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Elizabeth Jennings Graham (1827–1901)  

Teacher, Church Organist and Civil Rights Activist 

Elizabeth Jennings was a black woman born free in the last year that 
slavery was legal in New York. Her parents were also free. Her father, 
Thomas Jennings. was an abolitionist activist and a founder of the 
Abyssinian Baptist Church.   
 
On Sunday, July 16, 1854, Elizabeth Jennings was on her way to the First 
Colored American Congregational Church where she was organist. On 
Pearl Street in Brooklyn, she boarded a horse-drawn streetcar, which ran 
on tracks. Black passengers were allowed on street cars marked 
“COLORED PEOPLE ALLOWED IN THE CAR.” Streetcars which 
were unmarked were for white passengers, but black passengers could ride 
on them if no one else in the car objected. She was concerned she would 
be late to church, so she boarded an unmarked streetcar. The conductor 
objected (later, black passengers would comment in newspapers that it was 

usually the conductor, and not the passengers, who objected). When she responded that she was a respectable 
person born and raised in New York City, the conductor replied that he was from Ireland. She responded that it did 
not matter where a person was born, so long as he behaved himself and did not insult genteel persons.   

The conductor dragged her off the streetcar and onto the platform. Elizabeth Jennings got up and reboarded the 
streetcar. The conductor told the driver to take no passengers and to drive as fast as he could to the next police 
station, where a policeman forcibly removed her from the car. A passerby and a book seller on Pearl Street wrote 
names and addresses on a piece of paper, and offered to serve as her witnesses.  

The First Colored American Congregational Church took up a collection and hired a lawyer, Chester Alan Arthur 
(later President of the United States upon the assassination of James Garfield). Elizabeth Jennings sued the Third 
Avenue Railroad Company, which ran the streetcar. After a jury trial in Brooklyn Borough Hall, she recovered $225 
plus costs. The Third Avenue Railroad Company integrated its streetcars, and other public transportation followed 
suit.  

Later, Elizabeth Jennings married Charles Graham, a native of St. Croix, and had a son who died in infancy. After 
her husband’s death in 1867, she worked as a teacher in Manhattan. On April 5, 1895, she opened the first free 
kindergarten for black children in New York City in her home on West 41st Street. 

Source: Amy Hill Hearth’s book for young readers, Streetcar to Justice – How Elizabeth Jennings Won the Right to Ride 
in New York, published in 2018 by Greenwillow Books. Her biography was also published in the New York Times on February 
3, 2019, as part of its series on obituaries of the overlooked – those whose obituaries did not appear at the time of their deaths because 
they were not white men.                                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                 Submitted by: Barbara Gonzo 
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The Rev. Dr. Katie Cannon (1950–2018)  
Presbyterian Minister, Theologian, Ethicist, Founder of Womanist Theology  

 Katie Geneva Cannon was a groundbreaker, in theology, Presbyterianism, and 
life. She was born in North Carolina in 1950, and both of her parents were 
ruling elders of the Presbyterian Church.  
By the time Dr. Cannon was five, she could recite Psalm 23, the Ten 
Commandments, the Beatitudes and basic catechism questions. But since she 
was black, her educational opportunities were very limited. That’s when she first 
began to recognize the obvious disconnect between much of the Christian 
message and her heavily segregated day-to-day life. And she was smart enough 
to realize that education was the only way out. 

She graduated from Barber-Scotia College in Concord, North Carolina, with a degree in education, and then 
attended the Johnson C. Smith Theological Seminary at the Interdenominational Theological Center in Atlanta, 
Georgia. Most women at the time would have gone for a master’s degree in Christian education, but one pursued 
after a master of divinity degree. She earned this degree in 1974, and became the first black woman to be ordained 
in the United Presbyterian Church in the United States of America. 

Many people would have been satisfied with that, but not Dr. Cannon. She went on to Union Theological Seminary 
here in New York City, and earned her doctor of philosophy degree. It was the early 80s, and things and ways of 
thinking were changing – or they should have been. Dr. Cannon felt that much of what she heard in churches at the 
time, even from black ministers, marginalized the experience and wisdom of black women.  

She set out to change that largely white, always male-centered canon. She started to apply “Womanism,” a word 
often attributed to Alice Walker, to theology. Womanism examines the intersection of feminism, racial identity and 
more, and tries to find commonalities. Many people consider Dr. Cannon to be the founder of Womanist theology. 

One idea she took on was the common Christian idea of “suffering.” She saw that this concept had been completely 
defined by the perspective of the white and male dominant class. With their comfortable existence, of course this 
suffering could be viewed as a choice.  

One of my favorite quotes from her about this is: “In dominant ethics a person is free to make suffering a desirable 
moral norm. This is not so for Blacks. For the masses of Black people, suffering is the normal state of affairs.”  

During her life Dr. Cannon was on the faculties of Temple University, The Episcopal Divinity School, and Harvard 
Divinity School. She died in Richmond, Virginia, last year.  

My biggest takeaway about Dr. Cannon is her incredible faith. This is someone who, because of the color of her 
skin, couldn’t even go to the public library when she was a kid. But despite that, she didn’t give up on God or the 
church. Instead, she tried to change things and that’s what she devoted her life to doing.  

If you want to read more about Womanism, you may want to check out: Black Womanist Ethics, by Dr. Cannon, and 
God’s Fierce Whimsy: Christian Feminism and Theological Education, by Dr. Cannon and six other women (The Mud 
Flower Collective). 

Source: “Katie Cannon, 68, Dies; Lifted Black Women’s Perspective in Theology,” by Neil Genzlinger for The New York Times. 

