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The stories of African American women in our history are sometimes forgotten                                     

and often overlooked.  But, they are very important because many of them were heroic. 

Like roses, African American women possess amazing beauty while they have also had to possess 

extraordinary strength.  They have survived through extremely hurtful experiences in our                       

American history.  They had to make brave choices and hard sacrifices that not only affected                

their lives, but that made the lives of many other African Americans so much better.                                   

The African American women are great examples of hope and inspiration. 

This book takes a look at African American women in our history who stood up                                   

and faced many difficult challenges when they could have chosen to give up, or stay down.                                                            
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Dedicated to the African American women, who’ve had                                              
to overcome so many hardships during our country’s history.   

 
And to my son Christopher, who gave me the inspiration                                    

to create books for children so that they can learn more about                            
the amazing history of the African Americans. 
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The old woman looks after the child to grow its teeth… the young girl, in turn,                          

looks after the old woman when she loses her teeth  ~ African Proverb 
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  Introduction 

 

Christopher OluFela’s dad knew that it was important for his son                                                 

to learn about the many African American women in our history who played             

amazing roles in the struggle of the African American people                                   

gaining their full rights as American citizens. 

He also knew that, by teaching his son about all of these amazing women,                    

Christopher would have a greater appreciation of all of the wonderful African American 

women that he will encounter during his life: from his mom and his grandmother                          

to his sisters, aunties, cousins, and friends. 

Christopher’s father said to him,                                                                             

“African American women have experienced so many difficult times                           

throughout our American history.  They had to go through extremely hurtful                

and traumatic personal incidents, like having their families broken apart                                 

over and over, and having their children taken away from them,                                            

never to see them again.” 

“Imagine how sad you would feel, Christopher, if our family was split apart                                     

and we could never see or hug each other ever again. 

“But, through it all, they had to continue to hold their heads up and be strong.                                                             

They had to believe that better days would eventually come their way. 

“They were still women: the nurturing, loving, and caring mothers, wives,                       

and sisters that we know and love so dearly in our families today. 
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“But, to tell you the truth, Christopher,                                                                               

I don’t know how they found the inner strength to do it! 

“But what I do know is that, without the African American women in our lives,                

we would be without the main source of all of the love and affection that flows                    

through our families.  They keep us together and give us all of the joy                                                    

and hope that our tomorrows will be better than our todays. 

“I mean, just think about all of the things that the women in our lives do for us.  

 “They are the first ones to hug us when we cry, the first ones to comfort us                 

when we are scared, or ask why.  They keep us clean.  They make sure that we eat.                 

They take care of us when we are sick.  There are so many things that they do                

for us that we simply forget about, or we just take for granted. 

“But you know what, Christopher?  They still found a way                                                          

to be some of the bravest and most courageous people we find                                                     

when we look back through our American history. 

“So let’s learn about some of the African American women in our history. 

We now know that there were many African American women                                                 

who were heroes, or, should we say ‘she-roes’!                                                                      
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From the beginning, when the first African people experienced life here in America,                              

they had very different levels of hard times while trying to live out their lives in our country. 

 

An example of their complicated existence in America was in the early 1600s                                         

when they lived along with the Dutch people from the Netherlands.  The Dutch ruled the area                

in America that was then called New Amsterdam.  New Amsterdam had a mix of people                          

from the Dutch, African, and Native American cultures.      

 

Not much has been taught about the early New Amsterdam blacks who were enslaved.                       

But, we do know that they helped to settle and build up the area that is now known as the New York 

City area in America.  Also, numerous African people were freed from their enslavement in New 

Amsterdam during this period of history.  We know that the African people had legal rights, that they 

could own property, they could marry, and that they were able to keep their families together.                     

They could also hire themselves out for other work when they were not doing work for the                          

Dutch West India Company.                  

 

We also know that there were black women like Catelina Antonij, Marycke Antony,                          

and Susanna Robberts who are mentioned in the city’s historical records as having owned                      

nice-sized parcels of land in early New Amsterdam. 

 

But, there was a harder, much harsher and more brutal type of slavery that took over in America.               

It targeted black people and they would suffer tremendous pain under this slavery system                               

for hundreds of years.  

                                                                    

However, even under the cruel American slavery system, some African Americans still found a way                         

to shine! 
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Lucy Terry (in red)                                                                                                                                                                  

was born in West Africa, circa (around) 1730.  She was known as a                                          

very skillful speaker.  She was the author of the first poem by an African American 

woman.  She married a well-to-do, free African American man named Obijah Prince and he 

purchased her freedom.  They also owned land, which was very rare at that time for 

blacks.  Once, Lucy had to use her great speaking skills to argue a legal case before the 

courts in Vermont to defend their land and she won!  One of their sons grew up to                   

fight  in the American Revolutionary War.  Lucy was the mother of 6 children.  

