



 

Inspirational Women: A Starter Resource 
In June 2024, Th’ESPs community theatre company performed a new production 
called Myths, based on the stories of some inspirational women from throughout 
history. During the course of this process, many other inspirational women’s 
names were raised and discussed and although we couldn’t fit them all into the 
production, we wanted to capture these conversations in some way.  

We recognise this is not an exhaustive list and there are many many more women 
that His-story doesn’t recognise for the contributions they made; we hope this 
document of names (listed in chronological order by birth year) might act as a 
useful starting point for people to do their own research and discovery…. 

Enheduanna (2285 to 2250 BC) 
First named author in history. High priestess and poet from Ur (present day Iraq) 
A disk with her image and description on it was discovered in 1927.  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enheduanna 

Hatshepsut (c. 1479-1458 BC) 
One of the few female pharaohs in the history of ancient Egypt. Her rule began 
when her husband died and her stepson was too young to be pharaoh. 
Depictions of Hatshepsut range from a physically female form adorned with 
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pharaonic male accoutrements, to images of her as a physically male king with a 
man’s chest and build, including beard. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hatshepsut 

Cleopatra VII (69-30 BC) 
'Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale her infinite variety' 
Last Pharaoh of Egypt. Relationships resulted in the creation of the Eastern 
Roman Empire. A skilled linguist and researcher, she was politically motivated 
and shrewd. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cleopatra 

Hypatia (c. 360 – 415 AD) 
Philosopher, astronomer and noted mathematician, Hypatia was well respected 
in Alexandria and a teacher of Philosophy and Astronomy. She advised the 
Roman prefect of Alexandria, Orestes, and was murdered by mob of Christians 
who suspected her motives and advice. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hypatia 

Egeria (4th century AD) 
Wrote The Travels of Egeria, details of her pilgrimage to the Holy Land, in the 
late 4th Century AD.  This is the earliest known account of a Christian pilgrimage 
and was written for a group of women from her home. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Egeria_(pilgrim) 

Rabia Bahlki (10th century AD) 
Afghan poet and princess who wrote in Persian and Arabic. She was murdered 
by her brother for falling in love with a Turkish slave, her last poems to her lover 

Page  of 2 29

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hatshepsut
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cleopatra
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hypatia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Egeria_(pilgrim)





were said to be written on the walls of her tomb in her own blood after she had 
been left in there to die. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabia_Balkhi 

Khutulun (circa 1260 to circa 1306) 
Great great granddaughter of Genghis Khan, she was the most trusted general 
and military adviser to her father (despite having 14 brothers). Khutulun was also 
a famous wrestler; legend says she would only marry someone who could beat 
her at wrestling and if they lost they had to give her either 100 or 1000 horses 
depending on the legend. She had 10,000 horses. The opera Turandot is based 
on her but they changed wrestling to answering riddles!  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Khutulun 

Isabella of Castile (1451-1504) 
Incredible military strategist, quartermaster and field commander, Isabella would 
wear full armour and take part in sieges, remaining visible to give her army 
courage. She was the mother of Katherine of Aragon. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Isabella_I_of_Castile 

Mother Shipton (1488 – 1561) 
Ursula Southeil was an English soothsayer and prophetess, sometimes 
described as a witch. Often referred to as Mother Shipton, she is associated with 
folklore involving the origin of the  Rollright Stones of Oxfordshire, where 
reportedly a king and his men transformed to stone after failing her test.  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mother_Shipton 
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Queen Elizabeth 1 (1533-1603) 
The last Tudor monarch, Elizabeth faced an uncertain path to the throne and 
eventually succeeded her older half-sister, Mary. Her 44-year reign provided 
welcome stability for the country, and although she was often criticised for not 
marrying, the cult of personality which grew around her cemented her in history 
as a charismatic leader. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elizabeth_I 

Bess of Hardwick (1527-1608) 
A skilled businesswoman, who made a series of successful marriages raising her 
from relative penury to being one of the most powerful women in England. She 
was intimately involved with Mary Queen of Scots, acting first as her host and 
then as her jailer. She allegedly took part in a number of political intrigues, but 
was most interested in furthering the cause of her family. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bess_of_Hardwick 

Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle (1623-1673) 
A writer and natural philosopher/scientist, Margaret wrote and published 
extensively on various subjects including her theory of atoms told through verse 
and also gender inequality, marriage and infidelity. Knowing most women would 
be uneducated in philosophy and thus lack the tools to access her work, she 
wrote a work of fiction “The Blazing World”, ”an early example of science fiction, a 
proto-feminist manifesto”. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Margaret_Cavendish,_Duchess_of_Newcastle-
upon-Tyne 
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Aphra Behn (1640 – 1689) 
As a playwright, poet, prose writer, translator in the Restoration era, Aphra was 
one of the first English women to earn her living by writing. This followed her 
discovery by Charles II who had employed her as a spy in Antwerp. Upon 
returning to England, and after a short stay in debtor’s prison, she began writing 
for the stage. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aphra_Behn 
 
Catherine the Great (1729 – 1796) 
Empress of Russia who came to power after overthrowing her husband.  Inspired 
by her ideas of  Enlightenment; Russia experienced a renaissance of culture and 
sciences, which led to the founding of many new cities, universities, and theatres, 
along with large-scale immigration from the rest of Europe and with the 
recognition of Russia as one of the great powers of Europe. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catherine_the_Great 

Phillis Wheatley (1753 - 1784) 
Phillis was enslaved from West Africa and bought by a family in Boston. Taught to 
read and write, she showed huge talent for poetry. They took her to London, 
where she was forced to appear before 18 men to prove she had written her 
poems. “On being brought from Africa to America” is her most famous poem. She 
was the first African American woman to publish a book of poems and among the 
first African American poets published. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phillis_Wheatley 

Mary Wollstonecraft (1759 – 1797) 
British writer, philosopher, and advocate of women's rights, Mary received little 
attention for her many achievements until the late 20th Century, as much was 
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made of her then unconventional lifestyle choices. She is regarded as a founding 
feminist philosopher and her most noted work; 
‘A Vindication of the Rights of Woman’ argues that both men and women should 
be treated as rational beings. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Wollstonecraft 

Jane Austen (1775 – 1817) 
Anonymously publishing four of her six novels in her lifetime brought Jane modest 
success but little recognition. Posthumously, however, her novels have rarely been 
out of print and her realism, social commentary and use of irony have earned her 
continuous acclaim. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jane_Austen 

Mary Shelley (1797 – 1851) 
Author of possibly the first science-fiction novel ever to be written, Mary also 
became an editor and a supporter of women of whom society disapproved. She 
was a lifelong reformer and deeply engaged in the feminist and liberal concerns 
of the day. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Shelley 
 
Mary Jones (born 1803) 
Mary was a Black transgender sex worker. She was one of first recorded trans 
people. Arrested for grand larceny in 1836 after she stole $99 from the wallet of 
client, more was made of her choice to express her gender identity in female 
clothing at her trial than her actual crime. 
https://jmellison.net/if-we-knew-trans-history/what-mary-jones-teaches-us-
about-the-racist-roots-of-transphobia-and-the-survival-of-black-trans-women/ 
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Mary Seacole (1805 – 1881) 
Jamaican-British Mary was a businesswoman and, although she never identified 
as a nurse, gave significant assistance on the battlefield to wounded soldiers in 
the Crimean War, despite her offers being repeatedly rebuffed (maybe as a result 
of racial discrimination). She finally self-financed her travel to the war. Hers was 
the first autobiography by a black woman in Britain.  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Seacole 

Caroline Norton (1808 - 1877) 
Leaving her abusive husband made Caroline aware of how powerless women 
were in society. As her personal income was stolen and she was refused access 
to her children, she became a prolific writer and campaigner and was 
instrumental in the passing of Custody of Infants Act 1839, the Matrimonial 
Clauses Act 1857 and the Married Women's Property act 1870. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caroline_Norton 
 
Angela Burdett-Coutts (1814–1906) 
Prevented from working at Coutts Bank despite inheriting her grandfather 
Thomas Coutts’ shares and fortune, she devoted her time to philanthropy. A 
pioneer in social housing, she began building homes and schools for the poor, 
and financed numerous projects, including the redevelopment of East London. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Angela_Burdett-Coutts,_1st_Baroness_Burdett-
Coutts 
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Brontë Sisters;  
Charlotte (1816-1855), Emily (1818-1848), Anne (1820-1849) 
Poets and novelists, like many contemporary women, the Brontë sisters initially 
published under male pseudonyms. Their works have been hugely celebrated 
and adapted throughout the world. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bront%C3%AB_family 

