Notable African Americans in Science, Technology, Engineering, and
Math (STEM)

George Washington Carver (c. 1864 — January 5, 1943) was an American agricultural scientist
and inventor who promoted alternative crops to cotton and methods to prevent soil depletion. He
was one of the most prominent black scientists of the early 20th century.

Charles Richard Drew (June 3, 1904 — April 1, 1950) was an American surgeon and medical
researcher. He researched in the field of blood transfusions, developing improved techniques
for blood storage, and applied his expert knowledge to developing large-scale blood banks early
in World War II.

Lewis Howard Latimer (September 4, 1848 — December 11, 1928) was an American inventor
and patent draftsman. His inventions included an evaporative air conditioner, an improved
process for manufacturing carbon filaments for electric light bulbs, and an improved toilet
system for railroad cars.

Garrett Augustus Morgan Sr. (March 4, 1877 — July 27, 1963) was an American inventor,
businessman, and community leader. His most notable inventions were a protective 'smoke
hood' that he notably used in a 1916 tunnel construction disaster rescue, a type of three-way
traffic light invented in 1923, a hair-straightening cream, and other hair-care products.

Daniel Hale Williams (January 18, 1856 — August 4, 1931) was an American surgeon and
hospital founder. He founded Provident Hospital in 1891, which was the first non-segregated
hospital in the United States. He is known for being the first to successfully perform an open-
heart surgery—specifically, a procedure on the pericardium, the double-layered, fluid-filled sac
that encloses the heart and the roots of the great vessels.

Madam C. J. Walker (born Sarah Breedlove; December 23, 1867 — May 25, 1919). Mrs.
Charles Joseph Walker was an American entrepreneur, philanthropist, and political and social
activist. Walker is recorded as the first female self-made millionaire in America in the Guinness
Book of World Records. Walker made her fortune by developing and marketing a line of
cosmetics and hair care products for Black women through the business she founded, Madam
C. J. Walker Manufacturing Company. Walker became known also for her philanthropy and
activism. Walker made financial donations to numerous organizations such as the NAACP and
became a patron of the arts.

Benjamin Banneker (November 9, 1731 — October 19, 1806) was an American naturalist,
mathematician, astronomer and almanac author. A landowner, he also worked as a surveyor
and farmer. He became known for assisting in the survey that established the original borders of
the District of Columbia, the federal capital district of the United States.

Elijah J. McCoy (May 2, 1844 — October 10, 1929) was a Canadian-American engineer of
African-American descent who invented lubrication systems for steam engines.
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Jan Ernst Matzeliger (September 15, 1852 — August 24, 1889) was a Surinamese-American
inventor whose automated lasting machine that increased the availability of shoes and
decreased the price of footwear bringing a significant change to the manufacturing of shoes.

Frederick McKinley Jones (May 17, 1893 — February 21, 1961) was an American inventor,
entrepreneur, engineer, winner of the National Medal of Technology, and an inductee of the
National Inventors Hall of Fame. He innovated mobile refrigeration technology. Jones received
61 patents, including 40 for refrigeration technology, and also revolutionized the cinema industry
by creating a superior sound system for projectors at the time. Jones co-founded Thermo King
and also served as a sergeant in World War |. Due to his contributions to refrigeration
technology, Jones is called the "Father of Refrigerated Transportation", and the "King of Cool".

Lonnie George Johnson (born October 6, 1949) is an American inventor, aerospace engineer,
and entrepreneur, best known for inventing the bestselling Super Soaker water gun in 1989. He
was formerly employed at the U.S. Air Force and NASA, where he worked at the Jet Propulsion
Laboratory.

Beverly Lorraine Greene (October 4, 1915 — August 22, 1957), was an American architect.
According to architectural editor Dreck Spurlock Wilson, she was "believed to have been the
first African-American female licensed as an architect in the United States." She was registered
as an architect in lllinois in 1942.

Norma Merrick Sklarek (April 15, 1926 — February 6, 2012) was an American architect.
Sklarek was the first African American woman to become a licensed architect in the states of
New York (1954) and California (1962), as well as the first Black woman to become a member
of the American Institute of Architects (AIA). Her notable works include the United States
Embassy in Tokyo, Japan (1976) and the Terminal One station at the Los Angeles International
Airport (1984). Sklarek is credited with helping to pave the way for other female and minority
architects. AIA board member Anthony Costello called her the “Rosa Parks of architecture” in
the AIA newsletter.