Phillis Wheatley (in pink)                                                                                                                                                                

was born in West Africa circa 1754.  She was sold into slavery in America when she               

was about 7 years old.  She quickly learned to read and write the English language, which 

was brand new to her.  She also studied the Greek and Latin languages.  By the age of 12, 

Phillis was well-known as being a very smart girl.  She became the first published                  

(her work sold to others) African American female poet.   
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Elizabeth Freeman “Mum Bett”                                                                                                                                                   

was born circa 1742 into slavery in New York.  She would hear her “masters”                     

speaking about America gaining its freedom from England.  Elizabeth knew that she 

wanted her freedom too!  She became one of the first blacks to successfully sue for 

freedom in a court of law.  Her case was won under the Massachusetts constitution in the 

year 1780.  It led to the abolition of slavery in the state of Massachusetts.  Her husband 

fought in the American Revolutionary War.  The great African American scholar,                  

W.E.B. Du Bois, was one of her distant relatives.   

Rose Fortune The Entrepreneur!                                                                                                               

was born circa 1774.  She was a businesswoman, which was very difficult for                                

a black woman to do at that time in history.  She started a luggage transport business 

using a wheelbarrow.  She also developed a wake-up call system for the travelers in her 

town.  Her descendants continued her business for over 100 years. They added horses 

and then trucks to transport goods.  Her family was likely a part of the group of               

Black Loyalists who settled in Nova Scotia, Canada.  This was a place where free black 

people went after the American Revolutionary War.  She was also known as being a                  

firm woman who could keep the unruly kids of the town in order.                                                 

She was called the first woman police officer in Canada.   
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Mary Elizabeth Clovis Lange (with children)                                                                                   

was born circa 1784 when there was no free public education for African American 

children.  She opened a school for black children in her home.  She overcame the 

difficulties of being a free black person in a slave state (Maryland) and being                     

a woman when it was a very male dominated world.  She was a leader in teaching                       

and helping others.  Almost 200 years ago, she founded the Oblate Sisters                                      

of Providence, which still exists today.  They help to educate and care                                       

for children, women, African Americans, the elderly, and the poor.                                                                                                                                

Maria W. Stewart                                                                                         

was born in 1803 to free black parents in Connecticut.  She taught herself how                   

to read.  After her husband died, she was devastated.  She decided to dedicate                    

herself to serving God.  She devoted her life to pushing other black people to get                     

an education.  She founded a school in Washington, D.C. to educate blacks.                               

She was a fierce abolitionist who was one of the first women to leave copies                               

of her speeches.  She called on all black Americans to develop racial pride                                

and unity and to seek self-improvement through education.  She was one of                                   

the first African American women to speak to a public audience.       
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Sojourner Truth The Great Abolitionist!                                                                                                                                                                    

was born as Isabella into slavery circa 1797 in New York.  She was one                                     

of the most powerful speakers against slavery and for the rights of women                                 

in American history.  As a young girl, she only spoke the Dutch language.  She then  

learned how to speak English.  She was taken away from her parents because of                     

slavery when she was around 9 years old.  Like many enslaved people, she suffered                

abuse by her masters.  When she grew older, she walked away from slavery with                       

her baby daughter Sophia, after believing that God inspired her.  She challenged                        

a white man in court for her son’s freedom, and she won.  She is known for her                            

very famous speech, “ar’n’t I a Woman?”  She was the mother of 5 children.      

 

Charlotte Dupuy (red dress)                                                                                                                                                           

was born into slavery circa 1787 in Maryland.  In 1829 she boldly sued one of                 

the most important politicians in America at the time, Henry Clay, for her and her 

children’s freedom.  She lost her court case, but she refused to return to the Clay        

family in Kentucky.  She was jailed because of it.  She was then forced back into                     

slavery for another 10 years.  Her attempt to free herself from slavery was                      

important because it showed how enslaved people used whatever resources they                      

had to free themselves.  Her fighting spirit and her struggle for her freedom               

are celebrated today in a display at the historic Decatur House Museum                            

in Washington, D.C., where she worked for almost 20 years.  
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There were very few opportunities for blacks during this time in American history.                                   

But, there were a few African American women who made the most of their opportunities. 

