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PREFACE

W hen I began this study, I had no idea how much I would discover.
Very few events of any significance to African Americans happened

between the 1890s and 1930 without the involvement of this remarkable
woman. Among the most difficult tasks has been deciding how to capture
the complexity of Ida B. Wells and the times in which she lived in less than
a five-volume work. One decision I made was to give relatively more atten-
tion to the first half of her adult life. My major reason was the emphasis
that she gave to her later life in her autobiography. I decided to summarize
and evaluate incidents that she discussed fully—including her second
British tour. Events to which she devoted entire chapters I sought to place
into context and examine other participants' accounts. Also, I became con-
vinced that Wells's personality and career were rooted in the environment
and experiences of her young adulthood, so I tried to recapture those for-
mative years in much greater detail.

I would like also to note that although I believe such terms as race,
white, and black are biological nonsense, I have used those terms in the
only way they make sense: as socially defined categories, flawed by preju-
dice.

Every scholar owes many people for direct and indirect help. Any ac-
counting of my debts will be incomplete for reasons of limited space and
memory. One category of aid has corne from the many people over the
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x PREFACE

years who have studied and written about Ida B. Wells. The greatest debt is
to those who have made her words available and easily accessible. These
include her daughter Alfreda Duster, who edited and struggled for years to
have her mother's autobiography published, and Miriam DeCosta-Willis,
who did the same for Wells's diaries. DeCosta-Willis provided invaluable
service with her tedious work in identifying the many people mentioned
only by initials in Wells's diary of the 1880s. At the Memphis Public Li-
brary, I found a very useful bibliography compiled by Albert Lee Kreiling.
Numerous scholars have examined Wells-Barnett from various perspec-
tives. I found all useful; but after skimming each, I put them aside and
wrote directly from my own research notes to prevent being overly influ-
enced by any. Thus, my debts to many are not adequately reflected in
my footnotes, and I have appended a bibliography of the works on Wells-
Barnett that I found most useful.

Because Wells-Barnett participated in so many major events and was
involved with so many issues, I am also grateful for the research of others
regarding the historical context of the times in which she lived. I have tried
to list the most helpful sources in my notes (without making the notes
longer than the text). Ironically, my most serious sins of omission will prob-
ably be of those works that became such a major influence on my under-
standing of the era that it is almost impossible to separate their ideas from
my own. That group includes, but is certainly not limited to, the writings
of John Hope Franklin, Louis Harlan, David Levering Lewis, August
Meier, Elliott Rudwick, Paula Giddings, Howard Rabinowitz, Darlene
Clark Hine, George Frederickson, and C. Vann Woodward.

Although many people have noted the relative neglect of Wells-
Barnett by scholars, there has been a virtual explosion of scholarship in re-
cent years. The variety of perspectives and interpretations is a testament to
both her complexity and importance. I am convinced that as scholars con-
tinue to study her, people will realize that it may be more appropriate to
compare such recognized titans as Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du
Bois to her, rather than the other way around. Since these major male
African American leaders have been the subject of several extensive bi-
ographies, I hope and expect the same for Wells-Barnett. The extent and
power of her words are staggering—and open to multiple interpretations.
Thus, I decided to expose readers to as many of those words as feasible
through extensive quotations. I hope her words will inspire others to ex-
plore some of her many writings, which are now widely reprinted.

