February:
Black History Month
The US Census Bureau tells us about the development of the
African American or Black History month: “To commemorate and
celebrate the contributions to our nation made by people of African
descent, American historian Carter G. Woodson established Black
History Week (then called “Negro History Week”) nearly a century
ago. The event was first celebrated during the second week of
February 1926, selected because it coincides with the birthdays of
both Abraham Lincoln (February 12) and abolitionist/writer
Frederick Douglass (February 14). That week would continue to be
set aside for the event until 1976 when, as part of the nation’s
bicentennial, it was expanded to a month. Since then, U.S. presidents
have proclaimed February as National African American History
Month.”
Our goal is to teach you about some of the lesser-known
figures in American history. So we skipped some of the more
obvious giants, like Martin Luther King Jr, Frederick Douglass, Rosa
Parks, Jackie Robinson and President Barack Obama, who did such
ground-breaking, but well-known work. We hope that you learn
something about the people that your formal education doesn’t
always include. - Mrs. Anderson’s Sociology Class

Benjamin O. Davis Sr. (Anirudh Chari)
Benjamin O. Davis Sr. was born July 1st, 1880, to an African American family in a time of much racial discrimination. At a
young age, he attended Howard University when the Spanish-American war broke out. After lying about his age, and against the wishes
of his father, he managed to join the U.S. Army and served as a temporary First-Lieutenant until the end of the war, when we enlisted as
a Private. This began his long and distinguished career, and eventual rise to become the first African American General.
After serving through Liberia and the Philippines, Benjamin rose through the ranks to
the rank of Brigadier General. After serving in World War Two, he received the Distinguished Service
Medal. During the war he served as a mediator of conflicts between white and African American enlisted
men, and he helped to safeguard the morale of troops fighting in Europe. In 1948, when he decided to retire,
President Harry S. Truman and many other decorated officials of time time came to pay tribute to one of the
most well-known Generals of U.S. history. With the example of General Davis Sr., many other people of color
have risen through the ranks to achieve the rank of General. It was partly the contribution of General Davis that
brought the U.S. Army to become fully integrated in 1949.
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Dorothy
Height

Dorothy Irene Height was born March 24, 1912 in Richmond, Virginia in an
African American family. After moving to Rankin, Pennsylvania as a child,
she excelled in a racially integrated school, and won a college scholarship
after participating in a speaking competition where she demonstrated her
speaking skills about social and political topics. She graduated in 1933 from
New York University with bachelor’s and master’s degrees in educational
psychology. After doing social work in Harlem, then later joining the staff of
the Harlem Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA), she soon
became a local leader, creating diverse programs and pushing to integrate all
YWCA facilities. Height was lucky enough to have an encounter with the
founder of the National Council of Negro Women (NCNW) Mary Mcleod
Bethune, who inspired her to begin working with her organization. Her main
focus became end the lynching of African Americans, and change the
unfairness of the criminal justice system.

In 1957, Dorothy Height became the fourth president of the NCNW. Through
this role she became a large figure in the civil rights movement, doing many
things such as organizing scholarship programs for student civil rights
workers, organizing voter registration in the South, and voter education in the
North. She worked with other leading figures such as Martin Luther King Jr.,
A. Phillip Randolph, Whitney Young, Roy Wilkins, James Farmer, and John
Lewis (the “Big Six”) on many different campaigns and initiatives. She was
even one of the organizers of the March on Washington, and stood close to
Martin Luther King Jr. as he delivered his “I Have a Dream” speech. Height
also traveled to many countries to pursue her civil rights work. She was
awarded by many organizations, including receiving the Presidential Medal
of Freedom from President Bill Clinton, the Citizens Medal Award from
President Ronald Reagan, the Congressional Gold Medal, and being inducted
into the Democracy Hall of Fame International. Through her work, she
fostered so many of the changes in the civil rights movement that we now
embrace today. She elevated the black community into independence, and
inspired many of them to join the organizations in a war against drugs,
illiteracy, and unemployment. On top of proving how capable women are of
change, she also created so many more opportunities for women (especially
women of color) to step up in society, from grants for more training to
scholarship and education opportunities. She assisted in the groundbreaking
events that caused African Americans to gain so many more freedoms and
opportunities, and through her various organizations she was able to place a
focus on the wellness and success of African American communities
everywhere.
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Bayard Rustin

