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The grandson of slaves, born into poverty in 1892 in the Deep South, A. G. Gaston died more

than a century later with a fortune worth well over $130 million and a business empire

spanning communications, real estate, and insurance. Gaston was, by any measure, a heroic

figure whose wealth and influence bore comparison to J. P. Morgan and Andrew Carnegie.

Here, for the first time, is the story of the life of this extraordinary pioneer, told by his niece and

grandniece, the award-winning television journalist Carol Jenkins and her daughter Elizabeth

Gardner Hines.Born at a time when the bitter legacy of slavery and Reconstruction still

poisoned the lives of black Americans, Gaston was determined to make a difference for himself

and his people. His first job, after serving in the celebrated all-black regiment during World War

I, bound him to the near-slavery of an Alabama coal mine—but even here Gaston saw not only

hope but opportunity. He launched a business selling lunches to fellow miners, soon

established a rudimentary bank—and from then on there was no stopping him. A kind of black

Horatio Alger, Gaston let a single, powerful question be his guide: What do our people need

now? His success flowed from an uncanny genius for knowing the answer.Combining rich

family lore with a deep knowledge of American social and economic history, Carol Jenkins and

Elizabeth Hines unfold Gaston’s success story against the backdrop of a century of crushing

racial hatred and bigotry. Gaston not only survived the hardships of being black during the

Depression, he flourished, and by the 1950s he was ruling a Birmingham-based business

empire. When the movement for civil rights swept through the South in the late 1950s and early

1960s, Gaston provided critical financial support to many activists.At the time of his death in

1996, A. G. Gaston was one of the wealthiest black men in America, if not the wealthiest. But

his legacy extended far beyond the monetary. He was a man who had proved it was possible to

overcome staggering odds and make a place for himself as a leader, a captain of industry, and

a far-sighted philanthropist. Writing with grace and power, Jenkins and Hines bring their

distinguished ancestor fully to life in the pages of this book. Black Titan is the story of a man

who created his own future—and in the process, blazed a future for all black businesspeople in

America.

“No library of American business achievement is complete without the story of Arthur G.

Gaston. . . . Black Titan is a long overdue contribution to the recording of not just black history,

but American history.”—EARL G. GRAVES SR.Chairman and CEO, Earl G. Graves

Ltd.Founder and Publisher, Black Enterprise magazineAuthor of How to Succeed in Business

Without Being White:Straight Talk on Making It in America“A. G. Gaston was there first. He

succeeded when the odds seemed insurmountable. This important book traces his incredible

life, from coal miner to millionaire. It is full of lessons for anyone looking to succeed in today’s

business world.”—ROBERT JOHNSONCEO, Black Entertainment Television, Inc.“It was my

privilege to meet A. G. Gaston in Birmingham, Alabama, during the early 1970s. I was greatly

inspired by his unique entrepreneurial vision and passionate belief in economic self-

sufficiency. . . . This book should be read by every entrepreneur.”—BYRON LEWISChairman,

Uniworld GroupFrom the Hardcover edition.From the Inside FlapThe grandson of slaves, born

into poverty in 1892 in the Deep South, A. G. Gaston died more than a century later with a

fortune worth well over $130 million and a business empire spanning communications, real

estate, and insurance. Gaston was, by any measure, a heroic figure whose wealth and

influence bore comparison to J. P. Morgan and Andrew Carnegie. Here, for the first time, is the



story of the life of this extraordinary pioneer, told by his niece and grandniece, the award-

winning television journalist Carol Jenkins and her daughter Elizabeth Gardner Hines.Born at a

time when the bitter legacy of slavery and Reconstruction still poisoned the lives of black

Americans, Gaston was determined to make a difference for himself and his people. His first

job, after serving in the celebrated all-black regiment during World War I, bound him to the

near-slavery of an Alabama coal mine—but even here Gaston saw not only hope but

opportunity. He launched a business selling lunches to fellow miners, soon established a

rudimentary bank—and from then on there was no stopping him. A kind of black Horatio Alger,

