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John Robert Kinard was born on Nov. 13, 1936, in
Washington, D.C., to Robert Francis and Jessie Beulah
Kinard, migrants from Greenwood, South Carolina.
The oldest of three children, he attended D.C. public
schools, including Payne Elementary, Brown Junior

High, Dunbar, and Spingarn High School. At just 16
years old, he preached his first sermon at Metropolitan Wesley A.M.E. Zion Church

beginning a lifelong commitment to ministry and service.

Kinard attended Howard University before earning a full football scholarship to Livingstone
College in North Carolina. There, he excelled in athletics, joined Omega Psi Phi Fraternity,
and became active in the NAACP, helping desegregate local public facilities. After graduating,
he attended Hood Theological Seminary while pastoring Pleasant Hill A.M.E. Zion Church.

His leadership extended internationally through Operation Crossroads Africa, where he
managed village restoration projects in East Africa. Fluent in Swahili and Arabic, Kinard
worked alongside influential African leaders, including Tom Mboya, Julius Nyerere, and
Jomo Kenyatta during the era of African decolonization.

In 1964, Kinard married his college sweetheart, Marjorie A. Williams, and together they
raised three daughters. While serving as assistant pastor at John Wesley A M.E. Zion Church,
he also held positions with the U.S. Department of State and the Office of Equal Opportunity.
In 1967, Kinard accepted the challenge of leading the Smithsonian's experimental Anacostia
Neighborhood Museum. His vision and determination transformed the project into a
permanent institution, making him the first Black director of a Smithsonian museum. Under
his leadership, the museum became a groundbreaking space that celebrated Black history,
culture, and art while addressing the experiences of urban communities.

Kinard's pioneering work reshaped the museum world by promoting community-centered
exhibitions and expanding opportunities for Black artists and historians. His influence
helped inspire the growth of museums dedicated to African American, African, and Native
American history and culture, including the Smithsonian’s National Museum of African
American History and Culture. John Kinard's enduring legacy is one of visionary leadership,
cultural preservation, and unwavering commitment to community empowerment.
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