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Have you ever dreamed of going into space? Maybe you’re a fan of science fiction like Star Wars or Star Trek. Humans traveling and living in space has been going on since the late 1950s. 

There have been many African Americans who have been important to the launch of space programs in the United States.

Part 1–The Space Race

Meet space pioneers who were behind the scenes at the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) during the Space Race. The Space Race was a major competition between the United States and the Soviet Union to see which one would become the first in space. This competition took place between 1957 and 1969. 

Part 2–Space Shuttle Era 

Meet African American astronauts, both men and women, who have flown in space during the Space Shuttle Era. From April 12, 1981 to July 21, 2011, NASA’s space shuttle fleet included Columbia, Challenger, Discovery, Atlantis and Endeavour. These space shuttles flew 135 missions and were used to build the International Space Station.

Part 3–Future of Spaceflight

When the Space Shuttles retired in 2011, NASA began working with private companies like SpaceX to build the next spacecrafts. Meet African American astronauts and a civilian who have flown on the newest vehicles for space travel.
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Mary Jackson

1921-2005
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MARY WINSTON JACKSON was an American mathematician and aerospace engineer at NASA.

Mary Winston was born on April 9, 1921, in Hampton, Virginia. She excelled in school and graduated with honors from George P. Phenix Training School.

In 1942, Mary earned a bachelor’s degree in mathematics and physical science from Hampton Institute (now Hampton University). After she graduated, Mary taught math for a year before becoming a bookkeeper at the National Catholic Community Center.In 1951, NACA recruited Mary and she worked as a “human computer” at Langley Research Center in Hampton, Virginia. She would work beside other women like Katherine Jackson and Dorothy Vaughan, her supervisor, in the West Area Computing Unit. Even though the African American women in this unit helped with the complex math problems, they had to be segregated from the white workers. That meant they worked in separate areas and used separate bathrooms and cafeterias. 

In 1953, Mary began working for a NASA engineer named Kazimierz Czarnecki. She worked on the Supersonic Pressure Tunnel, which was a wind tunnel. Engineers would create winds almost at the speed of sound (super fast!) and study how the forces (the push or pull) affected the model inside the wind tunnel. Her boss, Czarnecki, thought Mary would make a great engineer. After some difficulties, Mary could finally take graduate level math and physics courses at The University of Virginia. She got her degree in aerospace engineering and became NASA’s first African American engineer in 1958.

Mary continued to work as an engineer at NASA until she retired in 1985.

Mary Jackson was featured in the movie, Hidden Figures, in 2016. Actress and singer, Janelle Monáe played her.
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Katherine Johnson

1918-2020
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KATHERINE JOHNSON, a mathematician, is one of the first African-American women to work as a NASA scientist.

Katherine Johnson was born on August 26, 1918, in White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia. Her teachers noticed she had very strong math skills. When she was ten years old, Katherine’s family enrolled her in a special high school. The school was located on the West Virginia State College campus.

When Katherine graduated from high school, she began attending West Virginia State. In 1937, Katherine graduated with degrees in mathematics and French. She was only eighteen years old.

She taught math for a few years before hearing about an opportunity with the National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics (NACA). They were hiring African American mathematicians. Katherine officially began working in 1953 alongside other women like Mary Jackson and Dorothy Vaughan. She worked in the West Computing Unit until 1958, when NASA replaced NACA.

After 1958, Katherine worked at NASA as an aerospace technologist. She became very good at calculating the trajectory or path needed for an orbital flight. On May 5, 1961, Alan Shepard would become the first American in space thanks to Katherine’s calculations. During her career, she also provided calculations to help with the Apollo Moon landing and the start of the Space Shuttle program.

Katherine retired from NASA in 1986, but her role and legacy became more widely known after the Hidden Figures movie was released in 2016. Actress Taraji P. Henson played Katherine.

She passed away at the age of 101 on February 24, 2020. 
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Melba Roy Mouton

1929-1990
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MELBA ROY MOUTON WAS the Assistant Chief of Research Programs at NASA’s Trajectory and Geodynamics Division and headed the group of NASA mathematicians called “human computers”.

In 1929, Melba Roy Mouton was born in Fairfax, Virginia. Melba developed a love for math. When she graduated from Manassas Regional High School, she attended Howard University. Melba graduated with a bachelor’s degree and later a Master’s degree in mathematics from Howard. 

Her first job was with the government, where she used her math skills for statistics. Statistics involves gathering information, summarizing it, and then deciding what it means. For one of Melba’s jobs, she studied the population, which is the number of people living in an area like a country, city, or town. She used what she learned to work out plans for the building of future neighborhoods. 

In 1959, Melba began working for NASA. She served as Head Mathematician on the Echo Project. Echo 1 was one of the first satellites. A satellite can be a moon, planet, or object that orbits or moves along a curved path around another planet or a star. The moon is known as a natural satellite, and it orbits around the Earth. The Earth orbits around the Sun, which is the largest star in our universe. Echo 1 and later Echo 2 were artificial satellites that helped with communication here on Earth. 

During the 1960s, she was Assistant Chief of Research Programs at NASA’s Trajectory and Geodynamics Division. Melba managed other “human computers” like Mary Jackson, Katherine Johnson, and Dorothy Vaughan. 

In the 1970s, Melba continued working at NASA. She learned and taught A Programming Language, also known as APL, one of the oldest programming languages today.

Melba retired from NASA in 1973 and lived in Silver Spring, Maryland, until she passed away in 1990.
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Dorothy Vaughan

1910-2008
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DOROTHY VAUGHAN WAS a mathematician and NASA’s first African-American manager.

Dorothy Vaughan was born September 20, 1910, in Kansas City, Missouri. Her family moved to West Virginia when Dorothy was seven years old. An excellent student throughout school, Dorothy graduated as class valedictorian, the top student in her entire class. 

In 1929, she graduated from Wilberforce University with a bachelor of arts degree in mathematics. She started her career as a math teacher. There weren’t a lot of jobs that an African American could work during her time, but things began to change. NACA needed a lot of mathematicians, also known as “human computers.” Dorothy stopped being a teacher and began working at Langley Memorial Aeronautical Laboratory in 1943. 

She and her co-workers, Katherine Johnson and Mary Jackson, worked together in the West Computing Unit. Dorothy received a promotion in 1949, becoming the first African American manager at NASA. As a supervisor, Dorothy stood up for her fellow female “human computers” and gained the trust of many of the white employees. She would manage West Computing for almost ten years until NASA shut the division down. 

She remained working at NASA until 1971.

In 2016, Dorothy Vaughan was also featured in the movie, Hidden Figures. Actress Octavia Spencer played Dorothy.
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