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Aaliyah
Singer and actor
Aaliyah was a rhythm-and-blues singer and actor. She
recorded several chart-topping hits and was known for
her delicate soprano vocals over gritty hip-hop beats.
She died in a plane crash at age twenty-two, cutting
short a promising career in the entertainment industry.
Born: January 16, 1979; Brooklyn, New York
Died: August 25, 2001; Marsh Harbour, Abaco
Islands, Bahamas
Also known as: Aaliyah Dana Haughton (birth
name)
Areas of achievement: Film: acting; Music: hiphop; Music: rhythm and blues
Early Life
Aaliyah (ah-LEE-yah) was born Aaliyah Dana Haughton
on January 16, 1979, in Brooklyn, New York, to Michael
and Diane Haughton. Her name derives from the Arabic
“Ali,” meaning “highest and most exalted one.” When
she was five years old, the family moved to Detroit,
Michigan, where Aaliyah and her older brother, Rashad,
grew up in a middle-class black neighborhood. Aaliyah’s
mother discovered the child’s talent when she was four
years old. Soon, Aaliyah began singing at weddings,
church festivities, and charity events. 1n 1988, she began
taking voice lessons. The next year, she performed in her
first stage musical, Annie, and received rave reviews. She
immediately asked her parents if she could begin performing professionally.
Aaliyah’s uncle Barry Hankerson, an entertainment
lawyer, became her manager. Hankerson’s wife, re-

