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The African Past

What is Africa to me:

Copper sun or scarlet sea,

Jungle star or Jungle track,

Strong bronzed men, or regal black

Women from whose loins I sprang

When the birds of Eden sang?
COUNTEE CULLEN

SPEAK of Africa and golden joys.”
We know now that Shakespeare spoke truth.
For an academic breakthrough, which is as
challenging on its own level as the political renaissance of col-
ored peoples, has yielded a new perspective on African and world
history. Africa, long considered the “Dark Continent,” is now
regarded as the place where mankind first received light. An-
cient Africans, long considered “primitive,” are now revealed as
creative contributors to Egyptian civilization and builders of
powerful states in the Sudan.

From Olduvai Gorge in East Africa, from caves in the Sahara
and excavations in the Nile Valley come bits of bone and husks of
grain which speak more eloquently than words of the trials and
triumphs of the African ancestors of American blacks. The €vi-
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dence from these and other areas can be

under four headings:

Olduvai Gorge: A series of astonishing discoveries in this Tan-
zanian canyon suggest that the most important and fascinating
developments in human history occurred in Africa. Discoveries
by Dr. L. S. B. Leakey and other archeologists indicate that the
human race was born in Africa. A growing body of research from
this and other African sites indicates further that toolmaking
began in Africa and that this seminal invention spread to Europe
and Asia.

The Nile Valley: Important finds in the Sudan and the Nile
Valley prove that people of a Negroid type were influential con-
tributors to that cradle of civilization—ancijent Egypt. Dis-
coveries at excavations near Khartoum in the Sudan and at E]
Badari on the Nile indicate that Stone Age Negroes laid the foun-

dation for much of the civilization of the Nile Valley and manufac-
tured pottery before pottery was made in the world’s earljest
known city.

Central and South America: American and African-American
scholars, working primarily in the United States and Mexico,
unearth new archeological evidence, including carbon 14-dated
sculpture, which suggests that African mariners explored the
New World before Columbus. This evidence and corroborative
data from the diaries and letters of explorers, Arabic charts and
maps and the recorded tales of African griots indicate that there
was extensive pre-Columbian contact between ancient Africa and

‘the Americas.

“An overwhelming body of new evidence,” says Professor Ivan
Van Sertima (They Came Before Columbus), “is now emerging
from several disciplines, evidence that could not. be verified and
interpreted before, in the light of the infancy of archaeology and
the great age of racial and intellectual prejudice. The most re-
markable examples of this evidence are the realistic portraitures
of Negro-Africans in clay, gold and stone unearthed in pre-
Columbian strata in Central and South America.”

The Sahara: French explorer Henri Lhote discovers rock paint-
ings which suggest to author Basil Davidson that “peoples of a
Negro type were painting men and women with a beautiful and
sensitive realism before 3000 B.C. and were, perhaps, the
originators of naturalistic human portraiture.”

summarized briefly
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The implications of all this are extensive, as W. M. Whitelaw
pointed out in a general summary of the evidence. “Later dis-
coveries,” he wrote, “‘all the way from Kenya to Transvaal not
only of early human remains but also of advanced anthropoid
types have brought the historical anthropologists to a state of
confused expectancy. Considerably more evidence will have to be
brought to light, however, before even the main outlines of man’s
early history in Africa can be drawn. It is already reasonable,
however, to believe that such evidence may be forthcoming as
will require a radical change of perspective on African history, if
not on history itself,” ,

It is already reasonable, in fact, to believe that the African
ancestors of American blacks were among the major benefactors
of the human race. Such evidence as survives clearly shows that
Africans were on the scene and acting when the human drama
opened.

For a long time, in fact, the only people on the scene were
Africans. For some 600,000 years Africa and Africans led the
world. Were these people who gave the world fire and tools and
cultivated grain—were they Negroes? The ancient bones are
silent. It is possible, indeed probable, that they sdwo dark-
skinned. More than that cannot be said at this time.

Civilization started in the great river valleys of Africa and Asia,
in the Fertile Crescent in the Near East and along the narrow
ribbon of the Nile in Africa. In the Nile Valley that beginning was
an African as well as an Asian achievement. Blacks, or people
who would be considered blacks today, were among the first
people to use tools, paint pictures, plant seeds and worship gods.

In the beginning, then, and for a long time afterwards, black
people marched in the front ranks of the emerging human proces-
sion. They founded empires and states. They extended the boun-
daries of the possible. They made some of the critical discoveries
and contributions that led to the modern world.

