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Dedication

To my father, my first soul mate.

To my grandmother, my second.

To Catherine Janice Holder, who witnessed it all, lived fully on her terms, and died in peace.

I love you, Mom.
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Introduction
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I had a curiosity. This project was born out of an interest in a series of separate things that overlapped. The past and the present. My internal and external self. My understanding of my soul through a connection with my community. I was curious about knowing Black history better than I already did, and I was also curious to see if I was an artist.

I had never allowed myself to explore two things in counterpoise like that, and I reached a juncture in my life to inquire: If not now, when? I had the novel idea of doing a daily challenge and painting a Black history pioneer every day for a month, choosing the shortest month of the year. A simple yet ambitious idea, which bloomed out of my professional experience as an art director tethered to my personal interest in identity. I had assigned lots of art to many artists over many years, and I knew that people worked well within parameters. So I gave myself some terms. I decided I was going to research, write, and paint one pioneer a day. It seemed achievable, it seemed attainable, it was just brazen enough, and it also gave me some room to observe my own process and work out my nerves.

I limited the framework of the original series to black-and-white portraits. I knew that my inclination to think expansively about color would paralyze my momentum (so many colors!) and sabotage my enthusiasm. That limitation forced me to see beyond the words of my research and focus on intangibles like line quality, composition, emotion, and the personality of the person I was rendering. I needed to meet my subjects where they were. To see the hardships and sacrifices, but also hear the laughter, feel the inner definition of self-reliance. I spent a lot of time communing with the people I was researching, so by the time my paintbrush hit the paper for each one, I had a lived-in sense of who this person might have been as an individual. And I trusted my perceptions.

I found I was approaching each portrait differently, requiring a variety of tools. Sometimes I used acrylics, sometimes watercolors. Sometimes pen and ink, sometimes colored pencil. Along the way, I got to know the body language of Edna Lewis, the matriarch of southern American cuisine. The quiet resolve of revolutionary activist Amy Ashwood Garvey. The searching, curious eyes of Alain LeRoy Locke, progenitor of the Harlem Renaissance. I was basically starting from scratch each day. That realization was an epiphany. And parallel to that enlightenment, I recognized that that was how I was going to approach Black history. That is how I was going to climb that mountain. From the beginning again. This giant, impenetrable thing. I had to tease, massage, and release my unformed notions and become a student. Throw down my defenses and learn. Yet as I started doing more portraits, I began to be more afraid, not less. I was terrified the first week, and then the second, and then I was terrified the third week, and I didn’t stop being terrified until I had finished twenty-nine portraits, twenty-nine days later. (It was a leap year.)

I need to be awkwardly honest: there was no historical anchoring in my initial exercise. There was no organized rigor. At first. I just went by feeling. I was looking around on the internet, inside various digital cubbyholes of information. When I did a search for, say, James Baldwin, Langston Hughes would pop up. That would lead to another person, and perhaps to another hidden accomplishment, which in turn led to pockets of history that I had never realized or recognized. It felt as if I were in truly uncharted territory, had reached the edge of space and found out that there was a whole other universe beyond that. And it made me hungry to discover more. Because I didn’t know enough to structure my approach from a historical lens, that approach was too intimidating. But that is also not who I am. I would have found that way impenetrable. I just wanted to give in: I wanted to trust my feelings, wanted to find the luminaries who wanted me to find them.
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“Black history” tends to mean the ten people who are lauded during every Black History Month of every Black History Year. I absorbed some of those individual histories in elementary school, some of them in college. I didn’t go to a historically Black university; I attended a liberal arts institution (which is an oxymoron, yes?). When I thought of it occasionally, I was embarrassed to admit that I didn’t know enough American history. And I always did see it as American history. I never saw it as just Black history. I saw it that way because I am an immigrant. I exist outside the outside of Black and American history. I am a voyeur. I see the intersections and the wide-open spaces. It always incensed me that the Black community wasn’t seen as part of American history, not in a meaningful way. Meaningful to us, sure. And yet that dichotomy was also exactly what the country was about. That’s what America was: separate. Two halves of a whole. And with every person I found and researched, I was angered as to how this country could fail to celebrate the bounty these pioneers had brought to everyone’s life. A whole in two halves.

I thought of the movements they had started, the techniques they had invented, the culture they had defined, the science they had created, the policies they had imbued. And then I began to get intimidated, again, because all that accomplishment is intimidating. At that point, I was thinking of doing a book on Black history. Illustrated Black history. I thought, “Who am I to be shepherding this idea?” Who am I? I knew I was not the first Black human to consider this. A contemporary book that was beautiful and accessible and a gift that anyone could buy for anyone else, a volume that wasn’t layered in all the history of an academic book, yet not just a children’s book either. Something to share. A simple and ambitious idea.

