated to racial and social justice. She 
joined the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and later 
aligned herself with the Black Panther Party. But her primary political work 
took shape through the Che-Lumumba Club, an all-Black branch of the 
Communist Party USA. There, she found a movement that connected racial 
liberation to economic justice — the belief that true equality required 
dismantling capitalism as well as racism. 

In 1969, Angela Davis joined the faculty at the University of California, Los 
Angeles (UCLA) as an assistant professor of philosophy. Her appointment 
immediately drew controversy due to her Communist Party membership. 
Then-Governor Ronald Reagan publicly pressured the university to 
terminate her contract. The university attempted to fire her, citing her 
political affiliations, but Davis fought back in court and won her 
reinstatement. Nevertheless, after her first contract expired in 1970, UCLA 
refused to renew it. The decision symbolized the broader silencing of 
radical Black voices in American institutions during that era — especially 
those that challenged capitalism, imperialism, or white supremacy. 

Around the same time, Davis became deeply involved in a campaign to 
support three incarcerated Black men at Soledad Prison, known as the 
“Soledad Brothers.” The men — George Jackson, Fleeta Drumgo, and 
John Clutchette — were accused of murdering a prison guard after several 
Black inmates had been killed by white guards. Davis believed the men were 
being framed for their political beliefs and involvement in organizing Black 
prisoners. Her advocacy connected her to George Jackson, a brilliant and 
radical writer whose prison letters, later published as Soledad Brother, 
revealed the inhumanity of America’s prison system. Jackson and Davis 
developed a powerful intellectual and emotional bond. 

In August 1970, tragedy struck. George Jackson’s younger brother, 
Jonathan, only seventeen years old, entered a California courtroom armed 
with weapons registered to Davis. His goal was to take hostages and 
exchange them for the release of the Soledad Brothers. The attempt ended 
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in chaos — a shootout left Jonathan Jackson, Judge Harold Haley, and two 
inmates dead. The state quickly accused Angela Davis of aiding and abetting 
the plot. She was charged with murder, kidnapping, and conspiracy. Facing 
the death penalty, Davis went underground. The FBI placed her on its “Ten 
Most Wanted” list, making her one of the most famous fugitives in 
America. 

After two months on the run, Angela Davis was captured in New York City 
in October 1970. Her arrest sparked a worldwide movement. 
Demonstrations demanding her freedom erupted across Europe, Africa, 
Asia, and Latin America. The slogan “Free Angela Davis” became a global cry 
for justice. In prison, Davis was placed in solitary confinement for long 
stretches, yet she refused to be broken. She continued writing, studying, and 
organizing, connecting with supporters who sent her letters by the 
thousands. 

Her trial became a landmark case in both law and politics. The prosecution 
argued that her ownership of the weapons and her relationship with George 
Jackson tied her to the crime. But the defense, led by attorney Leo Branton 
Jr., dismantled the state’s case, proving there was no evidence she had 
participated in or planned the event. After spending 18 months behind bars, 
Angela Davis was acquitted on all charges in June 1972. Her victory was not 
just personal — it was symbolic. It represented the power of collective 
resistance and the possibility of justice in the face of state repression. 

Following her release, Davis became a global icon of freedom and 
intellectual rebellion. She traveled extensively, speaking about racism, 
imperialism, and women’s rights. Her perspective was both intersectional 
and international — linking the struggles of Black Americans to those of 
oppressed people everywhere. She argued that liberation was incomplete if 
it did not include women, workers, and the incarcerated. 

In the decades that followed, Davis returned to the classroom, continuing 
her dual work as a scholar and activist. She taught at institutions across the 
country and eventually became a Distinguished Professor of the History of 
Consciousness at the University of California, Santa Cruz, where she 
inspired generations of students until her retirement in 2008. As an author, 
she has written extensively on the intersections of race, gender, and class. 
Her groundbreaking book Women, Race, and Class (1980) remains a 
foundational text in Black feminist thought. Later works, including Blues 
Legacies and Black Feminism (1999), Are Prisons Obsolete? (2003), and Freedom Is 



BLACK EXCELLANCE 

207 

a Constant Struggle (2016), continue to influence movements for justice 
around the world. 

Angela Davis’s life has been one long act of defiance — against racism, 
against misogyny, against the carceral state, and against the idea that one 
must ever apologize for demanding freedom. She has stood shoulder to 
shoulder with movements for Black liberation, women’s rights, and 
Palestinian freedom. In every era, she has been a reminder that radical 
simply means “to grasp things at the root.” 

Even in her later years, Davis remains a voice of clarity and conviction. Her 
message endures: that justice is not a destination but a process, and that 
true liberation requires courage — the courage to question, to resist, and to 
dream. Angela Davis turned her own persecution into power, her silence 
into speech, and her suffering into scholarship. Through it all, she has 
shown that the struggle for freedom — though long and difficult — is 
always worth it. 
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Alice Walker’s life and legacy stand as a testament to the power of 
storytelling, resilience, and activism. Her words have inspired generations to 
confront the realities of race, gender, class, and the deep wounds of history. 
As a novelist, poet, and essayist, she has carved out a unique space in 
American literature — one that amplifies the voices of the marginalized, 
especially Black women whose struggles and triumphs had long been 
ignored. Walker has used her pen as both a mirror and a weapon: reflecting 
the beauty and pain of Black life while fighting against injustice in all its 
forms. 

Alice Malsenior Walker was born on February 9, 1944, in the small town of 
Eatonton, Georgia — a rural community marked by poverty and 
segregation. The youngest of eight children, she was the daughter of 
sharecroppers Willie Lee and Minnie Lou Walker, people whose hard work 
and quiet dignity shaped her understanding of perseverance. Her father 
struggled to make ends meet, farming land he did not own, while her 
mother worked as a maid to supplement the family’s income. Despite these 
hardships, her parents believed fiercely in the power of education. Minnie 
Lou, in particular, encouraged her daughter’s creativity and made sure she 
had time to write, even after long days of labor. 

At the age of eight, Walker’s life changed dramatically. While playing with 
her brothers, she was accidentally shot in the right eye with a BB gun pellet. 
The injury left her partially blind and created a visible scar that made her 
self-conscious. For years, she felt marked — not only by the wound itself, 
but by the isolation and shyness that followed. She withdrew into herself, 
spending long hours alone, lost in her imagination. It was during this period 
that reading and writing became her refuge. Books opened up worlds that 
felt larger than the one she knew in Georgia, and poetry gave her a voice 
when she felt silenced by shame. 

Growing up in the segregated South, Walker was surrounded by the dual 
realities of racism and resistance. Her childhood memories were filled with 
the injustices of Jim Crow — separate schools, limited opportunities, and 
open hostility toward Black people. Yet she also saw strength in her 
community: women who carried themselves with grace, men who refused 
to bow to oppression, and neighbors who helped each other survive. These 
experiences would later surface in her writing, infusing her stories with a 
deep sense of place, history, and humanity. 

Walker’s intellect and determination set her apart early on. She excelled in 
her segregated schools and graduated as valedictorian of her high school 
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class. Through hard work and scholarships, she earned a place at Spelman 
College in Atlanta, a historically Black institution that nurtured some of the 
most brilliant women of her generation. While there, she was influenced by 
professors and mentors who introduced her to Black literature, political 
thought, and the growing civil rights movement. She soon became active in 
student protests and voter registration drives, standing alongside other 
young activists who were risking their lives to challenge segregation. 

After two years at Spelman, Walker transferred to Sarah Lawrence College 
in New York, where she found a more liberal atmosphere that allowed her 
to develop her voice as both a writer and an activist. During her time there, 
she spent a semester abroad in Africa, an experience that broadened her 
understanding of identity and heritage. She later said that her trip to Africa 
helped her see herself as part of a global struggle for freedom and equality. 
In 1965, she graduated from Sarah Lawrence — the same year she 
published her first short story, a piece that hinted at the themes she would 
explore throughout her career: love, suffering, resilience, and self-discovery. 

After college, Walker devoted herself to both education and activism. She 
worked as a teacher, lecturer, and social worker, while becoming deeply 
involved in the civil rights movement. In Mississippi, she joined efforts to 
register Black voters, often facing threats and harassment. Her activism was 
inseparable from her art. The injustices she witnessed — poverty, racial 
violence, and gender discrimination — became the foundation for her early 
writings. 

In 1968, she published her first collection of poetry, Once, which reflected 
the personal and political awakening she experienced during those turbulent 
years. Two years later, her first novel, The Third Life of Grange Copeland 
(1970), told the multigenerational story of a Black family in the South, 
exploring the cycles of oppression and redemption that defined so many 
Black lives. Critics praised her for her unflinching honesty and lyrical prose. 

Throughout the 1970s, Walker’s voice grew stronger and more confident. 
She published Revolutionary Petunias and Other Poems (1973) and In Love and 
Trouble: Stories of Black Women (1973), a collection that included the widely 
celebrated story “Everyday Use.” These works introduced readers to her 
central preoccupations — the resilience of women, the complexities of love 
and family, and the search for cultural identity. In 1974, she wrote her first 
children’s book, Langston Hughes: American Poet, honoring one of her literary 
heroes. That same year, she became a key figure in the emerging Black 
feminist movement, helping to define the term “womanism” — a word she 
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coined to describe a form of feminism rooted in the experiences and 
wisdom of Black women. 

Then, in 1982, Alice Walker changed the landscape of American literature 
forever with the publication of The Color Purple. Set in the early 20th century, 
the novel tells the story of Celie, a poor Black woman in rural Georgia who 
suffers abuse and oppression but ultimately finds empowerment and 
sisterhood. Through Celie’s letters — some addressed to God, others to her 
sister Nettie — Walker gives voice to generations of Black women who had 
been silenced by history. The book’s raw emotion and spiritual depth 
resonated deeply with readers around the world. It earned Walker the 
Pulitzer Prize for Fiction and the National Book Award, making her the 
first Black woman to win both honors. 

The impact of The Color Purple was seismic. In 1985, Steven Spielberg 
adapted the novel into a film starring Whoopi Goldberg as Celie, Oprah 
Winfrey as Sofia, and Danny Glover as Mister. The movie received eleven 
Academy Award nominations and brought Walker’s story to millions of 
new audiences. Though some critics debated its portrayal of gender and 
race, the film — and later, the 2005 Broadway musical — solidified The 
Color Purple as one of the most important cultural works of the 20th century. 
Walker herself reflected on the experience in her 1996 book The Same River 
Twice: Honoring the Difficult, exploring her complex feelings about 
Hollywood’s interpretation of her story. 

Walker continued to build upon The Color Purple’s legacy with two related 
novels: The Temple of My Familiar (1989) and Possessing the Secret of Joy (1992). 
Both works expanded her literary universe, blending myth, memory, and 
history. Possessing the Secret of Joy sparked controversy for its exploration of 
female genital mutilation, but it also highlighted Walker’s fearless 
commitment to addressing taboo subjects and confronting injustice 
wherever it existed. 

Her later works further demonstrated her versatility and depth. In By the 
Light of My Father’s Smile (1998), Now Is the Time to Open Your Heart (2004), 
and her short story collection The Way Forward Is with a Broken Heart (2000), 
Walker continued to explore themes of healing, spirituality, and love. Her 
essays, such as those in We Are the Ones We Have Been Waiting For (2006), 
articulated her philosophy of interconnectedness — that liberation must 
include compassion for all living things, from people to animals to the 
Earth itself. 
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Walker’s activism has been just as influential as her writing. She has spoken 
out on issues ranging from environmental justice to global human rights, 
participating in movements for peace and women’s empowerment in places 
like Rwanda, the Congo, and Palestine. Her 2010 book Overcoming 
Speechlessness documents these journeys, as well as her belief that art and 
activism are inseparable. 

In her personal life, Walker has often defied convention. In 1967, she 
married Melvyn Leventhal, a Jewish civil rights lawyer from New York, and 
together they became the first legally married interracial couple to live in 
Mississippi — a bold act of love and defiance during a time of racial terror. 
They had one daughter, Rebecca, before divorcing in 1976. In later years, 
Walker was open about her relationships with both men and women, 
including singer Tracy Chapman. She has also been candid about the strains 
of motherhood and fame, which were reflected in her daughter’s memoir 
Black, White, and Jewish (2000). 

