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CLAWS and the SHIELD 

 

to Malik Simba 

 
 
In 1936, I stomped, shouted and applauded, with my family and friends, when Jesse Owens 
won his medals. But my biggest accolade in that year went to Joel Rogers. It was a quieter 
celebration - which I've paid homage to everyday since. 
 

I could deal better with Jim Crow, because I learnt of King Shaka. 
Because I knew of Timbuktu, I could hold my head higher. 
 
Because of what he began to teach me, I began to wake up everyday, eager to learn; new 
heroes and heroines, sparkling in my head. I'd read his articles during my work break; attend 
the lyceum in the evening. I fell in love with books - and bookshops. For the first time in my 
life, I took membership in my local library. I visited museums for the first time, since leaving 
school. Bought a cheap camera, to photograph the exhibits in them. Began to keep a written 
record, of my time in this wonderful new world. 
 
I'd never heard of the word autodidact before, until I came across Joel Augustus Rogers. But 
what a perfect example of the world! The epitome of it. A self-taught man, who became a 
respected lecturer - speaking at international conferences. He taught himself four languages. 
Without degree and university affiliation, he gained the respect of intellectuals and academics 

worldwide. 
 
For five decades he wrote for the Pittsburg Courier, one of Black Americas' leading 
newspapers. It was this newspaper, one of the two that sent him abroad on two occasions, 
including visits to Ethiopia..... 
 
A former train porter meets and receives a medal, from an Emperor. An Ethiopian emperor - 
imagine that! In 1930, the only African American journalist to attend the enthronement of Ras 
Tafari, as Haile Selaisse; he became the recipient of the Coronation Medal. Ethiopia of Biblical 
reference, of early Christianity; of Menelik I, the Solomonic dynasty; of Axum and Indian 
Ocean trade; of stelae and Lalibela; of Prophet Muhammed and African asylum. Ethiopia, 
vangard and bulwark; time and independence. Due to Jim Crow, Joel Rogers couldn't enter 
certain libraries, to borrow books or undertake research. To fund his personal research and 
night school studies, he worked as a Pullman porter. In 1930 he went for the first time to that 
dreamland that he'd researched, wrote of, spoke of and loved. He went to report and was 
given an interview. Black people across the globe celebrated the coronation – and there he 
was, in the presence of the monarch; the new custodian of an honoured land. 
 
He went back five years later, as a war correspondent, covering the Italo-Ethiopian War. 
Thought of as the first Black war correspondent, that particular recognition must go to Thomas 
Morris Webster, a journalist of the American Civil War; who wrote for the Philadelphia Press, a 
white owned newspaper. This pioneering figure was also an editor, teacher, educator, lawyer 

and diplomat. During the Italo-Ethiopian War, Rogers was impressed with the bravery of the 
invaded; writing of the female combatants, as well as the male. On his return to America, he 
wrote Real Facts About Ethiopia, to inform the world of the wanton destruction, that he'd 
witnessed there. 
 
He informed us of past and present. Of the Haitian Independence hero Dessalines, the 
American abolitionist Frederick Douglass. Told us of present luminaries, such as historian 
William Hansberry and bibliophile Arturo Schomberg. Of our eminence in many fields. Imagine 
how that made me feel! Of the three aforementioned names, only Hansberry had a degree. Yet 
all three became paramount figures, alongside him. I felt that if I didn't make my contribution 
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also, that I would be letting the side down. Time management was something I became adept 
at. Making sure I went to hear guest speakers, attend literary club meetings and study circles. 
There was a legacy, which I couldn't deny. A trail had been blazed, which I had to follow – and 
add to. 
 
Like his compatriot Marcus Garvey, his vision took him worldwide. Born in Negril, Jamaica, his 

mission took him to Cairo and Casablanca, as well as Addis Ababa. When we speak of 
researchers, Rogers was a relentless one. Through the great cities of Western Europe and 
northern Africa; through their libraries, museums and archives, Joel Rogers dug in – 
accompanied by his camera. Having no tertiary (university) support, the foreign travel was 
made possible through his assignments for the Pittsburg Courier and the New York Amsterdam 
News. His highly respected journalism, bought him the tickets to further his research. 
 

Later on, I wanted to go to Europe too! To Holland, to do research! Mission to find out more 
about Anton de Kom, the Surinamese hero. To Amsterdam and The Hague. To see where he 
worked. To see his square and the sculpture. See where Links Richten was published. The 
institution he was held in, after unemployment and breakdown. The streets where he was 
made to shovel snow. Where De Vonk was published. This humane individual, who supported 
and advised all the ethnicities, resident in Surinam. Deported by Dutch Intelligence to Holland, 
his subsequent Resistance activism, resulted in his arrest; dying in a Nazi concentration camp, 

near Hamburg, Germany. 
 
In time to come, white as well as black, will celebrate Joel Rogers. They will write of him, as he 
wrote of so many; I hope it's one of my children or descendants. 
 
Life got brighter, after my first encounter with him. He instigated a new era for me, taking me 
out of my Dark Age. Through his articles, pamphlets and books, he presented us with the 
treasure of light; he brought our beauty from out of the shadows. 

 
He was an extender of possibilities, a man who went beyond the horizon. He told us so much; 
he told us of Hubert Harrison. He informed us of what we needed to know, to keep our heads 
held high. Joel Augustus Rogers came to us, bringing what was crucial. Whenever the claws of 
Jim Crow were sharpened, poised, ready for attack; we were prepared, holding the shield of 
King Shaka. 

                            

 
    

Natty Mark Samuels, 2014. 
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