
U-M African-American 
History Notables



Our Stories 

The story of race at the University of Michigan 
(U-M) is perhaps as old as the institution 
itself. In fact it comprises countless stories, of 
which too few have been told. Although no 
exhibit could fully explore the depth and breadth 
of the experiences and accomplishments of our 
students, faculty, and staff of color, it is our hope 
that the materials presented here will inspire 
thoughtful conversation and continued 
investigation into the remarkable and diverse 
lives of the communities that shape our 
campuses.



Diversity in Student Life 

Students of color began attending the University 
almost since the establishment of the Ann Arbor 
campus, but relevant records are lacking, and 
student participation has not been well 
documented.

Samuel Codes Watson

1853: Samuel Codes Watson was the first 
African American student admitted to the 
University. Born in South Carolina in 1832, 
Watson was mixed race and passed for white 
while attending Michigan. In 1857 he received 
his M.D. from Cleveland Medical College, as 
one of the first African Americans to do so. He 
later became Detroit’s first elected African 
American city official, and was declared the 
city’s richest black property owner in 1867.



Notable Students

Dr. William Henry Fitzbutler

1872: Fitzbutler becomes the first African-
American man to graduate from the U-M 
Medical School. Born the son of a slave, he had 
escaped to Canada with his family via the 
Underground Railroad. After graduation, he went 
on to found a medical school and hospital for 
African-Americans in Louisville, Kentucky.



Notable Students

Mary Henrietta Graham

1876:  Mary Henrietta Graham was the first 
African American woman admitted to the 
University of Michigan.



Notable Students

Dr. Sophia Bethena Jones

1885: Sophia Bethena Jones, M.D., 
becomes the first African-American 
woman to graduate from the U-M Medical 
School. She came to Michigan from 
Canada, frustrated with the University of 
Toronto’s limited medical training program 
for women. After graduation, she became 
the first African-American to join the 
faculty of Spelman College, and 
established its nurse training program 
before going on to practice medicine in St. 
Louis, Philadelphia and Kansas City.



Notable Students 

Eugene Marshall

1902: Detroiter Eugene Marshall attended 

Detroit Central High School and the University of 

Michigan; in 1906 he earned debating honors at 

the University of Wisconsin. As a senior in the 

Law Department in 1902, he was one of only 28 

African American students at the University.

From the Michigan Daily: "Eugene Marshall, the 

colored orator, who graduates from the law 

department in June, has already several 

openings for his life work. He has an offer from 

the Collegiate Prohibition Association to travel 

through the south delivering lectures. He has 

also offers of positions as a teacher in two 

Baptist colored colleges.”



Notable Students

Branch Rickey 

1911: Branch Rickey graduates with a law 
degree. Later, as manager of the Brooklyn 
Dodgers, he brings Jackie Robinson into 
baseball and integrates the sport.



Notable Students 

Elmer Samuel Imes

1918: Elmer Samuel Imes earns a Ph.D. in 
physics, the first for an African-American man at 
U-M and second in the nation.



Notable Students 

Orval Johnson

1948:  Orval “Val” Johnson, a varsity letterman 
in track, becomes the first African-American 
student elected president of the LSA senior 
class.



Notable Students

Marjorie Lee Browne

1949: Marjorie Lee Browne becomes one of the 
first African-American women in the country to 
earn a Ph.D. in mathematics when she receives 
her U-M degree.



Notable Faculty 

Albert Wheeler

1953: Albert Wheeler received a doctorate from 
the University of Michigan in 1944 and in 1953, 
became the first black tenured professor at the 
University of Michigan Medical School.

"A persistent and vocal leader who raised 
community consciousness and fought for human 
rights, Wheeler pioneered in the field of higher 
education to grant full access and equal 
opportunities to all minorities," said President 
James J. Duderstadt. “He chartered the course 
that we are attempting to follow at the University 
with the Michigan Mandate.“



Notable Students

James Earl Jones

1955: Actor famous for his roles in The Great 
White Hope, as the voice of Darth Vader in Star 
Wars, and as the voice of Mufasa in The Lion 
King. He grew up in Mississippi and Michigan 
and planned to study medicine, but he took an 
interest in theater while at U-M. He has received 
Emmy, Tony and Golden Globe awards, as well 
as the Academy Honorary Award “for his legacy 
of consistent excellence and uncommon 
versatility.”



Notable Faculty 

Alvin D. Loving

1956: Alvin D. Loving becomes the University's 
first African-American faculty member when he 
is hired as associate professor of education at 
UM-Flint. In 1970, he joins the School of 
Education on the Ann Arbor campus.



Notable Faculty 

Willis C. Patterson

1968: Born in Ann Arbor, Professor Willis C. 
Patterson earned Bachelor of Music (1958) and 
Master of Music (1959) degrees from the U-M. 
In 1993, he received his Ph.D. from Wayne 
State University. In 1968, he became the first, 
and for a while only, African American member 
of the music faculty. Patterson compiled an 
“Anthology of Art Songs by African-American 
Composers.” He was the professional director of 
the Men’s Glee Club. In 1983, he received the 
Leonard F. Sain Award for "significant 
contribution to the development of black 
students."



Notable Students

Alexa Canady

1971, 1975: (LSA, 1971; Medicine, 1975)
The first woman and first African American to 
become a neurosurgeon. Born and raised in the 
Lansing area, she majored in zoology as an 
undergrad and wrote for The Michigan Daily. 
She served as chief of neurosurgery at 
Children’s Hospital of Michigan from 1987-2001.



Notable Faculty / Staff

Henry T. Johnson 

1972: Henry Johnson becomes the first African-
American executive officer at U-M when he is 
named vice president for student services.



Notable Students

Nellie Varner

1980: alumna Nellie Varner becomes the first 
African-American woman elected to the Board of 
Regents



Notable Students

Kyla McMullen 

2012: Kyla McMullen becomes the first African-
American woman at U-M to graduate with a 
Ph.D. in computer science and engineering. She 
also holds a U-M master's degree.



Notable Students

Ciara Sivels

2018: Ciara Sivels is the first African-American 
woman to earn a Ph.D. in nuclear engineering at 
U-M.



For more information on this topic 
please see the U-M Heritage Project 
or Bentley Library 


