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INTRODUCTION
I got my first line—Lift every voice and sing. Not a startling line, but I worked along grinding out the next five. When, near the end of the first stanza, there came to me the lines
Sing a song full of the faith that the dark past has taught us
Sing a song full of the hope that the present has brought us
the spirit of the poem had taken hold of me. I finished the stanza and turned it over to Rosamond. In composing the two other stanzas I did not use pen and paper. While my brother worked at his musical setting I paced back and forth on the front porch, repeating the lines over and over to myself, going through all of the agony and ecstasy of creating. As I worked through the opening and middle lines of the last stanza:
God of our weary years,
God of our silent tears,
Thou who hast brought us thus far on our way;
Thou who hast by Thy might
Led us into the light.
Keep us forever in the path, we pray.
Lest our feet stray from the places, our God, where we met Thee,
Lest, our hearts, drunk with the wine of the world, we forget
Thee . . .
I could not keep back the tears, and made no effort to do so. I was experiencing the transports of the poet’s ecstasy. Feverish ecstasy was followed by that contentment—that sense of serene joy—which makes artistic creation the most complete of all human experiences. When I had put the last stanza down on paper I at once recognized the Kiplingesque touch in the two longer lines quoted above; but I knew that in the stanza the American Negro was, historically and spiritually, immanent; and I decided to let it stand as it was written.*
—JAMES WELDON JOHNSON
*James Weldon Johnson, Along This Way: The Autobiography of James Weldon Johnson. New York: Viking Press, 1933, pp. 154–155.
It is wondrous and hardly explicable to many how James Weldon Johnson could have written such spiritually enriching lyrics in 1900 despite the restraints ordained by Jim Crow laws, despite frenzied lynchings and mob violence, despite the fact that white America had established an educational system teeming with stereotypes that had misrepresented and malformed virtually every external view of African American life. Underpinning these sweeping injustices was the Supreme Court’s ruling in the infamous Plessy v. Ferguson case four years before “Lift Every Voice and Sing” was written in 1900. This decision meant that state laws requiring “separate but equal” facilities for African Americans were a “reasonable” use of state powers. Further, “The object of the [Fourteenth] Amendment was undoubtedly to enforce the absolute equality of the two races before the laws, but in the nature of things it could not have been intended to abolish distinctions based on color, or to enforce social, as distinguished from political, equality, or a commingling of the two races upon terms unsatisfactory to either.”†
†Lerone Bennett, Jr., Before the Mayflower: A History of Black America. New York: Penguin Books, 1988, p. 267.
“Lift Every Voice and Sing” is fittingly provocative. Yet its message, ingeniously crafted, does not fuel the fires of racial hatred. Sociologist E. Franklin Frazier pointed out that in “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” James Weldon Johnson endowed the African American enslavement and struggle for freedom with a certain nobility. Frazier further noted that Johnson expressed an acceptance of the past and confidence in the future. It is likely that Johnson was attempting to cultivate a sense of history among his race. On the one hand, the lyrics reveal how African Americans were estranged from their cultural past by the impact of racial oppression and that they manifested the psychological and physical scars inflicted by that injustice. On the other hand, the song is irrefutably one of the most stalwart and inspiring symbols in American civil rights history. Not wanting African Americans to lose hope, James Weldon Johnson included in the lyrics none of his pragmatic reservations regarding justice for his race. His enriching directive is assuredly one of the mainstays of the song’s mastery and endurance. Notwithstanding, he tells us in “Lift Every Voice and Sing” that we must persist—we must remain vigilant until victory is won.
To understand how James Weldon Johnson conceived and produced such motivating lyrics when white supremacy served as the backdrop of virtually every phase of black life, one has to comprehend his beliefs and experiences, so clearly evident in the “everlasting” song he called “the Negro National Hymn.” In the lyrics we see his unswerving self-confidence and optimism, his faith in African Americans, and his strong belief that the then existing system, a counterfeit representation of the United States Constitution, could not endure.
