
Benjamin Banneker was a free African American surveyor and farmer. He was born 

in Baltimore County, Maryland, to a free African-American woman and a 

former slave. Banneker studied math and natural history, mostly learning on his 

own. He assisted Major Andrew Ellicott in a survey that drew the original borders of 

Washington, D.C. when it was being built as the nation’s new capital.

Banneker also used his studies in astronomy to write a series of almanacs, books 

that make weather forecasts. Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Banneker wrote many 

letters to each other discussing the issues of slavery and equality for free African 

Americans.
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Phyllis Wheatley was the first African-American author of a published book of poetry.

She was born in West Africa and sold into slavery at about the age of seven. After 

being taken to the American colonies, she was bought by the Wheatley family, who 

lived in Boston, Massachusetts. In their home she learned to read and write, and 

soon began writing poetry. When the family read her poems, they encouraged her to 

publish her works.

She travelled to London with her master’s son to publish a book of poems, Poems on 

Various Subjects, Religious and Moral, in 1773. She became well-known and was 

emancipated by the Wheatley family. Although many white Americans initially 

doubted that an African slave could have written such poetry, her poems would be 

praised by famous people in England and America.
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Sojourner Truth was born Isabella Baumfree in upstate New York. She was 

born into slavery, escaped to freedom with her infant daughter, and later sued 

her former owner to gain her son’s freedom. She renamed herself Sojourner 

Truth to express her belief that God had called her travel to the countryside to 

spread truth. In 1851, she gave a speech at the Ohio Women's Rights 

Convention. It would later be called the "Ain't I a Woman?“ speech and 

highlighted that women in slavery worked as hard as men in slavery and that 

African American women suffered a double discrimination.

During the Civil War, Sojourner Truth helped recruit African American soldiers 

for the Union Army. After the war ended, she tried to help emancipated slaves 

gain farmland of their own. She is the first African American woman to have a 

statue in the Capitol building.
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Frederick Douglass was born into slavery in Maryland. He escaped and 

began fighting for the abolitionist movement in  Massachusetts and New 

York. He gained attention for his public speaking and writing skills. Many 

white Americans were surprised that someone born in slavery could be so 

well-spoken, while other abolitionists used him as an example of how 

much slaves were capable of achieving when free.

Douglass wrote about his escape to freedom in Narrative of the Life of 

Frederick Douglass, an American Slave. Frederick Douglass also fought 

for women to have the right to vote. He believed in compromising with 

others, famously, and controversially, saying, "I would unite with anybody 

to do right and with nobody to do wrong,“ 
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Harriet Tubman was born Araminta Ross, as a slave in Maryland. She was 

badly beaten by her masters as a child and was once hit in the head with a 

heavy metal weight, which caused a severe head injury, leading her to have 

dizziness, pain and sleeping fits throughout her life. It was after this that 

Tubman says she began to receive visions from God.

In 1849, Tubman escaped to Philadelphia, but she did not want to leave her 

family in slavery, so went back to rescue them. She returned many times, each 

time bringing a few slaves back north, traveling in the middle of the night so 

they would not be caught. Harriet Tubman became known as “Moses,” among 

slaves, because of her rescue missions. Most slave owners assumed “Moses” 

was a tall, strong man. They never suspected a short woman who had been 

injured many years ago.

During the Civil War, Tubman was a spy for the Union Army. She 

became the first woman to lead an armed expedition, which 

liberated over 700 slaves.
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Booker Taliaferro Washington was born into slavery and was a child when 

the Civil War ended. Many former slaves in the South were still treated 

almost like slaves after they were emancipated because of unfair laws. 

Washington wrote and gave speeches about how African Americans were 

being treated. Although he disagreed with the unjust laws, he believed that 

education and business ownership for African Americans was more of a 

priority than trying to challenge the laws in government. Because of this, he 

became an opponent of many northern civil rights leaders, like W.E.B. 

DuBois.

Washington was one of the founders of the National Negro Business 

League and fought to help African Americans succeed in their own 

businesses. He was the first principal of the Tuskegee Institute, which t

aught African Americans from poor backgrounds skills for farming 

and other jobs Washington considered to be the most needed.
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George Washington Carver had a love of plants from an early age. He 

studied agricultural science and became a professor at Tuskegee 

Institute. He wanted to use knowledge of crops and soil to help better 

the lives of poor African American farmers in the South. Because the 

overuse of cotton was causing soil erosion, he encouraged farmers to 

grow and rotate other crops, like peanuts and sweet potatoes. This 

made the soil richer and farmers could grow more food to feed their 

families and sell for extra money.

Carver was an inventor who created new recipes and products made 

from plants. He painted plants and promoted environmentalism. In 

1941, Time magazine called George Washington Carver the 
"Black Leonardo,“ because of his diverse abilities.
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William Edward Burghardt Du Bois was born in Massachusetts and had a 

childhood that was relatively integrated, for the time. He was the first 

African American to earn a doctorate degree from Harvard University. 

