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Race and the Great Depression 

Introduction 

Samuel Proctor Massie Jr. (1919-2005) was an African American chemist who worked 
on the Manhattan Project, a research initiative that led to the creation of the first nuclear 
weapons during World War II. He also became the first African American to teach at the 
United States Naval Academy. A native of Little Rock, Arkansas, he was a gifted student 
and graduated from high school at the age of thirteen.  

In this activity, you will read an excerpt from Massie’s autobiography, in which he 
describes his experience in urban Arkansas during the Great Depression. Unemployment 
during the Great Depression was very high for all Americans (around 25-30%) but it was 
particularly high for African Americans (as high as 50%). The Massie family was fortunate 
because both Mr. and Mrs. Massie had jobs. Yet, the family was too poor to send Samuel 
to college. Read what Samuel did when he realized that.  

To learn more about Samuel Proctor Massie Jr. see: 
https://www.atomicheritage.org/profile/samuel-p-massie-jr 

 

 

Photograph of Samuel Proctor Massie, Jr., with parents Samuel Proctor Massie, Sr., and Earlee Jacko 
Massie (National Dunbar Alumni Association Historical Collection) 
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Samuel Proctor Massie, Jr., “Catalyst: The Autobiography of an American Chemist,” page 16 
(National Dunbar Alumni Association Historical Collection) 
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Questions: 

1. Why was Massie not able to go to college right after high school? 

2. What was Massie’s experience like working at a grocery store? What do we learn 
about this grocery store and its owner from Massie’s story?  

3. How would you characterize Massie’s relationship with Mr. Horton? 

4. What do we learn about racial relations in Arkansas during the Great Depression 
from this document?  

5. What do we learn about the African American experience during the Great 
Depression from this document? Based on what you know about the Great 
Depression, was Massie’s experience unique or typical?  

 

 