Johnson’s self-confidence and optimism are easily discernible in his early life. As a boy he staunchly proclaimed that he wanted one day to be the governor of his home state of Florida. His parents, James and Helen Dillet Johnson, had instilled in him and in his younger brother, J. Rosamond Johnson, such a sanguine view of America that the boys surely believed that whatever their young minds could conceive, they could achieve. During his early years, James believed himself beneficiary to all the privileges afforded any American who desired to develop his full potential. But while attending Atlanta University, he came to understand that the Jim Crow system did not allow status or individual liberation for African Americans, no matter what they achieved. This harsh realization enabled him to see through the deception of white supremacy. He was determined to acknowledge the effects of racism, but he was even more resolved not to internalize them. Therefore, his innate optimism remained firmly intact. “Lift Every Voice and Sing” illustrates James Weldon Johnson’s understanding of the existing system as well as his confidence in the future. His determination to remain spiritually unfettered by the effects of racism is evident in the following pledge he wrote.
I will not allow one prejudiced person or one million or one
 hundred million to blight my life. I will not let prejudice or any
 of its attendant humiliations and injustices bear me down to 
spiritual defeat. My inner life is mine, and I shall defend and 
maintain its integrity against all the powers of hell.*
*James Weldon Johnson, Negro Americans, What Now? New York: Viking Press, 1934, p. 102.
His confidence in his race is unmistakably personified in “Lift Every Voice and Sing.” This faith in the family of race was reinforced during his college years and while teaching in the backwoods of Georgia. As a student at Atlanta University during the late nineteenth century, James Weldon Johnson recognized that the subject of race was almost invariably the topic of debates, speeches, and essays. He acknowledged, “The atmosphere was charged with it. Nearly all that was acquired, mental and moral, was destined to be fitted into a particular system, of which race was the center.”
His teaching experience in rural Henry County, Georgia, the summer following his freshman year of college, proved to be a momentous spiritual and educational manifestation. It was here, where the adversarial relations between black and white were flagrant and inescapable, that he was introduced to the crude dimensions of racism. Through this experience, he accepted that his people had been obstructed for centuries by prejudice, intolerance, and brutality, and hobbled by their own ignorance, poverty, and helplessness. Nonetheless, he believed, in the face of this weighty burden they remained courageous and unvanquished. This hopefulness, he wrote, was evidenced in their capacity to fervently sing of a better day. Writing about his newfound faith and pride in his people, he contended, “I laid the first stones in the foundation of faith in them on which I have stood ever since.”*
*James Weldon Johnson, Along This Way, pp. 119–120.
Resolving that the race problem was paradoxical, he wrote that white America’s superior status was not always real, but often imaginary and artificially bolstered by bigotry and buttressed by the forces of injustice.† Asserting that this false position could not infinitely defy the truth, he reasoned that white America’s belief in its mental, moral, and physical superiority was specious. Knowing that the American system of democracy was deceptive, and believing that many white Americans realized this fact also, he was moved to proclaim, “Undoubtedly, some people will find it difficult to understand why a supremacy of which we have heard so much, a supremacy which claims to be based upon congenital superiority, should require such drastic methods of protection.”‡
†Ibid. 
‡See James Weldon Johnson’s New York Age editorial, “Anglo-Saxon in Mississippi” (December 3, 1914).
As a college student, Johnson had realized the glaring contradictions between white America’s actions and the true aims of the United States Constitution. He believed that the Constitution meant exactly what it said, and it was his inexorable faith in the founding principles of America that inspired him to write “Lift Every Voice and Sing” not as an anthem but as a hymn. He did not conceive the song as an anthem, and at no time did he refer to it in that manner. By the 1920s the song was being pasted inside the back covers of hymnal books across the South and in many parts of the North. It is likely that around this time the “anthem” label evolved through folklore, thus sealing the song’s permanent status among African Americans as their “Negro National Anthem.”
James Weldon Johnson was the chief executive officer of the NAACP during the 1920s, when the organization made “Lift Every Voice and Sing” its “official song.” Because of his strong belief that “a nation can have but one anthem” and the NAACP’s fundamental ideology of integration, labeling the song an “anthem” would have been antithetical to the organization’s central objective. Johnson’s main task as NAACP leader was to legally abolish the fiendish acts of lynchings that were increasingly occurring; he called for the saving of black America’s bodies and white America’s souls. He certainly understood that when the wide-ranging forces of racism struck, his people needed something to fall back on. And it was clear to him that African Americans made the song what they needed it to be—their anthem of hope and prayer.