John Saunders Chase Jr. (January 23, 1925 — March 29, 2012) was an American architect
who was the first licensed African American architect in the state of Texas. Helped review the
design for the United States Vietham Veterans Memorial.

Marshall Emmiett Purnell (June 8, 1950) was elected as the first African American architect to
serve as the national president of the American Institute of Architects in 150 years; an
organization that did not allow membership of African Americans until 1923. Raised in Grand
Rapids, Michigan, he earned a Bachelor of Science in Architecture & Urban Planning and a
Master of Architecture from the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor.

Robert Robinson Taylor (June 8, 1868 — December 13, 1942) was an American architect and
educator. Taylor was the first African-American student enrolled at the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology (MIT), and the first accredited African-American architect when he graduated in

1892. He was an early and influential member of the Tuskegee Institute faculty.
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Walter Thomas Bailey (January 11, 1882 — February 21, 1941) was an American architect
from Kewanee, lllinois. He was the first African American graduate with a bachelor of science
degree in architectural engineering from the University of lllinois at Urbana-Champaign and the
first licensed African-American architect in the state of lllinois. He worked at the Tuskegee
Institute, and practiced in both Memphis and Chicago. Walter T. Bailey became the second
African American that graduated from the University of Illinois.

Guion S. Bluford (November 22, 1942 -) was a decorated Air Force pilot in Vietham before
joining NASA in the late 1970s. In 1983, he became the first African American to travel into
space when he served as a mission specialist aboard the space shuttle Challenger. Bluford
completed three more NASA missions, compiling 688 hours in space by the time of his
retirement in 1993.

Ronald McNair (October 21, 1950 — January 28, 1986) was an MIT-trained physicist who
specialized in laser research before joining NASA in the late 1970s. In February 1984, he
became just the second African American to reach space, serving as a mission specialist
aboard the Space Shuttle Challenger. On January 28, 1986, he was one of the seven crew
members killed when the Challenger shockingly exploded 73 seconds after liftoff.

Frederick Drew Gregory (January 7, 1941 - ) is a former United States Air Force pilot, military
engineer, test pilot, and NASA astronaut as well as former NASA deputy administrator. He also
served briefly as NASA acting administrator in early 2005.

Charles Frank Bolden Jr. (August 19, 1946 -) Maj. Gen. Charles Frank Bolden, Jr., (USMC-

Ret.) was the 12th Administrator of NASA. He began his duties as head of the agency on July
17, 2009. As Administrator, Bolden led a nationwide NASA team to advance the missions and
goals of the U.S. space program. A former astronaut who flew on four Space Shuttle missions.

Mae Carol Jemison (October 17, 1956 -) is an American engineer, physician, and former
NASA astronaut. She became the first African-American woman to travel into space when she
served as a mission specialist aboard the Space Shuttle Endeavour in 1992.

Stephanie Diana Wilson (September 27, 1966 - ) is an American engineer and a NASA
astronaut. She flew to space onboard three Space Shuttle missions and is the second African
American woman to go into space.

Joan Elizabeth Higginbotham (August 3, 1964 - ) is an electrical engineer and a former NASA
astronaut. She flew aboard Space Shuttle Discovery mission STS-116 as a mission specialist
and is the third African American woman to go into space.

Yvonne Darlene Cagle (April 24, 1959 - ) is an American physician, professor, and retired U.S.
Air Force brigadier general. Dr. Yvonne Darlene Cagle is an astronaut for NASA, and consulting
professor for Stanford University’s department of cardiovascular medicine and its department of
electrical engineering. In addition, Dr. Cagle also has served as a certified senior aviation
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medical examiner for the Federal Aviation Administration and a qualified advanced cardiac life
support instructor.

Jeanette Jo Epps (November 3, 1970 - ) is an American aerospace engineer and retired NASA
astronaut. She is the second woman and first African American woman to have participated in
CAVES. She was part of the SpaceX Crew-8 mission that spent 235 days in space and 232
days on the ISS from launch on March 4, 2024 to return to Earth on October 25, 2024.

Creola Katherine Johnson (August 26, 1918 — February 24, 2020) was an American human
computer whose calculations of orbital mechanics as a NASA employee were critical to the
success of the first and subsequent U.S. crewed spaceflights. Johnson's work included
calculating trajectories, launch windows, and emergency return paths for Project Mercury
spaceflights, including those for astronauts Alan Shepard, the first American in space, and John
Glenn, the first American in orbit, and rendezvous paths for the Apollo Lunar Module and
command module on flights to the Moon. Her calculations were also essential to the beginning
of the Space Shuttle program, and she worked on plans for a human mission to Mars.