Bayard Rustin was born in March 17th, 1912 in West Chester, Pennsylvania. When he was
raised, he thought that his parents were Julia and Janifer Rustin, when in reality, they were his
grandparents. He discovered it before adolescence. He attended Wilberforce University in Ohio
and Cheyney State Teachers College in Pennsylvania. In 1937, he moved to New York City and
studied at City College of New York.
He had become a foe of racial segregation at that time. He worked for the Fellowship of
Reconciliation from 1941 to 1953. In the mid-1950’s, he became a close advisor to Martin Luther
King Jr. He later was the chief architect of the March on Washington. Rustin also influenced
young activists in organizations like the Congress on Racial Equality (CORE). Rustin received
numerous awards and honorary degrees throughout his career. He kept on speaking about
economic equality within the Civil Rights movement. However, society ignored many of Rustin’s
contributions because he was gay. Rustin died in August 24, 1987.
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John Lewis
John Lewis was born on February
21, 1940, in Troy Alabama. He grew
up with the Jim Crow laws of the
south on a sharecropper farm. He
became inspired by Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr. and worked closely with him.
When he was first arrested in
Nashville in 1960, his parents found
out and were ashamed of him, this
led to his idea of “good trouble.” This
idea of “good trouble” led to his role
in the Civil Rights movement and his
career in politics.

Throughout the 1960s John Lewis was
apart and organized many protests and
sit-ins. He was a member of the original
thirteen Freedom Riders, who protested
segregated buses. In the 1963 March on
Washington, Lewis, at the age of 23,
delivered a speech. He led a peaceful
march, at the age of 25, on the Edmund
Pettus Bridge in Selma Alabama, to
demand voting rights. Even though the
protesters were peaceful they were still
beat by police, after images of the event
arose the Voting Rights Act of 1965 was
passed. Lewis then was elected to the
Atlanta city council in 1981. Six years later
he was elected to Congress, representing
Georgia’s 5th Congressional District for
more than three decades. He continued to
fight for equality throughout his career. In
2011, Lewis was awarded the Presidential
Medal of Honor by President Barack
Obama.
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Booker T. Washington

Booker T. Washington was born in 1856 in a hut in Franklin county, Virginia. Washington was an african American male. Washington’s mother was a
cook for a plantation owner and his father who was white had left him at a young age. He was born in slavery and had to work early in the morning
each day to got to school.
In another job he had heard his workmates talking about a school which was for former enslaved people in southeastern Virgina called Hampton.
He enrolled there in 1972 and graduated in 1975, and then the following year he attended Wayland seminary, Washington D.C (1878-1879). Booker
T. washington had many different accomplishments during his lifetime one being he was the first leader of the tuskegee normal and industrial institute
. He became a noted writer and had created a campus by converting two building with very low money and no equipment. He had borrowed money from the
hampton institute and bought a abandon plantation, which had later became a permanent site on campus. By 1888, the Tuskegee Institute had an enrollment