nowned soul singer Gladys Knight, took Aaliyah under
her wing. During the early 1990’s, Aaliyah performed
with Knight in Las Vegas. These performances earned
her an opportunity to compete on the television talent
show Star Search. Although she did not win, she gained
valuable experience and exposure.
In 1991, Aaliyah signed with Hankerson’s record label, Blackground Records. Three years later, her uncle
signed a distribution deal with Jive Records. Aaliyah began working on her first studio album with singer, songwriter, and producer R. Kelly. The album, Age Ain’t
Nothing But a Number (1994), sold more than three million copies in the United States and was certified three
times platinum by the Recording Industry Association of
America. Its first single, “Back and Forth,” was number
one on the Billboard rhythm-and-blues chart for three
weeks and was certified gold. Aaliyah’s pure tone and
well-trained vocals over driving beats appealed to fans of
rhythm and blues and hip-hop.
Aaliyah, still a high school student herself, became a
trendsetter for teenage girls who emulated her baggy
clothes and sunglasses. She attended Detroit High School
for the Fine and Performing Arts (later the Detroit School
of Arts, or DSA), majoring in dance and drama while
beginning her professional career as a singer. She continued to attend DSA despite her growing fame. In 1997,
she graduated with a perfect 4.0 grade point average.
Life’s Work
In 1996, Aaliyah left Jive Records and signed a distribution deal with Atlantic Records. She soon began work
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on her second studio album, One in a Million (1997),
produced by Timbaland and Missy Elliott. The album
peaked at number eighteen on the Billboard Top 200
chart and went on to sell three million records nationwide.
After the release of One in a Million, Aaliyah took a
hiatus from recording her own studio albums to work on
other projects. In 1997, she recorded “Journey to the
Past” for the animated film Anastasia. The song was
nominated for an Academy Award, and Aaliyah performed it at the Oscar ceremony. In 2000, she landed her
first major film role, playing the lead in Romeo Must Die.
She also served as executive producer for the film’s
sound track. The lead single, Aaliyah’s “Try Again,”
peaked at number one on the Billboard Hot 100, won two
MTV Video Music Awards, and was nominated for a
Grammy. She filmed her second motion picture, the
vampire thriller Queen of the Damned, soon afterward.
The next year, Aaliyah released her third and final album, Aaliyah (2001). To promote the album, Aaliyah
flew to the Abaco Islands in the Bahamas to film the music video for its second single, “Rock the Boat.” On August 25, 2001, Aaliyah and her staff boarded an early
flight to return to the United States. Shortly after takeoff,
the plane crashed, killing everyone on board.
The week after Aaliyah’s death, her album reached
number one on the Billboard charts. It went on to sell
more than two million copies. She posthumously won
two American Music Awards. In 2002, six months after
her death, Queen of the Damned opened at number
one. That same year, a compilation album of Aaliyah’s
unreleased material titled I Care 4 U was released. A
portion of the album’s proceeds went to a memorial
foundation established by her family.
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Significance
Aaliyah maintained a gracious and confident image until
her career came to a sudden and unexpected end. In life,
she was humbled by her musical and artistic gifts. She
remained a role model for many young women who
aspired to pursue careers in music, dancing, and acting.
She is likely to be remembered as remaining true to her
trendsetting style and positive image in the entertainment
industry.
— Casarae L. Gibson
Further Reading
Farley, Christopher J. Aaliyah: More than a Woman.
New York: Pocket Books, 2001. More tribute than
biography, this source nonetheless offers plenty of
information about Aaliyah’s life.
Kim, Hyun. “What Lies Beneath?” Vibe 9, no. 8 (August,
2001): 98-104. This magazine cover story was written
shortly before Aaliyah’s death and covers her evolving musical style, acting career, and aura of mystery.
“Singer Aaliyah, Eight Others Die in Plane Crash in Bahamas.” Jet 100, no. 13 (September 10, 2001). Details
the plane crash and provides extensive background
information on Aaliyah’s life and career.
Sutherland, William. Aaliyah Remembered: Her Life
and the Person Behind the Mystique. Victoria, B.C.:
Trafford, 2005. This biography was produced in
cooperation with Aaliyah’s family and benefits the
Aaliyah Memorial Fund. It offers many quotations by
and about the singer.
See also: Lauryn Hill; Alicia Keys; Gladys Knight;
Beyoncé Knowles; Rihanna.
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Hank Aaron
Baseball player
Aaron broke Babe Ruth’s home run record of 714
and completed his baseball career with a total of 755.
One of Major League Baseball’s best hitters, he
amassed 3,771 hits, 2,174 runs, and 2,297 runs batted
in over 3,298 total games. Aaron was inducted into
the Baseball Hall of Fame in 1982 and honored with
the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 2002.
Born: February 5, 1934; Mobile, Alabama
Also known as: Henry Louis Aaron; the Hammer;
Hammerin’ Hank
Area of achievement: Sports: baseball
Early Life
Henry Louis Aaron was born on February 5,
1934, in a poor section of Mobile, Alabama, to
Estelle (Pritchen) and Herbert Aaron. He was one
of seven children. His father was a boilermaker’s
assistant and tavern owner. While Aaron was still
young, his family moved to Toulminville, where
he attended Central High School. He played various positions on the school’s fast-pitch softball
team and later joined the city’s recreational baseball league.
In 1951, Aaron began playing shortstop for the
semiprofessional Mobile Black Bears, coached
by Ed Scott. Scott was a scout for the Indianapolis Clowns of the Negro Leagues, and he arranged an exhibition game between the Black
Bears and the Clowns. After seeing Aaron play,
the owner of the Clowns offered him two hundred dollars per month to join the team.
Aaron also was scouted by Dewey Griggs of
Major League Baseball’s Boston Braves, and in
1952, the Braves (who moved to Milwaukee in
1953) purchased Aaron’s contract for ten thousand dollars. Aaron was sent to their Class C
team in Eau Claire, Wisconsin, where he earned
a salary of six hundred dollars per month and
three dollars per day for meals. In 1953, he was
sent to the Braves’ Jacksonville, Florida, franchise in the South Atlantic League. Aaron was
among the first five African Americans to play in
the South Atlantic League. As a result, he endured a hostile reception in the segregated South.
Despite the insults that Aaron had to endure, he
was named as the league’s most valuable player

(MVP). Later that year, while playing winter baseball in
Puerto Rico, he made the transition to the outfield.
Life’s Work
On March 13, 1954, just seven years after Jackie Robinson broke the color barrier in Major League Baseball,
Aaron was called up to join the Braves in spring training. Aaron’s baseball career paralleled the Civil Rights
movement, and he was very cognizant of his role in the
changes occurring in American society. He had taken
Robinson’s advice to never be satisfied with the way
things were in baseball. Throughout his career, he spoke
out against racial inequality in the sport.