Dorothy Jean Johnson Vaughan (September 20, 1910 — November 10, 2008) was an
American human computer and computer programmer who worked for the National Advisory
Committee for Aeronautics (NACA), and NASA, at Langley Research Center in Hampton,
Virginia. In 1949, she became acting supervisor of the West Area Computers, the first African-
American woman to receive a promotion and supervise a group of staff at the center. Dorothy
Johnson Vaughan was an African American mathematics teacher who became one of the
leading mathematical engineers in early days of the aerospace industry. After the U.S. defense
industry desegregated, Vaughan taught herself and her staff FORTRAN programming coding
language at NASA.

Mary Jackson (April 9, 1921 - February 11, 2005) was an American mathematician and
aerospace engineer who in 1958 became the first African American female engineer to work at
the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA). She started as a computer at the
segregated West Area Computing division in 1951. After 34 years at NASA, Jackson had
earned the most senior engineering title available. She realized she could not earn further
promotions without becoming a supervisor. She accepted a demotion to become a manager of
both the Federal Women's Program, in the NASA Office of Equal Opportunity Programs and of
the Affirmative Action Program. In this role, she worked to influence the hiring and promotion of
women in NASA's science, engineering, and mathematics careers.

Percy Lavon Julian (April 11, 1899 — April 19, 1975) was an American research chemist and a
pioneer in the chemical synthesis of medicinal drugs from plants. Julian was the first person to
synthesize the natural product physostigmine, and a pioneer in industrial large-scale chemical
synthesis of the human hormones progesterone and testosterone from plant sterols such as
stigmasterol and sitosterol. His work laid the foundation for the steroid drug industry's
production of cortisone, other corticosteroids, and artificial hormones that led to birth control
pills. Julian was one of the first African Americans to be allowed to earn a doctorate in
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chemistry. He was the first African-American chemist inducted into the National Academy of
Sciences. Throughout his career, Julian received over 130 patents.

Ernest Everett Just (August 14, 1883 — October 27, 1941) was a pioneering biologist,
academic and science writer. Just's primary legacy is his recognition of the fundamental role of
the cell surface in the development of organisms. Just was an African American biologist and
educator who pioneered many areas on the physiology of development, including fertilization,
experimental parthenogenesis, hydration, cell division, dehydration in living cells and ultraviolet
carcinogenic radiation effects on cells.

Neil deGrasse Tyson (October 5, 1958- ) is an American astrophysicist, author, and science
communicator. Since 1996, he has been the director of the Hayden Planetarium at the Rose
Center for Earth and Space in New York City. The center is part of the American Museum of
Natural History, where Tyson founded the Department of Astrophysics in 1997 and has been a
research associate in the department since 2003.

St. EImo Brady (December 22, 1884 — December 26, 1966) was an American chemist who
was the first African American to obtain a Ph.D. in chemistry in the United States.[" He received
his doctorate at the University of lllinois in 1915.

Lloyd Augustus Hall (June 20, 1894 — January 2, 1971) was an American chemist, who
contributed to the science of food preservation. By the end of his career, Hall had amassed 59
United States patents, and a number of his inventions were also patented in other countries.

Marie Maynard Daly (April 16, 1921 — October 28, 2003) was an American biochemist. She
was the first African-American to receive a Ph.D. from Columbia University and the first African-
American woman in the United States to earn a Ph.D. in chemistry. Daly made important
contributions in four areas of research: the chemistry of histones, protein synthesis, the
relationships between cholesterol and hypertension, and creatine's uptake by muscle cells.

Joseph L. Graves Jr. (born 1955) is an American evolutionary biologist and geneticist.
Professor Graves is the first African American to receive a PhD in evolutionary biology. His work
includes the genomics of adaptation, as well as the response of bacteria to metallic
nanoparticles. A particular application of this research has been to the evolutionary theory of
aging. Graves had to teach himself to read because both of his parents were illiterate. He
earned a National Science Foundation Graduate Fellowship to begin his PhD work at the
University of Michigan in 1979. He completed his PhD in Evolutionary, Environmental, and
Systematic Biology at Wayne State University in 1988.

We must never forget that Black History is American
History. The achievements of African Americans have
contributed to our nation’s greatness. — Yvette D. Clarke
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