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James Earl Jones in Fences, 1987

Production History
Fences premiered on Broadway at the 46th
Street Theatre in 1987. The production was
directed by Lloyd Richards and starred
James Earl Jones, Mary Alice, Ray Aranha,
Russell Costen, and Courtney B. Vance. 
The production won four Tony Awards
including Best Play, the Pulitzer Prize for
Drama, three Drama Desk Awards,
including Best Play and the NY Drama
Critics Circle Award for Best Play.
(Playbill.com)

Viola Davis and Denzel Washington in Fences, 2010

The 2010 limited engagement

Broadway Revival of Fences opened on

April 26th and closed on July 11th. It

was directed by Kenny Leon and

starred Denzel Washington and Viola

Davis.The production was nominated

for 10 Tony awards and won 3,

including Best Revival of a Play and

Best Actor in a Play

(Denzel Washington.)



AUGUST WILSON: THE MAN BEHIND THE LEGACY
From Center Theatre Group
 
August Wilson was born Frederick August Kittel on April 27, 1945, to mother Daisy
Wilson, a cleaning lady who primarily cared for August and his siblings, and his
father, also Frederick August Kittel, a German immigrant and baker. August Wilson
was the fourth of six children and the oldest son.
Growing up in the Hill District of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, the setting for many of his
plays, Wilson attended St. Richard’s Parochial School and then progressed to
Central Catholic High School in 1959. In the era of Jim Crow laws and stark
prejudice against African-Americans, Wilson faced hostility and harassment that
forced him to transfer to two other high schools during his freshman year. In 1960,
at age 15, Wilson dropped out of Gladstone High School after a teacher accused him
of plagiarizing a paper on Napoleon. Undaunted by his troubled high school
experience, Wilson continued his education informally at the Carnegie Library of
Pittsburgh and on the streets of the Hill District, soaking in the language of its people
and the culture of his community.
In 1962, Wilson enlisted in the U.S. Army for three years, but left after one year of
service. He then worked odd jobs as a dishwasher, porter, cook, and gardener to
support himself. In 1965, Wilson purchased his first typewriter for $20, using money
paid to him by his sister Freda for writing a term paper for her. At this time, Wilson
began to write poetry.
In the late 1960s, at the threshold of the Black Arts Movement, Wilson joined a
group of poets, educators, and artists who formed the Centre Avenue Poets Theater
Workshop. Wilson met friend and collaborator, Rob Penny, through this group, and
in 1968, they co-founded the Black Horizon Theater, a community-based, Black
Nationalist Theater Company in the Hill District of Pittsburgh.
Wilson served as the self-taught resident director, and Penny was the playwright-in-
residence up until the mid-1970s when the company dissolved. Penny and Wilson
produced several plays from and inspired by the black canon, a collection of
literature and artwork by African-American artists, assembled and celebrated to
raise awareness about the African-American experience. In 1970, Wilson married his
first wife, Brenda Burton, and had his first daughter, Sakina Ansari Wilson.
In 1978, Wilson moved to St. Paul, Minnesota, where he concentrated more on
playwriting and became a company member of the Penumbra Theatre led by
colleague Lou Bellamy. In 1979, Wilson wrote Jitney, which he considered his first
real play. Wilson received a fellowship from the Minneapolis Playwrights Center in
1980, and the following year, he married his second wife Judy Oliver.



Wilson’s third American Century Cycle play, Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom, which
premiered at the Eugene O’Neill Theater Center in 1982, was the first to gain him
widespread recognition. In the same year, Wilson met Lloyd Richards, the African-
American artistic director of the Yale Repertory Theatre who would direct Wilson’s
first six plays on Broadway. In 1987, Wilson won the Pulitzer Prize for Fences, and
in 1990, The Piano Lesson earned Wilson his second Pulitzer.
In 1990, he transitioned to Seattle, Washington, where he met Costume Designer
Costanza Romero in 1994. They married and together had a daughter, Azula
Carmen Wilson, in 1997. Wilson continued to work and earn numerous accolades
throughout his lifetime. In June 2005, at the age of 60, Wilson was diagnosed with
liver cancer. He died on Sunday, October 2, 2005, in Seattle’s Swedish Medical
Center.
Shortly after his death, on October 16, 2005, the former Virginia Theater on
Broadway was renamed August Wilson Theatre, and on February 17, 2006, the
African American Cultural Center of Greater Pittsburgh officially became the
August Wilson Center for African American Culture. In addition to these buildings,
the August Wilson Monologue Competition, now in its seventh year, further
preserves Wilson’s legacy.
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Like many other regions in the United States of America during the seventeenth and

eighteenth centuries, Pennsylvania (with Pittsburgh as its second-largest city) capitalized on

slavery and authorized profitable rewards to slave owners (Bales, 2004). Finally, in 1779, the

