


Ga””ett Mo”gan

Garrett Augustus Morgan, Sr. (Ma”ch 4, 1877 – July
27, 1963) was an Af”ican-Ame”ican invento” and com-
munity leade”. His most notable inventions included a
type of p”otective ”espi”ato”y hood (o” gas mask), a t”aឹc
signal, and a hai”-st”aightening chemical. He is ”enowned
fo” a he”oic ”escue in 1916 in which he and th”ee oth-
e”s used the safety hood device he had developed to save
wo”ke”s t”appedwithin a wate” intake tunnel, ិfty feet be-
neath Lake E”ie.[1] He is also c”edited as the ិ”st Af”ican
Ame”ican in Cleveland, Ohio, to own an automobile.[2]

1 Biography

Mo”gan was bo”n in Pa”is, Kentucky to Sydney, a son
and fo”me” slave of Confede”ate Colonel John H. Mo”-
gan, and Eliza Reed, also a fo”me” slave[3] who was half
Ame”ican Indian.[2] Mo”gan moved at the age of 14 to
Cincinnati, Ohio in sea”ch of employment. Most of his
teenage yea”s we”e spent wo”king as a handyman fo” a
wealthy Cincinnati landowne”. LikemanyAf”ican Ame”-
icans of his day, he had to “uit school at a young age in
o”de” to wo”k. Howeve”, the teen-aged Mo”gan was able
to hi”e his own tuto” and continued his studies while liv-
ing in Cincinnati. In 1895, he moved to Cleveland, Ohio,
whe”e he wo”ked ”epai”ing sewing machines fo” a cloth-
ing manufactu”e”. His ិ”st invention, developed du”ing
this pe”iod, was a belt fastene” fo” sewing machines.[4]

He ma””ied his ិ”st wife, Madge Nelson, in 1896, but
that ma””iage ended in divo”ce. Wo”d of his skill at ិx-
ing things and expe”imenting sp”ead “uickly th”oughout
Cleveland, opening up va”ious oppo”tunities fo” him.

In 1907, Mo”gan opened his own sewing machine and
shoe ”epai” shop. It was the ិ”st of seve”al businesses he
would own. In 1908, Mo”gan helped found the Cleve-
land Association of Colo”ed Men.[5][3] That same yea”,
he ma””ied his second wife, Ma”y Anne Hassek, and to-
gethe” they had th”ee sons. In 1909, he and his wife ex-
panded thei” business ventu”es by opening a shop called
Mo”gan’s Cut Rate Ladies Clothing Sto”e.[6] The com-
pany had 32 employees, and made coats, suits, d”esses,
and othe” clothing.[3]

A few yea”s late”, he developed his safety hood inven-
tion. He ិled fo” a patent on it in 1912, and launched
the National Safety Device Company in 1914. At a”ound
the same time, in 1913, he launched the G. A. Mo”gan
Hai” Reិning Company, which sold hai” ca”e p”oducts,
including a hai” st”aightening c”eam, a hai” dye, and a
hai” st”aightening comb invented by Mo”gan.

His safety hood invention led him to nation-wide fame
and a much highe” level of comme”cial success. The hai”
ca”e company was also successful enough to become a
long-lasting established business.[4]

He then went on to develop his t”aឹc cont”ol signal, fo”
which he ិled fo” a patent in 1922.

He developed glaucoma in 1943, and was functionally
blind and in poo” health in his late” life.[7][8]

Mo”gan died on July 27, 1963,[3][8][9] at the age of 86, and
is bu”ied at Lake View Cemete”y in Cleveland, Ohio.[3]

2 Products and inventions

2.1 Hair care products

Mo”gan expe”imented with a li“uid that gave sewing ma-
chine needles a high polish that p”evented the needle
f”om sco”ching fab”ic as it sewed. In 1905, Mo”gan ac-
cidentally discove”ed that the li“uid could also st”aighten
hai”.[3] He made the li“uid into a c”eam and launched the
G. A. Mo”gan Hai” Reិning Company to ma”ket it. He
also made a black hai” oil dye and invented a cu”ved-tooth
comb fo” hai” st”aightening in 1910.[6]

