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			For my mother and my daughters,

			and for the women in history

			who remind us that nothing is impossible.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			Introduction

			On July 4, 1876, celebrations of America’s centennial were planned all across the country, with the grandest event taking place in Philadelphia. Thousands stood in the blistering sun to hear the reading of the Declaration of Independence, but a small group of women gathered in America’s birthplace had their own patriotic message to deliver.[1]

			Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and other prominent suffragists from all over America had been denied the right to participate in the day’s activities. Elizabeth had been told by the man in charge that the program was full, but the women insisted they must be heard and decided to storm the stage.[2]

			Outside Independence Hall, Richard Henry Lee of Virginia, whose grandfather had proposed independence from England a century earlier, read from the original Declaration of Independence, which promised equal rights. When he finished, Susan and four other women rose from the audience and marched their way to the front of the platform, which was adorned in red, white, and blue for the holiday.

			The crowd was caught off guard and, remarkably, Susan encountered no resistance, only the stunned, pale face of the presiding officer, Senator Thomas W. Ferry. She handed him their pamphlet, titled “Declaration of Rights of the Women of the United States,” which he begrudgingly accepted, thus making it an official part of the day’s proceedings.[3] It was a groundbreaking four-page list of grievances that equated women’s oppression with the treatment of the colonies under King George III.

			
				
					
						 

					

					We ask justice, we ask equality, we ask that all the civil and political rights that belong to citizens of the United States, be guaranteed to us and our daughters forever.

					—Susan B. Anthony

					 

					 

				

			

			

			The group of women caused such a stir that men in the audience stood on their seats to see what was happening. As the women quickly exited the stage, they handed extra copies of their manifesto to men who eagerly reached for the documents.

			The women had created their own fireworks—too much for General Joseph R. Hawley, who shouted, “Order! Order!”[4] As head of the U.S. Centennial Commission, Hawley was the man who had denied Elizabeth’s request for the women to participate. “We are crowded for time,” he had written in a letter. Those words had come back to haunt him.

			Elizabeth Cady Stanton, president of the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA), and her colleagues had hoped to use the occasion to highlight the hypocrisy of celebrating independence while half the population were still denied their right to vote. “We thought it would be fitting for us to read our Declaration of Rights immediately after that of the Fathers was read, as an impeachment of them and their male descendants for their injustice and oppression,” Elizabeth later recounted.

			The six NWSA members who had stormed the stage then moved to the front of Independence Hall for the next dramatic moment of the day. In her memoir, Elizabeth described the scene:

			
				Here, under the shadow of Washington’s statue, [behind] them the old bell that proclaimed, “liberty to all the land and all the inhabitants thereof,” they took their places, and to a listening, applauding crowd, Miss Anthony read the Women’s Declaration.

			

			Susan B. Anthony’s remarks began, “While the nation is buoyant with patriotism, and all hearts are attuned to praise, it is with sorrow we come to strike the one discordant note, on this one-hundredth anniversary of our country’s birth.”

			Standing in the sweltering noon heat, wearing a heavy Victorian petticoat, Susan reminded the crowd that women had no right to vote, no marriage rights, no real legal protections, and were subject to taxation without representation.[5]

			“We ask justice, we ask equality, we ask that all the civil and political rights that belong to citizens of the United States, be guaranteed to us and our daughters forever.”

			Our daughters forever.

			This courageous call for universal suffrage, delivered on the centennial celebration of the Fourth of July, helped inspire the struggle that would culminate in the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment more than four decades later. It was a profound American moment that helped ensure we all now have the right to vote.

			
				 

				 

			

			I didn’t learn about this extraordinary day in school or from the many history books I’ve read. It took following my curiosity about America’s Independence Day through the years, and a lot of research, to uncover this story. That led me to wonder: Why is this moment a mere footnote to our country’s story rather than a centerpiece of our lessons? Most of the history I learned in school was, well, pretty boring—or should I say more politely, difficult to relate to! But I can relate to these bold and brilliant women who had not been given a seat at the table or an equal opportunity and had to force their way to the stage. Many of their voices have been silenced and their contributions overshadowed by the privileged white men, who…well, wrote the history books.

			As I learned more about these prominent suffragists, I began to wonder what else was missing from my understanding of our nation’s founding document and the centuries-long struggle for civil rights and women’s rights. I was curious about other women who helped change the course of history in America who we know little about; the hidden heroines who against all odds fought for the freedoms outlined in the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. How did their actions lead to my freedoms today? Most important, I can vote. I can also own my own property and have my own bank account. I can work as a journalist and ask tough questions to people in positions of power.

			Those rights were not afforded to women at our country’s founding. They had to be hard-won over the past 250 years.

			“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.” Those very words created this country and are the spark that lit every revolution in American history. Yet for the women at America’s centennial, more than half of the population were still denied the inalienable rights of “Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness.” Susan, Elizabeth, and their fellow suffragists were not equal. In their declaration, they affirmed a belief in human rights for all, which they called the “corner stones of a republic.”[6]

			
				
					
						 

					

					Women are the real architects of society.

					—Harriet Beecher Stowe

					 

					 

				

			

			

			As you’ll learn in this book, women have never given up the fight to realize a more perfect union. The heroes in this book powerfully illustrate the 250-year struggle they have fought to achieve that better version of America. Their persistent defense of this country’s ideals at home and abroad has forced our nation to live up to its promises.

			Women have bled for their country during every war in our nation’s history. Some women took a bullet for America when they didn’t even have the right to vote. Women also built this country—from bridges to banks to hospitals—and they birthed movements, not just suffrage but also the Civil Rights Movement. As Harriet Beecher Stowe famously put it, “Women are the real architects of society.” Many of these great early female reformers were abolitionist leaders. Again and again, women have demanded their place, their rights, and rights for others. Yet they were imperfect, and their mission to achieve greater equality came with its own fissures and flaws.

			“We the People” is the phrase that begins the U.S. Constitution, and it is meant to remind us all that the authority of our government comes directly from all of its citizens; that our government is by and for the people. This book is titled We the Women as a reminder of the shared struggle, the collective fight, by women and for women, to make sure that our government recognizes all of its citizens.

			It’s a story often missing from our history books. The National Women’s History Museum found that less than 15 percent of what is taught in America’s schools highlights the achievements and history of women. We want to change that. This retelling of the American narrative puts women in their rightful place on the pages of history.

			On a more personal note, I wonder how my own sense of self, power, and courage might have been shaped if I had learned more about these women as a young girl.

			
				 

				 

			

			As America celebrates its 250th birthday, a more perfect union is still a work in progress. Even still, the United States of America’s democratic ideals are the envy of the world. The promise of the American dream is what brought my grandmother to the United States in the 1930s.

			Mary Teresa Monaghan O’Kane was the oldest girl of nine children, a Catholic living in Protestant-controlled Northern Ireland. My grandmother started working at age twelve in a linen factory in Belfast, traveling through barbed wire and barricades every day, not to school but to a job to support her family. She never made it past the eighth grade, but she was smart enough to know she had to leave Northern Ireland.

			So she did what so many young Irish women did in the early twentieth century: She gathered her courage, boarded a boat, all alone, and set sail for America inspired by a dream for a new life. The weeklong transatlantic voyage on a steamship was notorious. James Joyce, the renowned Irish author, once described the Atlantic Ocean as a “bowl of bitter tears,” to capture the sorrow of immigrants leaving their homeland.[7]

			My grandmother arrived at Ellis Island in 1930. When she entered New York Harbor, she was greeted by the Statue of Liberty. Think about that! A woman—Lady Liberty!—holding a torch, welcoming people like my grandmother to America’s shore. What did this 150-year-old country offer a young woman? Certainly my grandmother believed there would be opportunities for women not provided for them in Ireland.

			If I could travel back in time, I’d hold my scared grandmother’s hand and say, “It’s going to be okay. Look at this bronze plaque on the pedestal of Lady Liberty.” It reads in part, “Give me your tired, your poor / Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free.” I’d say, “Grandma, that was written by a young female poet. Her name is Emma Lazarus. America is the land of opportunity.”[8]

			You might think my Irish grandmother’s story is only remembered as part of my family history, and yet she is recorded in America’s narrative. I found her name in a book at the National Archives in Washington, D.C., where upon arrival in America she listed her profession as a hemstitcher. She had just $20 to her name.

			The bold spirit and bravery that brought my grandmother across the Atlantic lives inside the women that we feature in this book. Each woman represents the historical significance of the period in which she lived. Some fought in wars; others fought in the courtroom or for equality in sports and business. All of them are changemakers.

			For nearly three decades, I’ve spent my career as a journalist amplifying the stories of women. This book is an expansion of that work. It was not easy to unearth these stories of hidden heroes. Fortunately, I worked with bestselling author Kate Andersen Brower to bring them to life. Julie Morse, a senior producer at CBS News, was invaluable with research and as a thought partner. Together we spent nearly two years interviewing dozens of people and reading hundreds of books and scholarly articles. Through the process, we learned that these women are complicated. They are imperfect—but find me a person who is not. They pushed limits, they didn’t take no for an answer, and they imagined a future where they had equal standing with men. Our research led us to uncover some pretty astounding women. It was a difficult process to narrow down whom to feature across 250 years of American history, where women’s contributions have been not only extraordinary but often overlooked or diminished.

			Mary Katherine Goddard is the only woman whose name is on the Declaration of Independence; Belva Lockwood was the first woman to argue before the U.S. Supreme Court and the first to mount a full national campaign for the U.S. presidency; Susette La Flesche spent her life advocating for Indigenous peoples’ rights as a speaker and writer, and as an interpreter during a landmark Native American civil rights case; Mary McLeod Bethune was a visionary educator who led the Black Cabinet during FDR’s presidency and opened the first Black hospital in Florida; and Frances Perkins was the architect of the New Deal and the nation’s first female Cabinet member.

			Many held the distinction of being the first in their field, breaking barriers like Phillis Wheatley, the first African American woman to publish a book of poems; Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell was the first woman admitted to a medical school; and Agnes Meyer Driscoll is the “First Lady of Naval Cryptology.” One of them was not just the first, but to this day is the only: Dr. Mary Edwards Walker is the only woman to receive the Medal of Honor, the nation’s highest military decoration, awarded by the president of the United States.

			Through this journey, I developed a personal connection to each of these women, a sense of admiration for what they endured and for the courage it took for them to keep going in the face of adversity, discrimination, and hatred. I hope they inspire you the way they inspired me.

			Our goal is not to deliver a full biography of the women we are showcasing but to paint a picture of their grit and determination to be treated equally—not just under the law but by society. We wanted to highlight women who pushed America to live up to its founding promises: liberty, equality, and the pursuit of happiness.

			We relied on historians who have made it their life’s work to rediscover these women. But we are not historians. So if something or someone is missing, I hope that you too will help share their stories. We didn’t include every famous woman you’ve heard of; there’s no chapter on Abigail Adams, though she is a widely influential founding mother. But there is a chapter on Abigail’s friend Mercy Otis Warren, an Anti-Federalist who wrote the first history of the Revolution. Many women throughout history exemplify America’s values, and we couldn’t possibly write about all of them. We wanted, as much as possible, for each profile to feel like a gem we were uncovering—something new, and valuable, with a significant history worthy of discovery.

			Each of us plays a role in the arc of history. I love that phrase. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., said, “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends towards justice.” King often used the quote, which had its origins in the nineteenth-century abolitionist movement.[9] The push for civil rights was a continuation of those earlier social justice movements. By examining American history, we see how progress and transformation take place. It can be agonizingly slow. These women have been central to bending that arc toward justice. Throughout this process, when I felt discouraged by challenges in my own life, these women filled me with a sense of grit and resilience. My hope is that you, too, are inspired by their lives.
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I

						The First Fifty Years: The Women Behind America’s Fight for Independence, 1776–1826

					
				

			

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				1.

				Mary Katherine Goddard: 
The Printer

			
			Two days before Christmas in 1789, Mary Katherine Goddard was seething with anger—and for good reason. She was not a member of the nascent country’s elite, but she knew that she had done enough to justify taking her case straight to the top. In a letter to the newly elected president, George Washington, she decried an “extraordinary Act of oppression towards her.”[1]

			At age fifty-one, she had earned her position as the first female postmaster in the United States. Yet after fourteen years of service, she was suddenly dismissed due to political cronyism, cast aside so that a powerful man could return a political favor.

			What stung even more was that she had risked everything for her country, including her life. A dedicated patriot, Mary Katherine Goddard was the woman Congress had trusted in the early days of the Republic to complete one of the country’s most important jobs: printing and distributing its founding documents.

			On January 18, 1777, the Second Continental Congress ordered the printing of an authentic copy of the Declaration of Independence, with the names of the signers, so that each of the states could put the founding document into its archives.[2] It was the first time that the country would learn the names of almost every signer of the Declaration. America was at war, and they needed to know the men leading the charge.

			The lawmakers were meeting in Baltimore because British troops were in New Jersey, and getting close to Philadelphia, “the seat of war”[3] and the nation’s then capital. Baltimore was the home of Mary Katherine Goddard, and the printing shop she had inherited from her family was just a few blocks away from the new Congress. Since the move south, Mary Katherine had printed a number of resolutions and notices for Congress, so when it was time to quickly print the country’s most important document, they called on her.

			In just two weeks, she gathered the names, printed copies, and sent them to the thirteen colonies. Earlier versions of the Declaration had circulated without all the signatories’ names to avoid British detection.[4] Printing the version with nearly all the signers’ names was an act of defiance and extraordinary bravery.

			And that’s not all. There under the large signature of John Hancock, clearly printed, is the name Mary Katherine Goddard. Mary Katherine stood alongside the nation’s founders, taking a tremendous risk at a time when the outcome of the American Revolution was uncertain.

			Today her work is known as the Goddard Broadside, and only a handful of copies still exist, including ones at the New York Public Library and at the Library of Congress.[5] It was the first printed version of the Declaration of Independence specifically intended for preservation.

			How ironic that Mary Katherine’s work was meant to be remembered forever, yet she herself has largely been forgotten.

			The broadside was the first to use the title “The Unanimous Declaration of the Thirteen United States of America.” It is also the first version to contain almost every signer’s name, fifty-five of them—all men, including John Hancock, Benjamin Franklin, and Thomas Jefferson. And then at the bottom, in bold type, is the only woman’s name on the nation’s founding documents: Mary Katherine Goddard.[6]

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					At the bottom of the Goddard Broadside, you can see Mary Katherine’s name. You’ll notice a different spelling; variations like this were very common in the eighteenth century.

				
			
			It’s significant that she used her full name. She could have left it blank or used her initials, as she had done earlier when signing her newspapers as “MK Goddard.” Including her full name opened her up to the risk of being imprisoned by the British. That’s not an overstatement, as Richard Stockton, one of the signers from New Jersey, was captured and imprisoned “under harsh conditions” for adding his name to the Declaration.[7]

			In 1777, many women could not write; they often signed documents with an X because they were not literate. Even decades later, French political observer Alexis de Tocqueville noted that American society confined women to domestic roles, writing that “inexorable public opinion carefully keeps woman within the little sphere of domestic interests and duties.”[8]

			Mary Katherine defied those expectations, becoming one of the most prominent publishers during the nation’s founding. Even before the statement of freedom from the king of England, Mary Katherine’s newspaper, the Maryland Journal and Baltimore Advertiser, published editorials and documents that challenged unpopular taxation and control of the colonies by the British monarch. She devoted pages of her newspaper to Thomas Paine’s “Common Sense”—the Revolutionary pamphlet that galvanized support for independence and rebuked the tyrannical rule of the king.

			Furthermore, she wrote editorials herself. Following the battles of Lexington and Concord in 1775, considered the beginning of the Revolutionary War, she wrote, “What think ye of Congress now? That day…evidenced that Americans would rather die than live [as] slaves!”[9] As a wartime printer, she brought the front lines of the battlefield to the front pages, telling the colonies about the “savage barbarity” of the British soldiers.[10] Printing these words was clearly dangerous. Yet she persisted.

			An established printer and publisher, she was appointed the postmaster of Baltimore in 1775 just as the Revolution started, serving under the leadership of Postmaster General Benjamin Franklin. That alone was a tremendous accomplishment for anyone at the time. Her duties were critical: ensuring the timely delivery of mail, often at her own expense, frequently using her own money to pay the people who were delivering letters and packages.[11] Writing letters was the only form of long-distance communication, and it allowed for the coordination of resistance during the war.[12]

			Despite her service, in 1789, the new postmaster general replaced her with a man who, in her words, “never had a Day’s previous knowledge of the duties he undertakes.”[13] The reason given for her dismissal? Postmaster General Samuel Osgood claimed that in the role, “more travelling might be necessary than a Woman could undertake.”[14] A woman can’t travel? It makes my blood boil.

			Baltimore citizens were outraged. Over 230 businessmen, including Maryland governor John Eager Howard, signed a petition demanding her reinstatement.

			Mary Katherine’s own letter to President Washington in 1789 was a plea for justice. She protested not only her removal but the humiliating way she had been treated as “an unfriendly delinquent, unworthy of common Civility, as well as common Justice.”[15] When she called her dismissal an “extraordinary Act of oppression towards her,” she was making it clear to Washington that she expected better from the republic she had helped to create.

			It might very well have been the first time that a woman used the word oppression in a political context.[16] Her words still resonate today, echoing in the demands for equal pay, workplace equity, and recognition of women’s contributions.

			Sadly, President Washington’s response on January 6, 1790, was dismissive: “I have uniformly avoided interfering with any appointments which do not require my official agency.”[17] But Mary Katherine did not stop advocating for herself; she asked the U.S. Senate to reinstate her, but they never responded.[18]

			She never got her job back. She never married or had children, but let us remember, she helped birth a nation. Her life was devoted to her work. Though no portraits of her survive today, her name is set in capital letters on the Goddard Broadside, an indelible mark on the history of the United States. For those who look hard enough, she is still there—forged in ink on parchment, a founding mother of America.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				2.

				Phillis Wheatley: 
The Poet

			
			Mary Katherine Goddard printed the Declaration of Independence, but it was the poetry of Phillis Wheatley, an enslaved young woman, that helped inspire it.

			In 1772, when Phillis was just nineteen years old, she penned a consequential poem that reflected her commitment to the cause of the colonies. In what is considered one of her most important political pieces, she expressed hope that there would be a new era where “Freedom’s charms unfold.”[1]

			The poem was in the form of a letter, “To the Right Honourable William, Earl of Dartmouth,” welcoming his appointment as the new secretary of state for the colonies. In it, she makes an impassioned plea for freedom and the end to British tyranny:

			
				Should you, my lord, while you peruse my song, Wonder from whence my love of Freedom sprung, Whence flow these wishes for the common good, By feeling hearts alone best understood, I, young in life, by seeming cruel fate Was snatch’d from Afric’s fancy’d happy seat: …Such, such my case. And can I then but pray Others may never feel tyrannic sway?[2]

			

			Phillis used rhyme and verse to draw a parallel between her personal experience as a Black girl born in West Africa and kidnapped as a child and the colonies’ struggle against British rule. Through powerful prose, she highlighted the pain of slavery and urged Dartmouth to use his influence to abolish it. Her courage is extraordinary, given her age and the context of eighteenth-century America. That she would publish poems linking her experience as an enslaved woman to the need for America’s independence from England was truly revolutionary, positioning her as a voice of her generation. In fact, no other poet at the time contributed to the cause of independence through verse like Phillis, and few other poets received such public praise or direct engagement from Revolutionary leaders like George Washington.[3]

			Phillis’s writings earned her the distinction of being called the “Poet Laureate of the American Revolution.”[4] Her work spanned from the early protests against British oppression to the celebrations of American independence in 1784. Despite the adversity she faced, she managed to intertwine the themes of liberty, equality, and patriotism in her poetry. She not only supported the ideals of the Revolution but also highlighted its contradictions, particularly regarding slavery. And that makes her a hidden hero of America.

			
				 

				 

			

			Phillis Wheatley arrived on America’s shores on a slave ship from West Africa at age seven. She was born in Senegambia, which is part of modern-day Senegal and the Gambia. We don’t know the name her parents gave to her because she was stolen from them and transported to Boston.

			She spent two months aboard the Phillis—which would become her namesake—in the most horrific conditions, in a cramped hold with little to no ventilation or sanitation, leading to outbreaks of dysentery and smallpox. She emerged from the ship frail and nearly naked, except for a “quantity of dirty carpet” wrapped around her, and missing her front baby teeth.[5] Her survival in itself was remarkable, as nearly one out of four enslaved Africans died aboard that ship during the Middle Passage.[6]

			Purchased in 1761 by John Wheatley, a prominent merchant, and his wife, Susanna, Phillis was initially brought into their household to be a domestic servant, according to Wheatley’s biographer David Waldstreicher.

			Ultimately, the Wheatleys encouraged her education, allowing their daughter Mary to tutor Phillis in reading and writing.[7] Within sixteen months, Phillis was fluent in English. By age eleven she was writing poems. “As soon as she could read well, she began to make Rhymes,” said Susanna’s grandnephew.[8] She quickly mastered the alphabet and went on to read English literature, Latin, and the Bible. Education was rare for any woman in the eighteenth century, let alone an enslaved girl. The Wheatleys recognized Phillis’s extraordinary intellect and curiosity and considered her education to be their own spiritual obligation—although we’ll never truly know their motivations.

			In 1768, when Phillis was in her early teens, she wrote two notable poems that reflected the themes of freedom. The first was “To the King’s Most Excellent Majesty,” which praised King George III for the British Parliament’s repeal of the hated Stamp Act, a direct tax on the colonies.[9] The second was “On Being Brought from Africa to America,” a poem that directly addressed slavery through the framework of Christianity. The poem’s final words were a rebuke to enslavers:

			
				Some view our sable race with scornful eye,

				“The color is a diabolic die.”

				Remember Christians, Negros, black as Cain,

				May be refin’d, and join th’ angelic train.[10]

			

			By the time Phillis was fourteen years old, her fame had spread across the Atlantic, as her poetry was circulated among American and British elites. In 1770, when she was seventeen, a poem she wrote on the death of prominent English preacher George Whitefield was widely published and received acclaim.[11]

			She closed out the elegy by addressing the English Countess of Huntingdon, a close friend of the preacher Whitefield, directly. This move proved pivotal for Phillis’s future. A few years later, the countess sponsored Phillis’s travel to London so she could publish her first collection of poems, called Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral. The book was published in 1773 and was dedicated to the countess.[12]

			The book included a note “to the public” by several notable Bostonians, attesting to the authenticity of Phillis’s authorship. Reflecting the racist beliefs at the time that a Black woman couldn’t possibly be the writer of incredible poetry, it reads: “AS it has been repeatedly suggested to the Publisher, by Persons, who have seen the Manuscript, that Numbers would be ready to suspect they were not really the Writings of PHILLIS…WE whose Names are under-written, do assure the World, that the POEMS…were written by Phillis, a young Negro Girl, who was but a few Years since, brought an uncultivated Barbarian from Africa, and has ever since been, and now is, under the Disadvantage of serving as a Slave in a Family in this Town.”[13]

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Portrait of Phillis Wheatley sitting at a desk with pen and paper

				
			
			One of these supporters was none other than John Hancock, who would later sign the Declaration of Independence.

			With this book, Phillis Wheatley became the first published African American poet and the third colonial American woman to have her work published.[14] Ironically, Phillis had to go to England, a country that her fellow patriots felt was too repressive, to get published.

			
				 

				 

			

			During her visit to London, Phillis met Benjamin Franklin, who was living there at the time. This meeting was more than just a professional visit; some historians suggest there were discussions of emancipation or the idea of Phillis staying in England so that she could be free.[15]

			According to the Constitution Center, Phillis returned to America with the understanding that the Wheatley family would grant her freedom. A month after her return, she was indeed freed—although her freedom was still constrained by the racial and gendered limitations of the time.

			With her newfound independence, she continued to write. In 1775, she sent a patriotic poem to General George Washington, congratulating him as the commander in chief of the Continental Army:

			
				Proceed, great chief, with virtue on thy side,

				Thy ev’ry action let the goddess guide.

				A crown, a mansion, and a throne that shine,

				With gold unfading, Washington! be thine.[16]

			

			Washington clearly liked it and replied praising her “great poetical Talents.” He called her “genius” and invited Phillis to his headquarters, an unprecedented gesture at the time for a Black person.[17]

			“If you should ever come to Cambridge, or near Head Quarters,” he wrote, “I shall be happy to see a person so favourd by the Muses, and to whom nature has been so liberal and beneficent in her dispensations.”[18]

			Washington sent Phillis’s letter and poem to his aide, Lieutenant Colonel Joseph Reed, who had it published in the pro-American newspaper the Virginia Gazette.[19] It was a carefully considered decision because at the time the British were offering freedom to enslaved people who would fight with the redcoats. The goal was to stop Black Americans from joining the English after hundreds had already signed up. “In ways she never anticipated, [Phillis] became a political actor in one of America’s worst crises,” according to scholar James G. Basker. The poem showed once again that Phillis was committed to the American cause, praising soldiers for joining the Continental Army.

			
				
					
						 
						 

					

					By writing this poem and others like it over the next eight years, Wheatley as much as Patrick Henry or any other American patriot was risking her liberty and her life.

					—James G. Basker

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Phillis’s patriotic words would also have been considered treasonous by the British monarchy, punishable by death. Phillis was a Black woman and “she might be summarily transported to the Caribbean and sold into slavery,” Basker observed. “By writing this poem and others like it over the next eight years, Wheatley as much as Patrick Henry or any other American patriot was risking her liberty and her life.”[20]

			As the Revolution raged on and the slave trade flourished, she wrote a poem in 1778 that was never published during her lifetime.[21] It’s an elegy called “On the Death of General Wooster”—an American war hero who died in battle and was supportive of ending slavery. Through her words, General Wooster speaks from the grave, criticizing the enslavement of Black people while the country fights for freedom:

			
				But how, presumptuous shall we hope to find

				Divine acceptance with th’ Almighty mind—

				While yet (O deed ungenerous!) they disgrace

				And hold in bondage Afric’s blameless race?

				Let virtue reign—And thou accord our prayers

				Be victory our’s, and generous freedom theirs.

			

			Phillis hoped that freedom for the colonies would mean freedom for everyone. She believed that freedom was an intrinsic human right, clearly enshrined in the Declaration of Independence, but not in practice in the new nation.[22]

			Not all the signers of the founding document were fans of Phillis. Thomas Jefferson—the notorious slaveowner and future president—dismissed her. “Religion indeed has produced a Phyllis Whately [sic]; but it could not produce a poet,” he wrote in his 1787 book, Notes on the State of Virginia. “The compositions published under her name are below the dignity of criticism.”[23]

			Over two hundred years later, that criticism of Phillis would be the inspiration for America’s first National Youth Poet Laureate and activist Amanda Gorman. She wrote in 2021, “Whenever I feel unable to write, I remember that Thomas Jefferson singled out young black poetess Phillis Wheatley with shallow disdain…. Then I crack my knuckles and get to work.”[24]

			
				
					
						 
						 

					

					Whenever I feel unable to write, I remember that Thomas Jefferson singled out young black poetess Phillis Wheatley with shallow disdain…. Then I crack my knuckles and get to work.

					—Amanda Gorman

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Despite Phillis’s literary success, life remained difficult. Her works continued to push for freedom and equality for all, though she faced many challenges, including financial struggles and the limitations placed on her as a Black woman in early America.[25]

			In 1784, she died shortly after the birth of her third child at just thirty-one years old. Her obituary, published in the Worcester Gazette, was brief and dismissive: “At Boston, Phillis Peters (formerly Phillis Wheatley), an African, aged 31, known to the literary world by her celebrated miscellaneous poems.”[26]

			Phillis deserved more recognition then and now. She was a genius by any measure. Her bold messages of freedom—and her hope that this new nation would be free for more people—were alchemized and translated into the writings of the founding fathers, including in the Declaration of Independence, where the singular spirit of American liberty was crystallized. She helped create the idea of America and she inspired the men who take up the most space in the history books, including George Washington and Benjamin Franklin. Even so, they denied her the freedom she wrote about so eloquently.

			Today, her voice lives on through the work of modern poets and activists, as Phillis Wheatley is now rightly known as the “founding mother of African American literature.”[27]

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				3.

				Mercy Otis Warren: 
The Intellectual

			
			“History is not the Province of the Ladies,” John Adams declared dismissively.[1]

			These bitter words were aimed at a particular woman, Mercy Otis Warren, who is considered the leading female intellectual of the Revolution and the early Republic. Her pen had wounded Adams’s pride and shattered their decades-long friendship just a few years after he finished his term as the second president of the United States (and lost re-election to political rival Thomas Jefferson).

			The irony of his rebuke was striking. The same John Adams had been one of Mercy’s greatest early champions, praising her political acumen, and once calling Mercy “the most accomplished Lady in America.”[2]

			Now he sought to undermine Mercy’s greatest achievement: History of the Rise, Progress and Termination of the American Revolution, published in 1805. Over three decades she had meticulously crafted a comprehensive three-volume history of the Revolution, and Adams was furious over Mercy’s candid assessment of him in the work.[3]

			The pair had known each other for most of their lives, and the origin of their conflict was seeded almost twenty years earlier, during the constitutional debates of 1787–1788. Mercy, a staunch Anti-Federalist, believed that the proposed Constitution betrayed the republican ideals of the Revolution by centralizing too much power in the federal government. Adams, whose political philosophy influenced the Constitution, took her criticisms personally. Mercy’s pamphlet “Observations on the New Constitution” was published anonymously in 1788 and circulated widely.[4] It not only articulated a powerful case against ratification without a Bill of Rights but also implicitly criticized men like Adams who supported it.

			In 1805, she described him in her seminal history as having a “partiality for monarchy” and offered this scathing critique: “A statesman of penetration and ability; but his prejudices and passions were sometimes too strong for his sagacity and judgment.”[5] The criticism stung Adams deeply, and he felt he had been stabbed in the back.[6]

			What’s more, Mercy refused to back down. If Adams wanted to correct the record, she suggested in their exchange of heated letters following the publication, he should write his own memoir.[7] The book’s publication was the final blow to a friendship already strained by political disagreements that were at the heart of America’s founding ideals.

			The depth of their intellectual relationship makes his dismissive “not the Province of the Ladies” comment all the more revealing: He was threatened by her independent thinking. Though they would eventually reconcile, their relationship never fully recovered. For Mercy, principles always came before personalities, even when it cost her dearly. That is why the poet, playwright, and pamphleteer is today known as the “First Lady of the American Revolution.”[8]

			
				 

				 

			

			Mercy Otis Warren was a revolutionary intellectual, and admittedly I was surprised to learn just how influential she was. Not only did she have direct sway over the founding fathers, but she has been called the “secret muse of the Bill of Rights.”[9]

			Mercy was born in Barnstable, Massachusetts, in 1728, the third of thirteen children and the first daughter of Colonel James Otis and Mary Allyne Otis. Her father was a merchant, farmer, and wealthy district judge who took an unusual interest in his daughter’s education. When she was approximately nine years old, she forcefully made her case to sit in on her brother’s school lessons, and her father granted permission—a highly unorthodox decision for the time.[10]

			While some privileged girls of her era learned only to read, Mercy received a comprehensive education in history, classical literature, and mythology alongside her brother. She was especially close to her brother James Otis, Jr., who became Boston’s leading advocate for colonial rights.[11]

			In 1754, at age twenty-six, she married James Warren, a Massachusetts politician she had met eleven years earlier through her brother’s Harvard connections. They would have five sons together between 1757 and 1766.[12] You could say the Warrens were one of the original political power couples at the center of the radical anti-British movement in Massachusetts. They hosted frequent salons where they discussed British tyranny and America’s path to independence with influential men, including George Washington. Their Plymouth, Massachusetts, home became a strategic meeting place where Boston radicals planned newspaper coverage to incite rebellion against British rule.

			What made their marriage remarkable was James’s encouragement of his wife’s “unfeminine” interests in politics and writing. Her husband said she had a “Masculine Genius”[13] along with the “Weakness which is the Consequence of the Exquisite delicacy and softness of her Sex.”[14]

			As biographer Rosemarie Zagarri noted, “Mercy Otis Warren came to be who she was because the men in her life allowed her to violate the established boundaries of womanhood.”[15] Remember, women during this time period were politically invisible; they had no vote and no voice in politics.

			Mercy initially published her writings anonymously under pen names like “A Columbian Patriot.” But in 1790, she became one of the first American women to publish political works under her own name, something she did until her death.

			Her first play, The Adulateur, appeared in Boston’s Massachusetts Spy newspaper in 1772, signaling her fierce belief in America’s need for autonomy.[16] Her patriotic writings were partially fueled by a long-standing grudge against the colonial governor Thomas Hutchinson, her family’s nemesis. She resented him for defeating her father for the position of chief justice in 1760 and believed Hutchinson would do anything to win King George III’s favor. In The Adulateur, she warned that a time would come when “murders, blood and carnage / Shall crimson all these streets.”

			
				
					
						 

					

					The origin of all power is in the people, and that they have an incontestable right to check the creatures of their own creation.

					—Mercy Otis Warren

					 

					 

				

			

			

			After the Boston Tea Party, John Adams specifically requested that she write a poem using mythical “sea-nymphs and goddesses.”[17] Her resulting work, “The Squabble of the Sea Nymphs,” supported the tea protests, portraying Neptune’s wives discussing which teas are best when protesters pour them into the water, and thereby “bids defiance to the servile train, / The pimps and sycophants of George’s reign.”[18] Today, we might call this a “diss track” of King George III.

			Mercy was a Jeffersonian Republican—opposing a powerful centralized government.[19] She wanted power centered in the states, believing that strong local governance was the best defense against tyranny. For example, she wrote in “Observations on the New Constitution,” “The origin of all power is in the people, and that they have an incontestable right to check the creatures of their own creation.”

			When Massachusetts ratified the Constitution on February 6, 1788, Governor John Hancock sent a number of amendments, many of which were suggestions Mercy had made. Her insistence on explicit protections for individual liberties created a model for the Bill of Rights.[20] Her 1788 pamphlet, written anonymously, “Observations on the New Constitution,” was instrumental in pressing Congress to adopt the seminal document. Mercy’s critique was comprehensive and prescient. Her essay warned that the Constitution lacked a bill of rights—no guarantees of a “free press, freedom of conscience, or trial by jury.” Mercy complained that the Constitution didn’t protect citizens from arbitrary warrants giving officials power to “enter our houses, search, insult, and seize at pleasure.”[21], [22]
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					Painting of Mercy Otis Warren at age thirty-six or thirty-seven

				
			
			Her writing provided the intellectual and emotional foundation for demanding explicit protections of individual rights. Her pamphlet became a rallying cry for the Anti-Federalist cause, with 1,700 copies distributed in New York alone in response to the 500 copies of The Federalist Papers.[23]

			In today’s vernacular, Mercy would be called an intellectual influencer. She played a public political role that was extraordinarily rare for women of her time, writing scathing satires, poems, and plays that took on the British monarchy. She treated Americans loyal to the British crown—known as loyalists—with equal venom. Mercy was taken very seriously by the men who were decision-makers, at a time when women were not meant to participate in political discussions.

			Thomas Jefferson praised her “high station in the ranks of genius.”[24] Alexander Hamilton, upon receiving her book of poetry, wrote that her work makes it clear that “female genius in the United States has outstripped the Male.”[25]

			While she wasn’t always in the room where it happened, she and her good friend Abigail Adams stood in the doorway offering their own opinions and critiques that shaped the nation’s founding.

			
				 

				 

			

			Mercy had a long and prolific career, culminating in the publication of her signature work when she was almost eighty years old: the three-volume history of the American Revolution.

			With all her accomplishments, what remains surprising is that even as the “muse of the Bill of Rights,” someone who went toe-to-toe with John Adams, Mercy was not an advocate for greater legal rights for women. The leading intellectual of her time would instead be remembered for promoting what’s known as “Republican Motherhood”—the idea that women’s key role was educating their sons (not their daughters) to become active citizens and future leaders.

			Today, Mercy is often considered a hero by those who value the principles of limited government, individual liberty, and republicanism. Her writings championed Enlightenment principles and republican virtues, emphasizing sacrifice for the common good over personal greed. Her role as a defender of the Revolution and her critiques of centralized power continue to resonate with those who admire America’s founding values.

			As she aged, Mercy worried that her mind would deteriorate before her body. She prayed this wouldn’t happen—and it didn’t.[26] Until her death at age eighty-six in 1814, she remained engaged with the new country she had helped create.

			Perhaps the most enduring aspect of Mercy’s legacy is her unwavering commitment to principle. When her portrayal of John Adams cost her a valued friendship, she never backed down. She stood by her convictions, even when they came at a personal cost. Mercy demonstrated that the highest form of patriotism sometimes requires speaking uncomfortable truths to those in power—even when they’re your friends. And in doing so, she proved definitively that history was, indeed, the province of this lady.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				4.

				Elizabeth Ellet: 
The Historian

			
			Like Mercy, Elizabeth Ellet was a well-known author, historian, and cultural influencer. By the time she passed away in 1877, she had certainly accomplished enough to be considered worthy of a comprehensive obituary in the venerated New York Times. Yet what was written about her on June 4, 1877, was disappointingly brief. In fact, the obituary devoted a good bit of space to her father, who was praised as “a gentleman of refined tastes and studious habits,” an irrelevant detail that overshadowed Elizabeth’s achievements. According to the Times, she was “in every way a true woman” whose “professional pursuits, much as she was attached to them, did not rob her of interest in domestic affairs.”[1] One could only imagine Elizabeth’s horror if she knew how her prolific body of work would be remembered.

			Elizabeth Ellet’s true legacy lies in being the first writer to record the lives of women who contributed to the Revolutionary War in her 1848 book, The Women of the American Revolution. With a single-minded determination, she researched and chronicled the experiences of the women from an era several decades before her own. It is because of her meticulous work that we know the hopes, fears, and challenges faced by Revolutionary-era women.

			These “patriotic mothers,” Elizabeth eloquently wrote, “nursed the infancy of freedom.” What makes her achievement even more remarkable is that she was researching and writing women’s history more than a hundred years before America’s universities began formally teaching the subject.[2]

			The challenges Elizabeth faced in telling the stories of these influential women were vast—something I’ve learned while working on this book and is likely familiar to anyone who has attempted similar historical recovery work. We remain indebted to women like Elizabeth who created the blueprint for future historians. In the early nineteenth century, women’s lives were considered largely unimportant to the historical record, making it extraordinary that a woman would undertake such a daunting research project. The idea itself was bold; achieving it was a remarkable feat.

			Elizabeth herself acknowledged this difficulty in her preface, writing, “The apparent dearth of information was at first almost disheartening.” She continued, “The actions of men stand out in prominent relief, and are a safe guide in forming a judgment of them; a woman’s sphere, on the other hand, is secluded, and in very few instances does her personal history, even though she may fill a conspicuous position, afford sufficient incident to; throw a strong light upon her character.”[3] Through her work, Elizabeth attempted to correct this historical imbalance.

			Elizabeth’s ambition to tell these unheralded women’s stories would become a three-volume history containing more than 160 biographical sketches. Through her work, she offered contemporary nineteenth-century readers a window into a time when women, who were expected to stay at home and take care of the house and children, stepped outside their traditional roles to help secure America’s freedom.

			The Women of the American Revolution was truly the first of its kind of women’s history. Elizabeth approached her work not only as a historian but also as a journalist.

			She traveled extensively around the country, seeking out and interviewing surviving women who had lived through the Revolution. For those who had died, she diligently tracked down their descendants. She undertook this monumental task to ensure that their stories would not be lost.

			“Many incidents and scenes of Revolutionary times are remembered, of the actors in which little is known beyond what is contained in the anecdotes themselves,” she wrote. “A few of these are subjoined as aiding our general object of illustrating the spirit and character of the women of those days. Fragmentary as they are—they have some interest in this light, and it seems a duty to preserve them as historical facts.”[4]
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			The Revolution, as told through Elizabeth’s research, revealed how circumstances expanded female opportunities out of sheer necessity. Determined to reimagine American history through the eyes of women, Elizabeth spent many mornings at the New York Historical Society gathering facts and anecdotes. She traveled to libraries and historical societies throughout parts of the South and the Northeast, often facing significant challenges in transportation and accommodations as a woman traveling alone for scholarly purposes.

			With tremendous effort and a sense of urgency, Elizabeth solicited aid from other scholars, writers, and descendants of the Revolution’s participants. She corresponded with prominent figures such as Lydia Sigourney, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and Jared Sparks, appealing to their patriotic sentiments to assist her work. Almost everyone she approached responded with anecdotes, advice, or encouragement.[5]

			Elizabeth understood what was at stake: If she did not seek out relatives or the few remaining survivors of the Revolution, these women’s stories would vanish forever.

			
				 

				 

			

			Elizabeth Fries Lummis Ellet was born in western New York in 1818 to Dr. William A. Lummis and his wife, Sarah Maxwell.[6] Elizabeth was raised in an upper-middle-class home and educated at a female seminary in Aurora, New York.[7]

			As with most women of her race and class, her education was mainly intended to prepare her for marriage and motherhood, not a professional career. The value of her schooling was seen primarily in what she could impart to her future children. Yet Elizabeth clearly wanted more, despite living in a society that considered a “woman with brains” who thought or wrote to be somehow diseased and abnormal.[8] She showed early literary talent; in her teens, she started publishing her poetry and translating European literature for the American Ladies’ Magazine.[9]

			In 1835, at age seventeen, she married Dr. William H. Ellet, a professor of chemistry at Columbia College in New York City. That same year, she published Poems: Translated and Original. Soon after their marriage, the Ellets moved to Columbia, South Carolina, where her husband took a position as a chemistry teacher at South Carolina College.[10]

			Elizabeth believed that literary success required a presence in New York City, which was already the center of the publishing industry. By 1820, New York was America’s fastest-growing city with a population of over two hundred thousand, which would quadruple by 1860.[11] Elizabeth was entering the literary world at a time when publishers were eager to promote American authors with their own unique style.

			By 1843, Elizabeth was making regular trips between South Carolina and New York. She strategically invited the most prestigious authors and editors for dinners at her apartment, which was located within the eight-block radius that was home to New York’s publishing community.[12] She became a frequent and welcome guest at literary salons.[13]

			Elizabeth was remarkably prolific; between 1835 and 1870 she published at least seventeen books spanning poetry, biography, history, and domestic guides.[14] Despite her success, she confided to friends that she felt constrained by her marriage and wished she hadn’t married so young.[15] She never had children, but her legacy lived on through the breadth of her work.

			One of the remarkable stories Elizabeth preserved was that of Emily Geiger. In the summer of 1781, Emily volunteered as a messenger for General Nathanael Greene when no one else would risk the dangerous journey through territory controlled by British forces. Greene needed to deliver a message to General Thomas Sumter requesting that they combine forces to attack British lieutenant colonel Francis Rawdon’s army. Greene gave the young woman a letter for Sumter and read it aloud to her so she could memorize it in case she needed to destroy the physical evidence.

			Riding sidesaddle through the countryside, Emily was intercepted by Lord Rawdon’s scouts on the second day of her journey. While waiting for a woman to search her, Emily ate the letter, destroying the evidence. What quick thinking! Finding nothing incriminating, the British eventually released her. Taking an indirect route to avoid further capture, she successfully reached Sumter’s camp and delivered General Greene’s message verbally, exactly as she had memorized it.

			Elizabeth concluded Emily’s story with hope that “her name will descend to posterity among those of the patriotic females of the Revolution.”[16] Thanks to Elizabeth’s work, it has. The South Carolina State House has a memorial plaque dedicated to Emily Geiger.[17]

			The Women of the American Revolution was a tremendous commercial success, going into multiple printings after the first volume was published in 1848.[18] The book received nearly universal praise from critics and readers alike. The North American Review called it “delicious…bits of private history fished up from the vast sea of things forgotten.”[19] By 1850, after her book had gone through five printings, Elizabeth added a second and third volume with additional biographies.

			By profiling so many previously unknown women, Elizabeth made the profound point that women who participated in the founding of the country deserved historical recognition. The women of Elizabeth’s era could look to these revolutionary women of the past and find inspiration to challenge their own contemporary limitations. Through her writing, Elizabeth helped shape the evolving narrative of the young American nation.

			Her historical work, while groundbreaking, had significant limitations. Though she told the stories of women from every colony and from various ranks of society, she chose to ignore the role of Black women in the Revolution, reflecting the racial prejudices of her time. It’s unfortunate that she did not include Black women like Phillis Wheatley and Elizabeth Freeman in her volumes.

			
				
					
						 

					

					Patriotic mothers nursed the infancy of freedom.

					—Elizabeth Ellet

					 

					 

				

			

			

			While Elizabeth is best remembered for her revolutionary histories, her work extended to many domains. In 1857, she published The Practical Housekeeper: A Cyclopaedia of Domestic Economy, a comprehensive cookbook and encyclopedic treatise on all aspects of homemaking.[20] This impressive volume would no doubt impress Martha Stewart, as it contained five thousand recipes, capturing American culinary arts just before the Civil War.

			The book included everything from home furnishings, table setting, and napkin folding to childcare and food storage. It also featured sections on carving, culinary utensils, foreign cooking terms, and seasonal foods for each month. It shows Elizabeth’s versatility. Some of the recipes had entertaining names like “Salmon-To Pickle Undressed,” “A Fresh Neat’s Tongue and Udder,” and “Mutton China Chilo.” Not rushing to try those.

			Despite her significant contributions to American historical writing, one of the first things modern readers might discover if they Google “Elizabeth Ellet” is her alleged romantic entanglement with Edgar Allan Poe. She became involved in a public scandal involving the famous writer when, reportedly jealous of Poe’s relationship with Frances Sargent Osgood, she exposed the affair to Poe’s wife. Poe, for his part, publicly denounced her, and this imbroglio has unfortunately become a distracting footnote in her biography, overshadowing her substantial intellectual contributions.

			At a time when women were publishing anonymously and using pseudonyms, Elizabeth always used her real name. This choice, combined with her unprecedented historical research, reveals how strongly she believed in her own intellect and the value of her contributions.

			Elizabeth Ellet died in 1877, having published works across multiple genres and established herself as a pioneering voice in women’s history. While her contemporaries may not have fully appreciated the significance of her achievements, her contributions laid essential groundwork for future generations of women’s historians.

			Over the next decades we see women taking increasing pride in and ownership over their intellectual contributions, eventually gaining the seats at historical and academic tables that Elizabeth herself had rightfully claimed. More than simply a historian, Elizabeth Ellet was a visionary who understood that a nation’s story is incomplete without the voices of its women.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				5.

				Elizabeth Freeman: 
The Freedom Seeker

			
			An unusual resting place exists for an influential family in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, in the bucolic western part of the state. Known locally as the Sedgwick Pie, several graves are arranged in a circle around prominent judge Theodore Sedgwick and his wife, Pamela.

			The story goes that the eccentric arrangement is because Judge Sedgwick wanted his family’s feet facing the center so that, on Judgment Day, they would stand and see only Sedgwicks gathered around them. Elizabeth Freeman is the only person buried among them who is not related to the family by blood. Her tombstone stands in the innermost circle of the pie. She earned her place of prominence among the Sedgwicks, but she’s also earned her place of distinction in American history. Elizabeth Freeman was the reason slavery ended in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts—which was effectively the first state to abolish slavery.[1]

			Elizabeth was born enslaved around 1742–1744 and given the name Bett. Enslaved people in the Northeast often did domestic work, cleaned, cooked, and gardened, and they participated in spinning and weaving. She grew up with her younger sister on a plantation in a small town in the New York colony. Her enslaver was Pieter Hogeboom, who was related to the first Dutch settlers in the region.[2] When Hogeboom’s daughter, Hannah, married Colonel John Ashley, Elizabeth and her sister were given to the couple. The sisters were forced to move and start a new life of servitude in Sheffield, Massachusetts, thirty-four miles away from everything and everyone they had ever known.[3]

			Elizabeth was only a teenager when she arrived in Sheffield. Before the American Revolution, Sheffield was the largest town in Berkshire County, with a population of nearly two thousand people—nineteen of them enslaved.[4]

			One day, Hannah Ashley was enraged after apparently finding Elizabeth’s sister (although some historians say it was Elizabeth’s daughter) using leftover dough to make bread. Mrs. Ashley picked up “a large iron shovel red hot from cleaning the oven” and tried to hit her.[5] Elizabeth raised her arm to protect her family member and received a deep wound that left a long scar on her forearm for the rest of her life. She never covered it, and when visitors to the house asked her what happened, she said simply, “Ask Madam.”[6] Elizabeth intended to make sure no one forgot how she was treated.

			While Elizabeth lived in the Ashley household, a revolutionary moment happened there. Colonel Ashley hosted the committee that drafted the Sheffield Resolves, a declaration of individual rights and a protest of British rule over the colonies drawn up in 1773.

			The Sheffield Resolves began with the powerful words “RESOLVED, That Mankind in a State of Nature are equal, free, and independent of each other, and have a right to the undisturbed Enjoyment of their Lives, their Liberty and Property.”[7] These ideals were later echoed in the Declaration of Independence.

			Elizabeth was serving the white revolutionaries who gathered at the house. Here she was surrounded by discussions about individual liberty and freedom, and yet she herself was being enslaved by one of the men promoting equality.

			Though she could neither read nor write, she heard these documents read aloud, and their principles resonated deeply with her. “By keepin’ still and mindin’ things,” she’s recorded as saying, she realized she should seek her own freedom.[8]

			When she heard a public reading of the newly ratified Massachusetts Constitution of 1780, written by John Adams, proclaiming in Article I, “All men are born free and equal and have certain natural, essential, and unalienable rights,” Elizabeth knew she deserved the same freedom the patriots were fighting for.[9]

			“Any time while I was a slave,” she reportedly later said, “if one minute’s freedom had been offered to me, and I had been told I must die at the end of that minute, I would have taken it—just to stand one minute on God’s earth a free woman.”[10] Her yearning for freedom was so powerful that the day after hearing the Declaration of Independence read aloud, Elizabeth walked about five miles to the home of attorney Theodore Sedgwick, who had helped write the Sheffield Resolves.[11]

			There she approached Sedgwick. “Sir,” she said, “I heard that paper read yesterday that says ‘all men are born equal—&, that every man has a right to freedom’—I am not a dumb Critter, wont the law give me my freedom?”[12] She understood perfectly the contradiction between the ideals being espoused and her own condition of enslavement. She used their own language against them, asking why she should be excluded from the ideals that were shaping this new country.

			Sedgwick agreed to represent her, though he had his own abhorrent relationship with slavery. A bill of sale recorded in 1777 shows that Theodore Sedgwick purchased a “negro woman” named Ton, about thirty years old, from a neighbor.[13] Even after representing Elizabeth, Sedgwick helped co-author the Fugitive Slave Law of 1793, which made it a crime for northerners to aid or abet escaped enslaved people. That law set the precedent for the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, which contributed to the Civil War.[14]

			One of the first choices made by Sedgwick in the case was to include a man named Brom, who was enslaved by the Colonel Ashley of the suit. Women had limited legal rights in Massachusetts courts at the time, and the thought was that an enslaved woman might not have the same credibility as a man.[15] The case became known as Brom and Bett v. Ashley.

			Ashley was ordered to turn over Brom and Bett to the local sheriff, but he refused, and the case went to a jury trial. The trial opened at the County Court of Common Pleas in Great Barrington on August 21, 1781; it lasted only two days and neither plaintiff took the stand.[16] The jury ruled in Brom and Bett’s favor, making them the first enslaved people to be emancipated in Massachusetts as a result of the 1780 state constitution.[17] Colonel Ashley was also instructed to pay thirty shillings in damages plus trial costs.[18]
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			At first, Ashley appealed the decision to the Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts, the highest court in the commonwealth, but he dropped it before his appeal reached the court. This was likely due to the intervening decisions in the Quock Walker trials, which made it clear that slavery was not legal under the Massachusetts Constitution.[19]

			Elizabeth’s landmark case paved the way for the state to effectively outlaw slavery in 1783, and when the state Supreme Court upheld Walker’s freedom, the ruling was considered to have informally ended slavery in the state.[20] Massachusetts was, in effect, the first state to abolish slavery and stood as a moral compass for the rest of the country during the Civil War.[21]

			After winning her freedom, Elizabeth made a powerful statement of self-determination by changing her name from Bett to Elizabeth Freeman, rejecting her enslaved name and claiming her identity as a free woman.[22] She then became the paid domestic servant of Theodore and Pamela Sedgwick and their seven children. The family adored her—but we can never know how Elizabeth felt about them. She did not read or write, so her story has always been told through the eyes of her white employers.

			The Sedgwick children did not call her by her chosen name and instead called her Mumbet, or “Mother Beth.”[23] Pamela was often sick in bed with debilitating depression, and Elizabeth essentially raised the children and also worked as a midwife and nurse. She proved her courage during Shays’ Rebellion in 1787, when she defended the Sedgwick house from a small mob of rebels.[24]

			The Sedgwicks’ youngest daughter, Catharine Maria, described Elizabeth as “the main pillar of our household.”[25]

			Catharine became a well-known novelist; among other Sedgwick family celebrities are one of Andy Warhol’s stars, Edie Sedgwick, and Hollywood actress Kyra Sedgwick.

			Catharine’s 1853 essay “Slavery in New England” is the most often cited source about Elizabeth’s life. However, it delivers a romanticized vision of the relationship between the Sedgwicks and Freeman. In her essay, Catharine explained that she and her siblings referred to Freeman as “Mumbet,” a name “contracted by lisping lips from Mammy Bet, to Mum-Bett, by which name she was best known.” Her nickname, by which she is widely referred to in history texts, was given to her by white children whom she effectively worked for; it is not the name she gave herself.[26] There was an undeniable power structure in place.

			Catharine wrote about Elizabeth as a maternal figure for her and her siblings and only mentions Elizabeth’s own family in harsh terms, describing her as “weakly indulgent to her riotous and ruinous descendants.”[27] One can’t imagine Elizabeth referring to her children that way.