The process of making this book has scared me because it invites a critique of how I view people who are both well and not well known: the pillars of our community. This book is presented entirely through my perspective; it is very internal and very personal. And yet I’m creating it in a communal way for my community. I’m saying, “Here’s a way for you, the reader, to engage in your relationship with Black history too.” I’m suggesting that you can also get to know our pioneers. And it doesn’t have to be intimidating. And it doesn’t have to be just heavy. Because the history is daunting, is intense, is haunted. But you know, one of the things that I also learned in doing this project is that there’s a false perception that we don’t know our own history—we as Black people. I have always rejected that. We have our ways of carrying history. We carry it in our bodies—we carry that trauma, we carry that collective ideal. We carry the language of dance and culture and human expression. We’ve passed it down effortlessly to each other, attached to our DNA. We know pain. We know hardship. We know resistance. We know all these things that are active with words in our culture today. We’ve carried our history the whole time. We know how hard it’s been. And while we Black people may not always know the dates, the times, or who said what to whom, such details aren’t the only way to learn history. In carrying history, we have internalized it, learned from it. We live our history on a daily basis. We’ve learned a lot of lessons that we couldn’t have learned from history books. So while something like this book in your hands is a glorious thing, I don’t want to minimize how intuitive we are, as a Black community, and how attentive we are to our own history.
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For a year I toiled with a feeling of guilt that I was getting an opportunity that other people had been denied. A rolling internal dialogue ensued. I was told repeatedly by people who loved me that it was my responsibility to get my head out of my ass; I just had to get going and do the book. It was more important that I do it, even in an imperfect way, they said, than that I get it exactly right. Isn’t that the definition of pioneering? What I was doing was long past due, I was told, but when you’re a pioneer, as all these titans were and are, there’s no road map. There’s no architecture. There’s no railroad. They made it up. Many of them sacrificed their lives or livelihoods or forfeited their homes and sanctuaries. Like them, I just had to do it; I had a requirement to do it. That message began shifting my relationship with this book and my relationship with Black history yet again. It made me curious, and a little less prideful at wanting to get it “right”; I concluded that it was more important for me to place my full heart and soul into this project and simply focus on honoring the people who had defined American history. We are the bedrock of this country. And so, just accepting my own entitlement feels good. It is an entitlement that feels earned.

I started illustrating as a boy to understand the world. I make art as an adult to understand human identity. I try to understand my surroundings; I try to understand my community by documenting what I see. I document body language, I document exuberance, I document pain. I draw like a reporter because I am a reporter. I’ve always been. I study and I reflect and I take information, try to understand it, and then reflect it back out. I’m always curious about humans. I don’t have a utopian view of humanity. But I’m not cynical about it either. I think there’s a real beauty and a real uniqueness about us as humans. Our ability to convey our feelings to each other is what separates us from every other creature on the planet. We are different and distinct from the rest of the natural world in that way. And our ability to share how we make each other feel and how we impact each other is what has created our entire human existence. As a result of those feelings and impacts, and their communication, we rise and we fall, and we rise and we fall. Then again. And that is what continues. We have language with which we can communicate—words, yes, but also silence language, and body language, and sexual language, and imagery. And all of it contributes. And that feels like alchemy.

It seems to me that artists are the magicians of our planet. We make somethings out of nothings. Making this book has reignited my joy in the deeper discovery of the hope in Black history. I’m grateful that I get to make things out of my emotional awareness tethered to the stories of our complicated and divine history. If that isn’t magic, I don’t know what is.
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Kareem Abdul-Jabbar

(1947–PRESENT)

“One man can be a crucial ingredient on a team, but one man cannot make a team.”
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During his esteemed basketball career, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar became an all-time lead scorer on the Los Angeles Lakers’ 1980s team as its star seven-foot-two center. But his greatness isn’t articulated solely by his winning Rookie of the Year, being a six-time Most Valuable Player, making All-Star nineteen times, playing on six championship teams, and boasting eight playoff records. In 1989, when Abdul-Jabbar retired at forty-two years of age, no other NBA player had scored more, blocked more, won more MVP awards, played in more All-Star games, or logged more seasons. His athleticism is undisputed, but it’s his character off court that truly defines his contributions.