of more than 400 and offered training in such skilled trades as carpentry, cabinet-making, printing, shoe-making and tin-smithing.
Booker T. Washington Changed the world because he became one of the leading voices of the african american former slaves and their
descendants, and securing large donations to uplift the black community, through his contacts and powerful speeches. Today there’s a lot of african
Americans that are involved in trade, education, literacy and politics. For example America got the ﬁrst african American president and recently had
a african American vice president.
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Katherine Johnson was born in West Sulphur Springs, Virginia, on August 26, 1918. She was a highly
intellectual child and started high school when she was as young as ten years old! This influenced her life greatly, because
she was a math genius who was sought out by many in her career. She then went on to graduate from West Virginia State
College with highest honors, earning a bachelor’s degree in both math and French, at the young age of eighteen, in the same
school year that she enrolled. She was supported in her endeavors by her math professor at college, W.W. Schieffelin
Claytor, who was, “the third African-American to earn a PhD in mathematics” (NASA). After graduating college, she
continued her life journey through becoming a teacher; however, this was short-lived because she was offered a momentous
opportunity to become one of three of the first African-American students to enroll at West Virginia University.
She married one of two loves of her life James Goble in 1939, who unfortunately died in 1956. She later
married James Johnson in 1959.
Her career was like none other, and Johnson is a strong woman, who inspires many to achieve their dreams,
even if they don’t believe it possible. Throughout her career, she was forced to break gender and racial boundaries. In 1953,
she was hired by NACA’s (National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics) West Area Computing unit to work for the
Langley laboratory, where she “spent the next four years analyzing data from flight tests and worked on the investigation of
a plane crash caused by wake turbulence” (NASA). Here, she also provided “mathematical computations that were essential
to the success of the early US Space Program” (Britannica). She worked in a segregated space, and also often had to ask
consistently to attend briefings that females did not normally attend. This all changed in 1958, when the NACA
desegregated, became more acceptive, and formed the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, NASA.
The above paragraph doesn’t even begin to highlight the most amazing parts of Johnson’s career. She was a
member of the Space Task Group at NASA, where she co authored, and was credited for, twenty-six different research
papers. On her very first research paper, she made history as the first woman in her division to ever be credited on one.
Arguably one of Johnson’s greatest accomplishments, she calculated the flight path (trajectory) that would be used for the
Freedom 7 mission, which involved the astronaut Alan B. Shepard, Jr., in 1961. This mission was a success. She also was
requested by John Glenn himself to verify the calculations for the flight Friendship 7, that were made by the electronic IBM
machines, which often made errors. She was the one who made the correct calculations, and also confirmed that the IBM
had been correct. Additionally, she calculated the coordinates for the launch and landing (as well as the time of launch) of
the rocket for Apollo 11, which was the first-ever mission to take astronauts to the moon. After these incredible feats,
Johnson continued to work for the Space Shuttle Program, then retired in 1986.
Today, Johnson is regarded as one of the most highly influential figures in computing the Space Race, and she
received many much-deserved recognitions. In 2015, she was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom by former
president, Barack Obama. A building in NASA, called the Katherine G. Johnson Computational Research facility, was
named after her. You may also recognize her story (along with Dorothy Vaughan and Mary Jackson) from the movie, Hidden
Figures, adapted from the book called Hidden Figures: The American Dream and the Untold Story of the Black Women
Mathematicians Who Helped Win the Space Race by Margot Lee Shetterly. Johnson’s calculations allowed America to
prosper in sending astronauts to space; without her calculations, Americans would not have seen the Apollo 11 land on the
moon, or seen Alan Shepard orbit the Earth.
She died on February 24, 2020, at the age of 101; however, her legacy still lives on. To this day, Johnson
inspires many to obtain a career in the STEM field and break boundaries within the field.
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Marcus Garvey
Marcus Garvey was born on August 17,
1887 in St Ann’s Bay, Jamaica. He was
born the last of 11 children to Marcus
Garvey Sr, who was a stonemason, and
Sarah Jane Richards, who was a domestic
worker and farmer. He attended school in
Jamaica until he was 14, where he was
mostly self taught; he also experienced
racism there, mainly from his white
teachers. Garvey’s father owned a library,
where he learned to read. He was greatly
influenced by his father, who appraisingly
described him as a strong and determined
person who stands his ground against
superior authorities when he believes in
what is right. Right after he stopped going
to school, he became a printer’s apprentice
and started attending union activities in
Kingston, Jamaica.