 
Mary Anne Evans aka George Eliot (1819 – 1880)  
Novelist and poet took the pen name of a man in a bid to have her work taken 
seriously. Her novels, including  Middlemarch and Slias Marner, tackle weighty 
themes including religion, marriage and industrialisation. Her father had 
invested in her education thinking she was not attractive enough to marry, but 
Evans had a long and stable polyamorous relationship. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Eliot 

Clara Schumann (1819 - 1896) 
With a 61-year concert career, Clara was one of the most distinguished pianists of 
the Romantic era, credited with changing the format and repertoire of the 
conventional piano recital. She was also a composer and piano teacher, 
influencing major composers of the day. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clara_Schumann 

 
Florence Nightingale (1820 – 1910) 
Most remembered for her work in nursing, including pioneering hospital hygiene 
and sanitation, she was also a frontrunner in developing statistics. She 
developed graphical forms of statistical analysis which are still used today in 
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data visualisation and wrote clear and simple leaflets with infographics that were 
designed to be easily understood by those with poor literary skills. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Florence_Nightingale 
 
Josephine Butler (1828–1906) 
Josephine brought into open discussion in Victorian Britain the double sexual 
standard that existed in a male-dominated society. She campaigned successfully 
for the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts which involved regular and 
forcible intimate medical examination of women and children believed to be 
prostitutes, but not their male clients. In later life she campaigned against child 
prostitution and international sex trafficking. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Josephine_Butler 
 
Isabella Bird (1831 - 1904) 
A naturalist, traveller, writer and photographer, Isabella was the first woman in 
the British Royal Geographical Society. She travelled widely in countries with 
little or no infrastructure, including Hawaii, China, Malaysia, India, Tibet, 
Kurdistan, Armenia, and Morocco. In later years she qualified in medicine to be 
a missionary. Her most famous work was “A Lady's Life in the Rocky Mountains” 
published after she travelled 800 miles through them on horseback in 1873. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Isabella_Bird 

Fanny Eaton (1835-1924) 
Born in Jamaica, Fanny moved to England and became an artists model. She 
was adored by Pre-Raphaelite artists including Dante Gabriel Rossetti, who 
praised how beautiful Fanny was; challenging the Western concept of beauty. 
https://artuk.org/discover/stories/fanny-eaton-jamaican-pre-raphaelite-muse 
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Octavia Hill (1838 – 1912) 
A pioneering thinker and social reformer, Octavia was mainly concerned with the 
wellbeing of the inhabitants of cities. She was involved in the development of 
social housing and was a founder of the National Trust. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Octavia_Hill 

Frances Thompson (1840 - 1876) 
Frances was an anti-rape activist; a former slave attacked by a group of white 
men (including two police officers) during the Memphis Riots in 1866. She was 
one of five black women and the first openly trans person to testify before a 
Congressional committee. Later, she was arrested, fined and put on a chain gang 
for expressing her gender identity through clothing. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frances_Thompson 
 
Emmeline Pankhurst (1858 – 1928) 
Named as one of the most 100 important people of the 20th Century by Time 
magazine, Emmeline founded the Women’s Social and Political Union, an all-
woman suffrage organisation focused on direct action – described as ‘Deeds, not 
Words’.  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emmeline_Pankhurst 

Nellie Bly (1864-1922) 
A pioneering journalist, who wrote hard-hitting stories about the poor and 
oppressed, Nellie travelled for several months in Mexico, reporting on official 
corruption and the condition of the poor, while another investigation saw her 
feign insanity in order to expose conditions inside asylums. Bly's journalistic 
fame led her to travel the globe, unchaperoned, in her own Jules Verne 
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inspired 80 Days Around the World. She completed the challenge in 72 days, 6 
hours, 11 minutes and 14 seconds, setting a new world record. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nellie_Bly 
 
Marie Curie (1867 – 1934) 
Polish-French physicist and chemist Marie Curie was the first woman to win a 
Nobel Prize, the first person to win a Nobel Prize twice and remains the only 
person to win a Nobel Prize in two scientific fields. She founded the Curie 
Institutes in both Paris and Warsaw and developed mobile radiography units to 
x-ray casualties in battlefield hospitals during World War 1. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marie_Curie 

Emily Wilding Davison (1872-1913) 
An English suffragette and militant fighter for Emmeline Pankhurst’s WSPU, 
Emily was arrested 9 times, went on hunger strike 7 times and was force fed 49 
times, including after breaking her neck in a prison protest. She is notable for 
hiding in the Palace of Westminster on the eve of the 1911 census and for her 
tragic death caused by injuries sustained under the King’s horse at the Grand 
National, although it remains unclear whether her death was intentional. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emily_Davison  

