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IK.H ,.,,M.. Adam Clayton Powell, Jr.

Janus Adams

It seemed the end o f  the Ci vil Rights- 
era “second Reconstruction” had 
come even before it had fully begun. 
On March 1,1967, by a vote o f  307 
to 116, the House o f  Representatives 
expelled H arlem ’s Adam Clayton 
Pow ell, Jr. C harged  w ith  high 
absen teeism  and defam ing  the 
character o f  a known “bag w om an” 
(numbers runner), the fiery Powell 
had long  been a tho rn  in the 
Establishm ent’s A chilles’ heel, and

. th e  H o u se  se iz e d  u p o n  th e  
. o p p o r tu n ity  a f fo rd e d  by  his

mishaps.
Powell ju st w ouldn 't be a “N egro.” 
W ell-educated, he was uppity and 
u n a p o lo g e tic ,  h a n d so m e  and  
charismatic. He loved the nightlife 
almost as much as his day job  as an 
a c tiv is t /re fo rm e r .  A m an  o f  
privilege, he led the Depression- 
era “Buy-W here-You-Can-W ork” 
Boycott on segregated stores in 
Harlem. His celebrity marriage to 
jazz  singer/p ian ist H azel Scott 
caused a stir, so did his sermons as 
one o f  the most riveting Baptist 
preacher/orators o f  his day. As the 
first northern black congressman, 
he refused to dem ure in the face o f 
segregation; rejecting racial bans 
on House facilities, he encouraged 
his staff to  do the same. Best o f  all, 
his Com m ittee on Education and 
Labor passed more major legislation 
than any other com m ittee in the 
House. Desegregating the military, 
ending Jim Crow travel, a new child 
w e lfa re  law , u p g ra d in g  th e  
m inim um  w age. M anpow er: all

.  thesew erecred ited to  Powell. Bom 
forty three years after Emancipation,

• he was the grandson o f  a slave. At
• the  ag e  o f  te n , he saw  his 

grandfather’s slave brand. That 
memory had m otivated him for life. 
Six weeks after Pow ell’s expulsion, 
Harlem returned him to Congress. 
The special election established the 
right o f  a district -  and o f  a people, 
given the fact that there w ere only 
five African Americans in this pre- 
V oting  R igh ts-era  C ongress-to  
choose its own leaders. By 1969, 
the Supreme Court concurred. But 
the dam age had been done. Powell 
(and a nation o f  underrepresented 
blacks) had lost his seniority, his 
com mittee chairm anship, and his 
place in line o f  succession to the 
presidency. A tw enty-four-year 
veteran and the ranking majority 
leader, he had been third in line.

In 1937, Powell succeeded his father, Adam Clayton Powell Sr., as 
pastor o f  Harlem 's Abyssinian Baptist Church. Powell was elected to 
the city council and went on to the House o f Representatives in 1945.
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