
In Search of Our Roots How 19 Extraordinary African Americans Reclaimed 

Their Past by Henry Louis Gates, Jr. 

Unlike most white Americans who, if they are so inclined, can search their 

ancestral records, identifying who among their forebears was the first to set 

foot on this country's shores, most African Americans, in tracing their 

family's past, encounter a series of daunting obstacles. Slavery was a brutally 

efficient nullifier of identity, willfully denying black men and women even 

their names. Yet, from that legacy of slavery, there have sprung generations 

who've struggled, thrived, and lived extraordinary lives. 
 

For too long, African Americans' family trees have been barren of branches, 

but, very recently, advanced genetic testing techniques, combined with archival research, have begun to 

fill in the gaps. Here, scholar Henry Louis Gates, Jr., backed by an elite team of geneticists and researchers, 

takes nineteen extraordinary African Americans on a once unimaginable journey, tracing family sagas 

through U.S. history and back to Africa. 

Those whose recovered pasts collectively form an African American "people's history" of the United States 

include celebrities such as Oprah Winfrey, Whoopi Goldberg, Chris Rock, Don Cheadle, Chris Tucker, 

Morgan Freeman, Tina Turner, and Quincy Jones; writers such as Maya Angelou and Bliss Broyard; leading 

thinkers such as Harvard divinity professor Peter Gomes, the Reverend T. D. Jakes, neurosurgeon Ben 

Carson, and sociologist Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot; and famous achievers such as astronaut Mae Jemison, 

media personality Tom Joyner, decathlete Jackie Joyner-Kersee, and Ebony and Jet publisher Linda 

Johnson Rice. 

More than a work of history, In Search of Our Roots is a book of revelatory importance that, for the first 

time, brings to light the lives of ordinary men and women who, by courageous example, blazed a path for 

their famous descendants. For a reader, there is the stirring pleasure of witnessing long-forgotten 

struggles and triumphs–but there's an enduring reward as well. In accompanying the nineteen 

contemporary achievers on their journey into the past and meeting their remarkable forebears, we come 

to know ourselves. 

CPL Link: https://clevnet.overdrive.com/media/157606 

https://clevnet.overdrive.com/media/157606


Stony the Road Reconstruction, White Supremacy, and the Rise of Jim Crow 

by Henry Louis Gates, Jr. 

A profound new rendering of the struggle by African-Americans for equality 

after the Civil War and the violent counter-revolution that resubjugated them, 

as seen through the prism of the war of images and ideas that have left an 

enduring racist stain on the American mind. 
 

The abolition of slavery in the aftermath of the Civil War is a familiar story, as 

is the civil rights revolution that transformed the nation after World War II. 

But the century in between remains a mystery: if emancipation sparked "a new 

birth of freedom" in Lincoln's America, why was it necessary to march in 

Martin Luther King, Jr.'s America? In this new book, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., one of our leading chroniclers 

of the African-American experience, seeks to answer that question in a history that moves from the 

Reconstruction Era to the "nadir" of the African-American experience under Jim Crow, through to World 

War I and the Harlem Renaissance. 

Through his close reading of the visual culture of this tragic era, Gates reveals the many faces of Jim Crow 

and how, together, they reinforced a stark color line between white and black Americans. Bringing a 

lifetime of wisdom to bear as a scholar, filmmaker, and public intellectual, Gates uncovers the roots of 

structural racism in our own time, while showing how African Americans after slavery combatted it by 

articulating a vision of a "New Negro" to force the nation to recognize their humanity and unique 

contributions to America as it hurtled toward the modern age. 

The story Gates tells begins with great hope, with the Emancipation Proclamation, Union victory, and the 

liberation of nearly 4 million enslaved African-Americans. Until 1877, the federal government, goaded by 

the activism of Frederick Douglass and many others, tried at various turns to sustain their new rights. But 

the terror unleashed by white paramilitary groups in the former Confederacy, combined with 

deteriorating economic conditions and a loss of Northern will, restored "home rule" to the South. The 

retreat from Reconstruction was followed by one of the most violent periods in our history, with 

thousands of black people murdered or lynched and many more afflicted by the degrading impositions of 

Jim Crow segregation. 