From his earliest days as a student athlete at UCLA, Abdul-Jabbar has taken great pride in consistently using his position as a platform to speak up about social justice issues. For him, the game was a job—one he was exceptional at, certainly. But the real work of being someone who looks out for others demanded more of him. And he has taken that task seriously.

After Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated in 1968, Abdul-Jabbar joined protests at UCLA; he had been recruited to play ball there in 1965 for legendary coach John Wooden. (He played then under his given name, Lewis Alcindor Jr. It was not until 1971 that he converted to Islam and changed his name.) Abdul-Jabbar dismissed advice that he should avoid political matters to ensure a profitable career in the NBA. “To me there was no correlation,” he said decades later in an interview with NPR. “Somebody needed to speak out about what had happened.”

Growing up in Harlem, Abdul-Jabbar had worked as a novice journalist in connection with the Harlem Youth Action Project, where he encountered King at a news conference in 1964 and was inspired by the leader’s commitment to nonviolent protest. A few years later, he watched his friend Muhammad Ali refuse induction into the US army as a conscientious objector to the war in Vietnam, which resulted in his being blocked from boxing competition in the prime of his career. From that example, Abdul-Jabbar understood that his life as an athlete put him in a unique position. He had won a public platform and needed to use it.

Throughout his adult life, Abdul-Jabbar has stood up for his Muslim faith, courageously denouncing acts of violence made in the name of Islam while refusing to overlook commentary that conflates the religion and the violence. He continues to write opinion pieces and essays placing current events in the context of civil rights struggles.

In addition to publishing his autobiography in 1983, he has written over a dozen books, including several that focus on the achievements of Black Americans—among them, On the Shoulders of Giants: My Journey Through the Harlem Renaissance and Black Profiles in Courage: A Legacy of African-American Achievement (with Alan Steinberg)—and a mystery series, Mycroft Holmes, centered on Sherlock Holmes’s older brother (with Anna Waterhouse). In 2016, Barack Obama awarded Abdul-Jabbar the highest civilian honor, the Presidential Medal of Freedom, in recognition of his positive impact on society.




Cato Alexander

(1780–1858)

“Who has not heard of Cato Alexander!? Not to know Cato’s is not to know the world.”

—William Dunlap, from “A Scene at Cato’s” by playwright, author, and actor William Dunlap (1766–1839)
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In the early nineteenth century, the hottest place to get a drink in New York City was Cato’s Tavern, run by a South Carolina transplant, Cato Alexander. His watering hole, founded in 1810, was on the road leading into the municipal center, around what is now Fifty-Fourth Street and Second Avenue. Alexander was famous for making boozy mint juleps and punches—so famous that he even received mention in the news media and a midcentury play. He also invented the word cocktail.

Alexander’s early days are unclear, but it appears he was one of many Black people to gain freedom as a result of New York State’s 1799 Act for the Gradual Abolition of Slavery. Known for his culinary skills and beverage service, Alexander offered patrons okra soup, terrapin stew, curried oysters, roasted game, and beverages such as milk punch, eggnog, and brandy cocktails. He managed to stay in business for forty-eight years.

He lost his business for dramatic and tragic reasons. Alexander was apparently known to make loans to patrons that went unrepaid. It’s hard to imagine how, if asked for an extension by a white man, an amiable Black host and restaurateur like Alexander could repeatedly say no and not worry about the implications. Those implications caught up with him one night. In January 1831, two brothers, George and Andrew Luke, led an angry mob to Cato’s Tavern. They enlisted the help of a woman who pretended to be sick at Alexander’s door. When she “fainted,” Alexander let her inside and locked the door behind her, since he was shutting down for the night. But the woman rose from her pretend stupor, unlocked the door, and let the mob in. Alexander and his pregnant wife were attacked. White men armed with chains and homemade weapons tore the tavern apart.

In the months ahead, Alexander put the place back together, but it wasn’t quite the same. And once again, his very elite clientele eventually began asking for money. Many of these loans too were never repaid. Life must have been very difficult for him.

Cato Alexander was arguably the first mixologist. He was a superb chef. But in the face of unrelenting racism and the constant threat of violence, this creative mixologist wasn’t allowed to thrive. He died broke in 1858. This pioneer did leave a legacy, however. Future generations of mixologists would learn his story, along with those of Tom Bullock and Louis Deal, Jim Cook and Washington Woods—Black bartenders who created the proverbial witch’s brew for America’s rich and powerful.

Best of all, Cato Alexander is remembered here, and that makes me want to raise a glass.