Looking back on that age from our own, one is struck by what
seems to be an absence of color consciousness. Back there, in the
beginning, blackness did not seem to be an occasion for obloquy.
In fact, the reverse seems to have been true, for whites were
sometimes ridiculed for “the unnatural whiteness of their skin.”

During this critical period in the evolution of man, blacks were
known and honored throughout the ancient world. Ancient
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Ethiopia, a vaguely defined territory somewhere to the south of
Egypt, was hailed as a place fit for the vacation of the gods.
Homer praised Memnon, king of Ethiopia, and black Eurybates:

Of visage solemn, sad, but sable hue,

Short, wooly curls, o’erfleeced his bending head. ...
Eurybates, in whose large soul alone,

Ulysses viewed an image of his own.

Homer, Herodotus, Pliny, Diodorus and other classical writers
repeatedly praised the Ethiopians. “The annals of all the great
early nations of Asia Minor are full of them,” Flora Louisa Lugard
wrote. “The Mosaic records allude to them frequently; but while
they are described as the most powerful, the most just, and the

most beautiful of the human race, they are constantly spoken of -

as black, and there seems to be no other conclusion to be drawn,
than that at that remote period of history the leading race of the
Western world was a black race.” The Ethiopians claimed to be
the spiritual fathers of Egyptian civilization. Diodorus Siculus,
the Greek historian who wrote in the first century B.C., said that
“the Ethiopians conceived themselves to be of greater antiquity
than any other nation; and it is probable that, born under the
sun’s path, its warmth may have ripened them earlier than other
men. They supposed themselves to be the inventors of worship,
of festivals, of solemn assemblies, of sacrifices, and every reli-
gious practice.” :

Whatever may have been the spiritual influence of the ancient
Ethiopians, it is established beyond doubt that blacks Jrom some-
where were an important element among the peoples who fa-
thered Egyptian civilization. Badarian culture proves that blacks
camped on the banks of the Nile thousands of years before the
Egypt of the Pharaohs. Bodies were excavated at El Badari amid
artifacts suggesting a date of about eight thousand B.C. In the
intestines of these bodies were husks of barley which indicated
that the dark-skinned Badarians had learned to cultivate cereals.
The beautifully fashioned Badarian bottery was never surpassed,
not even in Egypt’s days of greatest glory.

Still more evidence comes from the testimony of bones. Schol-
ars who examined some eight hundred skulls of the predynastic
Egyptians found that at least one-third were definitely Negroid.
“The more we learn of Nubia and the Sudan,” Dr. David
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Randall-Maclver said, “‘the more evident does it appear that what
was most characteristic in the predynastic culture of Egypt is due
to intercourse with the interior of Africa and the immediate influ-
ence of that permanent Negro element which has been present in
the population of Southern Egypt from the remotest times to our
own day.”

If black people were a major element among the peoples who
fathered Egyptian civilization, who were the Egyptians? The
question bristles with thorns. The only thing that can be said with
assurance is that they probably were not Caucasians. The evi-
dence suggests that they were a black-, brown-, and yellow-
skinned people who sprang from a mixture of Negro, Semitic and
Caucasian stocks.

How did the Egyptians see themselves?

They painted themselves in three colors: black, reddish-brown,
yellow. The color white was available to them, but they used it to
portray blue-eyed, white-skinned foreigners. One of the clearest
examples of this is the great mural of a procession from a tomb of
Thebes in the time of Thotmes III. The Egyptians and Ethiopians
in the procession are painted in the usual brown and black colors,
but thirty-seven whites in the procession are rendered in white
tones. Who were they? G. A. Hoskins said they were probably
*“white slaves of the king of Ethiopia sent to the Egyptian king as
the most acceptable present.”

Great black scholars, such as W. E. B. Du Bois, Carter G.
Woodson and William Leo Hansberry, have insisted that the an-
cient Egyptians, from Menes to Cleopatra, were a mixed race
which presented the same physical types and color ranges as
American blacks—a people, in short, who would have been
forced in the forties to sit on the back seats of the buses in
Mississippi. “If the Egyptians and the majority of the tribes of
Northern Africa were not Negroes,” Carter Woodson said, “then,
there are no Negroes in the United States.” There is supporting
testimony on this point from Africanist William Leo Hansberry,
who said that the evidence seems to indicate that “the Egyptians
were a mixed group consisting of Negroids, non-Negroids and an
Intermediate Group which represented, for the most part, mixed
bloods.” Summarizing the evidence of scientists who made a sys-
tematic examination of the skeletal remains of the ancient Egyp-
tians, he said that “Negroids were particularly well represented
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Mural from an Egyptian tomb illustrates the color
ranges of the Ethiopians and Egyptians. Whites in
the procession, G. A. Hoskins said, were probably
slaves the Ethiopian king sent to the Egyptian
king as a present.
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Black Egyptian queen,
Nefertari, ““one of the most
venerated figures™ of
Egyptian history, is pictured
in this painting from an
ancient tomb with her
husband, Aahmes I.
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in the pre-dynastic period. At one phase of the pre-dynastic
period . . . the Negroid element amounted to 42 per cent. In the
Old Kingdom, however, the Negroid percentage shows a substan-
tial decline, although the mixed bloods totaled approximately 30

