
Following you will fi nd short biographies of three infl uential African American inovators.  
The source for this information came from the website Biography.com published by A&E 
Television Network.  

Inventor and engineer Lewis Howard Latimer was born in 
Chelsea, Massachusetts, on September 4, 1848. Latimer was 
the youngest of four children born to George and Rebecca 
Latimer, who had escaped from slavery in Virginia six years 
before his birth. Captured in Boston and brought to trial as 
a fugitive, George Latimer was defended by abolitionists 
Frederick Douglass and William Lloyd Garrison. He was 
eventually able to purchase his freedom, with the help of a 
local minister, and began raising a family with Rebecca in 
nearby Chelsea. George disappeared shortly after the Dred 
Scott decision in 1857, possibly fearing a return to slavery and 
the South.

In 1864, at the age of 16, Latimer lied about his age in order to enlist in the United 
States Navy during the Civil War. Returning to Boston after an honorable discharge, 
he accepted a menial position at the Crosby and Gould patent law offi  ce. He taught 
himself mechanical drawing and drafting by observing the work of draftsmen at the 
fi rm. Recognizing Latimer’s talent and promise, the fi rm partners promoted him from 
offi  ce boy to draftsman. In addition to assisting others, Latimer designed a number 
of his own inventions, including an improved railroad car bathroom and an early air 
conditioning unit.

Latimer’s talents were well-matched to the post-Civil War period, which saw a large 
number of scientifi c and engineering breakthroughs. Latimer was directly involved 
with one of these inventions: the telephone. Working with Alexander Graham 
Bell, Latimer helped draft the patent for Bell’s design of the telephone. He was 
also involved in the fi eld of incandescent lighting, a particularly competitive fi eld, 
working for Hiram Maxim and Thomas Edison.

Latimer’s deep knowledge of both patents and electrical engineering made Latimer 
an indispensable partner to Edison as he promoted and defended his light bulb 
design. In 1890, Latimer published a book entitled Incandescent Electric Lighting: 
A Practical Description of the Edison System. He continued to work as a patent 
consultant until 1922.

Dorothy Johnson was born in Kansas City, Missouri on 
September 20, 1910. At age seven, her parents, Leonard 
and Anne Johnson, moved the family to Morgantown, West 
Virginia. Dorothy graduated from Beechurst High School 
in 1925 and four years later received a Bachelor of Science 
degree from Wilberforce University in Ohio. In 1932, she 
married Howard Vaughan. 

For the next eleven years, Dorothy divided her time between 
being a homemaker and a mathematics teacher at Robert 
Russa Moton High School in Farmville, Virginia. In 1943, 
the family moved to Newport News, Virginia, and Vaughan 
was employed as a mathematician at the National Advisory 
Committee for Aeronautics (the predecessor agency to 
NASA). A benefi ciary of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 

Executive Order 8802, Vaughan was among the fi rst group of African Americans 
to be hired as mathematicians and scientists. The executive order prohibited 
discrimination based on race, religion and ethnicity in the defense industry. However, 

Elijah J. McCoy was born on May 2, 1844, in 
Colchester, Ontario, Canada, to George and Mildred 
Goins McCoy. The McCoys were fugitive slaves 
who had escaped from Kentucky to Canada via the 
Underground Railroad. In 1847, the large family 
returned to the United States, settling in Ypsilanti, 
Michigan.

Beginning at a young age, Elijah McCoy showed a 
strong interest in mechanics. His parents arranged 
for him to travel to Scotland at the age of 15 for 
an apprenticeship in mechanical engineering. He 
returned home to Michigan after becoming certifi ed 
as a mechanical engineer. Despite his qualifi cations, 
McCoy was unable to fi nd work as an engineer in the 

even with the executive order, state and local laws required “colored” mathematicians 
to work separately from their white female counterparts. Dorothy Johnson Vaughan 
was assigned to the segregated “West Area Computing” unit where she was required 
to use separate dining and restroom facilities. At NACA, she was responsible for 
calculating mathematical computations for engineers conducting aeronautical 
experiments in wind tunnels on the variables eff ecting drag and lift of aircraft.

In 1949, Dorothy Johnson Vaughan became the fi rst black supervisor at NACA 
when she was promoted manager of the West Area Computers. This work group was 
composed entirely of African American female mathematicians. The title gave her 
rare visibility and she collaborated with other well-known computer operators on 
various projects. She also became a dedicated advocate for female employees who 
deserved promotions or raises, often supporting white women as well.
Dorothy Johnson Vaughan lead the West Area Computing program for a decade. 
In 1958, as NACA was transitioning into the National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration (NASA), the agency abolished the segregated working environment. 
Vaughan joined the new Analysis and Computation Division becoming an expert 
FORTRAN programmer and worked on the SCOUT (Solid Controlled Orbital Utility 
Test) Launch Vehicle Program, one of the nation’s most successful and reliable 
launch vehicles, used for launching a 385-pound satellite into a 500-mile orbit.

Dorothy Johnson Vaughan retired in 1971. During the fi nal decade of her career, 
Vaughan worked closely with fellow NASA mathematicians Katherine G. Johnson 
and Mary Jackson on the launch of astronaut John Glenn into orbit, which brought 
confi dence back to America’s space program. Vaughan died on November 10, 2008. 
Her legacy and the story of the other women of West Computing lives on in the 2016 
fi lm Hidden Figures.