Hank Aaron celebrates his record-setting 715th home run on April 8,
1974. (AP/Wide World Photos)
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for a new home. In 1966, the Braves
moved to Atlanta, Georgia. Although
Aaron was not pleased at the idea of
It took Hank Aaron almost exactly twenty years to break Babe Ruth’s career
living in the segregated South, the
home run record. On April 23, 1954, he hit his first major league home run off
move did not slow his home run proVic Raschi in St. Louis. By 1958, Aaron had compiled 140 home runs, and by
the end of his tenth season, he had 342. On July 14, 1968, he hit his 500th homer
duction. In the team’s first two years
against Mike McCormick of the Giants to become the eighth player in history
in Atlanta, Aaron led the league in
to reach that level. On July 31, 1969, he hit his 537th home run, passing Mickey
home runs. On July 31, 1969, Aaron
Mantle to move into third place on the all-time home run list. On April 27,
hit his 537th career home run, pass1971, he got his 600th homer off Gaylord Perry. On June 10, 1972, in Philadeling Mickey Mantle to move into third
phia against Wayne Twitchell, he collected his fourteenth career grand slam
place on the all-time home run list
and, more notably, his 649th career home run—which moved him into second
behind Willie Mays and Babe Ruth.
place on the all-time home run list, passing Willie Mays. In Atlanta, on July 21,
By the end of the 1969 season, he
1973, Aaron recorded his 700th home run against Phillies pitcher Ken Brett.
had 554 home runs.
On opening day of the 1974 season, in Cincinnati, Aaron hit his 714th home
On June 10, 1972, Aaron hit a
run off Jack Billingham. A few days later, on April 8, 1974, Aaron finally broke
grand slam—the fourteenth of his caBabe Ruth’s record with a home run off the Dodgers’ Al Downing before a
Braves home crowd in Atlanta. He later finished his career with the Milwaukee
reer—for his 649th home run, movBrewers, then of the American League, in which he was able to bat as a desiging him into second place on the
nated hitter. On July 20, 1976, he hit his 755th and final home run in Milwaukee
home run list. Attention quickly
off Dick Drago of the California Angels. His career record lasted until August
turned to whether Aaron would be
7, 2007, when the Giants’ Barry Bonds hit his 756th home run. Bonds later
able to break Ruth’s record, the most
finished his own career with 762 home runs.
hallowed milestone in baseball. Aaron
began to receive threatening letters.
In 1973, the Federal Bureau of Investigation was dispatched to protect
Aaron made his major-league debut on April 13 in
him. He finished the season one home run shy of tying
Cincinnati. He posted his first hit on April 15 and his first
the record.
home run on April 23. On September 5, Aaron’s season
As the 1974 baseball season began, all eyes were on
came to an abrupt end when he broke his ankle. He finAaron. On Opening Day—April 4, 1974—in Cincinnati,
ished the season with a batting average of .280 and thirAaron hit his 714th home run. On April 8 in Atlanta,
teen home runs.
Aaron broke the record with a home run off of Los AnIn 1955, Aaron was selected to the All-Star team, begeles Dodgers pitcher Al Downing. On October 2, 1974,
ginning a streak of All-Star Game appearances that ran
Aaron hit his last home run as a Braves player; it was
until his retirement in 1976, twenty-one consecutive
his 733d.
years. In June, 1957, Aaron gained considerable attenAfter the 1974 season, Aaron was traded to the Miltion by hitting 7 home runs in eight days; that season, he
waukee Brewers of the American League. He played for
led the National League with 44 home runs and 132 RBI.
two more years, and on July 20, 1976, he hit the final
The city of Milwaukee enjoyed its finest baseball season.
home run of his career. At the end of the 1976 season,
The Braves won the National League pennant and went
he retired from baseball. On August 1, 1982, Aaron was
on to defeat the New York Yankees in the World Series.
inducted into the Baseball Hall of Fame.
Aaron was named the National League MVP.
After his retirement, Aaron remained active in baseIn 1958, the Braves returned to the World Series but
ball. He became the vice president and director of player
lost to the Yankees in seven games. In 1959, Aaron led
development for the Braves. This made him one of the
the league with a .355 batting average. By the time the
first minorities to hold an upper-level management posi1950’s came to a close, African Americans made up
tion in Major League Baseball.
8 percent of Major League Baseball rosters. However,
black players won eight of the ten National League
Significance
MVP awards during the decade.
Aaron was the last player from the Negro Leagues to play
During the late 1950’s, attendance at Braves games
in the major leagues. When he retired, he was the career
declined, and in the early 1960’s, the team began to look
leader in home runs (755) and runs batted in (2,297).

