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DEDICATION

To the grandchildren and great-grandchildren of Dorothy Lavern Crump Roebuck Bell







“Language and how we use language determines how we act, and how we act then determines our lives and other people’s lives.”

– NTOZAKE SHANGE (born October 18, 1948, died October 27, 2018), poet, playwright, activist, and author

“DREAM THE WORLD AS IT OUGHT TO BE.”

– TONI MORRISON (born February 18, 1931, died August 5, 2019), writer, editor, professor, and author










INTRODUCTION

Boundary-breaking, bar-raising, world-changing…

There are millions of girls around the world who possess extraordinary beauty and spirit, accomplishing things we never imagined—and sometimes in the toughest of circumstances. Many come from families and communities without the means to encourage or support their hopes and dreams. History has recorded countless times when Black women and girls made a way out of no way. Think of Harriet Tubman, an enslaved woman who liberated herself and hundreds of others and then helped the country win a war to end slavery.

What is it, that special thing we have? CaShawn Thompson called it our magic; she created the hashtag #BlackGirlsAreMagic and put the phrase on a T-shirt. Beverly Bond, a DJ and producer, came up with the phrase Black Girls Rock! as an “affirmation… that our young women need to hear today.” She designed a T-shirt and an awards program broadcast on television to honor the Black girls who rock. The concepts that these two individual women developed connected with masses of women and girls around the country and have grown into social movements.

One of my favorite things to do is to read the stories of magical Black women. Knowing more about who they are and what they did with their superpowers helps me come up with ways to use my own passions and talents for good. The stories of women such as Toni Cade Bambara, Toni Morrison, Alice Walker, and others encouraged me in my pursuit of a career in book editing and writing. Debbie Allen inspired me to dance. Faith Ringgold, by her example, showed us all that we can be mothers and accomplished artists.

I’ve written this book, A Black Woman Did That, to show examples of what more than 40 Black women did in their lives and with their work. I tell the stories of women who did more than people expected of them and more than they imagined for themselves—and others who, like Shirley Ann Jackson, took the advice of their parents and aimed for the stars. Mae Jemison traveled to space, Oprah Winfrey founded a television network, and Serena Williams remains at the top of her field in tennis, while running businesses, building schools in Africa and the Caribbean, and raising a daughter.

Each of these women was once a small girl looking for moments to utilize her magic to make a good life while being, in the words of writer Lorraine Hansberry, “young, gifted, and Black.” Shirley Franklin was inspired by Harriet Tubman, Coretta Scott King, and other activists to use her “sheer will to get something done.” And, in Shonda Rhimes’s words, “Whatever you can imagine is possible.”

Who would have imagined that a Black woman would receive a Nobel Prize in Literature? Toni Morrison did that. Who would have believed that a Black woman would climb a flagpole like an elite athlete to tear down a Confederate flag at the South Carolina state capitol? Bree Newsome did that. Who would have known that a Black woman would rank number one among the highest-earning female music stars? Rihanna did that. Every Black woman and girl can Do That: live their dream and make their mark on the world.

—Malaika Adero
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KAMALA HARRIS


    There is no better model of a boundary-breaking, bar-raising, world-changing Black woman than Vice President Kamala Devi Harris—the first woman to hold the second most powerful position in our government.

There is a reason why Kamala Harris had the drive, skill, and confidence to be a world leader. Kamala and her sister Maya had parents, neighbors, and family from around the world as their role models.

Her parents, Shyamala Gopolan and Donald Harris, both immigrated to the United States—her mother from India and her father from Jamaica. Each came to study at the University of California at Berkeley, a major center of activity at the height of the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s and 70s. They met at their college’s Afro American Association, fell in love and made a home in a community among like-minded people. He taught economics at Stanford University and she became a world-famous cancer researcher.

