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PIONEERS IN BLACK HISTORY
Jack “Jackie” Roosevelt Robinson was born in Cairo, Georgia in 1919. As a child, he loved 

to play sports, especially baseball. From these humble beginnings, he would rise to become 
the first African-American to play Major League Baseball, and pave the way for other great      
African-American athletes like Michael Jordan, Jerry Rice, and Hank Aaron.

Robinson went to college at UCLA and continued excelling at sports. He played football, 
basketball, track, and of  course, baseball. He joined the army in 1941, but due to heavy ra-
cial discrimination he left a couple of  years later. This freed Robinson to pursue his dream: 
playing baseball.

After spending a year in the Negro Baseball League, Robinson was approached in 1947 
by the president of  the Brooklyn Dodgers, and was offered an unprecedented contract to 
play in the major leagues. He was reluctant at first, but eventually he agreed and signed the 
contract.

 Jackie Robinson had to overcome a lot of  adversity on the field, both from the spectators 
and the opposing teams. Yet no one could deny that Jackie was a great player, and by the end 
of  his first year, he had hit 12 home runs, stolen a league-leading 29 bases, and held a .297 
batting average, earning him the Rookie of  the Year award. In 1949, he won his first of  two 
Most Valuable player awards and also won the batting title with a .342 average. He also led 
the Brooklyn Dodgers to a World Series title in 1955.

 Jackie Robinson is still remembered today as an important pioneer of  African-American 
rights, and was and still is a role model for many young African-American athletes. He was 
voted into the Baseball Hall of  Fame in 1962. On the 50th anniversary of  Jackie Robinson’s 
major league debut, Major League Baseball decided to honor Jackie by retiring his jersey 
number, 42, for every team. Be sure to look around for it the next time you go to a baseball 
game!

JEAN-MICHEL BASQUIAT
“Every single line means something.”

One of  the most well-known African American contemporary artists of  the 20th cen-
tury, Basquiat (1960-1988) got his career started as a graffiti artist and quickly gained 
recognition because of  his Neo-Expressionist paintings.

In 1977 at age 17, Basquiat began spray-painting graffiti art on the slum buildings of  
Manhattan. In December 1978, his tag name “SAMO” was written about in the Village 
Voice. That year, Basquiat dropped out of  high school and moved to Manhattan, where he 
made a living selling t-shirts and postcards on the street. He gained celebrity status in the 
East Village from his regular appearances on Glenn O’Brien’s TV Party in 1979. In the 
late 1970s, Basquiat formed a band called Gray with Vincent Gallo.

Basquiat gained recognition for his canvas paintings in June 1980, when his work was 
featured in The Times Square Show. Rene Ricard launched Basquiat’s career with “The Radi-
ant Child,” which he published in Artforum. Basquiat began to show his work alongside 
some of  the most prominent artists at the time, and became an integral part of  the Neo-
expressionist movement. In 1982, Basquiat started to date the then-unknown Madonna 
and met his friend and collaborator, Andy Warhol. However, his excessive drug use and 
paranoid behavior (in many ways the product of  his art scene activities), eventually devel-
oped into a heroin addiction. In 1988 Basquiat died of  mixed-drug toxicity in his Great 
Jones Street loft/studio.

Basquiat’s style is characterized by its at-times childishness, which is why it is sometimes 
be grouped together with the “self-taught” movement. His work references his black 
identity and identification with historical and contemporary black historical figures and 
events. This is accomplished through the utilization of  traditional African imagery mixed 
with iconic depictions of  events and things witnessed on the street.

On May 15, 2007, one of  Basquiat’s untitled 1981 works sold at Sotheby’s in New York 
for $14.6 million.

JACKIE ROBINSON

A 1984 untitled painting by Basquiat

With all the furor surrounding Barack Obama’s 
campaign, many Americans may have forgotten 
just how close another black man came to being 
the Democratic presidential nominee.  In 1988, 
Jesse Jackson won 11 primaries and 6.9 million 
votes during the Democratic race.
    Before Jackson achieved his current celebrity, 
Jackson was a prominent leader of  the 1960s Civ-
il Rights Movement.  In 1967, Jackson became 
the director of  the Southern Christian Leader-
ship Conference’s Operation Breadbasket—an 
innovative effort to exert economic pressure on 
the white power structure through boycotting 
discriminatory manufacturers and encouraging 
whites to purchase black goods and services.  But 
in 1971, Jackson had a falling-out with the new 
leader of  the SCLC, Rev. Ralph Abernathy, and 
went on to form his own organization:  Opera-
tion PUSH.
    Notable in international as well as domestic affairs, one of  Jackson’s best-known moves 
involved negotiating with Syrian President Hafez al-Assad for the release of  a captured 
American pilot in 1983.  The following year, Jackson helped mediate the release of  22 
American hostages in Cuba.  
    Jackson’s first try at the Democratic nomination came in 1984—when he finished 
third behind Gary Hart and Walter Mondale—but it wasn’t until the 1988 election that 
he had built up enough credibility and organizational strength to make a serious bid for 
the White House.
    20 years later, Barack Obama looks set to finally fulfill the promise of  Jackson’s historic 
campaign.