After he acquired two years of college education
in London, which was probably inaccessible to
him in America because of his skin color, he
returned to Jamaica, and started the Universal
Negro Improvement Association. In 1916,
Garvey traveled by boat to the United States,
where he went on a lecture tour. He moved into
New York City, where he did his first lecture at
the famous St. Mark’s Church. In many of the
lectures he spoke at, he always got his views
about the rights of African Americans by notably
saying that a black man will sacrifice himself for
the greater freedom of himself and his people.
He founded the very beginnings of the Universal
Negro Association, and published the world
negro newspaper. In his paper, he even touched
on the subject of people of color being
oppressed in a “free” country. His
accomplishments were important because he
organized the very first Black nationalist
movement in the United States. In the aftermath
years of World war II, he influenced Black
Americans to embrace their identities.
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Mae Jemison
Mae Jemison who was born at Decatur, Alabama in 1956 and soon after
moved to Chicago at the age of three with her family. Due to a mixture of her
parents jobs of a maintenance worker and school teacher and her uncle
showing her the wonders of science early in her life she developed as a
person with a strong passion in science propelling her forward in life giving
her purpose. At only the age of 16 she was accepted into Stanford University
where she went on to get two degrees in chemical engineering and african
american studies. After her 2 degrees from Stanford she went to Cornell to
study international medicine.

During her studies she volunteered in a cambodian refugee camp and shorty
after graduating with a degree in medicine she decided to become a medical
officer for the west african peace corp. Once home from her international
travels helping people she applied for NASA as an astronaut and out of 2,000
applicants she was one of the only 15 accepted for training. In her early
NASA days she was mainly working with and around the space shuttle. Her
first launch into space came in 1992 on space shuttle Endeavour where she
was the only african american woman in all of NASA. Her storied career in
medicine and space show not only that african americans can lead great lives
and become one of those grand childhood dream jobs but also african
american women at that not limiting those professions to men only.
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Thurgood Marshall
Born June 2, 1908 in Baltimore, Maryland, Thurgood Marshall was heavily
inﬂuenced by his father to be honest, hard-working, and to stand up for his
beliefs. It’s possible that Marshall’s ﬁrst introduction to law came in high school
when, as a punishment for misbehavior, he read the U.S. Constitution. He
enjoyed the document, memorizing parts of it in his free time and taking an
interest in the judicial branch. Growing up as an African-American when Jim
Crow laws were still prevalent, Marshall became interested in the racial injustice
in America and decided a career in law would be the best way to do something
about it. Completing law school, he began working with the NAACP legal defense
team, a position that would deﬁne his early career.
Early on, Marshall became interested in the “separate but equal” doctrine that
represented state-sponsored segregation. When he was appointed Assistant
Special Counsel of New York in the NAACP, him and his mentor Houston began
planning an eventual case to get the Supreme Court to overrule it. Marshall
traveled the South, investigating racial discrimination of all kinds. After winning
multiple cases aimed at taking down Jim Crow laws, he ﬁnally got his chance to
defeat segregation in education with Brown v. Board of Education. By 1954, the
Supreme Court had ﬁnally decided in his favor, defeating the “separate but
equal” practice of discrimination nationwide. Having become nationally
renowned due to his heroic efforts, Marshall was appointed the ﬁrst
African-American Supreme Court Justice in 1967. In this position, he was a great
proponent for civil rights, individual rights, and the improvement of the criminal
justice system. Marshall’s groundbreaking work as a brilliant lawyer and judge
helped curb racial injustice in America and set the stage for future advances in
civil rights of all kinds.
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Alice Coachman
Alice Coachman was born on November 9, 1923, in Albany, Georgia. Coachman
was one of her ten siblings, life had some hardships for her as a youngster. She and her
family were raised in the segregated South. None of the students of color were allowed to
use the training facilities or compete in any of the organized sports events. This did not stop
Coachman, she improvised her training- running barefoot in fields and dirt roads, and used
old equipment to improve her high jump. She was highly motivated and dedicated to
showing her worth.
Coachman was spotted by a high school boys track coach, who recognized her
talent instantly. She broke the high school and college high record for high jumps,
BAREFOOT! This caught the eye of the Athletic Department of Tuskegee; she was granted a
scholarship to attend the Tuskegee Preparatory School at just 16 years old, in 1939. Over the
next several years, Coachman dominated many Amateur Athlete Union (AAU) competitions.
She later enrolled in Albany State College and continued her already legacy there. Just in
college, Alice held 25 national titles. This is a massive accomplishment for any athlete, but
it's even more significant due to the inequality she had to traverse. Finally, she was able to
show the world what she got. In 1948, Alice arrived in London as a member of the American
Olympic Team! Coachman set the record with a mark of 5 feet, 6 ⅛ inches on the high jump.
She beat the existing 16-year record by ¾ inch. Alice Coachman was the first black woman
to win an Olympic gold medal. She set up a non-profit Foundation to assist athletes through
their careers. Sadly, Alice passed on July 14, 2014- her legacy will be forever remembered.
Her story and talent continue to inspired many athletes and young women throughout the
world today.

