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A WORD TO THE READER

I’ve loved to read ever since I learned how. Maybe that’s true for you 
too! I grew up reading fiction (especially mysteries), books about 
historical events, books on social issues, poetry, the Bible, travel 

stories, animal stories— really just about everything. My very favorite 
things to read, however, were biographies of American heroes and 
heroines, and that’s still true for me today.

So what a pleasure it is for me to introduce you to fourteen Black 
American women who lived in times ranging from before the Civil War 
on into the twenty- first century— women who started life in ordinary 
ways and grew up to be extraordinary. Women who found why they 
were here. Women of faith and courage. Women who achieved mighty 
things and then led the way for others.

Today, I see an increasing hunger in our culture to know and see 
Black women. We read many more bestselling books by or about Black 
women. Dramatic productions with Black actresses and Black female 
directors are on stage and television and movie screens everywhere. 
More Black women hold office. More Black women are in the world 
of sports. We are more likely to see a Black woman reporting or com-
menting on the news of the day than ever before. So it’s been so excit-
ing for me to get absorbed in the lives of these fourteen remarkable 
Black women.
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A Word to the Reader

You’ll read about their beginnings, their struggles, their victories, and 
their legacies. In my opinion, that’s the best way to learn our history— to 
read and understand the stories of very real, flesh- and- blood people 
who starred in the events of their times.

These women worked hard for what they accomplished. They over-
came obstacles, some due to race and some due to gender. They achieved 
much. And yet none of these women appeared out of nowhere. They all 
followed in the footsteps of Black women who went before them. They 
benefited from those legacies.

What they gained they in turn passed on to the next generation in so 
many ways.

Our subjects will be presented in the order of their birth year. Each 
woman’s profile starts with a brief story from when she was a girl. Then 
we’ll go through her life. We’ll learn about her influences. We’ll learn 
about her gifts. We’ll learn how she led the way for others. Following 
each profile are a few questions and suggestions for you to enhance 
your understanding, either alone or with a group.

As you read, perhaps you’ll want to learn more about one of these 
women. The library is full of books and stories about them. There are 
movies too, and sometimes more than one movie per person. Remem-
ber, however, that Hollywood seldom tells a completely accurate story. 
They sell drama, after all, so they often make some of it up or leave 
something out.

Online you can also find more. There are true slave narratives on the 
internet— autobiographies a few of these women and so many others 
wrote themselves, giving us a clear, firsthand account of life during the 
years of slavery. There are video and audio clips of some of the women 
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being interviewed. You can find many more fascinating details about 
these women than we can fit in one book.

To help you go further, at the end of the book are lists of the sources 
I used for each subject, which can give you more insight into a woman 
and her character. You may find the facts from different sources don’t 
always agree, and this is especially true for anyone with a celebrity 
status. When that happened in my research, I chose to include what I 
considered the most plausible version of events.

There is one more thing to remember as you delve into the lives of 
our subjects: nobody’s perfect. These women were human beings, just 
like all of us. They were heroines, not deities. They made mistakes, 
just like we do.

I hope you enjoy meeting these women as much as I enjoyed writing 
about them. They are amazing human beings who found their purpose. 
They held strong. They persevered. They followed the path they believed 
God laid out for them.

And then they led the way for others.

Suzanne Curtis Briggs
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(1826–1891)

Escapee from Slavery and Memoirist

“Since my escape from slavery, I have gotten much better  
in every respect than I could have possibly anticipated.”
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The wagon rocked along the rutted road, pulled by an unper-
turbed mule. The elderly Black driver held the reins loosely in 
his hands, and next to him sat an eleven- year- old girl whose 

slight body bounced on the wooden seat. She wore a faded cotton skirt 
and blouse, both a little too large for her, and a colorful scarf she had 
wound around her head like her mother did.

The child clutched the seat. She’d been taken from her mother early 
in the morning to be driven away from the only home she’d ever known. 
She was going to a different plantation to live, and she didn’t know 
when she might see her mother again. The new plantation was only 
a couple of hours away by mule, but since this child was a slave, she 
would have no way or even any right to visit her mother in the future.