Jourdon Anderson

(1825–1907)

“If you fail to pay us for faithful labours in the past, we can have little faith in your promises in the future.”
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The circumstances under which a former white slave owner, Colonel P. H. Anderson, wrote a letter to a freed man asking him to return to the Tennessee farm where he’d once been enslaved aren’t clear. But when Jourdon Anderson received word of this request in 1865, he responded. His letter’s authenticity has been questioned, but historians seem to agree at least that Anderson was a real person. He writes:


Sir:

I got your letter, and was glad to find that you had not forgotten Jourdon, and that you wanted me to come back and live with you again, promising to do better for me than anybody else can. I have often felt uneasy about you. I thought the Yankees would have hung you long before this, for harboring rebs they found at your house. I suppose they never heard about your going to Colonel Martin’s to kill the union soldier that was left by his company in their stable. Although you shot at me twice before I left you, I did not want to hear of your being hurt, and am glad you are still living. It would do me good to go back to the dear old home again, and see Miss Mary and Miss Martha and Allen, Esther, Green, and Lee. Give my love to them all, and tell them I hope we will meet in the better world, if not in this. I would have gone back to see you all when I was working in the Nashville hospital, but one of the neighbors told me that Henry intended to shoot me if he ever got a chance. . . .

As to my freedom, which you say I can have, there is nothing to be gained on that score, as I got my free papers in 1864 from the Provost-Marshal-General of the Department of Nashville. . . . We have concluded to test your sincerity by asking you to send us our wages for the time we served you. This will make us forget and forgive old scores, and rely on your justice and friendship in the future. I served you faithfully for thirty-two years, and Mandy twenty years. At twenty-five dollars a month for me, and two dollars a week for Mandy, our earnings would amount to eleven thousand six hundred and eighty dollars. Add to this the interest for the time our wages have been kept back, and deduct what you paid for our clothing, and three doctor’s visits to me, and pulling a tooth for Mandy, and the balance will show what we are in justice entitled to. Please send the money by Adams’s Express. . . . If you fail to pay us for faithful labours in the past, we can have little faith in your promises in the future. We trust the good Maker has opened your eyes to the wrongs which you and your fathers have done to me and my fathers, in making us toil for you for generations without recompense. . . .

Say howdy to George Carter, and thank him for taking the pistol from you when you were shooting at me.

From your old servant,

Jourdon Anderson




Madeline Anderson

(1923–PRESENT)

“I wanted to . . . teach African Americans what their history was . . . to inspire pride in who we were and are.”
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“Ever since I was a little girl,” says the Black narrator of the 1970 documentary I Am Somebody, “I could remember that the tourists would come to Charleston. . . . They would come to see Fort Sumter, where the first shot of the Civil War was fired. And they would come to see our stately, beautiful mansions. And they would come to see all the lovely gardens. But those who came in the spring of 1969 saw Charleston as it really was if you were poor and Black.” So begins Madeline Anderson’s account of the Black hospital workers’ strike that involved four hundred strikers—all but twelve women.

This documentary plainly and poignantly addresses the circumstances of the workers and their fight for fair treatment and equitable pay, citing outright verbal abuse toward Black employees. Anderson shows women dressed in hospital uniforms of the day—white blouses, white skirts, sensible shoes—who, unarmed and quietly picketing, were viciously handled by police. More than one thousand strikers and supporters were jailed. But their efforts were not in vain. Supported by appearances and organizational aid from the Reverend Ralph Abernathy, the civil rights leader and friend of Martin Luther King Jr., and King’s widow, Coretta Scott King, the union ultimately won.

Anderson realized that these Black women were confronting the constraints of gender and race that she herself had experienced. She was just the second Black student ever admitted to Millersville State Teacher’s College in Pennsylvania, and she was the only Black student there at the time of her attendance. The racism and harassment were so constant that she dropped out after a year. But eventually, she received a partial scholarship at NYU, where she earned a bachelor’s degree in psychology. She found work as a freelance editor while trying to break into the film industry. She was faced with a strange catch-22: to get into the industry, she had to be part of a union, but to become part of a union, she had to have a job. Most of the unions were white father-son alliances, leaving no place for a creative Black woman to fit in. This pioneer finally got into New York’s editors’ union, Local 771. She had threatened to sue the editors’ union before they allowed her admittance.

This experience underscored for Anderson that such obstacles are everywhere, and she didn’t want to shy away from them. She also sought to show that Black people have always spoken up for themselves.