Aaron’s Career Home Run Record
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Aaron used his baseball celebrity to voice his views on
race relations in baseball and in society at large. His intention was to continue what Robinson started in drawing
attention to racial inequality. The Atlanta Braves retired
his number, 44. In October, 1999, Congress passed a resolution recognizing Aaron as one of baseball’s greatest
players and praising his work with his youth-oriented
Chasing the Dream Foundation. That same month, Aaron
was named to baseball’s All-Century Team. In 2002; he
was honored with the Presidential Medal of Freedom.
—Alar Lipping
Further Reading
Aaron, Hank L., and Furman Bisher. Aaron. New York:
Crowell, 1974. Aaron’s first autobiographical account
of his career in baseball.
Aaron, Hank L., and Dick Schaap. Home Run: My Life in
Pictures. Berkeley, Calif.: Total Sports, 1999. Along
with hundreds of photos, this source offers a biography, time line, list of all of Aaron’s home runs, and
anecdotes from the slugger and many of his contemporaries.
Aaron, Hank L., and Lonnie Wheeler. I Had a Hammer:
The Hank Aaron Story. New York: HarperCollins,
1991. Aaron’s second autobiography offers a per-
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sonal account of his record-breaking home run and
how it changed his life.
Stanton, Tom. Hank Aaron and the Home Run That
Changed America. New York: William Morrow, 2004.
Describes the hate mail and death threats that Aaron
was subjected to as he challenged Ruth’s record.
Stewart, Mark, and Mike Kennedy. Hammering Hank:
How the Media Made Henry Aaron. Guilford, Conn.:
Lyons Press, 2006. Examines how the intensely private Aaron was portrayed by the media throughout his
career.
Stone, Christian, and Mark Mravic. The Hammer: The
Best of Hank Aaron from the Pages of Sports Illustrated. New York: Sports Illustrated Books, 2007.
Collection of Sports Illustrated articles and photographs chronicling Aaron’s career.
Vascellaro, Charlie. Hank Aaron: A Biography. Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 2005. Details Aaron’s
baseball career and achievements and describes the
racism he faced as an African American chasing a
beloved white player’s record.
See also: Ernie Banks; Barry Bonds; Lou Brock; Roberto Clemente; Larry Doby; Willie Mays; Frank
Robinson; Jackie Robinson; Bill White; Maury Wills.

Robert S. Abbott
Journalist, business executive, and activist
Abbott established The Chicago Defender, a
nationally distributed newspaper covering and
catering to African Americans, during the first half of
the twentieth century. Swedish economist Gunnar
Myrdal called Abbott the founder of the modern black
press. His newspaper helped lead the Great Migration
of African Americans out of the rural South to
Chicago and other northern industrial cities.
Born: November 24, 1868; Frederica, St. Simons
Island, Georgia
Died: February 29, 1940; Chicago, Illinois
Also known as: Robert Sengstacke Abbott
Areas of achievement: Business; Journalism and
publishing; Social issues
Early Life
Robert Sengstacke Abbott was born in the town of
Frederica on St. Simons Island in Georgia, a barrier is-