			In 1808, when Elizabeth was in her sixties, she bought her own property, where she practiced as a midwife, farmed, and devoted herself to caring for her grown child, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. She became economically independent and successful. When she died, she was the second-wealthiest Black landowner in her town.
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					Portrait of Elizabeth Freeman painted in 1811

				
			
			We know from her will, which she dictated to Catharine’s brother Charles and signed with an X two months before she passed away, that she had managed to buy nineteen acres of land as well as furniture, jewelry, and expensive clothing. Unsurprisingly, she left it all to her family and nothing to the Sedgwicks.[28]

			Her influence on the country cannot be overstated. According to historian Ousmane Power-Greene, “One can challenge authority, and end up shifting the way people think about the world.”[29]

			Elizabeth was buried not with her family but with the Sedgwicks, and the epitaph on her gravestone was written by Catharine:

			
				ELIZABETH FREEMAN, also known by the name of MUMBET died Dec. 28 1829. Her supposed age was 85 Years. She was born a slave and remained a slave for nearly thirty years; she could neither read nor write, yet in her own sphere she had no superior or equal. She neither wasted time nor property. She never violated a trust, nor failed to perform a duty. In every situation of domestic trial, she was the most efficient helper and the tenderest friend. Good mother, farewell.[30]

			

			The one existing portrait of Freeman was painted in 1811 by Catharine’s sister-in-law Susan Ann Livingston Ridley Sedgwick. I think the most striking thing about it is that her scar is covered up by the long sleeves of her dress, an artistic choice I can’t imagine she made herself. According to Catharine’s “Slavery in New England,” Elizabeth made a point of never covering up her scar, which she may have considered symbolic of her own strength and ability to protect others.[31]

			I wish that we could hear Elizabeth Freeman’s story in her own words. I wish we could know how she found the courage to demand her freedom. I wish we knew how she felt about the Sedgwicks. Even though her story is incomplete, she left behind a legacy of great courage, wisdom, and tremendous love. She showed that one individual, without formal education or social standing, could understand profound principles of justice and freedom and, through her actions, change the course of history.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				6.

				Deborah Sampson: 
The War Fighter

			
			Deborah Sampson was one of the first women to take a bullet for America, after she secretly joined George Washington’s army when she was twenty-one years old.[1] Until her death in 1827, she had a musket ball lodged in her body—one of the many injuries she endured as a trailblazing woman warrior.[2]

			But for Deborah, the pain of her injuries was nothing compared to the “sickening terror” she felt at the possibility of being discovered. She would rather die on the battlefield than have it be known that she was a woman disguised as a man.[3] Deborah was a patriot who was forced to fend for herself at a young age.

			Born around 1760 in Plympton, Massachusetts, Deborah was raised in poverty. She was told her father died in a shipwreck, although it is believed he deserted his family. Her mother could not afford to support her children, so she sent them away to live with families that could give the kids proper care. Deborah went to the home of a “respectable farmer.”[4] This practice of placing children with foster families was not uncommon in eighteenth-century New England.[5]

			From age five, Deborah worked as an indentured servant. While she didn’t attend school, she borrowed books from the children she took care of and taught herself how to read.[6]

			Alfred F. Young, her biographer, describes Deborah as a “masterless woman,” emphasizing her independence and resilience. Her refusal to be controlled by any man was striking, and this attitude would define her life.[7]

			In 1779, as a young woman, she left to strike out on her own. She worked as a teacher and a weaver, paid by the piece. It was one of the rare occupations that paid men and women equally. She stood out physically—at five feet, seven inches, she was taller than most men of the time.[8] One man in her town described her as “tall, muscular and very erect and considered one of the very best specimens of womanhood among the hardy and vigorous population of Middleboro of that day.” People thought she had masculine qualities, which likely aided in her ability to disguise herself as a man.[9]

			It is impossible to know why she joined the Continental Army, but it is logical to think that her place in the world led her to take risks that other women wouldn’t. She had no close family, no reliable source of income, and very little to lose. As the war dragged on it became harder and harder to find young men willing to sign up to fight. Massachusetts had to enact a draft to meet its quota of Continental troops. This made it easier for Deborah to enlist under the name Timothy Thayer in 1782.[10] There was no physical examination; all she had to do was show up.

			According to Elizabeth Ellet’s book chronicling the women of the American Revolution, Deborah stitched her men’s clothing for herself and hid it in a stack of hay until she was ready to leave. “Alone in the world, there were few to inquire what had become of her, and still fewer to care for her fate. She felt herself accountable to no human being.”[11] It must have felt liberating and terrifying at the same time.

			But she was quickly discovered after she was recognized by a local resident and had to pay back her bonus for signing up.[12] Soon, everyone in town was talking. It was illegal for a woman to dress as a man in Massachusetts. She was excommunicated by the local Baptist church after she was accused of “dressing in men’s clothes, and enlisting as a Soldier in the Army,” and for behaving in a “very loose and unchristian like” manner.[13]

			But Deborah was not about to give up. “She was a person with enough of a sense of herself to become someone else,” her biographer wrote.[14] She ran away, forty miles to Bellingham, Massachusetts, to re-enlist.

			There were rumors back home that she had eloped with a British soldier or that she had died. But, in fact, on May 20, 1782, she snuck into George Washington’s Continental Army as “Robert Shurtleff” and served in the 4th Massachusetts Regiment for seventeen months.[15] She lived as an ordinary soldier, sleeping in barns, always on the lookout for the enemy.

			
				
					
						 

					

					She was a person with enough of a sense of herself to become someone else.

					—Alfred F. Young

					 

					 

				

			

			

			In her first battle, at Tarrytown on July 3, 1782, she was injured—shot twice in the leg and wounded on the forehead. She feared her true identity would be exposed if she sought medical treatment, so she begged her fellow soldiers to leave her there to die. Instead, they brought her to the hospital; she let a doctor treat her head wound but left before they could examine her thigh injury.[16]

			After she recovered, she continued to serve in the army, even working as a waiter, or officer’s servant, for a general at New Windsor and West Point. As a waiter, Deborah would have helped dress the general and wash his clothes, but there’s no indication that her commanding officer suspected anything was amiss.[17]

			In the summer of 1783, Deborah traveled with the troops to Philadelphia, where she fell ill just before the Treaty of Paris ended the Revolutionary War. Had she remained at the general’s home, her secret might never have been uncovered.
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					Engraving of Deborah Sampson from 1797

				
			
			The story of how she was discovered was told by newspaper publisher Herman Mann, who wrote and released The Female Review in 1797, with Deborah’s consent. In his exaggerated and overly dramatic retelling, he recounted a scene where undertakers were getting ready to remove an unconscious Deborah for burial when she “came to some degree of consciousness” and a nurse declared that she was still alive.[18] It was all too theatrical to be true.

			“Doctor Bana at that instant entered; and putting his hand in her bosom to feel her pulse, was surprised to find an inner waist-coat tightly compressing her breasts. Ripping it in haste, he was still more shocked, not only on finding life, but the breasts and other tokens of a female.” It was then that she was sent to the women’s unit.[19]

			Deborah was discharged in October 1783. She was not the only woman to disguise herself as a soldier to fight in the war, but she may have been the most successful. Excitement and danger surrounded her every day. I can imagine that Deborah may have felt that for the first time in her life she mattered. After she had been abandoned by her own family at such a young age, the army gave her a sense of community and—ironically enough—a sense of belonging.

			She did not shy away from the attention she received after she left military service. On January 10, 1784, four months after the Treaty of Paris, the New York Gazette published the first report of a woman who dressed as a man in the army. The story refers to Deborah as “a lively comely young nymph, 19 years old,” who dressed as a man because her parents had tried “to induce her marriage with a young man she had conceived a great antipathy for.”[20] Some of the reported details are known to be wrong—she didn’t have contact with her parents when she enlisted—and they were possibly even supplied by Deborah to create a stronger story for the press.

			What we know for certain is that when she returned to Massachusetts in November, Deborah went to live with an uncle. She married Benjamin Gannett, a farmer, on April 7, 1785, and had three children with him, and they adopted a fourth.[21] But even then, she did not live a conventional life. She used her experience to become the first woman in America to go on a national lecture circuit. In 1802, she started traveling around the Northeast—including Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and New York—connecting her personal odyssey to the country’s journey to independence. Her presentation was quite a spectacle. She dressed in uniform and drew applause when she showed how comfortable she was handling a musket.

			Part of the tour was to make the point that she deserved a pension. Unlike male soldiers, Deborah had to fight to be compensated for the role she played during the war. She had powerful allies to help her make her case, including Paul Revere. In 1804, the famous patriot tried to make Deborah more palatable to a member of Congress by describing her as “a small, effeminate, and conversable Woman, whose education entitled her to a better situation in life.”[22] It’s a strange way to describe Deborah, who was known to be tall and have masculine features. Either way, it worked. In 1805, she received her pension from the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, making her one of the first women to receive a pension for her service.[23]

			Deborah Sampson lived her final years in Massachusetts, where she died in 1827 at age sixty-six. Congress would later recognize her heroism, declaring that the Revolutionary War “furnished no other similar example of female heroism, fidelity and courage.”[24] She is one of the earliest examples of a woman serving in the U.S. military. Her headstone in Sharon, Massachusetts, honors this, referring to her as “the Female Soldier.”[25]

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				7.

				Patience Lovell Wright: 
The Sculptor

			
			When John Dickinson, a Pennsylvania delegate to the First Continental Congress, sent a letter to an American spy living in London, it wasn’t addressed to a hardened young member of the militia or a diplomat. Instead, it was sent to a middle-aged mother of four—a brash, ostentatious artist who made her living creating wax busts of the most recognizable faces of the time, including George Washington and Benjamin Franklin.[1] Her dramatic performances while sculpting served as the perfect cover for her side work as a spy with a die-hard commitment to the patriots’ cause.

			Patience Lovell Wright was one of the earliest professional female sculptors in America, creating disarmingly realistic life-size wax figures three decades before anyone had heard of Madame Tussaud.[2] She earned fame, but her work was not without controversy. Such lifelike imagery was rare in the eighteenth century and had an air of danger and witchcraft about it. Some called it a mockery of God, even blasphemous. Yet this gutsy woman managed to place herself in the highest circles of British society, even considering herself to be on a first-name basis with royalty. She would address King George III as “George” rather than using his formal titles, like “Your Majesty” or “Your Royal Highness,” that were strictly required. One can only imagine the look on the royal couple’s faces when she addressed them with such familiar impertinence in their palace.

			What few knew was that Patience lived a double life; she was a self-appointed spy. As she crafted her renowned wax busts, she secretly embedded messages with intelligence inside them. Her portrait head of Lord Chatham may have been the first to travel stuffed with dispatches from her London studio to the Continental Congress in Philadelphia in 1774.[3] Benjamin Franklin was one of the people receiving her secret information.

			“I heartily thank you for the Intelligence you have been pleased to give me,” Dickinson, who would later serve as president (the equivalent of a governor) of Pennsylvania and Delaware, wrote to Patience.[4]

			Like many of the influential women of early America, Patience followed an unexpected path to become a key player in the American Revolution.

			Born in 1725 in Bordentown, New Jersey, she was raised in a Quaker family and received little formal education. At age sixteen, she moved to Philadelphia, where she married Joseph Wright, an older Quaker farmer, in 1748. When he died in 1769, Patience was forty-four years old and pregnant with their fourth child.[5] Never one to adhere strictly to convention, she shaved a decade off her age by telling people that she was thirty-five when her husband died.
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					A drawing of Patience Lovell Wright holding one of her lifelike wax figures, apparently representing George Washington

				
			
			Faced with the sudden need to support her family—women did not inherit their husbands’ wealth and property at this time—Patience turned to an unusual solution. Rather than taking in boarders, as many widowed women did, she and her sister Rachel Wells, who was also recently widowed, transformed their childhood hobby of making small figures out of tinted clay into a lucrative profession.

			It was a remarkably bold move for the time. With encouragement from her neighbor Francis Hopkinson, who would later sign the Declaration of Independence and is credited for designing the American flag, Patience began molding portrait busts in tinted wax.[6] The sisters soon opened waxworks establishments in Philadelphia and New York, with Patience proving herself the more audacious of the two.

			Disaster struck in June 1771 when a fire ravaged Patience’s Manhattan studio, destroying most of her work. Once again facing financial ruin, she made the daring decision to relocate to London in 1772. There Benjamin Franklin’s sister Jane Mecom proved instrumental in helping Patience enter London high society and secure commissions.[7]

			Patience established a studio in the epicenter of luxury between St. James’s Palace and Pall Mall. Despite her provincial American background—she wrote phonetically in what one can imagine was a thick New England accent, spelling dear as “dea” and Philadelphia as “Philadelphy”—she managed to make herself indispensable to the most powerful and influential people on both sides of the Atlantic.

			Her reputation grew so great that four years before he became president, George Washington himself wrote to her: “If your inclination to return to this Country should overcome other considerations, you will, no doubt, meet a welcome reception from your numerous friends: among whom, I should be proud to see a person so universally celebrated; & on whom, nature has bestowed such rare & uncommon gifts. I am—Madam Yr Most Obedt & very Hble Servant.”[8]

			
				 

				 

			

			Patience was famous, publicly, at the time for her art. A 1775 issue of London Magazine described Patience as a “Promethean composer,” noting, “While the head lies upon her knee, it hath so strongly a human appearance, that, at the first sight, it looks like a fresh head severed from the body.”

			Patience was not merely a visual artist but a performer who turned the act of creation into theater. When working in her studio, she wore a simple dark dress with a white cap and apron, but her methods were anything but modest. To the shock and fascination of onlookers, she occasionally lifted her apron and used her body heat to warm the wax between her thighs—scandalous then and provocative even now.[9]

			Far from deterring visitors, this audacious behavior kept crowds flocking to her performances. During these sessions, she would dramatically call to her assistant for ingredients: tobacco to darken the skin and red pigment for the cheeks.[10] Over her career, she created at least fifty-five life-size sculptures and many smaller wax pieces. Remarkably, only one sculpture survives today: a life-size effigy of the first Earl of Chatham, now housed in Westminster Abbey—a testament to her artistic skill and her strategic political connections.[11]

			As tension between the thirteen colonies and Great Britain escalated, Patience’s position in London society gave her unprecedented access to valuable intelligence. The Boston Tea Party in 1773 had provoked harsh British reprisals, including the closure of Boston’s port and the imposition of military rule. Following Parliament’s passage of the Intolerable Acts, which further restricted colonial rights, Americans were forced to choose complete submission or war.

			But not Patience. Her straight-talking American style and undeniable talent had impressed royalty. In the summer of 1773, she was summoned to Buckingham Palace to make wax portraits of the king and queen.[12] According to correspondence at the time, she would spend hours with the king, talking about “politics & the distresses of the People.”[13] Can you imagine that this American artist was bending the monarch’s ear about the plight of the American colonies?

			As the colonies began to revolt during the spring of 1775, Patience offered to send intelligence back home, noting in a letter: “I will give you a Compleat List of the names of all your friends and Enemies.”[14]

			In that same letter she provided specific military intelligence: “The fleat is any moment to sail and new Constructed Cannon, lite, Portable on horse Back, 32 Inches Long, wide muzzle to fire at the Inhabitants and kill many at a shot.”[15]

			
				
					
						 

					

					Women are always useful in grand Events.

					—Patience Lovell Wright

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Her method of gathering information was ingenious in its simplicity. She offered private studio sessions, where she collected gossip from wealthy and well-connected subjects, as well as public shows that established her as a fixture in London society. According to Benjamin Franklin’s grandson William Temple Franklin, her espionage work was invaluable: “As soon as a general was appointed, or a squadron begun to be fitted out, the old lady found means of access to some family where she could gain information, and thus without being at all suspected, she continued to transmit an account of the number of troops and the place of their destination to her political friends abroad.”[16] Patience was no doubt one of America’s earliest patriots.

			Patience’s sister Rachel later confirmed the extent of her espionage, noting that “she [made] her Country her whole attention” and sent “Letters in buttons & pictures heads to me, ye first in Congress attended Constantly to me for them in that perilous hour.”[17] Patience herself embraced her clandestine role, observing that “Women are always useful in grand Events,” for people don’t expect them to be spies.[18] Beyond gathering intelligence, she also fundraised for American prisoners of war and hosted pro-Revolutionary meetings.[19] Eventually, her open support for the American colonial cause led her to fall out of favor with the royals.

			Like many women of her era, Patience found that once the Revolution ended, her services were no longer in demand. Her waxwork reportedly diminished, and by 1785, she yearned to return to America, the land of “peace and liberty.”[20]

			Her sister Rachel wrote an anonymous plea to Benjamin Franklin, dated December 16, 1785, requesting that Patience be given land in America: “She Can’t be Content to have her bones Laid in London.”[21] Rachel argued that her sister had fought for her country in its most “perilous hour” and deserved recognition.

			The request was denied. Undeterred, Patience sought out John Adams in person while he was serving as minister to the Court of St. James. Tragically, on her way home from court, she suffered a bad fall. She died during the winter of 1786 at age sixty-one, never having returned to the nation she had served so cleverly. She was buried in London and her story has largely faded from American history.

			In a poignant letter to Thomas Jefferson in 1785, shortly before her death, Patience wrote: “I most sincerely wish not only to make the likeness of Washington, but of those five gentlemen, who assisted at the signing the treaty of peace, that put an end to so bloody and dreadful a war. The more public the honours bestowed on such men by their country, the better.”[22] Jefferson never responded to her request to help honor America’s founding fathers—like Benjamin Franklin, John Jay, and John Adams—through her art.

			Years after her death the American poet and diplomat Joel Barlow paid tribute to her:

			
				Grief, rage and fear beneath her fingers start,

				Roll the wild eye and pour the bursting heart[23]

			

			Through her artistry, innovation, and daring espionage, Patience Lovell Wright helped the patriots win their war for independence and build a new country in perhaps the most unusual way possible. She was not merely one of America’s first professional sculptors but a woman who molded history itself, a revolutionary artist whose greatest masterpiece may have been her own extraordinary life.
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			1826–1876

			On July 4, 1826, Presidents John Adams and Thomas Jefferson died just hours apart. This date marked the fiftieth anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, the founding document they both played pivotal roles in creating. The remarkable coincidence of their deaths symbolized the end of the founding era, a time that has long been defined by the stories of white men.

			The truth is that women also stood on the dangerous precipice between liberty and death during the Revolution. Their words and actions inspired the men taught in our history books. These women, as we have learned, were integral to the founding of America, and each, in her own way, stretched the limits of her power to play a critical role in the fight for independence.

			The next five decades would become among the most tumultuous in our nation’s history, with the struggles for civil rights and women’s equality at the forefront. Women were bringing their unique cultural experiences to the fight for representation.

			Perhaps the most inspiring aspect of this period was the cumulative effect of women joining forces—as sisters, mothers, aunts, and friends—to demand that America live up to its founding ideals.

			Power came in numbers, and as you’ll read in this section, these women created strong networks and sisterhoods, sometimes because of family ties or because they were united by a common experience as outsiders in the democratic system. Charlotte Forten drew strength from her grandmother and her aunts, who devoted their lives to lifting up fellow Black women in Philadelphia. Sisters Elizabeth and Emily Blackwell saw the need for women in medicine, believing they would better understand their female friends and neighbors. Well-to-do women attended a tea party in Waterloo, New York, that resulted in the first convention to discuss women’s rights. These women did not always agree on the best path to achieve equality, but their shared commitment to change transformed American society.

			Most women living in the early nineteenth century could not imagine a world in which their opinions mattered. “Woman’s duties are within the quiet seclusion of home,” author Mrs. A. J. Graves wrote in her influential book, Women in America, in 1841. “Whenever she neglects these duties, or goes out of this sphere of action to mingle in any of the great public movements of the day, she is deserting the station which God and nature have assigned to her.” The book was part of the broader “cult of domesticity” movement championed by Catharine Beecher.

			This sentiment sounds limiting today, but it expressed the common beliefs of the time. When you read about the remarkable women of this era in this section, you must remember how much they risked and how truly revolutionary their actions were. They were fighting against a culture that didn’t allow women to vote or pursue higher education, that limited women’s professions to teaching and nursing, that didn’t allow women to own property, and, of course, that didn’t allow women to share their own opinions.

			The Declaration of Independence had enshrined the idea that America was a place where “all men are created equal” with “unalienable Rights” including “Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” The pressing question from women and people of color became: Why don’t those unalienable rights apply to us?

			The abolitionist movement provided the first major platform for women to enter public discourse. The aforementioned Fortens, the most prominent Black family in Philadelphia, exemplified how women could organize for change. The Forten women formed the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society, one of the first abolitionist societies led by women and a model of interracial cooperation.

			The Grimké sisters, Sarah and Angelina, were unique as perhaps the only Southern white women in the early abolitionist movement. Their advocacy was considered scandalous, as they spoke out publicly against slavery in 1837, a quarter century before Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation. Their writings and speeches helped open the way for women to participate in public affairs, inspiring future generations of activists and even Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg.

			Maria Stewart, a freeborn Black woman living in Boston, rose to prominence in 1832 when she became the first American-born woman of any race to give a series of public lectures. In Maria’s final speech, she delivered a line that would become famous when she asked, “What if I am a woman?” affirming her right to speak publicly about politics. This phrase was later echoed and transformed by Sojourner Truth, who declared, “Ain’t I a woman?” in her famous 1851 address—now considered one of the most important abolitionist and women’s rights speeches in American history.

			These women asked over and over again: Why don’t the principles of this new nation apply to us?

			
				 

				 

			

			When women of this time were doing something “radical”—like speaking their mind—they were sometimes forced to undertake their activism in the most conservative ways possible to simply move the needle. The American movement for women’s rights—demanding equality and the right to vote—officially began at Jane Hunt’s tea party. In July 1848, just weeks after giving birth, Jane gathered the country’s most prominent female suffragists in her mansion in Waterloo, New York: Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott, Martha Coffin Wright, and Mary Ann M’Clintock.

			This was no ordinary social gathering. These women had let their frustrations steep for too long. They were fed up with women’s lack of rights: They couldn’t vote, own property, or even speak publicly in many places. Elizabeth later recalled that at that tea party, she poured out her long-standing anger with such indignation that “I stirred myself, as well as the rest of the party, to do and dare anything.”[1]

			To do and dare anything is exactly what they did.

			That same day, they wrote an unsigned notice for the local Seneca County Courier newspaper, advertising what was then considered revolutionary: the first women’s rights convention in the Western world. Advocating for suffrage in 1848 was highly controversial, and these women risked ridicule, social rebuke, and worse.

			The Seneca Falls Convention would be followed by many more public meetings and help build a sustained movement for women’s rights. However, women would wait another seventy-two years for the right to vote, and women of color would wait even longer. Seneca Falls was a step in the right direction but part of incremental change that was sidelined by seismic events like the Civil War.

			The Civil War lasted more than four years and claimed an estimated 750,000 American lives, making it the deadliest conflict in U.S. history.[2] During this period, the women’s rights movement was often set aside as the nation focused on the all-consuming battle.

			Historian Christine Stansell notes that women who had thrown themselves into the abolitionist movement “were assigned to the sidelines along with the rest of their sex, knitting and rolling bandages.”[3] However, Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton formed the Women’s National Loyal League, showing that women could support the Republican Party and the war effort while still advancing their cause. The Republican Party supported social reforms, including suffrage and the abolition of slavery.
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					The Declaration of Sentiments was published in the Seneca County Courier, along with the original advertisement for the convention.

				
			
			The war also created new opportunities for women to prove their capabilities. Women managed farms and industries in men’s absence, served as nurses on battlefields, and, in some cases, even fought in disguise. Dr. Mary Edwards Walker, who worked as a surgeon and spy during the conflict, was captured by the Confederacy and spent time as a prisoner of war. For her remarkable service, she received the Medal of Honor—the highest honor for military service. To this day, among the more than 3,500 recipients of this distinction, Dr. Walker remains the only woman.

			In 1864, Anna Dickinson, called “America’s Joan of Arc,” became the first woman to give a political address before Congress. Two thousand people—including senators, representatives, Cabinet members, First Lady Mary Todd Lincoln, and President Lincoln himself—crowded into the hall for her speech. For over an hour, Anna, who campaigned for pro-Union Republicans, held her audience spellbound, assailing the institution of slavery and rarely looking at her notes. Her performance earned a standing ovation and was dubbed the “sensation of the season.”[4]

			After the Civil War, new constitutional amendments aimed to secure rights for formerly enslaved people. This prompted female activists to develop innovative legal strategies for obtaining the right to vote for their gender, as a next step in America’s journey to become a more perfect union.

			In the 1870s, the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) championed a novel approach called the New Departure. Virginia Minor, along with her lawyer husband, Francis, developed the legal theory behind it, arguing that the newly passed Fourteenth Amendment granted women citizenship and equal rights—including the right to vote. This sparked protests across the country as women attempted to cast ballots at polling places.

			The New Departure movement led to two landmark Supreme Court cases. In 1872, Myra Bradwell sued Illinois after the state rejected her application for admission to the bar because she was a married woman. Her appeal resulted in the infamous Supreme Court decision Bradwell v. Illinois (1873). Along with Minor v. Happersett (1875), these were the Court’s first considerations of women’s constitutional rights. The Court rejected both cases, crushing the New Departure strategy and upholding gender discrimination, delaying progress for women’s suffrage and professional equality by decades. A century later, Ruth Bader Ginsburg would often quote from then Justice Bradley’s concurrence in Bradwell, in which he claimed, “The paramount destiny and mission of woman are to fulfill the noble and benign offices of wife and mother. This is the law of the Creator.” Ginsburg would respond with her sharp wit: “Neither Justice Bradley, nor lawmen who recapitulate his exposition, provide enlightenment on the method of communication between jurist and Creator.”[5]

			This fifty-year period also saw remarkable advances in women’s education and professional opportunities. Ohio’s Oberlin College opened in 1833 as the first coeducational institution of higher learning anywhere in the world. Mount Holyoke College was established in 1837. Following the Civil War, land-grant colleges, which formed the basis for state universities, also began admitting women.

			Rising literacy rates strengthened women’s ability to participate in public life. Elizabeth Blackwell became the first woman to earn a medical degree in America; her younger sister Emily followed in her footsteps, and together they established hospitals to care for women and children living in poverty.

			
				
					
						 

					

					We shall never have equal rights until we take them, nor respect until we command it.

					—Belva Lockwood

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Belva Ann Lockwood became the first woman admitted to practice law before the Supreme Court. She ran for president in 1884 and 1888 on the National Equal Rights Party ticket and was the first woman ever to appear on official ballots (Victoria Woodhull was the first woman to run for president, but at age thirty-three, she wasn’t old enough).[6] At fifty-four, Belva ran for president nearly four decades before women could vote, pointing out the irony that she could not cast a ballot but was eligible to receive votes. Her platform focused on women’s rights: “We shall never have equal rights until we take them, nor respect until we command it.”

			Some pioneering women have been nearly forgotten. In the 1850s, amateur scientist Eunice Foote conducted experiments with glass cylinders containing moist air and carbon dioxide, discovering what we now know as the greenhouse gas effect. But a male colleague read her 1856 paper at a scientific meeting, and three years later, another male scientist in England received credit for the same findings, relegating her work to obscurity.[7] There are no known photographs of Eunice Foote.[8] It’s no surprise that Eunice was also a feminist who helped organize the Seneca Falls Convention and was the fifth signature on the Declaration of Sentiments in 1848.[9]

			By being deprived of basic rights, women learned a critical lesson: Change came when they banded together to challenge conventional wisdom. During the Civil War era, they created strong networks of family ties and sisterhood—through blood or shared beliefs—to amplify their voices. They were united by their common experience as outsiders in the democratic system, with varying degrees of exclusion from the political process, whether white or Black, rich or poor. There was strength in numbers, a lesson that courage is strengthened by community.

			Through their collective efforts, we see America’s evolution clearly, with all its faults and contradictions. When Kate Gannett Wells wrote in an 1880 Atlantic Monthly article called “The Transitional American Woman” that “women do not care for their home as they did,” for “the simple fact is that women have found that they can have occupation, respectability, and even dignity disconnected from the home,” she was acknowledging a fundamental shift in American society that these pioneers had helped bring about.

			These women’s stories remind us that democracy is always unfinished work, that progress requires both individual courage and collective action, and that the struggle for equality continues with each generation. By understanding their achievements, we can better honor their efforts to shape America into a nation that truly lives up to its founding promise—that all people are created equal.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				8.

				The Grimké Sisters: 
The Truth Tellers

			
			Sarah Grimké was just a teenager when she was riding in a carriage between the cotton fields of her family’s sprawling South Carolina plantation and came across a sight that would forever be seared in her mind: an enslaved man’s head on a stake. His crime? He tried to run away from her family.[1]

			The head was there, in plain sight, to deter other enslaved people from trying to escape. Sarah was horrified by that murder and by other acts of extreme violence that she saw on her family’s plantation.

			When Sarah and her sister, Angelina, reached their twenties, they individually made the extraordinary decision to reject their privileged upbringing, betray their Southern heritage, and move north. They made it their mission to tell people just how brutal slavery truly was. By doing so, the sisters became pariahs in their home state but heroes to the abolitionist movement.

			Sarah and Angelina Grimké stand as revolutionary figures in American history—the only white Southern women to become prominent abolitionists. Through their fearless public speaking and powerful writings, they helped forge a path for women’s participation in public affairs while challenging both slavery and gender inequality with unwavering determination. They fought to transcend the system they were born into and made huge strides in fighting against it.

			Born into one of the wealthiest slaveholding families of their state, as two of fourteen children, they witnessed slavery’s brutality firsthand during their childhood. Their father, Judge John Grimké, the chief justice of the South Carolina Supreme Court, demanded he be addressed as “Colonel” for his Revolutionary War service. He wielded tremendous power, enslaved hundreds of Black men, women, and children, and often made his own children work in the fields among enslaved people. Sarah later reflected, “Perhaps I am indebted partially to this for my life-long detestation of slavery, as it brought me in close contact with these unpaid toilers.”[2]
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					Sarah Grimké

				
			
			They were raised in the most compromised moral system imaginable, and their family tree shows how complicated and imperfect their story is. For instance, they did not cut ties with their brother Henry, who had children with one of his slaves and kept his sons enslaved for some time. It is important to recognize how the Grimké sisters’ lives were affected by the sins of their family. They left their family’s plantation, but they could not erase their heritage. It is an undeniable part of their legacy.
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					Angelina Grimké

				
			
			The people enslaved by the Grimkés experienced abhorrent brutality: Their mother, Polly, once tied an iron collar around an enslaved woman and pulled out her front teeth so that she would be easy to identify if she ran away again.[3]

			In 1805, when Sarah was thirteen years old, Angelina was born. Sarah threw herself into taking care of her little sister, alongside the enslaved women who raised the Grimké children. Sarah insisted on being Angelina’s godmother, and Angelina even called her “Mother” throughout her life.[4] It is clear that Sarah was Angelina’s moral compass and opened her eyes from a young age to the evils of slavery. Angelina lamented in her diary about her family’s wickedness and their support of a system that was “altogether contrary to the spirit of the Gospel.”[5]

			Sarah had always wanted to be a lawyer, but her father would not permit her to go to college like her brother Thomas, who went to Yale. Her father appreciated Sarah’s intelligence and reportedly told her that if she had been a man, she would have been the greatest lawyer in South Carolina, or according to some sources, “the greatest jurist in the country.”[6] This thwarted ambition would later fuel her passionate arguments for women’s equality.

			In 1830, slavery was rampant, with more than two million enslaved people in the United States.[7] Sarah, at age twenty-eight, left Charleston for Philadelphia. Her sister would join a few years later. In 1830, slavery was rampant, with more than two million enslaved people in the United States. Angelina realized “it was impossible to act effectively against slave society while living within it. Self-imposed exile was her final gesture of protest in the South.”[8]

			The sisters became Quakers and were part of a community that was naturally aligned with the abolitionist movement. The Quaker tradition largely considered women equal to men under their general belief that every human being deserves respect. Quaker women supported abolitionist activists in the Black urban middle class. Angelina and Sarah were active members of the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society (PFASS), working alongside Black women activists, including the daughters of James Forten, a prominent Black businessman and abolitionist.

			This collaboration represented one of the earliest examples of interracial cooperation in reform movements. The sisters participated in PFASS-sponsored petition campaigns, fundraising events, and educational initiatives for free Black children. The experience of working as equals with Black women abolitionists deepened the Grimkés’ understanding of how racial and gender oppression were interconnected. The philosophy expressed by James Forten that freedom was “the birthright of the human race” became central to the sisters’ own developing views on both abolition and women’s rights.

			
				
					
						 

					

					Slavery is contrary to the declaration of our independence.

					—Angelina Grimké

					 

					 

				

			

			

			In 1835, Angelina wrote a letter to William Lloyd Garrison, editor of the abolitionist newspaper The Liberator, about violence against abolitionists. In it, she declared, “It is my deep, solemn, deliberate conviction, that this is a cause worth dying for.”[9] Garrison published her note in his popular paper immediately. The letter caused a huge controversy. Even Angelina’s Quaker friends advised her to retract it or tone down her words. A woman was not meant to speak so passionately on any issue—let alone abolitionism. But Angelina refused to change a single word.

			A year later, Angelina was more outspoken than ever. She used the foundations of American democracy to make her case against enslavement, just as women’s rights activists later used the founders’ arguments to advocate for suffrage.

			In her 1836 pamphlet “Appeal to the Christian Women of the South,” Angelina spoke directly to the slaveholding society that she and her sister had fled, and her family had profited from. She implored Southern women “to arise and gird yourselves for this great moral conflict” to “overthrow this horrible system of oppression and cruelty.” She continued, “Slavery is contrary to the declaration of our independence.”[10]

			It’s worth taking note of her deliberate phrasing: “our independence.” She reminded people in power that the country belonged to everyone. The deeply religious sisters argued that slavery was fundamentally unchristian. It went against the “example and precepts of our holy and merciful Redeemer, and of his apostles,” because it made human beings into “chattel personal” and took away “all his rights as a human being.”[11]

			The pamphlet was burned in Charleston and Angelina was threatened with prison in South Carolina.[12] This reaction was hardly surprising. At this point, the Grimké sisters had become an embarrassment to their powerful family, still slaveholders in the South.

			They invited further criticism by embarking on a public speaking tour to advocate for liberty and freedom.

			
				
					
						 

					

					I ask no favors for my sex. I surrender not our claim to equality. All I ask of our brethren, is that they will take their feet from off our necks.

					—Sarah Grimké

					 

					 

				

			

			

			The reaction to their public speaking was swift and severe in both the North and the South. Their critics objected not only to their abolitionist message but to the very idea of women speaking publicly on political matters. You have to remember the time; they were advocating against slavery a quarter century before the Emancipation Proclamation, when such views were considered not merely controversial but dangerous, especially coming from Southern women of their social standing. A group of northeastern ministers published a letter stating that women who speak in the public sphere were “unnatural” and brought “shame and dishonor” to their communities.[13]

			Sarah responded by broadening her argument and publishing Letters on the Equality of the Sexes. “Men and women were CREATED EQUAL,” she wrote; “they are both moral and accountable beings, and whatever is right for man to do, is right for woman.”[14]

			In what would become a famous phrase a century later, Sarah declared: “I ask no favors for my sex. I surrender not our claim to equality. All I ask of our brethren, is that they will take their feet from off our necks.”[15]

			In fact, Ruth Bader Ginsburg quoted this passage from Sarah in her oral argument before the Supreme Court in the 1973 case of Frontiero v. Richardson, a landmark case against sex discrimination.[16] Ginsburg, who would become only the second female justice on the nation’s highest court, found inspiration in Sarah’s words—a fitting tribute to a woman who had been denied the legal career she desired.

			
				 

				 

			

			As Angelina built her new life in the North, she found like-minded allies in the abolitionist movement.

			Among them was Theodore Dwight Weld, a prominent abolitionist who fell in love with Angelina. However, even Weld encouraged Angelina to moderate her advocacy for women’s suffrage, suggesting she “give it time” and that men would “begin to be converted” gradually.

			Angelina’s response was characteristically direct: “What is the matter with thee?” She believed there was no time for waiting. The moment for action was now.[17] She needed him to stand by her side in solidarity, not only for Black people’s freedom but also for women’s rights. The tension in their correspondence reveals the larger debate within the progressive movements of the time. Angelina wondered, “How can we expect to be able to hold meetings much longer when people are so diligently taught to despise us for thus stepping out of the sphere of woman?”[18]

			At age thirty-three in 1838, Angelina married Weld in Philadelphia before a mixed-race group of guests in a building not far from where the Declaration of Independence was conceived. One Black and one white minister oversaw the ceremony. Their vows were more progressive than traditional at the time, and Weld explicitly spoke against the stifling expectations of coverture, the legal doctrine that merged a woman’s rights and identity with her husband’s upon marriage. Angelina refused to include the word “obey” in her vows.[19] They were what in modern terms would be described as a power couple, though the world around them was not changing as quickly as they’d hoped.

			Days after their wedding, Angelina was onstage speaking at the annual anti-slavery convention at the newly constructed Pennsylvania Hall, a meeting house for abolitionists. The Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women had refused the mayor’s request that only white women attend the meeting. While she spoke, an angry mob threw rocks that crashed through windows and hurled insults from outside. But Angelina held court for more than an hour, and when people got up to leave, she urged them to stay. She would not be intimidated. At the end of her speech, white and Black women walked arm-in-arm out of the building.[20] Tragically, the anti-abolitionist mob returned the next day and burned Pennsylvania Hall, a monument to free speech, to the ground.[21]
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					Just days after it was opened, Pennsylvania Hall was set on fire by an anti-abolitionist mob.

				
			
			In February 1838, Angelina became the first woman in the country to speak before a legislative body when she presented a petition calling for an immediate end to slavery, signed by thousands, before the Massachusetts state legislature. She insisted that lawmakers include women in political debates. “Are we aliens, because we are women? Are we bereft of citizenship, because we are the mothers, wives, and daughters of a mighty people? Have women no country…no partnership in a nation’s guilt and shame? Let the history of the world answer.”[22]

			Such a bold public speech by a woman was unprecedented. No woman had ever stated the case so aggressively and so simply. The reaction was harsh, not just from pro-slavery activists but from much of society. Again, the sisters were criticized not only for what they were saying but for speaking up at all. Women were expected to be ladylike and to refrain from wading into controversial matters, particularly in public forums.

			
				
					
						 

					

					Are we aliens, because we are women? Are we bereft of citizenship, because we are the mothers, wives, and daughters of a mighty people?

					—Angelina Grimké

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Throughout their lives, the Grimké sisters maintained contact with one of their brothers, Henry, who was a cruel enslaver. From a modern perspective, their continued relationship with him is troubling and has led critics to argue their complicity. Henry had three children with an enslaved woman named Nancy Weston. Henry left his Black sons to his white son in his will, which made Henry the architect of their fate. Archie, Frank, and John were enslaved by their white half brother after their father’s death.

			Archie and Frank left the South as the Civil War was ending. In 1868, they came North and to the attention of Sarah and Angelina. The Grimké sisters sponsored Archie’s and Frank’s education, and both men went on to successful careers. Archie became a lawyer and diplomat, later serving as the national vice president of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Frank became an influential Presbyterian minister at a Black church in Washington, D.C., and married the noted activist Charlotte Forten.

			Sarah and Angelina insisted that the young men focus on their future, not the trauma of their past. Yet, as historian Kerri K. Greenidge contends, “the tragedy of the Grimké sisters’ lives was the fact that they never acknowledged their complicity in the slave system they so eloquently spoke against.”[23] As with many white abolitionists, their advocacy had blind spots and contradictions.

			The Grimké sisters never stopped pushing for social change. On the bitterly cold day of March 7, 1870, fifty years before the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, seventy-seven-year-old Sarah and sixty-four-year-old Angelina joined a group of women who tried to vote in a local Massachusetts election. Their votes were stored in a separate box and left uncounted. The Norfolk County Gazette recorded the historic day: “The delay of the women in making their appearance led to the rumor that their courage had failed them and the anti-female suffrage masculines were in high glee.” When the men learned that the women were indeed coming, “their joy…soon turned to sorrow.” Their votes weren’t counted, but “their ticket was elected.”[24]

			Nothing could stop the Grimké sisters, who had seen so much—and told the world the truth of what they saw—in their long and audacious lives. Their legacy lives on in the ongoing struggles for racial justice and gender equality, reminding us that moral courage often means standing apart from one’s time, one’s community, and even one’s family to advocate for what is right.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				9.

				Charlotte Forten: 
The Abolitionist

			
			For Charlotte Forten, July 4, 1855, was no time for celebration. As fireworks exploded in the night sky and exuberant crowds lined the streets outside her family’s brick home in Philadelphia, she sat in quiet frustration. In her diary, she wrote bitterly about the hypocrisy of their jubilation: “The patriots, poor fools, were celebrating the anniversary of their vaunted independence. Strange that they cannot feel their own degradation—the weight of the chains which they have imposed upon themselves.”

			As a young Black woman whose grandfather had fought in the American Revolution, Charlotte understood far too well that the promise of freedom did not extend to all Americans. One can imagine her looking out the window, her anger swirling with a dream that one day her country could live up to its ideals.

			Charlotte Forten’s extraordinary life and insights are known to us today because she was a prolific writer who kept a diary. Her personal journals provide a rare glimpse into the life of a free Black woman in the antebellum North. What’s also remarkable is that her diary was preserved. Many writings by women from that era were lost. People doubted their historical significance. One historian we spoke with said many letters and diaries from women were frequently destroyed, because people at the time believed that women’s thoughts were unworthy of reading or saving.

			
				
					
						 

					

					The patriots, poor fools, were celebrating the anniversary of their vaunted independence. Strange that they cannot feel their own degradation—the weight of the chains which they have imposed upon themselves.

					—Charlotte Forten

					 

					 

				

			

			

			It was Charlotte’s husband, Reverend Francis J. Grimké (the nephew of Sarah and Angelina Grimké), who ensured that her writings were saved. However, they remained unpublished until the 1950s, when historian Dr. Ray Allen Billington transcribed and edited them, releasing them as The Journal of Charlotte Forten: A Free Negro in the Slave Era. Today, her words are considered invaluable by historians and journalists alike.[1]

			Born in 1837 in Philadelphia, a city deeply entwined with the ideals of liberty and democracy, Charlotte was raised in a family of free Black elites. Her grandfather James Forten was the patriarch.

			James Forten was born just before the American Revolution to free parents. He was nine years old when he heard the Declaration of Independence read aloud at the Pennsylvania State House (now Independence Hall) on July 8, 1776. James Forten was likely one of the first Americans to hear the words “all men are created equal,” which had been written by the founders and published just days earlier. Later, James Forten would write passionately to legislators that the Declaration’s core sentiment that every American had inalienable rights should be applied to Black people as well.[2]

			He would help fight for America’s independence at age fourteen as a privateer in the Revolution. On his second voyage he was captured by the British and held for several months on the infamous HMS Jersey in New York Harbor. The prison ship was notorious for inhumane conditions and thousands of men are estimated to have died aboard.

			He was freed as part of a prisoner exchange. James Forten returned to Philadelphia and embarked on a career as a sailmaker, becoming an apprentice in 1785. Thirteen years later, the white owner left James Forten his business, which ultimately made him one of the wealthiest Black people in the city during the early 1800s. Philadelphia was a port city, and sail-making, which involved designing and repairing sails for shipbuilders, was a key part of the economy.

			When he wasn’t managing a racially integrated staff of around thirty men, he and his wife, Charlotte Vandine Forten, who was also an abolitionist, were taking care of their nine children. They invited the most important progressive thinkers of the time to their elegant home on Lombard Street, including Lucretia Mott, Angelina Grimké, and William Lloyd Garrison, who was the influential founder of the anti-slavery newspaper The Liberator, which James Forten helped fund.

			At the time, Philadelphia had a significant free Black population of some twenty thousand people. This was because of Pennsylvania’s Gradual Abolition Act of 1780, and the city’s status made it a haven for those escaping slavery in the South.
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					Charlotte Forten Grimké

				
			
			Charlotte Forten grew up in her grandparents’ large home, a hub for abolitionist activity and influential thinkers. Charlotte’s mother, Mary Virginia, died of tuberculosis when Charlotte was just three years old. Charlotte was raised by her grandmother and her aunts, a powerful matriarchy who were founding members of the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society.

			Despite the privileges her family’s wealth afforded, Charlotte was not insulated from racism or sexism. She was acutely aware of the racial violence that shaped their lives. In 1834, before she was born, her family watched as white mobs terrorized Philadelphia’s Black community in a brutal, days-long riot. Marked by these scarring experiences, her family instilled in Charlotte a lifelong commitment to activism and education. When she was denied admission to Philadelphia’s white schools at age sixteen, Charlotte was sent to Salem, Massachusetts, where she studied Latin, French, poetry, and art at an integrated school (although she was the only Black student).[3]

			In 1855, Charlotte followed in her aunts’ footsteps and joined the Salem Female Anti-Slavery Society, deepening her activism. During visits home, she faced overt racism, experiences that fueled her “suspicion and distrust” of white society. In her diary on July 17, 1857, she wrote about getting turned away from an ice cream shop with her friend, Mrs. Putnam: “Oh, how terribly I felt! Could say, but few words, Mrs. P told one of the people, some wholesome truth, which cannot be soon forgotten. It is dreadful! Dreadful! I cannot stay in such a place long for New England.”[4]

			Her writings from this period reveal her internal struggle—a sophisticated, well-read young woman torn between love for her country and disillusionment with its racial injustice. On September 12, 1855, when she was eighteen years old, she wrote: “Oh! It is hard to go through life meeting contempt with contempt, hatred with hatred, fearing, with too good reason, to love and trust hardly anyone whose skin is white.”[5]

			She didn’t just keep her thoughts to her private diaries, she published them in poetry and essays.

			In response to the infamous Dred Scott decision of 1857, which denied citizenship to Black Americans, Charlotte published the poem “Parody on ‘Red, White and Blue,’ ” condemning the country’s failure to uphold its founding principles and its promise that all men are created equal.[6]

			She wrote the poem when she was just twenty years old, and it was published as a broadside in 1858 for an event commemorating the Boston Massacre, specifically remembering the death of Crispus Attucks, the African Indigenous man who was the first victim.

			
				Oh, when shall each child of our Father,

				Whatever his nation or hue,

				Be protected throughout thy dominions,

				’Neath the folds of the red, white and blue.[7]

			

			A few years later, the Civil War broke out, and as with many Americans, Charlotte’s life was shaped by the deadly fight, which lasted from 1861 until 1865.

			The war opened new opportunities for women, and Charlotte seized the moment. In 1861, the Union had captured South Carolina’s Sea Islands and freed approximately ten thousand enslaved people. Abandoned plantations were converted to schools, and an early effort began to integrate formerly enslaved people into American society as free citizens.[8] Northern missionaries worked together with the newly freed people to create schools and an economy for paid labor. Thousands were part of this effort, which was an early foray into what would become Reconstruction.[9] In 1862, Charlotte became the first Northern Black teacher to travel south to educate freed slaves as part of the Port Royal Experiment in South Carolina.

			Teaching formerly enslaved people was both a professional and personal awakening for Charlotte. Just twenty-five years old, she admired their resilience and deep spirituality. “I wish some of those persons at the North who say the race is hopelessly and naturally inferior,” she wrote in an article describing her time as a teacher, “could see the readiness with which these children, so long oppressed and deprived of every privilege, learn and understand.”[10]

			Charlotte hoped to inspire her students with stories of Black heroes like Toussaint Louverture, a general who led the Haitian Revolution: “It is well that they should know what one of their own color could do for his race. I long to inspire them with courage and ambition (of a noble sort) and high purpose.”[11] By harnessing their curiosity and by getting an education, she believed, her students could one day overcome the brutality of their lives as enslaved people.

			She documented her experiences and published her writings in The Atlantic Monthly in 1864, becoming the first Black woman to publish in the prestigious magazine.[12] That was where the country read her essays “Life on the Sea Islands,” Parts I and II. By writing about the physical beauty of the Sea Islands and the culture that the Black community had created there, historian Kerri K. Greenidge says, “Charlotte Forten staked a claim for Black women in the intellectual discourse of the time by assuming the role of cultural commentator and journalist rather than Romantic author focused on Black suffering.”[13]

			Charlotte was still in South Carolina when President Abraham Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, which freed enslaved people in the Confederate states—though the war would not end until 1865. She wrote in “New Year’s Day on the Island of South Carolina, 1863,” which was published in The Liberator, it was “the most glorious day this nation has yet seen, I think…. As I sat on the [viewing] stand and looked around on the various groups, I thought you had never seen a sight so beautiful. There were the black soldiers, in their coats and scarlet pants, the officers of this and other regiments in their handsome uniforms, and crowds of lookers-on, men, women and children of every complexion.”

			The Black soldiers did “a dress parade,” she wrote. “It was a brilliant sight—the lone line of men in their brilliant uniforms, with bayonets gleaming in the sunlight…. The dawn of freedom which it heralds may not break upon us at once; but it will surely come.”[14]

			After the war, Charlotte’s life took her to Boston, Charleston, and finally Washington, D.C., where she married Reverend Francis James Grimké, the twenty-eight-year-old nephew of the abolitionist Grimké sisters. Francis was formerly enslaved. He graduated from Princeton and became a Presbyterian minister.[15] Famous abolitionist Frederick Douglass was one of the wedding guests, after helping to make the match that brought together two of America’s most influential abolitionist families.[16] They had one child, a daughter named Theodora Cornelia, who died in infancy.

			Charlotte’s writings from later in her life denounced Jim Crow laws and racial violence, emphasizing that prejudice was “essentially unchristian.”[17] In an 1885 letter to the Boston Commonwealth, she warned against moral compromise, declaring that “this nation has well-nigh been wrecked upon that rock of expediency” and encouraged them to consider “simply what is right.”[18] Her words remained just as powerful during the civil rights era as they were in her own time.

			Charlotte helped establish the National Association of Colored Women in 1896, and her husband was a co-founder of the NAACP in 1909.

			Charlotte Forten passed away at age seventy-six on July 23, 1914. Though her life ended before the full realization of the Civil Rights Movement, her work as a teacher, writer, and activist left an indelible mark. Today, she is remembered as a trailblazer who fought tirelessly for justice and education. Her work provided future generations with a firsthand account of both the struggles and triumphs of the era.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				10.

				The Women of Seneca Falls: 
The Signers

			
			
				We hold these truths to be self-evident; that all men and women are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights.”

				—Declaration of Sentiments, 1848

			

			When Lucretia Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton went to the World Anti-Slavery Convention in London in 1840, they were told to keep their mouths shut. They were even made to sit behind a curtain. Can you imagine how that must have felt to two educated abolitionists who just happened to be women? They were understandably furious.

			But something history-changing came out of that day. Elizabeth’s and Lucretia’s shared outrage over their exclusion from that one event sparked a friendship that led to the first organized women’s rights convention and ignited a national movement in support of women’s rights. It was the beginning of an eight-decade-long fight that achieved the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment—which finally granted women the right to vote 144 years after America’s founding. If they hadn’t met under those humiliating circumstances, who knows how much longer women would have been denied their rights.

			It took several years for the two to reconnect once they got back to America, but when they did, there was no stopping them. On July 13, 1848, Elizabeth, a women’s rights activist, and Lucretia, a Quaker and social reformer, gathered at Jane Hunt’s house in Waterloo, New York, with a small group of Quaker women. This was where they hatched their plan.

			
				
					
						 

					

					I stirred myself, as well as the rest of the party, to do or dare anything.

					—Elizabeth Cady Stanton

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Elizabeth recalled that she sat at the table and “poured out…the torrent of my long-accumulating discontent with such vehemence and indignation that I stirred myself, as well as the rest of the party, to do or dare anything.”[1] They agreed that women needed to be given the vote in a country founded on freedom and equality. Elizabeth picked up the Declaration of Independence from a stack of papers sitting on the table. This was it, she told her friends. The Declaration was the foundation of their argument. The first thing they needed to do was fix the first line to make it reflect the point: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men and women are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”

			The women were fired up, and they only gave themselves a few days to plan the convention. They wanted to take advantage of the momentum they were building. Within a couple of days, they placed the first of several ads in local newspapers.[2] They published an announcement for the convention in the Seneca County Courier:

			
				A Convention to discuss the social, civil and religious condition and rights of Woman, will be held in the Wesleyan Chapel, at Seneca Falls, N.Y., on Wednesday and Thursday the 19th and 20th of July current commencing at 10 o’clock A.M. During the first day, the meeting will be exclusively for Women, which all are earnestly invited to attend. The public generally are invited to be present on the second day, when LUCRETIA MOTT, of Philadelphia, and others both ladies and gentlemen, will address the Convention.[3]

			

			The convention was held on July 19 and 20, 1848. They did not expect many people to show up at the height of summer and with so little notice. But they were pleasantly surprised when more than three hundred people attended over the course of two days.

			
				
					
						 

					

					The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part of man toward woman.

					—Elizabeth Cady Stanton

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Just as at the small table with her friends, Elizabeth’s determination was palpable when she spoke at the convention. “We are assembled to protest against a form of government, existing without the consent of the governed—to declare our right to be free as man is free, to be represented in the government which we are taxed to support, to have such disgraceful laws as give man the power to chastise and imprison his wife, to take the wages which she earns, the property which she inherits, and, in case of separation, the children of her love,” she said on the first day.[4]

			Elizabeth Cady Stanton wisely decided to tie the fight for women’s rights to the most distinguished political statement the nation had made: the Declaration of Independence, ratified on July 4, 1776. And thus, the Declaration of Sentiments was born.

			We celebrate America’s birthday every year because of that document and the words written largely by Thomas Jefferson that declared “all men are created equal.” Elizabeth mimicked that same line but added “all men and women are created equal.”

			That wasn’t the only cribbing of the text by Elizabeth. She deliberately altered the language to make the case that women’s demands were no more or less radical than those made during the American Revolution, and as historian Linda K. Kerber has asserted, they were in fact an implicit fulfillment of the commitments already made.

			Whereas America’s thirteen colonies fought for independence from British rule, women wanted independence from a patriarchal U.S. government.

