i,

GEORGE Fox

UNIVERSITY Digital Commons @ George Fox University
Levi Pennington People
1940

Achievements of the American Negro

Levi T. Pennington
George Fox University

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.georgefox.edu/levi_pennington

Recommended Citation

Pennington, Levi T., "Achievements of the American Negro" (1940). Levi Pennington. 377.
https://digitalcommons.georgefox.edu/levi_pennington/377

This Book is brought to you for free and open access by the People at Digital Commons @ George Fox University. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Levi Pennington by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons @ George
Fox University. For more information, please contact arolfe@georgefox.edu.


http://www.georgefox.edu/
http://www.georgefox.edu/
https://digitalcommons.georgefox.edu/
https://digitalcommons.georgefox.edu/levi_pennington
https://digitalcommons.georgefox.edu/archives_people
https://digitalcommons.georgefox.edu/levi_pennington?utm_source=digitalcommons.georgefox.edu%2Flevi_pennington%2F377&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.georgefox.edu/levi_pennington/377?utm_source=digitalcommons.georgefox.edu%2Flevi_pennington%2F377&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:arolfe@georgefox.edu

ACHIEVEMENTS OF THE AMERICAN NEGRO.

Again I have a subject suggestive of the occasion when a
speaker was given as the topic for his address "The Mississipgpi
Valley*® and he saia he would nut fully cover his subject.

An ola book the perusesl of which I can highly recommend
contains the statement that "God hath made of one blocod all nations
of men®; and anthropclogy, physiolocgy and other sciences agree with
the statement; sc we need not be surprised tec find achievements of
the negro in any area in which other races achieve.

In the physical realm, with which we are least concerned,
there have been remarksble records made by negroes. In pugilism,
perhaps the lowest form of athletics except professional wrestling,
which is more brutal aznd more crooked, there are such nzmes as Jack
Johnson, Jersey Joe Walcott, Ezzard Charles and Joe Louis, each of
whom has hela the title of woria's champicn neavywelignt pugiliset,
ana tne various weight classifications have at varicus tlmes nad
their negro world champions. In basket ball the Harlem Globe Trotters
nave few equals if any in this one "invenied"” game. In football we
nave All-americans such as faul Hobeson ana Jackie Robinson; in track
there are meny negro champions, Jesse Owen holding a lomng string of
world tTitles and world records in the sprints, the jumps anada the
hurdles; in baseball, after being barred for many decades the negro
was admitted, and Jackie Robinson, Campinello and cthers have won
the distinction of "most valuable player™ in the big leagues and others
have won like distinction in the minors; and so one might go on with
negro achievements in many fields o¢f physical prowess.

But we are more interestied in olther things. The negro has
mgde his mark in art, literature, music, education, the theater, the
pulpit, and even in international affzirs. Naturally we can deal
with only a few of the many who have wrougnt worthily.

In the graphic and plastic arts, the negro has not yet
produced many great artists. But Henry O. Tanner, son of an African
Lethodist Episcopal bishop, ranks nign among painters, whatever their
race or color, with medals and prizes and otkher awards, and with his
masterpieces in many of the leading art museums of the world. =Edouard
Scott, perhaps second zmong negroc painters, has specialized in por-
traits and murals. ¥is work decoraies the walls of many public
buildings, state houses, churches, banks, schools, etc. Probably the
most famous negro in the field of sculpture is a woman, Mefta Warrick
Tuller, whose work at first was gruesome, macabre, but whica later
concerned itself with matters of social inferest.

In toe field of education the name most widely xnown is
probably that of Booker T. Washington, the creator of Tuskegee. His
emphasis was on the preparaiion of the negro for the agricultural
ana industrial fielog and Lis emphnasis was so littie ugon matters of
social ana political equa.ity that he aroused the emhalic not to say
oitter opposition of ¥W. E. Burghardt DuBois, who led the Niagara Move-
ment which insisted on absolute equalily, socially, politiczlly, in-
dustrially, professionally, and in every other way. The conftroversy
dulled the fame of Dr. Washington, who, however, did more for the
advancement of the negro in his day than any other man or woman,
white or black. Whether in segregated schools or in schools where
all races study on an sgual footing, the negro has won recognition



in many places and disbtinobtion in not a few, Hodand Hayes in hie
position at larvard is an outetanding example of such recogniton
and distinection.

'"any negroes have won marked success in other fields.
There are highly successful lawyers among the negroes, doctors, sur-
gewns, bankers, merchants, preachers, etc, Ralph Bunche has done a
noteworthy work in internationel conciliation., George Vasuaingion Car-
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negro has won his highest distinction, and in each field nis work
is buth distinguished and distinctive.

ln tue literary realw bthere has been notable achievement
in both prose and poetry. In biography and especially aulobiopgrayny
Booker T, Washington's "Up from Slavery" holds a high and unique place,
a wonderful story told in such simple language that some have eriti-
cized it as being childlike -- some have even said childish., Paull:
Dunbar's short stories would have made him notable if he had never
written a poem. The extent of his literary achievements is almost
unbelievable when one remembers that after a long and losing fight
against disease, he died before reaching the age of 34, There are
many other names of negroes in prose literature wathy to be in #ho's
/Mo in America, and not a few of them were so included.