Pennsylvania legislature decided that it no longer wanted to remain a slave-sanctioning state

(Simpson, 2008). However, nearly twenty years after the Pennsylvania legislature ratified the

gradual end of slavery, Pittsburgh’s population census still registered 64 slaves out of 2,400

residents. At that time, there was still indentured slavery and citywide profiling; thus,

unencumbered black residents were well advised to carry a “Certificate of Freedom”

(University of Pittsburgh, 2008). Along with well-documented immense pain and suffering,

servitude and social suppression also imposed a systemic hostility to black families’ efforts to

embrace expressions of African philosophy and traditions (Mitchell, 2009).

Joy Degruy-Leary (2005) asserts that slavery created a contemporary psychological and

emotional condition in Black Americans that is passed through generations at the family,

community, and societal levels. DeGruy-Leary’s theory, called Post-Traumatic Slavery

Syndrome (PTSS), suggests the evidence of this transmission is represented in current racial

economic disparities, consumerism, higher rates of morbidity and mortality, and decreasing

overall life-expectancy among contemporary Black Americans. DeGruy-Leary’s PTSS theory

relates to Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), a socially maladaptive condition that also

occurs when an individual experiences severe psychological trauma due to extremely

stressful events such as war, rape, or violence. According to DeGruy-Leary (2005), PTSS and

PTSD disorders among African Americans are caused by centuries of chattel slavery and

second-class citizenship. Based on social, economic, and political perspectives, black

residents of Pittsburgh are showing the effects of the historical maltreatment, which lead to

immeasurable emotional and untreated psychological traumas, as well as injury and damage

to the psyche, identity, esteem, and self-worth (Byrdsong et al., 2013). 



1. Historical Overview of Pittsburgh

In the late nineteenth century, huge coal deposits were uncovered in various regions of

southwestern Pennsylvania (Hinshaw, 2002). Pittsburgh’s direct connections to trade routes

lead the city to develop into an industrial complex. When steel, iron, and glass fabrication

began, a huge number of immigrants, together with black families from southern regions of

the United States (U.S.), transferred to Pittsburgh to be employed in the steel mills and coal

mines. Although blacks continually faced discriminatory hiring practices by the coal and

steel

industries, by 1900, nearly four percent of the labor forces in steel mills were black

immigrant workers (Hinshaw, 2002). World War I and World War II lead to an intensified

need for the goods and services manufactured in Pittsburgh; the city led the U.S. in the

production of steel, glass, and coal products (Pittsburgh Pennsylvania History, 2009). Even

though blacks were paid less than their white counterparts, they still earned wages much

higher than from previous types of jobs. Meanwhile, from the early 1900s to the late 1970s,

the nation began to encounter extensive racial unrest and disorder. Various interest groups

and leaders emerged to speak openly about social injustice and discriminatory treatment of

blacks in the U.S. For the first time in its history, the organized forces against racial

segregation, discrimination, and victimization became visible through mass media and town

hall meetings. 

2. Historical Overview of Black American Leaders and Organizations

Founded in 1909, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)

is a civil rights organization with a mission to eliminate Jim Crow segregation, lynching, and

prejudice in order to improve the quality of life for “people of color” (NAACP, 2016).
Initially, their primary strategy was to focus on using the judicial system to overturn the Jim

Crow statutes that endorsed black segregation. In 1913, the NAACP initiated opposition to

President Woodrow Wilson’s inclusion of racial segregation into nation-wide policy and

practice. 



The NAACP spent enormous amounts of energy towards enacting federal legislation

against lynching; however, by the 1920s, southern white stakeholders and residents were

either voting as a block against such legislation or employing filibusters in the legislature to

block the voting. Because of organized blockages, there were no black political legislatures

from the South in Congress, essentially making the region a single democratic political

system. The NAACP regularly displayed a black flag stating “A Man Was Lynched

Yesterday” from the window of its offices in New York to mark each lynching. The

organization also brought litigation to challenge the “white primary” system in the South.

