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  Mary Morris Burnett Talbert was born in Oberlin, Ohio on September 17, 1866, 
to Cornelius and Caroline Nichols Burnett. A diligent learner, Mary graduated from High 
School at the age of 16 and completed her degree in Literature from Oberlin College in 

1886.  She accepted a position teaching history, mathematics, Latin, science and  
geography - the position took her over 800 miles away from her family, in Little 

Rock Arkansas, at Bethal University. Despite the Jim Crow segregated educational 
climate, Mary’s professionalism and competence paved the way for her to be hired as the Assistant 

Principal at Bethel, the first woman to do so. The next year, she was named the Principal of Union 
High School - the first black woman to hold the position.  She held the position for four years, until 
she married in 1981 and relocated to Buffalo, New York.  She had 

one daughter, named Sarah May, in 1892. 
 

Mary began to establish her legacy as a public leader and a civil rights activist in Buffalo. She  
co-founded the Phyllis Wheatley Club of Colored Women - Buffalo’s first affiliate of the National 
Association of Colored Women (NACW). In 1905, she opened her home to host a series of secret 
black political activists meetings with civil rights pioneers, including W.E..B. Dubois, John Hope, 
Monroe Trotter, Frederick McGhee, C. E. Bentley and others. This was the beginning of what would 
become the Niagara Movement - a precursor to the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). At the 
turn of the 20th century, she protested the exclusion of African Americans from the 1901 Pan-American Exposition Planning  
Commissions to the all-white board of the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo, calling for the appointment of an African American 
board member and an exhibit on the lives of African Americans.  In 1905, Mary was inducted into the National Women’s Hall of 
Fame. During her tenure as NACW President, Mary was instrumental in the preservation and restoration of the Frederick Douglass 

Home in Anacostia.  
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“Phenomenal Civil Rights Leader”  

Mary Burnett Talbert, 1917. (Courtesy of The 
Crisis, Vol. 13, No. 4, February 1917)  