Du Bois was a leader of the Niagara Movement, which fought for equal 

rights. He believed in encouraging the growth of a well-educated and 

politically-involved class of African American leaders which he called the 

“Talented Tenth.” He wrote a collection of essays called, The Souls of 

Black Folk, encouraging this society.

He became a professor of history, sociology and economics at Atlanta

University and was one of the founders of the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1909. 

Du Bois fought for equal rights for Africans and Asians whose lands had 

been colonized by Europeans. He promoted 

the Pan-African movement, which wanted to unite people of African 

descent around the world. In his later years, he was a peace 

activist who argued against nuclear weapons.
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James Mercer Langston Hughes grew up in the Midwest and 

moved to New York City at an early age. He studied at Columbia 

University, dropped out, and years later completed his studies at 

Lincoln University. He published essays, poetry, short stories and 

plays. Hughes became one of the leading voices in the creative 

circles of Harlem. 

The 1920s saw a huge increase in African American artists living 

and producing works in Harlem, New York City. As more African 

Americans moved from southern farms to big cities in the North 

there was an increased demand for art they could relate to, 

which also became incredibly popular with white Americans. This 

time became known as the Harlem Renaissance. Langston 

Hughes commented on how both African American art and 

Harlem itself had suddenly become very fashionable.
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Marian Anderson had a beautiful voice that could sing both opera 

and spirituals. She sang with world-famous orchestras in a time 

when many white people believed only white singers could sing 

certain styles of music that came from Europe. She fought against 

this prejudice many times as she advanced her career. 

In 1939, the Daughters of the American Revolution prevented her 

from singing at Constitution Hall in Washington, D.C. First 

Lady Eleanor Roosevelt arranged for Anderson to instead perform 

outdoors on the Lincoln Memorial. It was one of the most famous 

musical performances of all time.

In 1955, Marian Anderson became the first African-American 

singer to perform at the Metropolitan Opera. Later in life, she 

served as a delegate to the United Nations Human Rights 

Committee and as a Goodwill Ambassador for the United States 

Department of State. These roles involved giving concerts all over 

the world to promote goodwill between the USA and other 

countries. She sang at the March on Washington for 

Jobs and Freedom in 1963.
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Charles Drew grew up in Washington, D.C. He attended medical 

school in Quebec, where he was drawn toward the study of blood 

pathology. He became one of the first prominent African 

American surgeons and was well known for his medical research in 

blood transfusions. His work helped improve blood storage and 

made large-scale blood banks possible during World War II. 

At the time, the American Red Cross would only give people blood 

transfusions from a donor of the same race, even though there was 

no scientific evidence to back up this practice. Drew protested 

against this discrimination by resigning from his position with 

the American Red Cross.
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James Cleveland Owens was a track and field athlete 

who specialized in sprints and long jumps. He 

competed in the 1936 Olympics in Berlin. Germany 

was under the rule of Adolf Hitler and the Nazi party at 

this time, though World War II had not yet begun. Hitler 

declared that white people were racially superior and 

expected that his top German athletes would prove this 

in the Olympic competitions.

Jesse Owens won four gold medals at the Olympic 

Games in the 100-meter race, the long jump, the 200-

meter race, and 4 × 100-meter relay. This made him 

the most awarded athlete for that Olympic year. Hitler 

could be seen on film cringing at Owens’  successes, 

making Jesse Owens even more of a national hero.
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Jackie Robinson was the first African American baseball player in 

Major League Baseball. For decades, African Americans had to 

play in a separate league. In 1947, Robinson became the first 

baseman for the Brooklyn Dodgers. Jackie Robinson faced 

discrimination from both fans in the stadium and teammates in the 

locker room. Both his character off the field and his talent on the 

field helped win over many people from both groups.

Jackie Robinson played in Major League Baseball for ten years. 

He won the Rookie of the Year Award in 1947 and was an All-

Star from 1949 through 1954. In 1949 he won the National 

League Most Valuable Player Award and played in six World 

Series. In 1955 his team won the World Series championship. 

Robinson was inducted into the Baseball Hall of Fame in 1962. His 

uniform number with the Dodgers was 42, and in 1997, he became 

the first baseball player to have his number permanently retired f

rom all MLB teams. On the anniversary of his first major 

league game every year, all baseball players wear the 

number 42 to honor him.
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Thurgood Marshall was born in Baltimore, Maryland. He 

graduated from Howard University School of Law in 

1933. Marshall had a private law practice in Baltimore, 

and later founded the NAACP Legal Defense and 

Educational Fund. As the executive director of the 

organization, Marshall argued several cases before the 

Supreme Court. In 1954 he argued Brown v. Board of 

Education, which held that racial segregation in public 

education was illegal.

In 1961, Thurgood Marshall was appointed to the United 

States Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit by 

President Kennedy. In 1967, he became the first African 

American Associate Justice to the Supreme Court. He 

served until 1991.
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Rosa Parks was a seamstress at a department store in 

Montgomery, Alabama. She served as the secretary of 

the Montgomery chapter of the NAACP, where she 

received training in how to stand up for her individual 

civil rights. In the South at this time, buses had 

separate sections with white people riding in the front. 

African Americans sitting in the back of a bus could be 

told to give up their seats for a white person if the white 

section was full.