Southern states had created white-only primaries as another way of barring blacks from the

political process (NAACP, 2016).

In contrast, the Supreme Court ruled against the white primary (i.e., the 1944 case of Smith v.

Allwright). Through the federal mandate, states were instructed to retract legislation

associated with the white primaries, but the legislatures immediately enacted new methods to

reduce the involvement of blacks (Wikipedia, 2010). However, organized movements to

eliminate racial exclusion and discrimination gave rise to victory with some significant court

proceedings. Starting in 1950, the NAACP Legal Defense Fund focused on litigating

Charleston, South Carolina’s school desegregation case. Two years later, the U.S. Supreme

Court decided to hold a hearing along with cases from Delaware, Virginia, Kansas, and the

District of Columbia—this became the now well-known case of Brown v. Board of Education

of Topeka (BBET). NAACP lawyers, lead by Thurgood Marshall, contended the case and

won. BBET symbolized a landmark victory in the challenge for complete citizenship rights

and initiated new optimism that local, state, and nationwide segregation was unquestionably

immoral (Appiah & Gates, 2004).

In addition to the NAACP, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was also a prominent leader in the

Black American civil rights movement, securing progress on human entitlements in the

United States (Carson, 2001). Dr. King became a universal icon, as well as a recognized

martyr by a vast number of Christian churches. Dr. King, as a young Baptist minister, became

a human rights activist early in his career. 



He organized the 1955 Montgomery Bus Boycott and initiated the 1957 Southern

Christian Leadership Conference as its first organizational president. Dr. King's efforts

resulted in the 1963 March on Washington, where he famously delivered his “I Have a

Dream” speech. This particular speech, as well as numerous others delivered to southern

communities, raised public consciousness of the human rights movement. He

successfully established himself as one of the most extraordinary orators of humanistic

insights in U.S. history. As a global recognition, Dr. King became the youngest person to

receive the Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts to eliminate racial apartheid and

discrimination through non-violent civil disobedience (Library of Congress, 2008). The

human rights ideologies that Dr. King promoted, however, led to his 1968 assassination

in Memphis, Tennessee. For his efforts, Dr. King was posthumously awarded the

Presidential Medal of Freedom and Congressional Gold Medal, and Martin Luther King,

Jr. Day was observed as a U.S. national holiday for the first time in 1986. A vast number

of local and national leaders acclaim Dr. King as having successfully provided critical

leadership for the enactments of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, as well as the Voting Rights

Act of 1965—both of which helped to reveal and outlaw racist legislation that

suppressed Black American to underclass citizenship (Library of Congress, 2008).

Malcolm X, also known as El-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz, was another black leader who

gained national attention, being more radical and assertive then Dr. King. He was a Black

American Muslim minister, human rights activist, and public speaker. He was a daring

promoter for the rights of Black Americans, a man who charged White America for its

wrongdoings and misconducts against Black Americans. His adversaries accused him of

proselytizing black supremacy, anti-Semitism, and violence incitement (El-Shabazz et

al., 1987). Malcolm X declared that black people were the original human group of the

world, and superior to whites. While the civil rights movement struggled against racial

segregation, he encouraged the absolute separation of Black Americans from whites. He

repeatedly advocated that the United States owed reparations to black families for the

enslaved and unpaid workforce of their ancestors. 



He also vetoed the nonviolence strategy of the civil rights movement and instead advocated

that black people should use any means necessary (including violence when needed) to

protect themselves. Eventually, his intensified concern of perilous sufferings among ethnic

minorities around the world and a tension between him and the head of the Nation of Islam

led to his departure from the organization in 1964 (Salman, 2012).

