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When Great Trees Fall
And when great souls die,

after a period peace blooms,

slowly and always irregularly. 

Spaces fill with a kind of

soothing electric vibration.

Our senses, restored, never

to be the same, whisper to us.

They existed. They existed.

We can be. Be and be

better. For they existed.

Maya Angelou

Albertha Sinclair Toppins
Sunrise: November 17, 1929  -  Sunset: February 10, 2026
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A Celebration Of The Life of

Acknowledgments
Our friends and family wish to extend our profound and sincere gratitude for the 
outpouring of love, support, and prayers during this time. Through our cherished 

memories, ALBERTHA will live on in our hearts forever. May we continue to 
celebrate her life by living freely and with gratitude every single day that we have

the ability to take a breath.



Her Story
Albertha Sinclair Toppins was born in New Orleans on November 17, 1929, at a 
hospital affiliated with the railroads, the only place that admitted Black people. Her 
father, Joseph Sinclair Toppins, was from Woodville, Mississippi, and her mother, 
Isabelle Robb Toppins, was from New Orleans, Louisiana. 

Albertha’s proud parents separated when she was nine, but they continued to 
encourage, care for, and nurture her. Her father worked as a laborer for the Southern 
Railroad. Her mother, a domestic worker, taught herself to become a gourmet chef and 
was her primary influence and staunchest supporter. From a young age, Albertha’s 
mother instilled in her the value of education. Reflecting this commitment, Albertha 
attended St. Mary’s Academy, a private Catholic school for Black girls in the French 
Quarter of New Orleans, from ages 5 to 15.

During Albertha’s teenage years, around the mid-1940s, her mother and aunt helped 
their cousin’s daughter, niece, and her children escape an abusive relationship and 
relocate to NYC. After a couple of years, Isabelle decided that she and Albertha 
needed to leave the South as well. They moved to NYC and settled in Bedford-
Stuyvesant, Brooklyn.

Only a few private hospitals hired Black nurses, but Kings County admitted 
Albertha after she graduated from high school in 1948. She graduated in 1952 and 
began working at Cornell Medical Center. Albertha also enrolled in Columbia 
University’s three-year bachelor’s program. She worked at Kings County nights, 
days, and weekends, nursing and teaching to pay tuition. After two and a half years, 
she realized she wanted only to teach. 

She learned that the staff at P.S. 157 wanted to train teachers. Although she lived in 
BedStuy, she wanted to teach in Harlem. She thought, “I’d get to know Harlem if I 
taught there. I could nurture young Black minds. If I taught in Harlem, I could take 
my students everywhere.” 

Her distinguished educational career spanned nearly three decades. She taught 
in public schools from 1958 to 1967. She then provided curriculum support and 
consultation to public schools for five years. From 1971 to 1982, she helped place 
gifted minority children in private schools on scholarships, founded the Private 
School Placement Program, and developed curricula for elementary schools and 
special programs. From 1974 to 1981, Albertha served as Executive Assistant to the 
Superintendent. From 1982 to 1987, she held various positions, including co-principal, 
principal, and district superintendent. She retired from the Board of Education in 
1987 as Superintendent. After leaving the public school system, she worked at Bank 
Street College for 10 years, advising students pursuing master’s degrees in education. 
She retired in 2008. 

Her international activities included helping develop a curriculum for the African 
American Institute in Ghana and Togo, and she worked on a teacher exchange 
project in Puerto Rico. Her academic credentials include a Bachelor of Education, 
a Master of Education in Educational Administration, and a Master of Arts in 
Curriculum and Teaching.

After retirement, she traveled the world and continued to inspire young people. 
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