                      Submitted by: Dorrit Walsh 
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Anna Marie Blinn (1961–2011)  

Brooklyn Community Activist 
Anna Marie Blinn  gave back to the Brooklyn Community for over 50 years, from World War 

II up to shortly after 9/11.  During the war, she knitted sweaters for the soldiers and 

continued to be a force to stabilize Central Brooklyn through various civic activities. She was 

instrumental in saving the Franklin Avenue Shuttle, winning landmark status for Eastern 

Parkway and securing a new building for the Brooklyn Children’s Museum. She was named 

honorary Fire Commissioner and honorary Police Commissioner.  She died shortly after the 

9/11 attacks and was serving on the Community Board 8 at the time. A portion of Brooklyn 

Avenue from Atlantic Avenue to Dean Street is named in her honor. 

Source: nycstreets.info and The Brooklyn Daily Eagle  Submitted by: Holly Kohler 

 

 

Shirley Anita St. Hill Chisholm (1914–2005)  

First African-American Congresswoman and Presidential Candidate, Educator 

Chisholm made history twice in her lifetime. She was the first African-
American woman to be elected to Congress, and the first African-American 
to seek a presidential nomination from major political party. Chisholm was 
born Shirley Anita St. Hill on November 30, 1924, in Brooklyn, New York, 
to Guyanese and Barbadian parents. 

After living in Barbados for a time as a child, Chisholm returned to America 
and excelled as a student. She often credited her time in her mother’s home 
country for fortifying her academic ability. After graduating from Brooklyn 
College in 1946, Chisholm entered Columbia University’s Teachers College 
and left with a Master’s in 1952. She married Conrad O. Chisholm in 1949. 

After working in child and health care, Chisholm threw her hat into the 
political realm, winning her first elected post as part of the New York state 
legislature. On November 5, 1968, Chisholm was elected to New York’s 12th 

District congressional seat. Chisholm was initially assigned to the House Agricultural Committee, but pushed back 
and was assigned to the Veteran’s Affairs Committee. Ultimately, she landed on the Education and Labor 
Committee, an arena where she, as a former educator, was most effective.  

In 1972, Chisholm launched her presidential campaign, surviving several assassination attempts and media attacks 
from press who thought her candidacy was a tremendous reach. Despite her popularity and the support she 
garnered from women’s groups across several demographics, Chisholm’s campaign failed in the end. 

After leaving Congress in 1982, Chisholm went on to teach at Mount Holyoke College and served briefly as the U.S. 
Ambassador to Jamaica under the Clinton Administration. After suffering strokes and other health issues, Chisholm 
died in 2005. A year before her death, she stated that she was proud of her accomplishments but wanted to be 
remembered as a woman who “dared to be herself.”                    

                   Submitted by: Lauren Watkins 
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Jean Gump (1927–2018)  

Peace Activist 

Jean Gump was born in Chicago and was a devout Roman Catholic mother of ten 
children when she marched with the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., in Selma Alabama, 
and Marquette Park, Illinois. She believed that her parish church should be challenged 
to put their faith into action and frequently asked, “What is the Christian response?” 
She and her husband Joseph joined the Chicago Life Community and worked for six 
years protesting nuclear proliferation and other tools of mass destruction. She was 
arrested on Good Friday, 1986, when she and others broke through a fence at a 
nuclear facility at Whitman Air Force base and was sentenced to six years in prison. 
She also refused to pay a $424 fine in damages, which increased her sentence, but she 
eventually served four years in prison. She was released from prison in 1990, and her 
husband, Joseph was released from another prison at the same time. They continued 
their protests, and she was last arrested in 2010 at the age of 84 while protesting at the 
National Security Complex in Oak Ridge Tennessee.   

Source: The New York Time and Chicago Tribune    Submitted by: Nancy Nicolette 

 

Anna May Wong (1905–1961)  

Groundbreaking Asian American Actress, Movie and TV Star 

Anna May Wong was not unsung in her time, but today her fame has 
faded. She had the looks, the talent, the guts and the drive to ascend to 
the heights of major movie stardom, whose lights, such as Garbo, Davis 
and Crawford, continue to shine. However, she was not able to overcome 
the racist attitudes of her time, and was unable to put together a career of 
the major roles that would have cemented her in the first order of movie 
stars. 

Nevertheless, she pioneered the path into Hollywood for Asian 
Americans, and was also among the first actresses to be cast in a movie 
using color photography, as well as one of the first to have her own show 

on that new medium of the time, television. We can enjoy her films today on YouTube, four of her highlights being: 
Shame, 1921; When Were You Born, 1938; Shanghai Express, 1932; A Study in Scarlet, 1933. In these films, Anna May 
Wong displays the talent, strength and grace that are compelling even today.  

                       Submitted by: Suzan Frazier 
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Elizabeth Cotten (1893–1987) 
American Blues and Folk Musician, Singer, and Songwriter 

Cotten was born in 1893 in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, to a musical 

family. Her parents were George Nevill (also spelled Nevills) and Louisa 

(or Louise) Price Nevill. Elizabeth was the youngest of five children. At 

age seven, she began to play her older brother's banjo. “From that day 

on," she said, "nobody had no peace in that house." By the age of eight, 

she was playing songs. At the age of 11, after scraping together some 

money, she bought her own guitar. The guitar, a Sears and Roebuck 

brand instrument, cost $3.75 (equivalent to $105 in 2018). Although self-

taught, she became proficient at playing the instrument. By her early teens 

she was writing her own songs, one of which, “Freight Train,” became 

one of her most recognized. She wrote the song in remembrance of a nearby train that she could hear from her 

childhood home. The 1956 UK recording of the song by Chas McDevitt and Nancy Whiskey was a major hit and is 

credited as one of the main influences on the rise of skiffle in the United Kingdom. 

While working briefly in a department store, Cotten helped a child wandering through the aisles find her mother. 