per cent. During the Middle Kingdom period, the Negroid ele-

ment is again exceptionally strong, rising to 40 per cent in the
11th, 12th, and 13th dynasties. It again declines during the period
of the 18th Dynasty of the New Empire but rises again toward the
end of the period, particularly in the 20th Dynasty when Negroids
and mixed bloods composed 40 per cent of the total population.”

It is scarcely surprising, given the biases of Western scholar-
ship, that this point is hotly disputed by various white scholars.
But the dissenting scholars are contradicted by an eyewitness.
Herodotus, the Greek historian, visited the country some five
hundred years before Bethlehem. The Egyptians, he said, were
“black and curly-haired.”

Racial identity and racial origins apart, there is overwhelming
evidence that Negroes or Negro types played a major role in
the development of Egyptian civilization. Many, perhaps most, of
the soldiers were black. Blacks toiled on the pyramids, offered
prayers to the sun-god and served with distinction in the state
bureaucracy. “Ancient Egypt knew him [the Negro],” Alexander
Chamberlain said, “both bond and free, and his blood flowed in
the veins of not a few of the mighty Pharaohs.”

Ra Nehesi and several other Pharaohs have been identified as
blacks by eminent scholars. So has Queen Nefertari, “the most
venerated figure,” Sir Flinders Petrie said, ““of Egyptian history.”
Nefertari, the wife of Aahmes I, Egypt’s great imperial leader,
was cofounder of the famous Eighteenth Dynasty. She has been
described as a “Negress [sic] of great beauty, strong personality,
and remarkable administrative ability.”

There was long and intimate contact between the dark-skinned
Egyptians and the dark-skinned Ethiopians. For fifty centuries or
more they fought, traded and intermarried, During the Middle
Empire Ethiopia was a tribute-paying dependency of Egypt.
Then, in the middle of the eighth century B.C., the Ethiopians
turned the tables and conquered Egypt. Kashta, a bold Ethiopian
monarch, began the conquest which was completed by his son,
Piankhy. When Piankhy returned to his capital at Napata, he had
subdued sixteen princes and was master of both Egypt and
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Ethiopia. The legs of his enemies, he said, trembled “like those
of women.” Piankhy was keenly aware of the value of good public
relations. The celebrated stela in which he recounted his deeds of
valor is one of the gems of Egyptology. A modern scholar, Sir Alan
Gardiner, said it is “one of the most illuminating documents that
Egyptian history has to show, and displays a vivacity of mind,
feeling, and expression such as the homeland could no longer
produce.”

"For more than a century Ethiopian kings occupied the divine
office of the Pharaohs. Shabaka, who succeeded Piankhy, at-
tempted to restore the dwindling fortunes of Egypt. He sponsored
a cultural revival, built a chapel at Karnak and restored a temple
at Thebes. Diodorus Siculus said he “went beyond all his pre-
decessors in his worship of the gods and his kindness to his
subjects.” Herodotus said he abolished capital punishment in
Egypt.

Taharka, the greatest of the Ethiopian Pharaohs, ascended the
throne about 690 B.C. at the age of forty-two. He was, by all
accounts, a remarkable leader who improved the economic and
cultural life of his realm. Sir E. A. Wallis Budge said Taharka (the
Tirhakah of the Bible) was “a capable and energetic king, and
under his able rule the country, notwithstanding his wars with the
Assyrians, enjoyed a period of prosperity for about twenty-five
years.” This resourceful leader left inscriptions which indicate
that he conquered the Hittites and the Assyrians—claims most
Egyptologists discount. So complete was his sway and so absolute
was his power that he dubbed himself “Emperor of the World.” A
famous Egyptologist called his reign that “astonishing epoch of
nigger [sic] domination.” Dr. Randall-Maclver said, “It seems
amazing that an African Negro should have been able with any
sort of justification to style himself Emperor of the World.”