After leaving the Nation of Islam, Malcolm X announced his desire to cooperate with leaders

of the civil rights movement. However, he advocated that the civil rights movement should

elevate its focus to a more universal human rights movement. He felt that a fight limited to

civil rights alone would simply remain a domestic problem. By framing the Black American

struggle for equal rights as an advocacy for human rights, it would become a universal issue

and the struggle could bring its protest for the United Nations to deliberate. Wasting time

and resources in civil courts as equal rights issue limited the scope of the crucial, universally

relevant human rights issue. Malcolm X believed that numerous developing nations of the

world would issue their support to the cause of Black Americans. He emphasized the global

paradigm learned from his international journeys and articulated the “direct connection”

between the domestic struggle of Black Americans for equal rights with the liberation

struggles of developing nations. He professed that Black Americans were wrong when they

thought of themselves as a minority; in a global context, black people were a majority. Soon

after he disengaged with the Nation of Islam, Malcolm X was assassinated in 1965 (Salman,

2012). Another unique black resistance group, which gained national attention during

1960s, was the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). This movement began

as several black college students from North Carolina A&T University refused to leave a

lunch counter in Greensboro, North Carolina where they had been denied service. This

event generated a wave of other sit-ins in college towns across the South. Subsequently, the

Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee was formed, and the term “Black Power” was

created and adopted by the ensuing civil rights movement (University of Virginia, 2010).The

goal of Black Power was to establish a strong racial identity and empower Black Americans,

to promote a departure from white culture, and to encourage Black Americans to develop

social, economic, and political institutions and document their own histories.



The SNCC stipulated that it was necessary for a Black American’s sense of self-worth to see that

oppression could be fought and justice procured without the interferences of whites.

Black Americans also needed a milieu that would allow free expression of their frustration

with the current social, economic, and political suppression and oppression. It is notable that

many members of the SNCC became contemporary black leaders, such as NAACP Chairman

Julian Bond, Congressman John Lewis, and former Washington, D.C. Mayor Marion Barry.

Together with hundreds of other SNCC members, they left a lasting impact on the history of

the black civil rights movement (Chicago Public Library, 2016).

From the mid-1960s to the late-1970s, the Black Panther Party (BPP) achieved U.S. and

global recognition through their intensive involvement in U.S. politics, improved minority

communities, and Black Power movement. The group’s militant rhetoric, provocative posture,

and cultural and political indictments permanently altered the global image of American

identity. By the late 1960s, the BPP had expanded into numerous cities throughout the United

States, including Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, Cleveland, Denver, Detroit, Los Angeles,

Newark, New York City, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, San Diego, Seattle, and Washington D.C.

BPP membership exceeded 5,000, and their newspaper, called The Black Panther, had a

circulation of over a quarter million under the editorial leadership of Eldridge Cleaver

(Wikipedia, 2010). The group advocated for the Ten-Point Program, a document that

demanded for “Land, Bread, Housing, Education, Clothing, Justice, and Peace,” as well as

exemption from conscription for Black American men, among other requirements. With the

Ten-Point Program and its mandates of “What We Want, What We Believe,” the BPP

captured the collective economic and political grievances as others (including black radicals

and liberals) joined the action.

The BPP also instituted a variety of community social programs designed to alleviate poverty

and improve health among communities deemed most needful of aid. It also recognized that

different minority communities (those it deemed oppressed and discriminated) needed to

unify around their own issues and encouraged alliances with all such groups (Asante, 2005).

The Black Panther Party’s most well recognized programs were its armed citizen patrols to



help protect black residents and its “Free Breakfast for Children” program.

However, their confrontational and combative tactics against police often lead to massive

political and legal casualties (Byrdsong et al., 2015). Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)

Director J. Edgar Hoover called the party “the greatest threat to the internal security of the

country.” He initiated an extensive program of counter-organizing that included incitements

through surveillance, eavesdropping, police harassment, infiltration, perjury, and a host of

other tactics designed to incriminate BPP members and exhaust the organization of

resources and reduce manpower. Numerous local law enforcement officials also went to

great lengths to discredit and obliterate the organization, including assassinating key

leaders (Lazerow & Williams, 2006). In retrospect, the BPP described their organization as a

progressive social and political organization that stood in the frontline of the strongest drive

for social progress in U.S. since the Revolution of 1776 and the Civil War. It is the sole black

organization in the history of black struggle and oppression in the U.S. that promoted a

revolutionary agenda, armed its members, and represented the last great push by Black

Americans for equality, justice, and freedom (Black History, 2016).