The child was Peggy Seeger, and the mother was the composer Ruth Crawford Seeger. Cotten began working as a 

maid for Ruth Crawford Seeger and Charles Seeger and caring for their children, Mike, Peggy, Barbara, and Penny. 

While working with the Seegers (a musical family that included Pete Seeger), she remembered her own guitar 

playing from 40 years prior, picked up the instrument and relearned to play it, almost from scratch. 

In the later half of the 1950s, Mike Seeger began making bedroom reel-to-reel recordings of Cotten's songs in her 

house. These recordings later became the album Folksongs and Instrumentals with Guitar, which was released by 

Folkways Records. Since the release of that album, her songs, especially her signature song, “Freight Train”—which 

she wrote when she was 11—have been covered by Peter, Paul, and Mary, Jerry Garcia, Bob Dylan, Joe Dassin, 

Joan Baez, Devendra Banhart, Laura Gibson, Laura Veirs, His Name Is Alive, Doc Watson, Taj Mahal, Geoff 

Farina, and Country Teasers. Shortly after that first album, she began playing concerts with Mike Seeger, the first of 

which was in 1960 at Swarthmore College. In the early 1960s, Cotten went on to play concerts with some of the big 

names in the burgeoning folk revival. Some of these included Mississippi John Hurt, John Lee Hooker, and Muddy 

Waters at venues such as the Newport Folk Festival and the Smithsonian Festival of American Folklife. 

The newfound interest in her work inspired her to write more songs to perform, and in 1967 she released a record 

created with her grandchildren, which took its name from one of her songs, “Shake Sugaree.” In 1984, she won the 

Grammy Award for Best Ethnic or Traditional Recording, for the album Elizabeth Cotten Live, released by Arhoolie 

Records. When accepting the award in Los Angeles, her comment was, “Thank you. I only wish I had my guitar so I 

could play a song for you all.” In 1989, Cotten was one of 75 influential African-American women included in the 

photo documentary I Dream a World. Cotten died in June 1987, at Crouse-Irving Hospital in Syracuse, New York, at 

the age of 94.  

Source:  Wikipedia                                Submitted by: Chris Lee 
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Mary Lou Williams (1910–1981) 
Pioneer for Women in Jazz, Mentor 

Does anybody embody the history of 20th-century jazz as much as Mary 
Lou Williams? The arc of her career extends from the territory bands and 
Kansas City swing of the 1930s to the heights of the big-band era, the 
bebop movement of the 1940s, the American expatriate jazz of the post-
World War II era, the modal jazz trend of the 1960s, and the emergence of 
jazz education in the 1970s.   
 
A mentor to several key figures of the bop era, a friend to troubled jazz 
musicians, and a pioneer for women in jazz, Williams’ impact on jazz 
history goes beyond her considerable musical skills. Still, it is her artistic 
work that’s at the heart of her legacy, driven by her deeply spiritual but 
creatively restless personality, and her ability to absorb and reflect many 
influences in a sound all her own.  

 
As Duke Ellington famously remarked of her: “Mary Lou Williams is perpetually contemporary. Her writing and 
performing have always been a little ahead throughout her career. Her music retains, and maintains, a standard of 
quality that is timeless. She is like soul on soul.” 

 
Recordings 
Mary Lou Williams - A Keyboard History (1955) 
Mary Lou Williams - Black Christ of the Andes (1964) 
Mary Lou Williams - Zoning (1974) 
Mary Lou Williams - Mass for Peace (1975) 
Mary Lou Williams - Free Spirits (piano trio, 1975) 
 
Mary Lou Williams - My Mama Pinned a Rose on Me (1978) 
Mary Lou Williams - The Mary Lou Williams Collection (a collection of her older recordings 1928-1950) 
 
Sources: “Mary Lou Williams: Jazz for the Soul,” Father Peter O'Brien, S. J., Smithsonian Folkways Magazine, Fall 2010. 
“A Hidden Hero of Jazz,” Richard Brody, The New Yorker, September 21, 2015. Morning Glory: A Biography of Mary 
Lou Williams, by Linda Dahl. Pantheon, 2000. 

                             Submitted by: John Bickerton 

 

 

  
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Virginia Apgar, MD (1909–1974) 

First Woman Full Professor at Columbia P&S, Invented Apgar Score for Newborns 

It has been said that every baby born in a modern hospital anywhere in the world is 
looked at first through the eyes of Dr. Virginia Apgar, who, in the early 1950s, 
invented the method that reduced infant mortality and laid the foundations of 
neonatology. Some definitions of the Apgar Test simply report “APGAR” as an 
acronym for the five areas of newborn vitality it is designed to evaluate: Appearance, 
Pulse, Grimace (i.e., reflexes), Activity and Respiration.  

Apgar was born in Westfield, New Jersey, on June 7, 1909, and had an early interest 
in the sciences. Apgar graduated from Westfield High School in 1925 and entered 
Mount Holyoke College, where she majored in zoology. Apgar received her A.B. 
from Mount Holyoke in 1929 and began her medical training at Columbia 
University’s College of Physicians and Surgeons (P&S), one of only nine women in 
a class of 90. She completed her M.D. in 1933 and embarked a two-year surgical 
internship at Presbyterian Hospital. Despite her promising performance in surgery, 
her mentor, Allen Whipple, worried about the economic prospects for woman 

surgeons and suggested she pursue anesthesiology instead. At the time, anesthesiology was just beginning to take 
shape as a medical, rather than nursing, specialty.  

