BLACK HISTORY MONTH

QUICK FACTS

DID YOU KNOW?

* James Weldon Johnson (1871-1938) born on June 17, 1871 in Jacksonville, Florida.  James was a United States diplomat, a lawyer, a college professor, and an officer in the NAACP, but he is best known for his poetry.  In fact, because of his poetry, he may be one of the most important person in black history.  

Johnson’s early training was in music.  He earned both a bachelor of arts and a Master of Arts degree at Atlanta University.  After receiving his bachelor’s degree in 1894, he became the principal of a high school in Jacksonville, Florida.  While there, he studied law. In 1897, he became the first black to be admitted to the Florida bar.  He began to practice law and, drawing on his musical training, to collaborate with his brother John in writing songs.  They produced over 200 songs for the musical stage.  The most influential of those songs was “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” which described the black past and hope for the future.

In 1906, James Weldon Johnson’s musical career was placed on hold.  President Theodore Roosevelt appointed him first as U.S. consul to Venezuela and later to a post in Nicaragua.  After eight years as a diplomat, Johnson returned to his country and began teaching at Fisk University.

Johnson’s concerns with his roots became evident at that time.  He toured the South, gathering stories and songs from blacks. Those excerpts of black culture would for generations help people to become aware of both the richness of the past and the struggle that others had undergone.  The stories influenced Johnson’s poetry too, and were recorded in his Book of American Negro Poetry, American Negro Spirituals, and God’s Trombones.
The multi-faceted Johnson also served as a field secretary in the NAACP, which he joined in 1916.  He later became executive secretary of the organization and remained in that position until 1930.  Between 1916 and 1930, many discriminatory laws were overthrown and the cause of equality was advanced.