Over her long and celebrated career, Alice Walker has received numerous 
honors: the Pulitzer Prize, the National Book Award, the O. Henry Award, 
and the Mahmoud Darwish Literary Prize, among others. She was inducted 
into the California Hall of Fame in 2006 and received the LennonOno 
Peace Award in 2010. Her archives are housed at Emory University, 
ensuring that future generations can study the evolution of her thought and 
artistry. In 2013, the acclaimed documentary Alice Walker: Beauty in Truth 
further cemented her status as a cultural icon. 

Today, Alice Walker remains one of the most important literary and moral 
voices of our time. Her works, translated into more than two dozen 
languages and read by millions, have challenged readers to see the world 
differently — to recognize beauty in brokenness, to find power in love, and 
to honor the stories of those who came before. Through her words and her 
life, she continues to remind us that art is a form of resistance and that 
healing begins when truth is spoken. 
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Clarence Thomas’s journey from a dirt-poor boy in rural Georgia to one of 
the most powerful and polarizing figures in American jurisprudence is a 
story of extraordinary resilience, conviction, and controversy. His life, 
shaped by poverty, discipline, and an unwavering belief in self-reliance, 
reflects both the promise and the paradox of the American Dream. 
Whether revered or criticized, Thomas has carved out a place in history as a 
man who refuses to be defined by others — an independent thinker whose 
silence often speaks louder than words. 

Clarence Thomas was born on June 23, 1948, in Pin Point, Georgia, a small, 
predominantly Black community near Savannah. His early years were 
defined by hardship. His father abandoned the family when Clarence was 
just two years old, leaving his mother, Leola Williams, to raise three 
children on her own. She worked tirelessly as a maid, but the meager wages 
were not enough to lift the family out of poverty. When their home was 
destroyed by a fire, she made the painful decision to send Clarence and his 
brother Myers to live with her father, Myers Anderson, and his wife in 
nearby Savannah. 

That move would change the course of Thomas’s life. His grandfather, a 
strict and self-sufficient man who ran his own fuel delivery business, 
became the central figure in Clarence’s upbringing. Anderson believed 
deeply in hard work, faith, and personal responsibility. He often reminded 
the boys, “Old Man Can’t is dead — I helped bury him.” Under his 
grandfather’s roof, Thomas learned the value of discipline and 
perseverance. Every morning before sunrise, he helped with the business, 
hauling oil and ice, even before heading off to school. He would later say 
that his grandfather gave him “a reason to get up in the morning and a 
purpose to stay up at night.” 

Raised in the Catholic faith, Thomas initially felt called to the priesthood. 
At sixteen, he became the first Black student admitted to St. John Vianney 
Minor Seminary in Savannah. It was a rare opportunity, but it came with 
intense isolation and racial hostility. Thomas excelled academically but often 
found himself ostracized. His classmates’ prejudice and the Church’s silence 
on civil rights disillusioned him deeply. The assassination of Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. in 1968 marked a turning point. Watching the tepid reaction 
of the seminary community to King’s death, Thomas lost faith in the 
Church as an institution of justice. He decided to leave the seminary, later 
saying, “I left the Church, but the Church never left me.” 
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Thomas transferred to the College of the Holy Cross in Massachusetts, 
where he studied English literature and helped form a Black Student Union. 
It was there that his consciousness of race and politics sharpened. He 
participated in demonstrations and initially aligned himself with the civil 
rights and Black Power movements, although he would later reject their 
philosophies. After graduating in 1971, Thomas entered Yale Law School, 
one of the few Black students in his class and one of the first beneficiaries 
of Yale’s affirmative action program. 

Yet, what was intended to be an opportunity became, for him, a source of 
resentment. He later recalled that many of his white peers and potential 
employers assumed he had been admitted not because of merit, but because 
of his race. That perception stung. It planted in him a lifelong skepticism 
toward affirmative action and race-based preferences — a skepticism that 
would later define much of his legal philosophy. When he graduated in 
1974, Thomas famously attached a fifteen-cent sticker to his Yale diploma, 
symbolizing what he felt was its diminished value in the eyes of others. 

After passing the Missouri bar, Thomas began his career as an assistant 
attorney general under John Danforth, who would later become a 
Republican senator. The two men developed a close relationship, one 
rooted in mutual respect and shared faith. When Danforth was elected to 
the U.S. Senate, he brought Thomas to Washington as a legislative assistant. 
It was here that Thomas’s political views began to take shape. He admired 
figures like Thomas Sowell and other Black conservatives who championed 
self-determination over dependency. Gradually, he distanced himself from 
the liberal ideology of his youth, finding a philosophical home in 
conservatism. 

Thomas’s rise through the political ranks was swift. In 1981, President 
Ronald Reagan appointed him Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights at the 
U.S. Department of Education. A year later, Reagan named him chairman 
of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), a position he 
would hold for eight years. At the EEOC, Thomas emphasized individual 
responsibility and sought to streamline what he viewed as bureaucratic 
excess. He faced criticism from civil rights leaders who accused him of 
undermining the very mission of the agency. Yet Thomas saw himself as 
restoring integrity to the system — focusing on enforcing anti-
discrimination laws without what he considered to be race-based favoritism. 

Behind his professional ascent, however, Thomas wrestled with personal 
struggles. He was burdened with student loan debt and battled alcoholism, 
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using drink as an escape from the pressures of his role. Eventually, he made 
a life-changing decision to quit drinking altogether, a testament to the 
discipline instilled in him by his grandfather. That same discipline and self-
control would become hallmarks of his later career. 

In 1990, President George H. W. Bush appointed Thomas to the U.S. 
Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit — often regarded as 
the second most powerful court in the nation. His conservative record and 
intellectual rigor quickly made him a candidate for higher office. Just one 
year later, when Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall — the first 
Black justice and a civil rights icon — announced his retirement, Bush 
nominated Clarence Thomas as his successor. 

The nomination sparked immediate controversy. Many saw Thomas as a 
political opposite to Marshall, a conservative replacing a liberal legend. The 
Senate confirmation hearings grew even more contentious when Anita Hill, 
a former colleague at the EEOC, accused Thomas of sexual harassment. 
Her testimony before the Senate Judiciary Committee, detailing 
inappropriate comments and behavior, divided the nation. Thomas 
vehemently denied the allegations, calling the hearings “a high-tech lynching 
for uppity Blacks.” After weeks of intense public debate, the Senate 
confirmed him by a narrow vote of 52–48 — one of the closest 
confirmations in modern history. 

Clarence Thomas became only the second Black justice in U.S. history. His 
appointment cemented his place in the nation’s legal and cultural narrative 
— a man caught at the intersection of race, politics, and power. Over the 
decades, his judicial philosophy has remained remarkably consistent: a strict 
originalist interpretation of the Constitution. Thomas believes that the role 
of a judge is not to create law but to apply it as it was originally understood 
by the framers. He often rejects the idea of “precedent” if he believes prior 
rulings conflict with constitutional text, earning him a reputation as the 
Court’s most radical originalist. 

Despite his reserved demeanor during oral arguments — he famously went 
over a decade without asking a single question — Thomas’s influence is 
profound. His written opinions and concurrences often shape the 
conservative framework of the Court. He played key roles in landmark 
cases such as District of Columbia v. Heller (2008), which expanded Second 
Amendment rights; Citizens United v. FEC (2010), which reshaped campaign 
finance laws; and Good News Club v. Milford Central School (2001), which 
defended religious groups’ access to public spaces. In dissenting opinions, 
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such as Gonzales v. Raich (2005), Thomas demonstrated his willingness to 
challenge federal power, arguing that Congress had overstepped its 
constitutional authority by regulating the personal cultivation of medical 
marijuana. 

Throughout his career, Thomas has been both admired and vilified. 
Supporters hail him as a principled constitutionalist, a man of courage who 
refuses to bend to political or social pressure. Critics, however, view him as 
out of step with the civil rights progress that made his own success 
possible. Yet Thomas remains undeterred by either praise or condemnation. 
He once wrote, “If you are doing the right thing, you don’t care what 
people think.” That conviction — born from his grandfather’s lessons, 
refined through adversity, and tested in the public eye — continues to 
define his legacy. 

Today, Clarence Thomas stands as the longest-serving member of the 
current Supreme Court. From the cotton fields of Georgia to the nation’s 
highest bench, his journey has been one of defiance and determination. 
Whether one agrees with his ideology or not, his life embodies a powerful 
truth: greatness often comes not from comfort, but from challenge — and 
the courage to stand firm in one’s beliefs, even when standing alone. 
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Stevie Wonder’s story is one of divine talent, relentless creativity, and 
boundless love for humanity. From a blind boy born into poverty in 
Michigan to one of the most influential musicians in world history, 
Wonder’s journey embodies the very essence of genius — a genius that 
listens deeper than most can see. His voice, melodies, and message have 
crossed genres and generations, bridging divides through rhythm, 
compassion, and hope. For more than six decades, Stevie Wonder has not 
only shaped the sound of popular music — he has shaped the moral 
soundtrack of modern America. 

Born Stevland Hardaway Judkins on May 13, 1950, in Saginaw, 
Michigan, Stevie Wonder entered the world six weeks premature. His early 
birth caused a condition called retinopathy of prematurity, which, when 
worsened by excessive oxygen treatment in an incubator, led to permanent 
blindness. Yet what he lacked in sight, he more than made up for in vision. 
His mother, Lula Mae Hardaway, recognized her son’s extraordinary ear for 
sound early on. By age four, after moving with his family to Detroit, the 
young Stevie was already singing in the church choir, banging rhythms on 
pots and pans, and experimenting with any instrument he could get his 
hands on. By ten, he had taught himself to play the piano, harmonica, 
and drums — all by ear. 

Stevie’s life changed forever when Ronnie White, a member of the 
Motown group The Miracles, heard him perform and arranged an audition 
with Berry Gordy Jr., the legendary founder of Motown Records. The 
moment Stevie entered the studio, it was clear he was something the world 
had never seen — or heard — before. Gordy signed him immediately, 
renaming him “Little Stevie Wonder,” a name that perfectly captured the 
awe he inspired. 

At just eleven years old, Stevie recorded The Jazz Soul of Little Stevie Wonder 
(1962), an instrumental album showcasing his astonishing musicality. That 
same year, he released Tribute to Uncle Ray, a collection of Ray Charles 
covers that paid homage to the blind soul pioneer he so admired. But his 
breakthrough came in 1963 with a live recording, Little Stevie Wonder the 12-
Year-Old Genius, featuring “Fingertips, Pt. 2.” The song’s explosive energy 
— filled with spontaneous harmonica riffs and audience call-and-response 
— made it the first live single ever to top both the pop and R&B charts. 
The child prodigy was now a national sensation. 

As he grew into adolescence, Stevie dropped the “Little” from his name but 
kept the wonder. In the mid-1960s, he began redefining the Motown sound, 
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writing and co-producing hits that blended soul, pop, and funk. Songs like 
“Uptight (Everything’s Alright),” “I Was Made to Love Her,” and 
“For Once in My Life” revealed a deeper, more mature artist — still 
joyful, but with an expanding emotional range. His romantic ballad “My 
Cherie Amour” in 1969 captured hearts across the world, cementing his 
reputation as a musical poet of love and longing. 

But Wonder was never content to be a mere hitmaker. By the early 1970s, 
he had grown restless under Motown’s tight creative control. He wanted 
freedom — not just to perform songs, but to write, produce, and 
experiment with them on his own terms. In 1971, at age 21, Stevie 
negotiated a groundbreaking new contract granting him full artistic control 
and higher royalties, a move virtually unheard of for Black artists at the 
time. It was a bold step — and it unleashed a decade of unmatched 
innovation. 

The 1970s were Stevie Wonder’s golden era, a creative explosion that 
produced some of the most iconic music in history. His 1971 album Where 
I’m Coming From marked a turning point — a personal, political statement 
where he wrote or co-wrote every track. The following year’s Music of My 
Mind introduced listeners to a new, futuristic Stevie, experimenting with 
synthesizers and electronic textures long before they became 
mainstream. He followed it with Talking Book (1972), a masterpiece 
featuring the chart-topping “Superstition” and the tender “You Are the 
Sunshine of My Life.” Both songs won Grammy Awards and announced 
that Stevie Wonder was not just a star — he was an artist of vision. 

Then came Innervisions (1973), perhaps his most profound album, 
combining social consciousness with spiritual insight. Through songs like 
“Higher Ground” and “Living for the City,” Wonder painted vivid 
portraits of struggle and hope in Black America. Fulfillingness’ First Finale 
(1974) continued that balance of faith and funk, with “You Haven’t Done 
Nothin’” delivering a pointed critique of President Nixon during the 
Watergate era. 