3. New Jim Crow and Black Underclass 

he eventual abolition of slavery and Jim Crow “laws,” and efforts to achieve greater racial

equality, have been replaced recently by new forms of social structural racism, causing the

creation of an underclass racial caste system (Alexander, 2009). For example,

contemporary racism is well signified in the current criminal justice system with its selective

law enforcement, racial profiling, prosecutorial discretion, inequitable access to resources,

poor quality of indigent defense, and disparate sentencing laws. Results of the racially

biased criminal justice system are well reflected by the following sets of evidence reported

by the U.S. Department of Justice (2011) and other researchers as follows: 1) The United

States incarcerates more than any other country in the world; the top three incarcerated

populations are: U.S. (2.4 million), China (1.5 million), and Russia (890,000). However, the

total population of the U.S. is just over 300 million, compared to China’s 1.3 billion

(Yamatani & Solveig, 2011). 



2) Black Americans are incarcerated at a rate that is six times higher than White Americans:

black (one in 41), white (one in 245). Recent statistics show that three out of ten black males

will serve time in prison. The scale of consequential economic liability facing black males

should be an alarm of the imminent crisis (U.S. Department of Justice, 2011). 3) The

number of drug arrests in the U.S. nearly tripled in recent decades, from 580,000 in 1980,

to over 1.5 million in 1997, and is currently stabilized at 1.1 million per year. At the same

time, the black arrest rate increased 350 percent. Contrasted with whites, this number

decreased by tenfold, with a 32-percent arrest rate during the same period (Caulkins &

Menefee, 2007). 4) The number of inmates serving time for drug offenses increased by over

1000 percent between 1980 and 2000, and 53 percent of those convicted for drug offenses

(including all illicit drugs) are black, even though blacks constitute only 12.7 percent of the

total U.S. population (Mauer & King, 2007). 5) By 2006, 82 percent of people convicted of

federal crack cocaine offenses were black, compared to 9 percent for whites (Drug Policy

Alliance, 2007). Lynch and Sabol (2000) note that the mass incarceration of black men

drastically reduced the marriage capacity of men and significantly increased the number of

female-headed households. Between 1960 and 1985, female-headed families increased

from 20.6 to 43.7 percent among black families, compared to an increase from 8.4 to 12

percent for white counterparts. Currently, the national rate of black female-headed

households exceeds 65 percent, compared to 23 percent for white families. Challenges and

disadvantages associated with raising children in single-headed households are obvious—

lower family income, less help taking care of children, lack of a father figure, parental

participation with school activities, and so on. The poverty rate of black families with young

children indicates a rate nearly three times higher than white families under the same

condition (24.7 percent versus 8.6 percent, respectively).

4. Black Families in Pittsburgh 

While the rest of the country watched the immense deliberations of black leadership

organizations and the massive national followings these groups gained, the Pittsburgh 



region hardly surrendered to racial segregation and discrimination. For example, the Hill

District in Pittsburgh was a highly sophisticated community of businesses and working

residents. Major music executives in the jazz industry looked to the Hill District for a new

sound and artists who played a more refined style of music that they had never heard

before. As a community, the Hill District thrived with fine restaurants, movie theaters, and

small bars with visiting jazz bands from all over the country. However, during the early

1960s, the lower Hill District, an area inhabited predominantly by people of African

descent, was completely destroyed. Ninety-five acres of the lower Hill District were cleared

using eminent domain, forcibly displacing hundreds of small businesses and over 1,200

residents to make room for a cultural center that included the Civic Arena. Save for one

apartment building, none of the buildings planned for the cultural center were ever built

(Pittsburgh Post Gazette, 2000).

Soon afterwards, during the 1970s, the U.S. steel manufactures in Pittsburgh came under

increasing competition from foreign steel makers. Manufacturers in Japan and Germany

were thriving with high quality and low prices of their steel products. Foreign steel mills and

factories, loaded with advanced technology, benefited from economical labor costs and

collaborative partnerships between government and corporations. This allowed them to

increasingly capture and take over the U.S. market share of steel and steel products.

Concomitantly, demand for steel in the U.S. moderated due to economic recession, the

1973 oil crisis, and increasing use of cheaper non-metal materials by former manufacturing

consumers of steel-related products (Couvares, 1984).

