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For centuries, black people and other people of colour have been labelled as lazy, ignorant or lacking in intelligence. In parts of the USA, from around 1740 onwards, it became illegal for enslaved people to learn to read and write. This was not because they were too unintelligent to learn, as many slave masters claimed. Enslaved people were prohibited from getting further education so they would always have to depend on their masters to survive. But, despite these harsh laws, many slaves invented tools and created new ways to perform tasks that made 

their gruelling work easier.

In Black Stories Matter: Groundbreaking Scientists, you will read the stories of black scientists and inventors from around the world. These brave and ingenious men and women pushed against laws, stigma and stereotypes that claimed they weren’t intelligent enough to make a difference. They are only a few of the black men and women who have had an impact on the world with their scientific discoveries.  It is their innovative thinking and persistence that allows 21st century people of colour to proudly proclaim … I am clever enough to do whatever I put 

my mind to!

J.P. Milleris a children’s author who is eager to tell stories about little-known and well-known events from the African Diaspora. She hopes that her stories will help to tear down age-old stereotypes and shed light on the many contributions of people of colour throughout the world. J.P. 

lives in Metro Atlanta, Georgia, USA.

 

Chellie Carrollis an artist who lives on The Dark Peak in England, and shares her time between her two children, climbing the crags in the 

Derbyshire hills and producing illustrations that inspire the imagination.
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The movement was barely noticeable.  Benjamin Banneker stared at the pocket watch his friend had lent him. 

 

Tick-tock. 

Tick-tock. 

Tick-tock. 

Time was ticking away. Benjamin held the watch to his ear. He was curious  about how it worked. 

 

Benjamin flipped the pocket watch overand popped open its back. Tiny wheels and springs moved about. He committed their workings  to memory.

IF MEMORY SERVES ME

BENJAMIN BANNEKER
BENJAMIN BANNEKER


4

BORN: 

9 November 1731– died 9 October 1806

NATIONALITY: 

American

OCCUPATION:  

Surveyor, inventor, farmer, writer

Long after Benjamin Banneker returned the pocket watch, the image of its inner workings stayed in his mind. 

If memory serves me ….

Benjamin was confident he could build a working clock, and he did. 

At the age of 20, Benjamin made  a wooden clock that chimed every hour on the hour.
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The son of an ex-slave, Benjamin grew up free on his parents’ small tobacco farm. Despite little schooling, he showed an early talent formaths, science  and astronomy. 

Benjamin’s talents came to the attention of some wealthyneighbours, the Ellicotts, who moved nearby in 1771. They encouraged his studies, particularly of astronomy, lending him books and equipment.

In 1790, US President George Washington gained permission to build a new capital city along the Potomac River. This would become Washington, DC, the centre of government as well as the location of the White House, the home foreach elected president of the USA.

Andrew Ellicott, Benjamin’s neighbour and a cousin of George Washington, was hired to help survey and map out the site. Andrew asked Benjamin to help him with this work, and together they measured out the boundaries of the new capital city. 

Benjamin also had a good understanding of farming from growing up on his parents’ tobacco farm and living in a farming community. So, on his return from Washington, DC.,  he decided to use his skills to help his fellow farmers.

It wasn’t easy fora black person to get a book published in Benjamin’s day, but  he overcamethe odds. In 1791, Benjamin wrote and published the first of several almanacs forfarmers. It was filled with long-view weather predictions, farming tips and even some helpful medical advice. He went on to publish an almanac for each of the next six years.
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Benjamin went on to become one of the United States’ most respected men of African descent. 

He saw his new status as an opportunity to address the ongoing injustice of slavery and the treatment of blacks bywhites. As proof of his abilities, Benjamin sent a copy of his almanac to the US Secretary of State, Thomas Jefferson, along with a letter in which he said:

“I freely and cheerfully acknowledge, that I am of the African race,and thatcolor which is naturaltothem of the deepestdye …”

Benjamin went on to urge Jefferson, who would later become US president, to end the ongoing pain and injustice of slavery in the USA, and to begin to consider blacks as equal to whites in every way. He also respectfully pointed out that the USA had gone to war to gain independence from Britain, but continued to keep black men and women as slaves. 

Benjamin died at home in 1806, aged 74. On the day of his funeral,  his house burnt down, destroying most of his papers and possessions, including his copies of the almanacs. Despite this, Benjamin is still remembered today as one of the first notable African-African intellectuals and scientists.
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