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Lerone Bennett Jr., Historian of Black America, Dies at 89

By Neil Genzlinger

Feb. 16, 2018

Lerone Bennett Jr., a historian and journalist who wrote extensively on race relations and black history and was a top
editor at Ebony magazine for decades, died on Wednesday in Chicago. He was 89.

The cause was advanced vascular dementia, Ebony said on its website.

Mr. Bennett was both lyrical and outspoken in his writing, arguing that the history of black people in the United States
had been ignored or told only through a white filter.

His best-known book was “Before the Mayflower,” drawn from a series of articles for Ebony and first published in 1962.
(Revised editions were still being published decades later.) In it he noted that the first blacks arrived in the colonies in
1619, the year before the Mayflower did, on a ship that reached Jamestown, Va. He wrote of that same arrival in a 1992
article in Ebony.

“No ship ever called at an American port with a more important cargo,” he said. “In the hold of that ship, in a manner of
speaking, was the whole gorgeous panorama of Black America, was jazz and the spirituals and the black gold that made
American capitalism possible. Bird was there and Bigger and King and Malcolm and millions of other Xs and crosses,
along with Mahalia singing, Duke Ellington composing, Gwendolyn Brooks rhyming and Michael Jordan slam-dunking.”
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Alater edition of Mr. Bennett’s best-known book. Writing of a ship carrying blacks that
arrived in Jamestown, Va., in 1619, he wrote, “No ship ever called at an American port
with a more important cargo.”

Mr. Bennett was born on Oct. 17, 1928, in Clarksdale, Miss. His father, a chauffeur, and his mother, a cook, divorced when
he was young. He recalled being scolded by one of his grandmothers once when he became distracted on an errand by a

newspaper he had found in the street.

“Since I was a child, I was just fascinated by the printed word,” he explained in a 1985 interview with The Miami Herald.
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He grew up in Jackson, Miss., and by 12 was writing for The Mississippi Enterprise, a black newspaper there. After
graduating from Lanier High School, he went to Morehouse College, the historically black institution in Atlanta, and was
working on the student newspaper when it published some of the early writings of another Morehouse student, Martin
Luther King Jr. Mr. Bennett graduated in 1949, the year after King did, and went to work at the black newspaper Atlanta
Daily World.

He moved to Jet magazine in Chicago in 1953 as an associate editor and to Ebony, its sister publication, a year later. He
became senior editor there in 1958 and later executive editor. He worked for the magazine into his 80s.

“Before the Mayflower” established Mr. Bennett as a leading scholarly voice during the racial ferment of the 1960s. In
1966 he testified before a House Education subcommittee looking into racism and unrest, and was blunt, tracing the
turmoil of the times to an education system that did not prepare students to live in a multiracial society.

Mr. Bennett’s biography of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was
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“It is my opinion, and the opinion of many writers and scholars in this field,” he said, “that segregated textbooks — and
segregated and segregating use of words, symbols and ideas — are as dangerous to the internal peace of America as
segregated schools and residential areas.”

That was relatively mild compared with what he said about Abraham Lincoln in a January 1968 article in Ebony. Despite
his reputation as an emancipator, Mr. Bennett wrote, Lincoln was actually a white supremacist who thought that the
races would be better off separated, “preferably with the Atlantic Ocean or some other large, deep body of water between
them.”

“The man’s character, his way with words and his assassination, together with the psychological needs of a racist society,
have obscured his contradictions under a mountain of myths,” he added.

In an interview after the article was published, he stuck to his guns. “Last year, during the riot season, President Johnson
said he hoped he would handle himself as Lincoln did during the Civil War,” he said. “If he does, it will be a disaster.”

Mr. Bennett expanded on his argument in 2000 in the book “Forced Into Glory: Abraham Lincoln’s White Dream.” The
historian James M. McPherson found it a flawed work.

“Bennett,” he wrote in reviewing the book in The New York Times, “fails to appreciate the acuity and empathy that
enabled Lincoln to transcend his prejudices and to preside over the greatest social revolution in American history.”

Mr. Bennett’s other books included “What Manner of Man: A Biography of Martin Luther King Jr.” (1964), “Black Power
U.S.A.: The Human Side of Reconstruction, 1867-1877” (1967) and “The Shaping of Black America” (1975).

In 1965 he married Gloria Sylvester. She died in 2009. His survivors include their daughters, Joy, Constance and
Courtney, and three grandchildren. A son, Lerone I1I, died in 2013. Mr. Bennett lived in Chicago.
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In an oral history recorded in 2010 for the National Visionary Leadership Project, which collects the stories of notable
black Americans, Mr. Bennett talked about a three-part approach to affecting change.

“Every black person is obligated,” he said, “to try to do what he does as well as any person who ever lived can do it, or
any person who ever lives can do it; then, to try to save one — just one — person if you can. And then to struggle to
destroy a system which is multiplying black victims faster than all the black intellectuals and the black leaders in
America can talk about. I see those three things connected.”