United States due to racial barriers; skilled professional positions were not available 
for African Americans at the time, regardless of their training or background. McCoy 
accepted a position as a fi reman and oiler for the Michigan Central Railroad. It 
was in this line of work that he developed his fi rst major inventions. After studying 
the ineffi  ciencies inherent in the existing system of oiling axles, McCoy invented 
a lubricating cup that distributed oil evenly over the engine’s moving parts. He 
obtained a patent for this invention, which allowed trains to run continuously for long 
periods of time without pausing for maintenance.

McCoy continued to refi ne his devices, receiving nearly 60 patents over the course 
of his life. While the majority of his inventions related to lubrication systems, he 
also developed designs for an ironing board, a lawn sprinkler, and other machines. 
Although McCoy’s achievements were recognized in his own time, his name did 
not appear on the majority of the products that he devised. Lacking the capital with 
which to manufacture his lubricators in large numbers, he typically assigned his 



Madam C.J. Walker was born Sarah Breedlove 
on December 23, 1867, on a cotton plantation near 
Delta, Louisiana. Her parents, Owen and Minerva, 
were recently freed slaves, and Sarah, who was 
their fi fth child, was the fi rst in her family to be 
free-born. Sarah became an orphan at the age of 7 
and was sent to live with her sister, Louvinia, and 
her brother-in-law. The three moved to Vicksburg, 
Mississippi, in 1877, where Sarah picked cotton and 
was likely employed doing household work.  To 
escape her working environment and mistreatment 
from her brother-in-law, Sarah married at 14 to her 
fi rst husband, Moses McWilliams. When Moses 

patent rights to his employers or sold them to investors. In 1920, toward the end 
of his life, McCoy formed the Elijah McCoy Manufacturing Company to produce 
lubricators bearing his name.

died, Sarah and her daughter moved to St. Louis where her brothers had established 
themselves as barbers and where Sarah met her second husband Charles J. Walker.

During the 1890s, Sarah Breedlove developed a scalp disorder that caused her to 
lose much of her hair, and she began to experiment with both home remedies and 
store-bought hair care treatments in an attempt to improve her condition. In 1905, 
Breedlove was hired as a commission agent by Annie Turnbo Malone—a successful, 
black, hair care product entrepreneur—and she moved to Denver, Colorado. While 
there, Breedlove’s husband Charles helped her create advertisements for a hair 
care treatment for African Americans that she was perfecting. Her husband also 
encouraged her to use the more recognizable name “Madam C.J. Walker,” by which 
she was thereafter known. In 1907, Walker and her husband traveled around the 
South and Southeast promoting her products and giving lecture demonstrations of her 
“Walker Method”—involving her own formula for pomade, brushing and the use of 
heated combs.

In 1908 Walker opened a factory and a beauty school in Pittsburgh, and by 1910, 
when Walker transferred her business operations to Indianapolis, the Madame C.J. 
Walker Manufacturing Company had become wildly successful, with profi ts that 
were the modern-day equivalent of several million dollars. In Indianapolis, the 
company not only manufactured cosmetics, but trained sales beauticians. These 
“Walker Agents” became well known throughout the black communities of the 
United States.  An innovator, Walker organized clubs and conventions for her 
representatives, which recognized not only successful sales, but also philanthropic 
and educational eff orts among African-Americans.

In 1913, Walker and Charles divorced, and she traveled throughout Latin America 
and the Caribbean promoting her business and recruiting others to teach her hair 
care methods. In 1916, upon returning from her travels, Walker moved to a new 
townhouse in Harlem. From there, she would continue to operate her business, while 
leaving the day-to-day operations of her factory in Indianapolis to its forelady. Walker 
quickly immersed herself in Harlem’s social and political culture. She founded 
philanthropies that included educational scholarships and donations to homes for the 
elderly, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, and the 
National Conference on Lynching, among other organizations focused on improving 
the lives of African-Americans. She also donated the largest amount of money by an 
African-American toward the construction of an Indianapolis YMCA in 1913.
At the time of her death, Walker was sole owner of her business, which was valued at 
more than $1 million. Her personal fortune was estimated at between $600,000 and 
$700,000. Today, Walker is widely credited as one of the fi rst American women to 
become a self-made millionaire.

Assess your reading skills and do the below crossword without going back.  
Can you do it? 
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Across
1. The McCoy family escaped from slavery through the ___________Railroad. 
2. Elijah McCoy showed and interest in mechanics at a young age.
3.  At age 15, McCoy traveled to ________for an apprenticeship in mechanical         
engineering.
4.  Walker is credited with being the  rst American women _____made millionaire.
5. Walker developed a hair _____treatment for African Americans.

Down
1. Branch of service for Lewis Latimer during the Civil War.
2 Dorothy Johnson Vaughan’s expertise.
3. Latimer’s position in the Crosby and Gould patent law offi  ce.
4. Latimer helped draft the patent for the _______ with Alexander G. Bell.
5. Thomas Edison found _________ indispensable in defending the design of the 
light bulb.


