
Perhaps some day we won't need a month-long refresher on black history 

February 16, 2 0 0 7  

I wonder how many of us know that Dr. Carter G. Woodson is c redited as b eing  the founder of " B l ac k H istory 
M onth" ?  
 
Dr. Woodson was b orn to p arents who were former sl av es. H e sp ent his c hil dhood working  in the c oal  mines of 
K entuc ky and at the ag e of 2 0 ,  he enrol l ed in hig h sc hool . H e g raduated two years l ater and went on to earn a 
P hD. from H arv ard U niv ersity.Dr. Woodson was disturb ed to find that history b ooks of his time l arg el y ig nored 
the A fric an-A meric an p op ul ation and woul d refl ec t their efforts onl y in rel ation to the inferior soc ial  p osition 
they were assig ned at the time. 
 
In 1 9 2 6 ,  Dr. Woodson was instrumental  in estab l ishing  " N eg ro H istory Week"  during  the sec ond week of 
F eb ruary. H e did so in an effort to b ring  attention to the c ontrib utions of A fric an-A meric ans p eop l e throug hout 
A meric an history. H e sel ec ted the month of F eb ruary b ec ause F rederic  Doug l ass,  W.E .B . DuB ois,  and A b raham 
L inc ol n were b orn in F eb ruary. 
 
T he 1 5 th A mendment,  whic h g ranted b l ac ks the rig ht to v ote,  was p assed in F eb ruary of 1 8 7 0  and the first 
A fric an-A meric an U .S . S enator H iram R . R ev eis took the oath of offic e in F eb ruary of 1 8 7 0 . B l ac k H istory Week 
was ex p anded to B l ac k H istory M onth in 1 9 7 6  and is stil l  b eing  c el eb rated — and ig nored — in many 
c l assrooms in our sc hool s today. 
 
I g uess some p eop l e ask why they shoul d hav e to study B l ac k H istory when they are not b l ac k. I know when I 
was in sc hool ,  there were many times when I wondered why I had to l earn ab out Georg e Washing ton and his 
c herry tree or E l i Whitney and his c otton g in. I was nev er tol d b y my teac her that Georg e Washing ton was a 
sl av e owner and E l i Whitney inv ented a mac hine that p rol ong ed and inc reased sl av ery in this c ountry. 
 
M y teac her tol d me to rememb er that in 1 7 9 4 ,  E l i Whitney inv ented the c otton g in. I was not tol d why this was 
imp ortant to anyone or what a Cotton Gin was,  b ut stil l  I rememb er the date. I think I ev en g ot it rig ht on the 
test b ut it was stil l  of no imp ortant to me at the time. 
 
I,  l ike many others in the 1 9 5 0  and 1 9 6 0 s,  l earned the history of " White A meric a"  and v ery l ittl e ab out the 
c ontrib utions of other g roup s suc h as the H isp anic s,  Irish,  A sians and others that p l ayed a maj or p art in the 
b uil ding  of our c ountry. L ater in l ife,  I l earned more ab out M r. Washing ton and M r. Whitney and I l earned how 
to v iew the history of a p eriod throug h the eyes of the many different g roup s of p eop l e who hel p ed to make the 
U nited S tates the g reat nation that it is today. 
 
I don' t know why,  b ut it al ways b othered me as to why ways b othered me as to why I had to rememb er that E l i 
Whitney inv ented the c otton g in in 1 7 9 4 . S o I read up  on E l i Whitney and found that he did not make muc h 
money on his inv ention b ec ause his p atent was not up hel d until  1 8 0 4  and many p eop l e c op ied and sol d c otton 
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g ins. H e made most of his money manufac turing  muskets. 
 
I al so l earned that c otton was not a maj or c rop  in the U nited S tates b ec ause it was too l ab or intensiv e. When 
c otton was harv ested it woul d hav e to b e c l eaned of seeds and husk b efore it c oul d b e sol d. T his was a l ot of 
work and req uired many hours of l ab or to p roduc e a b ail  of c otton. 
 
T he inv ention of the c otton g in c hang ed many thing s in 1 7 9 4 . P rior to that,  there had b een a g reat deal  of 
disc ussion on how to reduc e the numb er of sl av es in the c ountry. 
 
M any p l antations were wel l  estab l ished,  the l and was c l eared and there was no l ong er a need for l arg e numb ers 
of sl av es to do the work on the p l antations. H owev er,  the c otton g in c hang ed al l  of that and c otton b ec ame a 
money c rop  al most ov ernig ht and more and more l and ac ross the S outh was b eing  c l eared for the p l anting  of 
c otton. 
 
T his c aused a need for more sl av es and the sl av e p op ul ation inc reased ac ross the S outh. T he inc rease in c otton 
p roduc tion c aused the estab l ishment of many new tex til e fac tories in the N orth during  the 1 8 0 0 s. F ac tories 
needed more and more workers to p roduc e their p roduc ts. 
 
