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National African American History Month began in February 1926 as Negro History Week by 
Carter G. Woodson, an African American.  The purpose of Negro History Week was for Americans 
to study and celebrate the heritage and contributions made by people of African descent to the 
nation.  February was chosen because of the birthdays of two famous Americans who played a 
significant role in African American history, Abraham Lincoln and Frederick Douglass.  For many 
years the second week of the month was set aside for this celebration. In 1976, as part of the 
nation’s bicentennial and a desire to increase awareness, the week was expanded into Black 
History Month, now known as National African American History Month.  Since the mid-1970s, 
U.S. presidents have issued proclamations recognizing the event.  Now we devote the month of 
February to the study of African American life and the role and participation of African Americans 
in the history of America.  At some point this role may be more fully integrated into our children’s 
education in text books and lesson plans and eliminate the need for a special or separate 
recognition, represented by National African American History Month. 
  
African American achievement in sports, entertainment and politics is usually prominent during 
February.  However, we tend to overlook the accomplishment of African American entrepreneurs 
and business people.  Americans like William Alexander Leidesdorff (ship yard, lumber yard and 
real estate), Frederick Patterson (automobile manufacturer), Madam C.J. Walker (beauty and hair 
care products) and Garret Morgan (sewing machine, traffic signal and respiratory device).  Many 
of these inventions or products enhanced our overall quality of life.    
 
Among some of the more recent achievements are Oprah Winfrey (television network owner and 
philanthropist), Dr. Mae Jemison (physician and astronaut) and Kenneth Chenault (CEO of fortune 
500 company - American Express).  In fact, today the fastest growing group of entrepreneurs is 
African American women.  The number of businesses owned by African American women grew 
322% between 1997 and 2015. 
 
This month as America celebrates the accomplishments of Americans of African descent 
throughout history, the African American Business Leaders Council encourages you to join us to 
explore what we can do in our own sphere of activity to support African American business and 
entrepreneurs or to help those individuals and firms who may be interested in starting a business 
or looking for an opportunity.   