Gaston let a single, powerful question be his guide: What do our people need now? His

success flowed from an uncanny genius for knowing the answer.Combining rich family lore with

a deep knowledge of American social and economic history, Carol Jenkins and Elizabeth

Hines unfold Gaston’s success story against the backdrop of a century of crushing racial

hatred and bigotry. Gaston not only survived the hardships of being black during the

Depression, he flourished, and by the 1950s he was ruling a Birmingham-based business

empire. When the movement for civil rights swept through the South in the late 1950s and early

1960s, Gaston provided critical financial support to many activists.At the time of his death in

1996, A. G. Gaston was one of the wealthiest black men in America, if not the wealthiest. But

his legacy extended far beyond the monetary. He was a man who had proved it was possible to

overcome staggering odds and make a place for himself as a leader, a captain of industry, and

a far-sighted philanthropist. Writing with grace and power, Jenkins and Hines bring their

distinguished ancestor fully to life in the pages of this book. Black Titan is the story of a man

who created his own future—and in the process, blazed a future for all black businesspeople in

America. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.From the Back

Cover“No library of American business achievement is complete without the story of Arthur G.

Gaston. . . . Black Titan is a long overdue contribution to the recording of not just black history,

but American history.”—EARL G. GRAVES SR.Chairman and CEO, Earl G. Graves

Ltd.Founder and Publisher, Black Enterprise magazineAuthor of How to Succeed in Business

Without Being White:Straight Talk on Making It in America“A. G. Gaston was there first. He

succeeded when the odds seemed insurmountable. This important book traces his incredible

life, from coal miner to millionaire. It is full of lessons for anyone looking to succeed in today’s

business world.”—ROBERT JOHNSONCEO, Black Entertainment Television, Inc.“It was my

privilege to meet A. G. Gaston in Birmingham, Alabama, during the early 1970s. I was greatly

inspired by his unique entrepreneurial vision and passionate belief in economic self-

sufficiency. . . . This book should be read by every entrepreneur.”—BYRON LEWISChairman,

Uniworld Group --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.About the

AuthorCarol Jenkins, niece of A. G. Gaston, is an Emmy Award-winning television journalist

and now heads her own production company in New York City, specializing in television films

and documentaries. For nearly twenty-five years she was an anchor and correspondent for

WNBC-TV in New York.Elizabeth Gardner Hines, Ms. Jenkins’s daughter, is a writer. A

graduate of Yale, with an M.A. in English literature from Harvard University, Ms. Hines is the

recipient of several academic prizes and fellowships. She lives in New York City. --This text

refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission.

All rights reserved.Chaper 1MARENGO COUNTYWhat I did any man can do-if he

haswillpower, determination and a plan.The Iron MinesPick any sweltering day in the year

1919. On the outskirts of Birmingham, Alabama, in a small mining village, hundreds of black

men are at work, side by side. The old-fashioned broiler that is the Alabama sun beats down

hard upon them, and to a man, each is afloat in his own sweat. In the ground beneath their



feet, men less lucky than they swim in the blackness of the pits. Thousands of pounds of iron

will emerge as a result of their labor; and thousands of men will die in its pursuit.Some of the

men you see and cannot see are convicts, leased out by the state to bring in revenues; some

are war veterans, newly returned to face few opportunities and ample disdain. Nevertheless,

one of these men, bruised like all the others by the demands of his working life, is on the verge

of taking his first step in the direction of becoming a bona fide millionaire-one hundred times

over.Before this man is through, he will serve as an adviser to President John Kennedy. He will

play a pivotal role in the American civil rights movement. One day he will even be likened to the

great giants of American industry-Rockefeller, Morgan, and Carnegie among them. Like just

about every other black man in Alabama in the early part of the twentieth century, A. G. Gaston

started with next to nothing: His mother was a cook in the kitchen of a prominent white family;

he never had more than a tenth-grade education. After the war he had taken his position in the

mines as a means of survival-only to emerge utterly determined that his life was worth more

than what the mines were offering.That determination was a kind of miracle given the context

in which Gaston had been raised. And that miracle is the foundation of the story you are about

to hear.The Olive and Vine CompanyIn order to appreciate A. G. Gaston and his extraordinary

success against all odds, we must first understand the world as he knew it.Gaston was born in

the tiny, western Alabama town of Demopolis. Situated halfway between Montgomery,