M eanwhil e,  a p otato b l ig ht in 1 8 4 5  c aused many Irish famil ies to l eav e Irel and and c ome to the U nited S tates 
to start a new l ife. T he Irish were not wel c omed to the U .S . and suffered a g reat deal  of disc rimination when 
they g ot here. 
 
Whil e Irish men c oul d not find work,  the women and c hil dren found j ob s that offered l ong  hours and l ow p ay 
working  in the tex til e mil l s. 
 
T heir efforts inc reased the amounts of tex til es b eing  ex p orted from the U .S . to E urop e and A sia. It soon 
b ec ame c l ear to fac tory owners that they c oul d sel l  more of their p roduc ts if they c oul d find a faster way to g et 
them to the West Coast and on to the F ar E ast. 
 
T hey started to p ush for a transc ontinental  rail road so they c oul d g et their p roduc ts to the West Coast faster 
then g oing  b y ship  around S outh A meric a. T he c onstruc tion of the rail road c aused a need for a l arg e numb er of 
workers and many Irishmen sig ned on to b uil d the rail road from the east to the west. L arg e numb ers of A sian 
men were imp orted to work on the rail road c oming  from the west to the east. 
 
A l l  of these thing s hap p ened in p art b ec ause E l i Whitney inv ented the c otton g in. I think I woul d hav e enj oyed 
history c l ass b ac k in 1 9 6 0  if my teac her had tol d me why it was imp ortant to know that E l i Whitney inv ented 
the c otton g in. 
 
M r. Whitney had an imp ac t on A fric an-A meric ans,  Irish-A meric ans,  A sian-A meric ans,  farmers,  the tex til e 
industry,  the transc ontinental  rail road and many other g roup s of A meric ans. B ut al l  I had to l earn was that E l i 
Whitney inv ented the c otton g in in 1 7 9 4 . 
 
T here is a g reat deal  of history that many of us do not know:  
 
� Did you know that V ermont was the first A meric an c ol ony to ab ol ish sl av ery in 1 7 7 7 ?  In 1 7 8 0  P ennsyl v ania 
b ec ame the first of the orig inal  1 3  c ol onies to ab ol ish sl av ery. In 1 8 0 8 ,  al most 6 0  years b efore the 1 3 th 
A mendment to the Constitution ab ol ished sl av ery in 1 8 6 5 ,  the imp ortation of sl av es was outl awed in the U .S . 
 
H owev er,  it is estimated that more than 5 0 , 0 0 0  additional  sl av es were b roug ht il l eg al l y b etween 1 8 0 8  and 
1 8 6 5 . 
 
� Did you know that,  ac c ording  to the 1 8 6 0  c ensus,  onl y ab out 4  p erc ent of the white p op ul ation of the S outh 
owned p l antations l arg e enoug h to b e farmed b y 2 0  or more sl av es?  A b out 1  p erc ent owned p l antations 
needing  5 0  or more sl av es. A nd 7 5  p erc ent of white farmers did not own sl av es.  
� Did you know that J ohn A . J ohnson inv ented the wrenc h,  Wil l iam J ohnson inv ented the eg g  b eater,  F rederic k 
J ones inv ented the air c onditioning  unit and the two-c yc l e g as eng ine,  Dewey S anderson inv ented the urinal ysis 
mac hine,  H enry S amp son inv ented the c el l  p hone,  J .W. S mith inv ented the l awn sp rinkl er,  T .W. S tewart 
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inv ented the mop  and P aul  E . Wil l iams inv ented the hel ic op ter?  A l l  of these inv entors were A fric an-A meric ans. 
 
It is my hop e that some day we wil l  not need a B l ac k H istory M onth in F eb ruary,  Women' s H istory M onth in 
M arc h,  A sian P ac ific -A meric an H eritag e M onth in M ay,  H isp anic  H eritag e M onth in S ep temb er or N ativ e 
A meric an M onth in N ov emb er to hel p  teac h us c ontrib utions al l  of these g roup s to the making  of this g reat 
nation. 
 
T here is stil l  a l ot that we do not know ab out the many g roup s of p eop l e who are an imp ortant p art of our 
c ountry and its history. B ec ause of this fac t,  there is stil l  a need to c el eb rate B l ac k H istory M onth. 
 
T here is stil l  a need to teac h and to l earn ab out eac h other and in doing  so,  hel p  to ov erc ome the myths and 
p erc ep tions that we sometimes b el iev e to b e true ab out p eop l e we know so l ittl e ab out. 
 
F eb ruary is B l ac k H istory M onth,  so teac h or l earn something  new this month. 
 
R ob ert C. H il l man,  an E ast S troudsb urg  resident,  is Chairman of the P ennsyl v ania H uman R el ations 
Commission,  M onroe County A dv isory Committee. 
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