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Born into slavery in Maryland, Harriet Tubman escaped to freedom in 
the North in 1849 to become the most famous "conductor" on the 
Underground Railroad. Tubman risked her life to lead hundreds of 
family members and other slaves from the plantation system to 
freedom on this elaborate secret network of safe houses. A leading 
abolitionist before the American Civil War, Tubman also helped the 
Union Army during the war, working as a spy among other roles. 

 
  

 



Sojourner Truth was an African American abolitionist and women's rights 
activist best-known for her speech on racial inequalities, "Ain't I a 
Woman?".  Truth was born into slavery but escaped with her infant 
daughter to freedom in 1826. She devoted her life to the abolitionist 
cause and helped to recruit Black troops for the Union Army.  

 

  



Phillis Wheatley Peters, was the first African-American author of a published 
book of poetry. Born in West Africa, she was sold into slavery at the age of 
seven or eight and transported to North America. She was enslaved by the 
Wheatley family of Boston. Poet Phillis Wheatley was brought to Boston, 
Massachusetts, on an enslaved person ship in 1761 and was purchased by 
John Wheatley as a personal servant to his wife.  

 
  



Maya Angelou was an American author, actress, screenwriter, dancer, 
poet and civil rights activist best known for her 1969 memoir, I Know Why 
the Caged Bird Sings, which made literary history as the first nonfiction 
bestseller by an African American woman. Angelou received several 
honors throughout her career, including two NAACP Image Awards in the 
outstanding literary work (nonfiction) category, in 2005 and 2009.  

 
 



Mary McLeod Bethune was an educator and activist, serving as president of 
the National Association of Colored Women and founding the National 
Council of Negro Women. Believing that education provided the key to racial 
advancement, Bethune founded the Daytona Normal and Industrial Institute 
in 1904, which later became Bethune-Cookman College. She founded the 
National Council of Negro Women in 1935.  

 
 

  



Deemed one of the finest contraltos of her time, Marian Anderson became the 
first African American to perform with the New York Metropolitan Opera in 
1955. Singer Marian Anderson displayed vocal talent as a child, but her family 
could not afford to pay for formal training. Members of her church 
congregation raised funds for her to attend a music school for a year, and in 
1955 she became the first African American singer to perform as a member of 
the Metropolitan Opera in New York City. 
 

 

 
  



Shirley Chisholm is best known for becoming the first Black congresswoman 
(1968), representing New York State in the U.S. House of Representatives for 
seven terms. She went on to run for the 1972 Democratic nomination for the 
presidency. Throughout her political career, Chisholm fought for education 
opportunities and social justice. Chisholm left Congress in 1983 to teach. 

 

 
 



Winnie Mandela embarked on a career of social work that led to her 
involvement in activism. She married African National Congress leader Nelson 
Mandela in 1958, though he was imprisoned for much of their four decades of 
marriage. Winnie became president of the ANC Women's League in 1993, and 
the following year she was elected to Parliament. However, her 
accomplishments were also tainted by convictions for kidnapping and fraud. 



Ida B. Wells was an African American journalist and activist who led an anti-
lynching crusade in the United States in the 1890s. She went on to found 
and become integral in groups striving for African American justice. 
 

 
 

  



Rosa Parks was a civil rights leader whose refusal to give up her seat to a white 
passenger on a segregated bus led to the Montgomery Bus Boycott. Her 
bravery led to nationwide efforts to end racial segregation. Parks was 
awarded the Martin Luther King Jr. Award by the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People, the Presidential Medal of Freedom and the 
Congressional Gold Medal. 

 

  



Billie Holiday is considered one of the best jazz vocalists of all time, Holiday 
had a thriving career as a jazz singer for many years before she lost her battle 
with substance abuse. Also known as Lady Day, her autobiography was 
made into the 1972 film Lady Sings the Blues. In 2000, Holiday was inducted 
into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. 

 

  



Sarah Breedlove was born on December 23, 1867, on a cotton plantation near 
Delta, Louisiana. Madam C.J. Walker invented a line of African American hair 
products after suffering from a scalp ailment that resulted in her own hair loss. 
She promoted her products by traveling around the country giving lecture-
demonstrations and eventually established Madame C.J. Walker Laboratories 
to manufacture cosmetics and train sales beauticians. Her business acumen led 
her to be one of the first American women to become a self-made millionaire. 

 
 