Alabama, and Jackson, Mississippi, Demopolis boasts a long and infamous history. The town is

located at the confluence of the Tombigbee and Black Warrior Rivers, used as water highways

by Native peoples, early explorers, traders, and settlers. Lodged within the geographic triangle

of Tuscaloosa to the north, Mobile to the south, and Montgomery to the east, Demopolis sits

dead center in what came to be known as the Black Belt of southern agriculture-as much for

the darkness of the soil as for the color of the people who tended it.President Andrew Jackson,

who would launch a meticulous removal of Native American inhabitants from their lands during

his administration, had actually started his sweep years before as a militiaman. In the case of

Demopolis and its environs, it was the Choctaws who were forced to relocate in 1816. The

following year the land was granted by the U.S. Congress to a group of aristocratic exiles who

had been banished from France after the revolution for their allegiance to France's fallen

dictator Napoléon Bonaparte.The exiles named their new home Demopolis-"city of the people"-

and re-created there a French village called Aingleville. They had come with the intention of

coaxing groves of olives and grapes from the region's fertile soil, founding the Olive and Vine

Colony toward this end. However, the combination of unsuitable growing conditions for their

preferred crops and the inexperience on the part of the settlers resulted in a magnificent failure

in production. According to legend, the exiles were comically unprepared for rural life; men and

women alike were said to tend to their farming duties in full court attire. Not a few of the exiles

quickly succumbed to the harshness of the agricultural regime, and many of those who

survived fled back to Paris once amnesty had been granted to them by the new, more

reasonable King Louis Philippe.Not all who had come to Demopolis from France, however, died

or left immediately, and those who remained-among them Napoléon's former aide-de-camp,

General Lefebvre-Desnouettes-laid roots deep in the Alabama soil. The area's few remaining

Choctaw Indians (the very tribe whose families had been displaced by the arrival of the French)

helped educate the settlers as to which crops would thrive on the land, and shared their own

food with the newcomers to protect them from starvation.As the decade of the 1820s dawned,

much of the area's French influence had been amalgamated into the wider culture of the

region. With many exiles departed, the land that made up the newly formed Marengo County

(977 square miles, in which Demopolis is included) came into the hands of the cotton farmers



who had begun to make their fortunes across the South-in large part through slave labor. The

cotton farmers dug in their heels and accomplished what, by and large, the French could not:

They coaxed riches from the soil, tilling the canebrakes that surrounded the municipality and

producing a viable living out of King Cotton. Of course, the cotton farmers had one crucial

advantage over the French: Most had brought their slaves with them.The Columbian World's

Fair and the State of Black America, 1893If you had asked A. G. Gaston when his birthday was

he would have told you, with pride, that it was the Fourth of July, the date of the signing of the

Declaration of Independence. If you'd asked him to prove it, he couldn't have: Formal records of

rural black births were rarely kept before the middle of the twentieth century. But the date,

whether by true accident of birth or by choice, reflected Gaston's lifelong identification as a

proud American. He was simply unshakable on the subject. And while many other blacks had

adopted the Fourth as their own date of birth for its reverberations on the themes of liberty and

freedom, few would buy so fully into those ideals as A. G. Gaston did.At the time of Gaston's

birth in 1892, the United States had just witnessed an unprecedented industrial expansion, a

true revolution. Machines had been invented that changed the idea of work; transcontinental

railroads shrank distances and the time it took to cross them. Partly as a result, great fortunes

had been tallied. The American corporation, only recently invented, had been accorded almost

human rights by the government, with "robber barons" Rockefeller, Carnegie, and Morgan

amassing unprecedented concentrations of wealth and indulging in conspicuous displays of it.

