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defeating the rebels drew high praise from
Washington. It was during his tenure in the consul
corps that Johnson wrote The Autobiography of an
Ex-Coloured Man, published anonymously in 1912.
Johnson’s novel grabbed renewed attention when he
revealed in 1927 the book as a work of fiction.
Because the reading public associated the novel’s hero
with Johnson, he deemed it necessary to pen his
autobiography Along this Way, in 1933. Johnson’s
political life fused with his creative curiosities and
personified his life as an artist and activist.

Because he felt there would be little
opportunity for an American Black in the newly
elected Democratic administration of Woodrow
Wilson, Johnson left the Consular Service in 1913. He
joined the staff of the NAACP in 1915, and just one
year later became the first African American to serve
as field secretary and later as executive secretary of
the NAACP. He advanced his own ideas on reducing
the maltreatment of minorities in America. As
executive secretary of the NAACP, Johnson organized
the Manhattan Silent March of 1917 to protest
lynching. During his tenure with the NAACP, Johnson
led a national campaign against lynching that garnered
significant congressional support in the form of the
Dyer Anti-Lynching Bill of 1921, a bill that would
have made lynching a national crime. However,
because of the lack of support in the U. S. Senate, the
Anti-Lynching Bill failed.

Johnson continued writing throughout the
1920s, editing the first anthology of African American
poetry, The Book of American Negro Poetry in 1922,
followed by The Book of Negro Spirituals in 1925, a
two-volume collection of sacred songs he co-edited
with his brother J. Rosamond. The Book of Negro
Spirituals also contained an introductory essay in
which the Johnsons traced the origins and importance
of this earliest of African American art forms.
Johnson also adapted Black preaching in verse form,
publishing God’s Trombones: Seven Negro Sermons
in Verse in 1927. Stepping away from poetry and
song, Johnson chronicled the history of African
American life in New York City in his 1930 book
Black Manhattan.

After retiring from the NAACP in 1930,
Johnson joined the faculty of Fisk University as the
Adam K. Spence Professor of Creative Writing.
Commenting on his decision to go to Fisk, Johnson
said, “I feel that on this favorable ground I shall be
able to help effectively in developing additional racial
strength and fitness in shaping fresh forces against

bigotry and racial wrong.” Students often met in the
Johnson home for spirited discussions of literature and
Blacks role in America.

James Weldon Johnson’s life ended on June
28, 1938, at the age of sixty-seven, when he was killed
in an automobile accident in Wiscasset, Maine. Fifty
years after his death, on February 2, 1988, the U.S.
Postal Service released a commemorative stamp
honoring the songwriter, poet, novelist, journalist,
critic, autobiographer, lawyer, diplomat, and civil
rights activist, and educator. The first day of issue
ceremonies were held at Fisk University, where
Johnson had taught creative literature. In 1991, the
Tennessee Historical Commission approved the
placement of the James Weldon Johnson Home
historical marker on the campus of Fisk University.
Fisk University restored the James Weldon Johnson
Home in 2004.

Linda T. Wynn
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