Anderson is the first Black woman to produce and direct a televised documentary film, Integration Report 1 (1960), and the first to produce and direct a syndicated series, Infinity Factory. She was also the first Black employee at WNET, the public access channel in New York. For a time she produced and directed Sesame Street, which inclusively mirrored (and continues to mirror) the lives of children of color. Anderson also helped found the country’s first Black-owned public television station, at Howard University.




Maya Angelou

(1928–2014)

“I think we all have empathy. We may not have enough courage to display it.”
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They say you’ve lived a good life if you’re around long enough to smell the flowers. We all know Maya Angelou. She’s a poet. An icon. An auntie. We speak her words without attribution because we speak her poetry when we believe we are grown-ups. “I know why the caged bird sings” is not rarefied speech closeted in her books; it is the shout given in church, or between girlfriends who don’t know what else to say. “When people show you who they are, believe them” is a direction on how to survive. In her lifetime, which was decorated with awards and acclaim, this St. Louis–born girl named Marguerite Johnson would be a dancer, actress, composer, film director, playwright, civil rights activist, editor, and professor. But her greatest feat was that she managed to do what most Black folks could not: Maya Angelou got to sit down and survey the world she shaped; she got to smell the flowers. With breathtaking consistency, in book after book, poem after poem, speech after speech, Angelou found ways to resuscitate the heartbeat of language. Her tongue is Black, feminine, American. Her poetry is aspirational, inspirational. Black or white, if you are of a certain age, you remember when you first heard Maya Angelou’s poetry. For me, it was during Clinton’s inauguration. My eleventh-grade teacher rolled out the television. In the middle of a winter day, there was Maya Angelou. Her words sang hope and caution. All these years later, Black folk know we say her words whenever we want to be wise.

The facing illustrated portrait captures this Black poet at the tail end of her life—the Oprah years. Oprah told the world what some of us already knew: Maya Angelou was brilliant. And Angelou was probably startled to hear that, because she was used to people not recognizing her beauty, her grace, her strength. Her words carried her singular style, clear and alive with imagery, physicality, and a deep love of sound. This seminal woman knew herself, knew the world, and broke conventions left, right, and center. She lived a lifetime of exhausting change. But in that moment when I captured her image, she was getting to relax just a little bit. Her gaze was settled on other Black artists confirming their brilliance. That is the ultimate fruit of Angelou’s labor: by the time she passed away, she knew she was not alone. Her poetry had inspired and fed generations. Oprah lavished praise, and it was deserved. Maya Angelou got to hear the world’s applause. She knew that at every Juneteenth and Fourth of July, and at some point during Black History Month, some young child dressed in Sunday’s best would stand before grandmothers and uncles who looked on with clasped hands. There’s that young child, brave and trembling, reciting Angelou’s words as if they were his or her own, because they are.




Amy Ashwood Garvey

(1897–1969)

“A nation without great women is a nation frolicking in peril. Let us go forward and lift the degradations which rest on the Negro woman.”
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What it means to be Black has inspired exploration and activism for hundreds of years. During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Black-led movements were driven by figures such as W. E. B. Du Bois, who founded the NAACP in 1909; Martin Delany, co-publisher with Frederick Douglass of the North Star, an antislavery newspaper; and Alexander Crummell, founder of the American Negro Academy, an organization of Black intellectuals.

Women have not often been credited for their efforts in the founding of these historic movements. The first Pan-African Conference, held in London in 1900, featured only six women from the United States and Europe. There should have been more. Women’s voices shaped these institutions. Marcus Garvey is credited as the founder of the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), which grew to become the preeminent Pan-Africanist organization of the twentieth century, mobilizing Black people from its home base in Harlem, New York. But Amy Ashwood Garvey, later to become Garvey’s wife in 1919, described herself as a cofounder when the organization launched in 1914 in their native Jamaica.

The UNIA, inspired in part by Booker T. Washington’s notions of self-reliance, focused on Black-owned businesses. Its members included everyday people throughout the United States, the Caribbean, and other countries. It featured dedicated groups for women, including the Black Cross Nurses, largely credited to Ashwood Garvey, who founded UNIA’s international newspaper, Negro World. Bonded by their shared political beliefs, the Garveys married in 1919, but the relationship is believed to have been brief; Garvey sought an annulment soon after. (Historians sometimes refer to Amy Ashwood as “the first Mrs. Garvey,” because Marcus later married Amy Jacques.)

Ashwood Garvey’s activism continued. She helped found the Nigerian Progress Union in the 1920s and helped establish the African Service Bureau in the 1930s. She traveled widely. A collection of her photography, taken between the 1930s and the 1950s in West Africa, is housed at Duke University. The pictures feature political figures and academics, including one of Liberian president William Tubman, with whom she had a relationship.