			Look how closely Elizabeth mirrored the text. The original Declaration of 1776 stated: “Such has been the patient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the necessity which constrains them to alter their former Systems of Government.” Elizabeth changed that to: “Such has been the patient sufferance of the women under this government, and such is now the necessity which constrains them to demand the equal station to which they are entitled.”

			Could it be said that these women, in the same spirit of the 1776 document, were making it clear that their grievances were not against a tyrannical king but against tyrannical men who were denying their rights and liberties? The document then states that “the history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part of man toward woman.”

			Don’t take my word for it, you should read it yourself. It goes on to list sixteen bullet points of proof of the “absolute tyranny” of man over woman.

			
				
					
						 

					

					He has endeavored, in every way that he could to destroy her confidence in her own powers, to lessen her self-respect, and to make her willing to lead a dependent and abject life.

					—Elizabeth Cady Stanton

					 

					 

				

			

			

			The first is: “He has never permitted her to exercise her inalienable right to the elective franchise.”

			Another one: “He has made her, if married, in the eye of the law, civilly dead.” Wow.

			The final bullet point is the one that really gets me. I admit I had never read it until writing the introduction to this book. And as I sit here retyping it, I am in tears.

			“He has endeavored, in every way that he could to destroy her confidence in her own powers, to lessen her self-respect, and to make her willing to lead a dependent and abject life.”

			Destroy her confidence in her own powers.

			Remember when I said this was revolutionary? The women fully anticipated “misconception, misrepresentation, and ridicule,” but also made clear they would use “every instrumentality within our power to effect our object.”

			The Declaration of Sentiments says, “We insist that they have immediate admission to all the rights and privileges which belong to them as citizens of these United States.” They wanted, no, they demanded, the right to vote.

			It was Elizabeth who insisted that women’s suffrage be part of the Declaration of Sentiments. Some attendees thought it was too controversial. It was eventually included thanks in part to abolitionist Frederick Douglass, whose support of the resolution was critical to its inclusion. At a later commemoration of women’s rights, Douglass reflected, “When I ran away from slavery, it was for myself; when I advocated emancipation, it was for my people; but when I stood up for the rights of woman, self was out of the question, and I found a little nobility in the act.”[5]

			The convention was considered a huge success. And the powerful Declaration of Sentiments was bravely signed by one hundred convention attendees, including men like Douglass. He published the first known copy in his newspaper The North Star.[6] The public response was another story; reaction was so harsh that some people who signed it later removed their names. The Worcester Telegraph called the women who signed the Declaration of Sentiments “Amazons.” Some newspapers mocked them with crude political cartoons and called the convention “a most insane and ludicrous farce.”[7]

			But they were undeterred. Elizabeth and Lucretia knew from experience that there would be blowback to the movement they were creating. Because of Seneca Falls, women’s rights conventions became annual events throughout the Northeast and Midwest until the Civil War began in 1861. They were gathering places where like-minded women connected and strategized. These intellectual incubators created a new generation of reformers.

			This wasn’t by accident. In fact, the signers of the Declaration of Sentiments hoped for “a series of Conventions, embracing every part of the country.”[8] A month later, the same group of women hosted a larger women’s rights convention in Rochester, New York, where more than a hundred additional signatures were added to the Declaration of Sentiments. Elizabeth and Lucretia had started a trend.

			
				
					
						 

					

					She asks nothing as favor, but as right; she wants to be acknowledged a moral, responsible being.

					—Lucretia Mott

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Lucretia argued that women were not asking for any favors, they merely wanted their God-given rights. “The question is often asked, ‘What does woman want, more than she enjoys? What is she seeking to obtain? Of what rights is she deprived? What privileges are withheld from her?’ I answer, she asks nothing as favor, but as right; she wants to be acknowledged a moral, responsible being.”[9]

			Fighting for God-given rights and asking for acknowledgment as a human being was at the heart of Seneca Falls, yet Black women were denied the same respect. In fact, no Black women were even invited to Seneca Falls. One of the most important activists of the day, Sojourner Truth, did not attend the convention but regardless became a powerful voice in both the abolitionist and women’s rights movements.

			Sojourner was born in 1797 in upstate New York, where her parents were enslaved. She was given the name Isabella Baumfree. She was first sold at auction at nine years old, and she had a series of enslavers before she escaped in 1826 with her baby daughter. When she learned that her son had been sold to an Alabama slaveholder, she dedicated her life to bringing him home. She said she summoned the strength of her faith in God and it made her “so tall within, as if the power of a nation was within [her].” She won her groundbreaking case to bring her son home, and in 1829, she moved to New York City, where she became an important figure in the women’s rights and abolitionist movements. Her preaching was tied deeply to her Christian beliefs.

			
				
					
						 

					

					You need not be afraid to give us our rights for fear we will take too much.

					—Sojourner Truth

					 

					 

				

			

			

			She never learned to read or write, but she dictated her memoir, The Narrative of Sojourner Truth, and traveled the country speaking about slavery. She was bold and outspoken. Sojourner said, “There is a great stir about colored men getting their rights, but not a word about the colored women.”[10]

			Sojourner was eventually included in women’s rights meetings, and when she spoke, people listened. On May 29, 1851, in Akron, Ohio, at the Woman’s Rights Convention, Sojourner made her most famous speech. Her words “Ain’t I a woman?” have lived on long since her death in 1883 at age eighty-six.

			While the exact wording has been debated by historians (with some suggesting the Southern dialect in which it was recorded may not accurately represent Sojourner’s New York–accented speech), the power of her message remains clear.[11] She boldly challenged arbitrary gender stereotypes when she said, “I have heard much about the sexes being equal; I can carry as much as any man, and can eat as much too, if I can get it. I am as strong as any man that is now…. You need not be afraid to give us our rights for fear we will take too much.”[12]

			The early women’s rights movement would have benefited greatly from more actively including Black women like Sojourner Truth, whose perspectives and experiences could have strengthened and broadened the movement from its inception.

			
				 

				 

			

			It is extraordinary to realize that women would have to wait seventy-two years after Seneca Falls for the Nineteenth Amendment. Only one of the sixty-eight women who originally signed the Declaration of Sentiments in 1848 was still alive when women finally got the right to vote. Her name was Charlotte Woodward Pierce, but she was in her nineties on Election Day 1920 and too ill to make it to the polls.[13]
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					A souvenir list of the sixty-eight women and thirty-two men who signed the Declaration of Sentiments at the first Woman’s Rights Convention, in July 1848

				
			
			Even if most people don’t know the details of the Seneca Falls Convention, it is one of the landmark events in women’s history that historians have thankfully recognized. In fact, the table on which the first draft of the Declaration of Sentiments was written is now part of the Smithsonian’s collection. This is one of those rare occasions where, I believe, history has given Seneca Falls the place it deserves, but it has not always done justice to the women who made it happen.

			
				
					
						Declaration of Sentiments

						When, in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one portion of the family of man to assume among the people of the earth a position different from that which they have hitherto occupied, but one to which the laws of nature and of nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes that impel them to such a course.

						We hold these truths to be self-evident; that all men and women are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; that to secure these rights governments are instituted, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed. Whenever any form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of those who suffer from it to refuse allegiance to it, and to insist upon the institution of a new government, laying its foundation on such principles, and organizing its powers in such form as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly, all experience hath shown that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves, by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same object, evinces a design to reduce them under absolute despotism, it is their duty to throw off such government, and to provide new guards for their future security. Such has been the patient sufferance of the women under this government, and such is now the necessity which constrains them to demand the equal station to which they are entitled.

						The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part of man toward woman, having in direct object the establishment of an absolute tyranny over her. To prove this, let facts be submitted to a candid world.

						
								
								He has never permitted her to exercise her inalienable right to the elective franchise.

							

								
								He has compelled her to submit to laws, in the formation of which she had no voice.

							

								
								He has withheld from her rights which are given to the most ignorant and degraded men—both natives and foreigners.

							

								
								Having deprived her of this first right of a citizen, the elective franchise, thereby leaving her without representation in the halls of legislation, he has oppressed her on all sides.

							

								
								He has made her, if married, in the eye of the law, civilly dead.

							

								
								He has taken from her all right in property, even to the wages she earns.

							

								
								He has made her, morally, an irresponsible being, as she can commit many crimes, with impunity, provided they be done in the presence of her husband. In the covenant of marriage, she is compelled to promise obedience to her husband, he becoming, to all intents and purposes, her master—the law giving him power to deprive her of her liberty, and to administer chastisement.

							

								
								He has so framed the laws of divorce, as to what shall be the proper causes of divorce; in case of separation, to whom the guardianship of the children shall be given, as to be wholly regardless of the happiness of women—the law, in all cases, going upon the false supposition of the supremacy of man, and giving all power into his hands.

							

								
								After depriving her of all rights as a married woman, if single and the owner of property, he has taxed her to support a government which recognizes her only when her property can be made profitable to it.

							

								
								He has monopolized nearly all the profitable employments, and from those she is permitted to follow, she receives but a scanty remuneration.

							

								
								He closes against her all the avenues to wealth and distinction, which he considers most honorable to himself. As a teacher of theology, medicine, or law, she is not known.

							

								
								He has denied her the facilities for obtaining a thorough education—all colleges being closed against her.

							

								
								He allows her in Church as well as State, but a subordinate position, claiming Apostolic authority for her exclusion from the ministry, and with some exceptions, from any public participation in the affairs of the Church.

							

								
								He has created a false public sentiment, by giving to the world a different code of morals for men and women, by which moral delinquencies which exclude women from society, are not only tolerated but deemed of little account in man.

							

								
								He has usurped the prerogative of Jehovah himself, claiming it as his right to assign for her a sphere of action, when that belongs to her conscience and her God.

							

								
								He has endeavored, in every way that he could to destroy her confidence in her own powers, to lessen her self-respect, and to make her willing to lead a dependent and abject life.

							

						

						Now, in view of this entire disfranchisement of one-half the people of this country, their social and religious degradation,—in view of the unjust laws above mentioned, and because women do feel themselves aggrieved, oppressed, and fraudulently deprived of their most sacred rights, we insist that they have immediate admission to all the rights and privileges which belong to them as citizens of these United States.

						In entering upon the great work before us, we anticipate no small amount of misconception, misrepresentation, and ridicule; but we shall use every instrumentality within our power to effect our object. We shall employ agents, circulate tracts, petition the State and national Legislatures, and endeavor to enlist the pulpit and the press in our behalf. We hope this Convention will be followed by a series of Conventions, embracing every part of the country.

						Firmly relying upon the final triumph of the Right and the True, we do this day affix our signatures to this declaration.

					

				

			

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				11.

				The Blackwell Sisters: 
The Doctors

			
			In 1847, when she was twenty-six years old, Elizabeth Blackwell applied to nearly thirty medical schools. She was rejected by all but two of them. When she got an acceptance letter from Geneva Medical College in western New York, it was a happy surprise. She had just about given up hope, writing in her journal about her “immense sigh of relief and aspiration of profound gratitude.”[1] She couldn’t wait to pack up her bags and do something that no other woman had ever done in America: attend medical school. Elizabeth became the first woman to earn a medical degree when she graduated at the top of her class in 1849.[2]

			Yet the awful truth is that, unbeknownst to Elizabeth, her acceptance was supposed to be a joke.

			The story behind Elizabeth’s admittance reveals the deeply entrenched gender bias of the time. The notion of admitting a female medical student to Geneva was considered so absurd that the faculty left the decision up to the all-male student body, assuming they would reject the idea. The strategy backfired spectacularly. The male students, considering the application a university prank, voted unanimously to let her in.[3] They never expected she would actually attend. Their miscalculation opened the door to medical history. And is a reminder to us all, never underestimate a woman.

			On November 4, Elizabeth departed Philadelphia for New York, blazing a path that countless women, including her own sister, would eventually follow.

			Elizabeth was born near Bristol, England, on February 3, 1821, the third of nine children in a family of Quaker abolitionists. Her family valued education highly and gave equal lessons to the boys and girls, a progressive idea at the time. Her father, Samuel Blackwell, was a sugar refiner and an anti-slavery activist. Her parents were friends with the editor of The Liberator, William Lloyd Garrison, a name that comes up again and again in this period. Her brother Henry became a famous abolitionist and women’s suffrage supporter who married women’s rights activist Lucy Stone.

			In 1832, the Blackwells moved to Cincinnati, Ohio. When Elizabeth’s father died in 1838, the family was destitute, and her mother and her two older sisters had to work. Like many women of the time, they became teachers, one of the few acceptable professions for women. Elizabeth also taught to help her family and to raise money for medical school.

			In her autobiography, Elizabeth wrote that growing up, she “hated everything connected with the body, and could not bear the sight of a medical book.” But something made her change her mind. Elizabeth says she was inspired by a friend dealing with chronic illness who once told her, “If I could have been treated by a lady doctor, my worst sufferings would have been spared me.”[4] It marked a turning point in her life.

			Going to school with members of the opposite sex was extremely rare at the time. Ohio’s Oberlin College, the first coeducational school in the country, didn’t open until 1833. So Elizabeth’s first day at Geneva Medical College was uncomfortable at best. She was entering an environment that was considered completely off-limits to women. It was outlandish for a proper lady to have her hands on a corpse or to talk about the human body alongside men.

			A Geneva medical student named Stephen Smith remembered the reaction of the male students on Elizabeth’s first day. “The Dean came into the classroom, evidently in a state of unusual agitation. The class took alarm, fearing that some great calamity was about to befall the College…. He stated, with a trembling voice, that…the female student…had arrived…. With this introduction he opened the door to the reception room and a lady…entered, whom the Dean formally introduced as Miss Blackwell. She was plainly but neatly dressed in Quaker style, and carried the usual notebook of the medical student. A hush fell on the class as if each member had been stricken with paralysis. A death-like stillness prevailed during the lecture, and only the newly arrived student took notes.”[5]
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					Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell

				
			
			Elizabeth often sat separately from the rest of the class during lectures and endured the jeers of people in her college town.

			“I had not the slightest idea of the commotion created by my appearance as a medical student in the little town. Very slowly I perceived that a doctor’s wife at the table avoided any communication with me, and that as I walked backwards and forwards to college the ladies stopped to stare at me, as at a curious animal,” she wrote. “I afterwards found that I had so shocked Geneva propriety that the theory was fully established either that I was a bad woman, whose designs would gradually become evident, or that, being insane, an outbreak of insanity would soon be apparent.”[6]

			Elizabeth had to argue with her professor to be included in surgical observations and to take part in dissections. In an entry dated November 15, 1847, she wrote in her journal, “Today, a second operation at which I was not allowed to be present. This annoys me. I was quite saddened and discouraged by Dr. Webster requesting me to be absent from some of his demonstrations. I don’t believe it is his wish. I wrote to him hoping to change things.”[7] Sticking up for herself worked, and she wrote, “No further difficulty ever afterwards occurred” in the class.[8]

			Elizabeth’s persistence in gaining full access to medical education wasn’t just about personal achievement—it was essential for addressing the glaring gaps in women’s healthcare. Her presence in those previously forbidden surgical demonstrations was critical because there was basically no understanding of women’s reproductive system at the time. It’s horrifying to consider that male doctors would sometimes use a device called a metrotome to cut the cervix to help treat fertility issues.[9] When one of Elizabeth’s relatives told her that she was contemplating trying the procedure, Elizabeth told her that the scarring it caused would make it even more difficult to get pregnant.[10] This highlighted why more women needed to be in the medical profession—and it was why Elizabeth decided to push through and break the glass ceiling to become a doctor.

			In general, it was still a primitive time in medicine. The American Medical Association had just been established and antiseptics and antibiotics were not widely in use. There were midwives and nurses who basically served as doctors, but they did not receive the same training, level of respect, or income.

			Elizabeth’s research was groundbreaking. Her thesis about an outbreak of typhoid among immigrants called “ship fever” was published in the Buffalo Medical Journal and Monthly Review.[11] Her work was grounded in her belief that better sanitation and education, especially among poor communities, would save lives.

			“When the laws of health are generally understood and practiced,” she declared, “when a social providence is extended over all ranks of the community, and the different nations of the earth interlinked in a true brotherhood—then we may hope to see these physical evils disappear with all the moral evils which correspond to and are closely associated with them.”[12]

			
				 

				 

			

			Elizabeth’s sister Emily, who was five years younger, wanted to follow her path. But, as it turned out, Geneva Medical College had decided that it had had enough female medical students. Women’s medical colleges were beginning to be established, and because men and women training as doctors together was still considered so controversial, women like Emily were told to go to an all-women’s school instead.
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					Dr. Emily Blackwell

				
			
			The problem was that neither Blackwell sister thought those schools offered the same level of education. Many focused only on midwifery.[13] Emily suffered rejection after rejection; eleven medical schools refused to admit her because she was a woman. Although she was accepted by Rush Medical College in Chicago, pressure from the Medical Society of Illinois led the school to discontinue her studies at the end of the first year.[14]

			She eventually graduated from the institution that would become Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland.[15] Emily was only the third woman in the United States to earn a medical degree, after her sister and Dr. Mary Edwards Walker (more on her later).[16]

			After graduation, Elizabeth worked in clinics in London and Paris for two years and studied midwifery. She contracted purulent ophthalmia, an infection that caused her to lose sight in one eye. In 1851, she moved to New York City. Her left eye was surgically removed and replaced with a glass prosthesis; in a cruel twist of fate, she could no longer work as a surgeon.[17]

			One challenge the sisters didn’t anticipate was that after overcoming so many obstacles to obtain their degrees, they’d face just as many practicing medicine. The public wasn’t ready to trust its health to female physicians. But one sector of the population was desperate; poor people were grateful to receive medical care, even from a woman.
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					An illustration from 1847 shows Elizabeth Blackwell during a lecture in Geneva Medical College’s operating room.

				
			
			In 1857, Elizabeth and Emily founded the first American hospital staffed by women, the New York Infirmary for Indigent Women and Children. The institution was groundbreaking, with each sister playing a vital but different role. Although Elizabeth was largely responsible for founding the hospital, the credit for its growth belongs primarily to Emily. After just two years of operation, Elizabeth and their colleague Dr. Marie Zakrzewska left to work elsewhere, leaving Emily in charge.[18]

			For the next forty years, Dr. Emily Blackwell took over management of the infirmary, overseeing surgery, nursing, and bookkeeping. Her advocacy took her to Albany, the capital of New York, to convince the legislature to provide the hospital with funds that would ensure its long-term financial stability. Her remarkable skills helped transform an institution housed in a rented sixteen-room house into a large hospital.[19] By 1874, the infirmary served over seven thousand patients annually.[20]

			The hospital charged a few dollars a week, or nothing at all, to patients who could not afford to pay. And the hospital allowed female physicians, who were rejected from residencies at other places, the opportunity to practice their skills as physicians. Over time, the infirmary evolved into NewYork-Presbyterian Lower Manhattan Hospital. During the first hundred years of the infirmary’s existence, it cared for more than one million men, women, and children.[21]

			As the infirmary established itself, the sisters recognized that their vision couldn’t be fulfilled through clinical care alone, so they took their next ambitious step. In 1868, they opened the Women’s Medical College of the New York Infirmary, with Elizabeth serving as professor of hygiene and Emily as professor of obstetrics and diseases of women.[22] It was among the first four-year medical colleges in the United States, and operated until 1899, when its students transitioned to Weill Cornell Medicine, which had begun admitting women.[23]

			Through a modern lens, some of the Blackwells’ views are not at all progressive. Elizabeth was not particularly supportive of the women’s suffrage movement because she thought that women needed to be better educated before they had the power to sway elections. She was also against contraception. And she was horrified by the idea of abortion, deeming it a “gross perversion and destruction of motherhood.”[24]

			The Blackwells’ biographer Janice Nimura noted that the sisters were “complicated, prickly, sometimes self-contradictory people.” It seems to me that our society expects female leaders to be nice and ladylike, but history shows that women in male-dominated arenas are often judged by a double standard. Disruption is rarely comfortable—but it is how revolutions begin.

			In 1869, Elizabeth returned to England, where she founded the National Health Society with the motto, “Prevention is better than cure.” She died in 1910 at age eighty-nine, just months before her sister Emily.

			The Blackwell sisters would be heartened to know that, though it took time, women have made remarkable strides in medicine—today they make up the majority of U.S. medical school graduates.[25] Every February 3, National Women Physicians Day honors their contributions, timed to Elizabeth Blackwell’s birthday.[26]

			In their day, the idea of a woman doctor was met with open mockery. In 1859, the British Medical Journal scoffed at “the idea of a female practitioner” and asked, “imagine, good reader, if you can, a British lady” performing a doctor’s duties.[27] Thanks to the Blackwells, no one had to imagine for long. They proved it could be done—and opened the door for generations who would do it even better.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				12.

				Dr. Mary Edwards Walker: 
The Medal of Honor Recipient

			
			On April 10, 1864, Dr. Mary Edwards Walker was captured by Confederate soldiers. She was riding alone behind enemy lines on horseback, searching for wounded Union Army soldiers who needed her help. As the first female U.S. Army surgeon, she was used to being on battlefields by herself. But this time, she was detained and taken to the infamous Castle Thunder prison in Richmond, Virginia—a place where female prisoners were chloroformed and raped.[1] Four years into the war, Dr. Walker was well-known not only as a surgeon but also as a spy for the Union Army. Her treatment at Castle Thunder would be especially harrowing.

			Her appearance was the talk of the prison guards. One Confederate captain described Dr. Walker as a sight that “both amused and disgusted” the crowd, noting that she was dressed in the full uniform of a federal surgeon and was “not good-looking.”[2] The captain’s remarks reflected their disdain, but the focus on her appearance and assertiveness was typical sexism.

			The food was filled with maggots, and mice were everywhere. After four months, Dr. Walker was released in exchange for a Confederate surgeon. While in prison, she was malnourished and ill and left with partial muscular atrophy. She never fully recovered from the experience, which ended her surgical career but not her pioneering legacy.

			Dr. Walker was a larger-than-life character. She was intensely patriotic. When she was imprisoned, her stated crime was her work as an undercover intelligence officer aiding the North during the Civil War. She declared, “Let the generations know that women in uniform also guaranteed their freedom.”[3] Her story is a reminder of how long women have been in military service and how little we know about their sacrifices. It’s also a warning not to forget them.

			More than 3,500 people have received the Medal of Honor, the highest military decoration for bravery in combat awarded in America by the president. Dr. Walker is the only woman among them. Despite that unique distinction, and the incredible actions that earned her the medal, it was taken away from her. However, her resilience and courage ignited her fight to win it back.

			
				
					
						 

					

					Let the generations know that women in uniform also guaranteed their freedom.

					—Dr. Mary Edwards Walker

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Mary was born in 1832 in Oswego, New York, on the banks of Lake Ontario. She was the fifth of six surviving children and the youngest of five daughters. Her parents were abolitionists who emphasized the importance of education. As a young girl, Mary dreamed of becoming a doctor, and with so few women in medicine, she embraced the challenge. She was briefly a teacher before being accepted to Syracuse Medical College in 1853. Mary graduated with honors in 1855, becoming one of the first women in the United States to graduate from medical school, a few years after Elizabeth Blackwell.[4]

			During the Civil War, Mary moved to Washington, D.C., and requested a commission as a medical officer in the Union Army. Even though the government was desperate for trained physicians, she was denied the posting because of her sex. But she would not take no for an answer. She served as an unpaid surgeon at a makeshift hospital in the unfinished U.S. Patent Building, which is now the National Portrait Gallery and the Smithsonian American Art Museum in downtown Washington, D.C.[5]

			What she did to earn her Medal of Honor shows her true grit and patriotism. In the fall of 1862, she moved to Virginia, where the fighting was intense. She served on the battlefields of Bull Run—the first major battle of the war—and Fredericksburg—one of its bloodiest—placing herself near the front lines where few civilians, let alone women, dared to go. Her presence there was significant: It meant she was treating the wounded amid the chaos and danger of major Civil War engagements, at a time when battlefield medicine was primitive and perilous. Determined that soldiers would recognize her as a surgeon, not a nurse, she designed her own blue uniform with a green sash, modeled after those worn by official army doctors. She continued working without pay for two years, never ceasing to push for an official, paid position. Each rejection only deepened her resolve.

			She could have been given the title of nurse, but that was not an accurate description of her work. The New York Tribune was intrigued by her and wrote this of her in December 1862: “Dressed in male habiliments…she carries herself amid the camp with a jaunty air of dignity well calculated to receive the sincere respect of the soldiers…. She can amputate a limb with the skill of an old surgeon, and administer medicine equally as well. Strange to say that, although she has frequently applied for a permanent position in the medical corps, she has never been formally assigned to any particular duty.”[6]
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					Dr. Mary Edwards Walker pictured with her Medal of Honor

				
			
			In 1863, she finally received the recognition she had been seeking and was formally named as the only female acting assistant surgeon in the U.S. Army during the Civil War. She was assigned to the 52nd Ohio volunteers and was paid $80 a month, the equivalent of almost $2,000 today. Surgery was not the only thing she was known for. In fact, she crossed enemy lines to provide medical care to civilians. It was a risky job, so initially she was accompanied by two officers, two orderlies, and the added security of “two revolvers in her saddlebags.”[7]

			Mary was a risk taker who was willing to give her life for her country. Her trips into Confederate territory had a dual purpose: They also allowed her to gather intelligence and spy for the Union Army.[8] In 1864, when Union general William Sherman was getting ready to march on Atlanta, it was Mary’s information that provided strategic benefit to the general. Sherman’s famous capture of Atlanta damaged the Confederacy and helped President Abraham Lincoln’s re-election campaign. Sherman reportedly changed his strategy because of information Mary collected.[9]

			After her capture and subsequent release, President Lincoln invited Mary to Washington to learn about her time as a prisoner of war. She was still a civilian in the U.S. Army, but she hoped that meeting with the commander in chief would help her earn a commission to become an official member. Unfortunately, that didn’t work because women were still not allowed to join the U.S. military.[10]

			Her biographer Sara Latta wrote, “Mary hoped that her commission would pave the way for other women who wanted to serve in the military. Military officials were well aware of her goal, and they didn’t want to set such a precedent.” However, President Andrew Johnson—who had taken office after Lincoln’s assassination—wanted to honor Mary’s valiant service. President Johnson, along with the secretary of war, “settled” on the Medal of Honor.[11]

			Her Medal of Honor citation is remarkable, especially when you consider that it was issued in 1866, nearly fifty-five years before women were given the right to vote and eighty-three years before women could officially join the U.S. military.[12] It commended her for committing herself “with much patriotic zeal to the sick and wounded soldiers, both in the field and hospitals, to the detriment of her own health.” The commendation noted the suffering she endured as a prisoner of war for four months in a Southern prison while she served as a contract surgeon. It continued: “Whereas by reason of her not being a commissioned officer in the military service, a brevet or honorary rank cannot, under existing laws, be conferred upon her; and Whereas in the opinion of the President an honorable recognition of her services and sufferings should be made; It is ordered, That a testimonial thereof shall be hereby made and given to the said Dr. Mary E. Walker, and that the usual medal of honor for meritorious services be given her.”[13]

			What truly astounds me is that she was the first and the last woman to ever receive the nation’s highest military honor for actions in war.

			In 1917, the government changed the criteria for who was allowed to receive the prestigious Medal of Honor—removing it from civilians, including Mary. Hers was rescinded along with more than nine hundred others. In keeping with her spirit, Mary refused to return the medal, which she reportedly wore every day until her death.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Dr. Mary Edwards Walker’s U.S. Army “award card” shows the dates of when she received the Medal of Honor, when it was taken away, and when it was restored.

				
			
			Like so many unsung heroes, she had to fight for recognition. It would take another sixty years for her to officially have it (long after her death). On June 10, 1977, President Jimmy Carter legally restored the medal to Dr. Mary Edwards Walker.

			
				 

				 

			

			
			Even people who have never heard of Dr. Mary Edwards Walker have benefited from the life she lived. And that’s not only because of her work during the Civil War to keep the Union together. It may seem trivial, but the way she dressed is also part of her legacy. She rejected the Victorian style of the times that dictated that middle- and upper-class white women wear tight-fitting corsets, creating tiny waists, and heavy floor-length layered skirts. These cumbersome skirts sometimes weighed up to fifteen pounds![14] Corsets, meant to give women hourglass figures, were painful, causing deformed ribs and lowering lung capacity.

			
				
					
						 

					

					If it is right to be legally married, it is right to be legally divorced.

					—Dr. Mary Edwards Walker

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Dr. Walker became one of the first women to wear trousers in public in a shocking act of defiance of gender norms. It was much more than a fashion statement, or a desire to be comfortable; to Mary, wearing pants was about outwardly declaring her freedom to do as she pleased. When she married, instead of an elegant white dress, she wore her usual trousers and short skirt. She would not use the word obey in her vows and she kept her maiden name professionally. After four years, she and her husband separated, and for good reason: He had impregnated at least two patients. And yet it took a decade until the divorce was granted.[15] Dr. Walker was infuriated by the delay. “Without proper divorce laws, virtue is robbed of her rights, vice encouraged, noble aspirations rushed, love turned to hate, and marriage made wretched beyond the power of human expression,” she said.[16] “If it is right to be legally married, it is right to be legally divorced.”[17]

			In 1870, during a speaking tour, she stopped in New Orleans, where she was arrested for impersonating a man. But she never backed down or apologized. “I don’t wear men’s clothes,” she said, “I wear my own clothes.”[18] She dedicated her 1871 book, Hit: Essays on Women’s Rights, to the “practical dress reformers.” In her dedication, she thanked the women “who have lived the precepts and principles that others have only talked—who have been so consistent in your ideas of the equality of the sexes, by dressing in a manner to fit you for the duties of a noble and useful life.”[19]

			Her dress was her rebellion, and she was courageous. But the criticism still stung. “Every jeer has cut me to the quick,” she wrote. “Many times have I gone to my room and wept after being publicly derided. No one knows, or will ever know, what it has cost me to live up to my principles, to be consistent with my convictions and declarations; but I have done it, and am not sorry for it.”[20]

			Later in life, Dr. Walker became a well-known women’s rights activist, but her views placed her at odds with many suffragists.

			Mary was a proponent of the New Departure strategy in the women’s suffrage movement, which argued that women already had the constitutional right to vote, and that no additional amendment was needed. In 1907, she published her “Crowning Constitutional Argument,” which was based on the idea that the U.S. Constitution’s reference to “We the People” specifically avoided gendered nouns and did not prohibit women from voting.

			Her vehement opposition to the Susan B. Anthony Voting Rights Amendment led her to testify before Congress. I wish we had video of the hearings because what we know is that Dr. Walker was seventy-nine years old. She wore a tall black top hat, a medium-length black coat, crisp white gloves, and a tight wingtip collar around her neck.

			No one could miss the star emblem adorning her chest that was the Medal of Honor decoration.

			“We do not want any amendment to the Constitution,” she argued. “We do not want any such sort of trash as that.”[21]

			Five years later, in 1917, Mary slipped on the steps of the Capitol in Washington and never fully recovered.

			She died at age eighty-six in her hometown of Oswego, New York; true to herself, she was buried in a black suit. An American flag was draped over her casket. She passed the very same year of the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment that guaranteed women the right to vote.

			Today Dr. Mary Edwards Walker is still the only woman to have received the Medal of Honor. Her medal is displayed at the Richardson-Bates House Museum in her hometown of Oswego, New York.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				13.

				Susan and Susette La Flesche: 
The Advocates

			
			The Declaration of Independence proclaimed that “all men are created equal,” yet for Indigenous peoples in the late nineteenth century, this promise remained hollow. Native Americans were actually referred to as “merciless Indian Savages” in our nation’s founding document.[1] Equality was reserved for a privileged few. Two sisters from the Omaha Tribe would challenge this contradiction through radically different paths—one through the examination room and hospital ward, the other through the courtroom and lecture circuit. Susan and Susette La Flesche became changemakers who fought for their people’s rights and survival in an era of profound injustice.

			When Susan La Flesche was a young girl, she witnessed an event that would shape her entire life. A desperately ill Native American woman was refused treatment by a white doctor and later died because of the lack of care. This moment of callous discrimination planted the seeds of Susan’s revolutionary ambition: She would ensure that her people had access to quality healthcare, even if it meant becoming a doctor herself.[2]

			Susan’s path to medicine required extraordinary dedication and resilience. At Virginia’s Hampton Institute, and later at the Women’s Medical College of Pennsylvania, she excelled academically while maintaining her cultural identity, graduating in 1889 as valedictorian.[3]

			What she was doing was not new for Indigenous women. Many tribal cultures encouraged women to be involved in medicine, and in line with the matrilineal nature of many tribes, women held significant political and economic power. They were midwives and healers. They were often held in high regard as having important knowledge about plant-based medicines and childbirth. In fact, many tribal nations believed that women had greater healing power than men.
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					Dr. Susan La Flesche Picotte

				
			
			At a time when women were still considered “too delicate” to be doctors, Susan used her experience and grounding in Native cultures to propel herself into the medical field. Susan’s education was financed by the Connecticut Indian Association, which supported “Christianization” of Native Americans.[4] She wore her hair in an updo and dressed like her white classmates.

			Before the first surgery, male medical students teased the female students that they would faint at the first sight of blood. But Susan wasn’t fazed. Instead, she leaned in farther to see every bit of the surgery. Ironically, the male student who had teased her the most collapsed shortly after surgery began.[5] Susan later wrote to her sister Rosalie, “I wasn’t even thinking of fainting.”[6]

			Today Susan La Flesche is known as the first Indigenous woman to earn a medical degree.[7]

			Returning to the Omaha Reservation at age twenty-four, Susan became the sole physician for over a thousand people scattered across four hundred miles.[8] Her practice was demanding—she walked miles in harsh weather to reach patients, eventually saving enough money to buy a horse and buggy for her rounds. Some days stretched from 8 a.m. to 10 p.m. as she battled cholera, malaria, and other diseases ravaging her community.[9]

			But Susan’s influence extended far beyond individual patient care. As the only medical professional serving her tribe, she possessed unique authority to speak about the health conditions on the reservation and their causes. Her daily work revealed the devastating impact of government policies on Native American health and well-being.

			Initially, Susan believed that adopting certain aspects of mainstream American life might benefit her people. In her salutatorian speech at the Hampton Institute she had said, “We have to prepare our people to live in the white man’s way, to use the white man’s books, and to use his laws if you will only give them to us.” She worked with the Office of Indian Affairs, hoping to improve living conditions through cooperation with federal authorities.

			However, her medical expertise gave her a unique perspective on how government politics were affecting Native American communities. She began to see connections between the disruption of traditional ways of life and poor health outcomes. Government-mandated frame houses created overcrowding that accelerated disease transmission. The stress of cultural displacement contributed to alcoholism and mental health issues.[10] By 1907, Susan observed with growing alarm: “The physical degeneration in 20 years among my people is terrible.”[11]

			Susan’s reputation gave her unprecedented influence. In 1894, she married Henry Picotte, a Yankton Sioux, and they had two sons, whom she occasionally brought on house calls. She had become what historians call a New Woman—financially independent, professionally accomplished, and unwilling to confine herself to traditional domestic roles.

			Her disillusionment with the federal policies deepened as she witnessed the hardships caused by land allotment policies.[12] She traveled to Washington, D.C., on behalf of the Omaha people to meet with the Secretary of the Interior and the Attorney General. When Senator Elmer Burkett of Nebraska dismissed her concerns, Susan delivered a response that captured decades of neglect: “Mr. Burkett, we have lived on broken promises.”[13]

			Susan joined the temperance movement, recognizing that alcohol abuse was both a symptom of cultural destruction and a tool of continued oppression. Her approach to healing expanded beyond individual patients to encompass systemic advocacy for her community’s rights and well-being.

			The pinnacle of Susan’s influence came with the establishment of the first privately funded hospital on any Native American reservation. When the federal government refused to support general hospitals for Indigenous peoples, Susan raised the funds herself, creating an institution that would serve her community long after her death. The hospital, declared a National Historic Landmark in 1993, stands as a testament to her vision of Indigenous peoples’ self-determination. There is no doubt that Susan was a force for change.

			
				 

				 

			

			Before Susan started building her medical practice, her older sister, Susette, had already begun her own form of advocacy on a different path.

			That journey began on the morning of April 30, 1879, in a packed courtroom in Omaha, Nebraska, in a case called Standing Bear v. Crook. Susette was present to help translate the testimony of tribal leader Chief Standing Bear, whose emotional speech left the crowd in tears and resulted in a landmark victory.
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			The case arose from the forcible removal of the Ponca Tribe from their ancestral lands in Nebraska to a distant reservation, followed by the government’s refusal to allow Chief Standing Bear to return home to bury his son. At that time, Native Americans could not leave their reservations—designated lands for Indigenous tribes—without the government’s permission. When Standing Bear defied this order and was arrested, the government argued he had no legal standing to challenge his detention because, as a Native American, he was not a “person” under American law.

			In the courtroom’s most electrifying moment, Chief Standing Bear held out his hand and spoke words that Susette would translate with profound impact: “That hand is not the color of yours, but if I pierce it, I shall feel pain. If you pierce your hand, you also feel pain. The blood that will flow from mine will be of the same color as yours. I am a man. The same God made us both.” The courtroom erupted in emotion, with spectators weeping and clamoring to shake the chief’s hand.

			Susette’s translation proved decisive.

			The judge ruled in Standing Bear’s favor, declaring that “an Indian is a PERSON within the meaning of the laws of the United States.” The judge also quoted the Declaration of Independence: “Indians possess the inherent right of expatriation as well as the more fortunate white race, and have the inalienable right to ‘life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.’ ” It was a significant ruling.

			Yet even this victory revealed the depths of prejudice Indigenous peoples faced—the same judge who granted them personhood also called them a “weak, insignificant, unlettered and generally despised race.”

			The moment crystallized a strategy that would define both sisters’ approaches to advocacy: They would excel in the institutions of the dominant culture (created by their oppressors) to fight for their people’s survival and rights.

			With this case, Susette helped Standing Bear become the first Indigenous person to win a civil rights victory in a U.S. federal court. Chief Standing Bear’s story, in part, became known because of Susette. And today, he has a statue in the U.S. Capitol.

			The courtroom triumph transformed Susette into “Inshata-Theumba”—“Bright Eyes”—a name her tribe bestowed for her clarity of vision to exposing injustice.[14] Recognizing that legal victories meant little without broader public support, she embarked on a speaking campaign across the eastern United States.

			
				
					
						 

					

					I shall always fight good and hard, even if I have to fight alone.

					—Susan La Flesche

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Wearing a traditional Omaha deerskin dress, Susette toured the country calling for a new direction in federal Indian policy. The tour was organized by her husband, Thomas H. Tibbles, and included Standing Bear and her half brother Francis. Her choice of attire was deliberate—she presented her authentic Omaha identity in a way that would engage white audiences while delivering speeches that challenged their fundamental assumptions about Indigenous peoples.

			Her message was clear and revolutionary: Native Americans wanted citizenship and the freedoms that were promised to all Americans in 1776. They did not want to be told who they could trade with or where they could live.

			In Boston in 1880, she exposed American hypocrisy with surgical precision: “When the first settlers in this country fought for their property, liberty, and lives, they were called heroes. When the Indian in fighting this great nation wins a battle, it is called a massacre; when this great nation in fighting the Indian wins a battle, it is called a victory.”[15]

			Susette’s advocacy contributed to the passage of the 1887 Dawes Act, legislation initially intended to protect Native American property rights. However, the law’s actual consequences—the breakup of tribal lands and the erosion of tribal sovereignty—would later reveal the complex challenges facing Native Americans in this era and would be used to disenfranchise them.[16]

			Both sisters drew inspiration from their father, Joseph La Flesche, known as “Iron Eye,” who was the last recognized chief of the Omaha Tribe. He often said, “It is either civilization or extermination,” reflecting the impossible choices facing Indigenous leaders of his generation.[17] His daughters would prove that survival could take many forms. The statue of Susan La Flesche in Lincoln, Nebraska, bears her own words: “I shall always fight good and hard, even if I have to fight alone.”[18] Yet the La Flesche sisters never fought alone—they fought together, each using different forms of advocacy that would pave the way for future generations of Native American leaders.

			The stories of the La Flesche sisters were introduced to us by Shelly Lowe, the first Native American chair of the National Endowment for the Humanities. Their legacy reminds us that assimilation was never a simple choice but rather a complex decision.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				14.

				Anna Dickinson: 
The Orator

			
			The year was 1864. The U.S. House of Representatives’ chamber was packed with two thousand people—including President Abraham Lincoln and First Lady Mary Todd Lincoln. They weren’t there for a State of the Union address or a speech from a foreign politician visiting America. They were gathered to hear from a twenty-one-year-old firebrand named Anna Dickinson, an eloquent abolitionist who left the country’s politicians hanging on her every word as she spoke for more than an hour denouncing slavery.

			Anna had become a major celebrity, and her youth and self-confidence only added to her allure. She was nicknamed “America’s Joan of Arc” because of her passionate speeches.

			Speaking out against slavery ran in Anna’s family. She was raised by Quaker parents who were fierce abolitionists and she grew up in the wake of the 1848 Seneca Falls Convention. Her family hosted Frederick Douglass and sheltered enslaved people who had run away. As a teenager, Anna had read an article about a teacher from Kentucky who was beaten and covered in tar and feathers for his stance against slavery. She was outraged and sent a letter in 1856 to the editor of the abolitionist newspaper The Liberator railing against the “barbarous atrocity.”[1]

			She discovered her gift for public speaking at a Quaker meeting in 1860 when she spoke in support of women’s equality with men. Anna jumped to her feet to deliver a rebuttal to a man who suggested that a woman’s only sphere of influence was in the home. Throughout her career as an orator, she rarely glanced down at her notes.

			Public speaking was risky for a woman. In fact, Anna was fired as a teenager from a job at the Philadelphia Mint for criticizing a Union general. No one wants to be fired from their job, but it led Anna to embark on a career as a paid public speaker that would cement her legacy as one of the Civil War’s most important orators.

			Anna had impressed William Lloyd Garrison, the Liberator editor who published her scathing letter in his newspaper. Garrison helped organize a speaking tour for Anna. At the time, it was considered unseemly for a woman to have such strong opinions. Anna was sarcastic, determined, and passionate onstage.

			One of the most noteworthy things to me as a journalist who covers politics is that this young woman was then recruited by the Republican Party to campaign during a pivotal time, when Lincoln’s party was concerned about waning support for the Civil War. It’s amazing that, at a time when women didn’t have the right to vote, any political party believed that a woman would be influential enough to sway elections and public opinion.

			Anna barnstormed the country, giving twenty speeches for the Republican cause, mostly in small towns. Republican leaders credited her with helping the party win statewide races.[2] That landed her an invitation from Senator William D. Kelley to speak in the nation’s capital. The letter was signed by the vice president of the United States, twenty-three senators, and seventy-eight members of the House of Representatives.[3]

			She accepted and became the first woman to give a political address to the U.S. Congress on January 16, 1864. The twenty-one-year-old was in the middle of denouncing President Lincoln’s Reconstruction plans when the president and his wife walked into the chamber. In Anna’s mind, Lincoln’s plans and his protections for Black people weren’t strong enough. She felt there was no room for compromise with the South because it had tried to destroy the country when it seceded. Lincoln sat with his head hung low as she spoke, “Let no man prate of compromise! Defeated by ballots, the South had appealed to bullets. Let it stand by the appeal! There was not an arm of compromise in all the North long enough to stretch over the sea of blood and the mound of fallen Northern soldiers to shake hands with their murderers.”[4]

			The audience erupted in applause and someone in the balcony waved an American flag. But even after her criticism of Lincoln, and any plans of compromise with the South, in that same speech, she offered him her full endorsement for his re-election: “This was pre-eminently a people’s war. It was guided by the man of the people, who had never been behind the great heart of the people. We had done much, and all was hopeful before us. Granted that we had much yet to do, we had the man to complete the grand and glorious work, and that work was left for his second term of office.”

			The surprised crowd erupted again, and Lincoln must have been pleased because what Anna said carried great weight. No one knows if this was planned or if she had a change of heart when she saw the president.[5]

			Shortly afterward, she privately met with President Lincoln. She spoke about the meeting in public lectures in which she made fun of him—“his figure—his dress—his old coat, out at the elbows which look[ed] as if he had worn it three years and used it as a pen wiper—his stocking limp and soiled.”

			She said that she told Lincoln his Reconstruction plans were “ ‘all wrong; as radically bad as can be.’ ” He ended the conversation, according to Anna, by telling her, “ ‘All I can say is, if the radicals want me to lead, let them get out of the way and let me lead.’ ” With that, she told one Boston audience, “I came out and remarked to a friend—‘I have spoken my last word to President Lincoln.’ ” She was disappointed that he wouldn’t consider her ideas more seriously, though it’s remarkable that he met with her at all.[6]

			Even after all she accomplished, her words weren’t always the focus of articles about her. In fact, reporters debated whether she was beautiful. She was thin and her face was round. She wore her short brown hair in waves and she had expressive gray eyes. Not everyone approved of a woman taking the stage. A London correspondent was amazed that Congress would allow a “crazy Jane in a red jacket” in its halls. A journalist from the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin who saw her speak wrote, “We were sorry to hear the lady damaging her cause by claiming intellectual equality with men.”[7]

			She was a shrewd businesswoman. In 1872, she earned $23,000 from the lecture circuit, which is notable because the president’s yearly salary at the time was $25,000! She made $300 or $400 a night, which means she earned more money than Mark Twain in the year when he published his book Roughing It.[8]
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			Her most popular speech was “Jeanne d’Arc” or “Joan of Arc,” a nod to her nickname, which she delivered many times after the Civil War. In it, she made the case for women’s suffrage. She likened Joan’s military ability to Napoleon’s, making the point that Napoleon was considered a brilliant strategist whereas many thought Joan was just lucky: “Of the man, the world says, ‘What august power! What commanding genius!’ Of the woman, under precisely similar conditions, it cries, ‘Why what a lucky accident it was, she should happen to hit upon that plan.’ ”[9] Given her rhetorical skill, if she had been born a century later, she would have made a good candidate herself.

			Black and white women abolitionists like Sojourner Truth and Lucretia Mott made it possible for someone like Anna Dickinson to get the kind of attention she garnered. Like them, she faced questions about whether she should be an influential speaker. She was earnest and persuasive. She was spellbinding when she spoke about Reconstruction and the need to give Black people more rights. She thought members of the Confederacy needed to be held to account for their attempt to tear apart the nation. She wanted the formerly enslaved to be given rebel land seized by the government, and she wanted them to have the right to vote.

			Dickinson’s story highlights both the extraordinary possibilities and the harsh challenges for pioneering women in the mid-nineteenth century. She struggled with poor health and depression, and her life took a dramatic turn in 1891 when her sister had her committed, against her will, to a state-run mental institution.[10] Anna spent years fighting to restore her reputation, filing numerous lawsuits and eventually winning several of them.[11]

			But Anna Dickinson’s legacy extends far beyond her personal struggles. At just twenty-one, she had commanded the attention of lawmakers with her eloquence. She proved that a woman could earn a fortune through her intellect and oratory—making nearly as much as the president himself. She demonstrated that female voices could sway elections and shape national discourse on the most pressing issues of her time. Anna was helpful to the Republican Party and to Abraham Lincoln’s re-election bid.

			
				
					
						 

					

					See to it…that no man take your crown.

					—Anna Dickinson

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Most important, Anna blazed a trail for generations of women who would follow. Every woman who has taken a political stage, delivered a keynote address, or commanded a lecture hall owes something to the fearless young Quaker who refused to be silenced. Her passionate advocacy for abolition and Reconstruction helped shape a more just America, while her defense of women’s intellectual equality challenged a nation to expand its vision of what women could achieve. “See to it…that no man take your crown,” she said during an 1869 lecture series.[12]

			When Anna Dickinson died in 1932, women had finally won the right to vote—a victory she had championed decades earlier. The shy thirteen-year-old who once wrote an outraged letter to an abolitionist newspaper had grown into America’s Joan of Arc, proving that one voice, raised with courage and conviction, could indeed change the world. In that transformation, she left us a powerful reminder that barriers exist to be broken, and that sometimes the most unlikely revolutionaries leave the most lasting mark on history.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				15.

				Belva Lockwood: 
The Lawyer

			
			Article II of the U.S. Constitution lays out who can be president of the United States. You must be a natural-born citizen, be at least thirty-five years old, and have lived in America for fourteen years. Nowhere does it say you can’t be a woman—and Belva Lockwood was the first to try to crack that glass ceiling.

			Long before Shirley Chisholm and Hillary Clinton, Belva Lockwood ran for president twice—first in 1884 and again in 1888—as the candidate of the National Equal Rights Party.

			It was a full-fledged campaign for president with her name on the official presidential ballot. If that wasn’t impressive enough, she was also the first woman ever admitted to practice law before the U.S. Supreme Court. Her gutsiness in all things led one newspaper to call Belva “the nerviest woman in the United States,”[1] while Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg referred to her as “principal among way pavers.”[2]

			Belva Ann Bennett Lockwood was born in 1830 and raised on a farm in a remote county in upstate New York. She was the second of five children, worked as a teacher, and married young. Her first husband died a few years after their wedding, leaving her widowed at twenty-two with a three-year-old to support on $3 a week.

			The moment that crystallized her awareness of systemic gender inequality came with brutal clarity when she discovered that the male teachers in her hometown of Royalton, New York, earned twice her salary—despite doing identical work. This wasn’t merely an oversight or individual unfairness; it was a deliberate system that valued men’s work at double that of a woman, regardless of competence or need.

			Determined to fight the injustice, she protested to the school trustees. But the response she received revealed how deeply those inequalities were embedded in society’s consciousness. When Belva asked for equal pay, the wife of the local Methodist minister delivered a response that encapsulated the era’s resigned acceptance of gender discrimination: “I cannot help you; you cannot help yourself, for it is the way of the world.” This dismissal marked a turning point in Belva’s understanding. She never got the raise, but as the Farmington Times later noted, “This experience determined her future career.”[3] The barriers were not just economic; they were ideological, wrapped in the assumption that women’s lesser status was simply “the way of the world.”
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			Her move to Washington, D.C., and remarriage in 1868 at age thirty-eight provided temporary stability, but when her second husband, a Civil War veteran and retired dentist, passed away less than a decade later, she was once again the sole provider for her family.[4] Recognizing the importance of education for women, she later encouraged audiences to support girls’ schools so the students could support themselves like she had to.

			The cultural barriers became even more apparent when she entered National University Law School (now George Washington University) in her forties. Of the fifteen women who enrolled, only two, including Belva, graduated. But the real revelation came when she and the other female students were barred from attending lectures because of complaints from male students who simply didn’t want to go to school with women. This wasn’t about academic capability or preparation—it was about the fundamental belief that certain spaces belonged exclusively to men.

			When she feared she might not receive her diploma despite completing all the requirements, she appealed directly to President Ulysses S. Grant in 1873, writing with characteristic directness:[5] “SIR, You are, or you are not, President of the National University Law School. If you are its President, I desire to say to you that I have passed through the curriculum of study in this school, and am entitled to, and demand, my diploma. If you are not its President, then I ask that you take your name from its papers, and not hold out to the world to be what you are not. Very respectfully, Belva A. Lockwood.”[6]

			The fact that she had to lobby the president of the United States to receive a diploma she had rightfully earned illustrates how the barriers extended far beyond individual prejudice into the very institutions meant to uphold fairness and merit.

			She never received a reply from President Grant, but days later, her diploma arrived in the mail. That same year, she was admitted to the D.C. bar, becoming only the second woman, after Howard University graduate Charlotte Ray, to achieve this distinction.

			
				
					
						 

					

					I never stopped fighting. My cause was the cause of thousands of women.

					—Belva Lockwood

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Belva opened her own law practice, specializing in pension claims against the government and divorce cases. Over her forty-three-year legal career, she helped resolve thousands of pension cases and even represented people charged with burglary and murder.

			
				
					
						 

					

					We shall never have equal rights until we take them, nor respect until we command it.

					—Belva Lockwood

					 

					 

				

			

			

			In 1876, she applied for admission to argue before the U.S. Supreme Court but was denied. Undeterred, she personally drafted a bill allowing women to practice before the Court—and single-handedly petitioned Congress to pass it. It was an effort that a reporter described as requiring “an unconscionable deal of lobbying.”[7]

			This represented a crucial evolution in her thinking: from seeking individual accommodation within an unjust system to challenging the system’s very foundations. As she later wrote, “I never stopped fighting. My cause was the cause of thousands of women.” At the time, most courts in the country still barred female lawyers.[8]

			Her persistence paid off. On March 3, 1879, at age forty-nine, she became the first woman admitted to the U.S. Supreme Court Bar, sworn in amid “a bating of breath and craning of necks.”[9] The following year, she argued Kaiser v. Stickney, making history as the first woman to present a case before the nation’s highest court.[10] Belva’s appearance made front-page news in the Evening Star, which detailed her speaking for about twenty minutes.[11]

			By the early 1900s, an employee of the Supreme Court’s Office of the Clerk started to keep a running record of women admitted to practice there. The first name on the list was Belva Lockwood. It was kept inside an envelope with “In Re Lady Lawyers” written on it. The list grew to include ninety-seven names before being discontinued in 1920.[12] Today there is an exhibit at the U.S. Supreme Court that pays tribute to the rise of female attorneys, and the envelope is a key part of the display.

			Practicing law was of course more lucrative than her earlier career as a teacher, which was one of the few professions deemed acceptable for women. She earned between $3,000 and $5,000 a year as a lawyer, equivalent to more than $100,000 today.[13]

			Despite Belva’s breakthrough, there are still a relatively small number of women who make arguments before the highest court in the land. In the term that ended in June 2022, less than a quarter of arguments were presented by women.[14]

			What’s fascinating is that Belva was not content with her groundbreaking legal career. She had greater ambitions. At fifty-four, Belva ran for president—nearly four decades before women could vote. She pointed out the irony: She could not cast a ballot, but people could vote for her! But this wasn’t just about personal political ambition—it was a fundamental challenge to society’s assumptions about women’s capabilities and proper roles.