land where black residents retained African-oriented
Gullah traditions. Abbott’s father died when he was
an infant. His dark-skinned hairdresser mother, Flora
Abbott, married John Sengstacke, a German mulatto.
Sengstacke started a four-page newspaper and Abbott,
still a boy, assisted in its production and distribution.
Abbott left coastal Georgia for Hampton Institute in
Virginia to study printing. He also sang in a touring
group that solicited donations for the college. He earned
his degree in 1896, then returned to Georgia and worked
at his stepfather’s newspapers, The Woodville Times and
The Echo, as a trained printer.
Abbott demonstrated a desire to be successful despite
racial slights. Abbott was rejected by the family of his
light-complexioned girlfriend because of his dark skin
and West African features. Spurned, Abbott left Georgia
again for Chicago, where he studied law at Kent College.
He earned a degree but was not admitted to the bar.
Abbott was told a number of times that law firms would
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tinue publishing. During the lean early months, Abbott’s
landlord let the struggling publisher use her dining room
as a work space. She also provided meals and let him use
her telephone. Years later, when Abbott’s newspaper
prospered, he bought her an eight-bedroom house.
Abbott’s newspaper catered to the interests of the
working poor and black Chicagoans. Lynching and other
violence against African Americans was a frequent topic
in The Chicago Defender. In 1906, when African AmeriLife’s Work
can soldiers in Brownsville, Texas, were mistreated and
In 1905, about forty thousand African Americans lived
they retaliated against the locals, Abbott played up the
in Chicago. Three black-oriented newspapers circulated
story prominently. In 1910, Abbott hired his first paid
in that community. Abbott surveyed the competition and
employee, J. Hockley Smiley, an editor with a passion for
was sure that he could produce a better product. He quit
sensational, muckraking stories.
a printing job and rented a room on State Street. With
The Chicago Defender’s circulation was aided by the
a borrowed card table and chair and $0.25 he needed
fifty thousand people who migrated to Chicago from the
for paper and pencils, Abbott sat down and composed
rural South before World War I. Abbott’s legacy was
The Chicago Defender, a four-page circular. The newsthat of an activist who strongly urged southern African
paper’s name was inspired by Abbott’s commitment
Americans to drop their plows and cotton field sacks and
to defend African Americans. Jim Crow segregation—
come north to Chicago for employment in industrial jobs
formally legalized by the 1896 U.S. Supreme Court deciand for freedom from Jim Crow segregation. During and
sion in the case of Plessy v. Ferguson—was nearly a
immediately after World War I, The Chicago Defender
decade old.
campaigned for better treatment of black soldiers, who
Abbott began publishing on May 5, 1905. He oboften were harassed and menaced by whites.
tained credit from a printer in order to make three hunAfrican Americans in the Deep South followed The
dred copies of the paper for a total cost of $13.75. Abbott
Chicago Defender’s clarion calls to leave in droves.
then personally sold his two-cent weekly door to door.
White authorities in many southern towns banned circuLater that same year, he began to attract paid advertiselation of The Chicago Defender and threatened residents
ments that provided revenue necessary in order to conwith arrest for discussing the newspaper. Abbott employed black Pullman
sleeping car porters who clandestinely
distributed the newspapers at railroad
stops.
National circulation of The Chicago
Defender peaked at 250,000 in 1925.
The publisher at that time had the revenue to purchase a $500,000 printing
plant that he racially integrated. Abbott
employed a white foreman and white
salesmen in addition to numerous African Americans. When the Great Depression reduced circulation to 73,000
in 1935, Abbott subsidized his newspaper with $250,000 and kept it publishing.
Abbott called The Chicago Defender
“The World’s Greatest Weekly,” a play
on the daily Chicago Tribune’s slogan,
“The World’s Greatest Newspaper.”
Abbott’s Defender played contrarian
Robert S. Abbott, right. (Time & Life Pictures/Getty Images)
not hire him because of his complexion; he posed too
big a risk of causing courtroom defeats for partners or
clients, he was told.
Abbott was desperate to find meaningful work on his
terms. In 1904, a political friend found him work inside a
Chicago printing house. A year later, the trained printer
created his own enterprise.
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to another leading black publication,
The Crisis, edited by W. E. B. Du
Bois, who famously said a “talented
tenth” of black elites should lead the
masses. Abbott countered that the
masses, not the upper classes, should
lead.
Newspaper publisher William
Randolph Hearst obtained an injunction against Abbott, claiming that
the owl design in The Chicago Defender’s nameplate infringed on The
Chicago American’s eagle logo. Between editions, Abbott replaced the
owl with a sphinx and continued publishing.
Significance
In addition to informing, entertaining, and rallying readers to action,
The Chicago Defender helped relocating southern African Americans
become acclimated to urban life. The
newspaper printed letters from migrants searching for jobs and places
to live and schooled bewildered newcomers on appropriate conduct in the
big city. One account, repeated on
the 1999 PBS documentary Soldiers
Without Swords: The Black Press,
contained these lines:

Abbott, Robert S.

Abbott and THE CHICAGO DEFENDER
Founding publisher Robert S. Abbott published with audacity that rivaled
peers Joseph Pulitzer and his New York World and William Randolph Hearst’s
competing New York Journal and Chicago American. For Abbott, if a red headline was necessary to call attention to a lurid crime or affront to the black
community, so be it.
When ownership of The Chicago Defender changed hands in the 1940’s,
Abbott’s nephew John H. Sengstacke upgraded the newspaper to daily publication five days a week. Sengstacke was a courageous publisher. During World
War II, J. Edgar Hoover and other federal authorities accused the newspaper of
sedition because it published accounts of overt racism directed toward African
American soldiers at military posts. Sengstacke held his ground and continued
publishing. The authorities backed down.
The Chicago Defender’s star journalists included Ethel Payne, who served
as a White House correspondent in the 1950’s and beyond; Roi Ottley, an editor
who also wrote Abbott’s biography; and Lucius C. Harper, an editor who wrote
the “Dustin’ Off the News” column in the 1940’s and 1950’s.
During the post-Civil Rights era years after the 1960’s, The Chicago Defender’s editorial quality declined as mainstream daily newspapers were
pressed to desegregate newsrooms. Sengstacke died in May, 1997. That year a
granddaughter who was a student at Abbott’s alma mater, Hampton University,
campaigned to keep the newspaper African American owned. Family member
Tom Picou came forward in 2003 and purchased Sengstacke Enterprises. He
took control of The Chicago Defender and its sister newspapers in Detroit (The
Michigan Chronicle), Memphis, Tennessee (The Tri-State Defender), and
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania (The New Courier). Early in the twenty-first century,
Texan Roland Martin became editor of The Chicago Defender and briefly reinvigorated the then-anemic newspaper before departing for CNN.

