
 
Charlotte E. Ray 

 

Charlotte E. Ray shattered the glass ceiling when she became the first black woman lawyer in 
the United States. Her story is quite remarkable. Charlotte was born on January 13, 1850, in 
New York, NY, to Charles Bennett Ray and Charlotte Augusta Burroughs Ray. Her father served 
as pastor of the Bethesda Congregational Church and was the owner of the Colored American, 
one of the leading African American newspapers of the antebellum era published by and for 
African Americans, and her mother was an anti-slavery activist. By 1850 her parents had moved 
to Washington, DC, where she was enrolled at the Institution for the Education of Colored Youth, 
the only school in Washington that allowed African American girls to become students. The 
school taught domestic skills, but its focus was training teachers. 

 

Ray completed her studies at the Institution for the Education of Colored Youth in 1869 at the 
age of 19, and that same year was hired as a teacher at Howard University for its Preparatory 
and Normal Department, the part of the university that trained school teachers. However, Ray’s 
true desire and ambition was to become a lawyer. In the 19th century, women were largely 
barred from the legal profession and from obtaining a license to practice, and could not join the 
professional associations that would help them advance their careers. Yet despite the many 
obstacles and hurdles she faced, Ray persevered to overcome these barriers. During her first 
year of teaching, Ray applied and was accepted to Howard University’s Law School. Because 
women were discouraged from enrolling at the law school and the law school was reluctant to 
admit women to its program, she applied under the name C. E. Ray. Her application was 
accepted, and she attended classes while continuing to teach in the Preparatory and Normal 
Department. In 1872, she became the first African American woman to graduate from an 
American law school and receive a law degree. She was admitted that year to the District of 
Columbia bar, thus becoming the first woman admitted to practice in the District of Columbia 
and the first black woman certified as a lawyer in the United States. 

 

In 1875, Charlotte E. Ray secured a rare victory on behalf of Martha Gadley, a black woman 
seeking a divorce from her abusive husband. When Gadley’s husband drank, he became violent 
and abusive. In a bold move for any woman during this time, much less a black woman, Gadley 
filed for divorce. Her petition was denied and her case dismissed, so she took her case to the 
District of Columbia Supreme Court and was represented by Charlotte E. Ray, who managed to 
secure a rare victory on Gadley’s behalf. Other than the Gadley case, very little is known about 
Ray’s legal career. 

 

Despite her fortitude and determination, Ray had a very short legal career. She opened a law 
office in Washington, but a black female lawyer was so novel at the time that she could not 



secure enough clients to maintain a practice. She eventually moved to New York and became a 
public school teacher in Brooklyn. She was active in the women’s suffrage movement and 
fought for equality for black women until her death at age 60 on January 4, 1911, in Woodside, 
NY. 

  

Thank you to Simone Wilson-Brito who wrote and provided this feature in celebration of Black 
History Month in 2021. Simone Wilson-Brito is a partner at McCarter & English in Newark, NJ, 
and a member of the NAWL Diversity & Inclusion Committee. 