			Her platform focused on the rights of working women, who were paid significantly less than men and had limited professional opportunities. “There is no use in attempting to avoid the inevitable,” Belva declared. “It is quite time that we had our own party; our own platform, and our own nominees. We shall never have equal rights until we take them, nor respect until we command it.”[15]

			Running on the National Equal Rights Party ticket, Belva made history alongside her running mate, Marietta L. B. Stow, who was a women’s rights activist and newspaper editor. Belva had to write letters to newspapers correcting misinformation about her campaign. The Buffalo Evening News noted that jokes and puns about her—including her choice to smoke a pipe—received more coverage “than her ideas for women and the country.”[16] In the 1884 election, the ticket won fewer than five thousand votes.
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			Still, she paved the way for future politicians.[17] When she ran for president again in 1888, she told reporters, “Men always say, ‘Let’s see what you can do.’ If we always talk and never work we will not accomplish anything.”[18]

			Her influence extended to the next generation, as her daughter, Lura, and her niece, Clara Bennett, worked as her legal assistants.

			Even her daily choices became acts of quiet rebellion against gender limitations. What raised more eyebrows in Washington than employing her female family members was her decision to ride a tricycle for several miles each day as she traveled to the Capitol and the courts. In that era, riding a bicycle was considered unsuitable for women, but Belva purchased hers after observing that male attorneys who used them were finishing their work more quickly.[19]

			Her final Supreme Court case came in 1906, at age seventy-five, when she represented the Cherokee Nation and secured a $5 million settlement—one of the largest payments from the federal government to a Native American tribe at the time. At age eighty-one, she was still practicing law, earning the distinction of the “oldest practicing lawyer in the world.”[20]

			Belva remained active on the lecture circuit into her eighties. In 1912, she told an audience in Columbus, Ohio, that if women were given the same responsibilities and pay as men, then society would be more productive. Toward the end of her life, a reporter asked her if she thought a woman could ever become president of the United States. She still firmly believed a woman would someday occupy the Oval Office. “It will be entirely on her own merits,” she replied. “No movement can place her there simply because she is a woman. It will come if she proves herself mentally fit for the position.”[21]

			Even before her death, and despite her prodigious and historic career, her legacy was fading. A couple of days after the New York World erroneously published her obituary, they printed a letter Belva wrote to the editor in which she stated that she was very much alive and living in Washington, D.C.![22] She corrected them on her age too; they said that she was eighty-five, but she was actually eighty-six years old, thank you very much.

			She passed away shortly after that in 1917, three years before women could vote. Her legacy is the path she opened for many women in the legal profession and beyond. As Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg noted, Belva Lockwood’s life reminds us that “ideas once taken as fixed can be changed.” Her story shows how one person’s refusal to accept “the way of the world” can transform what the world believes is possible.

			“Resilience, wit, and good humor, Lockwood’s work and days reveal, can turn put-downs and slights into opportunities,” wrote Justice Ginsburg. “With optimism and tenacity, may we continue to strive as she did to advance in our Nation and World the ideals of liberty, equality, and justice for all.”[23]
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						Blood, Sweat, and Tears: The Gilded Age and the Great Demand, 1876–1926

					
				

			

		

	
		
			 

			 

			1876–1926

			The Gilded Age is known for its robber barons and materialism, but it was also marked by tremendous achievements in engineering and an awakening of social consciousness. It was an opulent time for the fortunate few, and it was a chance for women to prove themselves. At the turn of the twentieth century women made themselves so indispensable that it became acceptable for women to take on new roles as inventors, athletes, and leaders of a movement that eventually won them the right to vote. Our country is still staggering toward full equality; without these women I can only imagine how little progress we would have made.

			During this era, the baton was passed from the women who were behind the Seneca Falls Convention to the activist generation who took voting rights over the finish line, seeing the Nineteenth Amendment ratified on August 18, 1920. This period marks the end of the hard-fought journey for the right to vote, which took several generations of women, and men like Frederick Douglass who supported their activism, an astonishing seventy-two years to complete. Women found their voice, and once they had the vote, men no longer had the luxury of not listening to them.

			The women in this section were impossible to ignore: They were entrepreneurs, they withstood attacks on the front lines during World War I, and they risked their lives to access the freedom that has always been the great promise of our country. But while we still feel the effects of their work, whether it be the bridges they built or the businesses they started, society’s memory of them sadly has been fleeting. Most of us don’t know the name of the woman who made train travel more comfortable or that Wilbur and Orville Wright had a sister who made their work possible. My goal here is to bring them back into the light.

			One of these changemakers was a woman named Emily Warren Roebling. On May 24, 1883, Emily rode in the first carriage across the Brooklyn Bridge with her teenage son beside her and a rooster on her lap. The squawking animal symbolized victory and good luck. She didn’t need luck, though; she had guts.

			Building the world’s first and longest steel suspension bridge had been an incredible achievement, and it seemed the whole country was celebrating. It would not have happened without Emily. The bridge took fourteen years to complete, an arduous feat that had incapacitated her husband and subsequently made her the bridge’s de facto chief engineer. Few knew the personal price that Emily had paid and the rules she had broken to complete work on the bridge. But someone knew enough to ensure that she was one of the first people—male or female—to cross the modern marvel.

			Women making it possible for men to do their best work, either by running the household or by actively participating in their careers, is a theme that comes up repeatedly during this era. But managing a home or workplace doesn’t fit into our historical perspective of who deserves credit. Leaders, bold thinkers, pioneers, generals, presidents, they are the people we lionize. But what about the people who stand behind them and make great things happen? That is the story of Katharine Wright, the sister of the famous Wright brothers, who have gone down in history for the first successful airplane flight on December 17, 1903. If Katharine, who fundraised for the flights and ran the business that supported them, had been the third Wright brother, we certainly would all be familiar with her today.

			
				 

				 

			

			There is not enough space here to adequately describe the women of the Gilded Age, a term coined by Mark Twain to describe the decadent years between the Civil War and the turn of the century. The 1870s through the early 1900s was a time when the great divide between the haves and the have-nots in America was put in sharp relief. The rich were getting richer and the poor—the women, children, and new immigrants to the country—were being exploited for very little pay in the manufacturing industry. It was not uncommon for them to work ten-hour shifts, seven days a week.

			
				
					
						 

					

					The way to right wrongs is to turn the light of truth upon them.

					—Ida B. Wells

					 

					 

				

			

			

			What followed was the Progressive Era, which continued into the early twentieth century and was marked by widespread social, political, and economic reforms aimed at addressing the excesses and inequalities that developed during the Gilded Age.

			Women played a central role in these reforms, advocating for women’s suffrage, better schools, labor regulations, improved working conditions, and prohibition. Women of diverse backgrounds joined national organizations and clubs, which became powerful forces for change. The rise of the National American Woman Suffrage Association and the National Association of Colored Women occured as part of this new organizing movement. The Women’s Christian Temperance Movement was among the most popular, with 150,000 dues-paying members.[1] Their strength led to the nationwide prohibition of alcohol in 1919.

			Women’s activism during this period allowed them to break from traditional domestic roles and exert significant influence on public life and policy, in what Jane Addams called “civic housekeeping.” For example, Jane established Chicago’s Hull House, a settlement house that educated and provided services for immigrants. And Ida B. Wells-Barnett led a campaign against the lynching of Black Americans. “The way to right wrongs is to turn the light of truth upon them,” Ida said.[2]

			Women were proving that they could be innovators too. They wanted to make the country better by bringing their own ideas to life, and although you’ve probably never heard of some of them, their work has undoubtedly helped you.

			Maria Beasley patented a life raft in 1882 that saved an inestimable number of lives. Her original design featured collapsible metal floats and airtight containers so that it could be stored and taken out in an emergency.[3] Maria had already established herself as an inventor, having filed more than a dozen patents for a different invention—a barrel construction machine—when an 1888 article in the Newton Enterprise made note of her success.[4] “Mrs. Marie E. Beasley, of Philadelphia, has made a fortune from the most remarkable invention which the mind of a woman has ever conceived.”[5]

			Olive Dennis is not a household name, but chances are you’ve benefited from her innovations. Olive was only the second woman to graduate from Cornell, the first coeducational Ivy League school. (Most Ivy League schools went coed in the 1960s, but Columbia University was shockingly late to open its doors to women, waiting until 1983 to do so.) In 1920, Olive became the first woman ever hired in the engineering department for a major rail line.

			She went on to transform what was then the leading form of cross-country travel. “She took the pain out of the train,” as a 1997 Baltimore Sun article put it.[6]

			Her job was to make trains more comfortable; she rode more than forty thousand miles in one year to determine what needed changing.[7] Olive lowered the seats because many people’s feet couldn’t even touch the floor. She also made it so that seats could partially recline, and she designed them using plush, stain-resistant material.[8] She recommended that lights with dimmers be installed so that people could take naps, and she added free paper towels and drinking cups for women in the dressing rooms. Olive also invented window vents that let in fresh air: the Olive W. Dennis Ventilator.[9] We found her patent from December 13, 1927. In it she wrote, “Another object of my invention is to provide a ventilator for cars which is entirely under the control of the passenger.”

			“Being a woman practicing a profession in which there are few women is both an advantage and a disadvantage,” Olive said in an interview for the February 24, 1921, edition of Baltimore’s Evening Sun. “It is an advantage in that if your work is good, it will be recognized quickly because of your conspicuousness; it is, however, a distinct disadvantage in obtaining employment. I think one counterbalances the other.”[10]

			Our daily lives have also been vastly improved by Josephine Garis Cochran, another unsung woman who invented the first practical dishwasher.[11] Josephine wanted to find a solution after plateware was getting chipped from hand-washing. The machine was showcased at the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893—catching the attention of hotels and large restaurants. The dishwasher was, and is, a huge time-saver that freed up women, who were usually the ones doing the dishes, to spend their time doing other things.

			Another pathfinder is Maggie Lena Walker, who was the first Black woman to be the president of a bank in the United States. She organized and led the St. Luke Penny Savings Bank until her death in 1934. The bank was part of her vision for the Independent Order of St. Luke (IOSL), a society founded in the 1860s by a formerly enslaved woman.[12] The IOSL and St. Luke Bank formed the foundation of a financial powerhouse that, at its height in the 1920s, provided financial services to one hundred thousand members in more than twenty states.

			Maggie’s message of sisterhood struck me. At the 1906 Negro Young People’s Christian and Educational Congress she said, “Faith in God and faith in ourselves can work miracles. Sisters, let us join hands. Let us trust each other, let us believe in each other and half of the battle is won.”[13]

			We found that there were so many remarkable women during this period that we had trouble deciding which to write about.

			
				 

				 

			

			Often, when discussing the turn of the century, history books focus on women seeking the right to vote, but the progress of this era was also about women advocating for equality more broadly. The 1890s came to be known as the nadir of African American history. That’s in part because of the Supreme Court decision Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), which gave constitutional legitimacy to segregation. The great writer and civil rights activist James Baldwin wrote in 1963, “American history is longer, larger, more various, more beautiful, and more terrible than anything anyone has ever said about it.”[14] I’ve learned in working on this book just how much Baldwin’s words ring true.

			
				
					
						 

					

					The Negro woman is really the new woman of the times, and in possibilities the most interesting woman in America.

					—Fannie Barrier Williams

					 

					 

				

			

			

			The abominable decision that codified “separate but equal” ushered in a new generation of Black suffragists that came to national prominence. Activist Fannie Barrier Williams was among those who refused to let their voices be drowned out. “The old notion that woman was intended by the Almighty to do not those things that men thought the youth to do, is fast passing away,” Williams declared in 1904. “The Negro woman is really the new woman of the times, and in possibilities the most interesting woman in America.”[15] Black suffragists wanted white women to work on behalf of all women.

			This was also an age of immigration—and it was a woman who enshrined its meaning to the country. In 1903, Jewish American poet Emma Lazarus’s famous sonnet, “The New Colossus,” was displayed on a plaque inside the base of the Statue of Liberty. She spoke to the American dream and her poem still inspires Americans, many of whom can trace their family history to arrival at Ellis Island at the turn of the twentieth century.

			Emma wrote the poem in 1883 when large numbers of Italian, Russian Jewish, and Greek refugees were coming to the United States. It was a time of hope and opportunity, but it was also marked by discrimination and hardship for these new Americans. Emma was from a wealthy family and worked to ease the difficult transition to life in a new country for exiles from Czarist Russia. The Statue of Liberty was intended to be a symbol of freedom; what Emma accomplished with her poem was to also make it a symbol of salvation.[16]

			
				Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame,

				With conquering limbs astride from land to land;

				Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand

				A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame

				Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name

				Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand

				Glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command

				The air-bridged harbor that twin cities frame.

				“Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!” cries she

				With silent lips. “Give me your tired, your poor,

				Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

				The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.

				Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,

				I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”

				Emma Lazarus

				November 2, 1883[17]

			

			The poem is famous today largely because of the efforts of another woman who made certain it wouldn’t be lost to history. Emma died in 1887 and, like so many of the women we’ve written about, she was largely unknown during her lifetime. Emma’s friend Georgina Schuyler, a composer and writer, lobbied for a plaque with the poem to be placed on the pedestal of the Statue of Liberty. Georgina was a descendant of Alexander Hamilton, and she understood the importance of symbolism in the ever-evolving country.[18] Like Abigail Adams and Mercy Otis Warren during the Revolution, Emma and Georgina were not in the “room where it happened,” but today we know it was two women who helped make the Statue of Liberty a symbol of America as a land of immigrants.

			The defining achievement of women’s Progressive Era activism culminated in the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment—the largest enfranchisement in American history, giving twenty-six million women the right to vote, although women of color were often excluded.[19] Before that, many women in the West at the turn of the century could vote—in Wyoming in 1890, Colorado in 1893, Utah and Idaho in 1896.[20] But this wasn’t because men realized the error of their ways. Instead, men wanted to entice women to move West and understood how coveted the right to vote was to most women. Men were willing to give women the vote when it was useful to them.

			Women were bringing their unique cultural experiences to the fight for representation. Latina women were powerful political activists in the suffrage movement. Before the U.S. occupied and annexed territories on the border with Mexico, including Texas, New Mexico, and California, women living in those territories had more rights under Spanish and Mexican laws than they did under English common law. They could inherit land and own property, and they could even keep their maiden names after they got married. Latinas wanted to get back the freedom they once had when they were considered “persons” under the law. They joined protests, including one held on October 21, 1915, in Santa Fe, New Mexico. Spanish-speaking women made up at least half the female population in New Mexico. (New Mexico voted to ratify the Nineteenth Amendment on February 21, 1920.) Latinas joined women’s clubs and organizations and insisted that their voices be heard.

			It wasn’t until women put their lives on the line, when democracy was at stake and a war raged across the Atlantic Ocean, that society started to acknowledge their worth. Women took on the most important job any full participant in a country can have: They went to war. It’s incredible to track how women participated, first in the Revolutionary War, then in the Civil War, and in this era in World War I. They fought to protect the freedoms promised in America’s Declaration of Independence knowing that those promises did not apply to them. The freedom to vote, the freedom to divorce or to own property, these were all slow to evolve, and yet women confronted global conflicts again and again to stand up for America. All the while they were waiting for America to stand up for them.

			During World War I, Grace Banker led more than two hundred women working as telephone operators on the front lines, known as “Hello Girls.” They helped army officers communicate troop movements in the trenches. They left everything they knew behind in America and risked their lives in war, but when they returned home the government did not recognize them as veterans. Merle Egan Anderson led the charge to finally get the army to recognize their sacrifice. She had a simple motive that struck me. In her eighties, she wrote to another former telephone operator who served alongside her, “I love my country, consequently, I want that country to be worth loving.”[21]

			Finally, the country they wanted to be worthy of their service passed the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920. The bumpy road to get there was paved by activists, both peaceful and radical—sisters, wives, and mothers.

			
				
					
						 

					

					I love my country, consequently I want that country to be worth loving.

					—Merle Egan Anderson

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Sometimes it was paved by women who were not rowdy activists but who used their influence on their sons, brothers, and husbands to have a lasting impact.

			Harry Burn was a twenty-four-year-old representative from eastern Tennessee serving in the all-male state legislature. On August 18, 1920, he was called to vote for ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment, which promised that “the right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex.” Thirty-five states had already ratified it, and Tennessee would get it over the finish line, codifying the amendment as part of the U.S. Constitution. On the day of the vote, according to his great-great-grandson, Burn “had pinned to his jacket lapel a red rose representing his intent to vote against suffrage.”[22]

			It was a letter from his mother, Phoebe Ensminger Burn, that changed his mind. Known as Miss Febb, she implored her son to vote for suffrage. It worked; the young man listened to his mother. Harry Burn voted for ratification and the Nineteenth Amendment became the law of the land.

			Today, one might ask: Where is Miss Febb’s statue in the U.S. Capitol for finishing the decades-long fight for a woman’s right to vote?

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				16.

				Emily Warren Roebling: 
The Builder

			
			The first person to cross the Brooklyn Bridge—a structure so awe-inspiring it was dubbed the “Eighth Wonder of the World”—was a woman named Emily Warren Roebling. She rode in a carriage with her teenage son beside her and a rooster on her lap, a symbol of good fortune. But what few knew then, and even fewer know now, is that the true symbol of the bridge’s success was Emily herself. She was the good luck, the determination, and the brilliance behind its completion. She was the bridge’s “silent builder.”

			In an era defined by engineering marvels, the Brooklyn Bridge stood as the crowning achievement. When it opened in 1883, it was the longest suspension bridge in the world. With the main span at nearly 1,600 feet, it surpassed any previous bridge by 50 percent. And it was the first bridge to use steel for its cable wires, a major innovation at the time.

			The bridge took fourteen years to complete and claimed the lives of more than twenty workers, including Emily’s father-in-law. Her husband, Washington Augustus Roebling, the project’s chief engineer, was left severely incapacitated by illness brought on by the work. In his place, Emily stepped in as the bridge’s de facto chief engineer for the last eleven years of the project, guiding it through to completion. Few understood the personal cost she bore, or the societal rules she had to defy, to see the project through.

			I remember climbing to the very top of the Brooklyn Bridge in 2018, nearly 280 feet above the water. We were doing a story on the New York Police Department’s only female countersniper. Even with my research then, I didn’t know that a woman had been instrumental in the building of the iconic New York landmark.

			The bridge’s history has been written about exhaustively, including by the acclaimed author and historian David McCullough. His bestselling 1972 book, The Great Bridge, is more than five hundred pages long, but of its twenty-four chapters, only one of them focuses on Emily. Even in that chapter, there is scant mention of her work. Washington Augustus Roebling has gone down in history as the builder of the famous bridge, and Emily has been a footnote in the story. But it was Emily who rose to the challenge when her husband couldn’t.

			If ever there was a face that represented the saying “Behind every great man is a great woman,” it should be Emily Warren Roebling’s.

			The saga of the building of the Brooklyn Bridge began when Washington Augustus Roebling’s father, John Augustus Roebling, a German American cable manufacturer, was given the job of building the bridge. John had developed a method for weaving wire cables, and he had successfully built other suspension bridges, which were a novelty of nineteenth-century construction.

			At the very beginning of the bridge’s construction, the unthinkable happened. On June 28, 1869, while John Augustus Roebling was out surveying the construction site, his foot slipped and was crushed between a docking barge and the pilings of a pier. He developed tetanus and passed away less than a month later, on July 22, 1869. Emily was devastated. Her father-in-law had always respected her keen intellect and now her husband, who had been his father’s assistant on the enormous project, would have to finish the job his father had started. The pressure to complete what his father had called “the greatest bridge in existence” was immense and difficult for the thirty-two-year-old son.[1]

			The work was extremely dangerous. Washington Roebling felt it was necessary to have a doctor onsite. He was right: Over the course of four months, more than 110 men were diagnosed with caisson disease.[2]

			Caissons are large airtight wooden chambers that were sunk into the riverbed, making it possible to excavate beneath the East River. Functioning like underwater elevator shafts, they allowed workers to dig below so the bridge towers could be constructed above. Much like deep-sea divers, workers who ascended too quickly from the caissons risked severe illness, paralysis, or death. This condition, now known as decompression sickness, or “the bends,” occurs when dissolved gases in the blood form bubbles in blood vessels during rapid ascent.[3]

			Washington Roebling insisted on spending time in the caissons to personally oversee the work and show solidarity with his men—a decision that came with devastating consequences. In 1872, he suffered a severe case of decompression sickness. Bedridden and losing his eyesight, Roebling remained mostly incapacitated for the last eleven years of the bridge’s construction. Reports from the time indicate he was partially paralyzed by the illness.

			Someone needed to take over.

			Enter Emily.

			“I don’t think that the Brooklyn Bridge would be standing were it not for her,” Erica Wagner, a biographer of Washington Roebling, told The New York Times. “She was absolutely integral to its construction.”[4]

			Emily Roebling proved to be not only a skilled project manager but also a master negotiator. She worked closely with politicians, suppliers, and engineers, often devising creative solutions to unexpected challenges.[5]

			Although bids for steel and iron had been placed several years earlier, new engineering requirements arose by the time Emily assumed her role as stand-in chief engineer. The existing plans were outdated and incompatible with the bridge’s revised specifications.

			It fell to Emily to inform mill owners that new patterns and components would be required. When representatives from the mills traveled to New York expecting to meet with Washington Roebling, they were surprised to find Emily in charge. Calmly and confidently, she met with each team, collaborated on the necessary redesigns, and selected the most suitable options for the bridge. What had previously been a source of weeks of frustration was resolved under Emily’s leadership—efficiently and decisively.[6]

			In retrospect, Emily’s life seemed destined for this moment. Born on September 23, 1843, in Cold Spring, New York, Emily was the second to youngest of twelve children born to Sylvanus Warren, a New York State assemblyman, and his wife, Phebe Lickley. Of the twelve children, only six survived. Her parents were not wealthy, but they were well educated. In 1858, she was sent to the prestigious Georgetown Academy of the Visitation in Washington, D.C., where she studied algebra, French, and astronomy, along with needlework. She was a natural at math, and although she did not have formal training, she later picked up the language of engineering, including physics, along with the complex details of cable construction and stress analysis. She met her husband through her older brother, G. K. Warren, who was a general in the Union Army. Washington was an engineer on her brother’s staff. The two met at a military ball when Emily, then twenty, went to visit her brother at his encampment in Virginia during the Civil War in 1864.
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					Painting of Emily Warren Roebling in 1896

				
			
			Washington Roebling was so smitten that he bought Emily a diamond ring six weeks after their first meeting. They were married in Cold Spring in 1865. They moved to Cincinnati, Ohio, where Washington was helping his father design what was at the time the world’s longest steel suspension bridge over the Ohio River. In 1867, the young couple left for Europe, where Washington Roebling studied caissons so that he could help his father in the construction of the Brooklyn Bridge. It was a challenge the father and son could not wait to take on. A pregnant Emily absorbed everything that was happening around her. Roebling called his wife “a woman of infinite tact and wisest counsel.”[7] Emily gave birth to their son, John A. Roebling II, in Germany in 1867. He was their only child.

			
				 

				 

			

			Formal engineering degrees were not common for anyone in the nineteenth century, which opened the door for talented women with family connections to learn the trade through osmosis. In the nineteenth century, but probably also well into the twentieth century, a few hundred women continued to manage their husbands’ engineering work after their husbands’ deaths, having received enough informal technical training to call themselves engineers.[8] Today only 14 percent of engineers are female.

			Emily Roebling was uniquely equipped for any challenge. The daughter of a politician, she not only had a sharp engineering mind but also knew how to influence others and get things done. As she was working to complete the long-delayed Brooklyn Bridge, she was also fending off critics who sought to remove her husband as the project’s chief engineer. She was determined not to let the Roebling name be forgotten.

			In 1882, when construction was nearly complete, Brooklyn mayor Seth Low and a few engineers on the project attempted to replace Washington, arguing that he had been too absent because of illness. “We want in the position of chief engineer a live, energetic man, and not one who is too sick to give personal supervision to the work,” Low said.[9]

			Emily stepped in. It is widely believed that she lobbied the controllers of the Trustees of the New York and Brooklyn Bridge to save her husband’s job. Mayor Low’s resolution to replace Washington failed by a vote of 10 to 7.[10]

			
				
					
						 

					

					I have more brains, common sense, and know-how generally than any two engineers civil or uncivil that I have ever met, and but for me the Brooklyn Bridge would never have had the name of Roebling in any way connected with it!

					—Emily Warren Roebling

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Some reporters caught on to her tremendous influence. In fact, on May 23, 1883, the day before the bridge opened and over a decade after the start of her husband’s incapacitating illness, The New York Times ran a story that called Emily “chief of the engineering staff.”[11]

			Imagine a woman in traditional Victorian dress wearing heavy petticoats and making routine visits to a dangerous all-male construction site. Some people might have worried about driving carriages across the bridge if they knew a woman had played a key role in its construction. The Brooklyn Bridge was the highest structure in New York—only the Trinity Church steeple on Wall Street was taller—and there was already concern about how safe it was.[12] For the most part the press presented Emily as a nurse to her husband who was mostly confined to his sickbed.[13] Some of society at the time was aware of her contributions, including Queen Victoria of the United Kingdom, who invited her to London in 1896 because of her work on the bridge.[14]

			Although Emily was content with not being the star of the story, there was a part of her, I think, that wanted history to know. Fifteen years after the bridge was finished, when she was in her fifties, she wrote this to her son: “I have more brains, common sense, and know-how generally than any two engineers civil or uncivil that I have ever met, and but for me the Brooklyn Bridge would never have had the name of Roebling in any way connected with it!”[15] She made sure that her married name, Roebling, would always be etched in history books, even if her first name wasn’t.

			The accomplishment emboldened her to pursue a career of her own. She had shepherded the completion of the Eighth Wonder of the World, after all. In 1899, when she was fifty-six, she obtained a Women’s Law Course certificate from New York University. Women were not required to take the exams to get the degree, but Emily insisted on taking them.[16]

			She started using her voice more in public as she got older. In 1899, she won a $50 prize for her essay “A Wife’s Disabilities,” which was published in the Albany Law Journal. In it she made the case for equal property rights. “If man and wife are one being only in the eye of the law,” she wrote. “Only one-half [of] that being should die when the breath passes from his body, and the other half should continue in full possession of all the rights and privileges of that original body until life is wholly extinct.”[17]

			Emily would spend the rest of her life advocating for women’s rights until she died of stomach cancer at age fifty-nine on February 28, 1903. Her husband never recovered completely from caisson’s disease, but he remarried and lived to be eighty-nine. In 1964, the bridge was designated a National Historic Landmark by the National Park Service.

			In 1951, the Brooklyn Engineers’ Club erected a plaque on the bridge honoring all three Roeblings. Emily’s name is first—exactly where it should be:

			
				The Builders of the Bridge 

				Dedicated to the Memory of 

				Emily Warren Roebling 

				1843–1903 

				Whose Faith and Courage Helped Her 

				Stricken Husband 

				Col. Washington A. Roebling, C.E. 

				1837–1926 

				Complete the Construction of This 

				Bridge 

				From the Plans of His Father 

				John A. Roebling, C.E. 

				1806–1869 

				Who Gave His Life to the Bridge 

				“Back of Every Great Work We Can Find 

				The Self-Sacrificing Devotion of a 

				Woman”[18]

			

			In 2021, Emily Warren Roebling Plaza was unveiled in Brooklyn Bridge Park.[19]

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				17.

				Katharine Wright: 
The Aviator

			
			We all know the story of the Wright brothers—Wilbur and Orville—pioneers of aviation. But what if I told you they had a sister, Katharine? And what if I told you she was part of the brain trust behind the pioneering American aviators?

			Her two older brothers, Wilbur and Orville, are rightly enshrined in history. But without Katharine, they might never have achieved their dream flight. On December 17, 1903, they made the world’s first powered, controlled flight of a heavier-than-air machine near Kitty Hawk, North Carolina. While Katharine’s exact role in developing the airplane remains unclear because it wasn’t recorded at the time (surprise!), contemporary newspapers recognized her importance. As one noted, there might have been “no Kitty Hawk without Kitty Wright.”[1] I’m certain that had she been a man, she’d be remembered as the third Wright brother.

			Born on August 19, 1874, in Dayton, Ohio, to middle-class parents, Milton and Susan Wright, Katharine was the youngest of five surviving children. Katharine was three years younger than Orville and seven years younger than Wilbur.

			When her mother died in 1889, fifteen-year-old Katharine stepped into a caretaker role that would shape the rest of her life. As the only daughter, she held the family together—emotionally and logistically. She managed the household, cared for their father, Milton (a bishop in the United Brethren Church), and supported her brothers’ work in countless invisible ways.[2]

			She graduated from Oberlin College in 1898, the only Wright sibling to earn a college degree and one of the few women at the time to do so. She taught high school Latin and English in Dayton, becoming the family’s only consistent income earner. While teaching, she also helped run the family’s bicycle shop—the Wright Cycle Company—which funded the brothers’ aviation experiments.[3] Katharine’s practical support kept their dream alive.

			Katharine also managed her brothers’ growing business correspondence and media relations, especially after their first successful flights. In modern terms, she served as their COO, CFO, and head of public relations—all while holding down a full-time teaching job.

			Everything changed for her family on September 17, 1908. Orville was severely injured in a plane crash during a demonstration for the U.S. Army at Fort Myer, Virginia. His passenger, Lieutenant Thomas Selfridge, became the first fatality in powered flight. Orville suffered a broken leg, a fractured pelvis, and back injuries that caused him tremendous pain until he died.[4] Katharine quit her job and went to the hospital to help nurse him back to health. An army surgeon said “it is dubious” that Orville would have survived without Katharine’s care.[5]

			At the same time, Katharine was needed to repair the brothers’ relationship with the U.S. Army, which was deeply worried about the crash after just awarding the Wrights $25,000 for the first military contract for an airplane in U.S. history. Katharine helped negotiate a one-year extension, personally reassuring army officers of her brothers’ capabilities despite the horrific accident. One lieutenant later referred to her as the “third member of the team.”[6]

			Today the Air Combat Command says the modern-day U.S. Air Force is a direct result of this contract and other efforts at the time.[7]

			A few months later, Wilbur offered Katharine a chance to join the brothers in Europe. He and Orville would match her teaching salary if she helped market the Wright Flyer overseas. She leapt at the opportunity. “After spending a decade drumming Latin grammar and Roman history into the thick heads of Dayton teenagers,” her step-grandson Harry Haskell said in his podcast, “she was eager to see the Old World with her own eyes.”

			Katharine never returned to teaching. In Europe, she became the Wrights’ public face—meeting royalty, negotiating contracts, and managing their public image. Her charm and poise captivated European elites. “She was a smash hit,” said Haskell. “Crowned heads of Europe and captains of science and industry soon succumbed to her unaffected Midwestern ways.”

			Her gregariousness was a perfect counterbalance to her famously shy brothers. “They’re not the kind of guys you would want to invite to dinner,” joked her biographer Richard Maurer. “You could picture them coming over and not saying a word.”[8] Katharine was their translator, their advocate, and their star ambassador.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Katharine Wright flies for the first time while seated next to her brother Wilbur, and her brother Orville is standing nearby. Katharine’s skirt is tied with a string.

				
			
			In Europe, she became a celebrity in her own right. On February 15, 1909, near Pau, France, she made her first flight as a passenger with Wilbur. Photos show her in an open cockpit, coat and skirt tied with a string around her legs.[9] She would go on to take two more flights—becoming one of the first women in the world to fly.

			While the French press speculated that Katharine might have helped with engineering or calculations, she always denied involvement in the technical side. She insisted there was no truth to that, but her influence was unmistakable.[10]

			In recognition of her role, France awarded Katharine the title Officier de l’Instruction Publique—one of the nation’s highest honors for contributions to education and culture.[11] Her brothers received the Légion d’Honneur. The Wrights were now global figures.

			
				
					
						 

					

					I get all “het up” over living forever in a “man’s world,” with so much discussion about what kind of women men like and so little concern over what kind of men women like.

					—Katharine Wright
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						Katharine Wright stands alongside her brothers.

					
				
			

			

			Katharine caught the eye of U.S. Air Force historian Lois E. Walker, who first noticed her in photographs from Europe. “There she was standing with the crowned heads of Europe, the elite of European society, the only woman at the banquet given by the Royal Aeronautical Society in London, going up in the airplane herself…going up in a hot-air balloon, going up in the dirigible, things that few women would have imagined doing,” Walker observed. “She was smart. She was very observant…. I asked myself, who is this diminutive woman in these big hats and with so much on her shoulders?”[12]

			Thanks in part to Katharine’s diplomacy, the Wright brothers received the Congressional Gold Medal on March 4, 1909.[13] Though she wasn’t named in the citation, President William Howard Taft later publicly praised her as “the most important member of the family.”[14]

			After Wilbur’s death from typhoid in 1912, Katharine became an officer of the Wright Company until it was sold in 1915.[15] She also served on the board of trustees at Oberlin (only the second woman elected), championed equal pay for teachers, and became a vocal suffragist.[16] In 1914, she marched in a parade alongside Orville and her father to push for a constitutional amendment for women’s suffrage in Ohio.

			In a letter, she once wrote: “I get all ‘het up’ over living forever in a ‘man’s world,’ with so much discussion about what kind of women men like and so little concern over what kind of men women like…. [Orville] always used to say that woman suffrage was like Rome, in one respect. All roads led to it, with me.”[17]

			In 1919, Ohio was among the first states to ratify the Nineteenth Amendment. Katharine had played her part.

			Later in life, she rekindled a relationship with Henry Haskell, a fellow Oberlin alum and editor at The Kansas City Star. Her letters to him reveal a fiercely independent spirit and an early feminist voice: “I am sick of hearing forever that women must do thus or mustn’t do that or the men won’t like them…. It’s a game that I DESPISE.”[18]

			
				
					
						 

					

					I am sick of hearing forever that women must do thus or mustn’t do that or the men won’t like them…. It’s a game that I DESPISE.

					—Katharine Wright

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Katharine’s engagement to Henry created a painful rift. Orville, who never married and depended deeply on her, saw it as a betrayal. “In his eyes, Katharine had violated an unspoken pact that she and her brothers would never marry,” her step-grandson said. Orville refused to attend the wedding and told her that if she left, his door would be closed to her forever.[19] Katharine left with a single suitcase.[20]

			The two did not speak again until she lay dying of pneumonia in 1929, just before a long-awaited honeymoon. Orville finally visited her bedside—but it was too late.[21] She died at age fifty-four.

			Katharine’s final resting place is between her brothers in Dayton, Ohio—but her contribution to history is quite literally buried. The signs directing visitors to their grave makes no mention of her. They simply read Wright Brothers, 200 feet, but there would have been no Wright brothers without a Wright sister.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				18.

				Inez Milholland: 
The Suffragist

			
			On March 3, 1913, Inez Milholland sat astride a large white horse and led the first large-scale protest of suffragists in the United States. Dressed in a billowing white cape with her long dark hair cascading down her back and a golden tiara on her head, she looked like Joan of Arc. She led an estimated five thousand women down Washington, D.C.’s Pennsylvania Avenue. They were marching to demand a constitutional amendment enfranchising women, then known as the Susan B. Anthony Voting Rights Amendment.[1]

			A photograph of her at the time helped inspire the celebrated comic book character Wonder Woman, which debuted at the end of 1941.[2] Never mind that Inez, a human rights lawyer, was dressed modestly, while Wonder Woman wore a cleavage-baring strapless bustier. Both wore a golden tiara with a “star of hope,” a symbol of female strength and beauty. For Inez, the tiara symbolized her role as “the herald of the future” and embodied the ideals of the New Woman of the twentieth century. Sitting atop a handsome white horse named Grey Dawn, Inez literally portrayed “the suffrage movement’s white knight.”[3]

			Famous suffragist Alice Paul organized the parade with Lucy Burns. Both women chaired the Congressional Committee of the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA). Alice hand-selected Inez to be the face of the march. She knew that Inez’s beauty would attract press headlines. Inez, just twenty-six years old with a dazzling smile, was called the most “beautifulest” suffragist by the New York Tribune.
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					Inez Milholland leads the 1913 Woman Suffrage Procession in Washington, D.C., atop a white horse named Grey Dawn.

				
			
			Alice and Lucy also strategically chose the date—just one day before Woodrow Wilson’s presidential inauguration—to draw maximum attention to the cause.

			The energy and enthusiasm that day were contagious. Of the twenty floats displaying flags and banners, the first one was simply called “The Great Demand.” It read: We Demand an Amendment to the Constitution of the United States Enfranchising the Women of This Country.

			The marchers separated into different contingents—some carried banners of countries that had already granted women the right to vote, while others walked in groups representing professions such as librarians, nurses, and teachers.[4] Many joined their alma mater’s group.[5] It was a triumphant moment for the suffragist movement. Photos show women smiling, chatting, and proud. It was a historic moment: the first major suffrage parade in Washington. It’s also noteworthy that women staged what was the first large-scale organized political demonstration in the nation’s capital.[6] Their message was clear: Every woman deserved the right to vote.

			But the day took a very dark and unexpected turn. The cheerful banter soon turned into cries for help as a mob of angry men attacked the marchers. The inauguration of the first Democratic president in twenty years had attracted a massive crowd—estimated at over five hundred thousand—and many were hostile to the suffragists. Drunk men jeered, insulted, and assaulted the women.[7] Police did little to protect them. Some women locked arms or defended themselves with hatpins.[8] “We came to see chicks and not hens!” some men shouted.[9]
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					The crowd streams onto Pennsylvania Avenue, blocking the parade route.

				
			
			According to The Washington Post, one police officer said, “There would have been nothing like this happen if you women would stay at home.”[10]

			Inez, undeterred, used Grey Dawn to carve a path through the crowd. “You men ought to be ashamed of yourselves,” she yelled. “If you have a particle of backbone, you will come out here and help us to continue our parade.”[11]

			The next day, headlines covered both Wilson’s inauguration and the women’s march. Public outrage over the violence spurred a Senate investigation. More than 150 witnesses gave testimony over eleven days in hearings that brought national attention to the demand for women’s rights and suffrage.[12] Inez declined to testify, but the coverage boosted the suffrage movement dramatically. One marcher testified, “They would have taken better care of a drove of pigs being driven through the streets by some farmer than they did of us.”[13] The hearings also led to the resignation of the police chief.

			The Washington Post headline the next day read: “Woman’s Beauty, Grace, and Art Bewilder the Capital—Miles of Fluttering Femininity Present Entrancing Suffrage Appeal.” Tangible results followed: On March 17, President Wilson met with Alice Paul. The Senate committee later produced a 745-page report concluding: “It is unfortunate that a quiet, dignified parade, composed mostly of women, could not be held upon the best known avenue in the Nation’s capital without interference or insult.”[14]

			The march is considered a turning point in the fight for women’s suffrage and the eventual passage of the Nineteenth Amendment.

			
				 

				 

			

			Despite its significance, the march inflicted a deep wound for many Black suffragists. They weren’t just attacked by the mob, they were ostracized by organizers. The NAACP’s newspaper, The Crisis, described the experience: “The women’s suffrage party had a hard time settling the status of Negroes in the Washington parade. At first Negro callers were received coolly at headquarters…. Finally an order went out to segregate them…but telegrams and protests poured in and eventually the colored women marched according to their State and occupation without let or hindrance.”[15]

			The Crisis reported that more than forty Black women marched—some at the very front of their delegations. Mary Church Terrell was there and more than two dozen students from Howard University’s Delta Sigma Theta walked in cap and gown. Carrie Williams Clifford, a civil rights activist and poet, marched in the Homemakers section, where women wore white shawls and caps to honor domestic labor.[16]

			
				
					
						 

					

					Either I go with you or not at all. I am not taking this stand because I personally wish for recognition, I am doing it for the future benefit of my whole race.

					—Ida B. Wells

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Ida B. Wells, a prominent civil rights activist and journalist, was invited to march in the parade, as she was a founder of the Alpha Suffrage Club of Chicago. But organizers, afraid of offending Southern white suffragists, asked the Black women to march in the back of the parade. Ida defiantly refused. “I shall not march at all unless it is under the Illinois banner,” she told fellow suffragists. “Either I go with you or not at all. I am not taking this stand because I personally wish for recognition, I am doing it for the future benefit of my whole race.”[17]

			On the day of the procession, Ida waited for her Illinois delegation and joined the front of the section. The next day, the Chicago Tribune published a picture of her leading her state’s suffragists. It was a powerful statement against the exclusion of Black women and highlighted the hypocrisy of the movement’s claim to inclusivity.[18]

			“In spite of the apparent reluctance of the local suffrage committee to encourage the colored women to participate,” The Crisis concluded, “they are to be congratulated that so many of them had the courage of their convictions and that they made such an admirable showing in the first great national parade.”

			Unfortunately, the 1913 parade did not lead to a widespread or lasting reconciliation between the main white suffrage organization and Black suffragists. In a recurring dynamic, the mainstream suffrage movement, including the NAWSA, often prioritized gaining support from Southern white politicians and voters, even if it meant excluding Black women.

			
				 

				 

			

			Inez was already a revolutionary before that day in March.

			Born in 1886 in Brooklyn to wealthy, progressive parents, Inez met Emmeline Pankhurst and participated in militant suffragette demonstrations one summer in England. She returned to Vassar College (then Vassar Female College) and held a series of protests, defying college bans to organize suffrage meetings. She first garnered attention by interrupting a New York campaign parade for soon-to-be President William Howard Taft with a megaphone demanding women’s voting rights.

			Inez was brilliant and wanted to attend an Ivy League graduate school but was rejected from Yale, Harvard, and Columbia because of her gender. Ultimately, she earned her law degree from New York University School of Law in 1912.[19] By that time, she was already prominent in the suffrage movement, a charismatic public figure who drew large crowds advocating for women’s rights, labor reform, and prison reform. “I am so prepared to sacrifice every so-called privilege I possess in order to have a few rights.”[20]

			
				
					
						 

					

					I am so prepared to sacrifice every so-called privilege I possess in order to have a few rights.

					—Inez Milholland

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Her biographer Linda Lumsden describes a woman filled with impostor syndrome: “She was full of doubts about her abilities, but she would plunge ahead anyway. It’s something that women still experience today.”[21]

			In 1916, the National Woman’s Party sent Inez, their most well-known suffragist, out west to campaign against President Wilson’s re-election. At the time, women could vote in twelve Midwestern and Western states, from Illinois to California. Inez urged those women to support Republican nominee Charles Evans Hughes, who favored a suffrage amendment.

			As always, Inez was tireless in her battle for equal rights. In twenty-eight days, she made fifty appearances in eight states while battling illness. She wrote to her husband about self-medicating with iron, arsenic, and strychnine.[22]

			On October 23, 1916, Inez collapsed during a speech in Los Angeles, just after saying, “Mr. President, how long must women wait for liberty?” She died soon after, just thirty years old. Her death transformed her into a martyr. Women carried banners with her last words as they picketed the White House.[23]

			
				
					
						 

					

					Mr. President, how long must women wait for liberty?
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			Inez’s official cause of death was pernicious anemia, though her biographer believes it may have been leukemia.[24] At the time, women’s health was poorly understood, and exhaustion or hysteria was often cited in such deaths.

			Suffragists, including Alice Paul, continued her work. Two years after her death, President Wilson finally endorsed women’s suffrage in a Senate speech. In 1920, the Nineteenth Amendment was ratified.

			Inez Milholland was a singular force in American history—her life, brief but blazing, lit a path that others would follow.

			“Her significance nearly a century ago has vanished like a ripple in a pond,” Lumsden wrote. But ripples never truly disappear. And if we listen closely, one can still hear the meaning of her words echoing through history: How long must women wait for liberty?

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				19.

				Maggie Lena Walker: 
The Titan of Finance

			
			On November 2, 1903, in the heart of the former capital of the Confederacy, a Black woman did the unthinkable: She opened a bank—and not just any bank but one that sparked a movement of Black economic empowerment.

			Nearly three hundred people gathered for the occasion, waiting patiently to open accounts in the St. Luke Penny Savings Bank.[1] The atmosphere was electric—music, speeches, and a steady stream of community members, from those with just thirty-one cents to others with over $100. By the end of the day, the bank had collected $8,000 in deposits.[2]

			It was a crowning achievement for Maggie Lena Walker, whose vision would cement her legacy as the first Black woman to charter and successfully run a bank in the United States.

			Maggie was born in Richmond, Virginia, on July 15, 1864—the daughter of Elizabeth “Lizzie” Draper, a formerly enslaved woman, and Eccles Cuthbert, a white Irish journalist. They never married. She was raised by her mother and stepfather, a butler named William Mitchell, who was robbed and killed when Maggie was just eight years old. She began working as a laundress at a young age to help support the family.

			“My childhood became a struggle for something to eat, something to wear and a place to sleep,” Maggie wrote in her diary. “I worked all day and way into the night. Work or starve, that was my mandate.”[3]

			Even so, she excelled in school and graduated from Richmond Colored Normal School in 1883. She became a teacher and soon after married Armstead Walker, a successful brickmason. They lived in Jackson Ward, a growing center of Black life in post–Civil War Richmond.

			
				
					
						 

					

					Let us have a bank that will take nickels and turn them into dollars.

					—Maggie Lena Walker

					 

					 

				

			

			

			To fully grasp the significance of Maggie’s achievement, we have to envision the South after the Civil War. White leaders erected monuments to Confederate generals and enforced Jim Crow and other means of discrimination against the Black community—which was almost 40 percent of Richmond’s population. White-owned banks largely refused to provide financing and fair banking services to Black families. Many banks either did not accept deposits from Black customers or outright denied them loans, often citing racial stereotypes that Black borrowers would not pay them back. Even when Black customers were served, they were frequently charged higher interest rates or were paid less interest on their deposits.

			In 1902, Virginia revised its state constitution to disenfranchise most of the Black voters through poll taxes and literacy tests, effectively legalizing segregation, oppression, and second-class citizenship.

			This hostile climate inspired Maggie to speak out forcefully against Jim Crow—and to act decisively to create institutions that empowered Black communities from within. Everything Maggie built in her life was about creating opportunities: the bank, a department store, a newspaper, and a scholarship fund to send young people to college.

			At age fourteen, she joined the Independent Order of St. Luke, a mutual aid society, where she rose through the ranks and ultimately became its Right Worthy Grand Secretary. She would transform the organization from a struggling fraternal society into a thriving financial and civic institution for Black Americans. Black fraternal orders like the Independent Order of St. Luke were important job creators for the Black community. Because of segregation, Black Americans were forced to rely on one another. They founded banks, retail stores, insurance companies, and other Black-owned and operated businesses. They built a community and they created leadership training programs for their members.

			Maggie helped the Order open the St. Luke Penny Savings Bank and she was its first president. This was more than a bank; it was a movement whose mission was to uplift the Black community through economic empowerment and self-reliance. In speeches, Walker explained her vision: “Let us put our money together; let us use our money; let us put our money out at usury among ourselves, and reap the benefit ourselves.”[4]

			Maggie encouraged savings among people with modest means—literally starting with pennies. She even gave children penny banks to encourage saving—once they had a hundred pennies, they could open their own accounts. “Let us have a bank that will take nickels and turn them into dollars,” she said famously.[5]
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			She believed that Black communities could thrive by circulating their dollars within their own institutions. That’s why the bank’s slogan was “Bring it all back home.” Moreover, she ensured that much of the bank staff were Black women—and they were paid for every new member they recruited, giving them both economic power and agency.[6], [7]

			Maggie Lena Walker set high standards. She was a demanding and disciplined leader. One former secretary recalled, “You had better be at your desk at ten minutes to nine.”[8] She ran a tight ship, expecting accuracy and accountability. In one instance, when an audit came up one nickel short, Maggie instructed two employees to stay late—and they didn’t leave until they found the missing coin at midnight.[9] She also enforced a formal dress code: White blouses and long dark skirts were required. Yet despite her strictness, Maggie was known for caring deeply about her employees’ well-being, encouraging them to save 5 percent of their wages.[10]

			Under her leadership, St. Luke Penny Savings Bank flourished. From 1904 to 1910, deposits grew from $21,362 to $85,183.[11] The bank financed hundreds of Black-owned homes and helped Black entrepreneurs start businesses. This wasn’t inherited wealth or influence—Maggie was a self-made woman, and her clients were likewise creating wealth on their own initiative. She was likely the first woman in U.S. history to serve as a bank president without family ties to the institution.

			She didn’t stop there. Maggie also founded the St. Luke Herald, a weekly paper that published the organization’s goals and took a strong stand against Jim Crow and injustice.

			“What we need,” she explained when starting the paper, “is an organ, a newspaper to herald and proclaim the work of the Order. No business, no enterprise, which has to deal with the public, can be pushed successfully without a newspaper.”[12]

			She also opened the St. Luke Emporium, a department store with Black mannequins and Black saleswomen—a bold and radical act in the early 1900s, when most Black women worked as housekeepers or in factories. She helped transform the idea of what was possible for Black women.

			In civic life, Maggie served as vice president of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and founded Richmond’s Council of Colored Women. In 1923, she joined the national board of directors of the NAACP. This belief in equality extended into her personal philosophy as well; she told the young women she mentored that marriage should be an equal partnership.[13]

			Despite personal hardship—including the tragic accidental death of her husband and later her own declining health—she never stopped working. After a fall in 1908 and worsening diabetes, she eventually used a wheelchair.[14] She installed an elevator in her home and bought a car that could accommodate her wheelchair. Still, she traveled the country to expand St. Luke’s membership and share her message of economic self-determination.

			By the early 1920s, the Independent Order of St. Luke had grown to over one hundred thousand members and had become one of the most financially powerful Black institutions in America.[15] Even after the Great Depression, the bank she founded would remain open. It eventually merged with three other Black-owned banks to form the Consolidated Bank and Trust Company, where she served as board chair until her death.

			Her efforts at the time were widely recognized. In 1925, Virginia Union University awarded her an honorary degree. In 1934, the City of Richmond named October “Maggie Walker Month.”[16] First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt even wrote to her: “I cannot imagine anything more satisfying than a life of the kind of accomplishment that you have had. I congratulate you.”[17]

			Maggie’s faith, community, and early exposure to activism through her church shaped her lifelong mission to uplift others. She entertained great thinkers like W.E.B. Du Bois, Langston Hughes, and Booker T. Washington in her home—but she always stayed focused on helping the people of Richmond, especially Black women, rise.

			In 1931, she wrote: “I have indeed been happy in all these years of service; nothing encountered has lastingly impressed me as a hardship, weighed against the achievements of our splendid organization. My heart has sung out, ‘Inspiration,’ when physical strength has all but failed, but with eyes ever set to the golden horizon and the wonderful ‘rainbow of promise’ always just ahead, I’ve kept happy and traveled through the years to the music of the St. Luke drum tap.”[18]

			After she passed away on December 15, 1934, thousands gathered to mourn her—despite cold weather. Schools closed early. Flags flew at half-mast. The mayor attended. People lined the streets in the rain.[19]

			It’s incredible to comprehend all that she achieved. Maggie Lena Walker—born into poverty, shaped by struggle—proved to the world the importance of Black economic power. And she left behind institutions that would continue to uplift and empower generations to come. St. Luke Penny Savings Bank would become the oldest continuously operated Black-owned bank in the country by the twenty-first century.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				20.

				Mary Tape: 
The Determined Mother

			
			Seventy years before the landmark case Brown v. Board of Education, there was Tape v. Hurley, a case that few Americans know but one that set legal precedent for educational equality. As the Library of Congress puts it, the 1885 case of Tape v. Hurley is one of “the most important civil rights decisions that you’ve likely never heard of.”[1] I know I hadn’t!

			The case centers on Mamie Tape, an eight-year-old Chinese American girl born in San Francisco to recent immigrants Mary and Joseph Tape. Mary Tape’s birth name has been lost to history, but what is well documented is how she changed our country. When she fought for her daughter’s right to attend a better school, she wasn’t just fighting for access to a better education—she was challenging the very meaning of equality first outlined in the Declaration of Independence.

			Mary was born near Shanghai in 1857 and came to the United States by herself at age eleven. In Mary’s homeland of China, girls were not valued as much as boys, and middlemen would sometimes arrange for girls to be sold to American couples in the United States for several hundred dollars. Mary is believed to have been a mui tsai—a Cantonese term that translates to little sister but in reality indicates a far darker truth.[2] These girls were often sold into servitude and subjected to abuse. What some considered “adoption” at the time is now viewed as human trafficking.[3]

			During the Gold Rush, the demand for women in the American West led to the trafficking of thousands of Chinese girls. Between 1852 and 1873, six thousand women were trafficked in San Francisco. According to the 1870 census, prostitutes made up 61 percent of the city’s Chinese female population.[4]

			Mary ultimately escaped that fate. After her time as a servant in a brothel, she found her way to the Ladies’ Relief Society outside Chinatown, either because she was rescued by a Presbyterian minister or because she ran away.[5] She may have felt safe in her new home, but she was the only non-white person there. She learned English and a woman named Mary McGladery took her under her wing and gave her the name we know her by today.

			She met another Chinese immigrant named Jeu Dip when he was delivering milk to the relief society. They fell in love and got married in 1875.[6] Dip took the name Joseph Tape, built a successful delivery and import business, and later worked as an interpreter for the Chinese government.[7] They had four children: Mamie, Frank, Emily, and Gertrude.

			Despite their assimilation—speaking English, dressing in Western fashion, and taking American names—the Tapes were still seen as outsiders. Discrimination against Chinese people had worsened with the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, banning new immigrants and making it nearly impossible for those already in the United States to find legitimate work or integrate into society. Still, the Tapes persisted.

			Then came a turning point. In 1884, Mamie was eight years old when she was denied entry to Spring Valley Primary School—the school closest to her home—solely because she was Chinese. School officials claimed that no “provision” existed for Chinese students. Mary Tape was outraged.

			She wrote that her family was the “same as other Caucasians, except in features.”[8] Having fought her way out of servitude, learned English, and embraced American culture, she wasn’t about to let the state tell her daughter she wasn’t American enough. She and Joseph took the school principal Jennie Hurley, the superintendent, and the San Francisco Board of Education to court.

