
 

 

Essential Readings on Black Nurse History 

This list is compiled by members of the Nurses You Should Know project and is designed as a 

resource to learn more about our professional history. The blue hyperlinks on nurses names 

throughout this document link to their Nurses You Should Know profiles. Please use the comment 

icon in the toolbar to add primary or secondary sources you would like to see included. 

Autobiographies  

 

 

The Wonderful Adventures of Mrs. Seacole was published in 1857 by 

Mary Seacole to document her nursing experience leading the British 

Hotel during the Crimean War. 

 

 

I 

 

 

Reminiscences of My Life in Camp was published in 1902 by Susie King 

Taylor to document her nursing experience during the American Civil 

War. 

 

 

 

 

 

Listen to Me Good: The Story of an Alabama Midwife was published in 

1996 by Margaret Charles Smith and Linda Janet Holmes to document 

Margaret’s decades-long midwifery career in Alabama. 

 

https://medium.com/nurses-you-should-know/about-the-project-3eb3dbb52741
https://medium.com/nurses-you-should-know/mary-seacole-2bb2ab7ac207
https://medium.com/nurses-you-should-know/susie-king-taylor-67cdf482049e
https://medium.com/nurses-you-should-know/susie-king-taylor-67cdf482049e
https://medium.com/nurses-you-should-know/margaret-charles-smith-5592f097bc1a


 

 

Biographies 

 

 

Pathfinders: A History of the Progress of Colored Graduate Nurses 

was published in 1929 by Adah B. Thoms to detail the work of the 

National Association of Colored Graduate Nurses (NACGN) in 

integrating the nursing profession. 

 

 

 

 

 

Trailblazer: Negro Nurse in the American Red Cross by Jean 

Maddern Pitrone was published in 1969 on the life of Francis Reed 

Elliott Davis, the first Black nurse enlisted in the Red Cross. 

 

 

 

 

 

Mary Eliza Mahoney, 1845 - 1926: America’s First Black Professional 

Nurse was published in 1986 by Helen Sullivan Miller to document 

the life of the first known Black nursing graduate. 

 

 

 

 

https://medium.com/nurses-you-should-know/adah-b-thoms-6843a0507f66
https://medium.com/nurses-you-should-know/frances-reed-elliott-davis-5c7666813e21
https://medium.com/nurses-you-should-know/frances-reed-elliott-davis-5c7666813e21
https://medium.com/nurses-you-should-know/mary-eliza-mahoney-a90646271823
https://medium.com/nurses-you-should-know/helen-sullivan-miller-da8448618fec


 

 

 

 

 

Mary Eliza Mahoney and the Legacy of African American Nurses by 

Susan Muadidi Duraj was published in 2005 to highlight the life of 

Mary Eliza Mahoney, the first Black professional nurse in the U.S.  

 

 

 

Histories​  

 

 

The History of Chi Eta Phi Sorority, Inc 1931 - 1967 was published in 

1968 by Helen Sullivan Miller to document the history of the first three 

decades of America’s Black nursing sorority. 

 

 

 

 

 

No Time for Prejudice: The Story of the Integration of Negroes in 

Nursing in the United States was published in 1961 by Mabel Keaton 

Staupers to document the history of nursing’s professional 

integration efforts. 

 

 

 

https://medium.com/nurses-you-should-know/helen-sullivan-miller-da8448618fec


 

 

 

The history of the iconic Freedmen’s Hospital School of Nursing, 

whose roots date back to the Civil War and the Freedmen’s 

Bureau, was published in 1974. It was the first school of nursing in 

the country located as part of a university. Full text PDF can be 

found here courtesy of Howard University. 

 

 

 

 

Black Women in White: Racial Conflict and Cooperation in the 

Nursing Profession, 1890-1950 was published in 1989 by 

historian Darlene Clark Hine has become a seminal text 

analyzing the impact of racism on the American nursing 

profession. 

 

 

 

 

 

The Path We Tread: Blacks in Nursing 

Worldwide 1854 - 1994 was originally 

published in 1995 by Mary Elizabeth Carnegie 

and had a total of three editions. This seminal 

work serves an encyclopedic role in detailing 

140 years of Black nurse history. 

 

 

 

https://dh.howard.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1001&context=fhsn_pub
https://medium.com/nurses-you-should-know/mary-elizabeth-carnegie-eb61c174d38b


 

 

 

 

 

Sick and Tired of Being Sick and Tired: Black Women’s Health 

Activism , 1898-1950 by Susan L. Smith was published in 1995 and 

highlights the ways black health activists created public health 
programs and influenced public policy at every opportunity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nursing Civil Rights: Gender and Race in the Army Nurse Corps 

was published in 2015 by historian Charissa J. Threat to document 

the history and impact of the integration of the U.S. Army Nurse 

Corps between World War II and the Vietnam War. 

