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100 YEARS OF 
GROUNDBREAKING
BLACK LIFE SCIENTISTS

Ruth Ella Moore becomes the first Black 
woman in the US to earn a natural 
sciences PhD, securing a doctorate in 
bacteriology from Ohio State University 
that contributed toward an eventual 
cure for tuberculosis. 

Ernest Everett Just begins his work at 
the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute in Berlin, 
publishing three foundational articles 
over the next 3 years on the role of 
ectoplasm in fertilization. 

Percy Lavon Julian is the first to 
synthetically make the drug 
physostigmine, used to treat glaucoma 
and anticholinergic toxicity. His later 
work with soybean products lead to the 
synthesis of the steroids progesterone 
and cortisone.

1930

William Warrick Cardozo publishes his 
pioneering paper “Immunologic studies 
in sickle cell anemia”, revealing that the
disease was largely familial, inherited 
and disproportionally affected people 
of African descent.

1937

Sharon Loretta Haynie wins the Percy 
L. Julian Award for her development of 
eco-friendly biosensors and sustainable 
bioanalytical methods for 
environmental and industrial 
applications. Haynie pioneered 
biocatalysis, replacing toxic chemical 
reagents with environmentally friendly 
enzymes in chemical processes. 

2006

Sir Cato Thomas Laurencin founds the 
field of regenerative engineering, 
inventing the Laurencin-Cooper 
ligament for ACL regeneration, and 
engineers grafts for shoulder rotator 
cuff tendon repair and regeneration.

Sigourney Bonner founds the annual 
Black in Cancer Conference.

2012

Marie Maynard Daly becomes the first 
African American woman to earn a 
PhD in Chemistry at Columbia 
University. Her research provided some 
of the earliest experimental evidence 
linking cholesterol and diet to 
cardiovascular disease. 

1947

1961

May Edward Chin graduates from 
Columbia University and begins 
research with George Papanicolaou, 
the inventor of the Pap Smear.

1927

1933

1935

William Augustus Hinton develops a 
syphilis diagnostic test based on 
antibody-antigen clumping, later 
developing the Davies-Hinton test, 
using spinal fluid for syphilis detection. 

Jane Cooke Wright demonstrates that 
methotrexate could effectively treat a 
variety of solid tumors, facilitating its 
role in modern chemotherapy. Jewel 
Plummer Cobb assists in this effort and 
later goes on to demonstrate the 
protective properties of melanin.

Mary Elliott Hill takes up a 
Professorship in chemistry alongside 
her husband at Kentucky State 
University, where she developed 
spectroscopic methods, such as 
ultraviolet spectrophotometry, to 
advance the chemical synthesis of 
ketenes, which were vital to the 
synthesis of early antibiotics like 
penicillin. 

Emmett Chappelle, looking to develop a 
test to detect life in outer space for 
NASA, builds on existing work in the 
use of bioluminescence to detect ATP, 
introducing the ATP fluorescent assay, 
which detects living cells by making 
them glow. Later work led to detection 
methods for bacteria in blood and urine 
samples.  

The National Organization for the 
Professional Advancement of Black 
Chemists and Chemical Engineers 
(NOBCChE) is established. 

1972

Isiah Manuel Warner’s 1977 PhD work 
introduces video fluorometry, a novel 
method for acquiring and interpreting 
multicomponent fluorescence data. 

1977

1991

George Edward Alcorn Jr. invents the 
X-ray imaging spectrometer while 
working for NASA. This technique is 
later used for a host of different 
applications involving the identification 
and detection of materials, including, in 
a life science context, mapping trace 
elements in cells, studying bone 
composition and analyzing drug 
formulations. 

Herman Branson co-discovers the 
alpha-helix protein structure.

Henrietta Lacks is diagnosed with 
cervical cancer. The cells taken from her 
biopsy are used to set up the HeLa cell 
line used in research to this day, without 
her consent ever having been given for 
this purpose.

1951

1964

2013

Alma Levant Hayden becomes the 
Chief of the Spectrophotometer 
Research Branch in the Division of 
Pharmaceutical Chemistry at the FDA, 
where she uses infrared spectrometry 
to expose Krebiozen as a fraudulent 
‘cure’ for cancer. 

Having developed the first wire 
precision resistor, patented in 1959, 
Otis Boykin develops an electrical 
resistor that later makes implantable 
pacemakers possible.  

1978

LaSalle Doheny Leffall, Jr. becomes the 
first Black president of the American 
Cancer Society, creating programs 
dedicated to cancer health disparities 
among Black people. A year later, he 
becomes the first Black president of the 
American College of Surgeons. 

Juanita Page Cooke’s work on protein 
folding in the team of Christian 
Boehmer Anfinsen Jr. contributes to his 
receipt of the Nobel Prize in Chemistry 
for revealing the structure of the 
enzyme ribonuclease.  

Marilyn Hughes Gaston demonstrates 
that long-term penicillin treatment could 
prevent septic infections in children with 
sickle cell disease (SCD) leading to 
universal newborn screening for SCD in 
all 50 states by 1987. 

1963

Charles Drew develops a method for 
preserving blood plasma for extended 
periods, providing the foundation for 
large-scale blood banks and laying the 
groundwork for cell and organ 
transplant techniques.

1938

Omowunmi Sadik receives the SUNY 
Research Foundation’s Outstanding 
Inventor Award for her development of 
novel microelectrode biosensors. Initially 
for detecting environmental pollutants, 
her work has since been used in food 
safety, disease diagnosis, the detection 
of explosives and bioterror threats.

2002

Kenneth Carleton Frazier becomes the 
first African-American CEO of a major 
pharma company, Merck & Co.  

Dame Ijeoma Uchegbu is the first to 
demonstrate that peptides can be 
delivered across the blood–brain barrier 
to elicit a pharmacological response 
and to provide definitive 
pharmacological and pharmacokinetic 
evidence of peptide transport into the 
brain. 

Kizzmekia Shanta Corbett-Helaire 
pivots on her foundational work with 
Coronaviruses to focus on creating a 
vaccine candidate for SARS-CoV-2, 
sharing the modified spike protein 
sequence with Moderna and leading 
the NIH team that collaborated with 
them to develop the vaccine, working 
to demonstrate the capability of 
mRNA vaccines.

2011

Joan Murrell Owens discovers a new 
genus (Rhombopsammia) and three 
new species of button coral at the 
Smithsonian's National Museum of 
Natural History.

Kenneth Olden is named as the third 
Director of the National Institute of 
Environmental Health Sciences and the 
second Director of the National 
Toxicology Program, after decades of 
groundbreaking research – in particular 
his exploration of fibronectins and their 
role in cell adhesion and cancer 
metastasis.

1986

Patricia Era Bath invents 
laserphaco, a device for cataract 
surgery.  

1982

Georgia Mae Dunston founds the 
National Human Genome Center at 
Howard University and drives 
advances in oligonucleotide-based 
genetic analysis, utilizing 
oligonucleotide probes and sequencing 
to study genetic diversity and common 
diseases in African populations.

2001

Ronke Mojoyinola Olabisi receives 
funding from the 100 Year Starship 
Project to develop a method to achieve 
wound healing without a scar. 

2025

2020

1998

John David Carpten’s groundbreaking 
research identifying genomic factors 
behind higher prostate cancer rates in 
African American men leads to the 
formation of the African American 
Hereditary Prostate Cancer Study – the 
first genomic study to identify prostate 
cancer susceptibility genes in African 
Americans.
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