			On January 9, 1885, the Superior Court of California ruled in Tape v. Hurley that excluding “children of Chinese parents” from public schools went against state law and the Fourteenth Amendment.[9] “To deny a child, born of Chinese parents in this State, entrance to the public schools,” the judge wrote, “would be a violation of the law of the State and the Constitution of the United States.”[10]
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					Portrait of the Tape family around 1884 or 1885. From left to right: Joseph, Emily, Mamie, Frank, and Mary

				
			
			On paper, it was a victory for Mary and her family, but officials found ways around the ruling. State lawmakers hurriedly introduced an “urgent” provision that created separate schools for children of “Mongolian or Chinese descent.”

			When Mamie again tried to attend Spring Valley Primary School, she was turned away for so-called technicalities—not having the proper vaccination records, the school was full, and so on. All excuses.[11]

			Mary’s fury erupted in a letter to the school board that was published in the local paper: “Will you please to tell me! Is it a disgrace to be Born a Chinese? Didn’t God make us all!!!…It seems no matter how a Chinese may live and dress so long as you know they Chinese. Then they are hated as one. There is not any right or justice for them.”[12]

			Even though the Tapes did not want their children to attend a segregated school, they had no choice. Mamie and her brother, Frank, became the first students at the new Chinese Primary School in Chinatown. Around this time, some smaller school districts across California integrated, and eventually the Tapes moved to Berkeley, seeking integrated schools and better housing.

			The press never gave Mary her due. In one condescending article from 1892, a reporter marveled that the Tapes’ home “had nothing to make anyone believe it the home of a Chinese family.” He asked why their children spoke English so well, and Mary replied that their kids were born in America and were citizens.[13]

			When asked if she and her husband would ever return to China, she said, “We may some day…but it will only be as tourists visiting a foreign country. California is our home.”

			
				
					
						 

					

					Will you please to tell me! Is it a disgrace to be Born a Chinese? Didn’t God make us all!!!
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			Mary Tape wasn’t just fighting for her children—she was fighting for the promise of America. She showed that the battle for civil rights didn’t begin in the 1950s; it started in homes like hers, with parents who believed that education, justice, and dignity weren’t privileges—they were rights.

			The Tape v. Hurley case marked an early legal challenge to racial exclusion in public education, with the California Supreme Court affirming that children of Chinese descent were entitled to attend public schools under the law. However, instead of integrating schools, authorities responded by creating separate institutions for Chinese American children—foreshadowing the logic that would later define legally sanctioned segregation. Just over a decade later, in the unrelated case of Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), the U.S. Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of racial segregation under the doctrine of “separate but equal.” That ruling asserted that segregation did not violate the Fourteenth Amendment’s guarantee of equal protection, so long as the separate facilities were considered equal—though in practice, they weren’t. The decision provided a sweeping legal justification for systemic segregation across public life in the United States.

			Mary Tape died in 1934, nearly fifteen years before California formally outlawed segregation in public schools. The governor who signed that bill may be familiar to you: Earl Warren.

			Warren later became Chief Justice of the United States Supreme Court, and despite a mixed record on minority rights in his career, he would go on to lead the Court in one of its most transformative decisions. In Brown v. Board of Education (1954), Justice Warren delivered the unanimous opinion that finally struck down legalized segregation in public schools.

			He wrote in his opinion, “We conclude that, in the field of public education, the doctrine of ‘separate but equal’ has no place. Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal.”

			Though Mary Tape did not live to see this landmark ruling, her fight for her daughter’s education laid the crucial groundwork in the struggle for civil rights in America. She stood up against injustice at a time when few dared, and her legacy echoes in every step forward that followed.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				21.

				Zitkala-Ša: 
The Writer

			
			During the winter of her freshman year at Earlham College, Zitkala-Ša delivered a speech titled “Side by Side,” focused on women’s rights, during a public speaking contest. Born on an Indian reservation and raised in a matriarchal tribe that valued women’s contributions, she always believed her voice mattered. She spoke without hesitation, even though she was the only Indigenous student among her nearly five hundred peers in Richmond, Indiana.[1]

			She won the schoolwide competition and advanced to the 1896 Annual Indiana State Oratorical Contest at the English Opera House in Indianapolis. Aware that she would be speaking before a large audience, she spent the night before rewriting her speech to focus on the violence inflicted on her people.[2] As she took the stage, she heard racial slurs being shouted at her, but she still spoke passionately. “The White Man’s bullet decimates his tribes and drives him from his home. What if he fought?” she asked.[3]

			Young Zitkala-Ša argued that Indigenous peoples have always been American and deserved equal rights. She declared that they come seeking “a new birthright to unite with yours our claim to a common country.” Drawing on the ideals laid forth in the Declaration of Independence, she advocated for the inclusion of Indigenous peoples in the promise of equality: “America entered upon her career of freedom and prosperity with the declaration that ‘all men are born free and equal.’ ” She asked, “Can you as consistent Americans deny equal opportunities with yourselves to an American people in their struggle to rise from ignorance and degradation?”[4]

			While her speech received applause, it was also met with painful insult. As she finished, students from another school unfurled a banner with a crude drawing of an Indigenous girl and in big black letters the word Squaw, a slur against Native American women.

			Despite this, Zitkala-Ša won one of the two prizes that night.[5] But the racism she faced stayed with her, fueling her determination as she became one of the most preeminent Native American activists of her generation. Systemic discrimination faced by Indigenous peoples was especially brutal at this time. They were not considered U.S. citizens, and many were subject to policies aimed at assimilation and land dispossession. Zitkala-Ša would spend her life working tirelessly on behalf of her people, and all Native Americans.

			
				 

				 

			

			Born on the Yankton Indian Reservation in South Dakota on February 22, 1876, Zitkala-Ša was known by several names, including the English translation of her Sioux name, Red Bird, and her given name, Gertrude Simmons.

			Zitkala-Ša’s generation witnessed the aftermath of post–Civil War conquests of Native nations in the American West, a period marked by the widespread racist belief that the “only good Indian is a dead Indian.”[6]

			Native American governments were outlawed, and many of her people were placed under legal federal wardship. Their religious traditions and cultural celebrations were criminalized. After the forced selling of Native land to white speculators, most Indigenous Americans were living in extreme poverty.[7] The Lakota and Yankton tribes both belonged to the Sioux Nation in South Dakota, and Zitkala-Ša knew the horrors of the 1890 massacre at Wounded Knee, where hundreds of Lakota Native Americans were killed by U.S. troops.

			The cruelty she experienced after delivering her college speech was certainly not her first experience with discrimination. In fact, Zitkala-Ša once wrote that she had lost her spirit at the hands of white Americans.[8] At just eight years old, against her mother’s wishes, she was taken from the Yankton Sioux Reservation in South Dakota and sent to White’s Manual Labor Institute in Indiana, a boarding school over nine hundred miles away. Sadly, this was not uncommon in her community. It was part of a misguided effort to “civilize” Indigenous children by forcibly removing them from their families and placing them in government-run, missionary-operated boarding schools. The policy aimed to erase Native American culture and replace it with white European language and traditions.

			By 1902, the federal government ran twenty-five off-reservation boarding schools, in addition to hundreds of day schools and reservation-based schools. The belief was that Indigenous boys should be trained as farmers while Indigenous girls were taught how to care for their homes and families so that they could raise a new generation of “Americans.” However, as Zitkala-Ša pointed out in her writings, this assumption was ironic considering Indigenous peoples were, in fact, the first Americans.

			One of the most traumatic experiences Zitkala-Ša faced at boarding school was the forced cutting of her hair, a practice imposed on Indigenous children to strip them of their cultural identity. In an essay published in The Atlantic Monthly more than a decade later, Zitkala-Ša recalled her anguish: “I cried aloud, shaking my head all the while until I felt the cold blades of the scissors against my neck, and heard them gnaw off one of my thick braids. Then I lost my spirit. Since the day I was taken from my mother I had suffered extreme indignities. People had stared at me. I had been tossed about in the air like a wooden puppet. And now my long hair was shingled like a coward’s! In my anguish I moaned for my mother, but no one came to comfort me. Not a soul reasoned quietly with me, as my own mother used to do; for now, I was only one of many little animals driven by a herder.”[9]

			That event marked a pivotal moment in Zitkala-Ša’s life. She would become an outspoken advocate for her people, fighting for both citizenship and voting rights for Native Americans, as well as women’s suffrage.

			Despite the adversity she faced, Zitkala-Ša excelled academically. After graduating from boarding school, she attended Earlham College, a Quaker school in Richmond, Indiana. According to her biographer Cathleen Cahill, the college experience was crucial in shaping Zitkala-Ša’s political views. The college’s “emphasis on spiritual equality meant that women and their ideas were also welcomed…. [it would] solidify her ideas about women’s capabilities and strengthen her desire for equality, forging a foundation that informed her politics for the rest of her life.”[10] It was during her college years that Zitkala-Ša began collecting the Native American stories that would become the hallmark of her literary career.

			
				 

				 

			

			Zitkala-Ša was a woman of many talents, using her skills to challenge harmful stereotypes and express her cultural pride. She studied violin at the New England Conservatory of Music and in 1900, she performed at the White House for President William McKinley. In 1913, she co-composed The Sun Dance Opera, the first American Indian opera. Its namesake was the Sioux ceremony that the federal government had prohibited. Her collaborator only included his name on the title page of the opera and left her off the official copyright.[11]

			
				
					
						 

					

					We are here like other human beings and there is no reason why we should be afraid to hold up our heads. Let us stand up straight.

					—Zitkala-Ša

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Her most enduring legacy, however, comes from her writings—some of which were published in national magazines such as The Atlantic Monthly and Harper’s Monthly. Zitkala-Ša’s essays and speeches reflect her desire to instill the pride of her culture and challenge the racist stereotypes of the time. A columnist for the Evening Star wrote in 1906, “Her thought of [her people] was never as of an inferior race, but as of a conquered people to whom the rights accorded by nature…were as sacred and should have been as inalienable as those of any race of men.”[12]
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					Zitkala-Ša pictured in 1898

				
			
			Her 1921 book, American Indian Stories, was an important step in reshaping how white Americans viewed Native peoples. In a testimonial for the book, Helen Keller said the stories ignite “eternal wonder” in the minds of young readers.[13] That became apparent when at a book reading in Savannah, children waited two hours to hear Zitkala-Ša address cultural misunderstandings and read from the book.[14]

			One of her most famous quotes, delivered at the Annual Convention of the Society of American Indians, encapsulates her message: “There is so much good in our people—everyone knows that when we give our word, we keep it…. We are here like other human beings and there is no reason why we should be afraid to hold up our heads. Let us stand up straight.”[15]

			
				
					
						 

					

					If the Indian is good enough to fight for America, he is good enough to be considered an American.

					—Zitkala-Ša

					 

					 

				

			

			

			In 1902, she married Captain Raymond Talefase Bonnin, a fellow Yankton Sioux.[16] During World War I, she used her husband’s military service to highlight the contradiction in denying equal rights to Native Americans. “If the Indian is good enough to fight for America,” she said, “he is good enough to be considered an American.”[17] She understood how to use patriotism to make her point that the white men in power were betraying the tenets of the Declaration of Independence by denying freedom to Native Americans.

			Although much of her work focused on the issues facing her people, she continued her fight for equal rights for women. In 1918, she spoke at the National Woman’s Party conference, urging attendees to support an Indian citizenship bill. They didn’t, because they said they needed to focus on gender equality first, like the Equal Rights Amendment.

			In 1920, when the Nineteenth Amendment was ratified, granting women the right to vote, many Native women were excluded from this right because of their lack of citizenship. Zitkala-Ša remained determined to secure voting rights for Native Americans.[18] For three years, she traveled around America asking white women to use their new voting power to support Native American citizenship.

			She gave presentations in Washington, including to the Congressional Club, whose membership consisted of the wives of congressmen, wearing a traditional buckskin dress. She did not hold back. In her speeches she pointed out the irony that the first Americans were being deprived of the rights most other Americans had after the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment.

			Her work culminated in the passage of the federal Indian Citizenship Act of 1924, which granted U.S. citizenship to all Native Americans. She also played a role in the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934, which sought to restore control over land and governance to Native tribes.

			While the Indian Citizenship Act was passed in 1924, many states tried for decades to deny Indigenous peoples the right to vote. It wasn’t until the Voting Rights Act of 1965 that most Native Americans were fully enfranchised. That moment came almost thirty years after Zitkala-Ša died at age sixty-one. But make no mistake, she was a full participant in helping her people realize that what the founding fathers promised in the Declaration of Independence should include them too.

			Zitkala-Ša and her husband chose Arlington National Cemetery as their burial site.[19] She was the first Native American woman to be buried in the nation’s most hallowed ground, because of her husband’s military service. Her tombstone bears the inscription Gertrude Simmons Bonnin, “Zitkala-Ša” of the Sioux Indians, 1876–1938, along with a carving of a plains-style tepee.

			This burial site embodies the very essence of Zitkala-Ša’s life’s work: the insistence that one could be both a proud American citizen and a devoted member of the Yankton Sioux Tribe. In death, as in life, she refused to choose between these identities, proving instead that they could not only coexist but strengthen each other.

			For decades, her story remained largely untold. But as America approached the centennial of the Nineteenth Amendment in 2020, scholars and institutions finally began excavating her buried legacy. In 2024, the U.S. Mint released a quarter bearing her image alongside three words that barely contain her vast legacy: Author, Activist, Composer. But perhaps the most fitting tribute lies not only with her image on that coin, but in the countless Native voices that continue to rise because of her belief in the unalienable rights of all Americans.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				22.

				The Hello Girls of World War I 
The Operators

			
			The fire spread at lightning speed, quickly wiping out the flimsy wooden barracks where the few women stationed near the front lines were staying while working in twenty-four-hour rotating shifts.

			Grace Banker knew they were in danger as the flames were getting perilously close to the main telephone switchboards. But the women she led continued to connect calls, ignoring repeated orders to evacuate. They would not abandon the soldiers on the battlefield who relied on them for communications. At the last moment, angry officers threatened the women with court-martial, compelling them to leave their posts.

			“At last they came to us & told us to pull out our connections and escape by the back door,” Berthe Hunt, an operator, wrote in her diary.[1]

			The fire happened on October 30, 1918, in the midst of the American Meuse-Argonne offensive. The battle lasted for the final forty-seven days of the war and remains the largest and bloodiest engagement fought by the American Expeditionary Forces. There on the front lines were these pioneering female telephone operators, specifically assigned because they were considered the best in all of France. Their work was indispensable as they decoded and transmitted messages during the “Hundred Days Offensive,” the final Allied effort that pushed German forces out of France and helped bring about the end of World War I.

			The firefighters worked for an hour and were able to contain the blaze. Colonel Parker Hitt had ordered that the switchboards be dragged out to a nearby field for safekeeping, and Berthe and the operators rushed back into the wreckage of their headquarters to staff the remaining phone lines.

			For her courageous heroism and leadership that day, Grace Banker received the Army Distinguished Service Medal, according to an order that noted her “untiring devotion to her exacting duties under trying conditions.”[2] But according to Grace’s diary, she believed the distinction should be shared with the other women: “Whatever glory May go with that Medal I have always felt belongs in large measure to the very small, but very loyal and devoted group of First Army Girls—Suzanne Prevot, Berthe Hunt, Adele Hoppock, Esther Fresnel, Helen Hill and Marie Lange.”[3]

			The switchboard operators, called the Hello Girls, were key to the Allied victory. A lifeline for American soldiers, these brave women helped army officers communicate with the troops in the trenches. They would ultimately become America’s first official female soldiers.
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					Three members of the U.S. Army Signal Corps work near the front lines with gas masks and helmets on hand for emergencies, October 5, 1918.

				
			
			
				 

				 

			

			
			Their story begins when General John J. Pershing, commander of the U.S. forces during World War I, arrived in France in 1917 and quickly grew frustrated with the inefficiency of communications. It often took sixty seconds after a call was placed to get someone to pick up the other end of the line. He made the urgent case for female operators, which the army lacked. Women had already proven their skill as switchboard operators back at home. It was one of the few professions dominated by women, who also worked as teachers and nurses.

			He succeeded in getting female operators assigned to the front. After the women arrived at the front lines it took only ten seconds to connect. “In wartime,” author Elizabeth Cobbs said, “50 seconds is the difference of getting killed or not.”[4] The army later acknowledged that the women had better nerves than the men.

			For Grace Banker it was a dream job. She had graduated from the all-women Barnard College with a double major in history and French. She was working at AT&T when she saw an advertisement in the paper for military switchboard operators. The next day, she applied.

			Over 7,000 American women volunteered to be part of the Signal Corps, but only about 223 were sent overseas. In January 1918, Grace got the good news that she was one of the few hundred who met the strict qualifications, including fluency in both French and English. At age twenty-five, she was surprised to learn that she would become the chief operator, leading the first group of thirty-three women sent to France.[5]

			After months of training, Grace and her unit set sail from New York Harbor. “Watched the Statue of Liberty fade from sight. For the first time, I suddenly realized what a responsibility I have on my young shoulders,” Grace wrote in her diary. “I’ve crossed the Rubicon now. There can be no turning back.” It was not only a dangerous mission but one that required discretion as the women would know the locations of Allied forces throughout France. Operators were told to destroy their diaries for security reasons. Thankfully for us, Grace ignored this order—or we might not know about her bravery!

			
				
					
						 

					

					A lot depends on us, but I am sure of my girls.

					—Grace Banker

					 

					 

				

			

			

			When they first arrived in France, Grace and her unit stayed in Chaumont, which was the General Headquarters for the U.S. Army. Initially, they lived in a charming three-story home, but that comfort did not last long. Soon they were moved closer to the front lines, where they had to sleep on cots in a wooden shanty. France was a terrifying place to be in 1918. Air-raid signals rang out in the middle of the night, and after dark every light had to be turned off so that the enemy couldn’t find them. The women ate the same rations as men—prunes, bread, and coffee. The operators trained with pistols and carried gas masks and steel trench helmets. “A lot depends on us,” Grace wrote, “but I am sure of my girls.”

			The name “Hello Girls” may sound demeaning today, but it was used to describe the highly skilled, cheerful, and efficient women who answered calls with “Hello” and swiftly connected them. The women, ages nineteen to thirty-five, proved better at the crucial job than their male counterparts. During the war they connected 150,000 calls a day at their busiest.[6]

			“It would be impossible to brigade a troop without these girls,” said Captain E. J. Wesson, who was a key figure in recruiting and organizing the Hello Girls. “They are going to astound the people over there by the efficiency of their work.”

			Their work was so vital that the army placed sandbags around the telephone exchange to reinforce its walls in case explosives struck. Like soldiers, they could not tell friends and family where they were stationed. If a line was blown up, they had to think on their feet. They were instructed to tell the caller that the line was “no longer in service” in case enemies were listening in. In all, operators worked at telephone exchanges in seventy-five cities and towns in France, as well as several in England.

			The stakes were as high as they could be. The operators were the only link between generals and the front line. There was nothing that made “you feel like you were a real part of the army like knowing that Pershing can’t talk to Colonel House, Wilson’s adviser, or Lloyd George, unless you make the connection,” one operator wrote to her mother in a letter from France.

			By the end of World War I, the U.S. Army Signal Corps and the Hello Girls had connected over twenty-six million calls. Because they were so critically important to the war effort, the women were among the last American service personnel to leave Europe at the end of the war. The last telephone operators did not return home until January 1920.

			When they were in Chaumont in 1918, General Pershing, the Allied commander, visited them and inspected their headquarters. When they saluted him, he called them “real soldiers.” Every man, Pershing later said, wanted to feel looked after by a woman.[7]

			Grace and her team helped secure the victory at the Meuse-Argonne offensive, the final major battle before the armistice was signed on November 11, 1918. It was the deadliest campaign in American history, with 26,000 soldiers killed in action.[8]

			Two days after the armistice, Colonel Hitt told his superiors that the women outperformed almost every man in the job. “They had a most uncanny way of finding routes to strange places and it seemed impossible for them to give up a call after it had once been filed…. [The American Expeditionary Forces] were indebted to these women who gave their labor so cheerfully for its success.”[9]

			
				 

				 

			

			The Hello Girls were celebrated at the front, but when they finally returned home, they were told they were not soldiers. Despite praise from the top military officers, there was no fanfare for them in America. Much worse, because they were classified as civilians, not soldiers, they were denied military benefits. That meant no government-provided healthcare or the right to be buried in a military cemetery.[10] It would take one Hello Girl from Montana, Merle Egan Anderson, who had served in France, to lead the fight for recognition at home.

			Each woman had sworn a loyalty oath to America and wore a uniform, which included a blue hat, a skirt, and black shoes. This was long before pants were common attire for women. Imagine having to wear a skirt while trudging through a battlefield. The skirts had to be cut nine inches above the ground to avoid skimming the mud. The army also required that they wear black sateen bloomers in case a breeze lifted the hems of their skirts!

			A woman in uniform was still a rare sight in America. Merle recalled, “As we sailed out of the New York Harbor, a young aviator asked me, ‘Why are you in that uniform?’ I looked him straight in the eye. ‘Same as you. I’m on my way to France to help win the war.’ ”[11]

			Unlike Grace Banker and the other operators, Merle didn’t speak French, but she was an experienced phone operator and was needed on the front lines to teach the soldiers how to use a Magneto switchboard. She trained sixty men in three days.

			“ ‘Where’s my skirt?’ was their standard greeting,” Merle recalled. “[After] I reminded them that any soldier could carry a gun, but the safety of a whole division might depend on the switchboard one of them was operating, I had no more trouble.”[12]

			Merle used that same grit and spent the rest of her life fighting for recognition and veterans’ benefits, not just for herself but for the women she served with. It’s heartening to read letters from powerful men who supported them. Brigadier General George Squier, chief signal officer of the U.S. Army Signal Corps, wrote a letter to Secretary of War John Weeks making the case that the Hello Girls deserved military benefits: Female operators “rendered conspicuous service during the war under trying conditions and [they were] exposed to the hazards of submarine and aerial warfare and are deserving of recognition of their splendid and unselfish service.” But their requests were repeatedly denied. The War Department was already paying benefits for millions of eligible men, and they didn’t want to add any more. Between 1927 and 1977, members of Congress introduced several bills to acknowledge female veterans, but none passed the Armed Services Committee.

			For the Hello Girls, it felt like they were being forgotten. As Merle got older, she felt a growing sense of urgency. In the 1970s, when she was in her eighties, Merle wrote to Oregon congresswoman Edith Green: “I realize that time is short but I am a stubborn Irish gal (maiden name Egan) who would like to complete this job before I ‘check in.’ ”[13]

			Merle was so discouraged by Congress’s inaction that she decided to reach out to the National Organization for Women (NOW), which was established in 1966. NOW is the largest organization of women’s rights activists in the United States. Merle worked with Patricia Leeper, co-coordinator of a NOW task force on women in the military. Leeper knew that Merle’s story would infuriate Americans, so she connected Merle with reporters. She also advised her to reach out to Arizona senator Barry Goldwater, who was an advocate for Women Airforce Service Pilots (WASPs) who served during World War II. The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) also got on board, and they used the Hello Girls’ military uniforms as evidence in lawsuits that they were indeed soldiers.[14]

			Merle was eighty-seven in 1977 when she finally received an invitation to testify before the Senate Committee on Veterans Affairs. She couldn’t make it because of her health, but the blue coats, white blouses, and tan gloves sent by surviving Hello Girls to act as evidence told the story. In November 1977, Congress passed a bill recognizing these incredible women for their service. When President Jimmy Carter signed the bill, very few Hello Girls were still alive to receive their veterans’ benefits. Grace Banker, their leader, had died of stomach cancer almost two decades earlier.

			Thanks to their courageous service and Merle’s perseverance, the Hello Girls were designated the first female veterans of the U.S. Army.[15]

			It was a recognition more than five decades in the making. The operators had pushed the limits of what women could achieve in the army. They helped win World War I, and they opened the door for female soldiers to serve in World War II. And as we’ll learn, these first female soldiers not only helped win the war, they also helped win the right to vote.

			
				
					
						 

					

					If I do get a victory medal it should be for fighting the army all these years.

					—Merle Egan Anderson

					 

					 

				

			

			

			In 1978, when Merle finally received her discharge papers from the army, she reportedly held the sheet of paper to her lips and gave it a kiss.[16] It was the moment she had been fighting for, for most of her life.[17] Shortly before she got those papers she said, “If I do get a victory medal it should be for fighting the army all these years.”

			Merle died in 1984, having accomplished what she set out to do.

			A grateful nation is finally giving the Hello Girls their due. On December 23, 2024, President Joe Biden signed a bill that would honor them with the Congressional Gold Medal, the highest civilian honor awarded by the U.S. Congress.[18] I wish Merle could have been alive to see it.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				23.

				The Nineteenth Amendment: 
The Vote

			
			The ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920 represented the culmination of over seven decades of struggle, sacrifice, and strategic evolution in the fight for women’s political equality. What began with a revolutionary proposition at the 1848 Seneca Falls Convention had transformed by the early twentieth century into an unstoppable political force, propelled by the convergence of the Progressive Era reform movements, women’s involvement in World War I, and a new generation of militant activists willing to endure imprisonment and violence for the cause.

			The amendment’s passage emerged from a unique historical moment when traditional arguments against women’s suffrage—that women were too delicate for politics, belonged only in the domestic sphere, or lacked the intellect for civic participation—had been systematically dismantled by women’s leadership in abolition, temperance, labor organizing, and wartime service.

			Throughout U.S. history, women had served in every war (sometimes secretly), defended every ideal, and yet been denied the most basic freedoms—like voting, owning property, or seeking divorce. They risked everything for a country that often failed to return the favor or even grant them the freedoms promised in the Declaration of Independence. Public opinion didn’t always support women’s suffrage, but it began to shift in the early twentieth century—especially during World War I, when women took on critical roles supporting the war effort.

			By 1917, the suffrage movement had largely evolved from polite petitioning into what was arguably political warfare, combining the lobbying of Carrie Chapman Catt’s National American Woman Suffrage Association and the confrontational tactics of Alice Paul’s National Woman’s Party. The true test of their resolve would come in the crucible of militant protest and brutal government retaliation.

			After suffragists were attacked during the famous 1913 march led by Inez Milholland, some women ramped up their efforts. In 1917, led by Alice Paul and the National Woman’s Party, a dozen suffragists began standing silently outside the White House, holding banners demanding the right to vote.[1] The group grew to about two thousand and they called themselves the Silent Sentinels as they endured in all kinds of weather—freezing rain and sweltering heat.
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					Women suffragists representing different colleges picket outside the White House in February 1917 for the right to vote.

				
			
			Their peaceful protest was met with hostility. Between June and November 1917, more than two hundred women were arrested on vague charges like “obstructing sidewalk traffic.”[2] Ninety-seven of them were jailed—with sentences ranging from a few days to up to six months.[3] The conditions were appalling: Women were crammed into cold, filthy cells and fed food that was often infested with worms. When they protested by going on hunger strikes, the authorities retaliated by force-feeding them, a brutal and dangerous practice. Alice Paul was sentenced to seven months in jail, and when she began a hunger strike, she was force-fed raw eggs through a tube, which caused her to throw up. Another suffragist, Rose Winslow, wrote: “Miss Paul vomits much. I do too…. We think of the coming feeding all day. It is horrible.”[4]

			A woman who worked as a night guard at the Occoquan Workhouse in Virginia, where the suffragists were held, was fired for being too kind to them. When she left, she went straight to the headquarters of the National Woman’s Party and told them what she had seen. She said that she knew of one woman who was “beaten until the blood had to be scrubbed from her clothing and from the floor.”[5] When Illinois Senator J. Hamilton Lewis went to visit the suffragists in prison, he was appalled. “In all my years of criminal practice,” he said, “I have never seen prisoners so badly treated, either before or after conviction.”[6]

			The worst of it came on the night of November 14, 1917—a night the press would later call the Night of Terror. That evening, thirty-three women were beaten, choked, and hurled against walls and iron beds by guards at the Occoquan Workhouse.[7] Dora Lewis was knocked unconscious, and her cellmate, Alice Cosu, suffered a heart attack, believing Lewis had been killed.[8] Lucy Burns was handcuffed with her arms above her head and left standing all night.[9] Dorothy Day, who would later go on to co-found the Catholic Worker Movement, was thrown violently over an iron bench.[10]
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					Lucy Burns, among the suffragists jailed for picketing, pictured at the Occoquan Workhouse in Virginia, where women endured brutal force-feeding and other torture

				
			
			When news of the women’s treatment reached the public, it sparked national outrage. The brutality they faced behind bars only strengthened public support for their cause. And in March 1918, the D.C. Court of Appeals ruled that their arrests had been unconstitutional.[11]

			The women had endured arrests, hunger, and violence to secure the vote—and now the nation was finally paying attention.

			
				 

				 

			

			Women’s involvement in World War I also proved critically important to the cause.

			
				
					
						 

					

					I may be the first woman member of Congress. But I won’t be the last.

					—Congresswoman Jeannette Rankin

					 

					 

				

			

			

			In Congress, it took a woman to harness the shifting tide. Jeannette Rankin, elected in 1916 as a Republican from Montana, became the first woman ever to serve in the U.S. House of Representatives. Despite winning her race—many Western states had already granted women the right to vote—she had to wait nearly a month to be sworn in while Congress debated whether a woman could even hold federal office.[12] Once she took her seat, she wasted no time.

			Representative Rankin vowed to bring change to Washington. “I may be the first woman member of Congress,” Congresswoman Rankin said. “But I won’t be the last.”[13] She knew that the more women who could vote, chances were the more women would be holding office.[14]

			On January 10, 1918, Representative Rankin reopened debate on the Nineteenth Amendment, then called the Susan B. Anthony Amendment, which would prohibit states from denying citizens the right to vote based on sex. It had been forty years since the amendment was first introduced. There were only two women on the House floor the day of the vote: Congresswoman Rankin and May Offterdinger, the clerk of the Woman Suffrage Committee.

			People for and against the amendment packed the House gallery to catch a glimpse of the debate. Suffragists came prepared with knitting needles and lunches, ready to wait all day. The night before the vote, President Wilson—who had long said suffrage was a state issue—announced his support for the amendment because it was “an act of right and justice.”[15]

			Representative Rankin gave a powerful speech, honoring Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and all the women who had fought before her. In wartime, she said, “as never before the Nation needs its women—needs the work of their hands and their hearts and their minds.”[16]

			Her final lines brought down the House: “Can we afford to allow these men and women to doubt for a single instant the sincerity of our protestations of democracy? How shall we answer their challenge, gentlemen; how shall we explain to them the meaning of democracy if the same Congress that voted for war to make the world safe for democracy refuses to give this small measure of democracy to the women of our country?”[17]

			Representative Rankin’s presence alone was proof that women were ready to lead. How strange, she argued, that she could serve in Congress, yet most American women still couldn’t vote.

			As a constitutional amendment, the resolution needed a two-thirds majority to pass the House, and it did, 274 to 136. That’s the thinnest of margins. Now it was time for the Senate to follow suit. President Wilson’s September 30, 1918, address to Congress marked a significant shift in the political climate surrounding women’s suffrage, as his public endorsement lent presidential authority to the movement. In his speech, Wilson argued that women’s wartime contributions had earned them the vote, asking, “We have made partners of the women in this war; shall we admit them only to a partnership of suffering and sacrifice and toil and not to a partnership of privilege and right?”[18]

			However, the speech’s immediate impact proved limited—the Senate defeated the amendment the next day. On October 1, it fell two votes short of the necessary two-thirds majority. Wilson’s Democratic Party would lose their majorities in both chambers weeks later in the midterm elections.

			While Wilson’s backing did not secure an instant legislative victory, it contributed to the mounting pressure.

			It would take another Congress—and another year—before the Nineteenth Amendment finally passed in 1919.[19]

			The road to ratification was even harder. Constitutional amendments require approval from three-fourths of the states. That road had been paved for decades by women of every kind—radicals and reformers, sisters and mothers, public speakers and quiet influencers who urged their sons and husbands to vote yes. The movement had formally begun at the Seneca Falls Convention in 1848, and now, more than seventy years later, it came down to one final vote.
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					Alice Paul sews a star onto the National Woman’s Party’s Ratification Flag to represent another state ratifying the Nineteenth Amendment.

				
			
			Thirty-five states had ratified the amendment. One more was needed. The last vote would come from Tennessee on August 18, 1920.

			Harry Burn, a twenty-four-year-old state representative, arrived that day wearing a red rose—a symbol of his plan to vote no.[20] But in his pocket, he carried a letter from his mother, Phoebe Ensminger Burn, written in pencil after she ran out of ink.
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					Phoebe Ensminger Burn sent a seven-page letter to her son, Harry Burn, urging him to change his vote to support women’s suffrage. His vote broke the tie in the Tennessee legislature, the final state needed to add the Nineteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution.

				
			
			It was three passages in the seven-page letter that convinced the Tennessee legislature’s youngest member to vote aye:

			“Hurrah, and vote for suffrage and don’t keep them in doubt…. I’ve been watching to see how you stood but have not noticed anything yet.” She told him to make suffragist leader Carrie Chapman Catt proud. In a way only a mother could, with a mix of humor, straight talk, and a subtle threat, she ended the note with this missive: “Be a good boy and help Mrs. ‘Thomas Catt’ with her rats. Is she the one that put ‘rat’ in ratification? Ha!”[21]

			Harry Burn changed his vote. And with that, the Nineteenth Amendment was ratified. It came down to a young man who was just listening to his mother.

			The Nineteenth Amendment was officially adopted on August 26, 1920. For Americans, it would mark the single greatest act of mass enfranchisement in history.

			
				
					
						 

					

					Hurrah, and vote for suffrage and don’t keep them in doubt.

					—Phoebe Ensminger Burn

					 

					 

				

			

			

			But real equality took time. Twenty-six million women finally had the right to vote after the Nineteenth Amendment was passed. But the new law of the land had limits. It made discrimination on the basis of sex against the law, but it did not address persistent discrimination faced by women of color, including Black, Asian, and Latina women who were kept out of the ballot box for decades after its passage.

			Women who came of age before the Nineteenth Amendment were less likely to vote than their daughters. It took until 1964 for women to outvote men for the first time—39.2 million women to 37.5 million men—and they’ve continued to outvote men ever since.[22]

			Today, women don’t just cast ballots—they decide elections. That’s what I call real power.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				24.

				Agnes Meyer Driscoll: 
The Codebreaker

			
			You’ve no doubt seen—or heard of—Hidden Figures, the inspiring film about three female African American mathematicians who worked at NASA in the 1960s during the space race. Katherine Johnson, Mary Jackson, and Dorothy Vaughan were “human computers” who performed complex mathematical calculations by hand, with life-or-death consequences, while breaking barriers of race and gender. I was moved by their perseverance and brilliance.

			Katherine Johnson would later receive the Presidential Medal of Freedom from President Barack Obama for her trailblazing career that included calculating the flight path for America’s first mission in space. In his remarks, the president noted that Johnson was asked to double-check the computers’ math on John Glenn’s orbit around the Earth. Turns out Katherine’s computations were better than IBM’s!

			Her story led us to the discovery of another mathematician, Agnes Meyer Driscoll, whom I had never heard of, even though Agnes is known as the First Lady of Naval Cryptology. She too challenged that pernicious stereotype that girls can’t do math.

			Agnes was a pioneering American cryptanalyst who cracked multiple Japanese naval code systems, trained nearly all the male cryptanalysts in the military, and saved countless lives.[1]

			“It is no exaggeration to say that she was a key, unsung reason why the U.S. won the Battle of Midway—one of the most famous sea battles of all time—and eventually, the Pacific War,” wrote Liza Mundy, whose groundbreaking book Code Girls helped unearth Agnes’s story plus those of many other female codebreakers.

			
				
					
						 

					

					It is no exaggeration to say that she was a key, unsung reason why the U.S. won the Battle of Midway.

					—Liza Mundy

					 

					 

				

			

			

			“When I first came in contact with Mrs. Driscoll in 1925 in Washington, she was exceptionally capable, very capable,” Lieutenant (later Captain) Joseph Rochefort said of Agnes. “I considered her sort of a teacher to me.”[2] Years later, Rochefort helped crack a Japanese code that led U.S. forces to win the Battle of Midway in 1942.

			Captain Rochefort was just one of many prominent digital security experts who called Agnes their mentor, nicknamed “Madame X.” She was a cryptologic prodigy whose career spanned World War I, World War II, and the beginning of the Cold War. Her genius at cracking codes was defined by tenacity and the ability to overcome challenges. Agnes Meyer Driscoll’s life was nothing short of extraordinary.

			
				 

				 

			

			Born in 1889 in Illinois, Agnes displayed her brilliance from an early age. As the third of eight children, she grew up in a strict family with an emphasis on education, studying mathematics, music, and physics. She was said to be proficient in five languages: German, French, Latin, Japanese, and English.[3]

			After graduating from Ohio State University in 1911, Agnes initially worked as a teacher and chaired the math department at a high school in Amarillo, Texas. I grew up in San Antonio, Texas, and remember a truly humongous Texas history book we were required to read. I learned a lot about the Alamo but nothing about one of the greatest codebreakers of all time.

			In 1917, following America’s entry into World War I, the U.S. Navy allowed women to enlist, marking a major milestone for women in the military. (The Hello Girls represent the army’s parallel effort to recruit women, although the female telephone operators were treated as contractors and not service members, like the women in the navy.)

			One month before her twenty-ninth birthday, Agnes joined the Naval Reserve to become part of the historic group of women to first serve officially. More than eleven thousand women from all over the country volunteered, and they took over most of the clerical work to free up men for combat.[4] They were nicknamed “Yeomanettes,” although their designation was actually Yeoman (F).

			It was clear from the start that Agnes was not just another clerk. Her genius and natural talent in problem-solving led to a swift rise. In 1919, she was promoted to chief yeoman, which was the highest rank a woman could attain during World War I. She worked for the Director for Naval Communication in the Code and Signal Section in Washington, D.C. Because of a lack of opportunities for women, Agnes left the navy for a short period of time. But the service realized her value and, a few years later, recruited her back. She would become “one of the first Naval instructors in the field of cryptography.”[5]

			
				
					
						 

					

					Any man-made code could be broken by a woman.

					—Agnes Meyer Driscoll

					 

					 

				

			

			

			For years her official title was clerk/stenographer, but in 1929 she was finally promoted to cryptanalyst, according to her civilian personnel record.[6] By 1931, Agnes Meyer Driscoll was a highly skilled member of the U.S. Navy’s small but crucial cryptanalysis team. At a time when codebreaking was a difficult, meticulous job done by hand, Agnes was one of the few who could decipher complex enemy communications using a pencil, graph paper, and her sharp mind. She often said, “Any man-made code could be broken by a woman.”[7]

			One of her most important contributions occurred during a routine workday. She noticed that her colleague was struggling to decipher a Japanese coded message in 1931. As Agnes looked over the shoulder of the officer in charge of the research desk, Captain Thomas Dyer, she immediately realized something was wrong. “This isn’t the same code,” she said, before taking the paper from his hands. “This is a new code.” In that moment, Agnes’s quick thinking and expertise were crucial in preventing a potentially devastating setback. Dyer called her “absolutely brilliant.”[8]

			For the next three years, she led her colleagues on a mission to crack the new Japanese code, later known as the Blue Book code. Her perseverance, insight, and leadership allowed the team to break the new system, providing the United States with valuable intelligence about Japanese plans before World War II.

			Using the Blue Book, she analyzed decrypted messages and discovered that the new Japanese battle cruiser Nagato had a top speed of twenty-six knots. That intelligence led commanders to redesign the new U.S. North Carolina–class battleships, increasing their speed and ultimately ensuring U.S. naval superiority. The discovery was important enough to justify the peacetime operating budget for the OP-20-G, the department where cryptanalysis was performed.[9]

			In 1937, when Agnes was forty-eight years old, she was gravely injured in a car accident. She sustained severe facial injuries as well as a broken arm and leg. It took her almost a year to recover and she would walk with a cane for the rest of her life.[10]

			But her work was her life, and she spent the next three decades trying to crack the most important codes. Leading up to America’s entry into World War II, she was once again at the forefront of breaking Japan’s complex naval codes.

			Agnes was taking a Sunday drive with her family when she heard about the attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. She was not entirely surprised that it happened; she had been following the Japanese military for a decade, and the country was a growing threat.

			After she heard the news about the devastating attack, she drove by the Japanese embassy to see if embassy staff were burning codes, but she couldn’t see anything. That was because the Japanese had already destroyed all but one copy of their codes.[11]

			A year earlier, Agnes had been reassigned to focus on Germany, working on the Anglo-American Enigma project. The goal was to decrypt German naval communications critical for countering U-boat attacks on Allied convoys in the Atlantic. Here she was, an experienced American codebreaker who had been at the forefront decrypting Japanese messages since 1924 and cracking their codes since 1930. And yet she was reassigned from that job shortly before Pearl Harbor.[12] (There’s no evidence that if Agnes hadn’t been moved, the attack would have been prevented.)

			Now serving a country at war, Agnes worked furiously to crack both German and Japanese codes. Her time was spent not only trying to break the hardest puzzles in the world; she was also teaching others how to do it too. Agnes “trained most of the Navy cryptanalysts who would become shining lights in, and after, World War II.”[13]

			At the end of her career, she shifted to the Cold War. She was transferred from naval intelligence to the Armed Forces Security Agency, later known as the National Security Agency (NSA), where she would remain until her retirement. During the 1950s, Agnes worked on decrypting Soviet intelligence as part of the Venona project, which exposed Soviet espionage in the United States.

			In 1959, just before her retirement at age seventy, Agnes received her final assignment: to decode a set of “unreadable” messages that others in her section had found impossible to solve. Two weeks later, she figured it out. Of course she did!

			“She was a kindly and brilliant-minded person, and while I was ignorant of her impressive background, she always treated me with respect and friendliness,” said a co-worker at Fort Meade in Washington. “She performed research work, which some said would take only a fraction of the time if she would use and rely on machine support. But it was her apparent belief that there was no substitute for hard copy traffic, and she was supplied with endless boxes full of it to use for her analysis. She could often be seen with her huge magnifying glass, mounted on a special fixture, to scan each piece of traffic.”[14]
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					Agnes Meyer Driscoll (far right) stands with Lieutenant General John A. Samford, U.S. Air Force, and her assistant, Helen Talley.

				
			
			As a woman in a male-dominated world, Agnes faced what many women in leadership still face—unfair criticism and a lack of credit for her work. Some of her colleagues felt she was demanding, something that would likely have been rewarded if she were a man.

			“I had been warned not to patronize ‘Madame X,’ as her colleagues sometimes referred to her, because she was sensitive to her role as a woman in a man’s world,” Rear Admiral Edwin Layton, who worked closely with Driscoll in navy intelligence, said. “While she could be warm and friendly, she usually affected an air of intense detachment,” he added.

			“It was surprising to hear Miss Aggie curse, which she frequently did—as fluently as any sailor whom I have ever heard,” recalled Admiral Layton.[15]

			Her biographer Kevin Wade Johnson called her “a giant” who “lifted Navy cryptology up as high as anyone and rose high in the esteem of those she worked most closely with.”

			It was not until many years later, in 2000, that she would be inducted into the NSA’s Cryptologic Hall of Fame, a small acknowledgment for a woman who for decades was known as the navy’s best cryptologist. She is buried in Arlington National Cemetery.[16]

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				25.

				Margaret Sanger and Katharine McCormick: 
The Birth Control Pioneers

			
			To understand the urgency behind Margaret Sanger’s and Katharine McCormick’s work, we must first grasp the brutal reality facing women in the early twentieth century. In 1900, pregnancy and childbirth were among the leading causes of death for women of reproductive age. Healthcare for women was largely informal, prenatal visits were not standard, and most births took place at home assisted by midwives or family members. Simply put, being pregnant was extremely dangerous. There were about 850 maternal deaths per 100,000 births, a risk that has declined roughly 99 percent in the last century.[1] That is likely because family planning one hundred years ago was considered immoral and illegal and there have been advances in medicine.

			The federal Comstock Act of 1873, along with similar laws in at least thirty states, made it a crime to distribute or even discuss birth control.[2] These laws reflected a society in which contraception was equated with “obscenity,” and women’s reproductive rights were virtually nonexistent. Without reliable birth control solutions, women faced repeated unplanned pregnancies, many miscarriages, and the very real prospect of infant deaths. At the beginning of the twentieth century, some U.S. cities saw 30 percent of babies die before their first birthday.[3] Margaret Sanger’s own mother, who carried eighteen pregnancies, wasn’t unusual—the number was not atypical for families of her era.

			The abortion crisis was equally devastating. With contraception illegal and largely unavailable, desperate women turned to dangerous alternatives to manage the number of children they had. In 1930, abortion was listed as the official cause of death for almost 2,700 women—that’s nearly a fifth of maternal deaths recorded that year. That meant that approximately one woman died every three hours from a botched illegal abortion.[4]

			These statistics help explain why, in 1916, when Margaret Sanger, a nurse by trade, opened the first birth control clinic in the United States, in the Brownsville neighborhood of Brooklyn, New York, nearly 150 women lined up to receive care on the first day. They were fighting for their futures against a system that offered them no choice in reproduction.
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					People with baby carriages wait outside the Brownsville Clinic in Brooklyn, the first American birth control clinic.

				
			
			Located in a working-class immigrant area, the clinic advertised discreetly in English, Hebrew, Russian, and Italian.[5] Although it distributed no physical contraceptives, the clinic offered verbal information about birth control methods, such as condoms, diaphragms, and sexual practices.[6]

			The clinic proved extremely popular and desperately needed. But, just nine days after opening, the New York Police Department raided the clinic and arrested the staff. Margaret was convicted under the Comstock Act, which made it illegal to distribute materials deemed obscene—including contraceptive information.[7] She served thirty days in the Queens County Penitentiary. Her sister, Ethel Byrne, also a nurse, was sentenced to thirty days in the Blackwell’s Island Workhouse on January 22, 1917, for distributing birth control information.

			While serving her sentence, Ethel went on a hunger strike without food or water that lasted 185 hours.[8] Sanger feared her sister might die, and prison authorities responded by force-feeding her through a tube. According to historian Jill Lepore in The Secret History of Wonder Woman, Ethel became the first female prisoner in the United States to be subjected to force-feeding. Ethel declared that she was prepared to starve herself to death in support of the cause. Sanger supported her sister’s decision, saying, “I didn’t advise her to undertake this hunger strike, but I certainly would not tell her to end it now.” Although the sisters later had a falling out, Byrne’s ordeal attracted national attention and was one of the first of the “Sanger cases” to reach trial. Several women testified at the trial, sharing harrowing stories of dangerous abortions, maternal deaths, and the crushing burden of raising more children than they could afford.[9]

			There was significant press coverage, with New York Times headlines like “Mrs. Sanger Defies Courts Before 3,000” and “Birth Control Crusader, Her Imprisonment Ended.”[10]

			Margaret appealed her conviction in what became a famous case. Though the New York Court of Appeals upheld the verdict, the ruling created an important legal loophole: Doctors were now permitted to prescribe contraceptives for the prevention or treatment of disease. This set the stage for future clinics and established a legal basis for privacy rights that would eventually inform landmark U.S. Supreme Court cases like Griswold v. Connecticut (1965)—which legalized contraception without a prescription for married couples nationwide. The right to contraception for unmarried couples would not be extended until the case of Eisenstadt v. Baird (1972).

			
				 

				 

			

			Margaret’s activism stemmed from her personal experience of watching her mother, an Irish immigrant, endure eighteen pregnancies—resulting in eleven children and seven miscarriages. Margaret believed that the strain of so many pregnancies led to her mother’s death at just fifty years old. The official cause was tuberculosis, but Margaret nevertheless confronted her father at her mother’s coffin and said, “You caused this. Mother is dead from having too many children.”[11] Can you imagine?

			Her family tragedy led her to work as a nurse on New York’s Lower East Side, where she witnessed women suffering and dying from complications of childbirth or botched abortions. “I could bear it no longer,” Margaret said, recalling a woman who died after begging for help to prevent another pregnancy. “I went to bed, knowing that no matter what it might cost, I was finished with palliatives and superficial cures; I was resolved to seek out the root of evil, to do something to change the destiny of mothers whose miseries were vast as the sky.”[12]

			Her grandson, Alex Sanger, later explained, “Woman after woman literally died in my grandmother’s arms and she said enough, there’s got to be something better we can do.”[13]

			In 1914, Margaret started a monthly newsletter called The Woman Rebel, in which she wrote, “Enforced motherhood is the most complete denial of a woman’s right to life and liberty.”[14] Her publication helped popularize the term birth control, and her attempts to mail copies of the newsletter got her arrested; that was the first time she would be jailed for violating the Comstock Act, three years before the clinic opened. In all, Margaret would be jailed eight times in her lifetime for her advocacy.[15] While she was awaiting trial, she wrote a sixteen-page pamphlet called “Family Limitation” that discussed marriage and sex and even chided husbands who fell asleep without bringing their wives to climax.[16] The pamphlet turned out to be wildly popular: More than one hundred thousand copies were printed in its first edition.[17]

			Sanger was making a radical argument for her time: that control over reproduction was a fundamental human right, on par with the life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness promised in the Declaration of Independence. At a time when women couldn’t vote, and sex was often framed solely in terms of reproduction, her advocacy challenged deeply entrenched norms.

			
				
					
						 

					

					I was resolved to seek out the root of evil, to do something to change the destiny of mothers whose miseries were vast as the sky.

					—Margaret Sanger

					 

					 

				

			

			

			President Theodore Roosevelt, in a 1905 address, condemned shrinking family sizes as a threat to national survival. He labeled women who avoided motherhood as “criminal against the race.”[18] Margaret’s response was that too many pregnancies endangered women’s lives, strained families, and harmed children. She believed that family planning would strengthen marriages, improve public health, and liberate women.

			In 1921, Margaret founded the American Birth Control League, which became Planned Parenthood in 1942.[19] She created a network of birth control clinics across the country that served hundreds of thousands of patients. During her lifetime she discouraged abortion, and the clinics never offered abortion services.[20] Margaret’s ambition was to give women the option, for the first time, to make their own choices and have independence over their bodies.

			
				 

				 

			

			The second major achievement of Margaret’s life, and perhaps the most revolutionary, came decades later. For this accomplishment, she partnered with Katharine McCormick, a suffragist and biologist. Working together, they developed the birth control pill.

			Katharine was one of the first women to graduate from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), with a degree in biology. She married Stanley McCormick, heir to the International Harvester fortune. Not long after their wedding, Stanley was diagnosed with schizophrenia. Concerned about hereditary illness, Katharine chose not to have children—a decision that strengthened her belief that women must have the right to control their own bodies.

			Margaret had been dreaming of a “magic pill” since 1912.[21] “No woman can call herself free until she can choose consciously whether she will or will not be a mother,” she wrote.[22] Katharine McCormick and Margaret Sanger met in 1917, during the suffrage movement, but it would take decades before Katharine could support Margaret’s dream for such a pill.[23] After her husband’s death in 1947, Katharine inherited roughly $15 million (about $211 million today) and soon began directing her fortune toward women’s health and birth control research.

			With Margaret’s encouragement, Katharine funded the work of Dr. Gregory Pincus, a scientist researching hormonal contraception. Katharine didn’t just write checks—she moved from Santa Barbara, California, to Massachusetts to oversee the research personally. She pushed the scientists to accelerate their work and was a commanding presence. Dr. Pincus’s wife recalled, “She carried herself like a ramrod. Little old woman she was not. She was a grenadier.”[24]

			By 1960, the pill was approved by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA)—forty-three years after Margaret’s first clinic opened. Margaret gave Katharine a lot of the credit, writing to her, “You came along with your fine interest and enthusiasm and with your faith…and things began to happen.”[25] Both women lived to see the culmination of their life’s work. According to one story, after the pill became available, Katharine, in her eighties, walked into a pharmacy with a prescription just to see what it felt like to buy it. She didn’t need it—she just wanted to experience the moment.[26]

			Thanks to their perseverance and Katharine’s financial support, about 80 percent of American women today aged fifteen to forty-nine have used a birth control pill at some point in their lives.[27] The medication empowered generations of women to control their futures.

			When Katharine died on December 28, 1967, at age ninety-two, her death didn’t even receive an obituary in a major newspaper. Despite having almost single-handedly funded the research that made the pill possible, she remained in Margaret’s shadow.[28]

			
				
					
						 

					

					No woman can call herself free until she can choose consciously whether she will or will not be a mother.

					—Margaret Sanger

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Margaret Sanger remains a towering and controversial figure. In addition to her work for reproductive rights, she was involved in the eugenics movement, a deplorable practice of “improving” the population’s genetic quality. Proponents of eugenics sought to control the genetic quality of the population through sterilizing people deemed undesirable. That included women of color and those categorized as deficient in some way. It was deeply dehumanizing and cruel. In a 1921 article, “The Eugenic Value of Birth Control Propaganda,” Margaret wrote that “the most urgent problem today is how to limit and discourage the over fertility of the mentally and physically defective.”[29]

			In 2021, Planned Parenthood put out a statement acknowledging this disturbing link between their founder and eugenics. “Margaret Sanger was so intent on her mission to advocate for birth control that she chose to align herself with ideologies and organizations that were ableist and white supremacist.”

			This aspect of Sanger’s legacy is shameful, yet her impact on women’s autonomy is undeniable.

			Together, these two women challenged the laws, the science, and the norms of their time. Their work laid the foundation for modern reproductive rights and changed the course of women’s history forever.
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						Warriors, Rebels, and Visionaries: Women at War at Home and Abroad, 1926–1976

					
				

			

		

	
		
			 

			 

			1926–1976

			The fifty years between 1926 and 1976 marked one of the most transformative periods in American history. From the economic collapse of the Great Depression to the global turmoil of World War II, from the Civil Rights Movement to the Vietnam War and the passage of Title IX, the nation was in constant flux. Amid this upheaval, women advanced into new roles, claimed new rights, and helped redefine the meaning of American democracy.