The girl in the wagon had another unique burden. She was a slave 
who looked white. She was born with very light skin, pale eyes, and 
naturally straight hair. In fact, she looked as white as any Caucasian 
person, and for a slave that was not a good thing.

Today the girl in the wagon was taking with her some special skills. 
Momma had taught her young, shy daughter how to sew— and very 
well, even at age eleven. In the 1800s, all clothing was handmade, and a 
good seamstress was worth a great deal to ladies on plantations. As was 
the case for her mother, the daughter’s sewing abilities meant she could 
perform her specialty work indoors instead of laboring outdoors in all 
kinds of Georgia weather. But while this meant an easier working life 
for her, she was still enslaved. She still had no control over her own life.

Another skill the girl in the wagon was taking with her to the new 
plantation was how to get along among people. It was imperative for 
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Ellen Craft (1826–1891) 

slaves to know what was going on around them, and she became espe-
cially observant, quietly watching, listening to what was said, and, in 
some cases, figuring out what was not said. Since she looked so differ-
ent from the other slaves, she had learned how to not draw unwanted 
attention to herself. She covered her straight hair with a scarf and 
moved about quickly and quietly.

Little did the girl in the wagon know that her appearance was going 
to be her ticket out of a life of enslavement. She could not know that 
she would marry a good man, and that together they would dream up 
a daring and dramatic plan of escape—a plan requiring the quiet young 
wife to become an actress for a few days. She would need to pretend to 
be someone she was not, in both her looks and her actions. She would 
also put her exceptional needlework skills to use.

Of course, the girl in the wagon knew none of this as she jostled 
on the wooden seat. She simply hoped she’d get a chance to see her 
mother again. That was as much of the future as she could think about 
for the time being.

Ellen Craft was born in Macon, Georgia, in 1826, a time when the 
state of Georgia was well on its way to having the most slaves and 
slaveholders of any state in the Deep South. Ellen’s father was the mas-
ter of the plantation, but she did not live in her father’s home. Since 

“I had much rather starve in England, a free  
woman, than be a slave for the best man that ever 

breathed upon the American continent.”
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SHE LED THE WAY

her mother was a slave, Ellen was a slave, and they lived in one of the 
cabins clustered away from the main house.

Ellen’s slaveholding father was white, and her enslaved mother was 
half Black, half white. Ellen was born with straight hair and with skin 
and eyes so pale she looked like a white person. In fact, she resembled 
her father so much that the man’s wife, the mistress of the plantation, 
was furious every time she looked at Ellen. The mistress did not want 
people to think this white- appearing slave child was one of her own, 
and she was determined to get her out of sight.

This situation was not only awkward for Ellen but also potentially 
dangerous for her. At any time, the master or his wife could sell her or 
her mother away to another plantation. Of course, this threat of being 
sold was true for all enslaved people. But since Ellen looked so much 
like her father, it was clearly only a matter of time before something 
unfortunate might happen to her.

But the mistress did not sell her. Instead, once she’d had enough of 
seeing Ellen around, she gave her to her eighteen- year- old daughter as 
a wedding present. The daughter, named Eliza, had recently married 
and moved away. The fact that a human being could be a wedding gift 
was only too normal in those days. But at least once Ellen moved to 
Eliza’s home, she would be safe from being sold— for now.

Eliza was young and fairly kind to Ellen. Of course, the new young 
mistress was actually Ellen’s half sister. They looked alike, and even 
their names were similar— Ellen and Eliza. But nobody spoke about it. 
From the beginning, Ellen was a personal maid to Eliza, helping her 
bathe and dress. Ellen also did light housework in the upstairs of the 
large plantation house, ran errands, and was Eliza’s seamstress.