Apgar took this advice and became especially interested in the effects of maternal anesthesia on the newborn and in 
lowering the neonatal mortality rates. By 1952, Apgar had developed a scoring system to evaluate the health status 
of newborns based on their heart rate, respiration, movement, irritability, and color one minute after birth. She 
saved countless babies. Before the scoring calculations, infants received no oxygen or other supportive measures 
until they turned blue and many times it was too late to provide a decent quality of life. The Apgar evaluation 
became standard practice and is now performed on all children born in hospitals worldwide. By the late 1950s, 
Apgar had attended over 17,000 births and had become legendary for her energy and bedside manner. She traveled 
thousands of miles each year to speak about the importance of early detection of birth defects. In 1972, she and 
Joan Beck co-authored Is My Baby All Right? Apgar published over 60 scientific articles and numerous shorter essays 
for newspapers and magazines.  

Apgar traveled with her violin, often playing in amateur chamber quartets, and made several stringed instruments. 
She was an enthusiastic gardener, and enjoyed fly-fishing, golfing, and stamp collecting. In her fifties, Apgar took 
flying lessons. Throughout her career, Apgar maintained that “women are liberated from the time they leave the 
womb.” Although, for the most part, she avoided women’s organizations and causes, she sometimes privately 
expressed her frustration with gender inequalities (especially in salaries). Apgar never retired, and remained active 
until shortly before her death on August 7, 1974. She was honored with a commemorative U.S. postage stamp in 
1994, and was inducted into the National Women's Hall of Fame in 1995. 

Source: “Changing the Face of Medicine: Celebrating America’s Women Physicians,” an exhibition of the National Library of 
Medicine, posted on the National Institutes of Health website. 

         Submitted by: The Rev. Katherine A. Salisbury 
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Bella Savitzky Abzug (1920–1998) 

U.S. Representative, Leader of the Women’s Movement, Social Activist 
Bella Savitzky Abzug, feminist and civil rights advocate, embodied many Americans’ 
discontent with the political establishment in the tumultuous Vietnam War era. In 
1971, Bella Abzug joined other leading feminists such as Gloria Steinem, Shirley 
Chisholm, and Betty Friedan to found the National Women's Political Caucus. She 
was an outspoken advocate of liberal causes, including the failed Equal Rights 
Amendment and opposition to the Vietnam War. She was one of the first members 
of Congress to support gay rights. Despite serving in Congress for only three terms, 
1971-1977, Bella Abzug’s political flair and unwavering determination helped inspire 
an entire generation of women and created a new model for future Congresswomen. 

Born in 1920 of Russian Jewish immigrant parents in Manhattan, she graduated from 
Walton High School, Hunter College of CUNY, Columbia University, obtaining a 
law degree (1944), and pursued post-graduate work at the Jewish Theological 
Seminary of America. She became an attorney in the 1940s, a time when very few 
women practiced law. For two decades, she practiced law on behalf of people whom 
the existing legal and social structures bypassed, including civil rights cases in the South. In 1944, Bella Savitzky 
married Martin Abzug, a novelist and stockbroker. They raised two children and remained married until his death in 
1986. 

President Jimmy Carter named Bella Abzug the co-chair of the National Advisory Committee on Women in 1978, 
though she later was replaced when she criticized the administration’s economic policies. New York Mayor David 
Dinkins appointed her to chair his Commission on the Status of Women from 1993 to 1995. She was inducted into 
the Women’s Hall of Fame and was the recipient of numerous prestigious national and international awards. A year 
before her death, she received the highest civilian recognition and honor at the U.N., the Blue Beret Peacekeepers 
Award. Bella Abzug died in New York City on March 31, 1998. 

Source: “History, Art and Archives” of the U.S. House of Representatives website and from Wikipedia. 

           Submitted by: Alfred Kohler 

Dr. Patricia Bath (1943–) 

Groundbreaking African-American Ophthalmologist, Inventor and Academic 

Cataract surgery is a procedure that many, if not most, older adults will 
have eventually to prevent blindness. The procedure has been improved 
dramatically over the years and is now performed more accurately and 
easily by laser techniques that were invented by an African-American 
woman ophthalmologist, Dr. Patricia Bath, between 1986 and 1988. She 
did research in the laboratory of Dr. Daniele Aron-Rosa, a pioneer 
researcher in lasers and ophthalmology at Rothschilde Eye Institute of 
Paris and then at the Laser Medical Center in Berlin. She was able to 
begin early studies in laser cataract surgery, including her first experiment 
with excimer laser photoablation using human eye-bank eyes. 

Dr. Patricia Bath was born in Harlem on November 4, 1942. Her parents were Gladys and Rupert Bath, who 
encouraged her academic curiosity and interests from her early years. Her father, an immigrant from Trinidad, was 
the first black motorman for the New York Transit Authority. She received a B.S. in Chemistry from Hunter 
College and from Howard University with a Medical Degree. Based on her observations at Harlem Hospital, she 
wrote about the higher prevalence of blindness among blacks in poorer areas of the United States as well as in 
“third-world” countries. 
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Dr. Bath is the first African-American woman doctor to receive a patent for a medical purpose. Her Laserphaco 
Probe quickly and painlessly dissolves the cataract with a laser, irrigates and cleans the eye, and permits the easy 
insertion of a new lens. It is used internationally to treat the disease. Dr. Bath has continued to improve the device 
and has successfully restored vision to people who have been unable to see for decades. She also holds five patents 
for medical purposes, including one in 2000 for a method using pulsed ultrasound to remove cataracts and in 2003, 
a patent for combining laser and ultrasound to remove cataracts. 

Dr. Bath was the first woman member of the Jules Stein Eye Institute at UCLA; the first woman to lead a post-
graduate training program in ophthalmologic blindness among black people as well as in the higher rate of glaucoma 
as a cause of blindness. Her research motivated her to pioneer the worldwide discipline of community 
ophthalmology in 1976 after observations of epidemic rates of blindness in under-served populations in urban 
areas. She was first woman elected to the honorary staff of the UCLA Medical Center, the first African-American to 
serve as a resident in ophthalmology at New York University, as well as the first black woman to serve on staff as a 
surgeon at the UCLA Medical Center. Dr. Bath founded the non-profit American Institute for the Prevention of 
Blindness in Washington, D.C. She also served as a Visiting Professor at centers of excellence in France, England, 
and Germany. 