An essential tour through one of America's fundamental historical tragedies, Stony the Road is also a story 

of heroic resistance, as figures such as W. E. B. Du Bois and Ida B. Wells fought to create a counter- 

narrative, and culture, inside the lion's mouth. As sobering as this tale is, it also has within it the inspiration 

that comes with encountering the hopes our ancestors advanced against the longest odds. 

CSU link: http://scholar.csuohio.edu/record=b3601241 
 

CPL Link: https://clevnet.overdrive.com/media/4172344 

http://scholar.csuohio.edu/record%3Db3601241
https://clevnet.overdrive.com/media/4172344


 
Good Kids, Bad City A Story of Race and Wrongful Conviction in America by 

Kyle Swenson 

From award-winning investigative journalist Kyle Swenson, Good Kids, Bad City 

is the true story of the longest wrongful imprisonment in the United States to 

end in exoneration, and a critical social and political history of Cleveland, the 

city that convicted them. 
 

In the early 1970s, three African-American men—Wiley Bridgeman, Kwame 

Ajamu, and Rickey Jackson—were accused and convicted of the brutal robbery 

and murder of a man outside of a convenience store in Cleveland, Ohio. The 

prosecution's case, which resulted in a combined 106 years in prison for the three men, rested on the 

more-than-questionable testimony of a pre-teen, Ed Vernon. 

The actual murderer was never found. Almost four decades later, Vernon recanted his testimony, and 

Wiley, Kwame, and Rickey were released. But while their exoneration may have ended one of American 

history's most disgraceful miscarriages of justice, the corruption and decay of the city responsible for their 

imprisonment remain on trial. 

Interweaving the dramatic details of the case with Cleveland's history—one that, to this day, is fraught 

with systemic discrimination and racial tension—Swenson reveals how this outrage occurred and why. 

Good Kids, Bad City is a work of astonishing empathy and insight: an immersive exploration of race in 

America, the struggling Midwest, and how lost lives can be recovered. 

CSU link: http://scholar.csuohio.edu/record=b3600990 
 

CPL Link: https://clevnet.overdrive.com/media/3750080 

http://scholar.csuohio.edu/record%3Db3600990
https://clevnet.overdrive.com/media/3750080


100 Amazing Facts About the Negro by Henry Louis Gates, Jr. 

The first edition of Joel Augustus Rogers's now legendary 100 Amazing 

Facts About the Negro with Complete Proof, published in 1957, was billed 

as "A Negro 'Believe It or Not.'" Rogers's little book was priceless because 

he was delivering enlightenment and pride, steeped in historical research, 

to a people too long starved on the lie that they were worth nothing. For 

African Americans of the Jim Crow era, Rogers's was their first black history 

teacher. But Rogers was not always shy about embellishing the "facts" and 

minimizing ambiguity; neither was he above shock journalism now and 

then. 
 

With élan and erudition—and with winning enthusiasm—Henry Louis 

Gates, Jr. gives us a corrective yet loving homage to Roger's work. Relying on the latest scholarship, 

Gates leads us on a romp through African, diasporic, and African-American history in question-and- 

answer format. Among the one hundred questions: Who were Africa's first ambassadors to Europe? 

Who was the first black president in North America? Did Lincoln really free the slaves? Who was 

history's wealthiest person? What percentage of white Americans have recent African ancestry? Why 

did free black people living in the South before the end of the Civil War stay there? Who was the first 

black head of state in modern Western history? Where was the first Underground Railroad? Who was 

the first black American woman to be a self-made millionaire? Which black man made many of our 

favorite household products better? 

CSU Link: http://scholar.csuohio.edu/record=b3489715 
 

CPL Link: https://clevnet.overdrive.com/media/3255173 
 

 
The African Americans by Henry Louis Gates, Jr. & Donald Yacovone 

The African Americans: Many Rivers to Cross is the companion book to the six- 

part, six-hour documentary of the same name. The series is the first to air since 

1968 that chronicles the full sweep of 500 years of African American history, 

from the origins of slavery on the African continent and the arrival of the first 

black conquistador, Juan Garrido, in Florida in 1513, through five centuries of 

remarkable historic events right up to Barack Obama's second term as 

president, when the United States still remains deeply divided by race and 

class. 
 