But in 1976, Stevie Wonder released what many consider his magnum opus: 
Songs in the Key of Life. This double album, overflowing with creativity and 
emotion, captured the totality of the human experience — joy, sorrow, 
injustice, love, and celebration. Tracks like “Sir Duke,” “I Wish,” and 
“As” became timeless anthems, while “Isn’t She Lovely,” a tribute to his 
newborn daughter Aisha, remains one of the most tender songs ever 
written. The album spent fourteen weeks at No. 1, won multiple Grammys, 
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and is still hailed as one of the greatest works of art in music history. With 
Songs in the Key of Life, Wonder became more than an entertainer; he became 
a philosopher of sound — chronicling life itself. 

Even after such brilliance, Wonder kept pushing forward. He collaborated 
with artists like Minnie Riperton, Chaka Khan, and Aretha Franklin, 
and his songs were covered and reinterpreted around the world. The 1980s 
brought a new chapter of pop dominance. His album Hotter Than July (1980) 
delivered the upbeat “Master Blaster (Jammin’)” — a tribute to Bob 
Marley — and “Happy Birthday,” a powerful musical call to establish Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. Day as a national holiday. Stevie’s relentless 
advocacy helped turn that dream into reality in 1983. 

That same decade, Wonder bridged generations and genres. His duet with 
Paul McCartney, “Ebony and Ivory,” became an international hit 
promoting racial harmony. He continued to innovate with the 1984 
soundtrack The Woman in Red, which featured the Oscar-winning global 
smash “I Just Called to Say I Love You.” His 1985 album In Square Circle 
gave us “Part-Time Lover,” a track that made history as the first song to 
reach No. 1 on four different Billboard charts — pop, R&B, adult 
contemporary, and dance. By the late ’80s, with albums like Characters and 
the Jungle Fever soundtrack for Spike Lee, Wonder reaffirmed his ability to 
evolve while staying true to his essence. 

Through it all, Stevie Wonder never separated art from activism. He has 
long used his platform to champion peace, equality, and access for all. 
Beyond his push for MLK Day, he has been a voice against apartheid, a 
supporter of famine relief in Africa through “We Are the World,” and an 
advocate for AIDS awareness with “That’s What Friends Are For.” In 
2009, the United Nations appointed him a Messenger of Peace, honoring 
his lifelong commitment to humanitarian causes. His activism for disability 
rights has also been remarkable — not only breaking barriers as a blind 
artist but advocating for others to have access to books, technology, and 
opportunity. 

In his later years, Wonder continued to record, perform, and inspire. His 
2005 album A Time to Love, featuring collaborations with artists like Prince, 
India.Arie, and Paul McCartney, proved that his creativity had not dimmed. 
In 2014, President Barack Obama awarded him the Presidential Medal 
of Freedom, calling him “a musical prodigy whose vision of love and 
humanity continues to move us all.” The following year, the Grammy 
Awards honored him with Songs in the Key of Life: An All-Star Tribute, where 
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multiple generations of artists — from Beyoncé and Pharrell to John 
Legend — paid homage to his genius. 

Offstage, Stevie’s personal life has been as full and complex as his music. 
He married fellow Motown artist Syreeta Wright in 1970, collaborating on 
classics like “Signed, Sealed, Delivered I’m Yours.” Though the marriage 
lasted only two years, their creative chemistry endured. Over the decades, 
Wonder became a father to nine children, including daughter Aisha 
Morris, whose birth inspired “Isn’t She Lovely.” Despite the changes in his 
relationships, Wonder’s devotion to family, love, and spiritual connection 
has remained a central theme in his life and music. 

Now well into his seventies, Stevie Wonder stands as a living legend — a 
bridge between eras, genres, and worlds. He has won 25 Grammy Awards, 
an Academy Award, and countless honors, but perhaps his greatest 
achievement lies not in accolades, but in influence. His songs continue to 
be sung at weddings, protests, and celebrations — moments that define 
human connection. Few artists have written the soundtrack of love and 
liberation quite like Stevie Wonder. 

Stevie’s legacy is not only measured in notes and lyrics, but in how deeply 
he has touched the soul of the world. He once said, “Just because a man lacks 
the use of his eyes doesn’t mean he lacks vision.” And indeed, Stevie Wonder has 
seen farther than most — into the heart of humanity, where hope, 
harmony, and truth still sing. 
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Oprah Winfrey’s story begins where few would expect a global icon’s 
journey to start — on a small farm in Kosciusko, Mississippi, surrounded 
by poverty, prayer, and possibility. She was born in 1954 to a teenage 
mother who was barely a woman herself, yet she carried in her arms a child 
destined to redefine what it means to rise. Life on the farm was simple and 
hard. There was no luxury, no safety net, no promise of more. But there 
was love — the kind of love that came from her grandmother, Hattie Mae 
Lee, who taught little Oprah to read before she could fully write her name. 

By the time she was three, Oprah was standing in small country churches, 
reciting Bible verses and poems to congregations who saw in her a spark 
that poverty could not dim. They called her the gifted one, not because of 
what she had, but because of what they felt she carried — light. That early 
encouragement planted the seed of purpose in a young girl who would one 
day become the most powerful woman in television. 

But light does not grow without shadows. At six years old, Oprah’s life 
took a painful turn. She was sent north to Milwaukee to live with her 
mother, who worked long hours as a maid. The innocence of her childhood 
was shattered when she became the victim of repeated sexual abuse by male 
relatives and family friends. Between ages nine and thirteen, she endured 
trauma that would have broken most spirits. She ran away, lost her child in 
infancy, and for a time, lost faith in herself. Yet even in that darkness, 
something within her refused to die — a whisper that said, you were made for 
more. 

That whisper became a roar when Oprah moved to Nashville to live with 
her father, Vernon Winfrey. He was a strict man who demanded discipline, 
excellence, and accountability. He made her read a book every week and 
write a report on it. He demanded curfews, order, and focus. In his house, 
chaos had no place — and for the first time, Oprah felt safe enough to 
grow. She became an honor student, a gifted orator, and by seventeen, Miss 
Black Tennessee. She found her voice not in rebellion, but in revelation — 
realizing that the very things that had once silenced her were now shaping 
her message. 

That message carried her into broadcasting. First, a radio station in 
Nashville, then television. But it wasn’t just her voice that stood out — it 
was her authenticity. Oprah had something television had never seen 
before: a Black woman who led with truth. She wasn’t pretending to be 
perfect. She wasn’t hiding behind a mask. She spoke from the gut, from 
experience, from pain turned to purpose. 
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By the mid-1980s, she had turned a failing Chicago morning show into The 
Oprah Winfrey Show, the highest-rated talk show in national syndication. She 
broke barriers not by being louder, but by being real. While others chased 
controversy, Oprah pursued connection. She didn’t just interview people — 
she reached into them. Her empathy became her currency, her compassion 
her brand. 

But Oprah Winfrey’s greatness was not only measured in television ratings. 
It was reflected in her evolution. She grew from talk show host to teacher, 
from celebrity to servant leader. Through Harpo Productions, she became the 
first Black woman to own and produce her own talk show — a feat of both 
business genius and cultural symbolism. She didn’t just break through the 
glass ceiling; she replaced it with a mirror so other Black women could see 
themselves rising too. 

Oprah’s story is the blueprint of transformation — not just personal 
success, but collective empowerment. She used her platform to give voice 
to the voiceless, to turn books into bestsellers, and pain into progress. 
Through her Oprah Book Club, she reintroduced America to Black authors 
and thinkers — Maya Angelou, Toni Morrison, Zora Neale Hurston — 
women whose words were both resistance and redemption. 

When Oprah spoke, the world listened. When she gave, nations watched. 
She used her influence to fight for child protection laws, to build schools in 
South Africa, to fund scholarships, to feed families, to nurture hope. Her 
Angel Network became more than charity — it became a movement of 
faith in action. And when she stood beside Senator Barack Obama, 
endorsing his run for the presidency, her voice carried a weight deeper than 
politics — it carried the echo of every ancestor who had ever been told, 
“You can’t.” 

Yet through all her triumphs, Oprah never forgot her beginnings. She 
spoke openly about her pain, her mistakes, her healing. She told the world 
that it was okay to fall, as long as you rise with intention. She made it clear 
that the real success story wasn’t her wealth, her fame, or her accolades — 
it was her wholeness. Her ability to forgive, to let go, to transform her scars 
into stories of survival. 

Oprah Winfrey is not just a success — she is a symbol. A testament that no 
matter where you start, your spirit can rewrite your story. She has been 
called “the most powerful woman in the world,” but true power, as she has 
proven, comes not from domination but from illumination. She taught us 
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that power is the ability to serve without losing yourself, to give without 
going empty, and to love without limits. 

In 2013, when President Barack Obama awarded her the Presidential Medal 
of Freedom, it was more than a national honor — it was a historical full 
circle. From a young girl reading the Bible under Mississippi moonlight to a 
billionaire philanthropist shaping global consciousness, Oprah’s life had 
come to symbolize the very essence of the dream — not the American 
dream, but the human one. 

Her name has become synonymous with possibility. She is what happens 
when vision meets resilience, when faith meets action, and when purpose 
meets preparation. Oprah didn’t just climb; she lifted. She didn’t just 
inspire; she transformed. She didn’t just succeed; she served. 

And that is the spirit of Black Excellence. 

Oprah Winfrey stands as living proof that excellence isn’t born in comfort 
— it’s carved in fire. It’s the willingness to confront pain and turn it into 
power, to take the weight of the world and mold it into wisdom. Hers is the 
story of every Black child who has ever been told they weren’t enough — 
and then proved the world wrong. 

In her rise, we see the beauty of our collective becoming. We see what it 
means to lead with grace, to live with intention, and to love with courage. 
Oprah Winfrey’s legacy is not confined to television screens or bank 
statements; it lives in every person who dares to rise above circumstance, 
who chooses purpose over pity, and who turns their own survival into 
someone else’s salvation. 

That is not just success. That is Excellence. 
That is Black Excellence. 
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Before she was one of the most powerful women in the world, 
Condoleezza Rice sat at a piano in her Birmingham home, her small fingers 
dancing across the keys, dreaming of concert halls far beyond the 
segregated South. Music was her first language — a refuge and a revelation. 
But as she grew, her rhythm would find a new stage: the world of global 
diplomacy. Where once she had studied melodies, she would soon study 
power, politics, and peace. 

Condoleezza Rice was born on November 14, 1954, in Birmingham, 
Alabama — a city both burdened and defined by the struggle for civil 
rights. Her parents, John and Angelena Rice, were educators who believed 
deeply in the power of learning as liberation. Her father served as a 
Presbyterian minister and guidance counselor; her mother taught music and 
literature. In a world where the color of one’s skin dictated the boundaries 
of opportunity, they taught their daughter that excellence could push those 
boundaries wider. 

Her name — Condoleezza — was inspired by the Italian phrase con dolcezza, 
meaning “with sweetness.” Yet her early life was marked by anything but 
ease. She grew up in what Dr. King called “the most segregated city in 
America,” where bombings and church burnings were commonplace. In 
1963, when the 16th Street Baptist Church was bombed by white 
supremacists, killing four young girls, Condoleezza was just eight years old 
— and one of those girls was her classmate. The tragedy left a scar, but it 
also planted a seed. In her heart, Rice carried a vow: that she would not 
allow fear or hatred to define her. 

She poured herself into her studies, mastering piano, excelling in 
mathematics, and shining in every subject. She was raised to believe that 
being twice as good was not an option — it was the requirement. Her 
parents refused to let the limitations of racism become the limits of her 
destiny. “You may not control your circumstances,” her father would say, 
“but you can control your preparation.” 

That mindset became her compass. 

Rice entered college as a music major at the University of Denver, intent on 
becoming a concert pianist. But one course changed her life — a class in 
international politics taught by Josef Korbel, a refugee from Czechoslovakia 
and father of future Secretary of State Madeleine Albright. Korbel saw in 
Rice something rare — a mind sharp enough to see the patterns beneath 
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global conflict. Under his guidance, she shifted her focus from symphonies 
to strategy, from Bach to balance of power. 

By the time she earned her Ph.D. in political science from the University of 
Denver in 1981, Condoleezza Rice had built a foundation that would carry 
her into the highest halls of government. She specialized in Soviet studies, 
even spending time at Moscow State University during the Cold War. 
There, as a young Black woman fluent in Russian, she stood as a living 
contradiction to both American and Soviet stereotypes. In a world divided 
by ideology and race, she was already rewriting the script. 