Source: Wikipedia and blackpast.org       Submitted by: Winifred Murtaugh 

Margaret Heafield Hamilton (1936–) 

American Computer Scientist, NASA Software Engineer 

As the Director of the Software Engineering Division of the MIT 
Instrumentation Laboratory, which developed on-board flight software 
for the Apollo space program, Margaret Heafield Hamilton is credited 
with coining the term “software engineering.” 

After earning a B.A. in mathematics with a minor in philosophy from 
Earlham College in 1958, she briefly taught high school mathematics and 
French upon graduation in order to support her husband while he worked 
on his undergraduate degree at Harvard, and later did her graduate study 
in abstract mathematics at Brandeis University. She cites a female math 
professor as helping her desire to pursue abstract mathematics. She had 
other inspirations outside the technological world, including her father, 
the philosopher and poet, and her grandfather, a school headmaster and 
Quaker Minister.  

From 1961 to 1963, she worked on the Semi-Automatic Ground Environment (SAGE) Project at Lincoln Lab, 
where she was one of the programmers who wrote software for the first computer to search for unfriendly aircraft; 
she also wrote software for the Air Force Cambridge Research Laboratories. SAGE was an extension of Project 
Whirlwind, started by MIT, to create a computer system that could predict weather systems and track their 
movements through simulators; SAGE was soon developed for military use in anti-aircraft air defense from 
potential Soviet attacks during the Cold War. Hamilton said, “What they used to do when you came into this 
organization as a beginner, was to assign you this program which nobody was able to ever figure out or get to run. 
When I was the beginner they gave it to me as well. And what happened was it was tricky programming, and the 
person who wrote it took delight in the fact that all of his comments were in Greek and Latin. So I was assigned 
this program and I actually got it to work. It even printed out its answers in Latin and Greek. I was the first one to 
get it to work.” 

Hamilton then joined the Charles Stark Draper Laboratory at MIT, which at the time was working on the Apollo 
space mission. She eventually led a team credited with developing the software for Apollo and Skylab. Hamilton's 
team was responsible for developing in-flight software, which included algorithms designed by various senior 
scientists for the Apollo command module, lunar lander, and the subsequent Skylab. She worked to gain hands-on 
experience during a time when computer science courses were uncommon and software engineering courses did not 
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exist. Her team’s system-software error detection and recovery techniques allowed the crew of Apollo 11 to correct 
an “abort landing” scenario that had arisen on the Lunar lander in order to walk on the moon on July 16, 1969. 

Hamilton went on to develop several other software methodologies for both military and civilian use, and in 1986, 
received the Augusta Ada Lovelace Award by the Association for Women in Computing. In 2016, she received the 
Presidential Medal of Freedom from Barack Obama, the highest civilian honor in the United States.  

Source: Wikipedia and nasa.gov. The image used shows her with the code she wrote by hand that helped take humanity to the moon.  

                           Submitted by: Terry Randazzo 
 

Frances Ellen Watkins Harper (1825–1911) 
Poet, Novelist, Suffragist, Activist for African-American and Women’s Rights 

Frances Ellen Watkins Harper was the daughter of free black parents. Born in 
Baltimore, Maryland, in 1825, her first book of poems, Forest Leaves, appeared around 
1845, making her a published poet at 25 years of age. Recently, Brent Staples, in a New 
York Times Op-Ed (February 3, 2019), concentrated on her achievements for the 
abolition of slavery while she helped slaves escape through the Underground Railroad 
and on her work with the white suffragists as a founding member of the American 
Equal Rights Association in 1866. She was keenly aware that the definition of 
“women” in this movement did not include black women, arguing that African-
American women were first Black and had to wait for full emancipation. At the 1866 
meeting in New York, Harper told the audience that the “fates of black and white, 
rich and poor were all bound together.” Staples writes that because of her strong 
language in defining the era’s struggles for equality, Frances Ellen Watkins Harper’s 
role has not been acknowledged very strongly in the history of women’s suffrage. 

This remembrance emphasizes that Frances E.W. Harper was a polished and widely 
read poet in her time. After the publication of Forest Leaves in 1845, she published Poems on Miscellaneous Subjects in 
1854, a collection reprinted 20 times. Sketches of Southern Life, chronicling Reconstruction, appeared in 1872, The 
Martyrs of Alabama and Other Poems in 1892. The Sparrow’s Fall and Other Poems followed in 1894, and Atlanta Offering in 
1895. Her novel, Iola Leroy, appeared in 1892, and when her short story, “The Two Offers,” appeared in 1859, 
Frances Ellen Watkins Harper became to first African-American woman to have a short story published. Her poem, 
“Bury Me in a Free Land,” was chosen as Poem of the Week in The Guardian, February 27, 2017. 

Frances E.W. Harper married Fenton Harper in 1860 and withdrew from both the writing life and public life. She 
returned to both after his death in 1864 as the dates of her published work listed above demonstrate. In 1896, she 
founded The National Association of Colored Women with Ida Wells-Barnett, Harriet Tubman and several others. 
She died on February 22, 1911, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and is buried at Eden Cemetery. 

Source: Brent Staples, The New York Times, February 2019; The Guardian, 2017; The Poetry Foundation.   