Kamala was born in 1964, followed by her sister Maya three years later. The Vice President describes their Oakland, California neighborhood as a place where “people looked out for each other. Neighbors cared about what was going on up and down the block.” Their home was decorated with carvings from Africa and India. And art posters from the Studio Museum of Harlem hung on their walls, reflecting the family’s multicultural background. Delicious dishes from collard greens to potato curries simmered on the stove. Their spiritual beliefs were informed by the Hindu and Christian teachings of their elders and ancestors. On Sundays, they worshipped at the 23rd Avenue Church of God where the Harris sisters sang in the children’s choir. However, Kamala recalls that her “favorite night of the week” was Thursday, when her family went to a cultural center called The Rainbow Sign where they saw films, performances, and the artists of the day including writers such as Maya Angelou and James Baldwin, and thinkers like Huey P. Newton, a co-founder of the Black Panther Party.

The sisters attended Thousand Oaks Elementary, a public school outside of their community as a part of efforts at the time to make schools more racially diverse. Kamala was a part of the second integrated class at her elementary school. She went to high school even further away from her birthplace when her mother took a job teaching and doing cancer research in Quebec City, Canada. Her parents had divorced by 1972, so the girls moved to Quebec with their mother and would visit their father in Palo Alto, California on weekends and over the summer.


A LOTUS GREW IN BERKELEY

Kamala is a popular Hindu name meaning “lotus flower.” The delicate pink petals and flat green leaves of this aquatic flower float on the river’s surface, firmly rooted in the mud beneath the water.



When it was time for college, Kamala decided to attend the oldest historically Black college (HBCU), Howard University in Washington, D.C. She majored in political science and joined the first primarily African American sorority, Alpha Kappa Alpha (AKA), which was founded at Howard in 1908. The prestigious, historic sorority is recognized by their ivy leaf logo and their colors—pink and green. They have 300,000 members around the world including Ava DuVernay (page 58), Cathy Hughes (page 92), and Mae Jemison (page 95). During college, she also had her first taste of campaigning: in her freshman year, she ran for class representative of the Liberal Arts Student Council.

After college, she returned to the West Coast, this time to attend the Hastings College of Law at the University of California. In her second year at Hastings, she landed an internship at the Alameda County District Attorney’s (DA) office, the first step in her journey to a career in law enforcement. After graduating, she worked her way up through that same office, before moving to the San Francisco DA’s office, ultimately becoming the head of its Career Criminal Division. In 2000, she ran the San Francisco City Attorney’s Division on Family and Children. She says that she wanted “to do the job through the lens of my own experiences and perspective, from wisdom gained at my mother’s knee… and on Howard [University’s] yard.”

During her years working in Alameda and San Francisco, Harris made children’s issues important, particularly focusing on those “who had been taken advantage of by criminals” and “creating a safe place” for them to receive support. Seeing the positive results of her work boosted her desire to do more. In her memoir, The Truths We Hold, she explained her ambition: “I didn’t have to wait for someone else to take the lead; I could start making things happen on my own.” She decided to run for District Attorney of San Francisco, taking office in 2004. Her mother was in charge of the campaign’s volunteers, a diverse coalition who helped her to win first a competitive primary, and then the election. She was the first woman to hold that office in San Francisco, and the first Black woman to serve as District Attorney in California.

As the DA, she launched a program called “Back on Track,” which would give first-time non-violent law-breakers career counseling and training—whatever they needed to get back on track. She was ambitious and committed to reform, so decided to run for still higher office to be the California State Attorney General. Her supportive and loving mother who had rallied behind all of Kamala’s campaigns sadly passed away in February 2009, two years before Kamala was sworn in as Attorney General in 2011. But sister Maya, a lawyer and public policy advocate, was by her side, supporting her in personal grief and professional success.

As the first woman, and first Black person to be Attorney General in California history, Kamala started to build a national reputation, successfully securing a $20 billion settlement from mortgage banks for California homeowners during the foreclosure crisis. She won reelection in 2014. But her work was not done after serving the maximum number of terms the Attorney General can hold. She then sought an even more powerful platform, running for California Senator in 2016. She won her race, becoming the first Black senator from California, and only the second Black woman after Carol Moseley Braun to be elected to the United States Senate.


