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Preface

This is a list of the Fierce 44, a collection of dreamers and doers, noisy geniuses and quiet innovators, record breakers and symbols of pride and aspiration.

The group includes a dashing lawyer who redefined fearlessness and broke Jim Crow’s back; the most gravity-defying, emulated athlete the world has ever produced; and a brilliant folklorist of spirited independence who was a proudly “outrageous woman.”

This is not a list of the Greatest Black Americans of All Time or the Most Influential Blacks in History. Or even the Dopest Brothers and Sisters Who Matter Most This Week. It is a list—fervently debated among the staff of The Undefeated, a list chiseled and refined—of forty-four blacks who shook up the world, or at least their corner of it. We recognize that this is not a complete list of jaw-dropping black achievers; we know that such a list would never run out of names. Why limit ours to forty-four? It’s an homage to the forty-fourth president of the United States and the first African American to hold this position, whose own stunning accomplishment was something a lot of us—not to mention our mothers and grandfathers and great-grandmothers—never thought we’d see in our lifetime.

So from Frederick Douglass to Oprah Winfrey to Barack Obama, we hope this collection inspires you to learn more about the incredible contributions black Americans have made to our country.


Kevin Merida

Editor in Chief

The Undefeated, ESPN




Foreword

On the Sunday before his inauguration as the forty-fourth president of the United States in 2009, Barack H. Obama summoned history in an address he delivered at the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, DC.

Abraham Lincoln, enthroned inside the memorial, was among the forty-three American presidents who preceded Obama, but that wasn’t the only history behind him. On the eve of his swearing-in as the first black president, Obama was standing on a far firmer foundation: the history of the African American people. The pioneering black historian Carter G. Woodson once wrote that “the accounts of the successful strivings of Negroes for enlightenment under most adverse circumstances read like beautiful romances of a people in an heroic age” Those strivings were interwoven with every president who came before Obama, pushing the country to live up to the ideals of freedom and equal human rights that it had articulated at its founding, even as it retreated from them during both the long age of enslavement and the long retreat from Reconstruction after the Civil War that marked the nadir of race relations in the United States.

Today, we need those “beautiful romances” more than ever. The pages that follow in this gorgeously rendered volume, The Fierce 44, fill that need. The artwork by Robert Ball is both mesmerizing and elevating, while the snapshot biographies of the undefeated inside offer exemplary truths and models of action that will be a source of comfort, enlightenment, and courage to every reader. Although this is anything but a comprehensive list of the great heroes of our tradition, it serves up a rousing glimpse of a people who paved the way for our moment of reckoning. I have no doubt you will be as inspired studying their lives as I have been.


Henry Louis Gates, Jr.

Cambridge, MA
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Robert Abbott

FOUNDER OF THE CHICAGO DEFENDER • 1870–1940

In 1905, Robert Abbott started the Chicago Defender, one of the most important black newspapers in history, with just twenty-five cents (the equivalent of about seven dollars today). What began as a weekly four-page pamphlet distributed in the city’s black neighborhoods quickly grew into a national publication with a readership of more than half a million.

The success of the Defender made Abbott, the son of former slaves, into one of the nation’s most prominent black millionaires and paved the way for other successful black publishers.

At the Defender, Abbott encouraged the Great Migration, in which six million African Americans fled the poverty and racially motivated violence of the South for new lives in the West, Northeast, and Midwest. Many of them settled in Chicago, where manufacturing jobs were opening up as World War I approached.

Abbott was a natural hustler, which helped his reputation and the paper’s circulation. When the Defender was initially banned by white authorities in the South because it encouraged African Americans to abandon the area and head north, Abbott, who was born in Georgia, used a network of black railroad porters to surreptitiously distribute the paper in southern states. His legacy lives on today in black publications such as Essence and Black Enterprise.



[image: A portrait of Alvin Ailey. It reads 'Because he brought the beauty of black bodies to the fight for justice.']

2

Alvin Ailey

FOUNDER OF ALVIN AILEY AMERICAN DANCE THEATER 1931–89

Born into poverty in Texas, choreographer Alvin Ailey drew on his knowledge of close-knit black churches, rural juke joints, fiery protest songs, his lonely childhood, and his adult life as a closeted gay man to fuel his passion for dance.

The modern-dance pioneer and civil rights artist-as-activist created pieces that have become as important to the definition of American art as tap dance, jazz, and hip-hop. His desire to have classically trained black dancers move to the music of Duke Ellington, gospel, blues, and Latin and African pop was revolutionary.

Ailey explored issues of social justice, racism, and spirituality in the African American experience through his art. After a few years of dancing on Broadway, he started his own company in 1958, at the height of the civil rights movement. By 1965, Ailey had stopped performing as a dancer to concentrate on his company and choreographing dances for other performers. He created seventy-nine ballets over the course of his career.

Revelations, which premiered in 1960, is Ailey’s most celebrated work. The up-from-slavery dance narrative finds beauty in the midst of tragedy and pain, celebrates black folks’ resilience and humanity, and allows hope to overcome tribulation.

Even after Ailey’s death from an AIDS-related illness in 1989, the company and school have continued to be the premier spot for emerging black choreographers. The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater is still one of the most popular dance companies touring internationally and has performed in dozens of countries on six of the seven continents.
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Muhammad Ali

BOXER, ACTIVIST • 1942–2016

Muhammad Ali, who loudly proclaimed himself both pretty and the greatest boxer of all time, set the standard for social activism by athletes.

He was named Cassius Clay when he was born in Louisville, Kentucky, and he started boxing at the age of twelve after someone stole his bike. At eighteen, Clay had won an Olympic gold medal. A short four years later, he beat the heavily favored Sonny Liston to become the world heavyweight champion.

The next day, Clay showed the world that he was more than a great boxer, announcing that he was joining the Nation of Islam and getting rid of his “slave name.” He would now be known as Muhammad Ali.

At the time, black athletes were expected to be “credits to the race” by being modest and dignified and staying quiet about issues affecting the country. Ali rejected all of that. He was nicknamed the Louisville Lip, mocking opponents and often forecasting his victory in rhyme. He became a Muslim in a predominantly Christian country. And at a time when fighting for civil rights meant pushing for integration, Ali joined a religious group that preached racial separation.

Ali also questioned America’s participation in the Vietnam War and refused to be drafted into the Army. He was stripped of his boxing titles and put on trial for evading the draft. Ali eventually won his case after appealing it all the way to the Supreme Court. But for more than three years, no one would pay him to fight.

After his trial, Ali went on to win the world heavyweight title for an unprecedented third time in a bout against undefeated heavyweight champion George Foreman in the “Rumble in the Jungle” in Kinshasa, Zaire. Ali, at age thirty-two, was the underdog, but with an eighth-round knockout, he reclaimed the title that had been taken from him years earlier because of his opposition to the war.

A lifelong social activist and philanthropist, Ali received many honors for his humanitarian work, including the Presidential Medal of Freedom.
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