Ashwood Garvey used her platform to champion decolonization and Black women’s unity. In an address at the fifth Pan-African Congress in 1945, she said: “Very much has been written and spoken on the Negro, but for some reason very little has been said about the Black woman. She has been shunted to the background to be a child-bearer.” Ashwood Garvey tirelessly advocated for Black women. As a result, Black women the world over now demand the right to contribute to their nations’ political discourse.




Augusta Braxton Baker

(1911–1998)

“Folklore makes one aware of the brotherhood of man.”

[image: image]

Augusta Braxton Baker understood the power of children’s books, which stoke the imagination and help shape the emotional intelligence and critical thinking of young readers. When Baker began her role as a New York Public Library (NYPL) children’s librarian in 1937 and observed the absence of books on the shelves that accurately reflected the lives of Black children, she made it her mission to correct the insufficient narrative.

Not only did Baker source books that conveyed positive role models for Black children, she also removed books that depicted harmful images and story lines—stories that spoke of Black people as uneducated and lazy and images that portrayed offensive physical distortions, playing off centuries-old stereotypes rooted in the dehumanizing of Africans in order to justify slavery. She was based at the NYPL’s 135th Street Harlem Branch—today named the Countee Cullen Branch.

A Baltimore native, Baker earned her bachelor’s degree in education from New York College for Teachers (now SUNY Albany) in 1933. She remained there and received her bachelor’s in library science in 1934, the first Black person to earn that degree. As she continued her career with the NYPL, she worked as an assistant coordinator and storytelling specialist. In 1961 Baker became the NYPL’s children’s services coordinator, which required that she oversee all branches of the city’s children’s library system (more than eighty locations), but she never lost her love of connecting to children’s stories and the kids themselves. The 1946 book My Dog Rinty is a sweet story of a Harlem boy and his dog. In the book, the boy hears a story by the storyteller librarian in his neighborhood—that woman is actually Baker. She retired from the NYPL in 1974, after thirty-seven years.

Baker went on to consult for Sesame Street, the inclusive public access children’s TV show. She later became the University of South Carolina’s storyteller-in-residence at the College of Library and Information Science in Columbia. In 1986, the college helped to form an annual storytelling celebration in her honor. Baker gifted to the university her fifteen-hundred-volume collection of children’s books, one of the most diverse groupings of children’s books of the mid-twentieth century.

Though she died in 1998, her work inspired a young girl decades later. In 2015, at the age of ten, Marley Dias noticed that the books in her fifth-grade class were mostly about white boys and their pets. She began an initiative to collect a thousand books in which Black girls were the main characters. She soon got up to twelve thousand and inspired thousands of kids and their families to pursue the reading, buying, and sharing of diverse children’s literature. In an interview with CBS, a young Dias cited Baker as an unsung hero of the literary world: “I wasn’t alive when she was alive, but I know I follow in her footsteps.”




James Baldwin

(1924–1987)

“Great art can only be created out of love.”

[image: image]

James Baldwin was an accomplished writer, lecturer, and activist. But he was also a gay man. That fact isn’t shocking, but I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately. How that shaped his personal and professional life, and how my homosexuality shapes my own life. One of the reasons why Baldwin is my hero is that he placed himself inside experiences he was not asked to join. I admire that, I love that, because that’s a really hard thing to do. Most people aren’t brave enough to attempt such a thing. He was a person who loved his people while fully aware of their bias against homosexuality. In Black communities, we tsk tsk and suck teeth about homosexuality. To this day, the Black community still doesn’t talk about Baldwin’s gayness; we talk about how brilliant he was, how brave. But by not talking about his homosexuality, we neuter this pioneer. That is an uncomfortable truth. And Baldwin knew more than a thing or two about uncomfortable truths.

But you know, I’ve always felt that James Baldwin’s gayness was his superpower. It allowed him to frequently shatter his community’s discomfort with a single glance and verbally tie in knots racist blowhards like William F. Buckley without breaking a sweat. Being gay was one of the reasons James Baldwin could look at the world with such piercing insight. He knew what he was talking about because he belonged to both communities, while simultaneously belonging to neither. He was an outlier. Baldwin was intimately aware of his people’s discomfort about his homosexuality, but he also knew the intricacies of their generosity and their longing for justice. Toward the end of his life, Baldwin was interviewed by Ken Burns, the legendary documentarian, about the Statue of Liberty. Few knew that originally the Statue of Liberty was built to celebrate Black people’s liberation from enslavement. Baldwin was asked a philosophical question: “What is liberty?” His answer—musing, brief, and devastating—is filled with weariness. Your heart clinches when you listen to his critique of America and its dreaming, of Black folk’s pursuit of happiness—it is a bitter joke for us. That deep knowledge was part of his gay superpower, comforting the discomforted while still pursuing the truth.