                    Submitted by: Jacqueline de Weever  
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The Rev. Dr. Rena Joyce Weller Karefa-Smart (1921–2019)  

First Black Woman Graduate of Yale Divinity School, Ecumenical Leader 

The Rev. Dr. Rena Joyce Weller Karefa-Smart, who died on January 9, 2019, was 
the first black woman to graduate from Yale Divinity School and was a leader in 
the international movement to bring churches closer together. In addition to her 
achievement at Yale — from which she graduated in 1945, when black women on 
any college campus were extremely rare — Dr. Karefa-Smart was the first black 
woman to earn a doctor of theology degree from Harvard Divinity School, in 
1976. She was also the first female professor of any color to receive tenure at 
Howard University School of Divinity, in 1979. 

Rena Joyce Weller was born on March 2, 1921, in Bridgeport, Connecticut. Her 
father, Sailsman William Weller, a Jamaican immigrant, was an ordained A.M.E. 
Zion minister. Her mother, Rosa Lee (Lawry) Weller, was something of a role 
model. The daughter of Fannie M. Lawry, who had been born into slavery, Rosa 
Lee graduated from the historically black Benedict College in Columbia, South 
Carolina. 

Dr. Karefa-Smart received a bachelor’s degree in education in 1940 from Teachers 
College of Connecticut (now Central Connecticut State University), followed by a 
master’s degree in religious education from Drew Theological Seminary in New Jersey in 1942. She then taught for 
two years at Hood Theological Seminary in North Carolina. From there she went to Yale Divinity School, where 
she earned a bachelor of divinity degree. Her principal professor was H. Richard Niebuhr, the brother of Reinhold 
Niebuhr, both prominent theologians. It was at Yale that she encountered institutional racial discrimination: because 
she was black, she was not allowed to live on campus and had to stay in a boardinghouse, which made it harder for 
her to feel a sense of belonging. 

After Yale, her career was shaped largely by that of her husband, Dr. John Albert Musselman Karefa-Smart, whom 
she married in 1948. A medical doctor and minister from Sierra Leone, he went on to become a prominent 
diplomat and politician. He helped bring about Sierra Leone’s independence from Britain in 1961, served as the 
country’s first foreign minister and led its delegation to the United Nations. The fact that the couple lived for many 
years in Africa and Europe accounts for the 30-year gap between her degrees from Yale and Harvard. 

Dr. Karefa-Smart was constantly on the move with her husband, taking up causes in each new location. While in 
Sierra Leone Dr. Karefa-Smart developed empowerment groups for women, teaching them about family planning 
and how to earn an income. In Geneva she was active in the World Council of Churches and helped create the 
Program to Combat Racism, aimed at pressuring South Africa to dismantle its apartheid system. Her husband’s 
standing in Sierra Leone rose and fell depending on the government in power. In 1970, he was detained as a 
political prisoner; after his release in 1971, he came to the United States and taught at the Harvard School of Public 
Health. She enrolled at Harvard Divinity School and received her doctorate in theology in 1976 — on the same day 
that their daughter Suzanne received her undergraduate diploma from Harvard. 

She and her husband wrote a book, The Halting Kingdom: Christianity and the African Revolution (1959). She also raised 
their three children. Her husband died in 2010. Dr. Karefa-Smart was ordained as an Episcopal priest and as a 
minister in the A.M.E. Zion Church. She attended the first Assembly of the World Council of Churches and was an 
ecumenical officer for the Episcopal Diocese of Washington and an associate of the Center for Theology and 
Public Policy there. She was also affiliated with Wellesley College, Boston University and Princeton Theological 
Seminary. 

Source: obituary in The New York Times by Katharine Q. Seelye, February 1, 2019 

                Submitted by: The Rev. John E. Denaro 
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Sybil Ludington (1761–1839)  

Heroine of the American Revolutionary War 
Growing up in New England, much of our U.S. history curriculum involved the 
American Revolution, and yet, I had never heard about Sybil Ludington, a 
woman who, at the age of 16, rode on horseback 40 miles through Putnam 
County, New York, to warn residents of an upcoming British Army attack. I 
first learned about Sybil Ludington from a rebroadcast of “Drunk History” on 
the History Channel. 

Sybil Ludington was the oldest of 12 children born to Abigail Knowles and 
Henry Ludington. She was born in what is now Kent, New York, in 1761. The 
Ludington family owned a large amount of land in Dutchess County, and were 
prominent members of the community. 

Ludington’s ride, and others who traveled at night to warn the Continental 
Army of the British Army’s movements during the Revolutionary War, did not 
receive the same attention as the more famous activities of Paul Revere. Revere 
was specifically immortalized in Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s poem, “Paul 
Revere’s Ride,” published in 1861. Not much was written about other riders, 

including Ludington, after independence. It was her great-grandson who first wrote down these family stories in the 
1880s. These stories were then published in a book by a local New York historian, Martha Lamb.  

After the Revolution, Ludington married Edmond Ogden and lived in Catskill, New York until her death in 1839 at 
the age of 77. 

Source: Wikipedia. Statue of Sybil Ludington in Carmel, New York, by Anna Hyatt Huntington, 1961. 

              Submitted by: Colleen Heemeyer 

El Saadawi  (1931–)  

Egyptian Feminist, Physician and Psychiatrist  

 “Danger has been a part of my life ever since I picked up a pen and wrote. 

Nothing is more perilous than the truth in a world that lies.” 

Nawal El Saadawi is an Egyptian feminist who is a physician and a 

psychiatrist. She has dedicated her life to the political and sexual 

rights of women and has written over 50 books that have been 

published in 20 languages. She was born in 1931 in the rural 

Egyptian village Katr Tahla. Saadawi, and despite coming from a 

progressive family, was forced to undergo genital circumcision, a 

procedure dictated by tradition in her village. She managed to avoid 

an early marriage at age 10 by discoloring her teeth. With her father’s 

encouragement, she went on to be educated at Cairo University and graduated as a doctor in 1955. Working in rural 

villages in Egypt, Sadaawi observed the problems women in the villages faced including cultural practices, 

patriarchal systems in place as well as class oppression, and how these women were physically and psychologically 

affected by their environment.  

