Who Am I? – Celebrating a Mystery Person

Print a “Who Am I?” sign. Add a clue in the text box, print, and post on your bulletin board.
Post a different clue every day or so and see who can guess the identity of the mystery
person of the month. Then plan a “Who am I?” discussion and reminiscence activity.
Do you know who I am? Here are some clues:
1.

I was born in New Orleans on October 26, 1911.

2.

I grew up in a three-room shack on Pitt Street.

3.

The house was crowded with 13 people and a dog.

4.

My mother died when I was five years old.

5.

After my mother died, I stayed with my Aunt Duke, who was very strict.

6.

I loved listening to Bessie Smith, but her records were not allowed in our house.

7.

I had to quit school in the fourth grade to work.

8.

I felt happy singing in the church choir.

9.

I moved to Chicago during the Great Migration. I was a teenager.

10. I intended to study nursing, but I got sidetracked.
11. In Chicago, I could find only low-paying jobs.
12. To make more money, I performed in churches and banquet halls for donations.
13. In 1937, I made my first recording for Decca Records.
14. Decca fired me because I refused to change my style for them.
15. I changed the spelling and the sound of my name by adding the letter i to it.
16. Apollo Records released a recording of me in 1948.
17. A Chicago DJ heard me sing and played my record on his popular show.
18. That record sold more than eight million copies. Stores could not keep it in stock.
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19. In 1950, I was invited to sing at Carnegie Hall.
20. I sang for presidents Eisenhower and Kennedy.
21. I appeared on television with Dinah Shore and Mike Douglas.
22. I was known for saying what was on my mind.
23. Martin Luther King Jr. was my friend.
24. I toured the world.
25. I used part of my money to start businesses that would help others who were growing up
poor like I did.
26. I always kept my word. Some people called that being stubborn.
27. I refused to perform in a venue that sold alcohol.
28. I mentored Della Reese and Aretha Franklin. My style of singing still influences singers today.
29. I stayed true to my Baptist upbringing throughout my life.
30. I am known as the Queen of Gospel.
Can you guess who I am? Sing out the answer! I am Mahalia Jackson.

Print a copy of the pictures to pass around as you share and discuss the information
in the article with your group. As participants are filing in for the activity, play
some of Mahalia Jackson’s music in the background.
Introduction
Mahalia Jackson’s life began in a crowded New Orleans shack in the segregated South, but it did
not end there. She used her tremendous talent to “move on up a little higher” and become the
Queen of Gospel. Her rich and powerful voice became her ticket to travel around the world, lifting
up everyone who heard her and spreading a message of perseverance and hope.

©ActivityConnection.com – Mahalia Jackson – Page 2 of 7

Early Life
Mahala Jackson (she added the i later) was born in New Orleans, Louisiana, on October 26, 1911.
Her father, Johnny Jackson, was a dockworker and a barber. Her mother, Charity Clark, cleaned
houses and took in laundry. Shortly after “Halie” (Jackson’s nickname from birth) was born, her
father married a different woman. Halie, her mother, her older brother, and 10 other relatives—
maternal aunts, uncles, and cousins—lived in a three-room shack on Pitt Street.
Halie’s cousin Fred had a record player, and he played blues artists like Bessie Smith and Ma
Rainey. Halie loved the beat and the soulfulness of the music. However, it was gospel music that
spoke most to her. The Clarks were devout Christians who attended Mount Moriah Baptist Church.
By the time Halie was four years old, she was singing at the church every Wednesday and Friday
and four times on Sunday.
Halie’s mother died when Halie was just five years old. Aunt Duke took over the raising of Halie
and her brother. She was strict, hard to please, and expected her new charges to earn their
keep. The children were often beaten if Aunt Duke determined that their housekeeping was
unacceptable. They were also forced to fill in and take over chores and jobs of any unavailable
relative. To get the work done, Halie had to quit school in the fourth grade.
Aunt Duke also banned all secular records from the house. There would be no more Bessie Smith.
But Halie found solace and joy at church. She continued to sing with the choir and as a solo
vocalist several times a week. Her talent was obvious and impressive. Her Aunt Bell once told her,
“You going to be famous in this world and walk with kings and queens.”
Discussion Starters

• What do you know about the segregated South? How do racism and poverty affect people?
What pushes some people to thrive and escape or overcome their circumstances? Do you
know someone who has overcome great difficulties?

• Jackson always regretted not getting a formal education. However, she worked throughout
her life to educate and inform herself. What does this tell you about her character? What
kind of education do you have? How much is formal and how much is informal or lived
experience? Do you think either is more important than the other? Discuss.