Marie Stopes (1880 – 1958) 
Marie was an author, palaeobotanist and a campaigner for women’s rights. She 
was the first female academic on the faculty of the University of Manchester and 
co-founded the first birth control clinic in Britain, campaigning extensively for 
education about contraception to be available to women. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marie_Stopes 
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Helen Keller (1880 – 1968) 
American author, disability rights advocate, political activist and lecturer. She 
became deafblind after an illness in early childhood, but with the help of her 
teacher and companion Anne Sullivan was able to learn language and was the 
first American deafblind person to earn a degree. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Helen_Keller 
 
Virginia Woolf (1882 – 1941) 
A pioneer of the stream-of-consciousness narrative device, Virginia is considered 
one of the most important modernist 20th Century authors. Her work has been 
translated into more than 50 languages and have attracted commentary for 
inspiring feminism. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Virginia_Woolf 

Coco Chanel (1883 – 1971) 
The only fashion designer listed on Time magazine's list of the 100 most 
influential people of the 20th century, Gabrielle ‘Coco’ Chanel is credited with 
popularising a new sporty, casual chic; replacing the corseted silhouette and 
making the act of dressing fashionably easier, more comfortable and cheaper. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coco_Chanel 

Eleanor Roosevelt (1884 – 1962) 
While the longest-serving First Lady US history, Eleanor redefined the role. She 
engaged in travel, public engagement and advocacy and afterwards, served as a 
delegate to the United Nations General Assembly, taking a leading role is 
designing the text and gaining support for the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eleanor_Roosevelt 
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Zora Neale Hurston (1891 – 1960) 
A prolific American author, anthropologist, folklorist, and documentary filmmaker, 
Zora wrote about contemporary issues in the black community. She was a key 
figure in the Harlem Renaissance and travelled widely throughout the Caribbean 
and the American South for anthropological studies. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zora_Neale_Hurston 
 
Bessie Coleman (1892 - 1926) 
Bessie was the first African American woman and Native American to hold pilots 
licence, thanks to her dual heritage but more importantly, her fierce determination 
against great difficulties. She was also the earliest known black person to hold an 
international pilots licence, saying “The air is the only place free from prejudices.” 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bessie_Coleman 
 
Vera Brittain (1893 – 1970) 
Vera was an English nurse, writer, feminist, socialist and pacifist. Her most 
famous work is perhaps her memoir, ‘Testament of Youth’, published in 1933 and 
recounting her experiences during the First World War. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vera_Brittain 

Amelia Earhart (1897 – declared dead 1939) 
Aviator and author Amelia holds many records, including being the first woman to 
fly solo across the Atlantic. An advocate for women’s rights, she helped form an 
organisation for female pilots and promoted the use of aviation for commercial 
purposes. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amelia_Earhart 

Page  of 13 29

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zora_Neale_Hurston
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bessie_Coleman
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vera_Brittain
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amelia_Earhart





Amy Johnson (1903 – disappeared 1941) 
Pioneering pilot Amy was the first woman to fly solo from London to Australia. She 
set several more flight records, including flying from London to Moscow in 21 
hours, followed immediately by setting a record time from Britain to Japan.  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amy_Johnson 
 
Jennie Lee (1904 – 1988) 
Jennie Lee was the first ever Minister for the Arts in the UK, serving in the role 
between 1964 and 1970. She played a leading role in the foundation of the Open 
University, establishing its principles of open access. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jennie_Lee,_Baroness_Lee_of_Asheridge 

Frida Kahlo (1907 – 1954) 
Mexican painter Frida used her work to explore questions of identity, 
postcolonialism, gender, class, and race in Mexican society. Described as a 
magical realist, Frida was influenced by the political landscape of contemporary 
Mexico and also by her lifelong experience of chronic pain after a bus accident in 
her youth. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frida_Kahlo 

Gladys Bentley (1907 - 1960) 
Struggling with her family’s response to her sexuality, Gladys ran away to Harlem. 
As a blues singer and pianist in her signature look tail coat and top hat, she 
performed in speakeasies particularly the Clam House, where she was backed 
up by drag Queens. She sadly was pressured into recanting her lesbianism 
during the McCarthy Era. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gladys_Bentley 
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Simone de Beauvoir (1908-1986) 
French writer and philosopher; The Second Sex had a decisive influence on the 
evolution of post-war feminism. Her declaration that “one is not born but 
becomes a woman” continues to reverberate in contemporary discussions of 
gender. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simone_de_Beauvoir 
 