By the time Ellen was through her teens, she was such an accom-
plished seamstress that Eliza gave her a small cottage to use. Ellen was 
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Ellen Craft (1826–1891) 

left alone to live and work quietly in this cottage that contained all the 
fabrics and sewing tools she used. This kind of arrangement was rare. 
Maybe Eliza knew Ellen was her half sister or maybe she just liked 
the dresses Ellen could produce. At any rate, the arrangement suited 
Ellen well.

Something momentous happened when Ellen was twenty years old. 
She fell in love with a young cabinetmaker on the plantation named 
William Craft. A picture Ellen carried in her locket showed that Wil-
liam was handsome and dark- skinned with big, brown, expressive eyes. 
He was so good at his work that he was hired out to work for other 
cabinetmakers. Ellen’s affection was returned, and, in 1846, Eliza gave 
the two permission to marry.

Slaves were seldom allowed to choose who they wanted to marry— or 
really to marry at all. They were not allowed a Christian wedding ser-
vice or even a legal ceremony. Some Black couples could have a bit of 
a celebration where together they jumped over a broom laid on the 
ground. That jump indicated they were now married. This was how 
Ellen and William got married.

The marriage would have been a happy one had Ellen and William 
not lived with increasing worry over their future together. William 
had lost track of both his parents and all his siblings when, in his teen 
years, his plantation master had decided to sell the entire family to 
pay off his debts. On that horrible day, the man sold William and each 
member of his family to separate buyers. William never saw any of his 
loved ones again. Losing his family deeply affected him forever.

Ellen’s situation may have been less dramatic, but she had been taken 
from her mother at age eleven. Because of the very real threat of a 
plantation master breaking up enslaved families and selling them— even 
small children— Ellen and William did not want to become parents 
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SHE LED THE WAY

while they were still enslaved. Their strongest desire was to raise a 
family, but only in freedom, without fear of separation.

Ellen and William began quietly imagining together how they could 
make this happen. Clearly their only option was to escape. But how? 
When an escapee was caught, he or she would be beaten or maimed 
or sometimes even killed. Plantation owners made an example of them 
to the other slaves to maintain order. A slave would have to be willing 
to give all— possibly even life itself— to be free. Escaping all the way 
from the very Southern state of Georgia to the North, where Black 
people could live freely, was especially difficult and dangerous. Some 
chose instead to go farther south to escape, but that had its own special 
problems.

Ellen continued her seamstress work in her cottage while William 
worked in the cabinet shop. They each also worked side jobs and saved 
any money they earned. All the time, Ellen was thinking about how 
they could escape. Eventually she put together a creative and daring 
plan, and she waited for the right time to present it to William.

That time came one evening in their cottage. In whispers, Ellen 
made her case. Since Ellen appeared to be white, and William’s dark 
complexion identified him clearly as Black, what if Ellen pretended to 
be white and William pretended to be her slave? She could not travel 
alone as a white woman with a Black slave. That would draw too much 
attention. But what if she pretended to be a young gentleman? What if 
they traveled north in their disguise, completely in the open— by train 
and by boat? Would this be possible?

This plan meant William would be who William really was— an en-
slaved young Black man from Georgia. But Ellen would need to pretend 
to be white, privileged, educated, and male. This scheme went well 
beyond wearing men’s clothes. It would also involve her mannerisms, 
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Ellen Craft (1826–1891) 

her speech, and her social skills around white people. It would be an 
amazing feat of acting all around. Could she do it?

Together they decided that, with God’s help, it could work. They 
began intensely planning and praying. Using scraps and hand- me- 
downs, the talented Ellen sewed a suit of fine clothes to fit herself for 
the journey: shirt, vest, trousers, and jacket. She had a slender body 
that could pass for male if she dressed strategically. But what about her 
voice? What about her lack of facial hair? What about the fact that 
she, like most slaves, could not read or write?

William had seen many enslaved men traveling with plantation own-
ers, so he knew how he could help Ellen with her disguise. Besides wear-
ing men’s clothes, Ellen would wear a man’s neck scarf that covered her 
throat and much of her lower face. William, her personal “slave,” would 
report that she had been ill and couldn’t speak, and in fact they were trav-
eling north for “his master’s” medical treatment. She would cut her hair to 
a man’s length and wear a hat. She would also wear men’s gloves to cover 
her feminine hands and eyeglasses to make her even less recognizable.