 

 

 

 

 

Medical Bondage: Race, Gender, and the Origins of American 

Gynecology by Deirdre Cooper Owens was published in 2017 and 

examines the rise of gynecology and intersections with slavery 

and the role of enslaved Black women (who were used as both 

experimental subjects and surgical nurses) and Irish immigrant 

women.  

 



 

 

  

 

PhD nurse historian Phoebe Pollitt provides a succinct history from 

1900 - 1965 of the ways African American and Cherokee nurses 

navigated their education and careers within a profession that 

tried to prevent their entry. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Historian Christine Ardalan describes the climate for public health 

nurses in Florida during Jim Crow and their impact on maternal 

and infant mortality in rural communities. 

 

 

 

Select Articles 

In this 1949 article published in 

the Journal of Negro Education, 

Estelle Massey Osborne details 

the progress of Black nurses in 

the profession and the status of  

integration efforts. 

 

 

https://medium.com/nurses-you-should-know/estelle-masey-osborne-e5674c2919e0


 

 

In 1982 historian Darlene Clark 

Hine examined the 1925 

Rockefeller-funded Ethel Johns 

report in The Journal of Negro 

History. 

 

 

Evelyn Barbee, a nurse PhD in 

anthropology, wrote this seminal 

piece in Medical Anthropology 

Quarterly in 1993 in which she 

explicitly outlines how the 

profession has preserved white 

privilege as its cultural identity. 

 

Eileen Jackson, a nurse PhD in 

anthropology, wrote this 

formative article in Medical 

Anthropology Quarterly in 1993. 

 

 

Marie O. Pitts Mosley amplified 

Black nurses’ legacy. As well as 

this 3-part series, note her 1996  

article Satisfied to carry the  

bag: Three black community        

health nurses' contributions to 

health care reform, 1900-1937   

published in Nursing History Review 

 

 

This 2000 article published in 

Nursing and Healthcare 

 

https://www.neh.gov/about/awards/national-humanities-medals/darlene-clark-hine
https://www.neh.gov/about/awards/national-humanities-medals/darlene-clark-hine
https://www.jstor.org/stable/649214
https://www.jstor.org/stable/649214


 

 

Perspectives synthesizes integration efforts at the NLN and how the decrease of Black nursing 

schools prompted the need for non-discrimination efforts to become part of accreditation criteria. 

 

Dr. Charissa J. Threat examines 

the integration of Black nurses 

and males into the Army Nurse 

Corps.  

 

 

Scott, Britton, & McLemore astutely 

connect the impact of how nurses 

who “blame” Black mothers for poor 

outcomes become part of the 

structural racism that impacts 

equitable perinatal nursing care. 

 

Nurses Graham-Perel and Lewenson 

published this oral history of nurse 

pioneer Bernadine Lacey, which was 

featured in American Journal of 

Nursing, a year before her death. 

 

In NursingClio’s Beyond Florence 

series, midwives Dr. Niles and Dr. 

Drew outline the impact of white 

feminism and white supremacy on 

establishing a majority white nurse 

midwifery workforce. 

 

Accompanied by original artwork by 

Dr. Canty, this article describes the 

implementation and outcomes of the 

 

https://nursing.nyu.edu/directory/faculty/ashley-graham-perel
https://experts.pace.edu/profile/sandra-lewenson
https://medium.com/nurses-you-should-know/bernardine-lacey-db0e5ed0ea5a
https://nursingclio.org/2020/10/22/constructing-the-modern-american-midwife-white-supremacy-and-white-feminism-collide/
https://medium.com/nurses-you-should-know/mimi-niles-8dcb710bc915
https://2020nurseandmidwife.org/stories/michelle-drew-caring-for-women-who-are-my-neighbors/
https://medium.com/nurses-you-should-know/lucinda-canty-88d1764f9c9a


 

 

Overdue Reckoning on Racism in Nursing initiative launched online in May 2020. 

 

This collective of nurse authors 

published his article in the Journal of 

American Nursing in order to reclaim 

the contributions of Black caregivers 

and nurses.  

Commissions 

  

The draft of the history of racism in nursing 
report can be found here and is open for 
public comment through February 14, 
2022. 

 

 

https://nursemanifest.com/ongoing-overdue-reckoning-on-racism-in-nursing/
https://www.nursingworld.org/~48e91a/globalassets/practiceandpolicy/call-for-public-comment/1.-the-history-of-racism-in-nursing.pdf
https://www.nursingworld.org/get-involved/share-your-expertise/call-for-public-comment/
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