Barbara Castle (1910-2002) 
As a politician, Barbara Castle remains the only woman to have held the office of 
First Secretary of State. She was an MP from 1945-1979 for Labour, and was 
recognised by South Africa for her "outstanding contribution to the struggle 
against apartheid, and the establishment of a non-sexist, non-racial and 
democratic South Africa". 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Barbara_Castle 
 
Lucille Ball (1911 – 1989) 
As an actress, comedian, producer, and studio executive, Lucille was recognsed 
by Time in 2020 as one of the most influential women of the 20th century for her 
work in all four of these areas. She was the first woman to head a TV production 
company and was the producer that greenlit Star Trek and Mission: Impossible. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lucille_Ball 
 
Ginger Rogers (1911 – 1995) 
Academy Award winning actor, singer and dancer Ginger was most well known 
for her performances in the Golden Age of Hollywood, although her stage, radio 
and television career continued throughout much of the 20th century. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ginger_Rogers 
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Rosa Parks (1913 – 2005) 
The United States Congress has called Rosa ‘the first lady of civil rights’. She 
refused to vacate a row of four seats in the ‘coloured’ section of the bus in favour 
of a white passenger. She was arrested for civil disobedience and inspired the 
Montgomery Bus boycott. Her defiance became an important symbol of the civil 
rights movement. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rosa_Parks 

Hedy Lamar (1914 – 2000) 
Venerated as a screen goddess, but often given few lines; reportedly bored by her 
acting career she took up inventing to give her something to think about. She 
invented a number of things, including a frequency-hopper to prevent torpedo 
guidance systems being jammed. This invention has made possible a range of 
technology including Wi-fi, GPS and Bluetooth. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hedy_Lamarr 

Joan Littlewood (1914 – 2002) 
The incredibly influential Joan has been called the Mother of Modern Theatre.  
As a practitioner and director, her work with the Theatre Workshop and 
productions such as ‘Oh, what a Lovely War’ have cemented her status in 
theatrical and social history. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joan_Littlewood 
 
Edith Piaf (1915 – 1963) 
Edith is widely celebrated as France’s greatest popular singer, most known for 
her autobiographical cabaret-style songs. Brought up in a brothel, she achieved 
international fame and has a planet named after her. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C3%89dith_Piaf 

Page  of 16 29

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rosa_Parks
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hedy_Lamarr
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joan_Littlewood
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C3%89dith_Piaf





Ella Fitzgerald (1917 – 1996) 
Sometimes referred to as the ‘First Lady of Song’, Ella worked her way from 
penury in Harlem to worldwide fame by virtue of her incredible voice and singing 
skills. She was the recipient of no less than 13 Grammy Awards and the Grammy 
Lifetime achievement Award in 1967. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ella_Fitzgerald 

Marie Van Brittan Brown (1922 - 1999) 
An African-American nurse, Marie invented the first CCTV to protect her friends 
and family at home. Disillusioned by police negligence, in 1966 she filed a patent 
for a movable camera that could display images on a TV screen monitor of 
whoever was at the front door. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marie_Van_Brittan_Brown 

Marilyn Monroe (1926 – 1962) 
Born Norma Jeane Mortenson, actor and model Marilyn Monroe remains a pop-
culture icon to this day. Originally typecast as a ‘dumb blonde’ she founded her 
own production company and won a Golden Globe for Best Actress in ‘Some Like 
It Hot’. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marilyn_Monroe 

Sylvia Anderson (1927 – 2016) 
Sylvia was a television and film producer, writer, voice actress and costume 
designer, responsible for co-creating such work as ‘Stingray’, ‘Thunderbirds’ and 
‘Captain Scarlet and the Mysterons’. She was the creator of the characters of 
Lady Penelope and her chauffeur Parker and was the direct inspiration for Lady 
Penelope’s appearance. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sylvia_Anderson 
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Shirley Temple (1928 – 2014) 
A diplomat and ambassador, and also the Chief of Protocol of the United States, 
Shirley became internationally famous as a child, beginning her film career at 3 
years old. Between 1934 and 1938 she was the number one box-office draw in 
America. She is 18th on the American Film Institute’s list of greatest female 
American screen legends. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shirley_Temple 

Maya Angelou (1928 – 2014) 
Civil Rights activist, poet and memoirist, Maya published seven autobiographies 
and numerous other works of prose and poetry., including a list of plays, movies 
and television shows spanning 50 years. Her devotion to education was such 
that, well into her eighties, she would appear on the lecture circuit approximately 
80 times a year. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maya_Angelou 
 