			During the Great Depression, while mass unemployment devastated traditional male-dominated industries like manufacturing and steel, women often became the glue holding families together. In many households, they were the only breadwinners. Ironically, because women worked largely in lower-paid service jobs—clerical work, teaching, nursing, and domestic labor—their employment rates actually rose during the Great Depression. One estimate suggests that women’s employment increased by more than 20 percent during the 1930s.[1] Yet even with this new economic power, women continued to face wage disparities, job discrimination, and restrictive social expectations.

			Still, there were leaders—both men and women—uniquely equipped to guide the nation through these challenges. Franklin Delano Roosevelt, elected to an unprecedented four terms, led the country through economic depression and world war. By his side, often acting as his moral and social conscience, was First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt. A self-described “agitator,” she wielded her influence to help carry out some of the most significant social justice and civil rights reforms in our nation’s history.

			
				
					
						 

					

					I would not exchange my color for all the wealth in the world, for had I been born white I might not have been able to do all that I have done.

					—Mary McLeod Bethune

					 

					 

				

			

			

			One of the architects behind those reforms was Frances Perkins, who became the first woman appointed to a U.S. Presidential Cabinet when President Roosevelt named her Secretary of Labor in 1933. A witness to the tragic Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire in 1911, Frances insisted on securing a sweeping labor reform agenda before accepting the job. Her negotiations are legendary. In fact, many of the New Deal’s hallmark achievements—Social Security, unemployment insurance, child labor laws—can be traced to Frances’s vision and persistence. At the same time, Mary McLeod Bethune, the daughter of formerly enslaved parents who was born in a cotton field in South Carolina, rose to become one of President Roosevelt’s most trusted advisors. A champion for Black education and civil rights, Mary founded the National Council of Negro Women (NCNW) and led FDR’s informal Black Cabinet. Her efforts ensured that African American women served during World War II, paving the way for the historic 6888th Central Postal Directory Battalion, the only unit of Black women deployed overseas. The Six Triple Eight processed over seventeen million pieces of backlogged mail in record time, restoring morale by making sure soldiers and families could stay in touch.

			“I would not exchange my color for all the wealth in the world,” Mary wrote in her last will and testament. “For had I been born white I might not have been able to do all that I have done.”

			The presence of these two women in government simultaneously was not only remarkable but also ushered in policy changes. Women on the home front also answered the call during World War II, further increasing their participation in the workforce and gaining economic independence. With men at war, women filled roles in factories, shipyards, and transportation hubs, becoming welders, electricians, machinists, and streetcar operators. These wartime workers—later immortalized by Rosie the Riveter—helped fuel the Allied victory. The number of women in the workforce jumped from about twelve million in 1940 to nearly nineteen million by 1945, representing one-third of all workers.[2] According to the American Rosie the Riveter Association, these women helped produce nearly three hundred thousand aircraft, one hundred thousand tanks, and over forty-four billion rounds of ammunition.[3] They kept the economy humming at home, and they helped the Allies win the war overseas.

			During this era, women were also building the legal framework of the Civil Rights Movement. Constance Baker Motley, a brilliant attorney with the NAACP Legal Defense Fund, helped draft the legal strategy behind Brown v. Board of Education (1954) and defended Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., during pivotal protests. In 1966, she became the first Black woman appointed to the federal judiciary, paving the way for generations of women in the legal field, including future U.S. Supreme Court justices.

			Not only was women’s participation in the workforce changing, but also women’s involvement with sports. Babe Didrikson Zaharias, arguably the greatest all-around female athlete of the twentieth century, dominated track and field, basketball, and later, professional golf. A two-time Olympic gold medalist, she became the first woman to compete in a men’s PGA Tour tournament. She didn’t just set a new standard for athletic excellence—she also expanded the boundaries of femininity in sports, especially when she went public about having a terminal illness during her career.

			As women proved themselves indispensable in wartime, law, labor, and athletics, they were also laying the groundwork for a more equitable future. By the 1970s, that push reached a crescendo.

			In 1973, Billie Jean King faced off against former Wimbledon champion Bobby Riggs in a match famously dubbed the Battle of the Sexes. It was blockbuster TV! An estimated fifty million Americans tuned in as Billie Jean beat Bobby in straight sets, while even more watched around the world. But her victory extended far beyond the court. A fierce advocate for gender equality in sports, she had lobbied Congress for the passage of Title IX, the 1972 law prohibiting sex-based discrimination in federally funded education.

			“I just had to play,” King said of the match. “Title IX had just passed and I…wanted to change the hearts and minds of people to match the legislation.”[4]

			The woman at the center of that fight to pass Title IX was Representative Patsy Mink of Hawaii, the first Asian American woman to serve in Congress. She had been denied entry to medical school, so she ended up being a lawyer, and today all of our daughters who play sports in school can thank Patsy for her groundbreaking efforts.

			
				
					
						 

					

					I just had to play. Title IX had just passed and I…wanted to change the hearts and minds of people to match the legislation.

					—Billie Jean King

					 

					 

				

			

			

			This fifty-year stretch witnessed the emergence of a powerful feminist movement that would fundamentally reshape American society. Betty Friedan’s 1963 book, The Feminine Mystique, gave voice to the frustrations of countless women trapped in restrictive domestic roles, sparking what became known as the second wave of feminism. The movement gained momentum through the 1960s, culminating in the formation of the National Organization for Women (NOW) in 1966.

			By the early 1970s, women were not only demanding workplace equality and educational opportunities—they were asserting control over their own bodies and reproductive choices. The Supreme Court’s landmark decision in Roe v. Wade (1973) recognized a woman’s constitutional right to an abortion, representing a seismic shift in how society viewed women’s autonomy.

			Simultaneously, women were translating activism into political power: In 1968, Shirley Chisholm became the first Black woman elected to Congress, and in 1972, the first to seek the Democratic presidential nomination, declaring, “If they don’t give you a seat at the table, bring a folding chair.” This just happens to be one of my favorite quotes!

			
				
					
						 

					

					If they don’t give you a seat at the table, bring a folding chair.

					—Shirley Chisholm

					 

					 

				

			

			

			These women exemplified a generation that refused to accept limitations—they demanded not just inclusion but the right to define their destinies. Their courage, persistence, and vision brought the country closer to fulfilling its founding promise—that all people, regardless of gender or race, are created equal and endowed with inalienable rights.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				26.

				Mary McLeod Bethune: 
The First Lady of the Struggle

			
			On the eve of the 1922 mayoral elections, the Ku Klux Klan marched on Mary McLeod Bethune’s boarding school for Black girls in Daytona, Florida. More than one hundred white-robed men, carrying banners declaring white supremacy, had come to intimidate, to terrorize, and to burn the place to the ground.[1]

			Mary, the daughter of formerly enslaved parents, had been threatened before, but this time felt different. Her first thought was to protect the nearly three hundred students in her care.

			“Get the students into the dormitory,” she told the teachers. “Get them into bed, do not share what is happening right now.”[2] The faculty spread out around the school to help stand watch.

			At the center of the quadrangle, Mary stood alone, arms folded, head held high, daring the Klansmen to come closer.[3] They didn’t. After a few tense minutes, the Klansmen moved on. Some say they were tipped off that a group of armed Black residents were prepared to defend the school if violence erupted. But I also imagine her standing her ground, intimidating the men with her strength of will alone.

			Mary knew why the KKK had come to her school. She was a threat to their political power. They hated her not only because she was educating Black girls but also because she was registering so many new Black voters. In fact, new Black voters in Daytona were outnumbering new white voters.[4]

			This was two years after the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, which gave women the right to vote. But Mary recognized that in the Jim Crow South, barriers like literacy tests and poll taxes continued to suppress Black voters. Mary understood the power of the ballot box and knew that Black people could only seize political power if they registered in record numbers.

			
				
					
						 

					

					Invest in the human soul. Who knows, it might be a diamond in the rough.

					—Mary McLeod Bethune

					 

					 

				

			

			

			There was a lot to fight for in this election, including whether to establish a local high school for Black students. Undeterred by the threat of violence and the Klansmen’s march on her school, Mary showed up to the polls with more than a hundred people, but they were forced to wait all day to vote.[5]

			In the end, Mary’s political efforts were successful, and Daytona’s first Black high school would become a reality.

			One hundred years later, in 2022, Mary became the first Black person represented in the National Statuary Hall with a state-sponsored statue in the U.S. Capitol. Each state picks the two people they want to commemorate and represent their state. Mary’s statue replaced one of Confederate general Edmund Kirby Smith.[6]

			The statue weighs three tons and measures eleven feet tall. It is made of Carrara marble that came from the same Tuscan quarry used by Michelangelo to carve David.[7]

			The three bands on each sleeve of Mary’s robe indicate doctoral status and show how incredibly respected she was as a teacher and as an intellectual. She was awarded nine honorary doctorates in her lifetime. The quote engraved on the base of Mary’s statue reads, “Invest in the human soul. Who knows, it might be a diamond in the rough.” It aptly summarizes Mary’s central belief that learning, especially literacy, was key to a better life for Black Americans.

			If you look at the white marble statue today you will notice that in her left hand, she is holding a rose made from black marble. Mary first saw a Black Velvet rose in a Swiss garden, growing with roses of other colors. She would later refer to her students in college as “black roses.” It was her belief that “loving thy neighbor” as described in the Bible also meant there could be interracial harmony.[8]

			In her right hand is a walking stick once owned by President Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Mary collected walking sticks, and Eleanor Roosevelt sent one of the president’s canes to her after his death. The inclusion of that cane was a nod to Mary’s role as the leader of FDR’s Black Cabinet, an informal network of more than one hundred African American government employees who were part of the Federal Council on Negro Affairs. Mary was the only Black woman to hold an influential post in the administration, giving her access to not only the president and the First Lady, but also to a radio audience of millions.

			In 1939, two years before America’s entrance into World War II, she joined a discussion on NBC’s weekly public affairs radio broadcast, America’s Town Meeting of the Air. The central question for the panel was: “What does American democracy mean to me?”[9]

			When I heard that address, I was moved by her booming and authoritative voice. She sounds like a female FDR!

			Like many of the women we’ve profiled in this book, Mary made the case that America was not living up to the ideals promised in the Declaration of Independence: Black Americans had always been willing to die for American democracy but were shut out from its promise of freedom. Here’s how she put it in that 1939 radio panel discussion:

			
				Democracy is for me, and for 12 million Black Americans, a goal towards which our nation is marching. It is a dream and an ideal in whose ultimate realization we have a deep and abiding faith. For me, it is based on Christianity, in which we confidently entrust our destiny as a people. Under God’s guidance in this great democracy, we are rising out of the darkness of slavery into the light of freedom. Here my race has been afforded [the] opportunity to advance from a people 80 percent illiterate to a people 80 percent literate; from abject poverty to the ownership and operation of a million farms and 750,000 homes; from total disfranchisement to participation in government; from the status of chattels to recognized contributors to the American culture.

				As we have been extended a measure of democracy, we have brought to the nation rich gifts. We have helped to build America with our labor, strengthened it with our faith and enriched it with our song. We have given you Paul Lawrence Dunbar, Booker T. Washington, Marian Anderson and George Washington Carver. But even these are only the first fruits of a rich harvest, which will be reaped when new and wider fields are opened to us.

				The democratic doors of equal opportunity have not been opened wide to Negroes.[10]

			

			Mary’s lifelong work was to open wide those democratic doors. It earned her the nickname “First Lady of the Struggle” during the New Deal era. And because of her influence on President Roosevelt and civil rights issues, she left behind a legacy as one of the most influential women of her generation.[11] And yet many people today are unfamiliar with her accomplishments.

			
				 

				 

			

			Mary McLeod Bethune was born in the humblest of beginnings on July 10, 1875, in South Carolina, the fifteenth of seventeen children. Entering the world a decade after abolition and the passing of the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865, Mary was the first in her family not born into slavery.

			Her parents, Patsy and Samuel, owned a five-acre parcel of land, and her mother continued to work for the family that had once enslaved her.

			In an interview later in her life, she described a key moment when she was about ten years old, while visiting that family with her mom. Mary was invited into the playhouse and picked up a book. She was quickly admonished by a white girl.

			“When she said to me, ‘You can’t read that—put that down,’ it just did something to my pride and to my heart that made me feel that someday I would read just as she was reading,” Mary recalled. “I went away from there determined to learn how to read.”[12]

			One day when the family was out in the field picking cotton, a teacher came by and told Mary’s parents that the Presbyterian church had established a mission where Black children could get an education. Mary was one of the first to enroll.[13]

			“That morning on my way to school I kept the thought uppermost ‘Put that down—you can’t read,’ ” she said. “It was one of the incentives that fired me in my determination to read.”[14]

			Years later, she was asked if she had told her mother about what happened in the playhouse. Her reply made me emotional as I thought about her mother, Patsy, having been enslaved, having seventeen children, and yet filling Mary’s head and heart with confidence.

			“When I told her, that instant, you know, she said to me—‘Oh, never mind, my child, your time will come. You will learn some day.’ My mother had a great philosophy of life. She came down from one of the great royalties of Africa. She could not be discouraged.”[15]

			Patsy aimed to instill confidence in her daughter. “No matter what kind of plight we found ourselves in, she always believed there was, through prayer and work, a way out. And it was one of the greatest things she stimulated life with…that determination that there was a way out if we put forth effort ourselves.”[16]

			The first school that Mary attended was in Mayesville, South Carolina, a one-room Black schoolhouse called Trinity Mission School.[17] It was five miles from her cabin, and she walked there and back every day.[18] Her schoolteacher, Emma Jane Wilson, helped her receive a scholarship to attend Scotia Seminary in Concord, North Carolina, a new college prep school for Black women.[19] She then applied and was admitted in 1894 to the Moody Bible Institute, where she was the only Black student. It was there that she dreamed of becoming a missionary.[20]

			In 1898, she married Albertus Bethune and gave birth to their only child, a son, a year later.
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					Mary McLeod Bethune leads a line of students from her Daytona Educational and Industrial Training School for Negro Girls.

				
			
			In a way, she did become a sort of missionary, preaching the gospel of education. Mary started her school in 1904 and called it the Daytona Educational and Industrial Training School for Negro Girls.[21] She did it with $1.50 and five young girls as her first students. Money was so tight that she used charred wood to make pencils and old crates as desks and seating areas.[22] A couple of years later there were 250 students. She discovered that Black people were desperate for the opportunity to give their children access to education, even as other people would do anything in their power to stop it.[23] Mary was prepared to stand up to hate—like that of the KKK—and devoted her life to expanding her young students’ minds.

			In 1923, Bethune successfully negotiated the merger of her school in Daytona, Florida, with the Cookman Institute in Jacksonville, Florida. She helped establish the coeducational four-year school that is known today as Bethune-Cookman College, now a Historically Black College and University (HBCU). The school became the first institution of higher education for Black students in Florida and one of the few below the Mason-Dixon Line where Black Americans could continue their education after high school.[24] Mary served as its first president for nearly two decades.

			As she aimed to open doors for Black people in America, she opened the doors to the Mary McLeod Hospital and Training School for Nurses, the only school of its kind for Black women on the East Coast.

			Mary worked diligently on the national stage for a better America, but she always made herself “readily accessible to average men and women and the college students that she mothered and mentored.”[25] Her friendship with Eleanor Roosevelt led the first lady to visit the university four times, staying in Mary’s home.[26]

			
				 

				 

			

			Mary McLeod Bethune would carry the determination instilled by her mother all the way to the White House, inspiring a historic friendship with both First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt and President Franklin D. Roosevelt. Her alliance with the most powerful couple in the country—and the world at large—desegregated the White House.

			Eleanor and Mary first met in December 1927, in New York City, at a luncheon hosted by Sara Delano Roosevelt. Sara was the overbearing mother of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who was then running for governor.

			The event was organized by the National Council of Women, and Mary was the eighth national president of the National Association of Colored Women at the time. She was the only Black woman at the lunch and none of the other delegates wanted to sit with her. Sara was appalled and took her “arm-in-arm” to the table with her daughter-in-law, Eleanor, so they could eat together.[27]

			The two women immediately hit it off, and that moment began a lifelong friendship and partnership that would change the course of American history. Mary would become a trusted advisor to the Roosevelts on issues impacting Black Americans.[28]
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					Mary McLeod Bethune seated in her office at Bethune-Cookman College

				
			
			Shortly after they met, the stock market crashed, ushering in the Great Depression. President Roosevelt was elected in the midst of immense poverty and high unemployment rates. His New Deal was a series of domestic programs aimed at easing the suffering experienced by the American people. His administration created the National Youth Administration (NYA) in 1935 as part of the Works Progress Administration (WPA). The mission of the program was to help young people aged sixteen to twenty-four through educational aid, job training skills, and employment opportunities.

			In 1935, President Roosevelt asked Mary to serve as a special advisor to the NYA. The next year he named her its Director of Negro Affairs, making her the first Black woman to head a federal agency.[29] At the time, Mary was the highest-paid Black American in the federal government—with a $5,000 salary (more than $100,000 in today’s dollars).

			As the Great Depression raged on, Mary came up with programs to employ thousands of Black women. Through her work at the NYA, she helped create work-study programs for Black college students and helped girls who could not afford college tuition train for other jobs, including as secretaries and nursery school teachers. It was the first time that the federal government established programs to help Black youth and young adults. Unlike other New Deal work programs, the NYA paid Black and white students equal wages for their projects.[30] Mary undoubtedly had influence on that decision.

			When the economy improved in 1944, the NYA was discontinued. But it was considered a huge success, assisting close to three hundred thousand Black youth over the years to gain opportunities in the job market.

			Mary worked with the Roosevelt administration for almost a decade, from 1936 until Roosevelt’s death in 1945. But even though she was the highest-ranking Black female advisor, she still faced frequent discrimination as a visitor to the White House. “Dr. Bethune was on the elevator in the White House and the elevator operator said, ‘I can’t take you up.’ Dr. Bethune said, ‘That’s okay, darling, I will take you up!’ ”[31]

			As the leader of Roosevelt’s Black Cabinet, she advised him on pressing issues in the Black community like lynching, poll taxes, and job creation. These efforts are credited with laying the groundwork for the modern Civil Rights Movement.

			Mary influenced policy not only with her relationships but by inspiring community organizations. In 1935, she founded the National Council of Negro Women (NCNW) to empower Black women. It was the single most powerful national women’s organization during the Civil Rights Movement. It had an astounding 850,000 members, including Martin Luther King, Jr.’s wife, Coretta Scott King.[32]

			
				 

				 

			

			One of Mary’s most underappreciated accomplishments was her hard-fought work to integrate the U.S. military during World War II. As an advisor to the Women’s Army Corps (WAC), Mary personally recruited the first forty Black women to serve—paving the way for more than 6,500 to enlist overseas.[33] For her work, she would later be named an honorary general of the Women’s Army for National Defense.[34]

			Mary’s fight came at a time when women’s military service faced deep resistance. Earlier efforts to authorize a women’s corps had failed in Congress, even after Pearl Harbor. One Democratic congressman declared that it would be “humiliation” if women did the “duty of men.” “The thing is so revolting to me, to my sense of decency,” New York congressman Andrew Lawrence Somers said. “I just cannot discuss it.”[35]

			
				
					
						 

					

					I LEAVE YOU LOVE. Love builds. It is positive and helpful. It is more beneficial than hate.

					—Mary McLeod Bethune

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Mary’s influence extended beyond the WAC. She helped found the United Negro College Fund and lobbied for aviation training at historically Black colleges, leading to the creation of the Tuskegee Airmen.[36] When the NCNW was excluded from a War Department conference in 1941, Mary wrote directly to Secretary of War Henry Stimson, insisting that Black women refused to be treated as “apart from Our American democracy.”[37] The War Department reversed its decision and invited the NCNW to participate.[38]

			At a time when Black women were virtually shut out of military service, Mary’s leadership helped recruit Charity Adams, who would become the highest-ranking Black army officer during World War II.[39]

			As a lifelong educator and civil rights pioneer, Mary was beside herself with joy when the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education (1954) decision made racial segregation in public schools unconstitutional. It was the culmination of her life’s work as a public servant, teacher, and school founder. During remarks in Detroit, she said, “When first I heard of the Supreme Court decision, I lifted my voice to utter the first inspiration of my heart—and I said, ‘Let the people praise Thee, O God! Let ALL the people praise thee.’…All of our people are free or none are free.”[40]

			Mary McLeod Bethune passed away at her home on the campus of Bethune-Cookman University in Daytona Beach on May 18, 1955. She was seventy-nine years old.

			
				
					
						 

					

					I have risen from the cotton fields of South Carolina to found a college, administer it during its years of growth, become a public servant in the government of our country and a leader of women.

					—Mary McLeod Bethune

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Her last will and testament is one of the most beautiful essays I have ever read. Mary left us with this: “I LEAVE YOU LOVE. Love builds. It is positive and helpful. It is more beneficial than hate…. ‘Love thy neighbor’ is a precept which could transform the world if it were universally practiced.”[41]

			“Despite many crushing burdens and handicaps,” she wrote, “I have risen from the cotton fields of South Carolina to found a college, administer it during its years of growth, become a public servant in the government of our country and a leader of women. I would not exchange my color for all the wealth in the world, for had I been born white I might not have been able to do all that I have done or yet hope to do.”

			To this day, she continues to especially inspire Black women. Former Florida representative Val Demings explained how it felt to know that Mary would have a statue in the U.S. Capitol: “Mary McLeod Bethune was the most powerful woman I can remember as a child. She has been an inspiration throughout my whole life.”[42]

			Eleanor Roosevelt outlived Mary by seven years. She dedicated her popular syndicated column “My Day” to her friend two days after Mary died. In it she pledged to always “cherish the spirit she lived by and try to promote the causes she believed in, in loving memory of a very wonderful life.”[43]

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				27.

				Eleanor Roosevelt: 
The Great “Agitator”

			
			On Christmas Day in 1942, Eleanor Roosevelt was visiting wounded soldiers at Walter Reed General Hospital. It was something she did frequently during World War II.[1] She stopped at the bedside of Private Hardie Robbins, a high school music teacher from California whose hands had been badly burned when his army transport, the USS Bliss, was torpedoed off the coast of North Africa.[2]

			Eleanor asked him what he wanted to do once his bandages were removed. Private Robbins told her he wanted to play the piano again. Weeks later, she wrote to his commanding officer to tell Robbins that if he would like to practice on the piano at the White House, he was free to do so. Robbins said, “This was the beginning of a friendship.”[3] After seventeen months in the hospital, Robbins became a regular at the White House, playing Beethoven and Tchaikovsky on the Steinway concert grand piano and attending luncheons of wild duck gifted by the king of Egypt.[4]

			This little-known story was classic Eleanor. Known as ER to her friends, Eleanor knew how to make everyone feel important. She saw the best in people. As Private Robbins put it, “Great people do not intend to be great. They simply have that inherent integrity that unfolds and strengthens with adversity.”[5]

			She took to calling herself “the agitator” and her husband “the politician.” She understood her own power and refused to stay quiet about controversial issues of the time like civil rights and women’s rights, constantly pushing for social change when others expected First Ladies to remain decorative and silent.

			She wielded her power through her media platforms—her newspaper column reached millions, her radio shows brought her voice into homes nationwide, and her travels would let her spotlight injustices firsthand. Rather than relying on formal authority, she built coalitions by connecting activists with policymakers and used persistent, strategic pressure across multiple channels.

			Beyond trusting in her own abilities to enact change, she believed that women were powerful. Her self-confidence would help propel women forward by pushing notable policy changes. “You gain strength, courage and confidence by every experience in which you really stop to look fear in the face,” she said. “You are able to say to yourself, ‘I have lived through this horror. I can take the next thing that comes along.’ ”[6]

			
				
					
						 

					

					You gain strength, courage and confidence by every experience in which you really stop to look fear in the face. You are able to say to yourself, “I have lived through this horror. I can take the next thing that comes along.”

					—Eleanor Roosevelt

					 

					 

				

			

			

			She felt that as wives and caretakers, women could be especially effective activists for human rights and social reforms.[7] For as much as she did in public, it’s her work uplifting women and people of color behind the scenes that intrigues me most. “Women are by nature progressives,” she told The New York Times.[8] Arguably, with her influence, those feminine ideals would become the philosophical underpinning of the entire Roosevelt presidency. In the White House, Eleanor was often her husband’s conscience and America’s moral compass during a time when the world was at the brink of destruction during World War II.

			Beyond her influence, her advocacy and prolific travels at home and abroad would help change the way the world viewed women in power. Eleanor was the longest-serving First Lady in American history, holding the position for twelve years. In all, she would spend more than fifty years in public life, and she was among the most well-known women in the world. After Eleanor, there was no doubt that women could create their own playbook and wield substantial political power.

			
				 

				 

			

			Anna Eleanor Roosevelt was born on October 11, 1884, in New York City, into an aristocratic family that was the namesake of two future U.S. presidents. But despite her wealth and status, her childhood was marked by loneliness and loss.

			Her mother, Anna Hall Roosevelt, was a celebrated beauty who often mocked Eleanor’s looks and serious nature. Eleanor would later recall standing in the parlor doorway at home as a child, “often with my finger in my mouth,” and hearing her mother tell visitors: “She is such a funny child, so old-fashioned that we always call her Granny.” Can you imagine? Poor Eleanor never forgot it. “I wanted to sink through the floor in shame.”[9]

			When Eleanor was just eight years old, her mother died of diphtheria. Her father, Elliott Roosevelt, the younger brother of President Theodore Roosevelt, struggled with alcoholism and died two years later. Eleanor was an orphan and went to live with her maternal grandmother, who was reportedly a stern disciplinarian.[10]

			A turning point in her life came at age fifteen when her grandmother sent her to Allenswood Academy, an exclusive all-girls boarding school outside London. There, Eleanor was mentored by the headmistress, Marie Souvestre, a fiercely independent educator who instilled in her confidence, intellectual curiosity, and a passion for social justice. Years later, Eleanor reflected on this influence, writing, “I think I came to feel that the underdog was always the one to be championed.”[11]

			Souvestre introduced Eleanor to progressive European ideas about class, justice, and civic responsibility.[12] When Eleanor returned home to New York, she put these lessons into practice by joining the Junior League and teaching immigrant girls at a settlement house on the Lower East Side, making a deliberate effort to understand the struggles of working-class women.

			These early experiences—combined with her natural empathy and growing social awareness—would shape the rest of her life.

			At eighteen years old, Eleanor reconnected with Franklin Delano Roosevelt, her father’s fifth cousin once removed. They married a few years later in 1905, with her uncle, President Theodore Roosevelt, walking her down the aisle. The president’s attendance made it front-page news in The New York Times and other newspapers. When asked for his thoughts on the Roosevelt-Roosevelt union, the president said, “It is a good thing to keep the name in the family.”[13] She and Franklin had six children: Anna (1906), James (1907), Franklin, Jr. (1909, who died as an infant), Elliott (1910), Franklin, Jr. II (1914), and John (1916).

			In 1913, FDR was nominated to be Assistant Secretary of the Navy, a position that introduced Eleanor to the inner workings of government. During World War I, Eleanor visited Arlington National Cemetery daily to attend the burials of American soldiers who were killed in the war. She also visited St. Elizabeth Hospital, where hundreds of shell-shocked navy men were being treated. Appalled by the hospital’s conditions, she pushed a friend in government to investigate. A formal inquiry confirmed her concerns, and as a result, funding was increased to improve care for the veterans. This was one of Eleanor’s first experiences in using influence to effect change—earning her the nickname “the agitator.”

			During this period, she also endured a deep personal betrayal. In 1918, while unpacking her husband’s things, Eleanor discovered a bundle of love letters from Lucy Mercer, her social secretary and longtime trusted aide.[14] Devastated, she offered him a divorce, but it was decided that a separation would ruin his political career, so they stayed married.

			After an unsuccessful run for vice president, Franklin contracted polio at thirty-nine years old, leaving him permanently paralyzed from the waist down. When he withdrew from public life in 1921 to Hyde Park to focus on rehabilitation, Eleanor played a crucial role in assisting in his bathing and shaving, and tending to him day and night. FDR’s mother wanted him to retire from politics, but Eleanor was intent on keeping his political career alive. She encouraged him to remain engaged, gathered family and political allies to support his recovery, and stepped into public life on his behalf.[15]

			His absence let her capture the spotlight and build her own political identity. She represented her husband at public events, rallied Democratic women in New York, and campaigned for party candidates while championing social reform and women’s rights. She joined the League of Women Voters and the Women’s Trade Union League, and with friends Nancy Cook and Marion Dickerman built Val-Kill Cottage on the Roosevelt estate—a retreat that later became her personal residence and political hub. She also bought the Todhunter School, a private girls’ school in New York City, where she taught part-time until entering the White House in 1933. Her growing public role not only kept FDR’s name alive in politics but cemented her own as a force to be reckoned with.

			Though their romantic relationship never fully recovered, they became political partners. Eleanor was partly responsible for Franklin’s rise to power, helping him get elected as governor of New York in 1928 and then as president in 1932.

			Their marriage evolved into what one White House usher later described as “the most separate relationship I have ever seen between man and wife—and the most equal.”[16]

			While the president maintained a quiet but ongoing relationship with Lucy Mercer, Eleanor found emotional (and possibly intimate) kinship in close friendships, particularly with journalist Lorena Hickok and political confidant Joseph Lash, who slept in a small blue bedroom on the second floor, across from FDR’s study.[17]

			
				 

				 

			

			When Eleanor became First Lady in 1933, she used her unique role as her husband’s political partner to transform the ceremonial position into a powerful platform. There was no one like her before, and some might argue no one like her since. In 1939, Time’s cover story on Eleanor called her “the world’s foremost female political force,” crediting her “unequaled influence in the world” to “thousands of small activities.”[18]

			To truly appreciate Eleanor Roosevelt’s impact, you must consider the world in which she lived. A 1936 Gallup poll found that four-fifths of Americans believed that married women should not work, and between 1932 and 1937, the federal government dismissed 1,600 women from jobs simply because they were married.[19]

			Not long after she became First Lady, Eleanor sent letters to the many government departments requesting names of women who worked there. Then she invited these women to dinners and receptions at the White House—events they had previously been excluded from—to ask them what they were seeing in their departments. She later began hosting annual spring garden parties for them at the White House. She valued what these educated women had to say and how hard they had worked to get where they were. Many told her they had never been invited to the White House before.

			Eleanor was the first First Lady to travel by airplane across the Atlantic and the first to visit soldiers in the Pacific. She was the first First Lady to speak at a party convention and to write newspaper articles. Her “My Day” column was so popular that it appeared in nearly one hundred newspapers almost every day for twenty-seven years.[20] In her spare time, she was a radio commentator. Truly remarkable.

			She was also the first wife of a president to hold her own press conferences designed specifically for female reporters, who had been excluded from the White House press corps. Her first White House press conference was on March 6, 1933—just two days after FDR’s inauguration. Her last was on April 12, 1945, several hours before her husband died. Over her twelve years as First Lady, she held 348 press conferences—amounting to one per week while she was in Washington.[21]

			She wrote her own speeches and spoke publicly without seeking the approval of her husband’s West Wing aides, and her independence irritated some of them. FDR’s Secretary of the Interior, Harold Ickes, was particularly unnerved by Eleanor’s outspokenness, once complaining, “I wish Mrs. R would stick to her knitting.”

			For decades Eleanor pushed FDR to be more forceful on the issue of civil rights, though she was not always successful. In 1934, she joined the NAACP and worked with its leader, Walter White, on a federal anti-lynching bill. However, FDR refused to support the bill publicly, fearing it would alienate Southern Democrats, whose votes he needed for his New Deal legislation.

			Undeterred, Eleanor arranged for White to meet with the president, and she attended the NAACP’s exhibition that graphically depicted white mobs attacking Black Americans. She continued advocating for anti-lynching legislation until her death. (Shockingly, a bill designating lynching as a federal hate crime was not signed into law until 2022.)[22]

			In 1939, the Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR) refused to allow Black opera singer Marian Anderson to perform at the organization’s Constitution Hall in Washington, D.C., because of their “whites-only” policy. In protest, Eleanor resigned from the organization.

			“I am afraid I have never been a very useful member of the Daughters of the American Revolution, so I know it will make very little difference to you whether I resign,” she wrote tongue-in-cheek in a nationally published letter. “However, I am in complete disagreement with the attitude taken in refusing Constitution Hall to a great artist…. You had an opportunity to lead in an enlightened way and it seems to me that your organization failed.”[23]

			Marian wouldn’t perform at Constitution Hall but instead found a bigger stage: on the National Mall—on the steps of the monument to the president who signed the Emancipation Proclamation. The historic Easter Sunday concert was arranged by the Roosevelts at the Lincoln Memorial, where seventy-five thousand people gathered to hear her sing “My Country, ’Tis of Thee.” Eleanor was not present, perhaps to ensure that the spotlight remained on Anderson, but her influence in making the event possible was undeniable.[24]

			Eleanor’s actions were not just symbolic—they were a public, courageous stand for justice, racial equality, and women’s dignity. Because of that, Eleanor endured blistering attacks from powerful critics, including Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) Director J. Edgar Hoover, who spread rumors that she had “Black blood”[25] and accused her of being a communist. Because of her work with liberal groups, the FBI compiled a three-thousand-page file on her—one of the largest files ever assembled by the agency on a single person.[26] In the 1950s, the Ku Klux Klan even placed a $25,000 bounty on her head. Yet she never wavered in her convictions. She famously gave the advice “Do what you feel in your heart to be right—for you’ll be criticized anyway.”[27]
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			One of her most courageous stands came after the attack on Pearl Harbor, when 120,000 Japanese Americans living on the West Coast were forcibly relocated to military internment camps surrounded by barbed wire and guard towers. Many lost their homes and businesses. Military leaders claimed that these Japanese Americans posed a security threat, even though the United States never uncovered a single case of a Japanese American acting as a spy or engaging in sabotage during World War II.[28]

			Just days after the attack, Eleanor spoke out, writing in her December 16, 1941, “My Day” column, “This is, perhaps, the greatest test this country has ever met. Perhaps it is the test which is going to show whether the United States can furnish a pattern for the rest of the world for the future.”

			In April 1943, she visited an internment camp and was concerned by what she saw. She called for the camps to be closed and for Japanese Americans to be released.[29] Though the camps remained open until 1946, it was Eleanor Roosevelt’s words that helped shift public opinion.

			
				 

				 

			

			World War II projected Eleanor’s image across the globe in a new and profound way. During the war, Eleanor’s global travel was so extensive, flying thousands of miles and visiting countless wounded soldiers and sailors, that the Secret Service gave her the code name “Rover.”

			She was at her best when she was talking to soldiers and nurses, making them feel so comfortable that they could tell her anything. In those moments, she was just like any other mother, worrying about her four sons—Jimmy; Elliott; Franklin, Jr.; and John—who were serving in the war.

			In the fall of 1942, less than a year after the United States had entered the war, Eleanor traveled to Great Britain at the invitation of Queen Elizabeth II.[30] The main goals of the First Lady’s wartime diplomatic mission were to visit American troops and study how British civilians, especially women, were contributing to the war effort. She spent a month visiting factories, shipyards, hospitals, schools, bomb shelters, Red Cross clubs, and military installations across the British Isles. She was tireless, reportedly keeping a rigorous schedule that began early in the morning and ended late at night. The press coverage captured the exhausting pace she maintained, with one reporter famously writing, “She walked 50 miles through factories, clubs and hospitals. She walked me off my feet.”

			Eleanor was no sedentary stateswoman; she wore out the soles of her shoes during her travels. When the chief usher of the White House heard about her deteriorating footwear, he sent her another pair.[31]

			Much of what she learned she shared in her “My Day” column, always keeping a direct line to the American public and often leaving them with words of wisdom like “With the new day comes new strength.”[32]

			During her visit to Rainbow Corner, the American Red Cross club in London, she met with American GIs who were stationed in Britain. There she learned that the soldiers were developing blisters on their feet from wearing cotton socks. The next day, she spoke with General Dwight Eisenhower, Supreme Commander of the Allied Forces in Europe. A half million pairs of wool socks were distributed almost immediately.[33] The agitator got things done!

			By the time she left, British prime minister Winston Churchill wrote her a handwritten note that read, “You certainly have left golden footprints behind you.”[34]
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					First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt pins a medal onto an injured service member at a field hospital in the South Pacific.

				
			
			Chalmers Roberts, a press aide for the U.S. Office of War Information and later an influential journalist, reflected on the First Lady’s immense power and influence. “Mrs. Roosevelt has done more to bring real understanding of the spirit of the United States to the people of Great Britain than any other single American who has ever visited these islands,” he said.[35]

			I marvel at Eleanor Roosevelt’s confidence, stamina, and what almost seems like an innate ability to become—dare I say—the shadow commander in chief? The president was partially paralyzed and unable to travel the globe. It was Eleanor who stepped in to do what was necessary to fill in for the hardest job in the world—leader of the free world.

			For five weeks, starting in August 1943, she traveled to the Pacific theater to visit troops stationed in Australia, New Zealand, and the tiny islands in the South Pacific that had seen intense combat.[36] At the advice of one of her sons, she would wake early to have breakfast with the enlisted soldiers. In the afternoons, she would visit hospitals, hoping to console the gravely wounded.

			“Over and over again on this trip I wished that I could be changed in some magic way into the mother or the sweetheart or the wife or sister that these men longed to see,” she wrote. She was not there as entertainment, like Bob Hope, Betty Grable, or Lana Turner; she was giving these exhausted, scared soldiers a sense of home. And the reassurance that their country was behind them.

			“Over here she was something none of us had seen in over a year, an American mother,” one soldier said after her visit.

			An American mother.

			As I learned about this extraordinary mission, risking her life to visit soldiers, it conjured up images of an epic Oscar-winning movie. Eleanor lost thirty pounds on this five-week journey,[37] leaving in secret from San Francisco and traveling nearly twenty-six thousand miles—that’s about equal to the Earth’s circumference—to seventeen islands and nations, including Australia, New Zealand, and military installations in Hawaii, Guadalcanal, New Caledonia, and other tiny islands.[38] In the end, it was estimated she had seen four hundred thousand troops in different hospitals and camps.[39] If Eleanor’s journey was taught in school, I wonder if more Americans would be able to envision a female commander in chief.
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					First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt visits U.S. troops on a trip to Central and South America.

				
			
			
				 

				 

			

			On April 12, 1945, Eleanor was in Washington when she received the news that her husband of forty years had died in Warm Springs, Georgia. Lucy Mercer (now Rutherfurd) had been with him at the time.[40]

			Less than a month after Franklin’s death, World War II ended in Europe. On August 15, 1945, Japan surrendered after the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Reflecting on the war’s toll, Eleanor wrote in “My Day” that “the weight of suffering which has engulfed the world during so many years could not so quickly be wiped out.”[41]

			Although Eleanor was no longer First Lady, her life in public service did not end with the White House. At President Harry Truman’s request, she joined the first U.S. delegation to the United Nations in 1946. The U.N. had been created by dozens of countries to ensure that another world war would never happen.

			She became chair of the U.N. Commission on Human Rights and was instrumental in drafting the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which was adopted on December 10, 1948—the landmark document asserting fundamental human rights worldwide. President Harry Truman called her “the First Lady of the World.”

			Eleanor’s influence was so profound that some speculated she could be President Truman’s running mate in 1948. Conservative politician Clare Boothe Luce remarked that she was “the only person in the Democratic Party who could take back from Mr. [Henry] Wallace the Negro vote, the labor vote, the underdog minority vote, and, as the mother of four boys in the service, the Pacific vote.”[42] But Eleanor had no interest in elected office; instead, she remained devoted to her activism and humanitarian work.

			Eleanor Roosevelt passed away from aplastic anemia, tuberculosis, and heart failure on November 7, 1962, at age seventy-eight.[43] Her funeral in Hyde Park, New York, was a celebration of her remarkable life. The guest list was akin to that for a state funeral: President John F. Kennedy, Jacqueline Kennedy, former Presidents Harry Truman and Dwight Eisenhower, Supreme Court justices, and world dignitaries were all there to pay their respects, along with thousands of admirers.

			Though she never sought power for herself alone, Eleanor Roosevelt reshaped the role of First Lady, championed civil rights, and left an enduring mark on global human rights. Perhaps she was never fully comfortable admitting her influence, but history has regarded her for what she was: one of the most important women of the twentieth century.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				28.

				Frances Perkins: 
The Cabinet Member

			
			On March 25, 1911, Frances Perkins was having tea with friends in New York City’s Washington Square when she heard fire engines approaching. Rushing to the scene of an inferno at a nearby garment sweatshop, she witnessed more than fifty workers—mostly young Italian and Jewish immigrant women—jumping to their deaths to escape engulfing flames on the eighth, ninth, and tenth floors of a building in Greenwich Village.[1]

			The building’s sole fire escape collapsed, leaving workers with a terrible choice: burn to death, jump, or be trampled as they rushed toward locked doors and exits that opened inward, trapping them inside. (The doors were locked to keep the workers from stealing.) That day, 146 workers died, many of them teenage girls, at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory.

			It remains one of the deadliest workplace disasters in U.S. history. Frances never forgot the horror, recalling, “People who had their clothes afire would jump. It was a most horrid spectacle…. There was no place to go.”[2] The tragedy defined the rest of her life. “Something must be done,” she later reflected. “We’ve got to turn this into some kind of victory, some kind of constructive action.”[3]

			The Triangle Shirtwaist owners were indicted on charges of manslaughter but were found not guilty. Civil suits against the building’s owners resulted in settlements averaging just $75 per victim’s family. The public outcry, however, led to a series of reforms, and it inspired Frances to embark on a career as a reformer. The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire, Frances later declared, was “the day the New Deal was born.”

			Within a few months, the Committee on Safety was created, and former President Theodore Roosevelt recommended that Frances become the executive secretary. One of the committee’s first actions was establishing a commission to examine worker health and safety conditions in New York factories.[4]

			Between 1911 and 1915, Frances helped drive a sweeping transformation of labor law in New York. As a key member of the New York State Factory Commission, she helped push through thirty-six groundbreaking laws—establishing the strongest workplace safety protections in the country.[5] Her strategy was as bold as it was effective: She dragged lawmakers out of their offices and into the sweltering, hazardous factories where workers toiled in unsafe conditions. She would have them gather at 4 a.m. at factory gates so the commissioners could watch children file out of the factories after their grueling nighttime shifts.[6]

			These visceral encounters forced the political elite to confront the human cost of inaction. As Frances later put it, the Triangle Shirtwaist fire had become “a torch that lighted up the industrial scene,” and the laws that followed were a national turning point in how Americans viewed the responsibility of government to protect workers.[7]

			The governor’s race in 1918 was the first in which women in New York had the right to vote in statewide elections. Frances campaigned hard for the man she had served on the safety commission with, her friend and ally Al Smith. After his election, Governor Smith appointed her to a vacant seat on the New York State Industrial Commission; she became the first woman to hold an administrative position in the state government, with a salary of $8,000. At the time, she was the highest-paid woman in public office in the United States.[8]

			When Governor Smith lost his bid for president in 1928, New York’s new governor, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, asked Frances to become the state’s Industrial Commissioner—a prestigious post with oversight of the entire labor department. This meant Frances Perkins was now the most prominent state labor official in the nation. What’s incredible to realize is that her rise to power was only just the beginning.

			The close working relationship Frances formed with Roosevelt during his time as New York’s governor led him to call on her again when he became president in 1933. As the nation reeled from the Great Depression, with unemployment at nearly 25 percent and families losing jobs, savings, and homes, President Roosevelt asked Frances to serve as Secretary of Labor. In her bestselling memoir, The Roosevelt I Knew, she recalled bringing a list of proposed reforms to their meeting: unemployment insurance, a minimum wage, a forty-hour workweek, abolition of child labor, and pensions among them. When the president gave her his full support, she agreed to serve—becoming the first woman in U.S. history to hold a Cabinet post. The list became a blueprint for much of President Roosevelt’s domestic agenda. Nearly every item would eventually become law, woven into the fabric of the New Deal. The only major goal she did not achieve was universal health insurance.

			At the time, Frances got a lot of credit for the bold new social reforms that helped lift the country out of the Great Depression. She appeared on the cover of Time magazine on August 14, 1933. Collier’s magazine recognized her profound impact on policy by stating her accomplishment: “What the country has been operating under…is not so much the Roosevelt New Deal as it is the Perkins New Deal.”[9] Wow.
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					Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins enters a mine in Oklahoma to look at working conditions.

				
			
			Her work, ultimately, was about protecting human rights. With war breaking out in Europe, Frances also pushed to make the United States a haven for Jewish refugees, despite the lack of public support. As Labor Secretary, she oversaw the Immigration and Naturalization Service, but it was the State Department that reviewed immigration applications. Frances persuaded President Roosevelt to extend temporary visas so that some 12,000–15,000 German Jews already in the United States on temporary tourist visas could stay in the country indefinitely. She later wrote, “Immigration matters have to be decided in a few days. They involve human lives. There can be no delaying.” It should be noted that while she convinced President Roosevelt to extend some visas, Frances could not significantly expand Jewish immigration to the United States, as she had hoped.[10]

			
				
					
						 

					

					Being a woman has only bothered me in climbing trees.

					—Frances Perkins

					 

					 

				

			

			

			
				 

				 

			

			Because she was a woman, her time in power did not come easy, but her grit—and humor—were admirable. She famously once said, “Being a woman has only bothered me in climbing trees.” When she was young, her mother told her she wasn’t a natural beauty and that she couldn’t rely on looks to achieve her lofty goals—so Frances always wore a three-cornered hat, which became a symbol of her fight for the working people.[11]
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					Secretary Frances Perkins attends a meeting of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Cabinet. She is the only woman in the room.

				
			
			Frances recalled, “I was apprehensive and on guard at the first official Cabinet meeting. As the only woman member, I did not want my colleagues to get the impression that I was too talkative. I resolved not to speak unless asked to do so…. My colleagues looked at me with tense curiosity. I think some weren’t sure I could speak.”[12]

			At one point, President Roosevelt turned to her and asked, “Now what’s on your mind?”

			“I just replied as briefly and clearly as I could,” she recalled. When the meeting was over, Vice President John Nance Garner came over to her, slapped her on the back, and exclaimed, “You’re all right; you’ve got something on your mind. You said it and then you stopped.”

			In retrospect, she said, “I guess he feared I would be a vague woman—not quite sure of anything. Really, I don’t believe men would long tolerate vague women in public office.”[13]

			Even her mentor Al Smith, the longtime New York powerbroker, was skeptical about how it would work. He didn’t think that men could handle a woman in a leadership position. “Men will take advice from a woman,” he said, “but it is hard for them to take orders from a woman.”[14] And to be sure, Frances suffered the indignities of being a “first.” When FDR gave a speech at the Gridiron Club dinner, Frances was the only member of his Cabinet left off the guest list because women were not invited. Eleanor held a party for her at the White House that evening for women only.[15]

			In fact, Eleanor had played a crucial role in Frances’s appointment. She and Molly Dewson, head of the Women’s Division of the Democratic National Committee, championed the inclusion of more women in top government positions.[16] At a dinner honoring Frances, Eleanor dismissed any notion that she was merely a “fluttery feminine do-gooder” and asserted that Frances was chosen not because she was a woman but because “the particular place which she occupies could be better filled by her than by anyone else, man or woman, with whom the President was acquainted.”[17]

			
				
					
						 

					

					I don’t believe men would long tolerate vague women in public office.

					—Frances Perkins

					 

					 

				

			

			

			When Frances faced criticism, Eleanor stood by her side. She understood the challenges of being a woman in power. “She and Miss Perkins had a lot of huddles,” one of Eleanor’s friends recalled. When Frances confided to the First Lady about a particular issue at the Labor Department, Eleanor replied, “How men hate a woman in a position of real power!”[18]

			After Franklin Roosevelt’s sudden death in office in 1945, Harry Truman became president and replaced Frances with his longtime Senate colleague Lewis B. Schwellenbach, making the Cabinet all-male once again. Frances had become the longest-serving Labor Secretary in U.S. history and one of only two Cabinet members to serve throughout Roosevelt’s entire twelve-year presidency.

			Before leaving the Department of Labor that June, she stood in the department’s auditorium, shaking the hand of every one of the department’s 1,800 employees while an orchestra played—a final gesture of gratitude.[19]

			Even in retirement, Frances remained dedicated to labor issues, becoming a lecturer at Cornell University’s School of Industrial and Labor Relations. Decades after the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire, she reflected on how the tragedy inspired her life’s mission: “We all felt that we had been wrong, that something was wrong with that building…. moved by this sense of stricken guilt, we banded ourselves together to find a way by law to prevent this kind of disaster…. It was the beginning of a new and important drive to bring the humanities to the life of the brothers and sisters we all had in the working groups of these United States.”[20]

			
				
					
						 

					

					If anybody opens a door, one should always go through.

					—Frances Perkins

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Frances Perkins suffered a stroke and passed away on May 14, 1965, at age eighty-five. Upon her death, then Secretary of Labor Willard Wirtz paid tribute to her legacy: “Every man and woman in America who works at a living wage, under safe conditions, for reasonable hours, or who is protected by unemployment insurance or social security is her debtor.”[21]

			Her impact was so profound that, in 1980, President Jimmy Carter honored her by renaming the U.S. Department of Labor headquarters in Washington, D.C., the Frances Perkins Building—ensuring that her legacy as a champion of American workers would never be forgotten.

			Frances understood the historic significance of being the first woman in a presidential Cabinet—the literal first to have a seat at the table!

			“The overwhelming argument and thought which made me do it in the end in spite of personal difficulties was the realization that the door might not be opened to a woman again for a long, long time,” she said. “I had a kind of duty to other women to walk in and sit down on the chair that was offered, and so establish the right of others long hence and far distant in geography to sit in the high seats.”[22]

			When she was asked if she ever regretted taking the job, she recalled her grandmother’s wisdom: “If anybody opens a door,” she said, “one should always go through. Opportunity comes that way.”[23]

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				29.

				The Six Triple Eight: 
The Soldiers

			
			A visit to the Normandy American Cemetery in Colleville-sur-Mer, France, is a profoundly moving experience. The white marble headstones, including crosses and Stars of David, stand in perfect rows on lush green lawns overlooking Omaha Beach and the English Channel. Of the approximately 9,400 graves, only four are those of women: Mary Bankston, Mary Barlow, Dolores Browne, and Elizabeth Richardson. Their graves serve as a reminder of the often-overlooked roles American women, especially Black women, played overseas during World War II. They crossed oceans and broke barriers to become members of the greatest generation.

			Bankston and Barlow, both privates, and Browne, a sergeant, were together called the Three B’s. They were part of the 6888th Central Postal Directory Battalion (the Six Triple Eight), the only all-female battalion of Black women in the Women’s Army Corps (WAC) during World War II.

			In early 1945, the Six Triple Eight was deployed to Europe with an urgent mission: Clear the massive backlog of mail sitting in warehouses since D-Day. At the time, letters and packages were the primary way for service members to communicate with loved ones back home, and the delays were affecting morale.

			“Just think about how many times a day you look at your phone or expect a phone call,” said retired Army Colonel Edna W. Cummings, who spent a decade working to secure recognition for the unit. “Once that final communication with loved ones is interrupted, troop morale plummets.”[1]

			The battalion, composed of 855 enlisted Black women and officers, was tasked with clearing seventeen million pieces of mail in just six months. Cummings believed the women were set up to fail because the assignment was nearly impossible.
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					One of two buildings in France housing an overflow of unsorted mail en route to American troops fighting in World War II

				
			
			During World War II, there was a shortage of soldiers, yet Black women still had to fight for the right to serve. (Black men had their own struggles within the military.) More than one million Black men and women were in the military during World War II, serving in every branch of the U.S. Armed Forces.[2] It took a powerful partnership to make it happen. Civil rights activist Mary McLeod Bethune persuaded First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt to push for a role for women overseas. When her National Council of Negro Women was excluded from a 1941 War Department conference about women in the military, she wrote a letter to Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson, stating: “We are anxious for you to know that we want to be and insist upon being considered a part of Our American democracy, not something apart from it…. We are incensed!” The War Department reversed its decision, and Mary McLeod Bethune’s National Council of Negro Women was invited to come to the conference.[3]

			By the end of the war, less than 5 percent of the members of the Women’s Army Corps were Black.[4] But if it hadn’t been for Mary McLeod Bethune, there would have been no Black women serving overseas.
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					Major Charity Adams inspects the 6888th Central Postal Directory Battalion upon their arrival in England in February 1945.

				
			
			The Six Triple Eight arrived in England around Valentine’s Day in 1945 after a harrowing two-week voyage across the Nazi U-boat-infested Atlantic Ocean. In Birmingham, they worked in facilities once used as a private school that had been taken over by the British Ministry of Defense. What they discovered there was shocking—they found letters stacked to the ceilings spread across multiple airplane hangars, some having sat there for two years.

			Many letters had incorrect addresses, making delivery even more challenging since the seven million U.S. service members stationed in Europe at the time were constantly on the move.[5]

			Their motto was simple: No Mail, Low Morale.

			They worked seven days a week, sifting through mountains of undeliverable mail. Their conditions were harsh: Rats had gnawed through some of the letters and packages, and the hangars had to be kept dark so that they wouldn’t become enemy targets.

			
				
					
						 

					

					We are anxious for you to know that we want to be and insist upon being considered a part of Our American democracy, not something apart from it.

					—Mary McLeod Bethune

					 

					 

				

			

			

			The women created an innovative tracking system to tackle the massive mail backlog. They didn’t have the high-tech machines we have today, so they invented a comprehensive indexing system with over seven million individual cards to track people with similar names, using military serial numbers to identify the correct recipient. It was ingenious! All of the work had to be done manually.[6] They were so efficient—processing almost two hundred thousand pieces of mail every day—that they completed the job in half the time expected. They had cleared the backlog, even with inadequate supplies, and in the face of discrimination not only at home but in the army. “They did not send us because they thought we could do it. We are here because they are sure we cannot,” said Major Charity Adams Earley, who commanded the battalion and is portrayed by Kerry Washington in the 2024 Netflix film The Six Triple Eight.