2.2 Safety hood

Newspaper photograph of Morgan’s rescue in 1916

Ga””ett Mo”gan invented a safety hood smoke p”otection
device afte” seeing ិ”eិghte”s st”uggling f”om the smoke
they encounte”ed in the line of duty.[2] His device used a
wet sponge to ិlte” out smoke and cool the ai”.[10] It also
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2 2 PRODUCTS AND INVENTIONS

took advantage of the way smoke and fumes tend to ”ise to
highe” positions while leaving a laye” of mo”e b”eathable
ai” below, by using an ai” intake tube that dangled nea”
the ីoo”.[7] He ិled fo” a patent on the device in 1912,[7]

and founded a company called the National Safety Device
Company in 1914 to ma”ket it. He was able to sell his in-
vention a”ound the count”y, sometimes using the tactic
of having a hi”ed white acto” take c”edit ”athe” than ”e-
vealing himself as its invento”.[2] Fo” demonst”ations of
the device, he sometimes adopted the disguise of ནBig
Chief Masonཔ, a pu”po”ted full-blooded Indian f”om the
Walpole Island Indian Rese”ve in Canada.[11] He would
demonst”ate the device by building a noxious ិ”e fueled
by ta”, sulphu”, fo”maldehyde and manu”e inside an en-
closed tent.[7] Disguised as Big Chief Mason, he would
ente” the tent full of black smoke, and would ”emain the”e
fo” 20 minutes befo”e eme”ging unha”med.[7]

His safety hood device was simple and eាective, whe”eas
the othe” p”oto-"gas mask" type devices in use at the time
we”e gene”ally diឹcult to put on, excessively complex,
un”eliable, o” ineាective.[7] His safety hood was used to
save many lives du”ing the pe”iod of its use.[7]

He also developed late” models that inco”po”ated an ai”
bag that could hold about 15 minutes of f”esh ai”.[7][8]

His invention became known nationally when he led a
”escue that saved seve”al men’s lives afte” a 1916 tun-
nel explosion unde” Lake E”ie.[7][10][12] Befo”e Mo”gan
a””ived, two p”evious ”escue attempts had failed. The at-
tempted ”escue”s had become victims themselves by en-
te”ing the tunnel and not ”etu”ning. Mo”gan was ”oused
in the middle of the night afte” one of the membe”s of the
”escue team who had seen a demonst”ation of his device
sent a messenge” to convince him to come and to b”ing
as many of his hoods as he could.[7] He a””ived on the
scene still wea”ing his pajamas, and b”ought his b”othe”
F”ank and fou” of the hoods with him.[7][8][10] Most of
the ”escue”s on the scene we”e initially skeptical of his de-
vice, so he and his b”othe” pe”sonally went into the tunnel
along with two othe” voluntee”s, and succeeded in pulling
out two men f”om the p”evious ”escue attempts.[7][10] He
eme”ged ca””ying a victim on his back, and his b”othe”
followed just behind with anothe”.[8] Othe”s joined in af-
te” his team succeeded, and ”escued seve”al mo”e.[7] His
device was also used to ”et”ieve the bodies of the victims
that did not su”vive. Mo”gan pe”sonally made fou” t”ips
into the tunnel du”ing the ”escue, and his health was af-
fected fo” yea”s afte”wa”d f”om the fumes he encounte”ed
the”e.[7] Cleveland’s newspape”s and city oឹcials initially
igno”ed Mo”gan’s act of he”oism as the ិ”st to ”ush into
the tunnel fo” the ”escue and his key ”ole as the p”ovide” of
the e“uipment that made the ”escue possible, and it took
yea”s fo” the city to ”ecognize his cont”ibutions.[2][7] City
oឹcials ”e“uested the Ca”negie He”o Fund Commission
to issue medals to seve”al of the men involved in the ”es-
cue, but excluded Mo”gan f”om thei” ”e“uest.[7] He be-
lieved that the omission was ”acially motivated.[7] Late”,
in 1917, a g”oup citizens of Cleveland t”ied to co””ect fo”

the omission by p”esenting him with a diamond-studded
gold medal.[7]