In 1955, Rosa Parks was sitting in the back of the bus. 

When it became full and a white man boarded with no 

place to sit, the bus driver ordered Parks to get out of 

her seat. She refused and was arrested. Inspired by 

this courageous act, African Americans in Montgomery 

boycotted all buses for over a year until bus 

segregation was declared illegal.

Rosa Parks became a symbol of civil disobedience and 

was nicknamed “The First Lady of Civil Rights.”



Rosa 
Parks
1913-
2005



Michael King Jr. was born January 15th, 1929, in Atlanta, 

Georgia. He was named after his father, Michael King, Sr, who 

changed both their names to Martin Luther King after he traveled to 

Germany and was inspired by the life of the famous German religious 

reformer, Martin Luther.

King graduated high school at 15, and studied sociology at Morehouse 

College, graduating at 19 years old. In 1948 he was ordained as a Baptist 

minister at Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta. He attended seminary at Crozier 

Theological Seminary and Boston University. In 1953 he married Coretta Scott, with 

whom he later had four children.

In 1954, Dr. King became pastor at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, 

Alabama. The following year, after Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on the 

bus, he became one of the leaders of the boycott. He continued to lead marches and 

sit-ins for civil rights and in 1957 became the first president of the Southern Christian 

Leadership Conference. The SCLC organized nonviolent protests throughout the 

South, but they were often met with violence from local police officers.

In1963 Martin Luther King helped organize the March on Washington, where he 

delivered his famous "I Have a Dream" speech on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial.         

He won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964. King fought against poverty and injustice 

for all people, no matter their race. 

On April 4, 1968, while standing on the balcony of a motel in Memphis, 

Tennessee, Martin Luther King was shot and killed. King was 

remembered as a hero and legend. Martin Luther King Jr. Day

became a federal holiday in 1986, and a memorial on the

National Mall in Washington, D.C., was dedicated to him 

in 2011.
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Ruby Bridges was born September 8, 1954, four months after 

Brown v. Board of Education declared segregation in schools 

illegal. But despite the federal ruling, many local schools and 

politicians in the South ignored the decision. Schools continued 

to be segregated because many southern white parents and 

students made African Americans who wanted to attend white 

schools know they were unwelcome.

In 1960, Ruby Bridges’ parents enrolled her in an all-white 

school in New Orleans, at the request of the NAACP, which 

wanted to see the new ruling in action. For her safety, she had 

to be escorted through the doors by four federal marshals. She 

was only six years old. Her entrance into the school gained 

national attention and the artist Norman Rockwell painted The 

Problem We All Live With in 1964 to commemorate the brave 

young girl who led the way for many more schools to 

desegregate.
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Althea Gibson grew up in Harlem, New York City. She played paddle tennis 

as a girl, then her neighbors helped sponsor her to take tennis lessons at a 

local Harlem club. It became quickly clear that she had a natural gift for the 

game. In 1956, she won the French Championships, making her the first 

African American to win a Grand Slam title. In 1957 and 1958 she won 

both Wimbledon and the US Nationals and was voted Female Athlete of the 

Year by the Associated Press. 

During her tennis career, she won eleven Grand Slam tournaments, 

competing in both singles, doubles and mixed doubles. In 1971, Gibson was 

inducted into the International Tennis Hall of Fame.

Althea Gibson also played golf and was the first African American to 

compete on the Women's Professional Golf Tour. In the 1970s, she 

organized a mobile tennis project to bring equipment to poor 

neighborhoods in large cities. Gibson was appointed New Jersey’s 

athletic commissioner, becoming the first woman in the country 

to hold that role.
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Shirley Chisholm was born in Brooklyn, New York. After 

attending Columbia University she worked in early 

childhood education in Brooklyn. Chisolm became involved 

in local politics in the 1950s. In 1968, she became the first 

African American woman elected to the United States 

Congress. Chisholm represented the Bedford–Stuyvesant 

neighborhood of Brooklyn, an area that had great poverty. 

She promoted the expansion of food and nutrition programs 

for the poor while in Congress. She served in Congress 

from 1969 to 1983. In 1972, she ran in the Democratic 

Party’s presidential primary, making history both as an 

African American and a woman.
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Barack Obama was born in Honolulu, Hawaii. He graduated from 

Columbia University and became a community organizer in 

Chicago, Illinois. He then attended Harvard Law School, where he 

became the first black president of the Harvard Law Review. He 

worked as a civil rights attorney in Chicago and taught 

constitutional law at the University of Chicago Law School. In 1997 

he became a state senator, and in 2004 was elected to the U.S. 

Senate, representing Illinois. He gained attention after his 

Democratic National Convention keynote address that year, as 

well as his 2006 book, The Audacity of Hope.

In 2008 he became the first African American president in the 

history of the United States. A year later, he won a Nobel Peace 

Prize. Barack Obama’s presidency is best remembered for 

the Affordable Care Act (often called "Obamacare"), endeavors to 

improve the economy during the Great Recession, ending military 

involvement in the Iraq War, and ordering the military 

operation that resulted in the death of Osama bin 

Laden.
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