Anne Frank (1929 – 1945) 
German born Anne moved to Amsterdam with her family after the antisemitic 
Nazi party gained control over Germany. As a Jewish family, they went into hiding 
in a ‘secret annexe’. She was there for two years, writing a journal of her life, until 
the family’s arrest and removal to concentration camps. Her diary has had an 
indescribable impact on the millions who’ve read it. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anne_Frank 
 
Coccinelle (Jacqueline Charlotte Dufresnoy) (1931 - 2006) 
The activist, entertainer and actress Coccinelle was the first widely publicised 
gender confirmation case in Europe. She founded the organisation Devenir 
Femme (to become woman). She married in 1960, the first such union 

Page  of 18 29

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shirley_Temple
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maya_Angelou
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anne_Frank





acknowledged by the French government, thereby confirming transgender 
people’s legal right to marry. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coccinelle 

Sylvia Plath (1932 – 1963) 
Poet, novelist and short story writer Sylvia is credited with advancing the genre of 
confessional poetry and is best known for ‘The Bell Jar’, ‘The Colossus and Other 
Poems’ and ‘Ariel’. Her Collected Poems was published in 1981 and she received 
a posthumous Pulitzer Prize for this. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sylvia_Plath 
 
Dian Fossey (1932 – 1985) 
Dian was an American primatologist and conservationist, undertaking extensive 
studies of mountain gorilla groups in Rwanda. Her book ‘Gorillas in the Mist’ and 
her research and conservation work helped to reduce the downward population 
trend in mountain gorillas. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dian_Fossey 
 
Ani Pachen (1933 - 2002) 
Ani was a Buddhist nun, a freedom fighter and activist who led 600 fighters 
against the Chinese invasion of Buddhist Tibet. Imprisoned in awful conditions 
for 20 years (including 9 months in solitary and shackles), she was released in 
1981, and continued to protest. Forced to flee on foot through Himalayas to 
Nepal in 1986, she died in exile in India, protesting till the end. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ani_Pachen 
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Nina Simone (1933 – 2003) 
American singer, songwriter, pianist, composer, arranger and civil rights activist, 
Nina was ranked 21st on Rolling Stone’s Greatest Singers of All Time in 2023.  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nina_Simone 
 
Ruth Bader Ginsberg (1933 – 2020) 
Serving as an associate justice of the Supreme Court of the United States, Ruth 
(or The Notorious RBG as she was popularly known) She was the first Jewish 
woman and only the second woman to serve in the role. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ruth_Bader_Ginsburg 

Jane Goodall (1934 - present) 
Considered the world’s foremost expert on chimpanzees, Jane has spent 60 years 
studying the social and family interactions of the apes in the wild. She is a United 
Nations Messenger of Peace and an honorary member of the World Future 
Council. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jane_Goodall 

Margaret Atwood (1939 - present) 
Multi-award winning writer Margaret has published 18 books or poetry and 18 
novels as well as multiple other works. Her works often explore gender and 
identity, religion and myth, the power of language, climate change, and power 
politics. Her most famous and influential work is probably the 1985 novel “The 
Handmaid’s Tale”. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Margaret_Atwood 
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Vivienne Westwood (1941-2022) 
An incredibly influential fashion designer, businesswoman and activist, Vivienne 
was largely responsible for bringing punk and new wave fashions into the 
mainstream. Her boutique on Kings Road became a meeting place for the major 
figures in the punk movement and she remained avant-garde her entire life. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vivienne_Westwood 
 
Miriam Margolyes (1941 - present) 
British-Australian Miriam is a prolific character actor, on stage and screen. Her 
versatility has been particularly useful in her voice acting career. She is strongly 
politically active and vocal in her support of a ceasefire in Palestine. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Miriam_Margolyes 
 
Anita Roddick (1942 – 2007) 
Best known as the founder of The Body Shop International, Anita was a human 
rights activist, businesswoman and environmental campaigner; leading the way 
in reducing animal testing and fair trade.  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anita_Roddick 
 