.  .  .  
We present in this volume essays by one hundred Americans who discuss the importance of “Lift Every Voice and Sing” in their lives; many have included statements on the subject of race in America. These one hundred contributors include legislators, politicians, educators, writers, and performers. Their essays build a multifaceted narrative that elucidates the value and profundity of a song that has vibrantly endured for one hundred years.
We have also included a panoply of one hundred photographs that span the twentieth century and offer a view of the rich and diverse experiences of a people as they pursue justice in our nation.

LIFT EVERY VOICE AND SING
[image: image]
James Weldon Johnson (standing) and J. Rosamond Johnson, c. 1920s. Courtesy of ASCAP
A group of young men in Jacksonville, Florida, arranged to celebrate Lincoln’s birthday in 1900. My brother, J. Rosamond Johnson, and I decided to write a song to be sung at the exercise. I wrote the words and he wrote the music. Our New York publisher, Edward B. Marks, made mimeographed copies for us and the song was taught to and sung by a chorus of five hundred colored school children.
Shortly afterwards my brother and I moved from Jacksonville to New York, and the song passed out of our minds. But the school children of Jacksonville kept singing it, they went off to other schools and sang it, they became teachers and taught it to other children. Within twenty years it was being sung over the South and in some other parts of the country. Today, the song popularly known as the Negro National Hymn, is quite generally used.
The lines of this song repay me in elation, almost of exquisite anguish, whenever I hear them sung by Negro children.
—JAMES WELDON JOHNSON, 1935
Lift Every Voice and Sing
Lift every voice and sing
Till earth and heaven ring,
Ring with the harmonies of Liberty;
Let our rejoicing rise
High as the listening skies,
Let it resound loud as the rolling seas.
Sing a song full of the faith that the dark past has taught us,
Sing a song full of the hope that the present has brought us,
Facing the rising sun of our new day begun,
Let us march on till victory is won.
Stony the road we trod,
Bitter the chastening rod,
Felt in the days when hope unborn had died;
Yet with a steady beat,
Have not our weary feet
Come to the place for which our fathers sighed?
We have come over a way that with tears has been watered,
We have come treading our path through the blood of the slaughtered,
Out from the gloomy past,
Till now we stand at last
Where the white gleam of our bright star is cast.
God of our weary years,
God of our silent tears,
Thou who hast brought us thus far on the way;
Thou who has by Thy might
Led us into the light.
Keep us forever in the path, we pray.
Lest our feet stray from the places, our God, where we met
Thee,
Lest our hearts, drunk with the wine of the world, we forget
Thee,
Shadowed beneath Thy hand,
May we forever stand,
True to our God
True to our native land.
WORDS BY JAMES WELDON JOHNSON
MUSIC BY J. ROSAMOND JOHNSON

100 Years, 100 Voices
BILLYE AARON
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retired executive, United Negro College Fund

HANK AARON
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retired professional baseball player
When President Abraham Lincoln issued his Emancipation Proclamation some 138 years ago, it set in motion an ongoing struggle for African Americans to make real the promise of America.
The road to freedom, justice, and equality has been for us a long and treacherous one, replete with detours and dead ends, but with no rest stops and no discernible signboards.
Yet, in spite of all the roadblocks, as a people we have been able to rise above the inhumanity of slavery and the deprivation and humiliation of segregation and discrimination and embrace the dignity and destiny of democracy. So that today, one hundred years after James Weldon Johnson and J. Rosamond Johnson’s “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” our people have remained “true to our native land.”
Feeling passionately as we do about this song, we salute and pay homage to the memory and contributions of the Johnsons. Their collaboration gave us a song that no doubt will be sung through the ages by generations to come, with the same dignity and pride that we feel when we sing it today. We hope that it will inspire them as it has inspired us to give back to our communities and support those causes that enhance opportunities for our children.
“Lift Every Voice and Sing” also touches our hearts because it speaks directly to us and to our people. It belongs to us—was written for us—is sung by us.
We celebrate and commemorate the creative genius of the Johnsons and thank God for the gift of their powerful lyrics and reverent melody. We see in their song a tie that binds all of us as African Americans together. Our history and our heritage enable us—empower us—to be strong and always, always, to continue the struggle for justice and equality for our people.