Sources (Mia Tonnu)
Boyd, Herb. July 24, 2014. “Alice Coachman, an Immortal Olympian.” Retrieved Jan. 31, 2021
(http://amsterdamnews.com/news/2014/jul/24/alice-coachman-immortal-olympian/).
Olympic.org. May 18, 2015. “Alice Coachman, the First Woman of Colour to Win Athletics Gold.” Retrieved Jan. 31, 2021
(https://www.olympic.org/news/alice-coachman-athletics).
Biography.com July 29, 2014. “Alice Coachman Biography.” Retrieved Jan. 31, 2021
(https://www.biography.com/athlete/alice-coachman).

Sidney Poitier is a famous
Bahamian actor and director in the
world of film.
He was born in Miami, Florida, in
the year 1927, on February 20th.
A few years later him and his
family moved to the Bahamas
where him and his father had a
tomato farm on Cat Island.
Sidney was known for being a
troublemaker so his father had
him sent back to Miami to live with
his brothers, and then when he
turned 16 he moved to New York.
In New York Sidney worked simple
jobs with no real passion and
drive behind them until he made
an offer with the American Negro
Theater in New York where he
would recieve acting lessons if he
became a janitor there.
Sidney Poitier proceeded to star in
many plays and shows with much
success. He had found his
passion and was moving forward
in his life.

Sidney Poitier

Sidney Poitier was famous for
his many Hollywood actor
roles that pushed the racial
boundaries that had been set
in place.
He also starred in many
serious films and plays that
dealt with racial inequality and
the difficulties of being of
African descent, that still
relate to the present day.
Sidney won many Academy
Awards, such as the Best
Actor Academy Award, and he
even won an Oscar.
Sidney Poitier was also the
first African American male to
receive a competitive Oscar,
plus he had gained many other
nominations in the past.
Sidney Poitier helped changed
the theatrical world for
everyone, especially those of
Afrcian descent.
Sidney Poitier broke the racial
boundaries and limits in
Hollywood and showed that
anyone could be an aspiring
actor and director, no matter
the color of their skin.
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Dr. Rebecca Lee Crumpler
Rebecca Davis Lee Crumpler was
born on February 8, 1831 in
Christiana, Delaware as a free
woman. She then went on to live with
her aunt in Pennsylvania. Her aunt
was known to provide care to the sick
in her area, which may have
influenced her career choice. In 1852,
Rebecca was living in Charlestown,
Massachusetts where she was
working as a nurse for 8 years.
Eventually she got accepted into the
New England Female Medical
College. While living in Charleston,
she married Wyatt Lee, who later died
of Tuberculosis.