But it is in the realm of poetry that the negro has made
his wost notavle contribution, anda this is not strange, since poetry
is almea at tune emotions and the negro is close enough to his prim-
itive backgrounds to be moved more by emotion than by intellect in
wany cases. And while much of this poetry is poetry written by ne-
groes rather than negro poetry, there is not a little of it that is
written in negro dialect, which is to a great extent simply the di-
lect of the south, not a little of it is distinguished by its con-
sciousness of and resentment against the inequities, the discrimina-
tions and the injustices, sometimes the actual outrages, from which
the race has suffered so bitterly in the past, and from which, in
spite of advances, it is not yet free.

Witiiout question the most outstanding poet of the negro
race is raul Laurence Dunbar. He is best known for his poems in
dialect, but it was his awmbition to be known for his work in classic
English, and t.is work would have given him worthy fame if he had never
written in dialecu, ie aeserves a wonth's real study, not a few min-
utes in &a paper like this.

But we must have a few samples from his non-dialect poems.
Here is one:s
Megro Genius, P 185, "BEre Sleep Comes Down."

And here is another:
Megro Genius, p. 156. "The Poet and His Song."

One more; probably most quoted of all his verse:
Negro Genius, p. 156. i 73 B " S

One mores
Negro Genius, p. 157, "When All is Done."
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Ana finally his valedictory:
Negro Genius, p. 157. "“Compensation.

Dunbar's dialect poetry has been seldom equalled, probably
never surpassed., They should be read only by a real artist as a reader
-- which T am not. Among the best known are "A Coquette Conguered",
"When Malinda Sings" (by many considered his dialect masterpiece),
"When de Co'n Pone's Hot", "How Lucy Beckslid", "At Candie Lightin'
Time" -- the list could be made much longer. But here is one tasat
was included in the illustrated edition of the book, "Candle Lightin'
Time" butl strangely enough was omitted from both the larger edition
of these poems:

Negro Genius. » 158, "Lullaby."

Buu Paul Laurence Dunbar is not the only negro writer of
verse deserving of the title "poet.” William Stanley Braithwaite,
James Weldon Johnson, Leslie Pinckney H&ll, Alice Dunbar Nelson,
Countee Cullen, Claud McKay, Langston Hughes, these and many others
that could be named have written genuine poetry.

It is natural that the bitterness of segregation, discrim-
ination, lynching, should get into not a little of the poetry of
these sons and daughters of Africa. Walter Evans Hawkins' poetry
is a cry of protest, as witness:

liegre Genius, p. 239. "A festival in Christendom."

Leslie Pinckney Hill has the same spirit in the horrible
thing he writes about a case where a negro was stolen from the train
on which he was taken to prison, and his guards said they did not
know he had been taken till the train moved out and left him in the
hands of the mob, Hill calls his poem "So Quietly:

llegro Genius, p. 215, "So Quietly."

Countee Cullen expresses in a milder form his feeling of
hurt at discrimination:

Caroling Dusk, p. 182. "Yet Do I Marvel."
And again:

Caroling Dusk, p. 187. YFor a Lady I Know."
And once agains

Caroling Dusk, p. 187. "Incident."

But enough about poetry by negroes. Time is passing; and
we must pass the achievements of negroes in the dramatic world, achieve-
ments that range from high tragedy to low comedy, frgﬂ;iigg opera to
minstrelecy, accomplishments in libretto and score. Richara-
son, Charles Gilpin, Richard B. Harrison and Paul Robeson are notable
names, from "Green Pastures" to "QOthello."

But perhaps in no realm of achievement has the negro
reached as great a height as in the world of musiec. And here there
is such a wealth of material that one can mention only a few of the
truly great performers.
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"Rlind Tom" (Thomas Green Bethune) was an almost unbelievable
musician who died in 1908 at the age of 59, He was not only the pos- |
sessor of "absolute pitch" but could tell the pitch of any chord, how- |
ever dissonant; and it was his delight at his concertes to have some
music;an play a composition that he had never heard, preferably the
musician's own composition that had never been published, and the

more complicated the better, and then "Blind Tom" would sit down at

the piano and play the entire composition,”verbatim et literatiw."

Flora Batson Bergen, Sissierett Jones, "The Black Patti",
the Hyers Sisters and others were world famous in the early part of
this century and the last years of the former.

"There were giants in the earth in those days", and
there are giants in the earth today. The list of great singers is
too long to give, and the list of great negro singers is not a short
one. But I will name Dorothy Maynor, Marian Ahderson, Paul Robeson
and Roland Hayes, and ask if you can name another four, of any race
or color, that excel them in excellence. All four of them can sing
greatly; and each can render the finest classical music, the most
acceptable of popular music, and the most characteristic of the music
of the black rzce, the negro spirituals. It has been said that only
8 negro can sing a negro spiritual as it should be sung; but we are |
to have the privilege of hearing that theory disproved right now.
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