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New Year’s Day

1863: Abraham Lincoln issues Emancipation

Proclamation.

2005: Former U.S. Rep. Shirley Chisholm, 

first black woman elected to Congress, dies.

1965: Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. calls for

nonviolent protests if Alabama blacks are not

allowed to register and vote.

1624: William Tucker, first African child born

in America.

1920: Andrew “Rube” Foster organizes 

first black baseball league, the Negro 

National League.

1971: The Congressional Black Caucus organized.

1943: George Washington Carver, agricultural

scientist, dies.

1831: The World Anti-Slavery Convention

opens in London.

1890: William B. Purvis patents fountain pen. 

1955: Marian Anderson debuts as first black

to perform at Metropolitan Opera.

1811: Charles Deslandes leads slave revolt 

in Louisiana.

1866: Fisk University founded in Nashville,

Tennessee.

1906: Paul Laurence Dunbar, poet 

and writer, dies.

1864: George Washington Carver, agricultural

scientist and inventor, born.

1940: Benjamin O. Davis Sr. becomes U.S.

Army’s first black general.

1948: Supreme Court rules blacks have right

to study law at state institutions.

1990: L. Douglas Wilder inaugurated as 

first African American governor (Virginia) 

since Reconstruction.

1975: William T. Coleman named secretary 

of transportation.

1929: Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., a major

voice for civil rights in the 20th century, born.

Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s 

Birthday Observed

1978: NASA names African American 

astronauts Maj. Frederick D. Gregory, 

Maj. Guion S. Bluford Jr. and 

Dr. Ronald E. McNair.

1942: Three-time heavyweight boxing cham-

pion Muhammad Ali (Cassius Clay) born.

1856: Dr. Daniel Hale Williams, pioneer heart

surgeon, born.

1918: John H. Johnson, editor and publisher

of Ebony and Jet magazines, born.

1993: Maya Angelou, a great voice of con-

temporary literature, delivers On the Pulse of

Morning at the presidential inauguration.

2001: Colin Powell sworn in as first black 

secretary of state.

1870: Hiram Revels elected first black U.S.

senator, replacing Jefferson Davis for the

Mississippi seat.

1949: James Robert Gladden becomes first

black certified in orthopedic surgery.

1891: Dr. Daniel Hale Williams founds

Provident Hospital in Chicago, the first 

training hospital for black doctors and 

nurses in the U.S.

1865: Congress passes 13th Amendment,

which, on ratification, abolishes slavery.

1851: Sojourner Truth addresses first Black

Women’s Rights Convention, Akron, Ohio.

1954: Dr. Theodore K. Lawless, dermatologist,

awarded the Spingarn Medal for research in

skin-related diseases.

1961: Leontyne Price, world-renowned opera

singer, makes her Metropolitan Opera debut.

1998: Sarah “Madam C.J.” Walker, first 

black female millionaire, honored on U.S.

postage stamp.

1926: Violette Neatly Anderson becomes first

black woman lawyer to argue a case before

the Supreme Court.

1844: Richard Theodore Greener becomes

first black to graduate from Harvard.

1919: Jackie Robinson, first black to 

play in major league baseball, born.
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When an infant dies suddenly after birth, parents need
to understand why. When answers to these sometimes
difficult questions are hard to come by, the loss can be
even more inexplicable and devastating.

“Infant mortality is defined as the death of a child before his
or her first birthday, and in recent years, the infant mortality
rate in the U.S. has been declining. But we must do better,”
said Dr. Yvonne T. Maddox. “In the U.S., the infant mor-
tality rate is seven deaths per every 1,000 births. That’s 27,000
infant deaths per year. And in the African American community,
the figures are twice as high – 14 deaths per every 1,000 births.”

Several factors can cause infant mortality, including congenital
abnormalities and birth defects; prematurity and low birth
weight; acute respiratory distress syndrome; infections; and
Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS).

SIDS is the sudden, unexplained death of a baby. Despite 
its prevalence, the exact cause is still unknown. “I strongly
believe SIDS is developmental,” Maddox said. “It’s the
leading cause of death in babies after 1 month, but 
most SIDS deaths occur under 6 months of age.”

According to Maddox, recent research connects some instances
of SIDS to the area of the brain that helps control breathing
and awakening during sleep. If this area is underdeveloped in 
a baby who becomes tangled in loose bedding, the baby may
not be signaled to turn his or her head for oxygen and may,
therefore, suffocate. “It is imperative that babies are positioned
on their backs while sleeping – even while napping – to
reduce the risk of suffocation,” Maddox said.

However, the culture and traditions many African Americans
were handed down encourage parents to place babies on
their stomachs to sleep, said Maddox. Some are afraid babies
will choke or regurgitate and then suffocate if they’re placed
on their backs, and some believe babies will develop flat
spots on the backs of their heads from sleeping on their
backs. Maddox said both are highly unlikely.

“Through our ‘Back to Sleep’ campaign, we’ve created 
culturally competent materials that take these traditions into
account, while raising SIDS awareness in African American
communities,” said Maddox. 

Maddox noted other methods for reducing the risk of SIDS
include prenatal care for the mother-to-be, using a safety-
approved crib with a firm mattress, not smoking before or
after birth and not allowing others to smoke around a child,
getting a child well-baby checkups, not wrapping a baby too
tightly or dressing a child too warmly, and not sharing a bed
with a baby or putting a baby to bed with a sibling.

“Parents want to keep their babies safe, and I am proud that
our educational efforts help them do that,” said Maddox,
who also chairs the Women’s Fellowship at her church. “We
are on a journey to save our babies through research and
education, and we will continue until no baby dies of SIDS.”

Yvonne T. Maddox, Ph.D.
Deputy Director of the National Institute of
Child Health and Human Development, 
National Institutes of Health

Residence: Upper Marlboro, Maryland

“Parents want to keep their babies safe,
and I am proud that our educational
efforts help them do that.”

Infant Mortality

FACT
SIDS is ranked as a leading
cause of death for African
American infants under 
1 year of age. 

Since the national “Back To Sleep” campaign was launched in 1994,
SIDS rates in the U.S. have decreased by more than 50 percent, the
equivalent of sparing the lives of more than 3,500 babies each year. 
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