Her academic brilliance led her to Stanford University, where she became 
an assistant professor of political science. Her reputation grew quickly. 
Students admired her intellect, colleagues respected her rigor, and 
administrators recognized her ability to lead. In 1993, she became 
Stanford’s Provost — the university’s chief budget and academic officer — 
making her both the first woman and the first Black American to ever hold 
that position. She was only 38. When she took over, Stanford was facing a 
$20 million deficit. Within two years, she had balanced the budget. 

But even as she led one of the world’s most elite universities, the call of 
national service grew louder. Condoleezza Rice had always been fascinated 
by the intersection of power and principle — how nations rise, how they 
fall, and how leadership can change the course of history. That curiosity, 
sharpened by discipline, caught the attention of those in Washington. 

In 1989, she joined President George H. W. Bush’s National Security 
Council as the Senior Director for Soviet and East European Affairs. 
There, she became one of the architects of America’s post–Cold War 
strategy. Her insight into the collapse of the Soviet Union earned her 
respect at the highest levels of government. When the Berlin Wall fell, Rice 
wasn’t just an observer of history — she was helping shape it. 

In 2001, she made history again, becoming the first Black woman to serve 
as National Security Advisor under President George W. Bush. The 
position required both intellect and composure — qualities Rice had 
cultivated her entire life. After the September 11 attacks, she was thrust into 
one of the most challenging security crises in American history. Her calm, 
precision, and ability to bridge military intelligence with moral clarity helped 
define her leadership style. She called her approach “transformational 
diplomacy” — using the influence of the United States to help nations 
reform from within, rather than impose change from without. 
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In 2004, she broke another barrier when she was appointed the 66th 
Secretary of State — the first Black woman ever to hold the position. 
Standing at the heart of world diplomacy, she represented not only her 
country, but every Black woman who had ever been told that the table of 
power was not built for her. 

Rice’s tenure was marked by efforts to expand democracy abroad, broker 
peace in the Middle East, and strengthen ties with global allies. She traveled 
tirelessly, bringing with her not just policy, but presence — a living example 
of what excellence, preparation, and perseverance could achieve. She once 
said, “The day has come when a Black woman can be Secretary of State or 
CEO or anything else she wants to be — and that is a day of hope.” 

When her time in Washington ended in 2009, she returned to Stanford — 
not as a retreat, but as a recommitment. For Rice, leadership was never 
about the title; it was about the mission. She became the Denning Professor 
in Global Business and the Economy and the founding director of the 
Stanford Global Center for Democracy and Development. She also joined 
the boards of companies like Dropbox and the Boys and Girls Clubs of 
America, using her influence to continue shaping minds and futures. 

Despite her achievements in politics and education, Rice never left the 
piano behind. Music remained her sanctuary — a reminder of the little girl 
who once dreamed of concert halls before she stood in the halls of power. 
In 2012, she made history once more as one of the first two women 
admitted to the Augusta National Golf Club — breaking another barrier in 
a space that had long excluded women. It was a quieter victory, but for 
Rice, it symbolized a lifelong truth: barriers are meant to be broken, and 
excellence is meant to expand. 

Condoleezza Rice’s story is one of elegance and endurance. She represents a 
kind of leadership grounded in intellect and elevated by grace. She has 
navigated the sharpest intersections of race, gender, and power — and done 
so with poise that disarms her critics and inspires her supporters. 

Her journey teaches that excellence is not the absence of struggle — it is 
the mastery of it. Every note she played on that childhood piano prepared 
her for the rhythm of diplomacy. Every lesson her parents taught about 
education became a steppingstone toward influence. And every obstacle she 
faced became a reason to rise higher. 



BLACK EXCELLANCE 

231 

Condoleezza Rice is not just a stateswoman; she is a symphony — a 
composition of intellect, integrity, and innovation. Her life proves that the 
keys to power are not inherited; they are learned, practiced, and played with 
purpose. 

In the language of Black Excellence, she is the embodiment of composure 
under pressure, of brilliance refined by faith and discipline. Hers is a story 
of mastery — not only of the piano or politics, but of self. 

She shows us that power without grace is arrogance, and intellect without 
empathy is hollow. True greatness, she reminds us, is the balance between 
the mind that plans and the heart that serves. 

Condoleezza Rice stands as proof that Black Excellence is not defined by 
fame, but by fortitude. It is the quiet strength that outlasts storms, the focus 
that turns barriers into bridges, and the courage to lead when no one 
expects you to. 

She may not have become the concert pianist she once dreamed of being 
— but she composed something greater: a life that will echo through 
history as a masterpiece of discipline, service, and grace. 
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In 1954, the same year the Supreme Court declared that segregation in 
public schools was unconstitutional, a little girl was born in Tylertown, 
Mississippi — a girl whose courage would soon become a symbol of 
change. Her name was Ruby Nell Bridges. She would grow up to walk 
through a storm of hatred, carrying with her the quiet strength that could 
move a nation. 

Ruby’s parents, Abon and Lucille Bridges, were sharecroppers — 
hardworking people of faith who believed that education could open the 
doors that racism had long kept locked. When Ruby was two years old, her 
family moved to New Orleans, hoping for a better life. They had little 
money, but they had hope, and that hope would soon take root in their 
daughter’s spirit. 

By the time Ruby was in kindergarten, the city was under pressure to 
integrate its schools. The Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of 
Education had made segregation illegal, but in much of the South, resistance 
ran deep. Louisiana officials reluctantly agreed to test Black children to see 
if any would qualify to attend white schools. The test was designed to be 
difficult, almost impossible. But Ruby — bright, steady, and unaware of the 
political battle surrounding her — passed. 

Her parents faced a choice no parent should ever have to make. Sending 
their six-year-old daughter into a hostile environment meant inviting 
danger, hatred, and hardship. But it also meant making history. Lucille 
Bridges, Ruby’s mother, believed education was the key to freedom. “If my 
daughter can walk through those doors,” she said, “it might open the doors 
for all the others.” Her father hesitated — not because he lacked pride, but 
because he knew the cost of defying the system. In the end, faith won. 

On the morning of November 14, 1960, Ruby Bridges became the first 
Black child to attend the all-white William Frantz Elementary School in 
New Orleans. Dressed in a crisp white dress, white socks, and black shoes, 
she held her mother’s hand as four federal marshals surrounded her. Two 
walked in front, two behind. She didn’t cry. She didn’t run. She simply 
walked — small, calm, and brave. 

Outside, an angry mob screamed racial slurs. They waved Confederate flags 
and signs filled with hatred. Some spat at her. Others shouted threats. And 
one woman held up a small black doll inside a wooden coffin — a 
grotesque warning of what could happen to a child who dared to cross the 
color line. 
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But Ruby kept walking. 

That image — the tiny girl escorted by federal marshals, walking with quiet 
dignity through a sea of rage — was later immortalized in Norman 
Rockwell’s painting The Problem We All Live With. The painting, displayed 
outside the Oval Office decades later, captured more than a moment in 
time; it captured the moral conscience of a nation. 

When Ruby arrived at the school, she was met with another kind of silence 
— the silence of absence. Almost every white parent had pulled their 
children out. Teachers refused to instruct her. Hallways that should have 
echoed with laughter and learning instead echoed with isolation. Only one 
teacher, Barbara Henry, a newcomer from Boston, agreed to teach her. 

For an entire year, Ruby was the only student in Mrs. Henry’s classroom. 
Every day, she sat alone at her desk while the mob shouted outside. She ate 
lunch alone, played alone, and studied alone. She wasn’t allowed to go to 
the cafeteria or to recess. When she needed to use the restroom, a federal 
marshal would escort her down the empty hallway. 

But Ruby didn’t break. Each morning, before she entered the building, she 
would pause and whisper a prayer. Her mother had taught her to ask God 
for strength, and Ruby, wise beyond her years, prayed for her enemies too. 
“Please, God,” she said, “forgive them. They don’t know what they’re 
doing.” 

That simple prayer — spoken by a six-year-old child — carried more power 
than the shouts of a thousand protestors. 

At home, the Bridges family paid a heavy price. Ruby’s father lost his job. 
Grocery stores refused to serve them. The community they lived in grew 
hostile. But others — Black and white alike — quietly stood beside them. 
Neighbors brought food. Ministers offered words of encouragement. 
Across the country, people sent letters of support to the little girl in the 
white dress who walked so bravely into history. 

By the following year, the walls of hate began to crack. Parents slowly 
began sending their children back to William Frantz Elementary. Ruby’s 
classroom grew. The protests faded. What had once been a battleground 
became a beginning. Ruby’s courage had not just changed one school — it 
had challenged the entire system of segregation. 
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As she grew older, Ruby continued her education and eventually became a 
lifelong advocate for tolerance, education, and equality. In adulthood, she 
founded The Ruby Bridges Foundation, dedicated to promoting the values she 
embodied as a child — respect, acceptance, and the power of education to 
break cycles of ignorance. 

Years later, when Ruby saw Norman Rockwell’s painting of her displayed at 
the White House, she stood quietly before it and smiled. The child in the 
white dress had grown into a woman who understood what her younger 
self could not — that she had walked not just for herself, but for 
generations yet to come. 

Ruby Bridges’ story is often told as a tale of innocence and courage, but it is 
also a lesson in leadership. True leadership is not always loud or celebrated. 
Sometimes it looks like a six-year-old walking through fear with faith. It is 
the willingness to take the first step when no one else will. It is the belief 
that standing alone in the truth is stronger than standing together in a lie. 

Her story reminds us that progress is rarely comfortable and that change 
often begins with the smallest acts of bravery. The world saw Ruby as a 
child, but history knows her as a pioneer. She taught America — and the 
world — that courage is colorless, that faith is ageless, and that the human 
spirit, once awakened, cannot be silenced. 

Ruby Bridges may not have carried a sign or shouted through a megaphone, 
but her footsteps still echo louder than words. She walked not only into a 
school but into the heart of a movement. She didn’t just open doors — she 
unlocked minds. 

And that is the essence of Black Excellence: to turn struggle into a statement, 
fear into faith, and isolation into influence. Ruby’s walk to school was a 
march toward justice. Her bravery became a blueprint for progress, 
reminding us that greatness often comes wrapped in small beginnings. 

Today, children of every race walk through the same doors Ruby once 
entered alone. They laugh, they learn, they dream — unaware that the path 
beneath their feet was once paved with her courage. 

Ruby Bridges stands as living proof that one small act of bravery can bend 
the course of history. Her strength teaches us that excellence is not 
measured by what we endure, but by how we respond. She walked through 
hate and carried hope in her hands — and that hope still walks with us. 
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That is not just history. 
That is Black Excellence. 
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In the heart of Brooklyn, New York, on October 3, 1954, a child was born 
who would grow into one of the loudest, most resilient voices for justice in 
modern America. His name was Alfred Charles Sharpton Jr., but to millions 
he would become simply Reverend Al — a preacher, an activist, a man 
whose words could stir crowds and whose faith could stand firm in fire. 

Al Sharpton began preaching before most children could even read a Bible 
verse. By the age of four, he was already standing behind pulpits, his small 
frame barely visible above the lectern, his voice echoing with the conviction 
of a man far beyond his years. He was licensed and ordained at nine — not 
because someone handed him a title, but because even then, his spirit 
demanded to be heard. It wasn’t performance. It was calling. 

He grew up in a time when the echoes of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s 
message still lingered in the air, but so too did the realities of racism, 
poverty, and inequality. Sharpton absorbed it all — the pain and the power 
— and from a young age decided that silence would never be his choice. He 
often said he didn’t just find his voice; he was born with it. 

In 1971, at just seventeen years old, Sharpton founded the National Youth 
Movement, an organization built on two principles: opportunity and 
accountability. For nearly two decades, he registered young Black voters, 
helped secure jobs for those who had been locked out of the system, and 
used his platform to confront injustice head-on. He didn’t have wealth or 
political office, but he had energy — an unyielding drive to push his people 
forward. 

During his youth, Sharpton formed a powerful connection with the 
Godfather of Soul, James Brown. Their relationship was both personal 
and transformative. Brown, who saw the spark of leadership in the young 
preacher, took him under his wing, introducing him to the world of 
entertainment and business. Together, they recorded God Smiled on Me, a 
song that mirrored both men’s understanding that faith and struggle could 
coexist in the same rhythm. From Brown, Sharpton learned stagecraft, 
discipline, and the importance of commanding a crowd — lessons that 
would serve him not just behind a microphone, but before a movement. 