			Major Adams, who had joined the army in 1942, became the first Black woman to receive a commission. In her memoir, One Woman’s Army, she recounted a 1945 encounter with a general who visited her troops. She had instructed the women to continue working while only some of the off-duty personnel lined up for inspection.

			The general was displeased: “Adams, where are the other personnel of this unit? It certainly does not look like a battalion to me.”

			
				
					
						 

					

					They did not send us because they thought we could do it. We are here because they are sure we cannot.

					—Major Charity Adams Earley

					 

					 

				

			

			

			The major explained that some of her troops were missing because they were resting. The unit worked around the clock, in three eight-hour shifts, to ensure that the mail was processed as quickly as possible.

			The general was unimpressed and issued a threat.

			“I’m going to send a white first lieutenant down here to show you how to run this unit,” he shouted.

			Major Adams didn’t hold back. Her reaction was swift and fearless: “Over my dead body, sir.”

			The general walked away, saying, “You’ll hear from me, Adams.”[7]

			He put Major Adams up for a court-martial but later dropped it. He would ultimately apologize.[8]

			Not only was she not punished, she was promoted to lieutenant colonel in 1945, making her the highest-ranking Black woman in the army by the end of World War II.

			
				 

				 

			

			The Six Triple Eight was so efficient in England that in May 1945 the unit was sent on another critical assignment, this time in France. One of the women assigned to the mission recalled, “The mail had been held up for months…. There was mail that was two or three years old.”[9] Once again, they completed the assignment ahead of schedule, this time in just five months! As Margaret Thatcher famously said, “If you want something done, ask a woman.”

			Despite their invaluable contributions, the Six Triple Eight received no public recognition upon their return to the United States.

			“We served our country proudly, and we did a good job,” said 6888th member Mary Crawford Ragland. “When we came back, though, there were no parades, there were no speeches…. They gave us our papers discharging us and sent us on our way.” (Just like the Hello Girls in World War I.)

			
				
					
						 

					

					We had to fight the war on three fronts: first we had to fight segregation, second was the war, and third were the men.

					—Anna Tarryk

					 

					 

				

			

			

			As Six Triple Eight member Anna Tarryk put it: “We had to fight the war on three fronts: first we had to fight segregation, second was the war, and third were the men.”[10]

			It wasn’t until April 29, 2025, when the 6888th Central Postal Directory Battalion was awarded the Congressional Gold Medal, the nation’s highest civilian honor, that the women finally got their due. Sadly, only two members of the battalion were still alive at the time.

			In a moving ceremony at Emancipation Hall in the U.S. Capitol, Speaker of the House Mike Johnson described the honor as “reserved for those whose courage and service shaped our country and our nation’s story,” calling the battalion “valiant members of our Greatest Generation” who were “loyal to a nation that, for far too long, failed to return that favor.”[11]

			Representative Gwen Moore, who co-sponsored the bill to award the Congressional Gold Medal, called the women “unsung sheroes” who “did it because they were patriotic, not because they thought that they would ever get any recognition.” She quoted a New York Times reporter: “The Six Triple Eight was an experiment—a pass-fail test to determine the value Black women brought to the military.”

			There’s no doubt they passed with flying colors, and at long last, the nation has remembered. The women of the Six Triple Eight delivered more than mail—they delivered morale, hope, and a reminder of what it means to blaze a trail with courage and conviction.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				30.

				The New Orleans Four: 
The Barrier Breakers

			
			It was not until eleventh grade that Tessie Prevost Williams discovered that her first day of first grade was an event with national implications and that she had been part of something bigger than her personal experience. Her history teacher assigned everyone a subject to study, and hers was Brown v. Board of Education (1954). It was only then that she realized that she was in the history books.

			When she told her teacher that she had come across her own name, he was not surprised. “I know who you are,” he told her. “Every teacher in this school knows who you are, and we know what you did.” That day, she went home and asked her parents what her teacher meant. They showed her letters from Eleanor Roosevelt and pictures of the family with Thurgood Marshall, the lawyer who argued Brown v. Board of Education before the Supreme Court.[1]

			What Tessie learned was that in 1960, she was one of four six-year-old girls, called the New Orleans Four, who helped force desegregation. Leona Tate, Gail Etienne, and Tessie Prevost desegregated McDonogh 19 Elementary School, while Ruby Bridges desegregated William Frantz Elementary School a few blocks away. Together, they made history.

			Although segregation was declared illegal in public schools in 1954, many states in the Deep South lived by Jim Crow laws and had no intention of complying with federal law. The White Citizens’ Council was one of the most powerful local segregationist groups created in the South after Brown v. Board of Education. The council presented a petition signed by fifteen thousand people to the Orleans Parish Board, warning of the consequences of school integration.[2]

			The White Citizens’ Council was described by Martin Luther King, Jr., as “a modern Ku Klux Klan.”[3] There were hundreds of chapters and thousands of members throughout the South. “They must be held responsible for all of the terror, the mob rule, and brutal murders that have encompassed the South over the last several years,” King said in 1956.[4]

			That same year—1956—New Orleans schools were ordered by a federal court to desegregate “with all deliberate speed.” But time passed, and nothing changed. When desegregation was finally set to begin in 1960, the school board required kindergartners to undergo psychological and academic testing to determine if they could “qualify” to attend all-white schools. Out of about 135 tested, only six met the board’s criteria and four of them enrolled at white schools.[5] Tessie was one of the few selected.

			On the morning of November 14, 1960, the girls were escorted by federal marshals into the all-white schools. They were forced to walk past protesters chanting “Five, six, seven, eight, we don’t want to integrate.” Gail Etienne remembered thinking the protesters would kill her if they could.

			“My daddy told me in the car he said, ‘Look straight ahead, take my hand, and I’m here,’ ” Tessie Prevost Williams recalled. “For some reason, I just wasn’t afraid.”[6]
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					Tessie Prevost Williams, pictured at six years old, when she became one of four Black students to integrate New Orleans’s public schools

				
			
			By 9:25 a.m., the first two public elementary schools in New Orleans were integrated. However, every single white student left McDonogh 19. For the rest of the year, there were only three students in the entire school—Tessie, Gail, and Leona.

			
				
					
						 

					

					The way we were prepared was not to do anything alone. Whatever we did, we had to do it with the three of us.

					—Leona Tate

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Protesters continued to gather outside even when there were no white students there. For security, brown paper covered classroom windows, preventing outsiders from peering in. Instead of recess on the playground, the girls had to stay indoors and play under a stairwell—it was too dangerous to be outside.[7]

			Dorothy Prevost, Tessie’s mother, recalled the mornings when marshals would pick up her young daughter to go to school.

			“I’d be crying,” she said. “My oldest child. Scared…I used to pray every morning when that baby would leave.” One of the marshals, seeing her fear, reassured her. “This child is in my hands. Nothing will happen to this child.” He advised Tessie to look straight ahead as she walked into the school. “Don’t care what they say. Just go ahead on.”[8]

			Tessie Prevost Williams fondly remembered her first-grade teacher, Mrs. Meyers. “She was sweet, with a wonderful spirit,” she recalled. “She made us feel safe and comfortable. She taught us our schoolwork and she taught us about love. I can’t imagine how difficult that time was for her, a white woman raised in New Orleans, teaching Black children. At the end of each day, I went back to my family and community where everyone supported me. What about Mrs. Meyers? What kind of support did she have?”[9]

			These girls were so young that at first, they had no idea why everyone was angry at them. “I was excited because I was coming to a new school,” Leona Tate said, remembering that first day. “I was a little upset because just seeing that crowd out there, seeing the police on horseback holding the crowd back, I thought a Mardi Gras parade was coming. I knew a parade usually passed there and didn’t know why I had to go to school when everyone else was at the parade.”[10]
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					Leona Tate (front) and Gail Etienne are escorted by U.S. marshals out of McDonogh 19 Elementary School.

				
			
			Thankfully, perhaps, the six-year-olds didn’t internalize the harsh reality of the institutional racism they were facing. “I didn’t pick up on the anger,” Leona said of those first few days at McDonogh 19. “I’m kind of thinking I saw it and then I didn’t see it. My mom had already told me to sit in the back of the seat of the car and don’t put my face in the window.”[11] But the girls drew strength from one another. “The way we were prepared was not to do anything alone,” Leona recalled. “Whatever we did, we had to do it with the three of us.”[12] The three women called one another “sisters for life.”

			When they got to McDonogh 19, the three girls were told to bring their own food for lunch and their own water bottles. Eating school lunch and drinking water served in the cafeteria was simply too dangerous. What if an upset teacher or parent tried to poison their food or water? They also couldn’t go near the windows because the angry mob could throw something and break the glass. Gail remembered how the adults outside looked at her. It looked, she said, “like they wanted to kill us.”[13]

			At home things were only marginally better. Police were stationed outside their houses. At night officers walked around the perimeter of their homes and shined lights in their yards so that no one would try to break in. Once the police pulled someone over who kept driving by Gail Etienne’s house. They found a gun in the trunk.[14]

			Two years after starting at McDonogh, the three girls were transferred to T. J. Semmes School in a predominantly white neighborhood. The marshals no longer escorted them to school, and with that, the treatment by their peers and teachers got worse.

			“The white teachers and students did not want us there,” Tessie said. “Every day there were beatings and cursing. They spat on us and ripped off our clothes.”[15]

			After sixth grade, Tessie told her father she’d had enough and wanted to leave her predominantly white school. When she finally left, she said, “I was like a bird set out of a cage.”[16]

			It’s important to learn the history of the three girls who desegregated McDonogh 19 Elementary School because their bravery has been overlooked for too long. Most people only know one student from this era, if they know the story at all—Ruby Bridges.

			People are familiar with Ruby Bridges’s story because of Norman Rockwell’s 1964 painting The Problem We All Live With. The artwork depicts a small girl dressed in all white, escorted by four deputy U.S. marshals as violent protests rage around her. The racial slur “nigger” and the letters KKK are written on the wall behind her. It’s a powerful work of art that became iconic.

			Ruby was all alone when she arrived at William Frantz Elementary, another school in New Orleans’s Ninth Ward. Ruby vividly remembers her first day at that school, when she was escorted by U.S. marshals. Once she got past the crowd of angry white protesters, she was led straight to the principal’s office. “The crowd that was outside, they immediately rushed in behind me,” she recalled. “They started to run into every class, and they took every child out of school. So, by the end of that day, 500 kids…were taken out.”[17] She spent her first day alone in the principal’s office. How incredibly sad. But these little girls, and their parents, felt a higher calling.

			Recognizing Leona Tate, Tessie Prevost, and Gail Etienne alongside Ruby Bridges is crucial for telling the complete and accurate story of New Orleans school desegregation. “People seem to have forgotten that it was the New Orleans Four and I’m glad that is finally coming out. It’s taken 61 years to do it, but thank God the whole story will be told; the good and the bad,” Gail said.[18]

			Their collective experience demonstrates that this historic moment was because of the bravery of four six-year-olds who together broke down the barriers of segregation. Acknowledging all four ensures that history reflects the full scope of courage required and honors each child who risked her safety to advance civil rights for future students.

			The New Orleans Four were the tip of the spear. By 1970, just a decade after they entered McDonogh 19 Elementary and William Frantz Elementary, more than 70 percent of public school students in New Orleans were Black. That’s partially because the Black population in New Orleans grew and many middle-class white families left for the suburbs.[19] But what these four girls did had a ripple effect and helped the South become much more integrated. In fact, by 1988, 44 percent of Black students in the South went to schools that were predominantly white.[20] (The number of Black students who attend schools with a mostly white student body has dropped significantly since then, however.)

			
				 

				 

			

			
			On the sixtieth anniversary of school desegregation, Alanah Odoms Hebert, executive director of the American Civil Liberties Union of Louisiana, said, “Black girls and black women have always shouldered the immense responsibility of perfecting our democracy. The New Orleans Four were emissaries of justice and freedom, turning the tide of hate in this nation and calling us towards the liberties enshrined in the United States Constitution.”[21]

			
				
					
						 

					

					It opened up doors, opportunities for other people. Somebody had to make the sacrifice.

					—Gail Etienne

					 

					 

				

			

			

			November 14 is now New Orleans Four Day in the city. When asked if they would endure that fear and violence again, all three women who went to McDonogh said they would. “It opened up doors, opportunities for other people,” said Gail Etienne. “Somebody had to make the sacrifice.”[22]

			Ruby Bridges and her family made a tremendous sacrifice. Her mother, Lucille, lost her job, and when her father, Abon, also lost his job, he was warned by the NAACP that it might be too risky for him to look for a new one right away. “I’m the oldest of eight, and at that point he was no longer able to provide for his family,” Ruby recalled, “so they were solely dependent on donations and people that would help them.”[23] Her parents eventually separated under the emotional and financial strain. But even as she faced many hard times in her life, Ruby remained triumphant. By the time she went to high school, her school had been desegregated for a little less than a decade. After she graduated, she left Louisiana and traveled the world for several years.

			She returned to Louisiana and helped raise her brother’s four daughters after he was murdered in New Orleans in 1993. Her nieces joined her own large family; she and her husband had four sons. She never stopped being a civil rights activist. In 1999 she set up her own anti-racism foundation with proceeds from a book written about her life. Incredibly, Ruby’s nieces went to William Frantz Elementary. When she saw that the school didn’t have after-school programs in the arts, she worked to bring programs there herself, a full-circle moment. The place that had once made her feel so alone was now the recipient of her beneficence.

			After Hurricane Katrina damaged the school, plans were put in place to demolish it. Ruby would not let that happen. The school symbolized the fight for desegregation. She made sure that William Frantz Elementary was placed on the National Register of Historic Places so that it could be restored and preserved. She’s written several books about her life experience, and she’s become an icon in American history.

			The McDonogh three have also thrived. And, like Ruby, they’ve helped the school they desegregated survive. After Hurricane Katrina, Leona Tate’s foundation bought McDonogh 19 Elementary and transformed the building into an educational center. They named it the TEP Center—after the first initial of each girl’s last name. The school opened in 2022 and teaches people about the Civil Rights Movement. The classroom where these girls made history exists today and is a testament to the loneliness they faced and the courage they showed the world.

			When they got older, Tessa, Gail, and Leona shared their experience through speaking engagements. After one presentation in Baton Rouge, a white man approached them and confessed, “I was one of the students who taunted you. I spat on you and called you names.” He continued, “Can you forgive me and shake my hand?”

			The women responded in unison: “No. We won’t give you a handshake, but we will give you a hug.” That’s true grace.

			In July 2024, more than sixty years after she bravely walked into a schoolhouse as a young girl, Tessie Prevost Williams was honored in death with the dignity she had been denied. Her flag-draped casket lay in state at Gallier Hall, where mourners gathered to pay tribute to her. In a poignant echo of 1960, the U.S. marshals—the agency which had once shielded her and the other girls from angry mobs—again escorted her in a ceremonial procession. This final act was more than a funeral; it was a symbolic recognition that Tessie’s courage had helped move the nation closer to its promise of equality.

			Just six weeks later, at the Democratic National Convention, Oprah Winfrey paid tribute, calling it the “grace and guts” of women like Tessie Prevost Williams that helped pave the way for Vice President Kamala Harris. As a young girl, Harris became part of the second class to integrate Berkeley public schools in California.

			Tessie’s story is a reminder that she, together with Leona Tate, Gail Etienne, and Ruby Bridges, proved that in standing tall, even little girls can help bend the arc of history.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				31.

				Romana Acosta Bañuelos: 
The Treasurer

			
			Romana Bañuelos’s life embodied the promise of the American dream, as well as the overwhelming challenges many people overcome to achieve it. There is nothing in Romana’s early life story to indicate that one day she would be sitting in the Oval Office with the president of the United States. Quite the opposite. Born in 1925 to Mexican immigrant parents in a dusty Arizona mining town, Romana was just seven when, in the midst of the Great Depression, U.S. authorities deported her family, even though she was an American citizen.[1]

			Yet in 1971, President Richard Nixon appointed Romana as U.S. Treasurer—making her the first Latina to hold a senior U.S. government post. President Nixon later told her that she was “one of the finest appointments” that he made.[2] Her signature appeared on every bill printed during her tenure, joining the faces of America’s founders on the very currency that fuels our economy.

			After being deported, Romana’s family moved to Sonora, Mexico, where her parents worked on a ranch. In Mexico, Romana helped sell her mother’s empanadas to local bakeries and restaurants to make extra money.[3] “My mother was the type of woman that taught us how to live in any place and work with what we have,” Romana later said.[4]

			Romana only had a middle school education, but when she returned to the United States—a young, divorced mother with two children and little more than determination—she built a successful tortilla business from her modest $400 savings.[5] That humble operation grew into Ramona’s Mexican Food Products, a multimillion-dollar enterprise that still thrives today.[6]

			When a group of businessmen asked her husband if he wanted to help create a bank specifically to help the Latino community, he told them to talk to his wife. She was the more business-minded of the two. But the men were reluctant to do business with a woman. “You don’t know my wife,” he said. “Once you meet her, you will forget I ever existed.”[7] That led Romana to become one of the co-founders of the Pan American National Bank in East Los Angeles, designed to serve a Latino community often shut out of mainstream banking.

			As they set out to open the bank, the founders faced pushback. A representative of the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) doubted the project, saying, “Be sure to recommend to those people that want to build a bank to build it more or less like a supermarket because they’re not going to last even six months.”[8]

			By 1969, Romana was chairperson of the bank’s board of directors. By 1979, the bank had deposits of almost $40 million.[9]

			Romana encouraged Mexican Americans to make deposits, apply for loans, and trust the financial system—opening doors to home ownership and business creation. It was the oldest Latino-owned bank in California until it was sold in 2016.[10]

			Her work at the bank caught the attention of Washington. By the time she was nominated as U.S. Treasurer, Romana was known as a gifted entrepreneur and a shrewd businesswoman, inspiring a generation of Latinas to envision themselves in positions of leadership.

			President Nixon had other reasons for wanting her in the job. He had performed poorly with Latino voters in the 1968 election and saw the nomination of a Latina as a way to strengthen his chances in 1972.[11] He also wanted to appeal to women voters; 1970 marked the fiftieth anniversary of the Nineteenth Amendment, and he had already appointed 105 women to important government posts during his first term.[12]

			When asked to submit her name, Romana hesitated. She didn’t know the job and doubted her chances. In fact, she thought it was a joke, telling her husband: “Alejandro, maybe these guys are kidding. Maybe they need a loan.”[13] He encouraged her to try—and after weeks of phone calls with staff at the White House, President Nixon chose her out of dozens of other women he was considering.

			The honor came at a cost. Just after she was nominated, her business was raided by U.S. immigration agents, who found undocumented immigrants on the payroll. The raid made national news. At her confirmation hearing, Senate Finance Committee Chairman Russell B. Long called the case “unfortunate” and noted it had drawn an unusually high number of letters—most opposing her.[14] Romana testified that she did not know that the workers were undocumented and that it was an “attempt by Democrats to block my nomination.”[15] A Senate investigation later concluded she had been caught up in a broader effort to embarrass the Nixon administration. Nevertheless, on December 17, 1971, she was sworn in as treasurer, becoming the highest-ranking Mexican American in government.

			The treasurer of the United States is the second-oldest post in the U.S. government, right behind the president of the United States; it is older than the Treasury Department itself.[16] The job was created to help fund the Revolutionary War, and the treasurer today reports to the treasury secretary and oversees the Bureau of Engraving and Printing, which produces bills, and the U.S. Mint, which makes coins. They are also a key liaison with the Federal Reserve.[17] This is one of the rare positions in government traditionally held by a woman: Between 1949 and 2025, seventeen women have served in the role.[18] The treasurer’s signature is on the currency, which must have been validating for Romana, who has been described as an “enthusiastic numismatist”—someone who collects currency.[19]

			Romana’s success is even more striking given the barriers Latina women face. They are a vital part of the workforce yet remain underrepresented in leadership roles and high-paying fields. The wage gap for Latinas is among the widest of any demographic, and Latinas are promoted to management far less often than men.[20] Though Latinas make up 8 percent of the U.S. population, they hold just a fraction of jobs in fields like engineering, science, and medicine—proof of the systemic hurdles Romana had to overcome.[21]
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					Romana Acosta Bañuelos meets with President Richard Nixon and Treasury Secretary John Connally in the Oval Office on the day she was announced as the nominee for United States Treasurer.

				
			
			Even in the nation’s capital, Romana was constantly underestimated. Shortly after she was named treasurer, during a White House budget meeting, a man asked for a calculation. Romana quickly gave the answer—but none of the men in the room believed she could possibly be correct. They didn’t even look her way. An economist pulled out a calculator, ran the numbers, and finally announced, “Mrs. Acosta Bañuelos is right.” Everyone was stunned. Afterward, her boss, Treasury Secretary John Connally, asked how she had done it so fast without a calculator. Romana, who hadn’t gone to school beyond sixth grade, replied simply: “In Mexico, we learned to do numbers in our head.”[22]

			During her tenure as U.S. Treasurer, she was outraged to find applications from minorities that had been pushed to the bottom of the résumé pile. She tried to create a more diverse workforce. Romana worked hard and she drove her staff hard too. Some of her assistants complained to Secretary Connally about her work style. He joked, “By God, you mean to tell me she’s actually working?”[23] She was trying to run the place efficiently like a business, something Washington wasn’t known for.

			In 1974, she left her post as treasurer and went back to running Ramona’s Mexican Food Products. The company she founded is still in her family and does millions of dollars in business every year.[24]

			Her family gave back to the country they loved. Romana established a scholarship program to help Mexican American high school graduates pursue a college education. Both of her sons served in the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department. One son, Carlos A. Torres, was a Marine in Vietnam and was honored with a Purple Heart for his service.[25]

			Romana not only built financial security for her family, but she also created an environment in which an immigrant with limited education could succeed in multiple arenas. In 1976, the American Bicentennial Research Institute included her in the Library of Human Resources because of her historic contribution to the country. Romana passed away on January 15, 2018, when she was ninety-two years old. She left behind a daughter, a son, and twelve grandchildren.[26]

			After her passing, her family honored her memory: “She was a tough taskmaster, demanding the best and then more from us. She made us better people, she forced people to grow beyond their own expectations. She had a wicked sense of humor that ambushed you just when you thought she wasn’t human.”[27]

			Thirty-five years later, Rosa “Rosie” Rios would pick up that mantle. Nominated by President Barack Obama in 2009, Rios became the first Latina treasurer appointed by a Democratic president. Her signature appears on an astounding $1.8 trillion worth of U.S. currency. Rosie is the chair of America250, the nonpartisan group working to mark the country’s semiquincentennial.

			President Donald Trump’s nomination, during his first term, of Jovita Carranza for U.S. Treasurer, continued a decades-long tradition, begun in the Nixon era, of presidents appointing Latinas to this historic post. Carranza became the fourth Latina in a row—and the seventh overall—to serve as treasurer, following a line that started with Romana Acosta Bañuelos (Nixon) and continued with Katherine Dávalos Ortega (Reagan and George H. W. Bush), Catalina Vasquez Villalpando (George H. W. Bush), Rosario Marin (George W. Bush), Anna Escobedo Cabral (George W. Bush), and Rosa Gumataotao Rios (Obama). Each of their signatures has appeared on U.S. currency, a visible mark of Latina leadership at the heart of the nation’s financial system—and a reminder that for more than half a century, Latinas have helped safeguard the nation’s money.

			As America marks 250 years since the Declaration of Independence, the stories of Bañuelos, Rios, and their fellow Latina treasurers challenge us to ensure that the story of America includes every face that helped build it.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				32.

				Babe Didrikson: 
“The Greatest Athlete Who Ever Lived”

			
			In the early 1930s, a New York newspaper reporter had an innocent question for Babe Didrikson. At least that was what they thought. Babe was only nineteen years old at the time, but she was already famous—and outspoken. She was known around the country as a championship basketball player and as a double gold and silver medalist in track and field at the 1932 Los Angeles Olympics. “I’m told you also swim, shoot, ride, row, box, and play tennis, golf, basketball, football, polo and billiards,” the reporter said. “Is there anything at all you don’t play?” Babe cut to the chase. “Yeah,” she replied, “dolls.”[1]

			
				
					
						 

					

					The formula for success is simple. Practice and concentration, then more practice and more concentration.

					—Babe Didrikson

					 

					 

				

			

			

			It was quintessential Babe: bold, some might even say brash. Babe hadn’t gotten the nickname “Wonder Girl” for nothing. Known for her unmatched confidence and Texas-sized ego, she would stride into a locker room and announce, “What’d y’all show up for? See who’s gonna finish second?”[2] To Babe, any game worth playing was a game worth winning.

			Thanks in large part to Babe, the idea of women excelling in sports is now widely accepted. But when she was growing up in southeastern Texas, Babe was an aberration. When she was a young teenager she would declare to anyone who would listen that she would one day be known as “the greatest athlete of all time.”[3] She didn’t qualify it as the greatest “female” athlete, because even as a young girl she understood that she had the talent to break barriers. She could beat the boys, if they’d only let her try.

			
				 

				 

			

			Mildred Ella “Babe” Didrikson was born in 1911 and grew up in Beaumont, Texas. One of seven children, she was sporty from the start. She left high school to work for a company with a basketball team.[4] (Yes, a company had a nationally competitive basketball team. Employers Casualty Insurance’s team was called the Golden Cyclones.)

			When she read about the 1928 Olympics, she set her sights on competing in track and field at the next games. She practiced every day with her sister by jumping hedges in their town.[5] And sure enough, she made it. “The formula for success is simple,” she said. “Practice and concentration, then more practice and more concentration.”[6] She qualified for five Olympic events, but because of regulations limiting women to only compete in three, she had to choose.[7] At the 1932 Los Angeles Olympics, Babe shattered records with an unprecedented medal haul.
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					Babe Didrikson shoots a basketball with other members of the Brooklyn Yankees.

				
			
			Her dominance remains unmatched. Following the Olympics, she toured with the Babe Didrikson All-Stars basketball team and even pitched in three Major League Baseball exhibition games.

			
				
					
						 

					

					When I wanta really bust one, I just loosen my girdle and let ’er fly.

					—Babe Didrikson
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						Babe Didrikson pitches for the minor league New Orleans Pelicans against the Cleveland Indians.

					
				
			

			

			She acted as her own publicist from the start of her career. Long before Muhammad Ali declared “I am the greatest!” Babe was building her own legend, intimidating rivals, and captivating the press. She exaggerated certain details of her life, claiming, for instance, that she earned the nickname Babe after hitting five home runs in a single baseball game as a child. It is true that her Norwegian parents called her “bebe” during her early years, but the nickname Babe stuck, linking her forever to Babe Ruth.[8]

			While many people may not know her name, America’s top athletes certainly do. Jackie Joyner-Kersee, named Sports Illustrated’s greatest female athlete of the twentieth century, was inspired by Babe. “She was able to show that if she wanted to be a superstar in basketball, she could. If she wanted to be a superstar in golf, she was. If she wanted to be a superstar in track and field, it didn’t matter.”[9]
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					Babe Didrikson competes in the Women’s National Track Championships in Jersey City.

				
			
			In 1935, she found her true calling: golf. She competed in and won her first tournament. She loved to tease onlookers, saying, “When I wanta really bust one, I just loosen my girdle and let ’er fly.”[10]

			A few years later, she became the first woman to compete in a PGA Tour tournament. Babe went on to become the most accomplished female golfer of her time. She was the first person—man or woman, just as she had predicted—to win thirteen consecutive tournaments. The Associated Press named her Female Athlete of the Year six times between 1932 and 1954.[11]

			She made it possible for other female golfers to make money as professional athletes—even though her intended goal was mostly about making money for herself.[12] She teamed up with golfer Patty Berg to co-found the Ladies Professional Golf Association (LPGA). Except for that first year, when Patty was president, Babe was the president for the rest of her life. In her last years as a professional athlete, she was said to be making $100,000 a year from tournaments and endorsement deals. That’s equal to more than a million dollars today.

			Incredibly, in 1950, she completed the Grand Slam by winning all three major women’s golf championships, the same year she co-founded the LPGA.[13]

			As ESPN once put it, Babe Didrikson was a “woman ahead of her time,” but she was not without her critics.

			Sportswriter Joe Williams once remarked, “It would be much better if she and her ilk stayed at home, got themselves prettied up and waited for the phone to ring.” Commentators frequently criticized her appearance, describing her as “mannish.”[14]
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					Babe Didrikson competes in her first major tournament against men at the 1936 “$1500 Southern California Open Golf Tournament.”

				
			
			Babe embraced her athletic persona but also tried to conform to societal expectations. In her 1955 memoir, This Life I’ve Led, she wrote about boyfriends, cooking, and sewing to perhaps appear more acceptable—though much of this was exaggerated or untrue. She understood that her muscular build and competitive swagger challenged conventional femininity.[15] Babe and the famous wrestler George Zaharias were frequent golf partners, and they got married in 1938. Their marriage was far from happy, but Babe felt societal pressure to present herself as a married woman. She often insisted on being referred to as Mrs. Zaharias, even though she was famous in her own right well before then.

			The elite golf community was initially reluctant to embrace her, but her jaw-dropping talent forced them to acknowledge her impact. In 1947, the Saturday Evening Post declared, “Not much has been made of the undeniable fact that the Babe has revolutionized the feminine approach to golf.” Another writer wrote, “Babe Zaharias created big-time women’s golf…. Her booming power game lowered scores and forced others to imitate her.”[16]

			By 1950, she had won every major title available to women. In 1953, when she was still competing, she was diagnosed with colon cancer. At a time when cancer was considered taboo, she was the first prominent U.S. athlete to openly discuss her diagnosis. Babe spoke often about her illness, raising money for medical research and helping to reduce the stigma surrounding the disease. Despite surgery to remove a tumor, she made a remarkable return to golf, winning the U.S. Women’s Open in 1954 by twelve strokes, while wearing a colostomy bag. I am in awe of her grit.

			“I’ve had over 15,000 letters from people, and this victory is an answer to them,” she said after she won. “It will show a lot of people that they need not be afraid of an operation and can go on and live a normal life.”[17]

			Throughout her battle with cancer, Babe was supported by her close friend and fellow golfer Betty Dodd. Although Babe rarely mentioned Betty in her memoir, perhaps because of rumors about their relationship, those who knew them recognized their deep bond. Whether their relationship was romantic remains unknown, but their connection was undeniable.[18]

			Despite her great comeback, her cancer had spread, and Babe Didrikson Zaharias passed away in Galveston, Texas, in 1956 at just forty-five years old.

			President Dwight D. Eisenhower paid tribute to her at a press conference, saying, “She was a woman who, in her athletic career, certainly won the admiration of every person in the United States, all sports people all over the world, and in her gallant fight against cancer, she put up one of the kind of fights that inspired us all…. I think that every one of us feels sad that finally she had to lose this last one of all her battles.”[19]

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				33.

				Patsy Mink: 
The Mother of Title IX

			
			Kathrine Switzer was a twenty-year-old Syracuse University junior when she showed up to run the Boston Marathon in 1967. Women were not allowed to officially run the marathon, so when Kathrine registered, she used her initials, K. V. Switzer, so as not to raise any alarm bells. All was fine until mile four, Kathrine recalled, when she heard horns honking and someone yelling, “Get over, runners move to your right!” A large flatbed truck pulled up next to the runners and forced them over to the side of the road. Behind the truck was a press bus crammed with cameramen trying to get photos. The photographers had no idea what an astounding moment they were about to witness.

			Suddenly, out of nowhere, Jock Semple, a Boston Marathon official, jumped off the truck. He ran up to Kathrine, wagging his finger at her. Then he grabbed her shoulder and yelled—with a menacing scowl on his face—“Get the hell out of my race and give me those numbers!” He held on to the back of her sweatshirt and tried grabbing at the numbers on the front of her shirt. Kathrine was terrified. “The physical power and swiftness of the attack stunned me,” she recalled. Luckily her boyfriend, who was also running the marathon, pushed Semple hard, and Kathrine managed to finish the race. It wasn’t until she saw the story everywhere in the news that she knew it was a turning point in her life.[1]

			Five years later, women were officially allowed to run in the Boston Marathon. The experience turned Kathrine into a fighter on behalf of female runners. She says her biggest “life victory” was her part in getting the women’s marathon added to the Olympic Games in 1984.[2]
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					A Boston Marathon race official confronted Kathrine Switzer and tried to remove her from the race in April 1967. She got away and became the first woman to officially run the world’s oldest annual marathon.

				
			
			Women like Kathrine Switzer and Babe Didrikson would not have had to fight so hard if Title IX—the federal law ensuring equal access to sports for women in schools receiving federal funding—had existed earlier. The law had broad implications. It completely changed the limitations placed on women in sports while expanding women’s access to scholarships and providing a crucial framework for reporting sexual harassment and violence on campus.

			Title IX was championed by the remarkable Representative Patsy Mink. The congresswoman played such a pivotal role in the legislation that when she passed away in 2002, the law was renamed the Patsy T. Mink Equal Opportunity in Education Act in her honor. She was posthumously awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom for her groundbreaking work.

			
				 

				 

			

			
			Patsy Matsu Takemoto Mink was a pioneer from the start, making history as the first woman of color and the first Asian American woman to serve in the U.S. Congress. During her career, she became a fierce advocate for gender and racial equality.

			“I realized that…because women were not in politics, and because there were only eight women at the time who were members of Congress, that I had a special burden to bear to speak for them,” she reflected. “They didn’t have people who could express their concerns for them adequately.”[3]

			Born in Paia, Hawaii, in 1927—before Hawaii became a U.S. state—Patsy demonstrated leadership early, winning the election for high school class president. She was pre-med at the University of Hawaii, graduating in 1948. However, she was denied entry into medical school, and some of the schools explicitly told her it was because she was a woman![4]

			She pivoted to law, earning her degree from the University of Chicago in 1951 as one of two women in her class. Later she would reflect on the irony of her admission: “I got into my law school on the grounds that they considered me a foreigner.” Of course, she had lived in U.S. territory for her entire life.[5] Her family, of Japanese background, had lived on Maui for three generations. Their path to citizenship had been a difficult one. Patsy was fourteen years old when the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. Not long after that, her father, a civil engineer, was held overnight and questioned, as were many other Japanese Americans. She never forgot the sight of him burning Japanese family heirlooms when he returned.

			
				
					
						 

					

					Our country is now in a position where it can no longer afford to rely on the antediluvian notion that men should rule the world. We need women; their abilities and talents must be fully utilized.

					—Patsy Mink

					 

					 

				

			

			

			“It made me realize that one could not take citizenship and the promise of the U.S. Constitution for granted,” she said later.[6] What did it mean to be an American citizen? What kind of protections did it offer? Patsy’s grandparents had been classified as “aliens ineligible for citizenship.” It wasn’t until 1952 that Japanese and other Asian immigrants were permitted to become U.S. citizens. Though Mink herself was a citizen by birth, she carried the weight of those exclusionary policies throughout her career. She knew what it felt like to be an outsider. After law school, she married and had a child but struggled to find employment; law firms assumed that she couldn’t handle the stress and long hours. Undeterred, she became the first Japanese American woman to practice law in Hawaii.

			When Hawaii achieved statehood in 1959, Mink ran for Congress but lost. She didn’t give up, remaining active in politics. In 1964, she made history by winning a seat in the U.S. House of Representatives. In 1972, she ran for president, making her the first Asian American woman to run for the highest office in the country. She lost but used her campaign to bring attention to the anti–Vietnam War movement. She would also lose a race for the U.S. Senate but would return to the House, where she cemented her legacy. She dedicated her twelve terms in Congress to advancing racial and gender equality, particularly in education.

			In the 1940s and 1950s, societal expectations largely limited women’s career options to narrow roles, including secretaries, nurses, or teachers. Patsy considered these limitations unfair, not just to women but to the entire country. She argued, “Our country is now in a position where it can no longer afford to rely on the antediluvian notion that men should rule the world. We need women; their abilities and talents must be fully utilized.”[7] It was her strong and persistent advocacy that led to the passage of Title IX, which President Richard Nixon signed into law on June 23, 1972.

			Prior to Title IX, fewer than 300,000 girls played high school sports, accounting for just 7 percent of all high school athletes.[8] By the 2024 school year, that number had surged to 3.5 million, or 42.8 percent of all high school athletes.[9] This isn’t surprising; my mom told me she never had the chance to play sports like basketball, and that was why she made sure my sister and I took advantage of school athletics.

			Patsy was also a strong supporter of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), a proposed constitutional amendment that would eliminate sex discrimination. First introduced in Congress in 1923 by Susan B. Anthony’s nephew, Daniel Read Anthony, Jr., the ERA languished in obscurity until the 1970s, when more women entered politics.[10]

			When Patsy was in Washington, very few women served in Congress—and in many cases they banded together. Recognizing the importance of collective action, Patsy worked alongside Representatives Shirley Chisholm and Martha Griffiths to push the ERA forward. It passed Congress in 1972 but failed to meet the required state ratifications before the imposed deadline. The amendment has never been added to the Constitution.
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					Of the 535 lawmakers in the House of Representatives and the U.S. Senate, only thirteen members of the 89th Congress (1965–1967) were women. Twelve of them are pictured here, including Patsy Mink (back row, fourth from the left).

				
			
			Women’s political views are as diverse as men’s, and the battle over the ERA underscored these divisions. Conservative activist and lawyer Phyllis Schlafly led the STOP ERA campaign, arguing that the amendment would eliminate protective laws for women and pave the way for unrestricted abortion access.

			“The Equal Rights Amendment is a ‘terminal case,’ ” Schlafly declared in 1973. “The only question remaining is whether its sponsors will let it die peacefully, and with dignity, or whether they will engage in massive bloodletting in a vain attempt to save their offspring.”[11]

			Despite widespread public support—including endorsements from current, former, and future First Ladies Patricia Nixon, Lady Bird Johnson, Betty Ford, and Rosalynn Carter—the ERA ultimately failed to overcome Schlafly’s determined opposition.[12]

			
				
					
						 

					

					She taught me change might be slow, but change is going to happen.

					—Wendy Mink

					 

					 

				

			

			

			However, a young lawyer named Ruth Bader Ginsburg saw another path forward. Before becoming a Supreme Court justice and feminist icon, Ginsburg represented Sally Reed in the landmark Supreme Court case Reed v. Reed (1971). The case challenged an Idaho law that automatically granted men preference over women in estate administration. Sally Reed was a divorced single mother who said that she should be able to administer her dead son’s estate and not her ex-husband. The Court ruled unanimously in Sally Reed’s favor, marking the first time the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment was applied to gender discrimination. The decision laid the foundation for future gender rulings.

			“Sally Reed thought that this law was not just, and, this is the most remarkable thing, she had faith in the legal system of the United States to right the wrong that she thought had been done to her,” Ginsburg wrote in her brief on behalf of her client. “So, when this case was going to the trial court, the appeals court, the Supreme Court in the state of Idaho, people were noticing it, and thinking, ‘This is the case that will enable the Supreme Court to understand the pernicious effects of making laws on the assumption that women are this way and men are that way.’ And that prediction proved correct.”[13]
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					Congresswoman Patsy Mink (D-HI) speaks at a press conference introducing legislation on gender equity in education.

				
			
			The debate over the ERA continues today, and there’s no doubt in my mind that Patsy would want the battle to persist.

			After a thirteen-year break from Congress, when she pursued higher office, Patsy was re-elected to the U.S. House of Representatives in 1990. “I am astonished to find that,” she said, “we are still debating the question of what equality really means in this country.”[14]

			In September 2002, Patsy Mink passed away in her beloved Honolulu, Hawaii. Because the next congressional election was just two months later, there was no time to change the ballots. She won by a landslide! Her longtime colleague Norman Mineta called her “an American hero, a leader and a trailblazer who made an irreplaceable mark in the fabric of our country.”[15]

			Patsy’s daughter, Wendy, reflected on her mother’s legacy: “I am the child of someone who made a huge difference for women and girls in education. She taught me change might be slow, but change is going to happen.”[16]

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				34.

				Pat Schroeder: 
The Legislator

			
			When Representative Pat Schroeder joined the Armed Services Committee after she was elected to Congress in 1972, chairman F. Edward Hébert refused to acknowledge her appointment, insisting she share a chair with Representative Ron Dellums of California, the lone African American on the important committee.

			“This is the worst thing that’s ever happened. It’s not even worth running for Congress anymore,” Chairman Hébert screamed. “However, I still have the power to determine how many seats are at the dais, and these two people are only worth half of the rest of my Members, so they’re getting one chair.”[1] Can you imagine? The lone female and only Black member had to share a seat.

			In the early 1970s, Pat was one of only fourteen women serving in the House of Representatives, and Dellums was one of fifteen Black members.[2] They were told to vote as one member. She later recalled they sat “cheek to cheek” through the meeting.

			Pat Schroeder finally got her own chair on the Armed Services Committee dais. It was a seat she kept for all twenty-four years of her congressional career—long after Hébert had been forced out. He lost his chairmanship “in a revolt against seniority made possible by the votes of reform-minded freshman elected in the aftermath of Watergate.”[3] She would use her record-breaking tenure as a woman in Congress to become the leading feminist legislator of her time, setting the standard for women who followed her into American politics.

			Hébert’s savage rudeness is only one example of the boys’-club antics Pat encountered in Congress. She found male members sunbathing pantsless on the Speaker’s porch.[4] Another time, she heard some of the men joking with one another in the cloakroom: “Well, how about the abortion bill?” one congressman asked. “Yeah, I paid mine,” said the other.[5]
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					Representative Patricia Schroeder (D-CO)

				
			
			My first job as a reporter was covering Congress for the newspaper Roll Call. At twenty-five years old, I would roam the halls of Congress and see firsthand how few women were serving and how none were in leadership roles. Pat had recently retired, but I immediately was captivated by the stories about this woman who embodied the famous Shirley Chisholm line: “If they don’t give you a seat at the table, bring a folding chair.” Her influence could still be felt as I walked the halls, especially when a women’s restroom was installed in the House, something she joked was her greatest triumph.[6] She brought the statues of suffragists Lucretia Mott, Susan B. Anthony, and Elizabeth Cady Stanton out of the Capitol basement. When told the statues were “too ugly,” she joked: “Look, if it’s about ugliness, we’re going to clear the Statue Hall out here. It’s really bad.”[7]

			Interrogated many times on how she would balance motherhood and a career, she repeated her now-famous line: “I have a brain and a uterus and I use both.”

			
				
					
						 

					

					I have a brain and a uterus and I use both.

					—Pat Schroeder

					 

					 

				

			

			

			With intelligence, humor, and moral clarity, she exposed hypocrisy and demanded change even as she faced unrelenting judgment about her dual roles as mother and congresswoman. “One of the problems with being a working mother, whether you’re a Congresswoman or a stenographer or whatever, is that everybody feels perfectly free to come and tell you what they think: ‘I think what you’re doing to your children is terrible.’ ‘I think you should be home.’ They don’t do that to men.”[8] It is so true.

			Forty years later, a senior male at CBS News would ask me in a job interview, “How are you going to cover the White House as a reporter with three young children at home?” I could feel the blood rush up my neck into my face and I quickly shot back, “Do you ask men that question?”

			Pat Schroeder was dubbed the “tart-tongued maverick” by The Washington Post.[9] She was first to call President Ronald Reagan the “Teflon president” because scandals never stuck to him. Of Vice President Dan Quayle, she quipped that he thought “Roe versus Wade are two ways to cross the Potomac.”[10] When Colonel Oliver North listed her among the “25 most dangerous liberals,” she wore it as a badge of honor: “I love the image of this big, strong Marine being terrified of me.”[11]

			She used humor in politics, but her work was no joke. Schroeder’s over two-decades-long congressional career (1973–1997) transformed American policy on family issues, women’s health research, and military family support. Her legislative priorities evolved from anti-war activism to comprehensive family policy reform, culminating in landmark achievements like the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993, which became the first major legislation signed by President Bill Clinton. If you’ve ever taken parental leave, you can thank Pat Schroeder.

			
				 

				 

			

			Born Patricia Nell Scott on July 30, 1940, in Portland, Oregon, Schroeder was raised to be fearless. Her pilot father taught her to “never frown at your enemies, always smile. It scares the hell out of them.”[12] I really love that. She earned her pilot’s license at age fifteen—and then used it to finance her education.

			At the University of Minnesota, she operated her own flying service, working as an insurance claims adjuster and flying out to assess damage at airplane crash sites. What a maverick! Plus, she graduated magna cum laude and Phi Beta Kappa in just three years with a triple major in philosophy, history, and political science. She continued her aviation work to pay her way through Harvard Law School.

			At Harvard (1961–1964), she was one of only fifteen women among over five hundred men in an environment she later described as “submerged in sexism.” On her first day, the male student assigned to sit beside her refused, saying he’d “never gone to school with a girl and did not plan to start now.” Professors instituted humiliating “Ladies’ Days” to embarrass female students with cases designed to make them uncomfortable.

			Another vivid example was a dinner thrown by the law school dean, Erwin Griswold, where all the women were called upon, one by one, to answer the dean’s question, “Why are you at Harvard Law School, taking the place of a man?”[13] Pat was furious but not intimidated. Before she had a chance to answer, her classmate Ann Cronkhite Goldblatt said she’d come to Harvard because Yale turned her down. “It broke all the tension,” Pat recalled, “but I thought, ‘Why in the world are we playing this game?’ ”[14]

			
				
					
						 

					

					Never frown at your enemies, always smile. It scares the hell out of them.

					—Pat Schroeder’s father

					 

					 

				

			

			

			She married James Schroeder, a fellow law student who was supportive of her ambitions, during her second year. It was a bold choice when most people expected women to abandon careers upon marriage. Their relationship required navigating not just academic pressures but legal ones: They had to smuggle birth control pills into Massachusetts because contraceptives were illegal in the state.[15]

			If Pat had been convicted of bringing contraception across state lines, she would not have been able to practice law. It was not until three years later that the Supreme Court ruled in Griswold v. Connecticut (1965) that married couples had the right to obtain contraceptives. “When I tell young women that story today,” Pat wrote in her memoir, “they look at me like I rode to school on a pterodactyl.”

			After graduating from law school in 1964, the Schroeders moved to Denver, where she worked for the National Labor Relations Board and provided pro bono legal services to Planned Parenthood. When she had children (Scott in 1966, Jamie in 1970), no maternity leave was available, and she had to quit her job—a forced choice that would later drive her authorship of the Family and Medical Leave Act.

			In 1972, at age thirty-two with two small children (ages two and six), she made the audacious decision to run for Congress as an anti-war Democrat. “Denver Housewife Announces for Congress” was the headline of a local newspaper.[16] Prominent feminist Gloria Steinem campaigned for Pat, but she had no party support. She ran her campaign from her basement and defeated a Republican incumbent in Nixon’s landslide year—a political miracle that surprised even her.

			
				 

				 

			

			Her inaugural legislative success was the Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act of 1974, which laid the foundation for her decades-long advocacy for children and families. Working alongside Senator Walter Mondale, Pat helped establish the National Center on Child Abuse and Neglect and secured federal funding for prevention programs.

			Pat was also a co-founder of the Congressional Caucus for Women’s Issues, a bipartisan coalition that fundamentally reshaped the policy landscape for women. Under her leadership, the caucus championed critical issues like economic equity, access to childcare, breast and cervical cancer research, and reproductive health. The caucus also worked to eliminate gender disparities in medical research at both the National Institutes of Health and the Department of Defense. It was Pat’s leadership that led to the mandating of federally funded medical research on women.

			While not the primary sponsor, Schroeder played a key advocacy role in the passage of the 1978 Pregnancy Discrimination Act, which amended Title VII of the Civil Rights Act to prohibit discrimination on the basis of pregnancy. She brought her voice, experience, and organizing power to help pass legislation that directly responded to the Supreme Court’s General Electric v. Gilbert (1976) decision, which had allowed employers to deny disability benefits for pregnancy.

			
				
					
						 

					

					I think women still should never kid themselves that they’re going to come [to Congress] and be part of the team. And you ought to come here with a very clear definition of what it is you want to do, and that you will not be deterred.

					—Pat Schroeder

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Pat Schroeder understood that women’s rights weren’t abstract policy debates—they were life-or-death issues. She was a fierce and consistent advocate for abortion rights and women’s reproductive health, having nearly died in childbirth herself. One of her final bills before retirement was the Safe Motherhood Act—the first legislation to propose a national plan to reduce maternal mortality in the United States. Among the many bills she sponsored or championed were the Economic Equity Act, the Violence Against Women Act, and the Women’s Health Equity Act. She was instrumental in the decision to allow women to fly combat missions in the military. Each of these victories came through relentless advocacy within an institution not designed for her or for the people she represented.

			Politically, Congresswoman Schroeder was a catalytic force. In 1991, she led the march of women members of Congress to the Senate chamber demanding that Anita Hill be allowed to testify in the Clarence Thomas confirmation hearings. That moment sparked public outrage, and the next year a record number of women were elected to Congress. Through it all, she endured frequent condescension and being called “Little Patsy.” Sometimes her fellow congressmen just didn’t get it. Pat remembered one pulling her aside in the cloakroom and saying, “If you take men out of this, I’ll back you, but I want to tell you, don’t leave men in here because the next thing you know my wife is going to want me to babysit.”[17] Pat informed him that when a woman does it, it’s called parenting, not babysitting.

			In 1987, Pat had a moment when it felt as if she might get much further than her predecessors. Indeed, it felt as if she could upend the conventional wisdom and transform not just her party but her nation. After Gary Hart’s presidential campaign collapsed, Pat Schroeder’s exploratory campaign caught fire. Polls quickly identified her as one of the top contenders in the first primary of New Hampshire and the first caucus of Iowa—and a national survey for Time magazine eventually put her in third place.

			But on September 29, 1987, Pat announced she would not seek the Democratic nomination because “winning would take a lot more preparation, time, and money than I had.”[18]
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					Congresswoman Patricia Schroeder (D-CO) gets choked up as she announces she will not seek the 1988 Democratic presidential nomination. Her tears made headlines and upset some women who said that her crying set women back.

				
			
			“I cannot run a campaign that would let you down,” she told several thousand supporters, many of whom were shocked by the decision. When she explained that “I could not figure out how to run,” she paused, overcome by emotion and unable to finish the sentence.

			The media frenzy that followed illustrated the tricky terrain for female candidates who show emotion. “Women across the country reacted with embarrassment, sympathy and disgust,” a reporter wrote in the Chicago Tribune, a week after the incident. Those seventeen seconds of tears would haunt her for decades. Many women activists charged that her emotional outburst seriously set back women’s efforts to run for political office and compete on a par with men.

			Pat titled a chapter in her autobiography “The Presidential Weep-Stakes,” writing: “I went on with my speech, but it was my tears, not my words, that got the headlines. Those 17 seconds were treated like a total breakdown.” She believed that emotion was not a liability but part of authentic leadership. “Of course I wept,” she wrote. “There’s no law against crying.”

			
				 

				 

			

			Pat Schroeder was a pioneer, retiring in 1996 as the longest-serving woman in the House at that time. She refused to accept incremental progress as sufficient. When the Year of the Woman in 1992 brought a record number of women to Congress, she noted that women still weren’t even 10 percent of the House. She told the Library of Congress that at the current rate, it would take three hundred years for women to reach equality in Congress—a prediction that sadly seems prescient.

			“She was the coach, the leader, the strategist,” Representative Carolyn Maloney, a Democrat from New York, told The Washington Post. “She was, by far, the greatest feminist of my time.”

			On March 13, 2023, Schroeder died from complications of a stroke at a hospital in Celebration, Florida, at age eighty-two. She asked that a brick be made from her cremated remains to hold doors open for other women.[19] Even in death, she wanted to pave the way for those who would follow.

			Her final advice to women entering politics captured her fierce spirit: “I think women still should never kid themselves that they’re going to come here and be part of the team. And you ought to come here with a very clear definition of what it is you want to do, and that you will not be deterred.”[20]

			Pat Schroeder proved that women could fight, lead, and change the world, even when forced to do it from half a chair. Her legacy isn’t just in the laws she passed or the barriers she broke but in the fierce example she set: Never apologize for taking up space, never stop fighting for what’s right, and never feel ashamed to use both your brain and your uterus.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			
				35.

				Constance Baker Motley: 
The Judge

			
			Many are familiar with Thurgood Marshall, the first Black U.S. Supreme Court justice. But far fewer have heard of Constance Baker Motley, a civil rights titan who worked with Marshall and changed the course of American history.

			In 1963, as Martin Luther King, Jr., delivered his iconic “I Have a Dream” speech from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, Constance sat on the platform beside him, calling it “the twentieth century’s finest hour.”[1] It was no accident that Constance was there on that historic day; just months earlier she had been with him as his lawyer in Birmingham, Alabama, the city that had become the center of the civil rights struggle.

			Jailed after the Good Friday march, Dr. King would spend eight days behind bars and write his famous “Letter from Birmingham Jail.” Constance served as the defense counsel at King’s trial. The hearing turned into a spectacle. The courtroom was packed with Black people from “all over the state who came to watch the Columbia University–trained woman lawyer.”[2] Most of the courthouse employees were white women and they also wanted to witness something they’d never seen before.[3]

			When a prosecutor pointed a finger at Constance and dismissively called her “she,” Constance replied, “If you can’t address me as ‘Mrs. Motley,’ don’t address me at all.”[4] Despite the strength of her argument, the judge ruled that Dr. King was in contempt of court for holding a protest, and Dr. King was jailed for another five days.
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					Constance Baker Motley stands with her client, Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr., and fellow attorney William Kunstler, in Albany, Georgia, in 1962.

				
			
			With concern mounting that the movement was losing momentum, a decision was made to ramp up the demonstrations and recruit young adults. On May 2 and 3, children left class across Birmingham and gathered at the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church to begin a march, singing hymns like “We Shall Overcome.”[5] The protests would become known as the Children’s Crusade, and “images of police hosing down and clubbing the youngsters horrified a global audience.”[6] Bull Connor, Birmingham’s racist commissioner, arrested hundreds of schoolchildren. When the city’s school superintendent expelled the more than one thousand students who’d joined in the marches, parents and kids were upset with Dr. King. Constance stepped in.

