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Paul Laurence Dunbar Qune 27,1872 - February 9,1906) was an American poet
and author who was best known in his lifetime for his dialect work and his use of

metaphor and rhetoric, often in a conversational style. In his short career he pro
duced an impressive twelve books of poetry, four novels, four books of short sto
ries, and wrote the lyrics to many popular songs. Dunbar became the first African
American to support himself financially through his writing.

'The child within the

cradle rail..."

Paul was born in Dayton, Ohio. His mother

Matilda and his father Joshua were former slaves

from Kentucky. Joshua Dunbar served in the 55th

Massachusetts Infantry and the 5th Massachusetts
Cavalry of the United States Colored Troops dur

ing the American Civil War.

Paul had two half brothers, William and Rob

ert, sons of Matilda from a previous marriage in
Kentucky. Matilda and Joshua had a second child,

a daughter named Elizabeth, who passed away
in infancy due to malnutrition. Matilda had high
aspirations for Paul. She taught him to read when

he was four years old, and often supplied him

with books of short stories and poetry. Paul was a

popular speaker in high school, gaining the nick

name "Deacon Dunbar" for his authoritative style

of speech.

Pneumonia prevented Paul from getting his diplo

ma on time, but he persevered and it was during
this time that he wrote the poem "Keep a Pluggin'

a Way." High school was a productive time for

Dunbar. He was editor of the school newspaper

and was a classmate of Orville Wright. The Wright

brothers later printed the Dayton Tattler, a short

lived newspaper directed at Dayton's black com

munity and edited by Dunbar.

'The poet and his song..' As the child of former slaves, Dunbar grew up lis

tening to a wealth of stories about African Ameri

can life and culture. He was fascinated by the
sounds of words and the way they went together,
and began creating rhyming verse as early as age
sbc. At the age of 13, Paul composed and recited a

verse for an Easter celebration at the Eaker Street

African Methodist Episcopal Church.

Dunbar energetically pursued the sale of his

poems and stories to local newspapers such as
the Dayton Herald, though he could not cross the

color barrier to work for a newspaper as a journal

ist. His first published story, "The Tenderfoot,"

(1891) was purchased by the A.N. Kellogg syndi

cate for six dollars.

The next year, Dunbar was invited by a former

teacher to perform his first public reading at a

meeting of the Western Association of Writers

in Dayton. Poet James Newton Matthews heard

Dunbar and gave him high praise in an article

published in Midwestern newspapers.

Dunbar was invited to recite at the 1893 World's

Columbian Exposition in Chicago, where he

became acquainted with Frederick Douglass.

While working as a waiter in Chicago during the

fair, Paul overheard the phrase "jump back, honey,

jump back" and incorporated it into his famous

poem "A Negro Love Song," known for its mood-

evoking staccato delivery and syncopated rhythm.

"Of wealth, of fame, of

sure success.."

The United Brethren Publishing House in Dayton

printed Dunbar's first book, Oak and Ivy, in 1893.
Dunbar could not afford to pay the S125 cost of

printing on his S4 weekly pay as an elevator opera

tor, so he worked out a deal to pay the printing

costs by selling his book by hand for one dollar

per copy.

Dunbar was so persistent in the sale of his book

that it eventually made its way into the hands of

some generous supporters. Attorney Charles A.

Thatcher and psychiatrist Henry A. Tobey spon

sored Dunbar, funding his second book Majors

and Minors (1895). Dunbar's career reached new

heights when the famed novelist and literary critic

William Dean Howells favorably reviewed Majors
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