The 1970s and ’80s were decades of turbulence — drugs ravaged inner 
cities, unemployment soared, and faith in leadership waned. Yet, Sharpton 
stood undeterred. Working alongside figures like Don King in youth 
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organizing and boxing promotion, he witnessed firsthand how media and 
money shaped perception and power. It deepened his understanding of 
America’s machinery — and sharpened his mission to challenge it. 

In 1991, Sharpton founded what would become the cornerstone of his 
legacy: the National Action Network (NAN). NAN was not just another 
organization — it was a platform for accountability, a megaphone for the 
marginalized. It fought against police brutality, voter suppression, corporate 
discrimination, and political exclusion. Under Sharpton’s leadership, the 
group became a voice for the voiceless, rooted in the belief that protest, 
when guided by purpose, could bring policy. 

That same year, Sharpton’s activism took a personal toll. While leading a 
demonstration in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn — a predominantly white 
neighborhood still stained by racial division — he was stabbed in the chest 
by an attacker. The blade missed his heart by inches. As he lay in the 
hospital, many expected him to emerge angry, hardened. Instead, Sharpton 
chose grace. He later met with his attacker and forgave him, transforming a 
moment of violence into a message of redemption. “Hate can’t drive out 
hate,” he said, echoing the same spiritual cadence that Dr. King once 
preached. 

This act of forgiveness became a turning point. From that day forward, Al 
Sharpton’s mission deepened. His voice grew steadier, his purpose clearer. 
He began to see himself not just as a protester, but as a bridge — 
connecting the pulpit to the pavement, the faith community to the fight for 
justice. 

Through the 1990s, his activism intensified. He stood with victims of police 
brutality, including Abner Louima, a Haitian immigrant brutalized by New 
York police officers in 1997. He demanded accountability when others 
offered excuses. He organized marches for Amadou Diallo, an unarmed 
African immigrant shot 41 times by police in 1999 — a tragedy that shook 
the nation. These moments were not isolated events; they were chapters in 
a long struggle that Sharpton refused to ignore. 

His leadership wasn’t without controversy — few great leaders ever escape 
it. But through every storm, Sharpton’s focus remained on justice, not 
judgment. He called out racism in corporate America, fought for equal 
access to voting, and helped empower small Black-owned businesses to 
thrive in systems designed to hold them back. 
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In 1999, alongside former New York Mayor Ed Koch and Harvard Law 
professor Charles Ogletree, Sharpton co-founded Second Chance, a 
program dedicated to supporting nonviolent offenders re-entering society. 
To him, rehabilitation wasn’t just mercy — it was justice in action. He 
believed redemption was as much a civil right as freedom itself. 

By the early 2000s, Reverend Al Sharpton had become more than an 
activist — he was an institution. His sermons filled churches; his rallies 
filled streets; his commentary filled television screens. And yet, through it 
all, he remained a preacher first. The same boy who once stood at a 
Brooklyn pulpit was now preaching to the world, still believing in the power 
of God and the promise of humanity. 

When the U.S. Navy bombed the Puerto Rican island of Vieques, Sharpton 
didn’t hesitate to act. He stood with the people, protesting the bombings, 
even spending time in jail for the cause. To him, justice was borderless. “If 
one group suffers,” he often said, “we all suffer.” That belief fueled his rise 
as a leader of a new kind of movement — one that was not just Black, but 
multi-racial, multi-faith, and multi-generational. His voice, once a Brooklyn 
shout, had become a national echo. 

Over the years, Sharpton transformed himself from a local activist to a 
statesman of conscience. He began mentoring young leaders, building 
bridges between communities, and using the National Action Network to 
address modern issues — from police reform and economic disparity to 
climate justice and voting rights. 

His life mirrors the evolution of the struggle itself: from marches and 
megaphones to meetings and legislation. What has remained constant is his 
fire — the same fire that burned in the eyes of his heroes, King and 
Jackson, and the same fire he now passes to those who come after him. 

Today, Reverend Al Sharpton stands as one of the last living links to the 
Civil Rights Movement’s spiritual lineage. He preaches not just with his 
words, but with his witness — a man who has fallen, risen, learned, and led. 

He teaches us that leadership is not perfection; it is persistence. That faith is 
not passive; it is active. That Black Excellence is not about titles or 
recognition — it is about the relentless pursuit of justice in the face of 
fatigue. 
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Reverend Al Sharpton’s legacy is more than marches, microphones, or 
media headlines. It is the legacy of transformation — of turning outrage 
into organization, pain into purpose, and struggle into strength. 

He stands as proof that one voice, grounded in conviction and guided by 
conscience, can shake systems and awaken generations. His life declares 
that the gospel and the movement are not separate stories — they are 
verses of the same song. 

And as long as there are people who believe that faith must walk hand in 
hand with freedom, his echo will not fade. 

That, too, is Black Excellence — the power to rise, to redeem, and to roar 
until justice finally listens. 
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Before he was the King of Pop, he was a little boy in Gary, Indiana — a 
barefoot dreamer with a voice too big for the world he was born into. 
Michael Joseph Jackson came into the world on August 29, 1958, the 
seventh of nine children born to Joe and Katherine Jackson. Their small 
home was filled with love, struggle, and sound — the sounds of Motown, 
gospel, and the rhythm of possibility. Out of that modest house came a 
movement. 

Joe Jackson, a former guitarist with unfulfilled musical dreams, recognized 
the spark in his sons and refused to let it dim. Discipline was his weapon, 
and ambition his mission. Nights that other children spent playing, the 
Jackson boys spent rehearsing — tight harmonies, sharp steps, endless 
repetitions. Katherine, the heart of the home, filled it with faith and prayer, 
reminding her children that their talent was a gift meant to be shared. 

From those long nights in their tiny living room, something extraordinary 
was born — The Jackson 5. 

Michael, even as a child, was the star. With eyes wide and voice soaring, he 
sang like he had lived a thousand lives. There was soul in that small frame, a 
depth that belied his years. At just six years old, he stood center stage 
before the crowds, moving with instinctive rhythm, commanding attention 
like a seasoned performer. The group — Jackie, Tito, Jermaine, Marlon, and 
Michael — blended together like a symphony of brotherhood. 

Their first taste of national fame came after Motown Records, under the 
leadership of Berry Gordy, signed them in 1969. The Jackson 5 exploded 
onto the scene with a string of hits that redefined pop and soul — “I Want 
You Back,” “ABC,” “The Love You Save,” and “I’ll Be There.” Each 
record climbed to No. 1, and the world could no longer look away. 

At the center of it all was Michael — a child prodigy whose voice carried 
joy, heartbreak, and wonder all at once. He danced with unteachable magic, 
blending James Brown’s intensity with Fred Astaire’s grace. And as his 
brothers sang behind him, the little boy from Gary was already preparing to 
transcend them all. 

By the time the 1970s arrived, Michael’s evolution was inevitable. He 
stepped from the shadow of the Jackson 5 and into the blinding light of 
solo stardom. His debut solo album, Got to Be There (1972), showcased a 
voice growing richer, more soulful. As the decade unfolded, he 
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experimented with sound, movement, and style, setting the stage for a 
revolution. 

That revolution arrived in 1982 with Thriller. 

There had never been anything like it — not in sound, not in scope, not in 
spirit. Thriller wasn’t just an album; it was an era. With Quincy Jones 
producing, Michael created a sonic masterpiece that fused pop, rock, funk, 
and soul into something entirely new. The title track, with its horror-movie 
theatrics, became a cultural phenomenon. “Billie Jean” redefined the music 
video as an art form. “Beat It” broke racial boundaries on MTV. And 
Thriller became the best-selling album in history — a record that still stands. 

Michael Jackson didn’t just make music — he changed it. He turned the stage 
into a canvas, blending singing, dancing, and storytelling into one language 
of motion and emotion. The moonwalk — that impossible, gliding step — 
became his signature, a physical manifestation of what he represented: 
defying gravity, expectation, and limitation. 

He was crowned the “King of Pop,” but the title barely contained his reach. 
He was more than pop; he was prophecy. His artistry united nations, his 
songs transcended languages. From the streets of Lagos to the clubs of 
Tokyo, Michael Jackson was not just a performer — he was an identity. 

Yet, behind the fame, there was always the boy — the sensitive child who 
never truly escaped the stage lights. Fame had made him a global icon, but 
it also took from him the privacy and peace most take for granted. The 
more he gave to the world, the more the world demanded. His 
perfectionism became both his power and his prison. 

In the 1990s, the weight of his fame turned heavy. He became a recluse, his 
appearance transforming, his behavior misunderstood. The tabloids feasted 
on his eccentricities, often forgetting the humanity beneath the headlines. 
Allegations and controversies clouded his later years, and the childlike 
wonder that once defined him became the lens through which he was 
judged. 

But beyond the chaos stood the artist — still brilliant, still giving, still 
reaching. Michael used his fame not only for performance but for purpose. 
His humanitarian work spanned continents: he donated millions to 
children’s hospitals, funded HIV/AIDS research, and established the Heal 
the World Foundation, which provided aid to victims of war, famine, and 
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abuse. His music echoed that same compassion — from “Man in the 
Mirror” to “Earth Song” — urging listeners to love deeper, to act kinder, to 
change themselves before changing others. 

Despite the pain, Michael’s creativity never stopped evolving. Bad (1987) 
continued his reign, producing classics like “Smooth Criminal” and “The 
Way You Make Me Feel.” Dangerous (1991) gave the world “Black or 
White,” an anthem that shattered racial barriers both sonically and visually. 
HIStory (1995) became his declaration — a man defending his legacy, 
proclaiming his truth through his art. 

And through it all, he remained what he had always been — an artist driven 
by an obsession with excellence. Every performance, every note, every 
move was rehearsed until it felt effortless. That was his genius — to make 
the impossible look natural. 

On June 25, 2009, the world stopped. News broke that Michael Jackson — 
the eternal showman, the child star who had danced across decades — had 
died in Los Angeles at the age of 50. Fans flooded the streets from Harlem 
to London, crying not only for a musician but for a memory. His memorial 
at the Staples Center was watched by over a billion people — a testament to 
a man who had touched every corner of the globe. 

But Michael Jackson’s story did not end with his death. His influence 
continues to live, breathe, and inspire. Every time an artist fuses dance with 
emotion, every time a singer turns performance into experience, every time 
a generation blurs the lines between genres, Michael’s spirit moves among 
them. 

He taught us that Black Excellence could be global — that a child from a 
small industrial town could grow to move kings and children alike. He 
showed that rhythm could be revolution, that a stage could be sanctuary, 
and that even in brokenness, brilliance could shine. 

Michael Jackson’s legacy is not perfection; it is impact. It is the unending 
pursuit of artistry, the belief that music could heal what politics and power 
could not. He was a mirror of humanity — gifted, flawed, compassionate, 
complex. 

And like the moonwalk he made immortal, his life reminds us that progress 
often looks like magic: moving forward while appearing to glide effortlessly 



BLACK EXCELLANCE 

246 

backward — never forgetting where we came from, but always reaching for 
more. 

He was not just the King of Pop. 
He was a composer of courage, a dancer of destiny, a dreamer who dared to 
redefine what greatness could look like in Black skin. 

That is Michael Jackson’s legacy. 
That is Black Excellence. 
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There are moments in history when one man’s journey becomes the 
reflection of a nation’s soul — moments when the distance between the 
dream and the dreamer disappears. The rise of Barack Hussein Obama II is 
one such story. It begins not in the corridors of power, but in the heart of 
America’s promise — that no matter who you are or where you come from, 
you can make a difference. 

Barack Obama was born on August 4, 1961, in Honolulu, Hawaii — a place 
where blue skies met deep cultural roots and where a mixed-race child 
stood as living proof of a changing world. His father, Barack Obama Sr., 
was a scholar from Kenya, filled with intellectual ambition and the dream of 
returning home to change his country. His mother, Stanley Ann Dunham, 
was a free-spirited woman from Kansas — inquisitive, compassionate, and 
deeply idealistic. Together, they embodied two worlds converging into one 
life that would come to symbolize global possibility. 

The union between his parents was brief, but the impact was lasting. When 
his father returned to Africa, young Barack’s identity became a question he 
would spend years answering. His mother remarried an Indonesian man, 
and the family moved to Jakarta — where Barack witnessed poverty and 
resilience firsthand. There, amid the chaos of crowded streets and humble 
homes, he learned that humanity’s strength often grows out of its struggle. 
When he returned to Hawaii to live with his grandparents, “Gramps” and 
“Toot,” they instilled in him the Midwestern values of discipline, education, 
and hope. 