“WHILE I MAY BE THE FIRST WOMAN IN THIS OFFICE, I WILL NOT BE THE LAST.”



Powerful, poised, and laser-focused, Kamala won national admiration for her forceful questioning of witnesses in Senate hearings about Russian election interference. Videos of her appearances during the hearings went viral.

She was such a popular senator that after just one term in office, she followed in
    the footsteps of fearless women in politics such as Shirley Chisholm (page 122) and Hillary Clinton, launching a campaign for president on Martin Luther King Jr. Day, January 21, 2019. The field of candidates was larger and more diverse than any before it—and also highly competitive. Kamala’s campaign never gained the momentum she needed, and she dropped out of the race in December of 2019 before voting in the primary began—but her run for higher office did not end there. On August 11, 2020, Joe Biden won the democratic primary. As a former Vice President, he believed that Kamala was the right woman for that job, and could help him win the general election. He chose her as his running mate, and on November 3, in an election that was not called until four days later, they were voted into office, making Kamala Harris the first African American, Asian American, and female Vice President of the United States. “I have no doubt,” President Biden said, “that I picked the right person to join me as the next Vice President of the United States of America…. She knows how to govern and make the hard calls. She is ready to hit the ground running on day one.”

At every step of her career, Kamala said, “I’ve been guided by the words I spoke from the first time I stood in a courtroom: ‘Kamala Harris, for the people.’ ”


CHUCKS AND PEARLS

COVID-19 pandemic restrictions limited the number of people who could attend the 46th presidential inauguration. People across the country nonetheless celebrated where they were. Masses of women and girls posted selfies on social media, wearing pearls (a reference to Kamala’s membership in AKA) and Converse Chuck Taylor sneakers as an homage to Kamala’s style.
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JESMYN WARD


    Jesmyn Ward grew up on the Gulf Coast of Mississippi. Her family has been poor or working class and living in the same place for generations—in a part of the country with a particular reputation for oppressing African Americans. The state has historically ranked high in poverty and low in the quality of education it provides. Jesmyn was familiar with hardship as a young person in the 1980s and 1990s.

Years later, when she delivered the commencement speech at Tulane University in 2018, Jesmyn told the graduates about her grandmother, who worked in her father’s fields as a child and had to leave school at 13 because in the 1940s there were no schools nearby that allowed African American students. She said, “My grandmother thought that if her children finished high school, they wouldn’t have to work as hard as she did. She thought they wouldn’t have to labor as housekeepers or as maids. But her kids’ lives were as hard as hers.” Many of Jesmyn’s loved ones either “worked one dead-end job after another or were chronically unemployed.” Her own mother cleaned houses for a living. Jesmyn was determined to have a better life. “So, I studied,” she told the crowd.

For Jesmyn, schoolwork was not a burden, but classmates sometimes were. In public school, fellow Black students picked on her for being a shy bookworm. Her mother’s employer paid for her to go to a private school that had a better academic reputation. But as that school’s sole Black student, she was bullied and isolated by the wealthy white students because of her race and her background.

After graduation, she left Mississippi, traveling across the country to attend Stanford University in California. She says she wasn’t academically “the standout student” that she’d been in high school, but she was determined to stick it out. And she did, earning a bachelor’s degree in English in 1999 and a master’s degree in media studies and communications a year later. She was drawn to literature and aspired to be a writer. But without a job, she moved back home to DeLisle, Mississippi. And six months later, tragedy struck Jesmyn’s family. Her younger brother Joshua was killed when a drunk driver hit his car.