Like all superpowers, Baldwin’s gayness came at a cost. There was a deep sadness in James Baldwin, a rarely mentioned loneliness. But his answer to the question “What is liberty?” tells the tale. How many times can you be asked to remind the world of its better self? Baldwin verbally leaped tall buildings with a single bound, but toward the end of his life, you could hear his voice giving out. Throughout his lifetime, Baldwin not only brilliantly told the woes of racism and how it affects and infects our society; he patiently gave his readers and audiences the road map for how to walk out of that darkness. It is little wonder how tired Baldwin seemed in his interview with Ken Burns. He kept telling all of us what we had done and what we could do about it. Most of us failed to listen. I wonder if Baldwin asked himself how often he could love a place, a person, a community with all his heart, only to be by turn blatantly or subtly cast aside. At the end of your life, do you still wear the cape announcing your superpower? Do you still want to? As a gay man, I know what that feeling is. It’s often said that Black creativity is birthed from a place of lack. The scraps of this, the edges of that, the denial of entry, the lack of money and means—these are the starting places of most Black artistry. Think of soul food or jazz. Baldwin embraced the pointed expulsion of what it means to be a Black gay man, and with sass and charm, by leaps and bounds, he entered rooms, salons, assemblies that very much wanted to deny him entry.

Celebrating Baldwin and the other pioneers in this book shouldn’t be just a reverence fest, and yet I can’t contain my praise. This man, who managed to make himself comfortable in a world that was inclined to chafe at his gay presence, stood up and spoke out and gave advice to Malcolm and Martin and all the giants. Marvel at that. Please. That’s why Baldwin is one of my heroes. My load is lighter as an out Black gay man because he charted a path for me. When you’re an outsider everywhere, it gives you a unique perspective. You’re in the world but not allowed to be of the world, and this isolation gave Baldwin’s thoughts and words clarity. One thing that people always say about Baldwin is that he was one of the most lucid speakers on race of anyone from that period. There’s a reason for that. He wore the skin of a Black man, but he was also outside of that experience because he was a gay man. Baldwin’s life gives us a fascinating look into a certain kind of intersectionality. Baldwin knew the church; he was an active participant in civil rights. But he was also a man on the run, and thus different from a gay icon like Bayard Rustin, who was in the same relationship for thirty-odd years. Baldwin had a series of failed relationships. He even had relationships with white men who didn’t understand him, while he was fighting white people and their racism.

In 2020 I spoke on a panel at the Swiss Consulate in San Francisco about the screening of I Am Not Your Negro, a documentary that does a really great job of distilling how James Baldwin became who he was by leaving the United States. His travels gave him some room and space to grow creatively; he discovered European racism and saw how different it was from American racism. One of the Swiss historians who was a participant on that panel was talking about a town in Switzerland where Baldwin and his boyfriend had spent some time. The historian delightfully recounted the numerous occasions when Baldwin had found himself surrounded by townspeople who peppered him with questions about race and being Black. And I listened on, thinking, “That man must have been exhausted!” I imagined him being bone-tired of having to live with that all the time. And on top of all that, he was also openly gay? I can’t imagine the burden on this generous man.

And all the while, he charmed. We should never forget that. He charmed the upper echelon of the Black civil rights movement. That’s not something a person can pull off any old Tuesday. That’s some Ocean’s Eleven finesse.

Another thing I love about James Baldwin is that he totally debunked academic superiority. People don’t tend to highlight the fact that Baldwin didn’t attend Harvard or Yale or any Ivy League school; he wasn’t a professor either. He couldn’t throw those accolades around, but nonetheless he was in the intellectual stratosphere. He made sense of the Black experience in a way that few have managed. He refused to shy away from all our mess, hatred, selfishness. Rather, he peered analytically into all our problems. He told us the truth even when we didn’t want to hear it. Up, up in the sky is James Baldwin, leaping over towering lies in a single bound. For Black gay men like me, he showed us how to stitch our own capes.
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Edward Bannister

(1828–1901)

“Whatever may be my success as an artist is due more to inherited potential than to instruction.”