Saadawi was a physician at Cairo University from 1955 to1965 and from 1966 to1972 and was the Director of the 

Ministry of Health in Cairo. In 1968, she founded Health magazine. The magazine was shut down by the Egyptian 

authorities after just a couple of years in publication. In 1969, Women and Sex was published. Her writing confronts 

various aggressions against women’s bodies, including female circumcision. This book became a foundational text 
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for second wave feminists and solidified her position as the Arab world’s leading feminist. Due to Saadawi’s politics 

and the publication of this book, she was fired from her position as Director.  

Woman at Point Zero, a novel, was published in 1975, using Saadawi’s correspondence with a prisoner on death row. 

The story reveals one woman’s story of her frustration, lack of real power and the murder she commits as a result.  

Sadaawi was again in trouble in 1981 after publishing the feminist magazine Confrontation. She was imprisoned by 

then president Anwar Sadat and released later the same year after Sadat’s assassination. During her imprisonment, 

Sadaawi began working on her book Memoirs of the Women’s Prison, which was written in secret and on toilet paper. 

Sadaawi’s life was threatened by Islamist extremists in 1988, and she fled Egypt. She had been offered teaching 

positions at Duke University and the University of Washington. She stayed on in the U.S. until 1996. She had held 

teaching positions at Harvard, Yale, Columbia, Georgetown, University of California (Berkeley), and Florida State. 

She has also taught at Cairo University and the Sorbonne. She continues to write, to be an activist and a lecturer 

around the world.  

Source: Wikipedia, Refinery 29, The Guardian      Submitted by: Lauren Bakoian 

Margaret Chase Smith (1897–1995) 

U.S. Representative, U.S. Senator, Staunch Independent 

Margaret Chase Smith was born in Skowhegan, Maine, in 1897. She died 

there in 1995. She was the first woman to serve in both the U.S. House of 

Representatives and the U.S. Senate; for much of her time in the Senate 

she was the only woman. A Republican, she stood for her husband’s seat 

in the House in 1940 when he died of heart disease. In 1947, the senior 

Senator from Maine, Wallace White, announced he would not stand for 

re-election, and Representative Smith ran for the seat, which she won 

handily. She served in the Senate through 1972. 

While in the House, Margaret was a member of the Armed Services 
Committee and worked to gain stronger status for women serving in the 
military and added funding for the shipbuilding industry important in her 
district. She also supported old-age pensions and other benefits. Some of 
her votes went against official Republican positions, and in fact, when she 
ran for the Senate, the party leadership did not support her candidacy. 
But, as noted, she was so popular in Maine that she won the 1948 
election easily, with 71% of the vote. 
 
Certainly Margaret Chase Smith is well known for her long years in the 

Senate so she is hardly “unsung.” But we include her among our Unsung Heroines to highlight a specific feature of 
her character: her staunch but considered independence, which she sustained throughout her time in the Senate. She 
got started early in her tenure, in the middle of 1950. Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin had begun a long 
period of strong criticism of government officials and others he claimed were actually communists; it was a period 
often called the “Red Scare,” featuring deep-seated concerns about the Soviet Union and its potential attacks against 
Western nations. McCarthy was also a Republican, so it was no minor statement for another Republican, much less 
a freshman Senator – and a woman, to boot – to criticize him. Attitudes toward McCarthy changed dramatically as 
time went on, but in the beginning, Margaret Chase Smith was quite alone and quite courageous. 

It was June 1, 1950, when she rose on the floor of the Senate: 

“Mr. President” she began, “I would like to speak briefly and simply about a serious national 
condition....The United States Senate has long enjoyed worldwide respect as the greatest 



16 
 

deliberative body....But recently that deliberative character has...been debased to...a forum of hate 
and character assassination.” In her 15-minute address, delivered as McCarthy looked on, Smith 
endorsed every American’s right to criticize, to protest, and to hold unpopular beliefs. “Freedom 
of speech is not what it used to be in America,” she complained. “It has been so abused by some 
that it is not exercised by others.” She asked her fellow Republicans not to ride to political victory 
on the “Four Horsemen of Calumny–Fear, Ignorance, Bigotry, and Smear.” As she concluded, 
Smith introduced a statement signed by herself and six other Republican senators–her “Declaration 
of Conscience” Note that she did not mention McCarthy by name, but everyone knew who she 
meant. (Robert C. Byrd, The Senate, 1789-1989: Classic Speeches, 1830-1993. Government Printing Office, 1994, as 

posted on the U.S. Senate website.) 

Criticism of her was loud and strongly worded. McCarthy called her and the signatories of her Declaration “Snow 
White and the Six Dwarfs.” Press reports accused her of being a communist sympathizer. But she hung on even as 
McCarthy went on to act in more and more extremist ways. He was censured in 1954. Senator Smith maintained her 
posture and went even so far as to become the first woman nominated for President at a National Convention in 
1964, when she lost the nomination to Barry Goldwater. 

She was defeated for reelection in 1972 and retired to Skowhegan. She was awarded the Presidential Medal of 
Freedom in 1989. 

The image of Margaret Chase Smith is an official Senate painting, It was completed in 2005 by Ronald Frontin, a well-known artist of 
people and scenery in Maine. Senate leadership from both parties in the early 2000s was concerned that artwork around the Senate had 
few scenes involving women and they quickly came to the decision that Margaret Chase Smith was quite suitable to help fill that gap. 
Frontin examined other pictures of her and talked to friends and relatives to get a stronger grasp of her character, which is indeed reflected 
in this portrait. 