Jesmyn once hesitated to write about hurtful aspects of her past. But after her brother’s death, her outlook changed. She felt driven to write about poor Black people in Mississippi. “I didn’t have a choice anymore,” she has said. “I couldn’t run from that desire to tell stories, that desire to tell stories about us and about the people I loved.” Encouraged by friends, she moved to New York City to work in publishing. She knew she’d rather be writing, but she also knew she had a lot to learn. “For two and a half years, I read,” she said. “At the end of that time, I wrote and revised one short story.” She kept writing and was accepted into a master of fine arts (MFA) program at the University of Michigan, where she studied creative writing and graduated in 2005.


HOME, SWEET DIFFICULT HOME

Jesmyn Ward returned to her birthplace of DeLisle, Mississippi, in 2010. In an essay in Time magazine, she attempted to explain why she decided to return to a place with such an ingrained history of racism. She wrote, “I remember that Mississippi is not only its ugliness, its treachery, its willful ignorance.” It is also filled with memories of her family “flush with joy.” In a 2017 interview, she said, “There’s a feeling of belonging and of ease and of knowing who I am that I feel here that I don’t feel anywhere else.”



Shortly after that, Hurricane Katrina devastated the Gulf region. Jesmyn was there when water rose up through the floor and filled her grandmother’s home. Denied shelter by a white neighbor, she and her family waited out the storm in a truck parked in an open field. The trauma of the hurricane, of fighting against the elements for survival, changed her again. She eventually began to weave her experiences into the novel Salvage the Bones, which is about an impoverished family in the days leading up to the hurricane. In it, she vividly describes the hurricane’s devastation: “She left us a dark Gulf and salt-burned land. She left us to learn to crawl. She left us to salvage.”

In spite of the brutal power of her writing, Jesmyn was met with rejection early on when she sent her work to publishers and agents. Often the rejections were not about how she wrote, but what she wrote about. She felt there was a subtext, or underlying message, in the responses she got from editors: “People will not read your work because these are not universal stories. I don’t know whether some doorkeepers felt this way because I wrote about poor people or because I wrote about Black people or because I wrote about Southerners.” She kept on sending out her work, and ultimately her perseverance paid off. Salvage the Bones was not only published but it also won the prestigious National Book Award for Fiction in 2011. Two years later, she published a critically acclaimed memoir called Men We Reaped. In it, she recounts the stories of five young Black men she knew—including her brother Joshua—who all died within four years of one another.

Jesmyn used her talent to express her pain, her joy, and the experiences of people who looked and sounded like the people she grew up with. And she has become one of the most celebrated young writers of her generation. In 2017, she became the first woman to receive two National Book Awards for Fiction when her novel Sing, Unburied, Sing won the award. In describing the book, the judges wrote that it was “a narrative so beautifully taut and heartbreakingly eloquent that it stops the breath.” That same year, the MacArthur Foundation gave her a coveted fellowship (often referred to as a “genius grant”). Now wildly successful, she admits that she writes for her younger self. “She secretly dreamed of all this,” she has said. “She wouldn’t admit it, and she wasn’t very confident about it, but she secretly hoped.”


“I REALIZED THAT EDUCATION WASN’T ONE CHOICE. INSTEAD, IT WAS A LIFETIME’S UNDERTAKING.”
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STACEY ABRAMS


Stacey Abrams is an introvert. As a young person, she says she had few close friends. When she played childhood games with her sister, though, she’d pretend to be “a tycoon, a superhero, or President of the World”—not what you’d think the ambitions of a shy girl would be. But to her parents, these goals weren’t out of the question. They believed, not that she would actually be the “President of the World,” but certainly that she could be anything she set her mind to.

Stacey’s parents, Carolyn and Robert, had big dreams for each of their six children. They thought that the foundation for fulfilling those dreams was for the kids to “go to school, go to church, and take care of each other.” They moved the family from Gulfport, Mississippi, to Atlanta, Georgia, so the whole family could take advantage of the many educational opportunities there. Carolyn and Robert earned their master’s degrees from Emory University and became ministers in the United Methodist Church, while Stacey attended the best public school they could find in their Atlanta suburb.

