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she said. “So that gives me the ability and the 
confidence to say what’s on my mind. And, it 
further encourages me to encourage other young, 
particularly Black women, to engage in the civic 
process.”

Born in Memphis, Tenn. on June 17, 1916, 
Calloway went on to graduate cum laude from 
LeMoyne-Owen College, a historically Black 
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Missouri law doesn’t officially recognize 
Black History Month — a fact that surprised 
several Black state lawmakers this past week. 

“I had to double and triple check it because 
I thought I was seeing things incorrectly at 
first,” said Rep. Mark Sharp, D- Kansas City, 
during a Monday meeting of the House Special 
Committee on Urban Issues. 

The state has designated days honoring 
several prominent Black figures, such as Rosa 
Parks and John Jordan “Buck” O’Neil, the 

first African American who coached in Major 
League Baseball. But state law doesn’t designate 
February as Black History Month.

Sharp is sponsoring a bill to change that 
and make Missouri the seventh state to officially 
recognize February as Black History Month 
– joining Alaska, California, Maryland, New 
Jersey, Ohio, and South Carolina. Sharp said 
he wasn’t aware of how many other states had 
passed such measures, but he and others were 
disappointed that Missouri wasn’t among them.

“When you told me about it, it was a shocker 
that it wasn’t something we already recognized,” 
Rep. Rasheen Alridge, D-St. Louis, told Sharp 
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In the early 19th century, St. Louis was a 
booming economic center valued for its location 
on the Mississippi River and its successful busi-
ness relationships with the local natives. After 
the Louisiana Purchase, settlers from the east 
flooded the city, hoping to share in its grow-
ing wealth. Many of these settlers and military 
personnel brought people who they had enslaved 
with them.

Missouri officially became a slave state in 
1821, but an 1824 statute declared that any 
enslaved person brought into any free state or 
territory would be released from their enslavers. 
The statute gave a solid legal stance for many 
enslaved people to fight for their freedom in 
court.

Over the course of 60 years, more than 300 
civil court cases were filed in St. Louis in pur-
suit of freedom. Since enslavement status was 
passed through maternal lineage, many of the 
court cases were filed by women to free not only 
themselves but also their children. Here are just 
a few of their stories.
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In June 1961, DeVerne Calloway sat down at 
her typewriter to write a column about the uncer-
tain future of the Freedom Rides organized by the 
activist group Congress of Racial Equity (CORE).

For almost two months, the Freedom Riders 
had faced severe beatings and harsh arrests in 
their efforts to challenge segregated interstate 
buses. 

Calloway, who joined CORE in 1946 while liv-
ing in Chicago, was now the executive editor and 
co-publisher of a Black newspaper in St. Louis 
called The New Citizen.

Some movement leaders suggested that the 
activists take a “cooling off period.” But to Cal-
loway, letting up was not an option.

“There is only one answer – a continued 
agitation and pressure for the full dignity and 
equal recognition of every American citizen,” she 
wrote at the time.

While Calloway was passionate about her 
writing and leading the newspaper, she knew that 
sharing her views as a Black woman in a small 
publication wouldn’t necessarily give her commu-
nity a seat at the table. 

A year later in 1962, DeVerne Calloway 
became the first Black woman elected to the 
Missouri state legislature, where she served in the 
state House for 20 years. 

As a human rights activist, she fought to in-
crease aid to public education, as well as improve 
services for dependent children and impoverished 
families. She fought for prison reform, and she 
also introduced legislation in 1971 to legalize 
abortion in Missouri, two years before Roe v. 
Wade.

On January 23, 1993, DeVerne Calloway died 
at 76 in her sister’s home in Memphis. But her 
legacy continues to inspire young politicians and 
her life is celebrated during Black History Month. 

Rep. Ashley Bland Manlove, a Kansas City 
Democrat and president of the Missouri Leg-
islative Black Caucus, said Calloway laid the 
foundation for what a Black woman politician in 
Missouri looks like. 

“Well-behaved women rarely make history,” 
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DeVerne Calloway was the first Black woman elected to the Missouri Legislature. 
Throughout her career, Calloway worked tirelessly to improve the economic, educa-
tional, and social opportunities of African Americans  

during the hearing. Rep. Raychel Proudie, 
D-Ferguson, said legislators had just recognized 
Black History Month on the floor that day. 

“I think everyone in that chamber realizes 
that Black History Month should be recognized 

in the state,” Sharp said.
Sharp also believes state law should require 

Black History Month to be recognized in every 
public school. He’s filed a separate bill that 
would require every public school to devote at 
least one class period in February to curriculum 
or activities honoring “the struggles and 
triumphs of Black Americans throughout the 
history of the United States.” 

However, Republican lawmakers in both 
the House and Senate have listed among 
their top legislative priorities bills that would 
ban “curriculum implementing critical race 
theory” in public schools, specifically citing The 
1619 Project of the New York Times and 
several other projects focused on Black history. 
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