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This little book is dedicated to anyone who's ever been told they're too much of something – "too fat", "too flat", "too dark", "too loud" – or made to feel "not good enough".


 


Also, to my beautiful little sisters and princesses: Angelic Afiya, Powerful Parice, Radiant Rubey and Kick-ass Koko.


 



And last, but never least, my mum – an extraordinary wonder woman who made the world a better place just by being in it. Rest in peace angel; you are forever my number one inspiration.













INTRODUCTION


 


Being a woman isn't easy. Throughout history, we've had a patriarchal ceiling imposed upon us, yet century by century we've continued to kick ass, break down boundaries and shun suppressive stereotypes. 




  In this book you'll find the stories of 38 wonderful women of colour. Women who have had to fight to be heard. To vote. To work. To learn. To love. To be independent. To have the power to say "no". To change perceptions. To pave the way for future generations. 




  None of these amazing women look the same and they all have their own unique stories. But every one is beautiful, brave and brilliant. Just like you. 




  So, next time the world tries to put you down, let these stories be a reminder that you are strong, you are powerful, you are worthy. And you got this.




  Let's keep changing the world and making history, together. 
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ALICE WALKER




 



1944-PRESENT




 


HER SUPERPOWERS: 


 


Writer and womanist, award winner and activist, it's the amazing Alice Walker.









HER INCREDIBLE STORY


Her book The Color Purple has been described as one of the best-loved novels of all time. But what's the story behind the author?




  Alice Walker grew up in Georgia. She was blinded in one eye at a young age by a BB gun, but this didn't stop her love of reading and writing. She secured a place at the only high school open to black people in her area and graduated with the highest ranking in her class. Her academic excellence landed her a scholarship to study at a nearby college. 




  She continued to excel academically but the college years weren't perfect for Alice. She fell pregnant in her senior year and felt lost, confused and suicidal. As such, she decided to have an abortion – something that left her suffering from ongoing anxiety and depression. 




  In 1965, Alice graduated from college and also met her first husband, Melvyn Rosenman Leventhal, a Jewish civil rights lawyer. They relocated to Jackson and became the first interracial couple to be legally married in Mississippi, where they had a daughter named Rachel. Married life wasn't all butterflies and bliss though – the couple were continually threatened and harassed by small-minded folk, including the Ku Klux Klan.




  After graduating, Walker went on to work for the NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of Colored People) and teach a Black Women's Writers course. She wrote the bestselling novel The Color Purple in a year, living in a rented house with just "one big room and a mattress on the floor". It was published in 1982 and won a Pulitzer Prize the next year, making Alice Walker the first black woman to win this award. Hoorah! For anyone who hasn't read it, it's a complete classic. The beautifully written story focuses on strong female characters dealing with the daily struggles and oppression of 1930s southern America. As well as race, it openly explores sexuality; two of the main female characters fall deeply in love. Alice Walker herself identifies as bisexual and had a relationship with Tracy Chapman in 1990, which she describes as "delicious, lovely and wonderful". The novel was made into both a musical and award-winning film, produced by Steven Spielberg and starring Oprah Winfrey and Whoopi Goldberg. 




  Nowadays, this queen continues to be a devout activist (and kick-ass writer). She's campaigned for women's rights and against female genital mutilation and the blockade of Gaza. What a woman.











HER AWESOME ACHIEVEMENTS




	First black woman to receive a Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1983





	Coined the word "womanist" meaning "a black feminist or feminist of colour" in 1983.





	Awarded the LennonOno Grant for Peace in 2010.





	Inducted into the California Hall of Fame in  2003.












"I WAS ORDERED IMMEDIATELY TO THE BACK OF THE BUS BECAUSE A WHITE WOMAN COMPLAINED TO THE WHITE BUS DRIVER... I HAD BEEN WRITING POETRY SINCE I WAS NINE, BUT I REALIZED THEN I WOULD NEVER HAVE THE LUXURY OF ONLY WRITING POETRY; THAT I WOULD HAVE TO BE POLITICALLY ACTIVE TO ACHIEVE ENOUGH FREEDOM TO WRITE AT ALL."
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ARETHA FRANKLIN




 



1942-2018




 


HER SUPERPOWERS: 


 


Described by Bill Clinton as "bringing sunshine to a rainy day and tenderness to a hardened heart", Aretha Franklin was a soul superstar, a feminist icon who left a powerful legacy.









HER INCREDIBLE STORY


Aretha Franklin sang from the heart into the hearts of others. Her hits earned her the title of the Queen of Soul and, beyond the bouffant and uplifting dance moves, were filled with strong and empowering messages. "Think", "Sisters are Doing it for Themselves" and "Respect" are all calls to ladies to come together, realize their worth and demand respect. 




  Aretha was born in Memphis, Tennessee in 1942 to a Baptist minister father and piano-playing vocalist mother. At just 14, she recorded her first gospel collection in her father's church. 




  Fame came quickly and five years later, Aretha signed to Columbia Records. She had a number of minor hits with the label and married her manager that same year. It wasn't until Aretha joined Atlantic Records in 1967, however, that her success exploded. She was invited to the reputable FAME Studios to record but the experience didn't go as smoothly as her beautiful voice. Her husband (and manager), Ted White, didn't see eye to eye with the owner of the studios, Rick Hall, and Aretha found herself caught in the middle of a heated argument while trying to record her first album. She didn't let it stop her. In that session, she recorded one of the biggest hits of her career, "I Never Loved a Man the Way I Love You". She was honoured with a day named after her by long-standing friend, Martin Luther King, that same year.