A Singing Sensation
As Jackson said during an interview with Studs Terkel, even if she had gotten an education, there
would not have been a decent job for her in the South. She would always be cleaning white people’s
houses and white people’s babies. So, around age 16, she boarded a train and left New Orleans for
Chicago. Her initial plan was to study nursing. However, she soon joined the Greater Salem Baptist
Church and became a member of the Johnson Gospel Singers. To make ends meet, she performed
for tips and donations in front of banquet halls and storefronts. She also took a series of different
jobs, including doing laundry, selling makeup for black women, and working as a hairdresser.
In 1939, Jackson teamed up with composer Thomas A. Dorsey, who was known as the Father
of Gospel Music. For five years, the two of them toured, with Jackson singing Dorsey’s songs in
churches and at conventions across the United States. Her reputation as a powerful and inspiring
singer was growing. It was about to take the turn that Aunt Bell had predicted back in New Orleans.
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In 1947, Jackson signed with the Apollo record label. The title song of her first album, “Move On
Up a Little Higher,” was so popular that records could not be printed fast enough to keep stores in
stock. The album sold eight million copies, and the title song became the highest-selling gospel
recording in history. The success of this record rocketed Jackson to fame in the United States, and
soon after, in Europe. Within weeks, Jackson was an international celebrity. It seemed the whole
world suddenly became lovers of gospel, and people could not get enough of Jackson’s rich and
passionate delivery.
Jackson was in demand and remained so through the 1950s and ’60s. She toured the United States,
appearing on talk and variety shows of Dinah Shore, Nat King Cole, Mike Douglas, Ed Sullivan, and
others. She gave radio interviews. In 1950, she was invited to sing at Carnegie Hall, becoming the
first gospel singer to do so. The show sold out. Later she toured Europe and eventually traveled to
Africa, the Caribbean, India, and Japan, where she performed for the royal family. She entertained
President Eisenhower in the White House and sang at John F. Kennedy’s inauguration.
Staying True
Jackson’s career spanned more than 40 years. She stayed true to gospel
throughout. Although she enjoyed and appreciated other genres of music, like
blues and rock ’n’ roll, she would not perform them herself. Her decision cost
her recording contracts, a marriage, and even brought criticism and backlash
from other singers.
Some thought Jackson was having it both ways. Her style was energetic and
sometimes vivacious. She made a powerful noise. She clapped her hands
and stomped her feet. This led some to accuse her of bringing “jazz into the
church.” Jackson’s response: “I can’t sing a song that doesn’t have a message.
If it doesn’t have the strength, it can’t lift you.” And lifting people up was Mahalia
Jackson’s mission in life.
Discussion Starters

• A critic once said, “To speak of Mahalia Jackson’s voice is to speak of magic and mystery and
majesty. Hers is not a voice. It is a force of nature. It moves with the power of a tornado and
soothes with the tenderness of a spring rain.” Listen to a recording of Jackson. Do you agree
with this critic? How would you describe Jackson’s voice?

• When have you had to stand up against criticism or stand up for your convictions? Was it

difficult? What did you do? What were the results? Share your experience with the group.

MLK and the Dream
Because she had struggled against racism her whole life, Jackson felt compelled to get involved
with the civil rights movement. Besides contributing financially, she hoped her music could “break
down some of the hate and fear that divide the white and black people in this country.”
She met the Reverend Ralph Abernathy, director of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference,
in 1956. Abernathy invited her to sing at an event in Montgomery, Alabama. When he met her at
the train station, he was accompanied by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
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As the movement swelled, Jackson often traveled with Dr. King, performing as his “opening act.”
His speeches inspired her, and her voice inspired him. The two became close friends. In 1963,
King asked Jackson to sing “I Been ’Buked and I Been Scorned” at the March on Washington.
Jackson was happy to oblige. She stood before the crowd of 250,000 people and delivered the last
song before Dr. King took the podium.
Dr. King’s speech that day was moving and direct, but Jackson apparently thought it could be
better. She had heard King talk about his dream many times. On that day, from her seat behind the
podium, in the middle of King’s speech, she called out, “Tell them about the dream, Martin.” In films
of the speech, you can see Dr. King look away from his prepared notes, pause, and begin again
with “And so even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream. It is a
dream deeply rooted in the American dream….”
Dr. King later wrote to his friend Mahalia: “When I got up to speak, I was already happy. I couldn’t
help preaching. Millions of people all over this country have said it was my greatest hour. I do not
know, but if it was, you, more than any single person helped to make it so.”
Mahalia’s Fried Chicken
In 1968, Jackson opened one of the first black-owned business in the South, Mahalia’s Fried
Chicken. Her goal was not just to sell food and make money; the restaurant was part of her
mission to lift people—especially poor black people—up. Her business plan was radical for its
time. She provided her employees with sick leave, paid vacations, and training in leadership and
entrepreneurialism. She gave her staff a chance at economic independence and prosperity, but
most of all, a sense of dignity and respect.
Gospel music played through the loudspeaker, and gospel bird (aka chicken) was on the menu.
Also on the menu were package meal deals, named things like the “Jubilee Picnic Spread.” All of
it—the food, the ambiance, the people—was reminiscent of church suppers and good fellowship.
Eventually, Jackson had 135 restaurants. The chain declared bankruptcy in 1972, the year that
Jackson died of heart failure and complications from diabetes. However, the venture was not a
failure. Many of her employees went on to own their own business, something that might never
have happened without Jackson’s guidance and encouragement.
Discussion Starters