Men, don’t parade on the avenue in your hog killing clothes
and women, before you flirt with the butcher,
remember to pick the lint out of your hair.

Tens of thousands of African Americans heeded The
Chicago Defender’s counsel, and southerners continued
to pour into Chicago. After World War I, an additional
100,000 people arrived in the city and settled primarily
on the South Side, which was dubbed the “Black Metropolis” by authors St. Claire Drake and Horace R. Cayton.
Abbott played a decisive role in reshaping a city demographically, not unlike several generations of the
Chandler family, who invented modern Los Angeles by
using their Los Angeles Times to recruit Midwesterners
and convert a former goat-herding village into an affluent metropolis. Furthermore, The Chicago Defender
was one of a trio of outstanding nationally circulated
black newspapers that prospered during the early to mid-

twentieth century. The Chicago Defender’s peers were
the Pittsburgh Courier and the Afro-American of Baltimore.
Abbott groomed his nephew John H. Sengstacke, son
of Abbott’s brother Alexander, to take over The Chicago
Defender. In 1939, Abbott willed two thirds of his estate
to his nephew; the remaining third went to his second
wife. Abbott died on February 29, 1940, during the week
his nephew convened a summit of twenty black newspaper owners.
— Wayne Dawkins
Further Reading
Ottley, Roi. The Lonely Warrior: The Life and Times of
Robert S. Abbott. Chicago: Henry Regnery, 1955.
Full-length biography of Abbott that details his illustrious career and The Chicago Defender’s influence
on African American culture.
Pride, Armistead S., and Clint C. Wilson II. A History
of the Black Press. Washington, D.C.: Howard Uni7
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versity Press, 1997. Comprehensive report that explores Abbott’s significance to journalism and African American history.
Senna, Carl. The Black Press and the Struggle for Civil
Rights. New York: Franklin Watts, 1994. Explores the
role of African American newspapers in advocating
for civil rights, including Abbott’s urging of readers
to leave the Jim Crow South.
Wilkerson, Isabel. The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic
Story of America’s Great Migration. New York: Random House, 2010. This comprehensive account of the

African Americans
Great Migration describes Abbott’s and The Chicago
Defender’s role in the movement.
Wolseley, Roland. The Black Press USA. Ames: Iowa
State University Press, 1990. Provides an overview of
the African American newspaper industry throughout
its history.
See also: Charlotta Spears Bass; John E. Bruce; Angelina Weld Grimké; John H. Johnson; John Brown Russwurm; George S. Schuyler; William Monroe Trotter;
Eric Walrond; Ida B. Wells-Barnett.

Kareem Abdul-Jabbar
Basketball player
A Hall of Fame basketball player, Abdul-Jabbar is
regarded as one of the game’s all-time greats. Prior to
his stellar professional career, he was a star on three
national championship teams at the University of
California at Los Angeles. Abdul-Jabbar also dabbled
in acting and wrote a series of books on African
American history.
Born: April 16, 1947; Harlem, New York
Also known as: Ferdinand Lewis Alcindor, Jr. (birth
name); Lew Alcindor
Areas of achievement: Film: acting; Scholarship;
Sports: basketball
Early Life
Kareem Abdul-Jabbar (kah-REEM ab-DOOL jahBAHR) was born Ferdinand Lewis Alcindor, Jr., the
only child of Ferdinand Lewis and Cora Lillian Alcindor.
Abdul-Jabbar was raised a Roman Catholic. Initially
more interested in baseball than basketball, he played
in Little League and pitched for his junior high school
team. He began playing basketball competitively at age
nine. When Abdul-Jabbar entered high school, his height
made him stand out from his classmates and his basketball prowess developed quickly. While enrolled at Power
Memorial Academy, a Catholic school in Manhattan,
Abdul-Jabbar led his team to three consecutive New
York City Catholic championships, two national titles,
and a seventy-one-game winning streak; the team won
seventy-nine of eighty-one games. In his high school
career, Abdul-Jabbar tallied 2,067 points and was named
to the All-City and All-American teams three times
each. Heavily recruited out of high school, Abdul-Jabbar
8