At this critical juncture, in the name of economic efficiency, the free market, anti-union

policies, and import deregulations came into play, especially during the Reagan

Administration in the 1980s. The initiatives associated with free market policy exposed the

U.S. steel industries’ own internal inefficiencies, which included an outdated manufacturing

base that had been over-expanded in the 1950s and 1960s. Some steel mills in Pittsburgh

were still using parts for their manufacturing machines made in the1940s for World War II

initiatives. Hostile and uncooperative management and labor relationships, vertical 



management styles, and inadequate strategic planning by both unions and management,

along with hostilities with workers on wage cuts and work-rule reforms, deeply undermined

the sustainability of the domestic steel industry.In particular, Pittsburgh faced its own

challenges associated with depleting coal and iron ore deposits, as well as the rising costs of

raw materials. The large mills in the Pittsburgh region also faced competition from newer,

more profitable “mini-mills” and non-union mills with lower labor costs (Hoerr, 1988).

5. Impacts of “Trickle Down Economics” in Pittsburgh 

Supply-side economics (often called “Reaganomics”) is a theory of economic principle that

rejects the need for interventions to alleviate poverty and redistribute wealth; such

interventions are believed to be unnecessary and counterproductive. This paradigm asserts

that wealthy individuals should be allowed to become wealthier by imposing very low tax

rates on high incomes (or a flat tax, for example) rather than using the tax system to

redistribute wealth. The result will be that their wealth will “trickle down” towards the lower

classes. However, such outcomes were never realized. In fact, “Reaganomics” induced the

opposite effect during the 1980s—a higher concentration of wealth in fewer hands, a

reduction of the number of middle-class citizens, and a high concentration of poverty

among black people and their children. By the early 1980s, steel manufacturers in

Pittsburgh began to collapse. Subsequent to the 1981-1982 recession, the mills laid off

over 150,000 workers (Hoerr, 1988). One by one, the steel mills began to shut down. These

closures caused collateral damage, with transportation businesses, mines, and other

factories and services across the region losing business and becoming bankrupted. The

local economy suffered genuine and visible economic depression, marked by high rates of

unemployment and underemployment, as laid-off workers took lower-paying, non-union

jobs. As with other “Rust Belt” cities, Pittsburgh began to suffer from a significant decline in

population. Pittsburgh also saw white flight away from the inner city, experiencing a fate

similar to many other major cities across the country. Thus, beginning in the 1980s,

Pittsburgh’s economy began shifting from heavy industry to services, medicine, higher 



education, tourism, banking, corporate headquarters, and high technology (Pittsburgh

Regional Alliance, 2007). Today, there are no steel mills within the city limits of Pittsburgh.

Unfortunately, however, the shift in economy left a vast number of workers behind and

further reduced economic viabilities of black residents. Along with “Reaganomics,” the

social policies designed to provide a basic social safety net (e.g., welfare payments, food

stamps, affirmative action, job training services for minority members, and community

development programs) were affront to a majority of Black American families. The civil

rights protections from the previous fifty years became a target for reduction and

elimination in the name of welfare reform and reversing “white discrimination.” As the

Greater Pittsburgh region suffered a momentous economic crisis, black families

encountered even bleaker prospects. Throughout the 1980s, black employment in

manufacturing fell by 50 percent, and the vast majority of decent jobs in the service sector

went to white residents. Steel companies had largely denied black workers access to the

skilled trades in the mills. Consequently, with the mills gone, only a few black former steel

workers could find decent paying jobs as plumbers, carpenters, electricians, or construction

workers. As a result, adult black unemployment remained at nearly 19 percent, with

considerably higher levels among the black youth population, with rates of unemployment

over 40 percent (Economic Policy Institute, 2016).
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RACIAL SEGREGATION IN AMERICAN SPORTS

Like much of society, professional American sports were segregated in the first part of the
20th Century, preventing black athletes from competing with white athletes. In baseball,
there were established ‘Negro’ leagues for non-white players (while these leagues were
predominantly African-American, there were also several Latin-Americans playing in the
leagues, as well) through the early 1950s. The National Basketball League officially
integrated in 1950. While professional football started with integration from 1900s-1930s
(still, the percentage of African-American players was negligible), the National Football
League was completely segregated from 1934-1945. The degree to which these degrading
segregation policies hurt black communities – in and outside of sports – is immense, and not
simply in the past. These official policies, explicit at the time, have affected communities in
ways which have persisted through generations, and still exist as (generally) more implicit
racially segregated policies. Whether it’s due to ‘old boy-esque’ business models among the
dominant rich, white men who run professional leagues, or from some other factor like
lingering racist stereotypes, there are still today glaring discrepancies in the number of
black coaches, officials, and administrators as compared with both players and society in
general. Much more work is needed in the fight past these old, yet ever persistent, racist
and segregating policies. The NFL’s ‘Rooney Rule,’ established in 2003, requires teams to
interview one minority candidate for head coaching and upper-level management positions.
The simple fact that a rule like this was needed highlights the level to which sports leagues
are still racially divided. With it being acknowledged that today’s sporting world has major
hurdles to overcome in terms of racial justice, the rest of this post will simply aim to honor,
respect and highlight a few major people and groups in the road through and past the
segregation policies in the early and mid 20th Century. While doing this, I think two things
are important to keep in mind: these events were not too long ago – we are only a few
generations removed from the late 19th Century; and, the fight for racial justice – both
within and outside of sport – is not over. And, of course, many more people (of all
ethnicities, races, colors, and places), helped break through the devastating color barriers
which preoccupied professional sports for so long.