  It wasn't long before Aretha's soulful music started a movement. Her cover of Otis Redding's "Respect" fast became an anthem for civil rights and feminism in the late 1960s. Women who'd felt oppressed and stereotyped for years were suddenly standing up together against huge issues like domestic abuse, fair pay and abortion rights. They were, indeed, demanding some well-deserved R.E.S.P.E.C.T. 




  She separated from Ted White in 1969 and stepped up her civil rights activism. Aretha funded numerous protests and rallies and used her lyrics to tell a story of oppression and hope. In 1972, she released two powerful albums, Young and Gifted and Black and the double-platinum Amazing Grace, which became the biggest selling album of her career.




  From gospel to soul, Aretha's vocal performances continued to wow audiences until the day she died. And when she passed away from cancer in the summer of 2018, people across the world – from Barack Obama to Stevie Wonder – shared amazing stories of admiration and tribute. Barbra Streisand said, "It's difficult to conceive of a world without her. Not only was she a uniquely brilliant singer, but her commitment to civil rights made an indelible impact on the world."




  The one and only Queen of Soul will be sorely missed but never forgotten in our hearts and playlists. 











HER AWESOME ACHIEVEMENTS




	Achieved 17 Top Ten US Chart Hits.





	Won 18 Grammy Awards.





	Sang at Barack Obama's inauguration.





	Given an award by Martin Luther King.





	Youngest person ever to receive the Kennedy Center Honors.












"DON'T SAY ARETHA IS MAKING A COMEBACK, BECAUSE I'VE NEVER BEEN AWAY!"









"NEVER ANSWER TO A HAND CLAP, A WHISTLE OR SOMEONE SNAPPING THEIR FINGERS AT YOU. YOU ARE NOT A DOG."




[image: ]



BESSIE COLEMAN




 



1892-1926




 


HER SUPERPOWERS: 


 


The sky most certainly wasn't the limit for Bessie Coleman, the first African-American female pilot.









HER INCREDIBLE STORY


Becoming a pilot is no mean feat. It takes years of training, learning and proving yourself. So you can imagine how challenging it must have been for a young black woman back in the early 1900s.




  These odds didn't stop young Bessie Coleman from following her dream. She grew up in a segregated small town in Texas where most of her home life was spent handwashing clothes, fetching clean water or walking 6.5 km (4 miles) back and forth to school every day. At 12 years old, Bessie received a scholarship to study at the Missionary Baptist School. This gave her a taste for education and, at 18, she took all the money she'd saved up from cotton work and went off to university. She was there a term before her money ran out and she had to return home. But Bessie knew it wouldn't be this way forever.




  Bored of living in a small town, Bessie decided to move to Chicago, where her brothers lived. They had just returned from the First World War and were full of stories of France and how women could fly there. Working as a manicurist in a barber's shop at the time, Bessie's mind was opened – she found herself dreaming of being able to fly planes and add some adventure to her life. So she applied to every flying school she could find. They all rejected her, as American flight schools didn't allow women – or black people – in at the time. Never one to give up, Bessie signed up for French lessons and then moved to Paris just months later.




  She enrolled in a French flying school and completed the ten-month pilot's course in just seven months. And in 1921, Bessie became the first African-American woman to receive a pilot's licence. She specialized in stunt flying and her air shows drew crowds far and wide. She soon became an international celebrity.




  Bessie used her platform to stand up against discrimination. She had big dreams to open her own flying school for other women of colour. But when rehearsing for an air show in 1926, she was thrown tragically from her plane due to a mechanical fault and died instantly – at just 34 years old. 




  Gone but far, far from forgotten, Bessie's legacy lives on. Today, scholarships are given out in her honour and flying clubs founded in her name to promote diversity in aviation. Her tenacity and refusal to give up has flown the flag for many other women of colour to reach for their dreams. Thank you, Queen Bess.











HER AWESOME ACHIEVEMENTS




	First African-American woman to receive an international pilot's licence.





	Several Bessie Coleman Scholarship Awards have been given out in her memory.





	Inducted into the National Aviation Hall of Fame in 2006.





	In 2015, Orlando (where Bessie died) renamed West Washington Street "Bessie Coleman Street" to honour her.













"THE AIR IS THE ONLY PLACE FREE FROM PREJUDICES."











"I KNEW WE HAD NO AVIATORS... AND I KNEW THAT RACE NEEDED TO BE REPRESENTED... SO I THOUGHT IT MY DUTY TO RISK MY LIFE TO LEARN AVIATION."
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BEYONCÉ


 



1981-PRESENT




 


HER SUPERPOWERS:


 


The world's seen her grow – and glow – from Destiny's Child to Dream Girl to wife, mother and political activist. And there are oh-so-many beautiful reasons to adore Beyoncé.









HER INCREDIBLE STORY


Queen Bey. She's known for her fierce outfits, killer choreography and selling out stadiums worldwide. But there's a lot more to this mega-babe than her killer moves.




  Beyoncé Giselle Knowles was at a dance class when her singing talent was first discovered. Her instructor started humming a song and she finished it off, high notes and all. Shortly after, she met Kelly Rowland, LeToya Luckett and LaTavia Roberson and started the group Girl's Tyme. They competed in Star Search (an old X Factor-like show). Although they didn't win, it boosted their profile and Beyoncé's father, Mathew Knowles, gave up his job to manage the group. 




  By 1999, they'd changed their name to Destiny's Child, signed a record deal, sold over eight million album copies and won two Grammys. But Bey grew depressed. The band dynamics hit tough times and LeToya and LaTavia were replaced by Michelle Williams and Farrah Franklin. Bey's mother, Tina, helped her overcome depression and Destiny's Child went on to be one of the best-selling groups of all time.
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