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Honoring Black Excellence is an
adidas initiative that celebrates the
achievements of Black individuals
and Black culture as a whole. Sport,
culture, and service are rooted

in the Black community. For that
reason, we’re highlighting honorees
from all across the country, from
elite athletes like C.J., to everyday
individuals dedicated to service,
offering each one a platform to help
give back and share their stories.
We are honored to bring you the
story of C.J. and Kelli Stewart’s
athletic career and love of service.
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Former Chicago Cubs outfielder
C.J. Stewart grew up in the hous-
ing projects of Northwest Atlanta
and dreamt of playing professional
baseball. Then, he received an op-
portunity to play in a neighborhood
baseball league on the affluent side
of town. This sports-based lifestyle
granted Stewart a clear vision of
the possibilities and potentials that
baseball and adequate resources
might help people realize. “We
moved into Collier Heights, a his-
torically Black community, but we
were not on the bourgeoisie side,
we were over on the Section 8 side,”
recalls C.J.
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F C.J. and Kelli initially opened L.E.A.D. up to all of Metro Atlanta,
but then tightened their focus to Atlanta Public Schools. After
all, this was the system that had the most profound influence
over C.J.’s educational, social and community life. From his
own lived experience, he understood that the children living

in Atlanta’s inner-city neighborhoods weren’t able to afford

the resources to develop serious athletic skills—which is why,
despite the challenges it presented, C.J. offered his services
free of charge.

“l didn’t want to price kids out of something they love to do just
because they were born in a family that didn’t have the resourc-
es. How is that fair?” asks C.J. “Just making sure that our boys
understand the fight that they are in is very important.”

With no budget for logistical programming, but a clear vision in
direction, a parent from his for profit business shocked the pair
by donating $60,000 to kickstart and establish their organiza-
tion: L.E.A.D.
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C.J. observes as Tyler Williams,

a L.E.A.D. Ambassador alum

and sophomore at Texas 4y
Southern University, repeat- =
edly smashes a punching b 'q.
under the supervision of hi;ﬁe L &
dad, Dexter. “They allow N
to come to their home to w ch |
them train, and it inspire e to
execute the same drill with our
other L.E.A.D. Ambassadp i
explains C.J. “It’'s now a staple

in my toolbox of skill-build

drills.” o
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THENEGRO
LEAGUES

| am a son of Atlanta, a Grady Baby,
born in 1976. Grady Hospital was the
place where Atlanta’s Black, poor
and working-class children were
born.

Baseball was my ticket out of pov-
erty. Not born into the Black bour-
geois, | had prayer, hope, and “keep
holding on” to hold onto.

In 2007, when we started L.E.A.D.
(Launch, Expose, Advise, Direct),
our excitement was through the roof
and we knew what we wanted to do,
how we wanted to do it and when we
wanted to get started.

The what, how, and when is the easy
part. Answering ‘why’ you want to
do something is hard. Answering
why gets to the soul. Margarette
Purvis was our initial Program
Development Consultant. Realizing
that we were stuck on why we want-
ed to start L.E.A.D., she gave me the
Kadir Nelson book We Are the Ship.
The title’s based on the opening
quote—“we are the ship; all else
the sea”—from Rube Foster, who
founded the Negro National League,
and it sets the tone for the rest of
the story Kadir Nelson illustrates so
beautifully.
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The Negro Leagues introduced
baseball to Japan and Latin America.
And Jackie Robinson, by becoming
the first African American player to
integrate the Major Leagues in the
modern era, saved the all-white Major
Leagues as well as America.

| would be remiss if | didn’t tip my cap
to Moses Fleetwood Walker for being
the very first African American man to
play in the Major Leagues, making his
debut on May 1, 1884 for the Toledo
Blue Stockings.

During several seasons, the Majors
struggled to draw fans to their games,
and this is why bringing Mr. Robinson
to the all White Majors was so im-
portant. Negro League players were
arguably better than the White Major
Leaguers and drew more fans with
their barnstorming style of play. For
African Americans, the games were a
symbol of community pride, and they
attended in droves—always dressed
to the nines. When Jackie Robinson
came to the all-White Majors, the
Black dollar followed him.

The Negro Leagues were a hotbed

of ingenuity. The sons of enslaved
Africans and African Americans who
had to carve a new life out of a foreign
land and build tools and processes

to build America’s foundation—un-
der the threat of their very lives with
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their families being torn apart every
day—it’s no wonder that some of the
staples of baseball were created in
the Negro Leagues. Batting helmets
and catcher’s gear were invented in
the Negro Leagues as well as night
games. Those three inventions alone
allowed Black players to play more
games and to play them safely.

“We Are The Ship; All Else The Sea.”

After learning this history of Black
people and baseball, we knew why
L.E.A.D. needed to exist. We had our
why.