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Mr. and Mrs. Edward Sims of North Little Rock, Arkansas, 1900. Courtesy of The James Weldon Johnson Collection, Ollie Jewel Sims Okala, and Sondra Kathryn Wilson
We carry this commitment into the new millennium knowing that the gains made in the courts and by presidential mandates are eroding. Even now, after 243 years of the “worst form of slavery the world has ever known” and 138 years of segregation and racial discrimination, thirty-five-year-old affirmative action is being dismantled and abandoned.
And so we recommend “Lift Every Voice and Sing” to every black American. Learn the words! Sing the song! Be inspired! Support worthy organizations such as the NAACP, the NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund, the Urban League, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, and the United Negro College Fund—all venerable organizations that have kept the faith and kept their hands on the plow. We should rally around them and all worthy black causes that lift up our people—at the ballot box, in the boardroom, and wherever the spirit of racism resides. For indeed, we must “march on till victory is won.”
“Lift Every Voice and Sing” has kept us grounded—connected to our yesterday, mindful of our today, and hopeful for our tomorrow.

MAYA ANGELOU
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poet, scholar, and producer
Stamps is a dusty little hamlet in southwest Arkansas, twenty-five miles from Texas and thirty miles from Hope, the birthplace of the forty-third president of the United States. I was three years old in 1931, when I was sent from Los Angeles, California, to Stamps.
My brother Bailey and I were students at Lafayette County Training School, the first- through tenth-grade academic institution for black students. Every day the routine was the same: all classes gathered in the auditorium at eight A.M. There, a chosen student would unfurl the flag and standing, each person with right hand on left breast would recite the preamble to the U.S. Constitution in one voice with three breaths; then we would sing the National Anthem (When no adults were looking, we would continue the line “O, say, can you see” by singing “any bedbugs on me?”). Then finishing that song and in the same key, standing on the same leg, we sang “Lift Every Voice and Sing.” Everybody I knew, or met, knew “Lift Every Voice and Sing.” I don’t think anyone thought about the lyrics, certainly not my brother, or I, or any kids we knew.
Then the black community arranged itself excitedly to celebrate. Children trembled visibly with anticipation. I was the person of the moment because I was graduating from grammar school. It was very important. Even white folks would attend the ceremony, and one would speak of God and the Southern way of life. We started the program as usual with the National Anthem and went straight into “Lift Every Voice and Sing.” Then our principal introduced Mr. Edward Don Leavy, who arrived at the podium, looked at the audience once, and stepped into his speech. He told us of the wonderful changes in store for the children in Stamps. The Central School (where white children were enrolled) would have a well-known artist from Little Rock to teach them and the newest microscopes and chemistry equipment to teach them. He said Lafayette County Training School (the black school) would have the only colored paved playing field in that part of Arkansas and our home economics building would be upgraded. A number of heads were bowed down and our parents and grandparents refused to look at us. We would study home economics so that we could become better maids; we would play ball so that we could become better handymen.
Don Leavy left the stage with a cursory good-bye and all of a sudden I looked up and saw Henry Reed, the conservative, the proper, the A student, turn his back to the audience and turn to us (the proud graduating class of 1940) and sing, nearly speaking.
Lift every voice and sing
Till earth and heaven ring
Ring with the harmonies of Liberty . . .
It was the poem written by James Weldon Johnson. It was the music composed by J. Rosamond Johnson. It was the Negro National Anthem. Out of habit, we were singing it.
Our mothers and fathers stood in the dark hall and joined the hymn of encouragement.
Stony the road we trod,
Bitter the chastening rod,
Felt in the days when hope unborn had died;
Yet with a steady beat,
Have not our weary feet
Come to the place for which our fathers sighed?
I personally had never heard them before. Never heard the words, despite the thousands of times I had sung them. Never thought they had anything to do with me.
And now I heard, really for the first time:
We have come over a way that with tears has been watered,
We have come treading our path through the blood of the slaughtered.
While echoes of the song shivered in the air, Henry Reed bowed his head, said thank you, and returned to his place in the line. The tears that slipped down many faces were not wiped away in shame.