• Think back to the civil rights movement of the 1960s. Describe the emotions of that time.

How did Dr. King, Mahalia Jackson, and others represent their struggles, perseverance,
and victories to the world? Have you been involved in this or other social movements? What
causes are important to you?

• Jackson was a mentor to and supporter of many. She coached singers Della Reese and

Aretha Franklin. Her Mahalia Jackson Scholarship Foundation provided educational support
to young black students. She encouraged her restaurant workers to be independent and
successful. How important is a mentor? Have you mentored others or been mentored? Share
with the group. What did you gain from your experience?

Other Interesting Facts About Mahalia Jackson

• At birth, Jackson’s legs were noticeably bowed. Doctors wanted to break her legs and set

them “straight,” but her mother refused to let them operate. Instead, she treated Halie’s legs
herself by rubbing them down with dishwater. The legs never straightened.
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• Aunt Duke’s given name was Mahala. (Mahalia was named for her.) The family called her
Duke, though, because she was the boss of the family.

• Jackson was baptized in the Mississippi River when she was 12 years old.
• Jackson married Isaac Hockenhull in 1936. She later divorced him because he continually
pressed her to record secular music.

• While touring in Denmark, Jackson performed “Silent Night” on the national radio station. The
station received more than 20,000 requests for a copy of the song.

• One of Jackson’s signature songs, “Take My Hand, Precious Lord,” was written by Thomas Dorsey.
• In 1937, Jackson started a small business selling funeral packages that included flowers

and music. An executive from Decca Records heard her sing at one of these funerals and
signed her to a recording contract. Her first records were not financial successes, and Decca
pressured her to record a blues album. When she refused, they let her go.

• Around the time that Jackson signed with Decca Records, she added the i to her name,
changing it from Mahala to Mahalia.

• Recognizing the historical significance of Jackson’s single
“Move On Up a Little Higher,” the National Academy of
Recording Arts and Sciences inducted the song into the
Grammy Hall of Fame in 1998.

• American historian, author, and broadcaster Studs Terkel heard

Jackson’s recording of “Move On Up a Little Higher” and liked
it so much he played it on his popular radio show. This was
instrumental in introducing a brand-new audience to gospel and
to Jackson.

• In 1954, Jackson had her own gospel program on the CBS
television network.

• Even after achieving international success and acclaim, Jackson was unable to buy a house
in many Chicago neighborhoods because she was black. When she was finally able to
purchase one and move in, her windows were shot out and she was forced to get police
protection. Eventually, all of her white neighbors moved to other neighborhoods.

• Jackson has influenced recording artists from Aretha Franklin to Elvis Presley to Mariah

Carey to Kelly Clarkson. She was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 1997.

• In 1966, Jackson published her autobiography, titled Movin’ On Up.
• Jackson occasionally recorded with Duke Ellington. On his album New Orleans Suite,

Ellington paid tribute to his friend and colleague with the song “Portrait of Mahalia Jackson.”

• The Grammy category Gospel Music or Other Religious Recordings was created for Jackson.
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Additional Activities
1. Jackson appeared on several television variety shows in the 1960s. You can watch and listen
to her sing with Dinah Shore, Mike Douglas and Bobby Darrin, and Nat King Cole.
2. Listen to part of Jackson’s interview with Studs Terkel. Discuss the hardships she mentions
and her approach to life. Listen to her sing “How I Got Over.” How does it explain her
convictions and represent ways she encouraged others to keep going?
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Who
Am I?

Celebrating a mystery
person this month

Type your clues here.
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