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In the annals of American invention and 
ingenuity, few stories are as compelling 
as that of Elijah McCoy. Born on May 2, 
1844, in Colchester, Ontario, Canada, to 
parents who had fled slavery via the 
Underground Railroad, McCoy's 
journey from the son of fugitive slaves to 
one of the most celebrated African-
American inventors of the 19th century 
is a testament to resilience and brilliance. 

McCoy's parents, recognizing his early interest in mechanics, made a significant 
investment in his future by sending him to Edinburgh, Scotland, for mechanical 
engineering training. This education laid the foundation for what would become 
a groundbreaking career in invention, particularly in steam engine technology. 

Upon returning to the United States, McCoy faced the harsh realities of racial 
discrimination, limiting his employment opportunities to those far below his 
qualifications. However, during his time working for the Michigan Central 
Railroad, McCoy identified a critical inefficiency in steam 
engine operation: the frequent need to stop and manually 
lubricate the engine's moving parts to prevent overheating. 

In 1872, Elijah McCoy patented the "Improvement in 
Lubricators for Steam-Engines," an automatic lubrication 
device that offered a “paradigm shift problem-solving solution” 
for the railroad industry.  McCoy's invention significantly 
altered the way machinery was maintained and operated in several ways: 



 
 

1. Increased Efficiency: Before McCoy's invention, steam engines 
required frequent stops for manual lubrication to prevent the 
moving parts from overheating. This process was not only 
time-consuming but also reduced the overall efficiency of the 
engine. McCoy's automatic lubricator allowed for continuous 
operation of the engine, significantly increasing the efficiency 
of railroad transportation and industrial machinery by reducing 
downtime for maintenance. 

2. Improved Reliability: McCoy's device's consistent and reliable 
lubrication reduced wear and tear on engine components, 
extending the lifespan of machinery and reducing the 
likelihood of mechanical failures. This reliability was critical 
for industries that depended on steam power, enhancing safety 
and productivity. 

3. Economic Impact: By improving the operational efficiency and 
reliability of steam engines, McCoy's invention had a 
substantial economic impact. Railroads could run longer 
routes without stopping, industries could maintain higher 
production rates, and the costs associated with maintenance 
and repairs were reduced. This contributed to the growth and 
profitability of industries reliant on steam power. 

4. Innovation in Maintenance Practices: The introduction of the 
automatic lubrication system marked a shift in maintenance 
practices. It demonstrated the value of automation in 
preventive maintenance, leading to further machinery care and 
management innovations. This mindset shift towards more 
automated and efficient maintenance systems can be seen as a 
direct consequence of McCoy's pioneering work. 

 

Here is where the phrase “The Real McCoy” reportedly originates. 
Railroads, faced with poor copies of McCoy’s invention, began 

asking for and insisting on getting “The Real McCoy.” 



 
 

Throughout his life, McCoy continued to improve the effectiveness and design 
of his automatic lubricator. The Michigan Central Railroad promoted him to the 
position of an instructor, where he taught others how to use his inventions, and 
he later became a consultant to the railroad industry at large regarding patents. 

Over his lifetime, McCoy secured more than 50 patents, many of which focused 
on improving efficiency and safety in industrial machinery. Despite these 
achievements, McCoy faced continuous financial difficulties and personal 
tragedies, including the loss of patent rights and the institutionalization of his 
wife due to mental illness.  

Elijah McCoy's contributions extend far beyond his automatic lubricator. His 
relentless pursuit of innovation in the face of adversity helped pave the way for 
future generations of inventors, particularly those from marginalized 
communities. The phrase "the Real McCoy," often associated with his 
inventions, has come to symbolize the gold standard of authenticity and quality. 
Though its direct connection to McCoy is debated, the metaphor fittingly 
represents his commitment to excellence. 

McCoy's legacy is further honored through the naming of the 
Elijah McCoy Midwest Regional U.S. Patent and Trademark 
Office in Detroit, ensuring that his contributions to American 
innovation are remembered. McCoy passed away on October 
10, 1929, but the impact of his work continues to resonate in 
the realms of engineering and invention. 

Elijah McCoy's story is a powerful reminder of the enduring 
spirit of innovation and the significant role inventors play in 
shaping our world, often overcoming considerable obstacles to 
leave a lasting mark on history. 

 

 

For 15+ years, I taught an HR Certification course.  Every year, during Black History Month, I 

would highlight this fascinating story. 


