
Alice Ball 
Brilliant Alice Augusta Ball was born on July 24, 1892, 
in Seattle, Washington. She was one of 4 children. She 
earned a bachelor’s degree from the University of 
Washington in pharmaceutical chemistry.  Two years 
later she earned a second degree in pharmacy.  With 
her pharmacy instructor, she published a 10-page 
article in the prestigious Journal of the American 
Chemical Society titled "Benzoylations in Ether 
Solution." This kind of accomplishment was very rare 
for not only African American women, but women of 
any race.  She moved to Hawaii to work on her master’s 
degree in chemistry.  

In 1915, Alice Ball became the first graduate of African 
American heritage, the first African American and the 

first woman chemistry professor at the University of Hawaii's chemistry department. She 
revolutionized the use of chaulmoogra by successfully isolated the ethyl esters from the 
oil to make an injectable form to treat leprosy.  Chaulmoogra had been used in the 
treatment of leprosy for hundreds of years but only with moderate effect and could have 
negative effects when applied to the skin. Her technique allowed the oil from the seed of 
chaulmoogra tree to be injected and absorbed in the blood. Her newly developed 
technique became the primary treatment for leprosy up until the onset of antibiotics, ca. 
1940.  It is reported that in some primitive areas her treatment is still used. At that time, 
many lepers were sent to Hawaii to be isolated from the main population. Her treatment 
allowed hundreds of people with leprosy to return home. She became ill before 
publishing her work. She returned to Seattle just before her death on Dec. 31, 1916. Her 
exact cause of death is uncertain. It was speculated that she died of chlorine poisoning 
due to exposure that occurred while teaching in the laboratory. Her original death 
certificate was altered, the cause of death was changed to tuberculosis. 

Author Dean, chemist and president of the university, continued her work but never 
gave her credit for her breakthrough. Dean published her findings; but for years they 
were known as the Dean Method. In 1970, historians uncovered the truth. The 
University of Hawaii did not recognize her work for nearly ninety years. In 2000, the 
university finally honored Ball by dedicating a plaque to her on the school's lone 
chaulmoogra tree. On the same day, the former Lieutenant Governor of Hawaii, Mazie 
Hirono, declared February 29 "Alice Ball Day," which is now celebrated.  

One cannot help but wonder what other marvelous work she could have accomplished 
had she lived longer than 24 years. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alice_Ball 

http://www.blackpast.org/aaw/ball-alice-augusta-1892-1916 


