
Studying Euclid in  
the Arkansas Delta: 
the Branch Normal 
College



An 1880 debate

• [Black cadets at West Point] have all 
displayed a marked deficiency in deductive 
reasoning, and have taken very low rank in 
mathematical subjects. –Peter S. Michie, 
“Caste At West Point”

• Prof. Michie claims that colored students 
cannot understand “deductive reasoning,” so 
I beg leave to state a fact which has some 
bearing upon that point. A few days ago, I 
witnessed the recitation of the Algebra class 
in the Branch Normal College. The lesson 
was the application of “Sturm's Theorem" 
and Horner's Method to finding the roots of 
roots of higher equations. –Toothpick, 
Weekly Louisianian



The National 
Debate

• Debate was nationally significant
• West Point was accused of racism
• 9 out of 10 Black students 

admitted had left without a 
degree
• One student was facing a court 

martial after reporting an assault
• Prof. Michie’s argued that West 

Point wasn’t racist, Black students 
were just bad at math



Toothpick’s Visit

• Toothpick had just visited the Branch Normal College in Arkansas
• The Branch Normal College (now the University of Arkansas at Pine Bluff) is the 

state’s first public Historically Black College
• It had been founded a few years before Toothpick’s visit
• J. C. Corbin was the founding president



How can we study mathematics at the Branch 
Normal College at Pine Bluff?

• Biography of the faculty (J. C. Corbin – well-documented)
• Biography of the students
• Publications by the faculty
• Textbooks used by the students
• Mathematically connections with other places
• Broader math/education context
• Ideas I have missed



How to study 
students: Joseph A. 
Booker

• Booker was 21 years old
• Born in 1859 on plantation near 

Portland
• Was one of 50+ enslaved workers
• Both parents died when he was 

an infant. Raised by grandmother



More on Joseph A. Booker

• Completed education at Roger 
Williams U. in Nashville
• Served as a Baptist minister 

and president of Arkansas 
Baptist College



Another student: Joseph Samuel Badgett

• Born in 1864 on a small farm in 
Tulip
• Mixed race: father was also 

the father of his enslaver
• Given land after the Civil War
• Education: private lessons by 

“old white woman” + public 
school run by a Branch Normal 
student



A third student: Lucinda Alexander

• Born around 1862 in Louisiana
• Married to Black Union 

veteran, Lawson Alexander 
• Hard to research female 

students because of last name 
changes



How to read faculty 
publications?

• Problem isn’t original to Corbin
• Was originally written by Lewis Carroll
• Published in many newspapers



How to read faculty 
publications?

• Problem isn’t original to Corbin
• Shows Corbin knew linear algebra
• Had a copy of Muir’s A Treatise on the 

Theory of Determinants

 31

 j = tan(7 1/-1) 41/ -1 1 4?9 + 4+ 25+4+.]

 tanh7r* 1

 But,tanQ(r V1) -1 ` 1i+4+9+4+25+4?+. Atanh
 Also solved by G. B. M. Zerr, and V. M. Spunar.

 306. Proposed by J. C. CORBIN, Pine Bluff, Ark.

 Muir gives the following problem:

 laaab 2 lab a-1b
 Prove: 1 b 6, 6, =(a-b) |1 cd' c+d'

 1 c c cc 'd '+ 1 d d' dd' 1cd'F
 which, of course, can be solved by finding the terms of both determinants.
 Is there any method of changing from one form to the other which is direct?

 Solution by J. A. CAPARO, C. E., Notre Dame University, Notre Dame, Ind.

 Subtracting the first row from each one of the others:

 ha a a 1 --

 10 b-a b-a b2 -a2 (a-b) d-a d_-a dd '-a a 2
 0 c- a c'-a cc'-a2 -ab 2
 0 d-a d'-a dd'-a 2 c-a c'-a cc -a

 Multiply the first row by a and add it to the next two rows.

 1 1 b+a
 A=(a-b) d d' dd'+ba _

 c c' cc'+ba

 (a-b) [d'cc'+d'ba-c'dd'-c'ba-dcc'-dab+cdd'+abc+bdc'+adc'-bcd'-acd']
 which is the same as [ab(c+d'-c'-d)-hcd'(c'+d-a-b)-c'd(d'+c-a-b)]
 X (ab) or A=(a-b) [ab(c+d')-ab(c'+d) +cd' (c+d) -cd' (a +b)-c'd [d'+c)
 +c'd(a+b)], which can be written

 ab a+b jab a+b + cd' c+d'1]
 (d' c+d' c'd c'+d c'd c'+d I

 which by Cor. 1, page 34, of Hanus' Elements of Determinants, is

 1 ab a+b I
 A =(a-b) 1 cd' c+d' .

 1 c'd c'+d I

 Also solved by J. W. Clawson, and G. B. M. Zerr.
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