The book explores these topics in even more detail than possible in the television series, and examines 

many other fascinating matters as well, guiding readers on an engaging journey through the Black 

Atlantic world—from Africa and Europe to the Caribbean, Latin America, and the United States—to shed 

new light on what it has meant, and means, to be an African American. 

By highlighting the complex internal debates and class differences within the black experience in this 

country, readers will learn that the African American community, which black abolitionist Martin R. 

Delany described as a "nation within a nation," has never been a truly uniform entity, and that its 

http://scholar.csuohio.edu/record%3Db3489715
https://clevnet.overdrive.com/media/3255173


members have been debating their differences of opinion and belief from their very first days in this 

country. The road to freedom for black people in America has not been linear; rather, much like the 

course of a river, it has been full of loops and eddies, slowing and occasionally reversing current. 

Ultimately, this book emphasizes the idea that African American history encompasses multiple 

continents and venues, and must be viewed through a transnational perspective to be fully understood. 

CPL Link: https://clevnet.overdrive.com/media/1485573 
 
 
 

 

The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks by Rebecca Skloot 

Her name was Henrietta Lacks, but scientists know her as HeLa. She 

was a poor black tobacco farmer whose cells—taken without her 

knowledge in 1951—became one of the most important tools in 

medicine, vital for developing the polio vaccine, cloning, gene 

mapping, and more. Henrietta's cells have been bought and sold by the 

billions, yet she remains virtually unknown, and her family can't afford 

health insurance. This phenomenal New York Times bestseller tells a 

riveting story of the collision between ethics, race, and medicine; of 

scientific discovery and faith healing; and of a daughter consumed with 

questions about the mother she never knew. 
 

 

CSU Link: http://scholar.csuohio.edu/record=b2586451 
 

CPL Link: https://clevnet.overdrive.com/media/310508 
 

 
Tunsiya/Amrikiya by Leila Chatti 

In TUNSIYA/AMRIKIYA, emerging Tunisian-American poet Leila Chatti 

explores the nuances of multicultural identity, the necessity of family, and 

the perennial search for belonging. From vantage points on both sides of the 

Atlantic, Chatti investigates the perpetual exile that comes from always 

being separated from some essential part of oneself. 

CSU Link: http://scholar.csuohio.edu/record=b3482437 

https://clevnet.overdrive.com/media/1485573
http://scholar.csuohio.edu/record%3Db2586451
https://clevnet.overdrive.com/media/310508
http://scholar.csuohio.edu/record%3Db3482437


Boycotts, Busing, AND Beyond: The History AND Implications of School 

Desegregation in the Urban North by Ronnie A. Dunn, Donna M Whyte, 

James L Hardiman, Adrennie Y Hatten, Mittie D Jones 

The social forces of race, economics, and political power within cities 

coalesce to define and circumscribe the lives of America’s urban inhabitants 

in profound ways. Education was seen as a primary means of economic and 

social upward mobility for those migrating to America’s urban centers 

during the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Unfortunately, 

segments of the nation’s diverse urban populations were not afforded 

equal access to this valuable resource - race was a salient determinant of 

that. 
 

Boycotts, Busing, & Beyond: The History of Implications of School 

Desegregation in the Urban North uses Cleveland as a point of reference to analyze the racial, social, 

economic, and political factors that shaped the educational experiences of America’s diverse 

racial/ethnic groups in the urban North. 

CSU Link: http://scholar.csuohio.edu/record=b3309213 
 

 
Russell Atkins: On the Life & Work of an American Master (Unsung 

Masters) by Russell Atkins 

For over sixty years, poet, composer, dramatist, editor, and music theorist 

Russell Atkins has been admired by those who knew him for his brilliant, 

idiosyncratic poetry and wide-ranging intellect. All his work, however, was 

published by small, mostly avant-garde presses and today is completely out 

of print. This volume of the Unsung Masters Series reprints not just a large 

selection of his poetry, but also includes six essays on his work, his verse 

drama The Abortionist, and his essay "A Psychovisual Perspective on 

'Musical' Composition." 

 

 

 

The above summaries originated from one of the following:  Amazon, Cleveland Public Library, or 

Cleveland State University Library. 
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