Setting the Stage with Horse Racing
There was a time, in the late 19th Century, when black athletes dominated a sport – horse
racing. When horse racing became an organized sport in the early 1900s, many black
jockeys were at the top of the stage. When the Kentucky Derby began in 1875, 13 of 15
jockeys were African-American, and 15 of the first 28 Kentucky Derbies were won by black
athletes. Their success was one of the first times in American sports that black athletes
truly dominated the ranks of an entire sport. Isaac Murphy – the first millionaire black
athlete – was the first jockey to win three Kentucky Derbies (1884, 1890, and 1891). 
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Jimmy Winkfield, another black jockey, won the Kentucky Derby in 1901 and 1902. There
hasn’t been another black jockey to win the Kentucky Derby since. This is due to the Jim
Crow laws of the 1880s which segregated blacks and whites, making it increasingly difficult
for young black athletes to become engaged in horse racing (or, of course, any other sport).
What was once a sport where black athletes could thrive, became a sport desolate of black
participants. While this may not seem like a success story to fight against segregation, I
believe it is. It serves as a stark example of how devastating the impacts of the entire set of
policies of segregation were. These racist policies truly abolished black participation in a
sport which was once dominated by that same group. These jockeys – including the likes of
Isaac Murphy and Jimmy Winkfield – should be seen as great pioneers, if only for the
reason that they show the beginnings, before segregation. Looking back at this remarkable
group of athletes serves as a reminder that racial segregation whites was a purely racist
institution, with no validity in the arguments of differences in quality, character, or worth
between blacks and whites.

A Writer and Fighter
Wendell Smith, a journalist, is perhaps best known for his mentoring and accompanying
role with Jackie Robinson as Robinson began his career with the Brooklyn Dodgers as the
first black player in Major League Baseball. Smith’s work goes far beyond his help with
Robinson, though. Before and after traveling with Robinson, giving him advice and help with
life, baseball, and navigating through the tremendous hardships of being the first black
player in the MLB, Smith embarked on an incredible journalism career. As a baseball writer
at the Pittsburgh Courier, Smith was a strong advocate for integration in professional
baseball, attempting to bring black players across the color barrier into the then all white
MLB. Through his journalism as well as networking, Smith fought for this vision for social
justice in a myriad of ways. He argued for the sake of black communities as well as baseball
fans everywhere – claiming that segregation deprived MLB fans of seeing some of the best
baseball players in the world. This unique style of advocating crossed the black-white
divide, because of its appeal to the game of baseball itself. Smith drew wide audiences,
both in the public as well as within baseball. A first semi-successful alliance saw him team
up with politician Isadore Muchnick in what ended up as fruitless tryouts for black baseball
players for the Boston professional teams. After this is when Smith started working with
Branch Rickey, general manager of the Brooklyn Dodgers, to bring in the first African-
American baseball player (already well known to be the great Jackie Robinson) onto his
team. Smith was a strong public voice for the integration of professional baseball, even
when critics argued vehemently that his goals of ending Negro Leagues were harmful to
black communities. He retaliated, “All they cared about was the perpetuation of the slave
trade they had developed. They will shout to the high heavens that racial progress comes
first and baseball next. But actually the preservation of their shaky, littered, infested,
segregated baseball domicile comes first, last and always.” Wendell Smith was much more
than the mentor to Jackie Robinson. He was an advocate, a fighter, and an extraordinary
journalist – he should be remembered for these wonderful characteristics, and many more
which depict his great legacy.
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