At Punahou School, the young Obama discovered both his brilliance and 
his burden. He excelled academically, but he also wrestled with questions of 
belonging — who he was, where he fit, and what his place would be in the 
story of America. Later, he would write in Dreams from My Father, “I was 
trying to raise myself to be a black man in America.” That search for 
identity would become his foundation — not a weakness, but a wellspring 
of empathy. 

After two years at Occidental College in Los Angeles, he transferred to 
Columbia University, where his growing political awareness took shape. He 
studied political science and international relations, focusing on the forces 
that shaped nations and the struggles that defined people. After graduation 
in 1983, Obama worked briefly in New York City before following a calling 
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that led him to the South Side of Chicago — a city scarred by 
unemployment and urban decay but alive with hope. 

There, as a community organizer, Obama learned the true meaning of 
leadership. He wasn’t surrounded by cameras or headlines, but by ordinary 
people fighting to hold onto their homes and dignity. He worked with 
churches, small business owners, and local leaders to improve housing, 
create job-training programs, and build opportunity out of despair. The 
work was hard and humbling. It taught him that change doesn’t come from 
the top down — it begins in the hearts of those willing to believe. 

In 1988, Obama left Chicago to attend Harvard Law School. There, his 
intellect and eloquence caught national attention when he became the first 
Black American president of the Harvard Law Review. But even with that 
distinction, he chose not to chase corporate wealth — instead, he returned 
to Chicago to teach constitutional law and work on civil rights cases, 
believing that the law should protect the powerless, not privilege the 
powerful. 

It was in Chicago that he met a young attorney named Michelle Robinson. 
Smart, strong, and grounded, she became his partner in every sense of the 
word. The two married in 1992, beginning a union rooted in faith, family, 
and shared purpose. They would later welcome two daughters — Malia and 
Sasha — who would grow up watching their father rewrite history. 

Obama’s political career began with his election to the Illinois State Senate 
in 1996. His vision was clear even then: politics could be a force for unity, 
not division. In 2004, he ran for the U.S. Senate and delivered a keynote 
address at the Democratic National Convention that changed everything. 
Standing beneath the bright lights, he spoke not as a partisan but as a poet 
of possibility: “There’s not a Black America and a White America and Latino 
America and Asian America — there’s the United States of America.” The nation 
listened, spellbound, to a new kind of voice — one that carried both 
conviction and calm, intellect and empathy. 

Four years later, that same voice would lead a movement. In 2008, against 
all odds and all precedent, Barack Obama was elected the 44th President of 
the United States — and the first Black man ever to hold the office. On 
election night, as he stood before a sea of supporters in Chicago’s Grant 
Park, he looked out at a crowd of every color and creed and declared, “If 
there is anyone out there who still doubts that America is a place where all things are 
possible, tonight is your answer.” 
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In that moment, history exhaled. The son of a Kenyan student and a 
Kansas mother had risen to lead a nation once divided by slavery and 
segregation. His victory was more than political — it was spiritual, a 
fulfillment of dreams whispered by generations who had prayed for such a 
day. 

As president, Obama faced challenges that would have broken lesser men. 
The country was reeling from an economic collapse; two wars raged 
overseas; racial and political divides ran deep. Yet, through steady resolve 
and intellectual grace, he led with calm courage. His administration passed 
the Affordable Care Act, expanding healthcare to millions. He signed financial 
reforms to stabilize the economy and a fair pay act to protect women’s 
rights. Under his leadership, U.S. forces found and eliminated Osama bin 
Laden, delivering justice after a decade of grief. For his vision of diplomacy 
and global cooperation, he received the Nobel Peace Prize in 2009 — 
though he humbly admitted he accepted it not as a celebration of 
achievement, but as “a call to action.” 

During his second term, he continued to confront the world’s complexities 
— terrorism, climate change, economic inequality — but also championed 
progress at home. He supported marriage equality, expanded clean energy 
initiatives, and forged an international agreement to combat global 
warming. He brought compassion to policy and dignity to power. Through 
it all, Michelle stood beside him — not as First Lady in name only, but as a 
force in her own right, advocating for education, wellness, and 
empowerment for women and children. 

When Barack Obama stood on the Edmund Pettus Bridge in 2015, 
commemorating the 50th anniversary of the Selma march, his words carried 
both reflection and renewal: “Our union is not yet perfect, but we are getting closer.” 
He understood that progress in America is not a straight line — it bends, 
sometimes painfully, toward justice. A year later, at the dedication of the 
National Museum of African American History and Culture, he spoke again 
with humility: “We’re not yet done. But we are on our way.” 

Barack Obama’s legacy transcends policy. It is about the power of 
possibility — the reminder that intellect, integrity, and empathy can coexist 
in leadership. It’s about redefining the image of a Black man in power — 
not as threat, but as thinker; not as symbol, but as servant. 
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He carried the torch of those who came before — Douglass, King, and 
countless others — and passed it on to a generation that now dares to 
dream without limits. 

Through his rise, he taught the world that hope is not naïve — it is necessary. 
That change is not easy — it is earned. And that Black Excellence is not just 
surviving within a system — it is transforming it. 

From the streets of Chicago to the steps of the White House, Barack 
Obama’s story is proof that faith, education, and service can build bridges 
higher than hate. He reminded America of what it could be — and 
reminded the world of what it should be. 

He is not simply a president in history books. He is the living echo of every 
voice that ever said, “Yes, we can.” 

That is Barack Obama. 
That is Black Excellence. 
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Greatness rarely announces itself — it arrives in moments that test the 
ordinary and reveal the extraordinary. For Michael Jeffrey Jordan, greatness 
didn’t come with applause or privilege. It came with work — relentless, 
unseen, unforgiving work. From the cracked courts of North Carolina to 
the world’s grandest arenas, he became more than a basketball player. He 
became a symbol — of discipline, of dominance, and of what it means to 
turn potential into purpose. 

Michael Jordan was born on February 17, 1963, in Brooklyn, New York — 
the fourth of five children to James and Deloris Jordan. His parents were 
not famous, but they were foundational. His father, a disciplined man with 
a steady hand, worked as a supervisor at General Electric. His mother, a 
woman of warmth and wisdom, worked at a bank. Together, they gave 
Michael something greater than wealth — they gave him principles. His 
father taught him responsibility. His mother taught him humility. Both 
taught him to never take shortcuts to success. 

When the family moved to Wilmington, North Carolina, the young Jordan 
found refuge in sports — baseball, basketball, football — anything that 
tested his limits. But it was basketball that captured his imagination. Yet, in 
one of life’s earliest lessons in humility, he was cut from his high school varsity 
team as a sophomore. For most, that would have been the end. For Jordan, 
it was the beginning. He didn’t sulk — he trained. Every missed shot 
became motivation. Every sleepless night became an investment. When he 
returned the following year, he didn’t just make the team — he took it over. 
The boy who had been told “no” learned to live for the word “next.” 

Jordan’s hard work earned him a basketball scholarship to the University of 
North Carolina, where he played under the legendary coach Dean Smith — 
a man who emphasized teamwork over stardom. In 1982, as a freshman, 
Jordan hit the game-winning jump shot that clinched the NCAA 
Championship against Georgetown, forever etching his name into college 
basketball history. It was more than a shot — it was a statement. In that 
moment, America saw a glimpse of the man who would soon redefine the 
game. 

Jordan stayed at UNC for three years, earning multiple national awards, 
including College Player of the Year twice, before entering the 1984 NBA 
Draft. He was selected third overall by the Chicago Bulls — a struggling 
franchise that averaged more empty seats than victories. But within months 
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of his arrival, that began to change. Chicago didn’t just get a player; it got an 
era. 

Michael’s rookie season was electric. His dunks were defiance, his drives 
pure art. The fans who once ignored the Bulls began packing arenas. His 
energy was contagious, his confidence unshakable. He earned Rookie of the 
Year honors and a place in the All-Star Game, signaling that a revolution 
was underway. Basketball would never be the same. 

Yet even meteors face turbulence. In his second season, Jordan broke his 
foot and missed 64 games. Lesser athletes might have faded, but he 
returned with vengeance — scoring 63 points in a single playoff game 
against the Boston Celtics, setting an NBA record that still stands. That 
night, even Celtics legend Larry Bird said, “I think it’s just God disguised as 
Michael Jordan.” 

But it wasn’t divine intervention that built Jordan’s legacy — it was 
discipline. He practiced longer than anyone, studied harder than anyone, 
and competed as if each possession were a matter of pride. He turned 
ambition into artistry, and with the help of teammates like Scottie Pippen 
and Horace Grant, led the Bulls to their first NBA Championship in 1991 
— defeating Magic Johnson’s Lakers and ushering in a new dynasty. They 
would win again in 1992, and again in 1993, making Chicago the center of 
the basketball universe. 

Then came the unthinkable. In July 1993, Jordan’s father, James, was 
murdered during a robbery. The man who had once built him into a 
champion was gone. Grief consumed him, and in October, at the height of 
his dominance, Michael walked away from basketball. He announced his 
retirement, saying simply that he no longer had the desire to play. 

But Michael Jordan’s story was never about quitting — it was about 
evolving. In 1994, he pursued his late father’s dream for him: baseball. 
Signing with the Birmingham Barons, a minor league team in the Chicago 
White Sox system, Jordan traded the basketball court for the batter’s box. 
Though his performance was modest, the attempt was pure courage. It was 
proof that greatness doesn’t fear failure; it learns from it. 

In March 1995, two words sent shockwaves through the sports world: “I’m 
back.” After 17 months away, Jordan returned to the NBA. The Bulls fell 
short that season, losing to the Orlando Magic, but he returned stronger, 
hungrier, and more focused than ever. The following year, he led the Bulls 
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to a 72–10 record — the best in NBA history at the time — and captured 
another championship. It was Father’s Day when he won that title, and 
after the final buzzer, Jordan fell to his knees, clutching the game ball and 
crying. It wasn’t just victory; it was healing. 

He wasn’t done. The Bulls repeated in 1997 and 1998, cementing Jordan’s 
legacy with a sixth NBA title and sixth Finals MVP. His game-winning shot 
in Game 6 of the 1998 Finals against the Utah Jazz — the last shot he ever 
took as a Bull — remains one of the most iconic moments in sports history. 
Frozen in time, his form — balanced, calm, deadly — symbolized 
perfection. 

Beyond basketball, Jordan became a global phenomenon. Nike’s 
partnership with him revolutionized marketing and athlete branding. The 
Air Jordan line wasn’t just a shoe — it was an identity. He starred in Space 
Jam, appeared in countless commercials, and became the face of excellence 
itself. Every endorsement, every move, was measured with precision. By the 
late ’90s, he wasn’t just an athlete — he was an empire. 

Jordan retired again in 1999, but his competitive fire never cooled. In 2000, 
he became part-owner and President of Basketball Operations for the 
Washington Wizards — one of the few Black executives in the NBA at the 
time. Yet, the call of the court was irresistible. In 2001, at age 38, he 
returned once more as a player for the Wizards, driven not by ego, but by 
example. He wanted to teach younger players what commitment looked 
like. Even in his late thirties, his drive eclipsed those half his age. Though 
he would retire for good in 2003, his impact extended far beyond statistics. 

In retirement, Jordan became the principal owner of the Charlotte Hornets, 
making him the first Black majority owner of a major U.S. sports franchise 
in the modern era. His influence stretched into philanthropy, education, and 
community investment — from million-dollar teacher grants to 
scholarships and health initiatives. His life off the court became as 
significant as his highlights on it. 

Michael Jordan’s name has become synonymous with excellence — not just 
athletic excellence, but the excellence of willpower, preparation, and 
purpose. His legacy isn’t only in the six rings, five MVPs, or ten scoring 
titles. It’s in the mindset he left behind — a belief that “failure” is simply 
fuel, that greatness isn’t given, it’s earned. 
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Jordan once said, “I’ve missed more than 9,000 shots in my career. I’ve lost almost 
300 games. I’ve failed over and over again in my life. And that is why I succeed.” 

That confession, more than any trophy, defines him. It reminds us that 
Black Excellence is not about perfection — it is about persistence. It’s about 
daring to fail publicly, rising privately, and returning stronger every time. 

Michael Jordan soared above expectation, beyond gravity, and into 
immortality. His flight was not just athletic — it was spiritual. He taught 
generations to find power in pressure, grace in grit, and faith in the face of 
fatigue. 