           

Clara Brown “The Angel of the Rockies”                                                                                

was born into slavery in 1803 in Virginia.  Her family had to live through a cruel                        

and painful part of the slavery system, when she, her husband, and her 4 children                   

were all separated from each other, and sold to different people.  Later, when she                   

was 53 years old, she gained her freedom when her owner died.  She now had to                     

start a new life for herself.  She moved west to Colorado and opened a laundry                    

business.  Her business made her a lot of money.  She used her money and her                        

house to help the poor and sick people in her town.  But, Clara wanted to find her            

husband and children again.  She never gave up on finding her family.  When she                        

was a very old woman, she heard that one of her children was living in a different                   

city.  She bought a train ticket and went to look for her.  After 47 years,                               

Clara found one of her children, her daughter Eliza.  It was a very emotional reunion.                      

The mother and daughter lived together until Clara passed away 3 years later.                                                                                                                                                         

Elizabeth Keckley ~ The Superstar Dressmaker!                                             

was born into slavery in Virginia in 1818.  She was a very talented seamstress                            

who learned how to read and write even though it was illegal for blacks                                     

at that time.  She had a great skill of making new friends with people who could                    

help her.  She was able to eventually buy her and her son’s freedom out of slavery.                 

Many wealthy people wanted her to make clothing for them.  One of her clients,                 

and a close friend, was Mary Todd Lincoln, the wife of the 16th president,                       

Abraham Lincoln.  Elizabeth used her business skills to grow her business.                              

She also established an organization that helped former slaves find shelter.                   
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Bridget “Biddy” Mason ~ Started at the bottom!                                                                                                                                                      

was born into slavery in 1818.  When her master moved into the non-slavery state                    

of California, she challenged him in court for her and her family’s freedom.                               

She won!  Biddy Mason then went from having absolutely nothing as a slave,                      

to becoming one of the richest women in California as a free woman.    

Biddy worked as a nurse and a midwife.  She frugally saved her money.                                       

She invested her money into prime land in what is now the heart of downtown                             

Los Angeles, California.  She was also one of the first African American women                              

to own a home.  Biddy was a wise and shrewd businesswoman.  She accumulated                   

a very large fortune before she passed away.  She also gave money to                       

charities and provided food and clothing to poor people of all races. 

Maria Rita Valdez Villa ~ The Land Baroness!                                                                                                                                            

was an African-Mexican woman who owned a very large area (4500 acres)                        

of the land that is now some of the most valuable land in the world.  She owned                         

much of the land that is today, the famous Beverly Hills area in California,                             

where many movie stars and celebrities live.  Her land had water, which was one of                          

the most important resources needed in the dry weather of Southern California.                    

She also operated a cattle ranch on her property.  She was                                                                 

one of the first feminists in California.   
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But in the slavery states of America, life was extremely hard.                                                              

Again, there were African American women who found a way to make a difference. 

Harriet Tubman The Legend!                                                                                                                                                       

was born Araminta Ross into slavery in Maryland circa 1820.  She started                    

working as a house servant around 6 years old, often getting harsh whippings                  

as punishments by her slave masters even as a small girl.  Around age 11,                       

the plantation that she lived on made her wear a bright cotton bandana                    

around her head to signal that she was no longer a child.                                                

This was a typical practice on slave plantations.    

She started working in the plantation’s fields when she was about 12 years old.                                                

Around this time, a white “overseer” seriously injured her with a hard                          

blow to her head because she did not want to help detain                                        

another slave who had attempted to escape.     

Araminta was unwilling to continue living the cruel life of being enslaved,                                                                     

so she decided to escape.  One night, with some help from a white abolitionist                

neighbor who gave her information about some “safe houses,” she followed the                   

North Star as a guide.  It led her over the Mason-Dixon Line into                                               

the free state of Pennsylvania where she found work.  In her early twenties,                  

she married a free man named John Tubman.  She changed her                                     

first name to Harriet, which was her mother’s name.     

She then made a very brave, but dangerous, decision to go back to                                            

the plantation to lead her sister and her children to their freedom.                                          

She then started going back many times to guide others to gain their freedom. 

Harriet was known to carry a gun.  She would use it to threaten anyone she helped                      

who would get too scared or tired and wanted to turn back.  Afraid that they would                  

tell about her missions, she would say to them, “You’ll be free, or die!”   

     She would take people into Canada where blacks could live in freedom. It was                       

in Canada where she met the famous white abolitionist, John Brown.                                        

The two would work together on future missions, freeing enslaved people.   
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