Sammy Davis Jr. was born in 1925 in Harlem, New York City, into a family of performers.
His parents, Sammy Davis Sr. and Elvera “Baby” Sanchez, were vaudeville dancers. From
birth, he was surrounded by music, dance, and the stage.

Because his parents were part of a traveling troupe, Sammy began performing at just
three years old. He joined his father and his “uncle” Will Mastin in an act called The Will
Mastin Trio, learning to sing, dance, and make audiences laugh before most children had
learned to read.

He never had a traditional childhood or much formal schooling. Instead, the stage
became his classroom. Performing in nightclubs across the country, Sammy absorbed
everything — rhythm, timing, mimicry, and the art of reading an audience.

At that time, entertainment was heavily segregated. Black performers often couldn’t stay
in the hotels where they performed, and audiences were divided by race. But Sammy’s
talent was undeniable — he could dance, sing, play instruments, and do impressions that
left crowds astonished.

He served in the U.S. Army during World War Il, where he experienced severe racism for
the first time. Fellow soldiers abused him, but he responded by using humor and
performance to disarm hatred — an early sign of his resilience.

After the war, he returned to performing with The Will Mastin Trio, gradually attracting
national attention. He could do tap dance routines of incredible complexity, sing in
multiple styles, and mimic famous celebrities flawlessly.

In the early 1950s, he began recording solo albums, showcasing his rich voice and
smooth phrasing. Songs like That Old Black Magic and Something’s Gotta Give revealed
not just skill, but deep emotion and swing.

His big break came in 1956, when he starred on Broadway in the musical Mr. Wonderful.
The show made him a household name and established him as one of the most versatile
entertainers in America.

That same decade, his life changed dramatically after a car accident near San
Bernardino, California. The crash shattered his face and cost him his left eye. He
recovered with a glass eye and returned to performing just months later — a symbol of
his determination.

During his recovery, he studied religion deeply and converted to Judaism. He said he
saw a connection between the Jewish struggle for survival and the Black experience in
America. His faith became a lifelong source of strength.



In the 1960s, Sammy Davis Jr. joined forces with Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, Peter
Lawford, and Joey Bishop — together they became known as the Rat Pack. This group
embodied coolness, humor, and talent, defining the Las Vegas entertainment era.

But while audiences adored the Rat Pack’s style, Sammy’s presence in it was
revolutionary. He was the only Black member, performing in casinos that once wouldn’t
even allow him to stay as a guest.

Sinatra, who deeply respected him, insisted that Sammy receive the same treatment as
everyone else. Their friendship helped break down some of Las Vegas’s racist hotel
policies, though prejudice persisted.

Sammy Davis Jr. also faced backlash for his interracial relationships. In the early 1960s,
his marriage to Swedish actress May Britt caused controversy, especially in a time when
interracial marriage was still illegal in many U.S. states.

Despite the hate he received, he refused to apologize for who he loved. That courage
made him one of the first major Black celebrities to openly challenge racist social
boundaries in entertainment.

His versatility was astonishing. He could dance with the lightness of Fred Astaire, sing
like Nat King Cole, and act with dramatic range. He performed on stage, film, and
television, always bringing humor and heart.

One of his greatest talents was impressionism — the art of mimicking voices and
mannerisms. He could switch from imitating Humphrey Bogart to Louis Armstrong to
Jerry Lewis in seconds, earning laughs and applause from every crowd.

He was also a groundbreaking television performer. Appearances on The Ed Sullivan
Show, Laugh-In, and The Tonight Show brought his energy into millions of homes,
helping change how America saw Black entertainers.

But Sammy’s life wasn’t without pain. He faced constant discrimination, grueling
schedules, and health problems from overwork. He often felt pressure to be “perfect” to
overcome prejudice — to be twice as good just to be accepted.

Still, he used his fame to push for progress. He marched with Martin Luther King Jr. and
supported civil rights causes, showing that success didn’t separate him from the
struggles of his community.

In later years, his voice deepened and his dancing slowed, but his charisma never faded.
Audiences who saw him live said he radiated joy and humility — a performer who gave
everything every night.

He starred in films like Porgy and Bess (1959), Robin and the 7 Hoods (1964), and Sweet
Charity (1969), proving he could hold his own in both comedy and drama.



In 1989, after decades of performing, Sammy Davis Jr. was diagnosed with throat cancer.
Even as his health declined, he kept appearing onstage, saying that performing gave his
life purpose.

He passed away in 1990 at age 64. At his funeral, Frank Sinatra called him “one of the
greatest talents ever to grace show business — and one of the kindest souls I’'ve ever
known.”

Sammy Davis Jr. remains a symbol of perseverance, artistry, and unity. He turned
barriers into stages and pain into rhythm. Every tap, every note, every smile carried a
story of survival and pride.

To understand Sammy Davis Jr. is to see how art can challenge injustice — how
performance can become protest, and how talent, when fused with courage, can move a
nation toward change.

He was more than a singer or dancer — he was proof that humanity, expressed through
art, can bridge worlds that prejudice tries to divide.