We were on top again. As always, again. We survived. The depths had been icy and dark, but now a bright sun spoke to our souls. I was no longer simply a member of the proud graduating class, I was a proud member of the wonderful, beautiful Negro race.
Oh, black known and unknown poets, how often have your auctioned pains sustained us? Who will compute the lonely nights made less lonely by your songs, or the empty pots made less tragic by your poems?
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Jack Johnson (left), the first black heavyweight champion, in a match against Sam McVey, 1903. Courtesy of Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, The New York Public Library

AMIRI BARAKA
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poet, scholar, and playwright
“Lift Every Voice and Sing” was part of my growing up. Very early in my expanding perception I understood that at certain programs my parents took me to, the Negro National Anthem would be sung. The National Association of Postal Employees gatherings; dances, conventions, meetings, &c. When we went down to Tuskegee, where my mother had attended normal school, and I saw a statue of Booker T. Washington pulling the cover of ignorance off the prototype slave, there was the anthem loud and heartfelt.
At a few gatherings in Newark, at Bethany Baptist and some other churches (for special programs, e.g. Roland Hayes, Philippa Schuyler), the (Howard University) Alumni House, the Colored YMCAs, the Terrace Ballroom, programs held by my mother’s various clubs (e.g., the Girl Friends), at soirees, it might be a benefit for the NAACP or Urban League, or the black community hospital, or my grandfather’s black Republican meetings, my grandmother’s American Woodsmen sets (an Afro-American insurance company) and Poro(!) programs of black beauticians, the anthem usually ended the event.
When we went down to Tennessee, to visit Fisk, where she’d gone to college, where there were also those dynamite murals by Aaron Douglass, I remembered all my life, “Lift Every Voice” was sung, further animating that gathering with the heap of heavy vibrations from the folks I saw and, I felt, black angels hovering invisibly, rah rah ing the proceedings.
At gatherings like this, I was reached deep down throughout my self. A feeling of some still not completely identified “We-ness” . . . that we black folks were actually real and had desires independent of the lunacy of the vicious racist white folks I was told about every few evenings at the dinner table. Tales, events, ongoing commentary on the bestiality of American apart-heid and the struggle and travails, including lynchings present and past, remembered and talked about, of the Afro-American people.
As a child, certainly, I took all this in. And it bottomed in me as a kind of base, a foundation of humanity sought. A map and diagram, a historic journey laid out from which I would draw on always. So I had deepness given to me, throughout my childhood, that we were “colored people,” that we were suffering unjust, uncivilized, un-Christian, even maniacal treatment by ignorant, evil “jealous crackers.” The last, my grandmother always ended with, in memory of my grandfather’s two burned-up grocery stores and threatened funeral parlor in Dothan, Alabama. Where my family finally had to flee, terrorized by Klan-like forces who threatened to kill them all, for the crime of self-determination, an openly strived for socioeconomic advance, and stubbornly husbanded dignity.
When we went back to Dothan, on the Tuskegee trip, I heard about the past from some old, near-dead, red-faced mummies sitting in a grocery store, who opinioned that I “talked too clear” at age seven or eight. I’m sure the older Joneses took my almost falling into a well, after the dead people’s “playback,” as an omen of the death threat still hanging over the place.
No doubt the bitterness of the small black petty bourgeoisie, driven from the black belt to Beaver Falls (near Pittsburgh) and finally to open a store in Newark, N.J., where shortly after, the depression put my grandfather out of business . . . was also part of my socialization and slowly crystallizing consciousness. Hearing “Lift Every Voice” seemed always to give me a sweeping recall of everything I’d been told and even witnessed (the dirty colored car of the segregated trains to the south; the balcony colored section, reached by rickety side stairs, of the movie; the crazed reaction to my seven-year-old speech; my mother, one day, in Newark, cussing out a white storekeeper for calling the nuts she was buying “nigger toes”: “Those are Brazil nuts, lady!” Then stalking off, whipping little me behind her as she exited on fire.
But the song had a blossoming beauty to it. The words began to deepen in me over the years. What my consciousness had grasped as literal meaning was also given a heavier gravity by the emotional opening the words carried with them. A direct access to the “true self-consciousness” Du Bois speaks
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