He didn’t just play the game. He changed it. 
He didn’t just win. He inspired. 
And in doing so, he showed the world what it means to truly take flight. 

That is Michael Jordan. 
That is Black Excellence. 
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Jay-Z’s story is not one of privilege or promise. It is a story of perseverance, 
transformation, and self-creation — a story born from the concrete heart of 
Brooklyn’s Marcy Projects and risen to the highest pinnacles of music, 
culture, and business. Born Shawn Corey Carter on December 4, 1969, Jay-
Z grew up surrounded by poverty, violence, and drugs. The odds were not 
in his favor. His father, Adnes Reeves, left when Shawn was just eleven 
years old, leaving his mother, Gloria Carter, to raise four children on her 
own. In the midst of chaos, she taught her son the values of resilience, self-
respect, and resourcefulness. She later said, “He was the only one I didn’t 
cry giving birth to — that’s how I knew he was special.” 

The young Shawn Carter found his first language in rhythm. Music became 
his therapy, his weapon, and his way out. When the noise of the streets 
grew too loud, he turned inward, writing rhymes and tapping out beats on 
the kitchen table late at night while his mother slept. Those verses became 
his mirror, reflecting both the pain of his reality and the power of his 
imagination. He went to Eli Whitney High School, sharing hallways with 
the late Christopher Wallace — the Notorious B.I.G. — and dreaming of a 
future bigger than his zip code. But life in Marcy was a battlefield. Like so 
many around him, he flirted with danger, sold drugs, and witnessed violence 
up close. Those experiences would later shape his lyrics — honest, 
unfiltered, and poetic. 

In 1989 he found a mentor in the rapper Jaz-O, who introduced him to 
studio life and gave him his stage name — Jay-Z — a mix of homage and 
identity. The name referenced Jaz-O’s influence, his childhood nickname 
“Jazzy,” and even the J/Z subway line that ran near his home. Together 
they recorded “The Originators,” earning an appearance on Yo! MTV Raps. 
It was a taste of the spotlight but not yet success. Labels ignored him, radio 
stations passed him by. Jay-Z realized early that no one was coming to save 
him. So, he did what true hustlers do — he built his own lane. 

In 1996, with friends Damon Dash and Kareem “Biggs” Burke, he co-
founded Roc-A-Fella Records, a move that would change hip-hop forever. 
That same year he released his debut album, Reasonable Doubt. It was not an 
instant commercial hit, but it was a declaration of vision — a collection of 
stories laced with street wisdom, ambition, and moral conflict. Songs like 
“Can’t Knock the Hustle” and “Brooklyn’s Finest” offered the world an 
inside look at a young man balancing temptation and triumph. Years later, 
the album would be hailed as a classic — a blueprint for lyrical excellence. 
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By the late 1990s Jay-Z had risen from the underground to the top of the 
charts. Vol. 2 … Hard Knock Life turned him into a household name, 
sampling a chorus from the Broadway musical Annie and turning it into an 
anthem for survival. The world watched a kid from Marcy Projects turn a 
song about orphanhood into a global statement of perseverance. It was 
proof that hip-hop had power — not just to entertain, but to inspire. 

Each album after that became a chapter in his evolution — The Dynasty, The 
Blueprint, The Black Album. The Blueprint (2001), recorded with rising 
producers Kanye West and Just Blaze, captured Jay-Z at his sharpest. 
Released on September 11, 2001, it still sold nearly half a million copies in 
its first week and became one of the most acclaimed hip-hop records of all 
time. The production was soulful and introspective, blending vulnerability 
with victory. It was an artistic awakening — the sound of a man mastering 
his craft while redefining the genre. 

Jay-Z’s reign was not confined to the microphone. He was rewriting the 
rules of business too. Rocawear, his clothing brand, brought streetwear into 
the mainstream and later sold for more than $200 million. His 40/40 Club 
became a symbol of urban luxury. He even took partial ownership of the 
New Jersey Nets, helping move the franchise to Brooklyn. Each venture 
was more than profit — it was a statement that hip-hop could build 
empires, not just hits. 

In 2003 he released The Black Album and announced his retirement, 
claiming he was stepping away because the “game wasn’t hot.” But even in 
absence, his influence grew. He took over as president of Def Jam Records, 
signing artists like Rihanna, Ne-Yo, and Young Jeezy, and helping Kanye 
West transition from producer to global artist. When corporate walls stifled 
his vision, he walked away again — not defeated, but determined. He had 
outgrown the system. 

By 2006 he was back with Kingdom Come, followed by American Gangster in 
2007 and The Blueprint 3 in 2010. These albums reflected maturity — no 
longer the hustler on the corner, but the mogul looking back at what it cost 
to climb. American Gangster was a concept record inspired by the Ridley 
Scott film, connecting Jay-Z’s past life to larger social and political truths. 
He was telling the story of ambition as both salvation and curse, holding a 
mirror to America itself. 

His next move would define the future of entertainment. In 2008 he 
partnered with Live Nation in a $150 million deal that created Roc Nation 
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— a full-service entertainment company managing artists, athletes, and 
brands worldwide. Under Roc Nation, Jay-Z shifted from star to architect, 
creating infrastructure for the next generation of Black talent to own their 
voices and their value. 

While the world marveled at his business acumen, his personal life became 
another kind of legacy. Jay-Z’s relationship with Beyoncé Knowles — one 
of the most gifted and disciplined artists of her time — represented a new 
image of Black love and power. They were partners, equals, and icons. 
Their private 2008 wedding was followed by the birth of their daughter, 
Blue Ivy, in 2012. Jay-Z’s song “Glory,” released in her honor, revealed a 
tenderness behind the armor. He rapped about joy, loss, and redemption — 
showing the world that even kings bleed. 

In 2017, Jay-Z released 4:44, perhaps the most honest album of his career. 
Gone was the braggadocio; in its place was growth. He rapped about 
fidelity, fatherhood, finances, and forgiveness. It was a confession wrapped 
in craftsmanship — an album about being human, being flawed, and still 
rising. Critics called it one of his finest works. It earned multiple Grammy 
nominations, including Album of the Year. Then came Everything Is Love 
(2018), his collaborative album with Beyoncé, released as The Carters. It was 
the sound of partnership — love turned into legacy, power shared instead 
of hoarded. 

By the time he was inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in 2021, 
Jay-Z had become much more than a rapper. He was a billionaire, a 
philanthropist, an investor, a father, and a cultural architect. From the 
Marcy Projects to the Met Gala, from street corners to boardrooms, his 
path was paved not by luck but by strategy. He embodied the truth that 
greatness is not given — it’s built, brick by brick, verse by verse. 

Jay-Z’s story is not about escaping the hood; it’s about transforming it. It’s 
about turning survival into success and struggle into strategy. He took the 
lessons of hustle — focus, patience, precision — and applied them to every 
corner of his empire. He once said, “I’m not a businessman; I’m a business, 
man.” But the truth is deeper: he became the embodiment of evolution 
itself. 

His life proves that Black Excellence is not measured by wealth alone, but 
by impact — by how many doors you open for others once you’ve walked 
through your own. He is living proof that power and purpose can coexist, 
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that artistry and ownership can align, and that legacy begins with the 
courage to start where you are. 

From Marcy to Madison Square Garden. 
From selling mixtapes to selling out stadiums. 
From the block to the billion-dollar boardroom. 

That is Jay-Z. 
That is Black Excellence. 
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Tiger Woods changed golf forever. On April 13, 1997, the world watched a 
twenty-one-year-old step onto Augusta’s sacred green and do the 
unthinkable. His victory at the Masters Tournament wasn’t just another 
win—it was a breakthrough. Woods became the youngest player ever to 
win the Masters, setting a record score of 270, finishing twelve strokes 
ahead of his competitors. He was also the first person of color to claim that 
iconic green jacket, challenging centuries of barriers in one of America’s 
most exclusive sports. 

Born Eldrick Tont Woods on December 30, 1975, in Cypress, California, 
he was the only child of Earl and Kultida Woods. His father, a former 
Green Beret, was African American, and his mother, of Thai, Chinese, and 
Native ancestry, taught him Buddhist values of focus and humility. 
Together, they shaped a champion. Earl introduced Tiger to golf before he 
could walk, placing a club in his tiny hands. By three, he was sinking putts 
on television, defeating comedian Bob Hope on national TV. His mother 
kept him grounded while his father built his toughness, yelling distractions 
during practice so Tiger could learn to perform under pressure. “I was 
teaching him about life,” Earl said. 

As Tiger grew, so did his gift. At eight years old he won his first 
competition; by his teens, he was breaking junior golf records. While other 
kids were chasing trends, Tiger was chasing excellence. In 1994, he earned a 
scholarship to Stanford University, where he balanced studies with 
dominance on the golf course. He won the U.S. Amateur Championship 
three years in a row, a feat no golfer had ever achieved. His performances 
turned heads everywhere—he was not just a golfer; he was a phenomenon. 

In 1996, Tiger turned professional at just twenty. Nike signed him to a 
historic endorsement deal, and the world heard his first words as a pro: 
“Hello, world.” Within months, he had won multiple tournaments. Sports 
Illustrated named him Sportsman of the Year, and fans sensed they were 
witnessing something extraordinary. 

Then came Augusta. In April 1997, the Masters Tournament—once 
symbolic of golf’s racial exclusion—became Tiger’s stage for 
transformation. His drives flew more than 300 yards; his composure never 
broke. He finished twelve strokes ahead, shattering the course record and 
centuries of stereotypes in a single weekend. When he slipped on the green 
jacket, history shifted. Asked about his identity, Tiger reminded the world 
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of his full heritage—African American, Asian, Native, and Caucasian—and 
introduced a word of his own: “Cablinasian.” He wasn’t running from race; 
he was redefining it. 

With his victory, Tiger opened doors for millions who had never seen 
themselves in golf. Black and brown children across America picked up 
clubs, believing for the first time that they belonged. Golf, once viewed as a 
game of privilege, began to reflect the diversity of the people watching. 
Tiger’s impact reached beyond trophies—he had changed culture. 

Over the next decade, Tiger Woods dominated the sport like no one before 
him. He collected major championships, broke scoring records, and became 
the number-one golfer in the world. His name was everywhere—on 
billboards, commercials, and sneakers. To many, he wasn’t just an athlete; 
he was an empire. 

But greatness is never without trial. In 2006, he lost his father, his mentor, 
and his moral compass. Two years later, despite severe knee pain, he won 
the U.S. Open in a performance called “the greatest display of mental 
toughness in sports.” But injuries began to pile up, and life off the course 
took a darker turn. In 2009, revelations about his infidelity made headlines 
worldwide. Sponsors vanished, his marriage ended, and the public turned. 
For the first time, Tiger Woods looked human. 

He withdrew from golf for months, facing physical and emotional recovery. 
Yet, as always, he returned. Between surgeries and setbacks, he fought to 
find his rhythm again. His determination became its own story—a story 
about resilience rather than perfection. “I’m human,” he said simply, “I 
made mistakes. But I’m still competing.” 

Through his foundation, Tiger began investing in children’s education, 
creating learning centers and opportunities for underprivileged youth. He 
understood that legacy wasn’t about trophies; it was about transformation. 
“Golf gave me a voice,” he said. “Now I want to use it to give others a 
chance.” 

In February 2021, a devastating car accident nearly ended his life. Doctors 
performed multiple surgeries on his right leg. Once again, he faced the long 
road back. But Tiger Woods had already proven he was more than his 
setbacks. Whether or not he ever returns to his peak form, his influence is 
secure. He broke barriers, shattered stereotypes, and brought millions to a 
sport that had never truly welcomed them. 



BLACK EXCELLANCE 

265 

Tiger Woods did not just play golf—he redefined it. His calm under 
pressure, his laser focus, and his refusal to be limited by anyone’s 
expectations created a model for greatness that transcends sport. He 
showed that excellence comes not from perfection, but from persistence; 
not from privilege, but from preparation. 

From a toddler swinging a cut-down club to a man changing the face of 
golf, his journey represents what Black Excellence truly means—discipline, 
courage, and the power to make the impossible inevitable. Tiger Woods 
taught the world that no matter where you come from, if you master your 
craft, stay humble, and never stop evolving, history will have no choice but 
to remember your name. 
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LeBron James was born for greatness—but he had to fight for it every step 
of the way. Long before he became “King James,” before the 
championships, the MVP trophies, and the global fame, he was just a boy 
from Akron, Ohio—a child of a single mother, raised in the shadow of 
poverty and instability. Yet from that unlikely beginning came one of the 
most complete athletes and leaders the world has ever known. LeBron’s 
journey is not just the story of basketball—it’s the story of perseverance, 
purpose, and the power of using one’s platform for something greater than 
oneself. 