What if she were required to sign papers? Most people were right- 
handed, so they decided she would put her right arm in a sling as if 
it were broken. She would stay as silent as possible, William would 
explain anything that needed explaining, and he would sign papers for 
her with an X if necessary.

Think again of the changes Ellen would need to make to disguise 
herself. She would be a woman pretending to be a man, a slave pre-
tending to be free, an illiterate person pretending to be educated, and 
an impoverished person pretending to be upper class. It was risky in 
every single way.

Once the decision was made, the two moved quickly, preparing and 
gathering the items they’d need to make this happen. They planned to 
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SHE LED THE WAY

leave four days before Christmas, 1848. Favored slaves— which both 
Ellen and William were— had some time off at Christmas, so the Crafts 
took full advantage of that. They left in broad daylight on December 21, 
1848, to go north. Most escaping slaves were from states on the border 
between north and south. An escape from Georgia to a free state meant 
traveling a much longer distance, which would make it that much harder 
to keep their secret.

At the train station, Ellen bought their tickets. Since they were so 
far south, there was a separate train car for slaves, so they had to be 
apart. Each of them worried as the train waited in the station longer 
than normal. Had someone noticed them leaving home? Would they 
be recognized?

William watched the station pedestrians from the slave car and 
saw a man who knew him— William had worked for the man, making 
cabinets. Fortunately, William was able to dodge being seen before the 
train rolled out.

At the same time, Ellen, sitting in a first- class car pretending to be 
a wealthy young man, kept her face to the window and turned away 
from inside passengers until the train pulled away from the station. She 
began to breathe a little easier. Then the passenger next to her spoke to 
her about what a fine day it was. To Ellen’s horror, it was a man from a 
neighboring plantation. This man knew her. Thinking quickly, Ellen was 
able to indicate with hand gestures that she was unable to speak. He 
clearly didn’t recognize her, and the trip continued without problems.

Two other times Ellen and William thought they would be found out. 
When they tried to board a steamship, they learned Ellen was lacking 
paperwork to show that William was her slave. In those days, aboli-
tionists, the people who fought to stop slavery, were often afoot around 
train stations and ports in the slave states, finding and encouraging 
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Ellen Craft (1826–1891) 

enslaved people to escape north to free states. Consequently, slavehold-
ers needed to show written proof of ownership of any slaves traveling 
with them.

Fortunately, a man who had been on the train with Ellen happened 
by. He had been impressed with her and with William, so he stepped 
in and vouched for them. They boarded the boat.

The next stop was still in the South— Baltimore. At the train station, 
they had the same problem regarding paperwork. This time, a worker 
at the station overheard the conversation with the ticket agent. He 
pointed out to the agent that Ellen was clearly ill and seemed to be in 
pain, and the kind thing to do was allow the two to board the train. 
The ticket agent relented.

The final stop was Philadelphia, in the free state of Pennsylvania. 
Ellen and William were so relieved and grateful upon arrival that they 
literally wept in the train station. Over four nerve- wracking days, they 
had traveled by train across Georgia to the port of Savannah, up the 
coast to Charleston, then booked a boat to Wilmington, North Carolina. 
Then they switched back to train travel, heading inland through some 
of Maryland and at last to their destination of Pennsylvania.

They’d finally made it to that city full of citizens ready to help newly 
escaped slaves. Earlier on the trip, a sympathetic abolitionist had quietly 
encouraged William to escape once he got to Philadelphia, not knowing 
that was already William’s plan. This stranger gave him an address of 
someone to contact in Philadelphia. Ellen and William did just that.

Fairly soon, the Crafts moved to Boston, where many good things 
happened, beginning with the ability to marry each other in a Christian 
ceremony. They had been denied that when they jumped the broom, 
and it meant everything to the couple that their union be officially 
sanctioned by God.
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SHE LED THE WAY

They both learned to read and write. In their new home city, the 
couple became popular speakers and toured the area telling their story. 
They were able to earn a living this way and became celebrities of a 
sort. Their thrilling escape story made them the darlings of the speaker 
circuit for a time. An artist even drew a portrait of Ellen in her disguise 
and distributed copies to the audience.