When; in 667 B.C., Taharka was defeated by the Assyrians, he
retired to Napata, where Ethiopians continued to rule for several
centuries. The capital was later moved farther south to Merog,
where strong-willed queens called Candaces ruled. One of these
queens, a one-eyed woman “with masculine characteristics,” led
the Ethiopians in unsuccessful forays against the Romans.

The connection between this civilization and modern Ethiopia
is far from clear. Some scholars call ancient Ethiopia “Kush” and
begin the history of modern Ethiopia with the rise of the Ayumite
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kingdom in what is now Eritrea and northern Abyssinia. What-
ever the true origins of modern Ethiopia, there is no exaggeration
In saying that it is one of the oldest countries in the world. The
African _&,:mmo:r which traces its lineage back to the famous
visit the legendary Queen of Sheba (“black but comely”) paid
Solomon some one thousand years before Christ, reached the
height of its power in the fifth century, when Christianity became
the official religion. With the rise of Islam, the Ethiopians of
Axum were isolated and slept, historian Edward Gibbon wrote,

“for nearly a thousand years, forgetful of the world by whom they
were forgotten.”

During the early Christian era, blacks were scattered to the four
corners of the world. For many centuries black merchants traded
with India, China and Europe. Other blacks were sold as slaves in
Europe and Asia. By the beginning of the Islamic era, blacks—as
merchants and merchandise—had integrated Europe, Asia and
the Far East. By that time blacks were well known in Venice in
Europe and in the deserts of Arabia. Perhaps the best known of
the Arabic blacks was Antar, the impassioned lover-warrior-poet,
The son of an attractive slave woman and an Arab nobleman,
Antar became a famous poet and was immortalized after his
death as the “Achilles of the Arabian Iliad.” Fearless, impetuous,
ready to fight, sing a lyric or drink wine, Antar won fame in the
poetic contests which were common in pre-Islamic days. His
fame spread and he was hailed as the greatest poet of his time.
Like most poets, Antar had an eye for ladies and love.

"Twas then her beauties first enslaved my heart—
Those glittering pearls and ruby lips, whose kiss
Was sweeter far than honey to the taste.

Antar died about A.D. 615 and his deeds were recorded in liter-
ary form as The Romance of Antar. This book, Edward E. Holden
wrote, “has been the delight of all Arabians for many centu-
ries. . . . The unanimous opinion of the East has always placed
The Romance of Antar at the summit of such literature. As one of
their authors well says: ‘The Thousand and One Nights is for the
amusement of women and children; Antar isa book for men.’

As areligious ethic, Islam seems to have been unusually effec-
tive in cutting across racial lines. All Moslems, whatever their

THE AFRICAN PAST 13

color, were brothers in the faith. “If a Negro slave is appointed to
rule you,” Mohammed said, “hear and obey him, though his head
be like a dried grape.”

In this climate a man could be a slave today and a prime minis-
ter tomorrow. It is not at all surprising, therefore, that many
blacks played heroic roles in the rise and spread of Islam—men
like Mohammed Ahmad, the Sudanese black who claimed to be
the Messiah; Abu’l Hasan Ali, the black sultan of Morocco, and
Bilal, the friend of Mohammed. There were also numerous black
generals, administrators and poets. When, in the eighth century,
the Arabs exploded and carried Islam across North Africa and
into Spain, blacks went with them. Among the black personalities
at the court of Almansur in Seville, for example, was a ‘“learned
and celebrated poet, a black of the Sudan, Abu Ishak Ibrahamin
Al Kenemi.”

In the same period three powerful states—Ghana, Mali, and
Songhay—emerged in the western Sudan, a broad belt of open
country, sandwiched between the Sahara in the north and the
rain forests of the Guinea Coast on the south. At one time the
peoples and rulers of these countries were classified out of
the Negro race. It is now known that they were blacks, some of
whom were converted to Islam in the eleventh century. The ex-
tent of Moslem influence is debatable, but it seems probable that
the upper classes and leaders, especially in the large cities, were
black Moslems.

As political entities, Ghana, Mali and Songhay do not suffer in
comparison with their European contemporaries. In several
areas, in fact, the Sudanese empires were clearly superior. “It
would be interesting to know,” Basil Davidson wrote, ‘“what the
Normans might have thought of Ghana. Anglo-Saxon England
could easily have seemed a poor and lowly place beside it.”