JESSE JACKSON

For this week’s Op-Ed, the Pamphlette’s issue 
on Black History Month provided an exciting 
opportunity for me to learn about the historical 
figure Booker T. Washington, after whom my 
middle school was named. 

Booker Taliaferro Washington was born on 
April 5th 1856 in Hale’s Ford, Virginia. He was 
born to an African American mother and to a 
white father. Although initially born into slavery, 
he was freed shortly after his birth by the thir-
teenth amendment. After working in coalmines 
and salt furnaces he moved east and attended 
Hampton University. He was then asked to join 
the faculty of  a school in Tuskegee Alabama. 
Washington bought a plot of  land that was a 
former plantation. This piece of  land eventu-
ally became the permanent site of  historically-
black Tuskegee University, which I found to be ironic. He later became head of  the school and 
held this position up until his death in 1915. Washington was one of  the most influential men 
of  his time. He was a spokesman for the rights of  African Americans and used many of  his 
connections with Andrew Carnegie, William Howard Taft, and John D. Rockefeller to promote 
educational programs.

On April 7, 1940, Washington became the first African American to be depicted on a United 
States postage stamp. The first coin to feature an African American was the Booker T. Wash-
ington Memorial Half  Dollar that was minted by the United States from 1946 to 1951. He 
was also depicted on a U.S. Half  Dollar from 1951-1954.  After his death, a Middle School in 
New York was named after him, a school which one Pamphlette member was lucky enough to 
attend.

BOOKER T. WASHINGTON

Questions? Comments? Concerns?

   William Edward Burghardt Du Bois was born on February 23, 1868 in Great Barrington, 
Massachusetts to Alfred Du Bois and Mary Silvina Burghardt Du Bois. Du Bois was born free 
and did not have contact with his biological father, and traveled around frequently when he 
was young. Du Bois was awarded a degree from Fisk University in 1888 and entered Harvard 
College in the fall of  that same year, graduating with a bachelor’s degree in 1890.  In 1892 
he received a scholarship to study at the university of  Berlin, and traveled extensively around 
Europe during his studies in Germany.  After returning back to the United States, Du Bois 
became the first African American to receive a Ph.D. from Harvard University. 
    Dubois wrote many books and autobiographies throughout his life.  Written in 1915, his 
book The Negro influenced the thought of  many future pioneer Africanist scholars.  The Negro 
chronicles an overview of  African American history from the sub-Saharan cultures, including 
Zimbabwe, Ghana and Songhai, and up through the slave trade and post-slavery history of  
African Americans in the United States and the Caribbean.  Many of  his other works focused 
on criminology, specifically the thesis that “Negro crime is caused by the strain of  the ‘social 
revolution’ experienced by black Americans as they began to adapt to their new found free-
dom and position in the nation.” 
    In the first half  of  the 20th century Du Bois was the most prominent intellectual and 
political leader on behalf  of  African Americans in the nation.  He was a contemporary of  
Booker T. Washington—the two of  them carried on a dialogue about segregation and politi-
cal disenfranchisement.  In 1942 Du Bois was investigated by the FBI who claimed that “[h]
is writing indicates him to be a socialist,” and that he “has been called a Communist and at 
the same time criticized by the Communist Party.”  Du Bois was indeed a proponent of  Com-
munist ideals—in 1959 he received the Lenin Peace Prize and in 1961, at the age of  93, he 
joined the Communist Party USA.
    In 1961 Du Bois was invited to Ghana by President Kwame Nkrumah to direct a govern-
ment academic production known as the Encyclopedia Africana.   After completing the proj-
ect in 1963, he attempted to return to the United States but was refused a new U.S. passport. 
He and his wife then became citizens of  Ghana, renouncing their US citizenship. Du Bois’ 
health had declined in 1962, and on August 27, 1963, he died in Accra, Ghana at the age of  
ninety-five, one day before Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech. Still, W.E.B. 
Du Bois’ intellectualization and popularization of  the plight of  the African American will be 
celebrated for time to come. 

W.E.B. DU BOIS