But trouble was not over for the Crafts. In 1850, the United States 
Congress passed the shameful Fugitive Slave Act. This meant that slave-
holders had the right to find their escaped “property” in the north and 
legally take them back south. Of course, the Crafts’ previous owner 
was determined to get Ellen and William back. They were young, tal-
ented, and valuable, so he hired two agents to travel to Boston to hunt 
them down.

Fortunately, word got to the new friends in Boston that men had 
come to town looking for the Crafts. Abolitionist friends quickly sepa-
rated the couple and rotated each of them to safe houses around Boston 
so that they were never together or in one place for very long. Again, 
the Crafts were spared. The agents never found them, and soon Ellen 
and William safely boarded a ship for England, where slavery was no 
longer legal.

Powerful things happened for the Crafts in the next two decades 
while they lived in London. First, they were able to have the family they 
so wanted. They had five children in all, never to be taken from them. 
Second, the Crafts wrote a book about their escape called A Thousand 
Miles to Freedom: The Escape of William and Ellen Craft from Slavery. 
Published in 1860 in England, the book was highly popular, and it can 
still be found today online.

The Crafts were once again the toast of the town, speaking to inter-
ested groups and selling their book. They worked together for quite 
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Ellen Craft (1826–1891) 

some time. But these were Victorian days, a time when the roles of 
respectable males and females were very rigid. The popular viewpoint 
was that men were heroes and women were saved by men. So over time, 
there was social pressure for William to be viewed as the clear leader 
of the two. Ellen moved more to the background. Eventually William 
did the speaking tours while Ellen stayed home and sewed. Audiences 
sometimes expressed their disappointment at not meeting this brave 
woman of the great disguise.

While we know that Ellen and William worked together to escape, 
some of that story changed over time. Scholars today believe that it 
was Ellen who first came up with the disguise idea, and then William 
and Ellen collaborated in their escape. They wrote their book together 
too, but mostly only William’s point of view is in the book. Their story 
changed to say that it had been William’s idea for Ellen to disguise 
herself, that he had to persuade her to do it, and that he heroically led 
the way. In fact, they were both heroes. But at that time, society did 
not respect the kind of partnership in a marriage that the Crafts had.

After almost two decades abroad, the Crafts moved back to America. 
The Civil War was over, and finally slavery had been abolished. The 
couple moved to the South, where Ellen opened a school to teach read-
ing and writing to freed slaves. But although slavery was over, racial 
unrest was growing in new ways. Her school was burned down by an 
angry white mob. Since it was too unsafe to stay there, Ellen and Wil-
liam then moved back to their original home area in Macon, Georgia, 
where they lived the rest of their days. They led a less dramatic life, cer-
tainly, but Ellen remained dedicated to educating those who needed it.

Ellen Craft died in 1891, and William died nine years later. We re-
member Ellen’s strong belief in what ought to be: a person ought to be 
free and children ought to live without fear of being taken from their 
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families. We remember Ellen’s creativity to become free. We remember 
her strong bond with her husband and the teamwork they exhibited. 
We remember her courage and faith in the face of absolute danger.

In 1996, Ellen Craft— the young, enslaved woman who daringly es-
caped and lived to tell about it so eloquently both in speech and in 
writing— was inducted into the Georgia Women of Achievement Hall 
of Fame.

Let’s Review

 1. There were many reasons for enslaved people to want to escape 
slavery. What was Ellen’s most urgent reason?

 2. How did Ellen and William “marry” the first time?

 3. What new law caused the Crafts to hurry to England?

Let’s Do More

Draw a map of the Crafts’ escape route from the plantation in Georgia 
to Philadelphia. Indicate their mode of travel throughout. You can find 
more details about that route from their online memoir.
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