The economic life of these states revolved around agriculture,
manufacturing and international trade. Rulers wielded power
through provincial governors and viceroys and maintained large
standing armies. Chain-mailed cavalry, armed with shields,
swords and lances, formed the shock troops of the armies. Ibn-
Batuta, an Arab traveler who visited Mali in the fourteenth cen-
tury, was impressed by the flow of life in these states. “Of all
people,” he said, ‘‘the blacks are those who most detest injustice.
Their Sultan never forgives anyone who has been guilty of it.”
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LANDMARKS AND MILEST!

1641 |
York and New Jersey, 1664; South Carolina, nber

Rhode Island and Pennsylvania, 1700; North Ca 20
1715; Georgia, 1750.

1644

First black legal protest in America pressed by ¢
blacks who petitioned for freedom in New Neth

(New York). Council of New Netherlands freed th
ven petitioners because they had “served the Con
seventeen or eighteen years” and had been “long g
promised their freedom on the same footing as
free people in New Netherlands.” :

1649
Colonial officials reported that “there are i
ginia about fifteene thousand English, and of N
brought thither, three hundred good servants.”

1651

18

Anthony Johnson, a free black who was probably
the first twenty settlers, received a grant of 250 a
land in Northampton County, Va., for importi
persons. Johnson established a settlement on the
of the Pungoteague River.

1652

John Johnson, a free black, granted 550 acres in
ampton County, Va., for importing eleven pers

1654 13

Richard Johnson, a free black, granted 100 a
land in Northampton County for importing two p

1663

First serious slave conspiracy in colonial Ameri
of white servants and slaves in Gloucester Count;
was betrayed by an indentured servant.
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1664

Maryland enacted first antiamalgamation law to pre-
vent widespread intermarriage of English women and
black men. Other colonies passed similar laws: Vir-
ginia, 1691; Massachusetts, 1705; North Carolina,
1715; South Carolina, 1717; Delaware, 1721; Pennsyl-
vania, 1725.

1688

First formal protest against slavery by organized white
body in English America made by Germantown (Pa.)
Quakers at monthly meeting. The historic “German-
town Protest’”” denounced slavery and the slave trade.

1704

Elias Neau, a Frenchman, opened school for blacks in
New York City.

1708
Slave revolt, Newton, Long Island (N.Y.). Seven whites
killed. Two black male slaves and an Indian slave were
hanged, and a black woman was burned alive.

1712

Slave revolt, New York City. Nine whites were killed
and twenty-one slaves were executed.

1723

Massachusetts governor issued proclamation on the
“fires which have been designedly and industriously
kindled by some villainous and desperate Negroes or
other dissolute people as appears by the confession of
some of them.”

1731

Benjamin Banneker, black inventor and scientist, born
in Ellicott’s Mills, Maryland.
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Brown. The new president’s inauguration was characteriz
diversity and the highest level of black participation in his

If the new Clinton era did not immediately inaugurate
President Clinton called “a new season of American renew
did call forth a new sense of hope and energy. And acro
hat followed, African-Americans reversed some

months t
policies of the Reagan-Bush years and occupied new g
Forced back on themselves by external pressures, buffeted b

9 ._Salnm and Milestones

technologies and new modes of pacification and oppres i
nevertheless found within themselves new resources and re
nized themselves around new axes. Regardless of racism, re
less of unemployment, regardless of everything, they worke
prayed and danced and endured. Having come so far with so
against so many, they honored the human spirit by refusing t
up the long march that Ralph Ellison called “one of the
human experiences and one of the great triumphs of the hy
spirit in modern times, in fact, in the history of the world.

1619

30 <:.m:.:m House of Burgesses met at Jamestown. Fi
oo_oe& legislature in America passed a Bmmmcno. rﬂ.umm
legalized white servitude. Similar measures "ver
U.mmmma later by other colonies. White 5&@388&23@
vitude lasted for more than two centuries and inv ﬂmmM
most of the first white immigrants. o

- History of Black America began with landing of twent
Em.o_nm at Jamestown, Virginia. John Rolfe said the mr.%
w::;& “about the latter end of August” and that g

._un.ocmrﬁ.:on anything but 20 and odd Negroes.” mEH.H
viving evidence suggests that the twenty Emow.m .
accorded the status of indentured servants. e

1624

First black child born in Engli i
rst bla glish America christ
William in the Church of England at .T::mmﬁos”gm. ened

1641

- memmmmcmo:m became the first colony to give statutory
recoguition to m_mwow%. Other colonies followed: Con-
necticut, 1650; Virginia, 1661; Maryland, 1663; New



