Black History Month

There are mathematicians all over the world. In fact, they are as diverse in background as the population of this school. There is an African-American mathematician who lived a fascinating life 200 years ago.

BENJAMIN BANNEKER 1731-1806


Molly Walsh left England and sailed to the colony of Maryland, where she was a slave for seven years. When she was freed Molly married a slave named Mr Banneker. Their daughter Mary grew up and met Robert, also a slave, whom she later married. On November 9th 1731, a son, Benjamin, was born to Robert and Mary Banneker.
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Banneker became fascinated with a friend’s watch. Benjamin borrowed the watch and he took it apart to study its workings. He then carved similar watch pieces out of wood to make a wooden clock. It was so accurate that it struck every hour, on the hour, for forty years. News of the clock created such a sensation that people came from all over to see it, and the genius who made it. 
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Banneker taught himself astronomy and advanced mathematics and, in 1773, he began to devote serious attention to both subjects. He successfully predicted the solar eclipse that occurred on April 14, 1789, contradicting the forecasts of prominent mathematicians and astronomers of the day.
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When Banneker was 60, President George Washington asked him to design a new city called Washington DC, which became the capital of the United States of America.

	As Benjamin grew up he would read the bible to his mother and grandmother and he learned to play the flute and the violin. By the time he was 15, he took over the running of the family farm. He devised a system of ditches and dams to control the water from the springs. Their tobacco farm flourished even in times of drought.


	In his later years Banneker studied by night and walked his land by day. His last walk with a friend came on October 9, 1806; he complained of being ill and went home to rest on his couch. He died later that afternoon.
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Benjamin Banneker had odd habits – it is said that on many nights, he would wrap himself in a great cloak and lie under a pear tree and meditate. He would stay there all night and go to his bed at dawn.

He was also concerned for the freedom of Blacks. In a twelve-page letter to Thomas Jefferson, he argued against the statement that "Blacks were inferior to Whites." Jefferson changed his position and Banneker was living proof that "being clever is in no way connected with the colour of the skin."
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In 1980, the U.S. 
Postal Service 

issued a postage 
stamp in his 
honour.
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