
1 laurels. In ancient Greece, champions wore a wreath made of 
branches from the laurel tree. Gage did not literally wear laurels, 
but writers sometimes refer to any accomplished person  
as “wearing laurels.” 

The leaders of the movement trembled 
on seeing a tall, gaunt black woman 
in a gray dress and white turban, 

surmounted with an uncouth sun-bonnet, 
march deliberately into the church, walk 

with the air of a queen up the 
aisle, and take her seat upon 
the pulpit steps. A buzz of 
disapprobation was heard all 

over the house, and there fell on the listening 
ear, “An abolition affair!” “Woman’s rights 
and niggers!” “I told you so!” “Go it, darkey!”

I chanced on that occasion to wear my 
first laurels1 in public life as president of the 
meeting. At my request order was restored, 
and the business of the convention went on. 
Morning, afternoon, and evening exercises 
came and went. Through all these sessions 
old Sojourner, quiet and reticent . . . sat 
crouched against the wall on the corner of the 

pulpit stairs, her sun-bonnet shading her eyes, 
her elbows on her knees, her chin resting 
upon her broad, hard palms. At intermission 
she was busy selling the “Life of Sojourner 
Truth,” a narrative of her own strange 
and adventurous life. Again and again, 
timorous and trembling 
ones came to me and said, 
with earnestness, “don’t let 
her speak, Mrs. Gage, it will ruin us. Every 
newspaper in the land will have our cause 
mixed up with abolition and niggers, and we 
shall be utterly denounced.” My only answer 
was, “We shall see when the time comes.” 

	 	 “Ar’n’t I a Woman” Speech 	
	 	 at the Akron Convention, 	
	 	 Akron, Ohio, May 28-29, 1851

                                  from Reminiscences by Frances D. Gage  
                                  of Sojourner Truth

How did the crowd  
react when Truth  
entered the church? 
Why? 

gaunt, adj. Thin and bony; haggard

uncouth, adj. Crude, unrefined

disapprobation, n. Condemnation; moral disapproval

reticent, adj. Restrained in expression; shy

timorous, adj. Nervous
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Vocabulary in Place

Why did the conference 
attendees complain 
about Sojourner Truth? 

Sojourner Truth with President Abraham Lincoln 
Library of Congress, LC-USZ62-16225
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Delving Deeper

Writing

Names Worthy of Remembrance. Arthur Schomburg cites at least 50 historical figures in 
his essay “The Negro Digs Up His Past.” Take out references to major figures like George 
Washington, King Philip V, and the Queen of Sheba, and you are left with dozens of 
notable people, every one of whom contributed directly to the world as you know it today.

This is a three-part project: 
Working in small groups or as a class, compile a complete list of every single 
name mentioned by Schomburg in his entire essay, beginning with Abbé 
Grégoire. If you do not find at least 45 names, then look again. Once the list is 
complete, divide the names equally among workgroups or individual students.
Using your library and the Internet, create a short biography for each name to 
which you are assigned. If possible, include the person’s lifespan, birthplace, 
education, major accomplishments, and a one-sentence synopsis of any 
important publications or speeches. A basic Internet search may not provide 
adequate resources for many of the names on the list. Prepare to dig deep!
Assemble the final drafts in a single packet. Make copies so that everyone in the 
class will have a reminder that we must all work to preserve and interpret our 
cultural heritage.

1.

2.

3.

About the Author

Arturo (Arthur) Schomburg (1874–1938), writer, historian, bibliophile (lover and  
collector of books), and curator, was born in Puerto Rico. He moved to New York City  
in 1891, where he finished his high-school education. 

Schomburg became active in several fraternal organizations, 
including the black Freemasons, where he befriended fellow 
bibliophiles and scholars. He soon became intensely interested  
in collecting evidence of black cultural heritage. His vast  
collection was purchased for the New York Public Library in  
1926, but Schomburg continued to work as a curator and 
collector for the rest of his life. 

Schomburg published numerous articles in scholarly and 
literary journals, befriended, and influenced nearly every major 
figure of the Harlem Renaissance, and belonged to more than  
30 organizations, including the NAACP and the Urban League.
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