Indeed, the country at large seemed to approve of-even glorify as heroic-the self-made man,

with "the love of money and success permeat[ing] all ranks of society, not just the top." By

1892 the idea of competition was firmly embedded in the American psyche: social Darwinism,

it was called; survival of the fittest.Survival was indeed in question for many in America. The

year of A. G. Gaston's birth saw 165 black men, women, and children lynched in America-the

most recorded in a single year. One year later, the country would suffer a serious financial

panic, an economic downturn that would last for five years and put three million of the country's

fifteen million workers out of jobs. Thousands, known as "the armies of despair," would

descend on Washington to protest the state of the nation's economy; six hundred banks, fifty-

six railroads, and fifteen thousand companies would eventually go bankrupt.That same year, a

world's fair took place in Chicago that revealed much about the status of blacks in this newly

revolutionized America. Organized to celebrate the four hundredth anniversary of Columbus's

discovery of the continent, the fair turned out to be so lavish an undertaking that it was forced

to open a year later than originally planned. Forty thousand laborers and twenty-eight million

dollars later, the crowds poured in to examine more than sixty-five thousand exhibits, each

representing one or another of America's great contributions to the world since 1492. It was

here that Scott Joplin first played his ragtime; Thomas Edison was on hand to demonstrate the

wonders of electricity. In total, more than twenty-seven million people-nearly a quarter of the

country's total population at the time-attended the event.Of the sixty-five thousand exhibits on

view, not one had anything to do with black America. Not that ideas hadn't been presented:

Anti-lynching activist and journalist Ida B. Wells, along with many other blacks, had appealed-

unsuccessfully-to the boards assembling the fair, arguing that at least one exhibit celebrating

black contributions should be allowed in the showcase. Event organizers were, however,

unmoved. Their one concession was to set aside one day, August 25, 1893, as Colored

American Day: Blacks would be allowed free admission to the fair and a slice of watermelon

each. In protest, Wells organized and distributed hundreds of pamphlets detailing the plethora

of black accomplishments that had been left out of the fair's version of American history,

including Elijah "the real" McCoy's steam engine lubricators, Norbert Rillieux's sugar refining



process, Jan Matzeliger's shoe lasting machine (which enabled soles to be attached to shoes

in less than a minute), Granville Woods's steam boiler, electric railway, and telephone

transmitter, and Louis Latimer's improvements on both the telephone and the lightbulb. Blacks,

Wells proclaimed, had greatly contributed to the very revolution in American life the fair

purported to celebrate: transportation, communication, light. Meanwhile, the most enduring

black image to surface from the fair itself was a rendering of a woman named Nancy Green-

better known to most Americans as Aunt Jemima.Whatever had changed in America's

conception of itself as a capitalist entity, what had not changed was where it figured its black

citizens belonged in that equation. Black achievement, the Columbian World's... --This text

refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Read more
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Julia Grace, “The Making of a Millionaire. Interesting bio on A. G. Gaston, a great African-

American who promoted economic self-sufficiency and possessed a passionate

entrepreneurial spirit. The book is well-written and chronicles Gaston's life early as a child

born in Alabama at a time when "lynching" of blacks in America was at its peak, and continues

through into adulthood, focusing on his business ventures, marriages and family life, all the

while including historical facts of black America during the 1900's. One of the writers is A. G.

Gaston's niece, noted author Carol Jenkins, which allows for personal insight into his family life

that otherwise may not have been available to the reader. For example, information about his

second wife, Minnie Gaston's personal success and her contribution to the black community

was especially insightful. Including the realization of Gaston's reluctance to be financially

supportive of Minnie's entrepreneurial endeavors.The book depicts "the making of a millionaire:

A. G. Gaston," by delving deep into Gaston's everyday life - his struggles, missteps, and

success as a [black] businessman. I thoroughly enjoyed reading this book about Gaston who,

against all odds, becomes successful in his community, which highlights his accomplishments,

but also how he empowered others within the community as well.Favorite quote of book: "What

I did any man can do - if he has willpower, determination and a plan." To that I add: " Any

woman can do!"We need more books about unsung heroes in the African-American

community.  I highly recommend this book.”