Once she graduated from the New England Female
Medical College she received a tuition award from the
Wade Scholarship fund. She went on to practice
medicine in Boston and specialized in the care for the
poor, women and children. She then moved to
Virginia where she administered aid to freedpeople
through the freedmen's bureau, and later helped give
women and children nutritional advice. Dr. Rebecca
Crumpler died on March 9th, 1895. In 1989, Saunda
Maass-Robinson, M.D. and Patricia Whitley M.D.
founded the Rebecca Lee Society, which came to be
an organization devoted to the cause of supporting
black female physicians. Rebecca Lee Crumpler was
a trailblazer that challenged the prejudice that
prevented African Americans from working in the
medical field to become the first black woman to earn
an M.D. degree. She helped many people during her
lifetime, and to this day she still shines as a
revolutionary woman.
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Gordon Parks was born on November 30, 1912 in Fort Scott, Kansas. As the youngest of 15
children he did not just face poverty but systemic racism growing up, attending segregated schools
and being the victim of much racism. When he was 14 his mother died and later he was sent to live
in the twin cities of Minnesota with Maggie-Lee, his older sister, and her spouse, who eventually
kicked him out after a year because he didn't like him. After that George had to fend for himself by
working odd jobs, until one fateful day while serving train travelers he saw the pictures on the
magazines that the passengers left behind, these pictures showed portraits of migrant works and
after that he bound his first camera and taught himself how to do photography.

Gordon Parks

This purchase of a camera would lead to a highly renowned photography career. As he began his
career he worked as a fashion photographer and with various newspapers and with that began
documenting the life of those on the southside of Chicago. This work would land him a Julius
Rosenwald Fellowship award and lead to him getting a job for the Farm Security Administration, a
government project where he documented poor rural workers to generate political support for
government aid. Later on Parks did a photo essay on the life of a Harlem gang leader, Red Jackson,
that not only earned him much acclaim but also a job at Life as their first African American staff
photographer. In his two decades working for Life he would do many other impactful photo essays
ranging from segregation in the South, his own experiences with racism, a poor child living in
Brazil named Flavio da Silva to well known figures such as Martin Luther King, Jr., Malcolm X,
and the Black Panthers. These works would heavily impact American culture as they not just
served as some of the most effective and necessary historical documents from that era but also
gave intimate and real decipictions of the African American experiences, especially to the
predominantly white and weather readers of the magazine; overall helping gain support for the
civil rights movement. Besides photography Parks also was the first African American to write and
direct a major Hollywood studio feature film, The Learning Tree, which was based off of one of his
many novels. He also directed the movie Shaft (1971) which was a huge success and inspired
many more films like it. Overall Gordon Park was an amazing musician, composer, poet, author,
filmmaker, and photographer whose work defined a generation and whose impact we still feel
today consciously or not.
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Ida B Wells
Ida B Wells was born on July 16, 1862, in
a town called Holly Springs in the state of
Mississippi. As you may have known or
may not have known, Her parents always
wanted education to be a priority for her
and she did keep that. Until the day she
was expelled from school for getting into
an argument with her university president.
On the way home, she heard the news
that an epidemic had hit her hometown
and took both of her parents and her
brother who was an infant at that time.
She tried really hard to keep her family
together so she had to move her family to
Memphis, Tennessee in order to get a job
as a teacher. In 1884, Ida’s friend was
lynched and this made her broaden the
subject of white mob violence. She
published her findings in local newspapers
and columns and there were people who
were not happy with her findings.

As she kept publishing her findings
there were more and more threats
along the way so she had to move her
family to Chicago to escape these
threats. As time flew by, she traveled
nationally and even internationally
exposing the truth about what is really
happening to African Americans being
lynched in America. In 1893 she
published all her findings in a book
called A Red Record. This book gives
very vivid details of all her findings on
lynching. She established many civil
organizations along the way but one
that became very popular at the time
was the National Association of
Colored Women. She is also
considered one of the founding
members of the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People
or NAACP for short. Wells not only
risked her life exposing the truth about
African American persecution but set
the foundation for future Black leaders
and activists as well.
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