                                 Submitted by: Carol Stone 
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 HONORABLE MENTIONS  
 

 

Julie Yip-Williams (1976–2018) 
Author, St. Ann’s Parishioner 
Julie Yip-Williams, her husband, Josh, and their daughters, Mia and Belle, 
joined the St. Ann's community in 2014, shortly after Julie was diagnosed 
with stage four colon cancer. In the final years of her life, Julie maintained 
an unflinching blog reflecting on her treatment and her extraordinary life, 
which began with being born blind in Viet Nam. Julie's work was published 
posthumously in book form (The Unwinding of the Miracle: Random 
House) and in a matter of weeks has reached the New York Times bestseller 
list. Our faith community has been profoundly blessed by Julie and her 
family's presence among us. 

 

 

 

Mona Hanna-Attisha, MD (1976–) 

Pediatrician, Professor, Public Health Advocate 
Born in England in 1976, Mona Hanna-Attisha is a pediatrician at Hurley Medical 

Center and a professor at Michigan State University. The daughter of Iraqi scientists 

who fled during Saddam Hussein’s regime, she grew up in Royal Oak, Michigan. Dr. 

Hanna-Attisha became a “whistleblower” on September 24, 2015, when she called a 

press conference revealing to the public that since the city switched the source of its  

water from the Detroit River to the Flint River in April of 2014, the blood lead levels 

of Flint’s children had doubled. She testified twice before Congress and was partly 

responsible for an allocation $100 million in federal funds, plus another $250 million 

in state funds to address the crisis. The governor appointed Dr. Hanna-Attisha to 

three public health commissions as a result of her efforts.   

Source: Wikipedia, The New York Times 
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The following heroines have been honored by St. Ann & the Holy Trinity, and we offer them our profound thanks. 

 
 
2016 
Egeria, Pilgrim 4th Century 
Augusta Savage, Artist (1892-1962) 
Frances Kroll Ring, Editor (1916-2015) 
Ilse Frank Gropius, Author and Photographer 
(1897-1983) 
Lady Deborah Moody, Village Founder (1586-1659) 
Alice Kober, Decoder of the Minoan Language  
(1906-1950) 
Clara Lemlich, Union Organizer (1886-1982) 
Frances Oldham Kelsey, Physician and Researcher 
(1914-2015) 
Clara Driscoll, Designer at Tiffany Studios (1861-1944) 
Claudette Colvin, Civil Rights Activist (1939-) 
Patricia C. Jordan, Housing Activist (1941-) 
Emily Warren Roebling, Engineer (1843-1903) 
Beate Sirota Gordon, Equal Rights Activist (1923-2012) 
Maurine Haver, CEO (1945-) 
Belva Ann Lockwood, Attorney, Politician, Activist 
(1830-1917) 
Judge Judith Kaye, Chief Judge, NY State (1939-2016) 
Aleen Isobel Cust, First Female Veterinary Surgeon 
(1868-1937) 

2017 
Evelyn Underhill, Novelist and Poet (1875-1941) 
Florence Li Tim-Oi, Priest (1907-1992) 
Jeannette Rankin, Congresswoman (1880-1973) 
Brenda Barnes, CEO (1953-2017) 
Victoria Woodhull, Political Leader (1838-1927) 
Esther Hobart Morris, Businesswoman (1814-1902) 
Inez Milholland, Suffragist, Labor Lawyer, Journalist 
(1886-1916) 
Vera Rubin, Astrophysicist, Astronomer (1928-2016) 
Buchi Emecheta, Novelist (1944-2017) 
P*R*A*Y*, Graffiti Artist 
Sister Rosetta Sharpe, Gospel Singer (1915-1973) 
Frances Perkins, Sociologist, Politician (1880-1965) 
Jovita Idár, Journalist (1885-1946) 
Hildreth Meière, Artist (1892-1961) 
Cathay Williams, Military Servicewoman (1844-1892) 
Elizabeth Schuyler Hamilton, Philantrhopist (1757-1854) 
Angelica Schuyler Church, (1756-1814) 
Mariela Castro, Politician, LGBT activist (1962-) 

2018 
Ann Sands, Journalist, Church Founder, Public Education Activist (1761-1851) 
Jarena Lee, First Woman Preacher, AME Church (1783-1864) 
Pauli Murray, Priest, Women’s Rights Activist, Civil Rights Lawyer (1910-1985) 
Sylvia Mendez, Civil Rights Activist (1936-) 
Barbara Rose Johns, Student Activist, Civil Rights Pioneer (1935-1991) 
Eliza Matilda Chandler White, Abolitionist, Activist (1831-1907) 
Asma Jahangir, Human Rights Activist (1952-2018) 
Grace Brewster Murray Hopper, Mathematician, Pioneer Programmer, Naval Officer (1909-1992) 
Christine von Wedemeyer Beshar, Lawyer and Workplace Childcare Pioneer (1929-2018) 
August Ada Byron–Countess of Lovelace, Mathematician & Writer (1815-1852)    
Suzan Rose Benedict, Pioneer Ph.D. in Mathematics (1873-1942) 
Nellie Bly, Journalist, Industrialist (1864-1922) 
Rev. Barbara Clementine Harris, First Woman Bishop in the Anglican Communion (1930-) 
Gladys Mae West, Mathematician (1931-) 
Carmen Yulin Cruz, Mayor of San Juan, Puerto Rico (1963-) 
Florence Beatrice Price, Composer (1887-1953) 
Alice Augusta Ball, Chemist (1892-1916) 
Mathilde Krim, AIDS Researcher and Activist (1926-2018) 
Frances Glessner Lee, Forensic Scientist and Artist (1878-1962) 
Marjory Stoneman Douglas, Journalist, Author, Women’s Suffrage Advocate, Conservationist (1890–1998)      
  
 
 
 

Please consider making a freewill donation to support this and other community events  

sponsored by St. Ann & the Holy Trinity Episcopal Church. 
 