Aretha Franklin (1942 – 2018) 
The ‘Queen of Soul’, Aretha was a singer, songwriter, pianist, civil rights activist 
and record producer. She won the first eight Grammies awarded for Best Female 
R&B Vocal Performance, between 1968-75. She was the first female artist to be 
inducted to the Rock’n’Roll Hall of Fame. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aretha_Franklin 
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Margaret Busby (1944-present ) 
Britain's youngest and first black female book publisher, when she co-founded the 
publishing company Allison & Busby in 1967. As a writer, editor and broadcaster, 
she has also been a consistent advocate and campaigner for diversity in 
publishing. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Margaret_Busby 

Marsha P Johnson (1945 – 1992)  
American gay liberation activist and drag queen, a prominent figure in 
the Stonewall uprising of 1969, a founding member of the Gay Liberation 
Front (GLF) and co-founded the radical activist group Street Transvestite Action 
Revolutionaries (STAR). Johnson’s body was found floating in the  Hudson River, 
initially ruled a suicide eventually being re-opened as a possible homicide. 
Marsha P. Johnson | National Women's History Museum (womenshistory.org)  

Dolly Parton (1946 - present) 
With a decades-long career in country music, Dolly is also an actor, author, 
businesswoman and philanthropist. She has written more than 3000 songs and 
is devoted to championing literacy through her philanthropy and charitable 
foundations. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dolly_Parton 

Diana Nyad (1949-present)  
American long-distance swimmer. Nyad swam around Manhattan in record time. 
In 2013, on her fifth attempt and at age 64, she swam from  Havana, Cuba to  Key 
West, Florida, a journey of 110 miles, without a shark cage, fins or rests - was 
denied ratification due to incomplete documentation, conflicting crew reports and 
rules from an organisation that did not exist at the time of the swim. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diana_Nyad 
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Joan Armatrading (1950- present) 
Born in a then British colony which we now call St Kitts and Nevis, Joan was sent 
to Birmingham at the age of 7. She left school at 15 and played her guitar during 
tea breaks.  She was the first female UK artist to be nominated for a Grammy in 
the blues category, the first black British singer songwriter to enjoy great success 
abroad and the first female UK artist to debut at number 1 in the Billboards blues 
chart. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joan_Armatrading 
 
bell hooks (1952 – 2021) 
Best known for her writings on race, feminism, and class, bell used the lower-case 
spelling of her name to decentre herself and draw attention to her work instead. 
The focus of hooks' writing was to explore the intersectionality of race, capitalism, 
and gender, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bell_hooks 

Diane Abbott (1953- present) 
Diane is the first black woman elected to Parliament and the longest serving 
black MP. She has consistently voted for women’s rights and has demanded the 
publication of information regarding the Windrush scandal. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diane_Abbott 

Oprah Winfrey (1954 - present ) 
Known mostly for her talk show, Oprah was the richest African-American of the 
20th century, and once, the world’s only black billionaire. She has often been 
ranked as the most influential woman in the world. Before 2012, she had also 
given away about $400 million to educational causes. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oprah_Winfrey 
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Madonna (1958 - present) 
Singer, songwriter, actor Madonna (The Queen of Pop), recognised for her 
continual reinvention and versatility, covering not only her music but also 
production, writing and image. Her works, have generated both controversy and 
acclaim and made her an indisputable cultural icon. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Madonna 
 
Sampat pal Devi (1960 - present) 
Forced to leave school at 12 to marry a 28 year old man; she gave birth to five 
children by age 15. She is founder of Gulabi gang; nonviolent/violent activism 
against violence and injustice against women. Identified by pink sarees (Gulabi 
is pink in Hindi), activities include sit-ins, protests, collaborations with 
authorities, beating rapists with bamboo poles. They also dyed dogs pink and 
took them to the police station to signify dogs being more supportive than police. 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sampat_Pal_Devi 

Malorie Blackman (1962- present) 
Malorie Blackman has published more than 60 books for children and young 
adults. She is perhaps most famous for the Noughts and Crosses series, tackling 
racial discrimination directly, although in many of her works her characters’ 
ethnicities have no bearing on their stories as she “wanted to show black children 
just getting on with their lives, having adventures, and solving their dilemmas, like 
the characters in all the books (she) read as a child”. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malorie_Blackman 

Paula Abdul (1962 - present) 
Starting her career as a cheerleader for the LA Lakers, she became their head 
choreographer and then moved into music videos, choreographing for Janet 
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Jackson before being signed to Virgin Records. She has received many awards 
for both choreography and music and in recent years she has been a judge on 
many TV talent shows. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paula_Abdul 

Kamala Harris (1964 - present) 
Politician and attorney Kamala is the 49th Vice President of the United States; the 
first woman to hold that position, the highest-ranking female official in U.S. 
history, the first African-American and first Asian-American vice president. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kamala_Harris 