He was also given a medal f”om the Inte”national Asso-
ciation of Fi”e Enginee”s, which made him an hono”a”y
membe”.[8]

Mo”gan’s invention of the safety hood was featu”ed on the
television show Inventions that Shook the World.[13]

2.3 Traffic signal

See also: T”aឹc signal
The ិ”st Ame”ican-made automobiles we”e int”oduced

Patent drawing of Morgan’s signal

to consume”s just befo”e the tu”n of the 20th centu”y, and
pedest”ians, bicycles, animal-d”awn wagons and moto”
vehicles all had to sha”e the same ”oads. To deal with the
g”owing p”oblem of t”aឹc accidents, a numbe” of ve”-
sions of t”aឹc signaling devices began to be developed,
sta”ting a”ound 1913.

Mo”gan had witnessed a se”ious accident at an inte”sec-
tion, and he invented a t”aឹc cont”ol device and applied
fo” a patent on it in 1922.[7] His invention was a hand-
c”anked mechanical sign system using signs that could be
switched ”elatively easily by a t”aឹc cont”ol oឹce”.[7] His
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device was ”elatively simple, yet had key additional safety
featu”es that many othe”s at the time did not have. In ad-
dition to having ནstopཔ and ནgoཔ indicato”s, it had an ནall
stopཔ signal that could be used to clea” the inte”section to
allow pedest”ians to c”oss o” to stop c”oss-t”aឹc befo”e
signaling a diាe”ent di”ection to p”oceed. It also had a
ནhalf mastཔ wa”ning position to indicate gene”al caution
at times when the device ope”ato” was not p”esent.[7] In
addition to the signs, his device featu”ed lights and wa”n-
ing bells powe”ed by a batte”y o” a connection to a main
powe” sou”ce.[7]

3 Community leadership

In 1908, he helped found the Cleveland Association of
Colo”edMen, a g”oup founded to help imp”ove economic
and social conditions fo” the black community (which
late” me”ged with the NAACP).[5][3][8] He also se”ved as
its t”easu”e”.[8]

In 1916 he helped to found the Cleveland Call newspape”,
and subse“uently pa”ticipated in its 1928 me”ge” that c”e-
ated the Call and Post newspape”.[14]

Mo”gan was a membe” of the P”ince Hall F”eemason
f”ate”nal o”ganization, a p”edominantly black F”eemason
g”oup (Excelsio” Lodge No. 11 of Cleveland, Ohio).[15]

In 1920, he helped found an all-black count”y club.[2]

He was a membe” of the NAACP and donated money to
Neg”o colleges.[2]

In 1931, motivated by his view that the city was not p”op-
e”ly add”essing the needs of the black community, he (un-
successfully) ”an fo” a seat on the Cleveland City Council
as an independent candidate.[4][7]

4 Awards and recognitions

Grave of Garrett A. Morgan

At the Emancipation Centennial Celeb”ation in Chicago,
Illinois, in August 1963, Mo”gan was nationally ”ecog-
nized. Although in ill-health, and nea”ly blind, he contin-
ued to wo”k on his inventions; one of his last was a self-
extinguishing ciga”ette, which employed a small plastic
pellet ិlled with wate”, placed just befo”e the ិlte”.

In the Cleveland, Ohio a”ea, the Ga””ett A. Mo”gan
Cleveland School of Science and the Ga””et A. Mo”gan

Wate” T”eatment Plant have been named in his hono”. An
elementa”y school in Chicago, Illinois was also named af-
te” him.[16] In P”ince Geo”ge’s County, Ma”yland, the”e
is a st”eet named Ga””ett A. Mo”gan Bouleva”d(fo”me”ly
Summe”ិeld Bouleva”d until 2002), and a Met”o stop
(Mo”gan Bouleva”d)named in his hono”.

Mo”gan was included in the 2002 book 100 Greatest

African Americans by Moleិ Kete Asante.[17]

Mo”gan was a membe” of Alpha Phi Alpha f”ate”nity.[18]
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