William Cosby, “A book that every American should read!. [Bucket 1—Broader Context] “My

interpretation of the book “Black Titan”.This book offers a lot. It’s a history lesson, it’s a



business book, it’s a love story. Its rich with insights and keeps you engaged through the eyes

of a man who lived to be more than a Century old. A.G. Gaston’s life is full of pivotal events

having been raised by ex-slaves, seeing a lynched man at a very young age in Demopolis,

raised in a log-cabin during his formative years, taught by Booker T Washington when BT

would occasionally visit the Tuggle Institute, having witnessed two world wars (and participated

in one), having witnessed the Korean War and Vietnam war, and having watched his country

put the first man on the moon at the end of the tumultuous 60’s, an era in which Civil Rights

took centre stage. I smiled a great deal as I read it because it referred to other books we’ve

covered such as Up from Slavery (a favourite of AG’s) and The Souls of Black folks. An early

line in the book “Money provides much, but not all” is a big hint as to what follows. One of the

wisest things ever uttered by Booker T., which AG seems to have taken to heart was: “Nor

should we permit our grievances to overshadow our opportunities”—a line that naturally

resonates with many African Americans who have a “complicated” relationship with their birth

country. That line in the book challenged me to look at Booker T. and indeed America

differently, because what I think he’s essentially saying is what many of my elders have said to

me over the years: “Bill, keep your eyes on the prize”. In many ways, this book helped me to

have a more mature and balanced perspective of my birth country. “If my ancestors, despite

the indignities and oppression they suffered, could believe in America, then certainly I can.” I

finally understood that Black people weren’t holding on to America, but rather, it has been

holding on to the virtues enshrined in the American Constitution. That’s the prize![Bucket 2—

Social Insights] “Then there’s the second bucket around social insights”.African Americans of

the time were very much victims of racialized resource allocation, often being denied access to

federal relief funds by state and local government. And, being at the bottom of the economic

and social pyramid, they were especially vulnerable—often being taken advantaged of through

a share-cropping system that perpetuated the economic and social inequalities bequeathed

(and indeed demanded) by slavery. What I didn’t expect from this book was insights about the

different leavers of oppression used by the white power structure to stifle black progress, be it

political, social, or economic in an effort to marginalize and ultimately dis-enfranchise African

Americans in the South in particular…I thought it would just be a business book about a “Black

business tycoon”, but it provided so much more— offering insights around how laws, police,

domestic terrorism (through lynching, assassinations (Medgar Evers) and bombings; the

author says that there were so many bombs detonated in Birmingham that it acquired the

name “Bombingham”) and other tools used to maintain psychological, social, and financial

oppression through a system of institutionalized racism and daily psychological assaults (the

practice of stepping aside for passing whites on the sidewalk and curfews for black people in

Sundown towns) and signage that served as a constant reminder of a “black person’s place” in

the American South. I must say, after reading this book I have a higher level of respect for

African Americans because it really is astonishing that we’re still in the game — And, not only

are we still in the game, but during our time we’ve witnessed the first black President and the

first woman Vice President in the US. The book revealed to me that as African Americans

we’re at an incredibly unique point in America’s history because we get to see the

manifestation of our ancestors’ hopes and dreams through the very symbolic (but to a great

extent substantive) event of a Black man in the White house; and America’s first woman Vice

President (Also, a woman of color)—in elections where African Americans showed up in force

to leverage a vote to determine our destiny—a vote that was denied to our ancestors.[Bucket 3

—Virtues & Values] “The things that matter most at the end of the day”.Finally, the book also

reminded me of the importance of passing along the right values to our children and



recognizing the wealth that is embedded in these values. African Americans during the earlier

part of the 20th Century didn’t have financial and social capital to pass along to their kids, but

what they did have were time-honoured values such as the importance of a strong work ethic,

grit, commitment, sacrifice, discipline, education, and perhaps most importantly—the power of

having a steadfast belief in a country that didn’t believe in them. African Americans emerge as

unsung heroes that tirelessly work to make America live up to its promises…and its potential.

