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Introduction


Elijah Muhammad—originally Elijah Robert Poole—was the son of William Poole and Mariah Hall, two sharecroppers who were born shortly after the American Civil War. They grew up in Georgia in the waning years of the Reconstruction Era and witnessed the attempts by the federal government to rebuild and reform the South after the war.

William and Mariah were wed in early 1887, and Elijah—one of thirteen children born from this union—came into the world ten years later on October 7, 1897. He was named after the biblical prophet Elijah who, according to scripture, was raptured up into heaven on a “chariot of fire.” Both of Elijah’s parents had a spiritual bent. His father William was known by the locals as a lay preacher and was frequently found pounding the pulpit at the local church. His mother Mariah, meanwhile, apparently had dreams and visions from which she derived deep inspiration.

The vision that stood out to her the most was one that she claimed to have had when she was just seven years old. Mariah went through life insisting that it was at this age that she received a powerful vision that “one day she would give birth to a male child of preeminent stature and importance.” Furthermore, the vision imparted upon her that this child of preeminent stature would eventually come into contact with “a great power.” She believed that Elijah was that child, and so, from the very beginning, he had a special place in the family.

Mariah’s vision aside, Elijah’s widely used nickname within the family was “the Prophet.” From the very beginning, it seemed that just about everyone expected great and mighty things from Elijah Muhammad, and he certainly wouldn’t disappoint them.


Chapter One

Early Life in Georgia

“Love of self comes first. The one who loves everybody is the one who does not love anyone.”

—Elijah Muhammad

Around the turn of the twentieth century, Elijah’s parents picked up and moved from Sandersville to the town of Cordele in southcentral Georgia. Here, William found extra work at some of the local factories, and for a time, the family seemed to have a new economic start. William continued his preaching meanwhile, soon finding a welcoming pulpit at a local Baptist Church.

It was in church that young Elijah would form some of his earliest memories. He enjoyed sitting in the pew and watching his father deliver dramatic fire and brimstone-styled sermons. Elijah would later recall that the sermons were so gripping that he would sometimes be so frightened by them that he trembled in his seat.

As he became older, though, he would not be quite as enraptured by his father’s theatrics and would come to pick apart his performance, criticizing him over what he felt was lacking in the delivery. As Elijah grew ever more conscious of what he viewed to be flaws in his father’s preaching, William Poole began to dread Monday mornings when Elijah would begin openly debating him over what he had preached about the previous day.

Elijah would frustrate his father because he was already good at pointing to scripture as a means of proving that his father was in theological error. It seems after a while, William Poole gave up debating his son and simply tried to avoid him altogether. Growing resentful of the relentless critiques, at one point, he reportedly complained to his wife, “You know, that boy gets on my nerves.”

What William perhaps did not understand was that his son was not so much trying to make him look bad but rather had a keen interest in philosophical questions. At a young age, Elijah was a true searcher for truth and meaning. He asked all the big questions, such as, “Why are we here? How did we get here? And what are we supposed to do?” It was in an effort to find an answer to these things that he began to studiously read the Bible whenever he had the chance.

In the midst of these theological struggles, Elijah’s everyday life in Georgia was also challenging. At just ten years of age, he was already doing odd jobs to help get extra money for his family. He and his sister often chopped firewood so that they could haul it to town and sell it to anyone who would buy from them. Elijah also attended a local school, but due to the segregation of the day, he couldn’t just show up at the closest schoolhouse in town. The African American designated school he was assigned to attend was quite far from where he lived, and he had to walk five miles a day just to get to it.

When he wasn’t at school, chopping firewood, or reading his Bible, young Elijah often sat with his older relatives, who told stories of what Georgia was like during the years of slavery. His grandfather, in particular, captured his imagination, describing how when he was young, the slave masters often twisted specific Bible verses to make it seem as if slavery was condoned by scripture.

Elijah, already accustomed to critiquing his father’s scriptural fallacies, knew that this wasn’t true and was appalled that someone would be audacious enough to bend the Bible to their own ends. These stories both horrified and intrigued Elijah and seemed to light a fire in his soul. Hearing of the injustice that had been heaped upon his people, he wanted to do something about it. Elijah’s true calling had made itself known.


Chapter Two

Heading North

“There are three signs of a hypocrite: when he speaks he speaks lies, when he makes a promise he breaks it, and when he is trusted he betrays his trust.”

—Elijah Muhammad

By the time Elijah reached adolescence, life in Cordele had taken a turn for the worse. After a spate of racial attacks against African Americans, including a few horrific public lynchings, many felt compelled to leave. Elijah himself left in 1913 when he was just 16 years old, having found a job in the bigger town of Macon, Georgia.

Here, Elijah worked at local sawmills and eventually became a tramroad foreman and builder. At one point, he also took a job as a farm laborer, but this proved to be one of the worst jobs he would ever have. He worked for a European American farmer, who treated his African American employees as little more than slaves. Elijah wasn’t going to put up with it, and when the man threatened to beat him with a stick for failing to follow his instructions, Elijah stood up to the bully. He told him in no uncertain terms that if he did any such thing, Elijah “would have no better sense then than to strike him back.” This was the last time that Elijah would do farm work.

By the time of the First World War meanwhile, many African Americans began to leave the South for the North in what would become known as the Great Migration. As the war heated up, factory jobs were in demand, and there were also some opportunities available in the U.S. Armed Forces for those willing to enlist. Although the Armed Forces were still segregated, African American detachments such as the famed Harlem Hellfighters fought with valor.

Back home, the steady stream of African Americans moving north had an impact on Georgia’s agricultural economy since there was a sudden shortage of able-bodied men to work the farms. Ironically enough, the Georgian society that had treated the African American community so badly began to try and stem the flow of migrants by wooing them back. Many black families had been driven off by Georgia’s racist practices, yet when local authorities realized how much they needed their labor, they tried to keep people from leaving. Soon, local political leaders began to engage in campaigns about the need to treat the African American community better. Nevertheless, the Great Migration to the North continued all the same.

During this period, although Elijah remained in Georgia for the time being, he too was drawn to the industrial sector, securing far better work than he would have had as a field hand for a farmer. Just as the war was coming to a close in 1918, Elijah very nearly got drafted, but the war managed to end that November just before his draft notice was about to be sent out. After the war ended, he took up a job for the Southern Railroad Company, which had him laboriously working to lay out railroad tracks.

It was around this time that Elijah met a local woman by the name of Clara Evans. He courted Ms. Evans for much the rest of the year before the two were duly wed the following year, on March 17, 1919. As he struggled to make ends meet, laboring on the railroad, the affection of his new bride was of great comfort.

The two then began to increase their family in the ensuing years, with Clara giving birth to their son Emmanuel in the spring of 1921 and then a daughter named Ethel in the fall of 1922. His family brought him happiness, but in the end, life in Georgia had become just too unbearably hard. Due to the increasing discrimination he was subjected to in his home state, Elijah finally decided to leave Georgia for good.

In later reflection on his decision to leave, Elijah would later famously remark that he had “seen enough of the white man’s brutality in Georgia to last me for 26,000 years.” Elijah, his wife Clara, and their two children, along with Elijah’s parents and siblings, all moved about as far away from their home state as they could—to Detroit, Michigan—in April of 1923. A new chapter in their lives was about to begin.
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