[image: image]

Nearly ten million visitors trekked to the Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia in 1876, marking the one-hundredth anniversary of American independence. The international gathering featured vendors from more than thirty countries, who came to sell both luxury and everyday goods. The scope of the event, which took place at Fairmount Park on almost three hundred acres in two hundred buildings from May to November that year, was massive. President Ulysses Grant was among the attendees, who were introduced to new foods, inventions, performances, and art.

One painting in particular received great attention: Under the Oaks, a landscape piece created by the artist Edward Bannister, originally from New Brunswick, Canada, who had launched his painting career in Boston. The painting was awarded the first-prize medal. Upon realizing that Bannister was a Black man, the white judges unsuccessfully sought to reconsider their decision. It’s believed that other white competitors supported the judges’ initial vote. Still, the painting seems to have disappeared.

Bannister was born to a Barbadian father in Canada. His mother’s racial identity is not documented, but she reportedly supported her son’s early interest in the arts. After both his parents died, he was taken in by a white family before he took jobs on ships, working as a cook and porter. Upon his return to North America around 1848, he settled in Boston, where he was able to enroll in art classes at the Lowell Institute and painted at the Boston Studio Building. This startlingly intelligent artist was inspired by authors such as Spenser, Virgil, Ruskin, and Tennyson. He later moved to Providence, Rhode Island, with his wife, Christiana, of the Narragansett nation. In 1867 he saw an article in the New York Herald claiming that, although Negroes had an appreciation of art, they were “manifestly unable to produce it.” Historians believe this slight provoked Bannister to disprove the racist critics.

After receiving the 1876 Centennial prize, he won ongoing commissions that enabled him to paint full-time. To prepare for his oil paintings, he sketched in pencil or watercolors. Bannister was known for his landscapes and seascapes, but he also painted portraits. Using biblical and mythological narratives as inspiration, Bannister created pastoral, peaceful scenes. He created dreamy skies, thick woods, still waters, and tree-lined coasts. One can see his contrast of darks and lights, his delicate use of color to depict shadow and atmosphere, his loose brushwork. Rare for a Black man of the period, he achieved widespread acclaim. He became a founding board member of the Rhode Island School of Design.




Jean-Michel Basquiat

(1960–1988)

“I don’t listen to what art critics say. I don’t know anybody who needs a critic to find out what art is.”

[image: image]

By the age of four, Jean-Michel Basquiat had already shown an affinity for drawing. His father, Gérard, a Haitian immigrant from Port-au-Prince, would bring blank paper home from his job at an accounting firm for his son to use for sketching. His mother, Matilde Andrades, a Brooklyn native of Puerto Rican heritage, had an interest in fashion and often drew alongside her son. Matilde took the child to the Brooklyn Museum, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and the Museum of Modern Art, but he also took inspiration from less exalted sources: he was known to recreate cartoonish images of scenes from his favorite television shows. As a teen, Basquiat landed in Lower Manhattan after a brief stint in Puerto Rico with his father, following his parents’ separation. Known for his rebellious spirit, Basquiat would run away for weeks at a time and hang out in the Village dropping acid. As part of a drama theater group, he created a fictional character called SAMO, or “Same Old Shit.”

In the 1970s, Basquiat and his partner Al Díaz used the character SAMO as an alter ego to comment on their environment. Graffiti signed by SAMO started to appear along train lines and in various enclaves. Phrases like “9 to 5 Clone” caught people’s attention. The graffiti works were known as poetic defacements. By the 1980s the art world took note, and Basquiat began selling his paintings from his apartment.

His work—vivid, loud, with broad strokes and often chaotic undertones—was influenced by graffiti and the street culture surrounding him. Because his pieces were saturated with color, critics sometimes described his work as primitive. But Basquiat’s style was intentional, capturing a spontaneity that struck discerning viewers as visceral, timely, and urgent. In a 1984 self-portrait, his head is rendered as lurking on the edge of death or despair. The energy in the eyes, painted a deep red, appears trapped. There is pain present in the image, even as the blue-and-white background suggests that transcendence might soon come.

Basquiat was a student of the moment—in interviews he claimed to be inspired by “real life”—but he also referenced important figures from other rich artistic periods and genres, such as Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie Parker. He died at only twenty-seven years old of a tragic drug overdose. But Basquiat’s work continues to offer a rich reserve. Chaédria LaBouvier, the first Black woman to direct a solo exhibition at the Guggenheim, opened “Basquiat’s ‘Defacement’: The Untold Story” in 2019. The show used Basquiat’s 1983 painting The Death of Michael Stewart, inspired by the death of a young Black man after a mysterious encounter with New York police, as a launchpad to engage with racism in the 1980s and still endured by Black people today.
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