Kathy Burke (1964 - present) 
English actor, comedian, writer, producer and director. Linked mostly with 
comedy, her range has led to her receiving many awards, including Best Actress 
at Cannes Film Festival. In later life she has become a passionate theatre 
director and is also well known for being funny and forthright on social media, not 
holding back about her opinions on injustice and inequality.  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kathy_Burke 

Marianne Elliott (1966 -present) 
Theatre director and producer Marianne is the only woman to have won 3 Tony 
Awards for Best Direction, with more than 15 awards to her name. She is most 
well known for her work with the Royal National Theatre and has directed 
productions including ‘War Horse’ and ‘The Curious Incident of the Dog in the 
Night-Time’. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marianne_Elliott#Awards_and_nominations 
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Claire Balding (1971 - present) 
Jockey, broadcast journalist and author Clare grew up around horse racing and 
became a successful jockey before moving into sports broadcasting. She has 
moved into wider journalism and presenting and also does lots of charity work. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clare_Balding 
 
Jo Cox (1974 – 2016) 
Starting her career as a political advisor, Jo then moved into working 
internationally for Oxfam, before becoming Labour MP. She was vocal in her 
anti-war stance and  against Islamophobia. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jo_Cox 
 
Hannah Waddingham (1974- present) 
Multi award-winning actor, singer and television presenter, Hannah began in 
dinner theatre and now has a successful career on both sides of the Atlantic. Her 
commitment to performance has meant she has suffered extreme physical and 
emotional strain, particularly when filming Game of Thrones as the ‘Shame Nun’. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hannah_Waddingham 
 
Zadie Smith (1975 - present) 
Zadie’s debut novel, ‘White Teeth’ was a best seller. She has won multiple awards 
for her writing, which focuses on themes of race, culture, and family in 
contemporary society. She has been named among the most influential people in 
British culture. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zadie_Smith 
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Venus Williams (1980 - present) 
Former World number one in both singles and doubles tennis, Venus was the first 
African-American woman to reach singles number one in the Open Era. She has 
degrees in business administration and fashion design. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Venus_Williams 
 
Serena Williams (1981 - present) 
The only player ever to have accomplished a Career Grand Slam in both singles 
and doubles, Serena is widely regarded as one of the greatest players of all time. 
She was ranked Number one in singles by the Women’s Tennis Association for 
319 weeks and now runs the Serena Williams Foundation. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Serena_Williams 

Alicia Keys (1981 - present) 
Acclaimed for humanitarian work, philanthropy and activism, Alicia began 
composing songs at the age of 12 and her debut album won 5 Grammy Awards. 
She has one from strength to strength and her music Hell’s Kitchen hit Broadway 
in 2024. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alicia_Keys 
 
Jessica Ennis-Hill (1986 - present) 
Olympic and world gold medal winning athlete Jessica perhaps made her name 
on ‘Super Saturday’ at the London 2012 Olympics; winning gold in the heptathlon 
with a personal best score. Now retired, she is an entrepreneur focusing on apps 
for women’s health and fitness. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jessica_Ennis-Hill 
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The Spice Girls 
Known for embodying the spirit of ‘Girl Power’, the Spice Girls were formed in 
1994, redefining the girl-group concept by specifically targeting a young female 
fan base. They are the best-selling girl group of all time, and one of he most 
successful British pop acts since The Beatles. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spice_Girls 

Malala Yousafzi (1997 - present) 
Malala is the youngest Nobel Laureate in history, the second Pakistani and the 
only Pashtun to receive the award. She is a human rights advocate for the 
education of women and children, rising to prominence after she was shot in the 
head by a Taliban gunman after taking an exam.  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malala_ Yousafzai 

Greta Thunberg (2003 - present) 
Environmental activist Greta began her School Strike for Climate movement on 20 
August 2018. By 2019, there were over a million students taking part in multi-city 
protests. Her influence has led to multiple awards and meetings with world 
leaders and as an adult she continues to protest. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greta_Thunberg 

England Football Team 2022 
In 2022, the ‘Lioness Effect’ put women’s football on the map in England like 
never before, when the English team won the European Championship; marking 
the first time since 1966 that any England senior team had won a major 
championship. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/England_women%27s_national_football_team 
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This is a dynamic document and can be added to… 
We want to know who you think we have missed? Get in touch to let us know… 
info@theoldelectric.co.uk 
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