After Stacey was chosen to be her high school class valedictorian, she was invited, along with other valedictorians from across Georgia, to be a guest of the governor at a reception in their honor. This was her first big step toward her dreams, but it was also her first reality check on what she’d have to overcome as a dynamic young African American woman. When she reached the governor’s mansion, she was stopped from entering because a guard at the gate didn’t believe she belonged there. Her parents kindly, but firmly, corrected the guard’s assumption. But now, that crushing moment is the thing Stacey remembers most about the evening, not meeting the governor or being honored alongside her peers from around the state.

Being stereotyped set Stacey back a bit, but it did not stop her. She wrote in her book Minority Leader: How to Build Your Future and Make Real Change that she threw herself “into college life, hungry to become this new superwoman: the Breaker of Stereotypes, Destroyer of Black Woman Myths.” And her choice of Spelman College, a prestigious historically Black women’s college, was the right place for her to be. There she found a supportive environment among girls who looked like her. And that gave her the confidence to go on to the LBJ School of Public Affairs at the University of Texas at Austin and to Yale Law School in Connecticut.

After law school, Stacey returned home to Georgia with stellar academic credentials. She practiced law, served as Atlanta’s deputy city attorney, was active in Georgia’s Democratic Party, and somehow found the time to write and publish novels, one after the other. The writing satisfied her creative side, but politics was her way of helping people, as her parents had taught her to do. Politics also became her vehicle for making history.


A WRITER TOO!

Stacey Abrams was an avid reader from a young age. In elementary school, she began reading chapter books before most of her classmates. She particularly loved science-fiction books. She started writing plays and stories in college. Then she moved on to writing the romantic suspense novels that led to publishing deals. She has published eight novels under the pen name Selena Montgomery.



In 2010, Stacey became the first woman to lead a political party in Georgia—Democratic or Republican. She also became the first Black person in the state house of representatives to become the house minority leader (that means she was the most powerful Democrat in the state house of representatives at the time).

The next challenge she took on was her biggest yet. Twenty-six years after she was stopped at the door of the governor’s mansion, she launched a campaign to do what no Black woman had done before—become a state governor. As a business owner and Yale-educated tax attorney, she was confident that she was the most qualified candidate for the office. “I am a civic leader,” she said, “who helped register more than 200,000 Georgians.” And she had a track record of leadership.

In 2018, she fought a tough campaign, which earned her national attention. She became a star of the Democratic Party! It was a very close election, but her opponent, Brian Kemp, won. There was evidence that the election may not have been a fair one. While voters in heavily Black, mostly Democratic districts had to travel great distances and wait in long lines to vote, hundreds of unused voting machines were discovered in a warehouse. Before the election, Kemp, who was Georgia’s secretary of state, had ordered a review of the lists of people who could vote. It was later determined that 340,000 names had been improperly cut, making it impossible for those people to vote on election day. What’s more, Kemp, Stacey’s opponent, was overseeing the rules of his own election!

Stacey ultimately honored the system and acknowledged the results of the election, but was very clear in stating, “We cannot accept efforts to undermine our right to vote.” And then she did something about it. She was so popular at this point that many people were urging her to run for a Senate seat or even for president in 2020. Instead, she launched an organization called Fair Fight to advocate for voter’s rights all around the country. Among her most powerful supporters is former president Barack Obama, who said, “In a time when too many folks are focused simply on how to win an election, Stacey’s somebody who cares about something more important: why we should. That’s the kind of politics we should practice.”

In little more than a decade, Stacey rose from being a force in state politics to a household name around the country. She is well known for her efforts to make elections “free and fair” for all Americans. “I need to reach those who’ve given up their power… My job, our job, is to arm them with information,” she explains. She promotes voter participation through her national organization, Fair Fight. She also produced a documentary, All In: The Fight for Democracy, about voter suppression.


“We should not live in a nation where your access to democracy depends on celebrity, your wealth or your ZIP code.”
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