chose to enroll at the University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA) to play for coach John Wooden.
Life’s Work
Abdul-Jabbar dominated at UCLA. At the time, freshmen were not eligible to compete on the varsity team, so
his sophomore year was his first on the national stage.
That year, 1967, he was named player of the year by The
Sporting News, the Associated Press, and the U.S. Basketball Writers Association. The UCLA Bruins won
three national championships during Abdul-Jabbar’s college career, and he was named most outstanding player of
the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA)
Tournament all three years.
While at UCLA, Abdul-Jabbar played in the first
nationally televised regular-season college basketball
game, in which the Bruins faced the Houston Cougars.
The game, often referred to as the “Game of the Century,” was played at the Houston Astrodome on January
20, 1968. Abdul-Jabbar had recently suffered a scratched
cornea and had double vision as a result. (Future eye injuries forced Abdul-Jabbar to wear his trademark protective goggles for most of his professional career.) Unable
to outduel Houston’s Elvin Hayes, who posted 39 points
and 15 rebounds, Abdul-Jabbar scored just 15 points and
UCLA saw a 47-game winning streak come to an end,
losing to the Cougars 71-69. Abdul-Jabbar and Hayes
met again that season in the NCAA Tournament semifinals. This time, a healthy Abdul-Jabbar and his UCLA
teammates defeated Houston 101-69.
Abdul-Jabbar set many UCLA records, including
highest career scoring average (26.4 points per game),
most career field goals (943), and most points in a single
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plained that changing his name was his way of acknowlgame (61). Most of those records stood through the early
2000’s. Abdul-Jabbar also had a direct impact on the
edging his beliefs and his family history.
rules of the college game. His frequent dunking led the
Abdul-Jabbar was never particularly happy in MilNCAA to ban the slam dunk after the 1967 season. The
waukee. He found it too cold and lacking in the cultural
“Alcindor Rule,” as it was known, stood for ten years. In
opportunities he was accustomed to after spending his
response, Abdul-Jabbar developed his famous “skyhook,”
youth in New York and Los Angeles. However, he played
a high-arcing shot that proved nearly impossible for dethere five more seasons. While in Milwaukee, he won
fenders to block.
three MVP awards and led the Bucks to division titles in
While in college, Abdul-Jabbar realized that there
four straight years. In October, 1974, he requested a trade
was more to life than basketball. Throughout the 1960’s,
to either New York or Los Angeles.
the Civil Rights movement, racial and political upheaval,
At the conclusion of the 1974-1975 season, the Bucks
and other events profoundly affected him. In 1968, he behonored Abdul-Jabbar’s request and traded him to the
gan to take more seriously his political and religious
Los Angeles Lakers. Two years after Chamberlain’s
principles. He converted from Catholicism to Islam and
retirement, the Lakers had slid to a last-place finish
joined several African American athletes in boycotting
in 1974-1975. Abdul-Jabbar immediately helped the
the Mexico City Olympics, turning down a spot on the
Lakers move out of last place, leading the league in reUnited States basketball team.
After his final season at UCLA in 1969, AbdulJabbar was the envy of the basketball world. Not
only was he sought by both the National Basketball Association (NBA) and American Basketball
Association (ABA), but the Harlem Globetrotters
offered him one million dollars to play for them.
Abdul-Jabbar declined the Globetrotters’offer and
set his sights on the NBA or ABA. He was selected
first overall in both leagues’ drafts—by the Milwaukee Bucks of the NBA and the New York Nets
of the ABA. The Bucks won the bidding for his
services.
Abdul-Jabbar could not have arrived in the
NBA at a better time. Bill Russell had just retired
and Wilt Chamberlain was nearing the end of his
career, leaving a void at the center position that
Abdul-Jabbar was primed to fill. His impact in the
league was immediate. He averaged 28.8 points
and 14.5 rebounds a game and was a runaway selection for NBA rookie of the year. The Bucks had
finished their previous season with a 27-55 record,
but with the addition of Abdul-Jabbar, improved to
56-26.
The next season, 1970-1971, the Bucks acquired
Oscar Robertson and posted 66 wins. Abdul-Jabbar
not only won his first scoring title, he was named
the NBA’s most valuable player (MVP). The Bucks
concluded the season by sweeping the Baltimore
Bullets in the NBA Finals, and Abdul-Jabbar was
named Finals MVP. The day after he won the 1971
NBA championship, he officially changed his name
to Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, meaning “generous and
Kareem Abdul-Jabbar rises above defenders in a 1979 game. (AP/
powerful servant of Allah.” Abdul-Jabbar later exWide World Photos)
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Abdul-Jabbar’s History Books
While he was a student at the University of California at Los Angeles
(UCLA), Kareem Abdul-Jabbar not only enjoyed a sensational basketball
career but also earned a bachelor’s degree in history and discovered his writing
ability. While playing with the Los Angeles Lakers, Abdul-Jabbar wrote two
well-received autobiographies: Giant Steps (1983) and Kareem (1990). After
his retirement from the NBA, he wrote three best-selling texts dealing with
black history: Black Profiles in Courage: A Legacy of African-American
Achievment (1996), Brothers in Arms: The Epic Story of the 761st Tank Battalion, WWII’s Forgotten Heroes (2004), and On the Shoulders of Giants: My
Journey Through the Harlem Renaissance (2007). He also wrote A Season on
the Reservation: My Sojourn with the White Mountain Apaches (2000), an account of his year on an Apache Indian reservation as a basketball coach.
Abdul-Jabbar’s writings cover a wide range of African American culture
and history. He highlights the positive influences of African Americans from
both historical and personal perspectives. His books breathe life into stories
both famous and obscure, ranging from the New York Renaissance Big Five,
the first black team to win a world professional title, to the 761st Tank Battalion, which helped liberate more than two dozen towns and the Mauthausen
concentration camp in Germany during World War II.