			With her legal pen as her weapon, Constance filed a lawsuit in federal court, arguing that the school board’s actions violated the students’ rights. In her autobiography, Constance points out that there was little time to get the kids reinstated because some of the students were just a week away from graduation![7] The case went all the way to the U.S. Court of Appeals, and she won. The children could not be legally punished for protesting segregation and would not be expelled.

			It was just one of many extraordinary cases in which Constance prevailed. These cases would help focus the nation’s attention on the evils of segregation and, in the end, create the political will to pass the Civil Rights Act of 1964.[8]

			
				 

				 

			

			Constance Juanita Baker was born in 1921 in New Haven, Connecticut, the ninth of twelve children.[9] Her mother was a civil rights activist, and her father was a chef at Yale University who emigrated from the Caribbean island of Nevis.[10]

			Her mom thought Constance would become a hairdresser.

			“She had no conception of a woman wanting to be a lawyer,” Constance said.[11] When Constance was a senior in high school, her father asked why she had already decided to pursue a legal career. Her simple answer: “Law is difficult, and I want to do something difficult.”[12] I love that quote.

			
				
					
						 

					

					Law is difficult, and I want to do something difficult.

					—Constance Baker Motley

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Constance knew the injustices she fought to change because she lived them. In 1941, on her way to Fisk University in Nashville, she was forced to sit in a separate section of the train when crossing the state line into Kentucky.

			“Although I had known this would happen, I was both frightened and humiliated,” she recalled in her memoir.[13] After transferring to New York University, she later attended Columbia Law School, becoming only the second Black woman to graduate from the prestigious school, in 1946.[14]

			She joined the NAACP Legal Defense Fund (LDF) while still a student. “When she got ahold of a case, pity the lawyer on the other side,” said her LDF colleague Jack Greenberg.[15]

			In 1948, Constance experienced again the ugliness of Jim Crow segregation firsthand. When she visited the U.S. Supreme Court for the first time, Constance was forced to stay in segregated housing in Washington, D.C., and eat in segregated restaurants. This was all happening as she was devoting her life’s work to overturning Jim Crow laws. Fifteen years later she would become the first woman of color to argue before the highest court in the land.

			There were times when she felt unsafe. In 1949, she and her colleague became the first Black lawyers since Reconstruction to present a case in a Mississippi courtroom. She was representing Black teachers who were paid much less than their white colleagues. Just as Constance had been dismissed as “she” in the courtroom in Birmingham, she was called “that Motley woman” in Mississippi.[16] But no one could diminish her power, no matter what they called her.

			Her influence on the Civil Rights Movement was so profound that President Lyndon B. Johnson invited her—along with Dr. King and Thurgood Marshall—to the U.S. Capitol in August 1965 for the ceremonial signing of the Voting Rights Act, one of the most monumental laws in the history of America.

			“Today is a triumph for freedom as huge as any victory that has ever been won on any battlefield,” the president declared from the Capitol Rotunda.[17]

			That landmark victory and many more would not have occurred without Constance Baker Motley.

			She began her legal career as a protégé of Thurgood Marshall in 1945 when she became his law clerk during her second year at Columbia Law School.[18] She would spend many years working for the NAACP Legal Defense Fund as its only female lawyer.

			She was at the LDF for what seemed like every pivotal moment of the civil rights era, helping to write the brief for the landmark Brown v. Board of Education (1954) case. For the next ten years after that desegregation decision, she traveled around the Deep South working to enforce the high court’s ruling, in total winning over two hundred legal cases.

			She helped litigate every major campaign of the fight, contributing to the victories in the Montgomery bus boycott (1955), the lunch counter sit-ins (1959), the Freedom Rides (1961), and Dr. King’s Albany, Georgia, and Birmingham, Alabama, desegregation efforts. She helped integrate the Universities of Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi. She called the legal war she waged to get James Meredith, a Black student, enrolled in the University of Mississippi in 1962 “the last battle of the Civil War.”[19]

			In addition to all of her state work, she was the first Black woman to argue a case before the U.S. Supreme Court. She would go on to argue ten cases before the highest court in the land, and she won all of them except one.[20] The only case she lost was overturned in 1986 “on grounds that had been largely asserted by Constance.”[21]

			Her victories would earn her the nickname “Civil Rights Queen,” but it would not shield her from sexism and being passed over for key opportunities, including replacing Thurgood Marshall as director-counsel of the LDF when he became a judge in 1961.[22] When Georgetown law professor Sheryll Cashin asked Marshall directly why he chose Jack Greenberg instead, Marshall quickly became defensive and said he thought Greenberg was “the best man for the job.”[23]

			Well, I guess he was literally being honest. What about the best person for the job?

			“I think it was just beyond his imagination then to put a woman in charge,” said Cashin, who had clerked for Justice Marshall on the Supreme Court.

			But with one door closed, a bigger one opened for Constance.

			After two decades with the NAACP, she become the first Black woman to be elected to the New York State Senate and the first female borough president of Manhattan. In 1966, President Johnson appointed her to become a judge on a federal trial court, and with her confirmation, Constance became the first Black woman to serve on the federal bench.[24] For generations, women—especially Black women—have considered Judge Motley a role model. Former Vice President Kamala Harris called Constance “a personal hero of mine.”[25]

			Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg said of Constance’s legacy: “She taught me and others of my generation that law and courts could become positive forces in achieving our nation’s high aspiration—as carved above the entrance to the U.S. Supreme Court—Equal Justice under Law.”[26]

			Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson, the first Black woman on the U.S. Supreme Court, vividly recalls in her memoir, Lovely One, reading about Constance in a magazine as a teenager and feeling like her story was a “beacon of hope, showing me that I could dare to imagine making history too.” So not only did Constance’s groundbreaking work shape the course of civil rights law, but she also inspired women to pursue careers in law and politics.

			Today, women make up almost 40 percent of the full-time active Article III judges, the lifetime-appointed judges nominated by the president and confirmed by the U.S. Senate.[27]

			Constance faced the same doubts many women, especially women of color, encountered. She was told she could never reach her dreams. Yet she shattered every barrier and pulled others up with her.

			Her dedication to empowering other women was legendary. Constance gave her clerks challenging work, believing that they too could rise to greatness. “The trust she gave her clerks was mind-boggling, but it taught me I could do this work,” said Chief Judge Laura Taylor Swain, a former law clerk for Motley. “If she believes I can do this, I must be able to do this.”[28] And she did.

			To fully appreciate Judge Motley’s extraordinary accomplishments, consider this: For the first two hundred years of American history, women could not even serve on juries in many states. The Civil Rights Act of 1957 allowed women to serve on federal juries, but it was not until 1973 that every state allowed women to serve on juries.[29] By then Motley had been a judge for seven years.

			Judge Motley was wise, and it seems to me that she had an uncanny ability to see into the future. In her 1965 autobiography, Equal Justice Under Law, she wrote, “Sexism, like racism, goes with us into the next century, but I see class warfare as overshadowing both. What to do about those of all racial and ethnic groups left behind by our latest economic revolution will challenge us all.”[30]

			
				 

				 

			

			
			Today we look back on Judge Motley’s work as a triumphant story, but it’s important to recognize the systemic racism and sexism that she battled to get there. In fact, as a federal judge, she presided over some landmark cases.

			In the mid-1970s, she was assigned to adjudicate Blank v. Sullivan & Cromwell, a gender-discrimination class action against several of New York’s most prestigious law firms. It was one of the first cases to test the Civil Rights Act of 1964.[31]

			
				
					
						 

					

					Sexism, like racism, goes with us into the next century, but I see class warfare as overshadowing both. What to do about those of all racial and ethnic groups left behind by our latest economic revolution will challenge us all.

					—Constance Baker Motley

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Diane Blank and other law school graduates sued, claiming they were rejected from associate positions because of their sex. Judge Motley was asked by defense counsel to recuse herself because she was a woman. She not only refused to do so, but in her ruling, she made it clear that if she needed to recuse herself…every other judge needed to too.

			“If background or sex or race of each judge were, by definition, sufficient grounds for removal, no judge on this court could hear this case, or many others, by virtue of the fact that all of them were attorneys, of a sex, often with distinguished law firm or public service backgrounds.”[32]

			Her biographer Tomiko Brown-Nagin points out that while Constance endorsed greater representation of women and minorities in the legal field, she “did not view herself as a representative of her race or her gender.”[33] All she wanted was equal justice for all.

			When Sports Illustrated reporter Melissa Ludtke was banned from going into teams’ locker rooms at the 1977 World Series between the New York Yankees and the Los Angeles Dodgers, Constance was the judge in Ludtke’s groundbreaking case against Major League Baseball and Commissioner Bowie Kuhn.

			In her book Locker Room Talk: A Woman’s Struggle to Get Inside, Ludtke explained the ruling and its far-reaching consequences. “When Judge Motley, who was the only woman judge on the Southern District Court in Manhattan, ruled in my favor in September 1978, she based her order on Kuhn’s infringement of my Constitutional equal protection and due process rights to perform my job as the men performed theirs. After her ruling, girls realized they could perform jobs in sports media that previously had seemed out of reach. Since then, tens of thousands of women have worked in sports media, leading to many firsts for women as in-booth broadcasters in baseball, football, basketball, hockey and soccer, to name a few.”[34]

			Judge Motley’s career was nothing short of extraordinary. She was driven by her goals and her sense of mission and propelled by her incredible work ethic. She worked as a senior judge until her death at age eighty-four in 2005. She had assumed senior status in 1986 and was alive to receive the Presidential Citizens Medal from President Bill Clinton, who called her a key legal strategist who won landmark victories that dismantled segregation in America. “Her pursuit of equal justice under the law,” Clinton said, “has widened the circle of opportunity in America.”[35]
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			1976–Today

			Writing about the last fifty years of women’s progress in America feels different from chronicling earlier eras because this history coincides almost exactly with my own lifetime. As a fifty-two-year-old, I bring not just research to these years but personal witness. I have experienced the transformation of this period, benefited from it, and watched it unfold in real time, and yet I remain profoundly frustrated by the challenges that still persist.

			Women still hold very few of the top positions across politics and business. And of course, while women have been running for the presidency since Belva Lockwood in 1884, no one has cracked the highest and hardest glass ceiling. Sometimes the inequities that still exist today can be depressing. But the benefit of studying our past heroines is learning that, again and again, women have confronted and overcome barriers that seemed insurmountable. What is abundantly clear to me is that we all stand on the shoulders of the women in the last two centuries of American history, and that their success will help us reach new heights.

			“It has not been easy for our country to make ‘We, the people’ mean all the people,” former Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice declared in front of millions at the Republican National Convention in 2000. “Democracy in America is a work in progress, not a finished masterpiece.”[1]

			The idea that democracy is not a finished masterpiece is why I’ve titled this book We the Women. American women have been demanding freedoms and denouncing double standards since the Revolutionary era—like Abigail Adams imploring her husband to “remember the ladies” and poet Phillis Wheatley shaping the ideals of American freedom and independence. What’s changed in the last fifty years is that women are no longer asking to be remembered. They’ve become impossible to ignore.

			From the courtroom to the boardroom, from the laboratory to the battlefield, from the concert stage to representation in media, women are no longer supporting actors but protagonists of America’s continuing story. That transformation—from margin to center, from inclusion to influence, from breakthrough to normalcy—represents the greatest democratization of power in American history. And as the stories in this book demonstrate, it’s only just the beginning.

			
				 

				 

			

			It has been one of the most challenging and rewarding experiences of my career to write this book. It has taken 250 years to recognize and celebrate the roles that women have played in shaping American history. (The dearth of historical research and scholarship about women was eye-opening.) It would be impossible to conclude this book with a series of profiles of trailblazers from the past fifty years because we would inevitably leave someone out who deserves recognition. Plus, their work is not done! Women’s achievements have been exponential, but it is still a “work in progress,” as Secretary Rice has said.

			However, it is worth taking a moment to look at the gains that have been made since the late twentieth century in the areas of education, law, medicine, business, sports, and culture.

			One of the most important lessons of this last half century is that the expansion of women’s legal rights in the 1970s represents a striking fulfillment of many of the demands laid out more than a century earlier in the 1848 Declaration of Sentiments. Drafted for the Seneca Falls Convention by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and others, the declaration, as we detailed earlier, was a bold and revolutionary document that enumerated the injustices women faced in American society. It included denial of the right to vote, lack of legal status in marriage and divorce, unequal access to education, limited employment opportunities, and the inability to control property or earnings. The grievances they outlined formed a blueprint for gender equality, and although some progress occurred in the decades that followed, many of the goals remained unrealized until the seventies.

			In fact, the 1970s became a turning point. Through landmark legislation and court cases, many of the declaration’s foundational demands were finally addressed. The passage of Title IX of the Education Amendments Act of 1972 was a watershed moment, mandating equal access to educational programs and funding regardless of sex. It not only opened the doors of classrooms and athletic fields to girls and women but also affirmed education as a key pathway to equality.

			In the workplace, laws such as the Equal Employment Opportunity Act (1972) and court decisions expanding the scope of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 strengthened protections against sex-based discrimination, bringing the nation closer to honoring the declaration’s call for equal employment and economic independence. Legal reforms also advanced women’s rights in marriage, divorce, and property ownership. States began to recognize no-fault divorce and uphold women’s rights to control their earnings and jointly acquired assets.

			These changes signaled a shift toward legal recognition of women as autonomous individuals—an idea at the heart of the Seneca Falls resolutions.

			And though reproductive rights were not explicitly mentioned in the 1848 document, the decade’s strides in this area—most notably the Roe v. Wade (1973) decision—can be seen as a modern extension of the demand for personal and legal liberties. But the overturning of that decision with Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization (2022) indicates the current conservative-leaning Supreme Court believes women’s reproductive rights are not guaranteed by the Constitution.

			This period of transformation was part of what is now known as the second wave of feminism, which swept through the United States from the 1960s through the 1980s. While the first wave had focused primarily on suffrage, the second wave took aim at a broader range of structural inequalities—in education, employment, family law, and reproductive rights.

			Leaders like Gloria Steinem became powerful voices for this movement, creating and using platforms like Ms. magazine to illuminate sexism in everyday life and galvanize a generation of women. Alongside Gloria were activists, lawyers, legislators, and everyday women organizing for equal rights, often drawing a direct line from the injustices outlined in the Declaration of Sentiments to the unfinished business of the twentieth century.

			This slow progress toward equality is not just abstract or theoretical—it is personal. I was born in 1974, the same year Congress passed the Equal Credit Opportunity Act (ECOA), which made it illegal for banks to deny a woman credit simply because of her sex or marital status. Before then, women routinely needed a male co-signer—often a husband or father—to obtain a mortgage, a car loan, or even a credit card. Can you imagine? I know it’s difficult to fathom today, but that kind of systemic economic discrimination was common and legal until the mid-1970s.

			It’s worth noting that the ECOA was championed by a Republican: Congresswoman Margaret Heckler, one of just twelve women in Congress when she was first elected in 1967.[2] Heckler worked with bank executives to push through the legislation, while her colleague Congresswoman Lindy Boggs, a Democrat from Louisiana, famously added language barring sex and marital-status discrimination during the committee markup—without telling her (male) colleagues in advance. When Boggs presented the altered version, she told them she was “sure” the exclusion of women “was just an omission”—and the committee approved it unanimously.[3] It was a masterful and necessary correction of injustice.

			Representation played a crucial role in driving these changes. Prior to the 1970s, women made up less than 4 percent of Congress, often far less.[4] It wasn’t until that decade and the one that followed that the number of female legislators began to inch upward, setting the stage for the broader transformations of the 1990s and beyond.

			Congresswoman Heckler also co-sponsored Title IX and was an early proponent of the Equal Rights Amendment, proving that even a small number of determined, and bipartisan, women in government could make a profound impact. Their work helped move the nation closer to the vision of full citizenship demanded at Seneca Falls, proving that even the most revolutionary demands of the past can, over time, become the law of the land.

			Yet they also remind us that the fight for equality is never fully complete—it evolves with each generation.

			Standing on the Shoulders of Giants

			The legal victories of the 1970s that shaped my generation also make me think about the woman whose courage made my own opportunities possible. Sometimes I wonder what my Irish grandmother, Mary Teresa Monaghan of Belfast, who boldly crossed the Atlantic all alone at age twenty-three in 1930, would think if she could see the world today. After she arrived at Ellis Island on the SS California, my grandmother got a job in Queens, New York, at a psychiatric hospital as an attendant, working twelve-hour shifts.

			Could this woman—who arrived with twenty dollars and an eighth-grade education—have imagined that her granddaughter would grow up in a world where women could become Supreme Court justices, CEOs of Fortune 500 companies, four-star generals, and billionaire entrepreneurs? Could my grandmother have envisioned a time when the highest-grossing concert tour in history would be performed by a woman, or when the biggest movie of the year would center on a doll that taught girls that they didn’t need to shrink themselves to fit the world’s expectations?

			I am overcome with emotion wondering what my grandmother would think knowing that her namesake, my younger sister, Mary Teresa, is the chief of colon and rectal surgery at one of our country’s most prestigious hospitals. No doubt she would be incredibly proud and in awe of the transformation of what’s possible for women in America today. True, less than one in four surgeons in America is female, but the next decades will see exponential growth, as women now make up the majority of medical school students.[5]

			My grandmother passed away many years ago, but her name is immortalized on microfilm in Washington in the National Archives. This past year, I went to search for it and found my grandmother’s name on a ship manifest. Mary Teresa Monaghan listed her occupation as hemstitcher. I think of my grandmother every time I have a hard day. As the Irish poet William Butler Yeats wrote, “Joy is of the will which labours, which overcomes obstacles, which knows triumph.”

			That pioneering spirit—that bravery that brought her alone across the Atlantic—is the bravery that lives in her granddaughters, who have a hopeful heart about the ability not only to change their own life and create their own destiny but to change the course of history itself. It is that same spirit that American women can draw on as they face the challenges that still lie ahead.

			Legal Equality and Educational Access

			The legal revolution driven by women created a domino effect across American institutions. Trailblazers like Constance Baker Motley, Pauli Murray, Sarah Weddington, and Ruth Bader Ginsburg shaped outcomes in some of the most significant Supreme Court cases in the last half century.

			In the 1970s, Ruth Bader Ginsburg (known as RBG) argued six major gender-discrimination cases before the Supreme Court, winning five of them.[6] There were no women on the Court, but she brilliantly persuaded the male justices to apply the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment to laws that discriminated on the basis of gender, fundamentally changing constitutional doctrine. What’s remarkable is that Justice Ginsburg’s legal strategy rested on the assumption that gender discrimination hurts everyone. She argued many of her cases on behalf of male plaintiffs.

			“She, case by case, brought the all-male Supreme Court along by educating them about how laws predicated on gender stereotypes do not just hold women back; they also hold men back,” said UC Berkeley law professor Amanda Tyler, who clerked for Justice Ginsburg.[7]

			Never before had the Supreme Court ruled that women have the same rights as men. RBG changed that.

			Once the Supreme Court established that women deserved equal protection under the law, the educational barriers began to crumble. Women didn’t just gain access to law schools—they transformed them.

			We’ve come a long way from when former Representative Pat Schroeder and former Senator Elizabeth Dole were among just a handful of women at Harvard Law School in the 1960s. Today, women make up 56.2 percent of law students and are the majority of law firm associates and federal government general lawyers.[8]

			The transformation extends far beyond law. Women during my lifetime have crashed through the educational glass ceiling and now make up the majority of both college and graduate students in the United States.[9] The shift is reflected in enrollment, degree attainment, and completion rates across nearly every demographic group, marking a profound change in the landscape of higher education.

			But perhaps the most dramatic shift has been in the Supreme Court itself. From zero women when RBG argued her first case to nearly half the Court today, the transformation has been remarkable. Six women have now served on the Supreme Court, each bringing unique perspectives and breaking new ground.

			Sandra Day O’Connor, appointed in 1981 by President Ronald Reagan, became the first woman on the Supreme Court. A pragmatic conservative from Arizona, she was often the swing vote on crucial cases and faced down doubters with characteristic grace. She was confirmed unanimously—a testament to her qualifications and the recognition that it was simply time.[10] Justice O’Connor would serve as the only woman on the nation’s highest court for more than two decades.

			Ruth Bader Ginsburg, appointed in 1993, brought the weight of decades of gender equality litigation to the bench. Her fiery dissents and unwavering logic made her a cultural icon—“the Notorious RBG”—and her judicial philosophy continued the work she had begun as a lawyer arguing before the Court.

			Sonia Sotomayor, appointed in 2009, was the first Latina justice. Raised in a Bronx housing project by a single mother, she brought an unflinching focus on justice for marginalized communities. She once described herself as a “wise Latina” shaped by her experiences, and that wisdom has informed her jurisprudence.[11]

			Elena Kagan, a former Harvard Law School dean and U.S. solicitor general, joined the Court in 2010. Known for her sharp wit and incisive questions during oral arguments, she’s helped shape major decisions on healthcare, free speech, and federal power.

			Amy Coney Barrett, confirmed in 2020, is a former Notre Dame law professor with a judicial philosophy rooted in textualism and originalism. Her presence solidified the Court’s conservative majority, and legal scholars describe her as “the most interesting justice on the court” due to her nuanced approach and willingness to diverge from ideological expectations.[12] When she joined the Court to replace Justice Ginsburg, she was the fifth vote to overturn Roe v. Wade (1973), the decision that held that the Constitution protects a woman’s right to an abortion.

			Ketanji Brown Jackson, appointed in 2022, holds the historic distinction of being the first Black woman to serve on the Court. Her story traces directly back to her childhood inspiration reading about Judge Constance Baker Motley, the civil rights trailblazer who never made it to the Supreme Court herself but sparked a vision that helped put Justice Jackson there. When Jackson was almost twelve years old, she discovered that she and Judge Motley shared the same birthday. “I sat up abruptly, my mind racing,” she would later write. “A cascade of new possibilities crashing inside me…. The image of Judge Motley smiling enigmatically in front of her bookcase of law journals burned itself into my mind.”[13]

			She was a former public defender and trial judge. At her swearing-in, she placed her hand on two Bibles: one from her family and one donated by Justice John Marshall Harlan, the lone dissenter in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896).[14]

			“I have a seat at the table now,” Jackson said. “And I’m ready to work.”[15] She quickly became the most prolific questioner on the bench and one of its most frequent opinion writers.

			Together, these four women—Sotomayor, Kagan, Barrett, and Jackson—make up nearly half the Court, an unimaginable scenario just decades ago. Their presence represents not just individual achievement but a fundamental shift in how America’s highest court reflects the nation it serves.

			Economic and Cultural Power

			With legal equality established and educational pipelines flowing, women began translating knowledge into economic and cultural power on an unprecedented scale.

			The financial revolution has been particularly striking. Women now control over half of the wealth in America, a figure expected to rise significantly as the “great wealth transfer” unfolds. Approximately $54 trillion will pass to younger generations in the next two decades, and no group will benefit more than women.[16] The shift is not only increasing the number of female billionaires—who now account for about 12 percent of the world’s billionaires—but they’re reaching this milestone at a younger average age than men, transforming how wealth impacts society.[17]

			Over the last five decades, a new generation of women has emerged at the forefront of entrepreneurship, reshaping industries and gaining remarkable financial power. Sara Blakely, for example, launched Spanx with just $5,000 in savings and went on to be named the youngest self-made female billionaire in 2012, revolutionizing women’s shapewear. Jamie Kern Lima started IT Cosmetics in her living room and, through grit and innovation, sold it to L’Oréal for $1.2 billion, becoming the company’s first-ever female CEO. Diane Hendricks built her fortune by co-founding and leading ABC Supply, now the largest distributor of roofing materials in North America. Judy Faulkner founded Epic Systems, breaking ground as a self-made billionaire in the healthcare technology sector. In the fast-food industry, Marian Ilitch co-founded Little Caesars Pizza.

			These pioneers illustrate how women today are defining economic power and entrepreneurial success in new ways. They are breaking barriers, as exemplified by Mellody Hobson, now co-CEO of Ariel Investments, a nearly $15 billion money management firm.[18] Raised by a single mother in Chicago, Mellody experienced the weight of unpaid bills and school tuition her family couldn’t afford. But those hard lessons became her driving force. “I was desperate to understand money. Not to make it, to understand it,” she said.[19]

			That understanding propelled her from intern to president at Ariel Investments by age thirty-one and eventually to co-CEO.[20] Mellody also made history as the first Black woman to serve as chair of the board of a Fortune 500 company when she was elected to lead Starbucks’s board in 2021.[21] Her career embodies the principle she lives by: “You have dues now. You have dues later”—an ethos that drives her to approach every task with care and focus.[22]

			Mellody is doing more than leading; she is investing in the future. Through Project Black, she is working to scale up minority-owned businesses. She speaks candidly about stereotypes, biases, and being “lumped together by narrowed expectations,” even as she pushes past them.[23] And perhaps most important, she is reminding young women and girls—especially those of color—that they belong. A residential college at Princeton now bears her name, the first building at the university named after a Black person. “My hope,” Hobson says, “is that my name will remind future generations of students—especially those who are Black and brown and the ‘firsts’ in their families—that they too belong.”[24]

			Mellody’s story connects to a lineage of financial pioneers. In 1903, Maggie Lena Walker became the first Black woman in the United States to charter and lead a bank. At a time when both her race and gender were seen as barriers, she built the St. Luke Penny Savings Bank to empower the Black community of Richmond, Virginia. Her motto: “Let us have a bank that will take the nickels and turn them into dollars.” Her pioneering leadership laid the foundation for women to be seen not just as participants in the economy but as leaders of it.

			More than a century later, in 2021, Jane Fraser became the first woman to lead a major Wall Street bank as CEO of Citigroup, shattering a long-standing barrier in one of the most male-dominated sectors.[25]

			Women now lead 11 percent of Fortune 500 companies—a record high.[26] But that number should be much higher. Leaders like Karen Lynch, who led CVS Health (formerly the highest-ranked company ever run by a woman), demonstrate the impact of female leadership at the highest levels.

			The title of Lynch’s memoir, Taking Up Space, captures the generational shift perfectly. Early in her career, a male colleague told her to “sit in the back of the room, not at the table, because women just take up space.”[27] When she became CEO, she wore a T-shirt reading “Taking Up Space”—a bold reclamation of what was once meant as a dismissal. “Don’t let others dim your light,” she told me in an interview. “Take up space and invite others to join you.”

			From Maggie Lena Walker’s ledger book to Mellody Hobson’s investment firm to Jane Fraser’s Wall Street office, the arc of women’s progress in business demonstrates how individual breakthroughs create pathways for systemic change and more women in positions of financial power. But despite all the progress, women are still earning less than their male colleagues. Women in the United States are paid eighty-three cents for every dollar paid to men, and the current data indicates it will take more than 130 years to reach parity.[28] That’s insane! And the wage gap is even worse for women of color.

			Women are also at the center of a cultural transformation. I can remember my mom saying the biggest concert she went to growing up was the Beatles. The biggest live shows I’ve attended are Taylor Swift concerts, where seventy-thousand-plus people pack NFL stadiums night after night. Taylor’s Eras tour grossed more than $2 billion in ticket sales, making it the highest-grossing concert tour of all time (in fact, that’s double the gross ticket sales of any other concert tour).[29]

			But it’s not just about the receipts—it’s about the respect Taylor Swift demands in her lyrics and public remarks. At the 2019 Billboard Women in Music event, she declared: Women in music “are held at a higher, sometimes impossible-feeling standard…. It seems like the pressure that could have crushed us made us into diamonds instead.”[30] She insisted, “What didn’t kill us actually did make us stronger.”

			The highest-grossing film of 2023, Barbie, delivered a similar message to global audiences. The movie’s cultural watershed moment came through America Ferrera’s monologue: “It is literally impossible to be a woman. You are so beautiful, and so smart, and it kills me that you don’t think you’re good enough.”[31] That message resonated powerfully for me because it echoed themes from more than 175 years earlier in the Declaration of Sentiments, which stated: “He has endeavored, in every way that he could to destroy her confidence in her own powers, to lessen her self-respect.”[32]

			The movie’s director, Greta Gerwig, became the first solo female director to produce a billion-dollar-grossing film, shattering another barrier in Hollywood.[33] From Swift’s record-breaking tours to Gerwig’s box office triumph, women aren’t just participating in American culture—they’re defining it.

			Sports have seen a remarkable transformation, building on the foundation Billie Jean King established when she defeated Bobby Riggs, a former world number one tennis player, in the Battle of the Sexes in 1973. Watched by ninety million people worldwide, King’s victory wasn’t just a tennis match—it was a cultural earthquake.[34]

			“I thought it would set us back 50 years if I didn’t win,” she later said. “It would ruin the women’s tour and affect all women’s self-esteem.”[35]

			
				
					
						 

					

					It is not unladylike to be assertive.

					—Billie Jean King

					 

					 

				

			

			

			The match was more than sport—it was theater. Billie Jean entered like Cleopatra, carried aloft in a feathered chair. Riggs arrived in a rickshaw pulled by models wearing shirts that said Sugar Daddy. Despite the circus, she won decisively (6–4, 6–3, 6–3) and proved, in real time, that women could compete, and win, on their own terms.[36]

			“She was a crusader fighting a battle for all of us,” said tennis legend Martina Navratilova. “She was carrying the flag; it was all right to be a jock.”[37]

			Billie Jean didn’t watch the match again until twenty-five years later.[38] What stood out? The way she was described. Howard Cosell, the legendary sportscaster, focused on her looks: “A very attractive young lady, and sometimes you get the feeling that if she ever let her hair grow down to her shoulders, and took her glasses off, you’d have somebody vying for a Hollywood screen test.”[39] Billie Jean later said, “Only my looks. He talked about Bobby’s—you know, what he’d done, like Hall of Famer, all his accomplishments, right?”[40]

			The cultural resistance she faced was blatant. When she testified before Congress in 1973 on the need for equal athletic opportunities for girls, she declared, “It is not unladylike to be assertive.”[41] But even progressive senator Walter Mondale introduced her by saying, “Our first witness today, even though she is a woman, became one of the world’s most successful and respected athletes.”[42]

			When she won Wimbledon in 1968, she received £750. The men’s champion, Rod Laver, earned £2,000. “My heart sank when I got that check,” Billie Jean later said.[43] “Just like, oh no. Now, I have to fight for this.” And fight she did.

			In 1970, she and eight other women put their careers on the line to form their own tournament—the Virginia Slims Circuit—signing symbolic $1 contracts.[44] It was a defiant act of protest and vision. Three years later, Billie Jean founded the Women’s Tennis Association. In 1973, the U.S. Open became the first major tournament to offer equal prize money to men and women.[45] That was a huge accomplishment! Since 2007, women in tennis receive equal prize money to men at all Grand Slam tournaments, but not in many other professional tournaments throughout the year.[46]

			Her bold activism and public platform paved the way for future generations. Tennis stars like Venus and Serena Williams, Chris Evert, Monica Seles, Lindsay Davenport, and Mary Joe Fernandez have all credited Billie Jean King with opening the door. She didn’t just elevate the sport—she created opportunities, fought for fair pay, and showed what leadership could look like. Without her, the path to the top would have been steeper for countless women who followed.

			In a 2023 interview, Billie Jean was asked why she first got into tennis. Her answer caught me off guard—not because it was unfamiliar but because it framed the story in a way I hadn’t heard before.

			“At 12, I was playing at the Los Angeles Tennis Club. All the big tournaments were there. And I was sitting in the stands and kind of daydreaming,” she said. “It was kind of late in the afternoon. And I started realizing everyone wore white shoes, white clothes, played with white balls, everybody who played was white. And I asked myself, where is everybody else? Where’s everybody else? That was the moment I decided I would champion equality the rest of my life. But I knew tennis would allow me to have that opportunity if I could be good enough.”[47]

			That realization didn’t just change the trajectory of her life—it shaped her mission. Tennis would become her job, but the fight for inclusion and equal pay would become her purpose.

			Today’s explosion in women’s sports proves that Billie Jean’s vision wasn’t just bold—it was right.

			The 2023 NCAA women’s basketball championship game between Louisiana State University (LSU) and the University of Iowa was a watershed moment, drawing nearly ten million viewers—a 103 percent increase from the previous year.[48] It became the most-watched women’s college basketball game in history. LSU, with its star player, forward Angel Reese, won the game 102–85. Angel Reese’s rivalry with Iowa’s star guard, Caitlin Clark, drew much of the attention.

			Over her collegiate career, Clark electrified audiences with her long-range three-point shooting and competitiveness. She quickly became a household name and a catalyst for the sport’s meteoric rise. Dubbed the “Caitlin Clark effect,” her presence helped Iowa shatter attendance records, including drawing 55,646 fans to an outdoor exhibition game at Kinnick Stadium—home to the school’s football team. Clark’s and Reese’s popularity helped the WNBA to break a single-attendance record in 2025.[49]

			Beyond the headlines, participation numbers also tell the story. The 2023–2024 academic year saw an all-time high of 235,735 student athletes competing in NCAA women’s sports. Compare that to the 1920s, around the time of golfer Babe Didrikson (who did not go to college), when only 22 percent of American universities even had intercollegiate sports for women.[50]

			The number of female athletic directors is also on the rise—with a 23 percent increase over the past decade.[51] This is progress, but it’s also a signal: Women are not just playing the game. They’re leading it.

			Billie Jean King didn’t just break barriers—she built a new arena. One where, as she likes to say, “Pressure is a privilege.”

			Transforming Military, Medicine, and Beyond

			Armed with legal equality, educational credentials, economic influence, and cultural power, women began reshaping institutions that had excluded them for centuries.

			The military transformation has been particularly striking. Admiral Lisa Franchetti’s rise to become the first woman to lead the U.S. Navy and serve on the Joint Chiefs of Staff in 2023 reflects a much larger shift. When she first entered the navy in 1985, women couldn’t serve on combat ships—only seventeen women were allowed to serve on ships as officers each year, and there was just one female admiral in the entire navy.[52]

			Policy, culture, and ambition evolved together. In 1993, Congress lifted the ban on women serving on combat ships and flying combat missions, thanks to lawmakers like Congresswoman Pat Schroeder. By 2015, the final barriers fell when the U.S. military opened all combat roles to women. Admiral Franchetti’s own career mirrored these changes as she commanded destroyers and aircraft carriers, led operations across the globe, and became only the second woman in navy history to earn four-star rank.

			The numbers tell the story: Women now make up 17.7 percent of the active-duty force and 21.9 percent of the National Guard and reserves.[53] Nearly ten thousand women signed up for active duty in the U.S. Army in 2024—an 18 percent increase from the previous year, helping the army meet its recruiting goals.[54] More than one hundred women have completed the army’s grueling Ranger School, and over three hundred thousand women have served in Iraq and Afghanistan since 9/11.[55]

			In 2023, I interviewed all four of the nation’s female four-star generals and admirals serving at the time—Admiral Franchetti, Army General Laura Richardson, Air Force General Jacqueline Van Ovost, and Coast Guard Commandant Linda Fagan. Each had served for more than three decades, navigating Cold War tensions, the aftermath of 9/11, and rising threats from China and Russia. Their combined experience represents over a century of military leadership at the highest levels. It is important to note that though America has had hundreds of four-star generals and admirals, only ten have been women. As of 2025, there were no four-star female officers actively serving because of retirements and high-profile firings by the Trump administration.

			“I can’t wait till we’re not talking about the first,” Admiral Fagan told me. “I can’t wait to celebrate who’s next.” That sentiment captures the broader transformation: Women are moving from breakthrough to normalcy across traditional male bastions.

			In science and medicine, the revolution is equally profound. Today, women make up more than one-third of all active physicians in the United States and the majority in key specialties like pediatrics (66 percent), obstetrics and gynecology (62 percent), and dermatology (53 percent).[56] Since 2004, the number of active female physicians has grown by 97 percent.[57]

			Increased enrollment in graduate school programs is making waves throughout the professions. Women are now the majority of medical school students—54.6 percent as of the 2023–2024 academic year—and multiple studies show that having a female physician leads to better outcomes for patients. Research also reveals that hospitalized patients are less likely to die or be readmitted when treated by female surgeons.[58] Simply put, women’s increased participation is saving lives.

			
				
					
						 

					

					If you do what scares you, you might just find how much you’re capable of.

					—Christina Koch

					 

					 

				

			

			

			Young women today are celebrating that remarkable achievement. Every February 3, you’ll see all over social media women physicians gathering around birthday cakes in hospitals and clinics to celebrate National Women Physicians Day, honoring Elizabeth Blackwell’s 1849 achievement as the first woman to earn a medical degree in the United States.

			The broader STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) transformation is equally impressive. Women now make up 34 percent of the STEM workforce, according to data from the U.S. Census Bureau.[59] In veterinary medicine, they’ve surged ahead entirely: Women now comprise 69 percent of all veterinarians.[60]

			Scientific breakthroughs are being led by pioneers like Frances H. Arnold, winner of the 2018 Nobel Prize in Chemistry for her work on directed evolution. “If you’re going to change the world,” Arnold says, “you’ve got to be fearless.”[61]

			That fearlessness extends to space exploration. While NASA has selected only 61 women among its 360 astronaut candidates in history, the trajectory is clear.[62] Sally Ride broke the barrier in 1983, Christina Koch and Jessica Meir completed the first all-female space walk in 2019, and Peggy Whitson has logged more time in space than any other American. As Christina Koch told me: “If you do what scares you, you might just find how much you’re capable of.”[63]

			The Next Generation

			After writing this book and reflecting on these five decades that I have lived through, I’ve come to realize that we’re witnessing something unprecedented in American history: the normalization of female leadership across every sector of society. The last five decades of my lifetime have witnessed not just incremental progress, but a fundamental shift in American power structures.

			We’re moving from celebrating “firsts” to expecting excellence from women in positions of power—exactly the shift Oprah Winfrey envisioned in 2018 when, as the first Black woman to receive the Cecil B. DeMille Award, she declared, “I want all the girls watching here and now to know that a new day is on the horizon!”[64] Her message wasn’t just about breaking barriers, but about ensuring that the women who follow are no longer exceptions—they are the expectation.

			That “new day” was made possible by the legal foundation laid by female lawmakers and lawyers like Ruth Bader Ginsburg, who transformed equality from an aspiration into a constitutional principle. Their work ensured that opportunity would no longer depend on gender, paving the way for a generation of women whose success is not defined by being the first, but by leading with excellence. From the individual profiles chronicled throughout this book to the broader patterns examined in this concluding chapter, the trajectory is unmistakable: Women have moved from breakthrough to normalcy across American society. The title We the Women reflects this evolution: from a time when women had to ask to be remembered to an era when they are writing about the very future of American democracy. That experience—from my grandmother’s $20 and a suitcase to today’s women leading Fortune 500 companies and space missions—represents more than individual success stories. But the race is far from over. The women who fought for the right to vote have now passed the metaphorical baton to the women fighting today for full equality.

			Our shared journey, and that of our mothers, represents the progress toward the fulfillment of America’s founding promise that talent and determination, not gender or circumstance, should decide one’s destiny. As America’s Declaration of Independence, 250 years ago, so boldly declared, each of us is created equal and endowed with certain inalienable rights, including “Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness.”
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Signal Corps, U.S.A.

PHOTOGRAPHER

oct. 15, 1918

TAKEN

DESCRIPTION:

CAPTURING ST. MIHIEL SALIENT

American telephone girls, mem-
bers of the U,S. Signal Corps

whose efficiency contributed
to the success of thé Americ
troops in the capturing of

St. Mihiel. This exchange wa.
within range of German shell
fire. The gas masks and helm
are handy for emergencies.
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IN CONGRE

T HYE

D E-d8lL AR A L ]

o F b

THIRTEEN ~UNITED STATES

HEN, inthe Courfe of human Eveilts, it becomes neceflary for on
People to dm‘olve the Political Bitegbich s conneacd il
another, an ume, among the Powers of the Earth, u-e feparate
and equal Smxon to which the L wh-of Nature and of Nature’s GOD
entdle theon, :» decent Relpeit to-ghe Opinions of Mankind requires
that lhey fhould declare the Caufes which lmpel et toe ‘Separation.
& hold thefe Truths to be felf-evident, that all Men are created equal, that they are
endowed, by their CrEATOR, with certain unalienable Rights, lth 1mong thele are Life,
and the Purfuit of Hlpp cft.—Thn to fecure thefe )y Gavemmems are
inftituced among Men, deriving their jult Powers from the Gonfeor of she Gotermal: um
‘orm of Government becomes deftructive of thefle Ends, it is the Rig|
the People to alter or to abolifh i, d to inftitute new Government, laying its me
dmon " fuch Principles, and organizing its Powers in fuch Form, a5 to them fhall feem
it likely to effect their Safety and Happinefs.  Prudence, indeed, will ditate, :In:
rnments long eftablifhed, fhould not e changed for light and tranfient Caufes 5

Gov
accordingly all Experience hath fhewn, that Mankind are more difpofed to fuffer, ‘while
Evils are fufierable, than to right themfelves by abalilbiag the Foims to which they ate
accuftomed. wh i ufes -and Ufurpations, purfuing invariably

the fame Obje&, evinces a Defign to reduce them under abfolute Defpotifm, it is their
Right, it is their Duty, © lhww off fuch Govemmen and to provide new
. the parient Suf \nce of thefe Colonics ; and fuch
js now the Neceffity whicl mn ains tl emx alter 01 Lavernment.
‘Hiftory of the prefent King of Great-Britain is 2 “Hiftory of repeated Injuries ana
Ulurpations, “all having in direét Object the 0 ot sn ablblute Tyeanny oyer
thefe States. To prove this, let Facls be fubmmed toacandid World:

Hs has refufed his Aﬂ':m to Laws, the moft wholefome and neceffary for the public

foridden s Gavernors to pafs Laws of immedite and preffing Importance,
e s el Goeracion il mis Aflnt thould. be obtained 3. and when fo fuf:
d to attend to them.
‘Accommodation of large Diftids of People,
linquilh the Right of Reprelentaion in the Legilcarc, &
aht inel her, and formidble o Tyrants only.
Righe o e odics At Places unufual, _uncomfortable, and
‘Records, for the fle Purpoie of f

ues repeatdly, foroppofiog with manly Fi

nefs

2
d iffolve:

hu lnvafans on the Rights of the Pea

He has refufed for a long Time, oo Tach Diffolutions, to caufe others o be ele@ed 5

whenby the Legiflative Powers, incapable of Annihilation, have returned to the People
at large for their exercife 3 the State rem-'nnmg. in the mean Time, expofed toall thé Dan-
gers of Invafion from wuhonr, and Convulfions within.

has endeavoured to the I’opulmnn of thefe States ; for that Purpofe ob-
firuting the Laws for el on eAHoragers 5 Jeraog lh:lslo:nmuuge
their M|grznons bither, and raifing the Couritioss of gew ppro Bitioss

obftruéted dnwn(\ﬂuonof Juftice, by refufing his Affent to Laws for

e(hblll’hmg Judmuy Powers

& has made Judges dependent on_his Will alone, for the Tenure of their Offices,
and lhe Amunnt and P:ym:m of their Salaries.

has erected a Multitude of new O{ﬁcu, and fent hither Swarms of Officers to har=
rafs our Pcaple, and eat out their Subftant

as kept among us, in Times of Pcace, Sﬂndmg Armies, without the Cunfem

has affected to render the M|l|uvy independent of and fuperior to the Clvxl Power.
I B eabined with others to fubjeét us toa JuriidiGtion foreignto our Confticution,

Fohn

George Wythe,

“C Button Guinnett,
GEORGIA, g Lyman Hall, Rl bard Henry Lee,
G, aln. Vinonsn, | T T,
:)yd Ha/m/m,
.
NORTH-CAROLINA, E Fofeph ‘Hewes, Franm Lightfoot Lets

Fobn Penn. Carter Braxion.
Zdoerd Rutledg v

ot e o

OUTH-CAROLINA, ﬂwm Tl ﬂm ! lmﬂ. me’;
See e Pronsyivanin, | Jorn Morien,
Samuel Chafe, * Geo: Chymer,
wn. Paca, Jar- Smith,

MaARrYLAND, Thes- Stone,

0. Taylor,
d : Fames Willon,
Cb:;;;,:p::wraﬂ, of Car (e

Ix CONGRESS,

U N AN I

1

1776.

5SS, JuLy i,

M O U s
O N
H E

or AMERICA.

and unulmowledgpd by our Laws ; giving his Affent to their A&s of pretended Legif-
lation

“Fox quarsing large Bodies of Armed Troops am
dhem, by a mock Teal from| l"umﬂlmem for any Murders which they

o

Fow depriving us, in o Cules af the Benetis of Trial by Jury:

For tranporsing o3 ond S ed for pretended Offences :

For abolithing the s S yitem of Englith i neighbouring Province, eftablifh-
ing therein an arbcrary Goverament, an nd enlarging its Boundaries, {0 as to render it at
once an Example and fit Inftrument for introducing the fame ablolute Rule into thefe

Dmcs :

For tking away our Charters, abolifhing our moft valusble Laws, and altering fun-
dzmemally the Forms of our Governments
adig our own Legilacres, and declaring themfelves invefted with Power to
legille i e i sl Cafes what
Ried Goverament herey by declaring us out of his Protedtion, and waging
War agiintt us

He has plundercd our Seas, ravaged our Coafls, burnt our Towns, and deftroyed the
Lives of our Peopl
H is, at this Tlme, tranfporting large. Armies of foreign Mercenaries to_complete
he Works of Death, Defolation, and Tyranny, already begun with Circumftances -of
Craely and Py, fcarcely paralleled inthe mo't barbatous Ages, and totally unworthy
lead nl vilized Natioy
i h ﬂmned our Fellow-Citizens, taken Captive on the high Seas, to bear Arms
againft zh:u-c untry, to become the Executioners of their Friends and Brethren, or to
fall themfelves by their Flans
has excited domeftic Infurreclions amongft us, and has endeavoured to bring on
the Inhabitants of our Frontiers, the mercilefs Indian Savages, whofe nown Rule of
Warfare, is an undittinguithed Deftrution, of all Ages, Sexes, and Conditions.

Ter ur.
whole Character is thus marked by every Ac which may define a Tyrant, is unfic to
the Ruler of a free People.
Nox ave we been wnmmg in Amnnons :o our Bn th Brethren. We have warned
them,_(rom of-Atte: a0 nwarranrable
o over o W ive eminday then menm(hncts ‘of ‘our Emigration
Ao Secispecshirel.. Ve bave ngealed totheis Ranve Juftice and Migotniiits: and
we have con]urcd hem by the Ties of our common Kindred to dxfzvow thefe Ufurpati-
ons, which would ineviably nierrpt our Connexions and Correfpo to
Bireibendedfis che t Juftice and of Confanguinity. Wer mauft, therefore, ac-
quiefce in the Neceﬂ‘ iy, wthh denounces our Sepiration, and hold them, as we hold the
Reft of Mankind, Enemies in War, in Peace Fi
We, (h:r:lme. the Keprc(enuuv:s of Ihe UNITED STATES or AMERICA, in
GENERAL CONGRESS Afftmbled, appealing to the Supn:me Judge of the World
for the Reétitude of our ln::nnons, do, in the Name, an Authority of the good
People of thefe Colonies, folemnly Pub]xﬂl and Declare, That thefe United Colonies are,
and of Right ought to be, FREE anp INDEPENDENT STATES; that they are
abfolved trom all Allegiance to the Brm(h Crown, and that all political Connexion be-
tween them and the State of Great-Britain, is, and ought to be, totally diffolved; and
that as FREE anp INDEPENDENT STATES, they have full Power to levy er,
conclude Iuc:, contraét Alliances, lith Co mmerce, lnd to do al l olher és a
Things which INDEPENDENT STATI‘_S may of the Snppml
of this Declaration,with a firm Reliance on the Pmleﬂmn of DIVINE PROVIDF_ NCE,
we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes, and our facred Honour.
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Hancock.

Caefar Rodn Saml. /"14"”'
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wn. Floyd,
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THE COURIER.

| Semi-Weekly— Cireulation One Thousand.

FRIDAY, AUGUST 4, 1848.

‘Women’s Rights Convention:”

A Convention to discuss the gocial, eivil

and religions condition and rights of Wowan,
wiil be held in the Wesleyan Chapel, at Sen
eca Falls, N. Y., on Wednesday and T'hurs-
day the 19th and 20th of July current, com-
mencing at 10 o'clock a. m. |
During the first day, the meeting will be |

|

y

exclusively for Women, which all are earn-

estly invited to attend. The public gence- ject the establishment of an absolute tyran-

ally are invited to be present on the second |
day, when Lucrrria MotT, of Philadelphia. |
and others both ladies and gentlemen, \\'le
address the Convention.

| in the formation of which she has had no

The following is the Declaration of Sen
timents made at the Woman’s Rights Con-
vention, held in this place on the 19th and
20th inst.

DECLARATION OF SENTIMENTS.

When in the course of human events it
becomes necessary for one portion of the
family of man to assume among the people
of earth, a position different from that which
they have hitherto occupied but one to which
the laws of nature and nature’s God entitle
them.. a decent respect to the opinions of
maukind requires that the should declar=
the causes that impel them to such a course.

We hold these truths to be self evident—
that all men and women are created equal,
that they are endowed by their Creator with
certain inalienable rights—that among these
are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness
—that to secure these rights governments are
tstituted, deriving their just powers from
the consent of the governcd. Whenever any
form of government becomes destructive of
these .ends, it is the right of those who suffer
from it, to refuse allegiance to it and to in-
81st upon the institution of a new govern-
ment laying its foundation on such principles
and organizing its powers in such form as to
them shall seem most likely to effect their
safety and happiness. Prudeénce indeed will

dictate that governments long established
should not be changed for light and transigﬁ
causes, and accordingly all experience
hath shown that mankind are more disposed
to suffer while evils are sufferable, than to
right themselves by abolishing the forms to
which they are accustomed :—but when a
long train of abuses and usurpations, pursu-
ing invariably the same object, evinces a de-
sign to reduce them under absolute despot-
ism, it is their right—it s their duty, to throw
off such government, and to provide new
guards for their future security. Such has
been the patientsufferance of the womenun-
der this govérnment and such is now the ne-
cessity which constrains them to demand the
equal station to which they are entitled.
The history of mankind is a history of re-
peated injuries and usurpatious on the part
of man toward woman, having in direct ob- |

ny over her. 'I'o prove this let facts be sub-
mitted to a candid world.
He has never permitted her to exercise
her alienable right to the elective franchise.
He has compelled her to submit to laws

voice. ‘

He has withheld from her rights which
are given to the most ignorant and degraded
men—both natives and foreigners.

Having deprived her of this first right of a
citizen, the elective [ranchise, thcreb‘y]' leav-
ing her without representation in the halls of
legislation, he has oppressed heron all sides.

He has made her, if married, inthe eye of
the law, civilly dead.

He has taken from her all right in proper-
ty, even to the wages she earns. L

He has made her, morally, an irresponsi-
ble being, as she can commit many crimes
with impunity, provided they be doue in the
presence of her husband. In the zovenant
of marriage she is compelled to promise o- |
bedience to her hushand, he 1 ing to all
intents and purposes her mastcr—»tﬁe' law
giving him power to deprive her of her liber-
ty and to administer chastisement.

He has so framed the laws of divorce as |
to what shall be proper causes of divoree, in
case of separation to whom the guardianship
of the children shall be given, as to be whol- |
ly unjust and regardless of the happiness of |
woman—the law in all cases going upon the
falsc supposition of the supremacy of man
and giving all power into his hands. :

After depriving her of all rights as a mar-
ried woman, if single and the owner of
property, he has taxed her to supporta go¥-
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Our MRoll of Hhonor

Gontaining all the

Signatures to the *Declaration of Sentiments’’

Set Forth by the First

Woman’s Riahts Convention,

Eiucretia Mott

Harriet Cady Eaton' - -

Margaret Pryor

Elizabeth Cady Stanton

Eunice Newton Foote
Mary Ann M’Clintock
Margaret Schooley
Martha C. Wright
Jawe C. Hunt
Amy Post
. Catherine F. Stebbins
Mary Ann Frink
Lydia Mount
Delia Mathews
Catherine C. Paine

Elizabeth W. M’Clintock .

“Malvina Seymour
Phebe Mosher
Catherine Shaw
Deborah Scott
Sarah Hallowell
Mary M’Clintock
Mary Gilbert

Richard P. Hunt
Samuel D. Tillman
Justin Williams
Elisha Foote
Frederick Douglass
Henry W. Seymour
Henry Seymour
David Spalding
William G. Barker
Elias J. Doty

John Jones

held at

Seneca Falls, Hew York

July.19-20, 1848

LADIES:

Sophronia Taylor
Cynthia Davis
Hannah Plant
Lucy Jones

Sarah Whitney
Mary H. Hallowell
Elizabeth Conklin
Sally Pitcher
Mary Conklin
Susan Quinn

“Mary S. Mirror

Phebe King

Julia Ann:Drake
Charlotte Woodward
Martha Underhill
Dorothy Mathews
Eunice Barker
Sarah R. Woods
Lydia Gild

Sarah Hoffman
Elizabeth Leslie
Martha Ridley

GENTLEMEN:

Willlam S. Dell
James Mott

William Burroughs
Robert Smallbridge
Jacob Mathews
Charles L. Hoskins
Thomas M’Clintock
Saron Phillips

Jacob P. Chamberlain
Jonathan Metcalf

Rachel D. Bonnel
Betsey Tewksbury
Rhoda Palmer
Margaret Jenkins
Cynthia Fuller
Mary Martin

P. A. Culvert
Susan R. Doty
Rebecca Race
Sarah A. Mosher
Mary E. Vail

Lucy Spalding
Lovina Latham
Sarah Smith

Eliza Martin

Maria E. Wilbur
Elizabeth D. Smith
Caroline Barker
Ann Porter
Experience Gibbs
Antoinette E. Segur
Hannah J. Latham
Sarah Sisson

Nathan J. Milliken
S. E. Woodworth
Edward F. Underhill
George W. Pryor
Joel Bunker

Isaac VanTassel

" Thomas Dell

E. W. Capron
Stephen Shear
Henry Hatley
Azaliah Schooley
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