We needed to exist to empower an
at-risk generation to lead and trans-
form their city of Atlanta by using the
sport of baseball to teach Black boys
how to overcome three curveballs that
threaten their success: crime, poverty
and racism.

L.E.A.D. is hard-work and heart-work.

We remain inspired by the legacy of
the Negro Leagues. They were not
allowed to continue. However, for the
sake of the betterment of Atlanta,
America, and the world, L.E.A.D. will
remain vigilant in our quest to fulfill
our vision to develop Black boys into
Ambassadors who will lead their City
of Atlanta to lead the world.

First Black World Series, Kansa City, Missouri (1924) /
Photo by J.E. Miller/William A. Gladstone Collection
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JOHN PHILLIPS

Meet John Phillips. He’s an aspiring artist, rising senior at Fred-
erick Douglass High School in Atlanta, and a L.E.A.D. Ambassador.
Phillips has maintained this distinguished honor for three years via
his exemplary achievements in the program’s ABC’S: Attendance,
Behavior, Curriculum (grades), and Service.

“Being an Ambassador means the world to me,” explains Phillips.
“Words can’t actually describe how much of a great program this is
for me and my life.” The 17-year-old hopes to become an illustrator
and role model to his community and family. It’s a concern that he
faces head on: “l worry about my grandad and dad not living long
enough to see me be successful.”

Phillips dreams of “fixing poverty” one day and plans on giving
back to his city, a place that’s very special to him. “The best thing
about Atlanta is the people, because we all are the same in some
type of way.”
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Black excellence is honoring those that helped along the way.
— C.J. & KELLI

Black Excellence is our beacon, our North Star that must glow brightly
to lead us toward a purposeful destination. As we seek to build
generational wealth, it is essential to have cultural wealth and Black
Excellence must be its foundation.

— BYRON AMOS
Community Leader/Washington High School, Alum & GO Team Member

Black Excellence is a state of mind—a culture forged out of the
fire of being relentless in our pursuit of Racial Equity.
The capacity to “fuel up” on the adversity of navigating the
ever-present challenges that we face daily in a carbon
monoxide environment.

— CARTER DREW
President/Co-founder Carter & Reynolds Group

Black Excellence is overcoming every obstacle and glass ceiling
that is placed in your way because of the color of your skin.
— SHARODON JENKINS
South Atlanta High School Alum ‘2020, Langston University ‘24

Black Excellence is achievement ‘in spite of.” The ability
to overcome countless obstacles that the mainstream world
does not see nor understand.

— RON SKEETE
Nonprofit Executive, Community Leader

Black Excellence is a journey not a destination. It's the embodiment of diligence
combined with purpose-filled action in our everyday lives. It's important that
we honor Black Excellence as it highlights the lineage of strong leaders who

impact our history and inspire the next generation.
— ANDRE DICKENS
Atlanta City Council Member, At Large; Candidate for Mayor City of Atlanta

Counter to a standard, I like to bestow the ‘Black Excellence’ sash to those
that beat the odds in all walks of life. Even in the worst environments and
predicaments, this person found a way to achieve a certain level of success
that in turn motivates others to do the same.

—TERRANCE MAYS
Frederick Douglass High School Graduate/Architect

Black Excellence is meeting, and overcoming, every natural and artificial bar-
rier between where you are in life and where you want to be in order to achieve
your life purpose. It means trying to do your very best at everything you do.
Never letting anything or anyone get between you and your chosen destination.

—SAMUEL-AUSTIN EVANS
L.E.A.D. Ambassador Alum, ‘15/Texas A&M Graduate

Honoring Black Excellence is to recognize those who consume an ideology
of service to community followed by actions that lead to embracing,
empowering & equipping others to cultivate and harvest their own goals.
— ROSE SCOTT
Emmy Award Winning Journalist

Black Excellence is Black people working together, living and walking
a collective purpose to uplift each other.
— COURTNEY ENGLISH
Educator/Community Builder/Candidate Atlanta City Council President

Black Excellence is working twice as hard to get half as much; perseverance,
determination and fortitude. Black Excellence is creativity—expression,
the generation of ideas, solving problems, providing alternatives,
and possibilities that could only come from our experience.

— ARETTA BALDON
Atlanta Board of Education, District 2



BLACKNESS HAS BEEN
CRIMINALIZED AND
DEMONIZED IN AMERICAN
', SOCIETY AND FLOWERS,
GENERALLY, CARRY
THE CONNOTATION
OF PRETTINESS AND
LOVELINESS.

A BLACK FLOWER TO
ME SPEAKS TO THE
DISALLOWED,
UNRECOGNIZED BEAUTY
OF BLACKNESS AS

A COLOR AND Cover art and illustrations by Brandon Breaux | @bbreaux
AS A PEOPLE.
— KELLI STEWART
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