bounds and blocked shots. That season, he won his
fourth MVP award.
The next season, Abdul-Jabbar led the Lakers back into
first place and was named NBA most valuable player for
the fifth time. In 1979, the Lakers acquired point guard
Magic Johnson. Johnson’s arrival began a decade in which
the Lakers won nine of ten division titles and five championships. Abdul-Jabbar also won his sixth MVP award in
1980. During the 1980’s, the Lakers ran an entertaining,
fast-paced offense that became known as “Showtime.”
While playing against the Utah Jazz in April of 1984,
Abdul-Jabbar took a pass from Johnson and launched his
trademark skyhook. With that basket, he passed Chamberlain to become the NBA’s all-time leading scorer.
Abdul-Jabbar finished his career with 38,387 total points,
a record that stood through 2010.
Off the court, Abdul-Jabbar wrote several books, including his autobiography Giant Steps (1983). He drew
on African American history for the books On the Shoulders of Giants: My Journey Through the Harlem Renaissance (2007) and Brothers in Arms: The Epic Story of the
761st Tank Battalion, WWII’s Forgotten Heroes (2004).
Playing in Los Angeles also provided Abdul-Jabbar the
opportunity to test his acting skills. He made his film debut
in the1978 film Game of Death. In 1980, he costarred in
the comedy Airplane! as copilot Roger Murdock. Over the
subsequent decades, he appeared in films including Fletch
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and Slam Dunk Ernest and television sitcoms such as Full House, Everybody Loves Raymond, Diff’rent
Strokes, and Scrubs.
In the fall of 2009, Abdul-Jabbar
announced that he had a rare but
treatable form of leukemia.

Significance
Abdul-Jabbar was one of the best
basketball players ever to play the
game. While playing for UCLA, he
was a two-time college player of the
year and a three-time All-American.
He went on to become the NBA
rookie of the year, a six-time most
valuable player, and nineteen-time
All-Star. Wherever Abdul-Jabbar
went, championships followed: He
won three NCAA titles and six NBA
rings. During the 1996-1997 season,
he was named one of the fifty greatest players in NBA history. He also
was a member of the NBA’s 35th and 50th Anniversary
All-Time teams. Abdul-Jabbar was inducted into the
Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame in 1995 and
the National Collegiate Basketball Hall of Fame in 2007.
— Michael D. Cummings, Jr.
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