The African American generation of that time seemingly held on to America’s professed values

and promises with a faith that astonished me until I read this book and gained a more nuanced

understanding. This book made me begin to understand that the generation of that time knew

that while they may not live to experience the equality and opportunity professed by the US —

the American dream as it were—their children, if instilled with America’s virtues, might one day

inherit America’s promises. Perhaps the greatest take-away for me was the importance that

role-models (both being one and having one) play in building success. AG modelled his grand-

parents and mother’s work-ethic, he modelled the principles and philosophy of Booker T and

Dad Smith, and he modelled AB Loveman’s commercial success. It was the example of his

role models that allowed him to believe that he could become something greater than what his

country’s social order expected of him. Like Reg Lewis, he was a man who beat the odds.

What he achieved in the context of an environment that was devised for him to fail is truly

extraordinary.  It was a great read.”

Richard Steele, “The Formula. I loved to reading the story of the very enterprising A. G.

Gaston.His story reminds me much of what I heard about John Rockefeller. Building a vertical

empire, each new business supporting the ones that came before them. Each new business

supporting a public need.This is a great read for people who would like to learn success

principles, study black history or just like great biographies.”

21st Century Woman, “Rages to Riches story. Powerful.It puts to shame everyone who wants

to use Jim Crow and racism as a reason for not being successful. Mr. Gaston showed the bad

habits of Blacks who were not improving their economic situations. And then showed the

reader how drive, vision, determination, hard work will create a successful life.Brilliant man. He

figured out how capitalism worked and worked it successfully.”

M. Hall, “A great read about a man that I knew about my whole life.. This book was enlightening

on many different levels. It shows how a Black man can achieve greatness with determination.

Also, the information about the Civil Rights movement in Birmingham was presented as a

flowing timeline and I would recommend it to younger generations as a way to understand the

movement more deeply.”

Bernice, “Black Titan: A. G. Gaston and the making of a Black Millionaire. First of all I'm from

Demopolis, Al, and knew of A,G. Gaston, the story was excellent and I learned more about my

hometown in this book than 68 years of living and visiting there often, It was very inspiring to

learn that he was a multi-millionaire and came from very humble beginnings. He did a lot for

our race and I wish that there were more of us like him today. He mentioned Wyatt T. Walker

whom I've met as I now live in Petersburg, VA. Wonderful book and lot of history on how

blacks were treated and still is as some whites have a problem showing respect for our black

accomplished President, it reminded me of the Tuskegee Airman, so I put him in that category.

Having lived in the era and growing in the South I can identify with this book.  Well researched!!”



Peter B. Sims, “Inspiring! Anything is Possible and A.G. Gaston's Story Proves This!. Inspiring!

A must read! A grandson of slaves, a pioneer, a heroic figure, an entrepreneur, a boss, a

maverick, and a person who straight up did big things and helped so many people on the way.

Thank you Carol Jenkins for sharing his story with the world. We appreciate you for this! For

those that want to read more about him, you can read his autobiography: "Green Power: The

Successful Way of A.G. Gaston". Peace,”

Mr Perry Terris, “Epic. Mr A.G Gaston is truly great inspiration for all of humanity just to think

that uneducated black man in America could achieve so much when all the odds was against

him is exceptionally profoundly impressiveWhy so many black youths nowadays fall by the

waste side when he got such monumental figure as A.G. Gaston to look up to.”

dwilliams, “Inspirational. Difficult to put down! Some civil rights issues were clarified by reading

the info. in parts of the book. Well written and enjoyable to read. A reminder that persistence

and hard work can pay off. Starting small and growing organically is not to be frowned upon.

Had never heard of A.G. Gaston before picking up this book but his story was worth learning

about.”

The book by Carol Jenkins has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 508 people have provided feedback.
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