Born on December 30, 1984, LeBron Raymone James grew up with his 
mother, Gloria, who had him at sixteen years old. Life in Akron was not 
easy. The two moved from apartment to apartment as Gloria searched for 
steady work, but what LeBron lacked in stability, he made up for in focus. 
From the moment he picked up a basketball, it was clear he had a gift—an 
instinct for the game that seemed almost supernatural. Coaches remember 
his energy, his vision, and his hunger to learn. By the time he was in middle 
school, his name was already circulating beyond his hometown. 

In 1999, St. Vincent–St. Mary High School recruited LeBron to play for 
their basketball team. He didn’t just play—he transformed the program. As 
a freshman, he led the team to a Division III state title, scoring 25 points in 
the championship game. The next year, as a sophomore, he was named to 
the USA Today All-USA First Team—the first sophomore ever to receive 
that honor. His legend grew with every game. By his senior year, he was 
averaging more than 31 points a night, earning national player of the year 
awards and drawing scouts, celebrities, and camera crews to the small gym 
in Akron. 

When the 2003 NBA Draft arrived, there was no suspense about the 
number-one pick. LeBron James went straight from high school to the 
pros, chosen first overall by his hometown team—the Cleveland Cavaliers. 
It was a dream that felt like destiny. The city of Cleveland, hungry for a 
sports hero, embraced him completely. That season, he made history as the 
youngest player ever to win Rookie of the Year, averaging 20 points per 
game and giving the Cavaliers a new identity—hope. 

From there, LeBron’s rise was meteoric. By 2005, he was averaging 27 
points a game and breaking records held by legends like Michael Jordan. He 
carried Cleveland to its first Finals appearance in 2007, battling powerhouse 
teams with an intensity that seemed fueled by something deeper than 
competition—it was personal. Yet the young superstar also learned the 
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weight of expectation. For all his talent, Cleveland still fell short of a 
championship. 

When his contract ended in 2010, LeBron faced one of the most scrutinized 
decisions in sports history. On national television, he announced he would 
take his talents to South Beach, joining Dwyane Wade and Chris Bosh with 
the Miami Heat. It was a move that changed everything. Cleveland fans 
burned his jersey in anger; critics called him selfish. But LeBron had a 
vision—to learn how to win at the highest level. In Miami, he became not 
just an athlete but a tactician, a leader, a champion. 

In 2012, he delivered. After years of heartbreak and criticism, LeBron led 
the Heat to their first NBA championship of his tenure, defeating the 
Oklahoma City Thunder and silencing his doubters. The next year, he did it 
again, capturing a second title against the San Antonio Spurs. By that point, 
LeBron James was not just the best player in the league—he was redefining 
what excellence looked like in the modern NBA: power and precision, 
intellect and intensity, dominance and discipline. 

But LeBron’s heart never left home. In 2014, he made the decision that 
would define his legacy—not as a scorer or MVP, but as a man. He 
returned to Cleveland, not as the prodigy who left, but as the leader who 
had learned. “I’m coming home,” he wrote in a heartfelt essay. “My 
relationship with Northeast Ohio is bigger than basketball.” 

In 2016, LeBron fulfilled his promise. Facing the 73-win Golden State 
Warriors, the Cavaliers trailed 3–1 in the NBA Finals. No team had ever 
come back from such a deficit—but LeBron refused to accept history as 
fate. He scored 41 points in Game 5, 41 again in Game 6, and delivered a 
triple-double in Game 7, capped by “The Block”—a chase-down 
masterpiece that sealed Cleveland’s first-ever championship. The final 
buzzer sounded, and LeBron fell to his knees in tears. It was not just 
victory—it was redemption. “I came back to bring a championship to our 
city,” he said. “That’s what it was all about.” 

From that moment, he became more than a champion—he became a 
symbol of perseverance, of what it means to honor one’s roots while 
transcending them. 

LeBron’s influence extends far beyond the hardwood. Through the LeBron 
James Family Foundation, he has poured millions into education and youth 
programs, including the groundbreaking “I PROMISE” School in Akron, 
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which provides free tuition, meals, and college scholarships for 
underprivileged students. For LeBron, greatness has never been about 
trophies; it has always been about transformation. 

In 2018, he began a new chapter with the Los Angeles Lakers. Critics 
wondered if he could win again with a new team late in his career. The 
answer came in 2020, when he led the Lakers to their 17th NBA 
championship in the midst of a global pandemic, honoring the memory of 
Kobe Bryant and proving that his fire had not dimmed. 

LeBron’s achievements stretch far beyond numbers—four MVPs, multiple 
championships, Olympic gold medals, billions in career earnings. But his 
real impact lies in how he uses his voice. He has stood against injustice, 
supported the Black Lives Matter movement, and spoken out about social 
and political issues many athletes once avoided. Whether through 
philanthropy, activism, or entrepreneurship, LeBron has become a force 
larger than basketball—a global figure of Black excellence, leadership, and 
empowerment. 

He once said, “I’m just a kid from Akron.” But that kid built an empire. He 
became a husband to his high school sweetheart, Savannah, and a father of 
three, showing that strength and humility can coexist. He built businesses, 
invested in communities, produced films, and used every platform he had 
to open doors for others. 

LeBron James represents the evolution of the Black athlete—from talent to 
titan, from competitor to creator. His story is not just about scoring points; 
it’s about scoring progress. 

From the cracked courts of Akron to the bright lights of Los Angeles, he 
has carried the hopes of a generation and inspired millions to believe that 
excellence is not inherited—it’s earned through discipline, courage, and 
purpose. 

LeBron’s legacy is still being written, but one truth is already clear: he is not 
merely a player in the game. He is the standard. He is Black Excellence in 
motion—living proof that greatness is not where you start, but how far 
you’re willing to lead. 



270 

 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
MAHAM THE MENTOR 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



BLACK EXCELLANCE 

271 

 
 

Maham the Mentor: From Streets to Servant Leadership 

Phillip Kevin DuBriel was born in Los Angeles, California, on April 29, 
1977 — one of a set of twins destined for both tragedy and transformation. 
Before he could even take his first steps, his story began in fire and loss. His 
biological father, a Black man, was murdered on New Year’s Eve of 1977, 
just months before Phillip’s birth. His mother, a White woman, passed away 
from a drug overdose that October, when he was only four months old. 
Her death left behind several children, all cast into the uncertainty of the 
foster care system. 

Phillip and his twin brother were separated from their siblings in hopes that 
they might be adopted more easily. Before their first birthday, they were 
moved through seven foster homes, never staying long enough to call any 
place home. That changed when John and Marsha DuBriel — a Creole 
family with deep Louisiana roots — opened their hearts and home to the 
twins. The DuBriels adopted them and gave them what every child needs 
most: love, structure, and a name that carried legacy. 

At first, life in Long Beach, California, was stable. But Phillip’s story would 
be one of constant motion — a life in search of belonging. When the 
DuBriels moved to Albuquerque, New Mexico, the young twins found 
themselves surrounded by family and community. Albuquerque was where 
Phillip first learned the value of family gatherings, church, and the Southern 
traditions that came from his mother’s Metoyer lineage — one of 
Louisiana’s most storied Creole families. 

By the time he was five, another move — this time to Colorado Springs — 
took him farther away from those roots. Though the scenery changed, the 
instability did not. At seven, Phillip’s parents divorced. His mother moved 
him and his twin to Arlington, Texas, where the racial tensions of the South 
were woven into daily life. By nine, they had relocated again, this time to 
Fresno, California, where Phillip took on his first job delivering newspapers 
for the Fresno Bee. 

At ten, another move brought him to Marksville, Louisiana — a return to 
his ancestral soil along the Cane River. There, Phillip reconnected with the 
rich Creole heritage of the Metoyer family, descendants of Marie Thérèse 
Coincoin and Nicolas Augustin Metoyer. The land, the stories, and the 
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family recipes all felt like whispers from his lineage reminding him that he 
came from something powerful, something real. But Phillip’s life was a 
collision of two worlds — the quiet spiritual traditions of his elders and the 
loud, chaotic world of survival that awaited him back in the city. 

By eleven, the family settled in Dallas, Texas — and there, everything 
changed. His mother’s new relationship brought instability and conflict into 
the home. Her boyfriend, Michael, became a source of turmoil, driving 
Phillip to seek peace and validation in the streets. At just twelve years old, 
he joined a local gang known as BGP. By fourteen, he had already been 
shot in a gang shootout — and beaten by Dallas police that same night. 
That experience, raw and defining, pushed him deeper into the street life. 

When the family moved again, this time into a neighborhood ruled by the 
drug trade, Phillip tried to resist at first. But in a world where power meant 
protection, the hustle called to him. Intelligent, loyal, and fearless, he 
quickly rose in the ranks. He was respected and feared, gifted in business 
instinct even then — but directionless. Though he was a talented athlete in 
high school, his grades and behavior suffered. He lived with one foot on 
the field and one in the streets, a young man divided between potential and 
pain. 

At 18, Phillip’s world collapsed. He was arrested for Aggravated Robbery 
with a Deadly Weapon and Attempted Murder. The sentence: 15 years in 
prison. He would serve nearly 11. 

Prison hardened him — but it also stripped him bare. During his first years, 
anger was his armor. Violence was his language. He fought to survive, to be 
seen, to protect what little identity he had left. But inside those walls, life 
had a way of holding up a mirror. And when his father, John DuBriel — 
the man who had given him love, discipline, and his family name — died of 
a heart attack, Phillip faced a breaking point. 

Grieving and alone, he turned to God, not for release but for redemption. 
In that moment of surrender, Phillip made a vow: “If You give me another 
chance, I’ll use it to serve.” It was the beginning of Maham the Mentor. 

He began transforming himself from the inside out. He studied Business 
Computer Information Systems and Computer Information Technology, 
raising his educational average from 9.9 to 12.1 and passing the Texas 
Higher Education Assessment exam. He earned dual Associate of Applied 
Science degrees in CIT and Horticulture with honors (3.72 GPA) from 
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Trinity Valley Community College — becoming the first in his immediate 
family to graduate college. Education became his weapon of rebirth. 

Phillip’s transformation did not go unnoticed. He rose to trustee status, 
mentoring others behind bars and modeling discipline and faith. His time of 
confinement became a crucible — the place where Maham the Mentor was 
forged. 

In 2014, when he walked out of prison, he didn’t walk out empty-handed. 
He walked out with purpose. He immediately joined his twin brother in 
Memphis, Tennessee, helping launch Superior Wash, a truck-washing 
business that continues to thrive today. Two years later, he was fully 
discharged from all criminal cases, a free man in every sense. 

Phillip rebuilt his life brick by brick — as a mentor, an entrepreneur, and a 
servant leader. He settled in Castle Hills, Carrollton, Texas, and founded 
Maham the Mentor Books LLC, a youth development organization focused on 
entrepreneurship, leadership, and personal transformation. His mission is 
simple yet profound: to guide others from street-smart to business-smart. 

Through partnerships with transformative programs like the Prison 
Entrepreneurship Program (PEP) — where he graduated as #1 Entrepreneur in 
his class — Miles of Freedom (MOF), and Original Gangster University (OGU), 
Phillip uses his story to break cycles of incarceration and inspire rebirth in 
others. 

As “Maham the Mentor,” he has become a living symbol of what 
redemption looks like in action — a bridge between past pain and present 
purpose. His mentorship extends beyond motivational words; it’s a 
movement rooted in accountability, spiritual growth, and community 
restoration. 

He often reminds others: “I didn’t find freedom when I left prison. I found freedom 
when I discovered my purpose.” 

Today, Phillip Kevin DuBriel stands not as a man defined by his past, but 
as a testament to transformation — a modern prophet of possibility. His 
life echoes the truth that no mistake can erase divine potential, and no 
prison can hold a mind set on purpose. 

From the ashes of tragedy to the heights of leadership, his story is not 
merely personal — it’s generational. Through faith, education, and 
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mentorship, Maham the Mentor turned pain into purpose and created a 
legacy that will outlive him. 

He is more than a man; he is a movement — a living embodiment of Black 
Excellence, Creole pride, and servant leadership. 

 

Mahamthementor,com 
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