There have been so many who have provided direct assistance over so
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long a period—many whose names I never learned—that I am afraid of
forgetting someone. In some archives as many as a dozen staff members
provided help. Rather than risk leaving names out, I choose to thank the
entire archival or museum staffs of the following: National Archives, Li-
brary of Congress, University of Chicago, Chicago Historical Society, Illi-
nois State Archives, Tennessee State Library and Archives, Marshall
County Historical Museum, Memphis Public Library, University of Mem-
phis, Rust College, Howard University, Wilberforce University, and Duke
University. I am also grateful for the published and microform editions of
the papers of such individuals and groups as Booker T. Washington, the
NAACP, Albion Tourgee, W. E. B. Du Bois, the American Temperance
Movement, and Marcus Garvey as well as numerous newspapers. This ac-
knowledgment brings me to the two agencies that undoubtedly provided
the greatest assistance: the Interlibrary Loan Department at North Car-
olina State University and the Microforms Collections Department at the
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. The individuals to whom I
owe the most are my research assistants over the years — Ellen Turco, Ja-
nine Cairo, Shana Hutchins, Seulky Shin, Joanna Grant, and Parie Hines.
I would also like to acknowlege the help of my colleagues, especially John
David Smith and William C. Harris at North Carolina State University
and James Hunt at Shaw University; Peter Ginna, Allison Arieff, Isabella
Robertson, and Kim Torre-Tasso at Oxford University Press; and on a more
personal level, all the friends and family who have formed my cheering
section in times of discouragement—especially my husband John, whose
moral support and patience through repeated delays for the Bahamas bap-
tism of our new boat is truly appreciated.
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INTRODUCTION

A fter the Civil War, many extraordinary African Americans rapidly rose
from obscurity and bondage to incredible positions of fame and au-

tonomy. Outstanding ability often overcomes adversity, but rarely have so
many climbed so far so quickly with so little help. Among the numerous
stories of personal courage and fortitude, few are more heroic than that of
Ida B. Wells. Born into slavery and orphaned as a teenager, Wells took
charge of herself and her younger siblings, supporting them by teaching.
In an age when women were often considered dependent on male protec-
tors, both the insecurity and the liberation of relative independence pro-
foundly shaped Wells as she sought to balance her desires and multiple du-
ties. She felt a keen sense of responsibility to a number of people and
causes. Often she was asked to chose between competing ideals: support of
black "manhood" and the need for strong black women; race unity and be-
lief in the oneness of humanity; political realities and personal integrity;
racial uplift and class identity; tolerance and high moral standards; inte-
gration and black autonomy; nurturing her family and crusading for jus-
tice. Wells supported many reform movements only to discover that white
leaders of such causes as woman suffrage and temperance expected her to
put their movements' interests ahead of the struggle for black rights. This
she refused to do. For almost half her life she remained single and strug-
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xiv INTRODUCTION

gled with the social expectations of womanhood, while emerging as an ac-
tivist more militant than most of her male colleagues.

Wells was barely twenty years old when she sued a railroad company in
1883 for expelling her from a first-class coach. Her account of the case
launched her into a part-time career in journalism, which became her full-
time vocation when the white school board in Memphis dismissed her for
publicly criticizing its actions. As editor of the Memphis Free Speech, Wells
began a crusade against lynching. Her editorials infuriated local whites,
who eventually closed down her newspaper and forced her exile. Moving
to New York, she immersed herself in the antilynching cause, which in-
cluded two British lecture tours.

For several years in the 1890s, no African American, except for Freder-
ick Douglass, received more press attention than Ida B. Wells. She played
a role similar to the aging abolitionist, arousing British public opinion
against the new evil of lynching as Douglass had against the old evil of slav-
ery. Both were entertained by royalty and other prominent people and
launched British movements that brought unwanted attention to Amer-
ica's racial problems. When Douglass died in 1895, Wells was his logical
heir apparent; they had closely collaborated on several projects. She was
better known than W E. B. Du Bois and more ideologically compatible
with Douglass than Booker T. Washington—the two men who eventually
became the main contenders to fill Douglass's shoes. However, Wells had
a major problem: She was a woman.

In post-Reconstruction America, black women faced a serious dilem-
ma. White southerners were attempting to repeal the advances made by
African Americans by stripping black men of not only their power but also
their pride. Southern white men defined manhood partly as the ability to
protect their "helpless" women. To deny black manhood, they forbade any
sexual contact between black men and white women, while claiming for
themselves the right of sexual access to black women. Lynching was a ma-
jor tool for the emasculation of black men. To support their men and to
counteract the challenges to black manhood, black women usually as-
sumed some of the roles played by white women in this patriarchal society.
They, too, were expected to be submissive and to lend support rather than
to provide leadership. For a woman to be spokesperson and leader for
African Americans belittled black "manhood."

The first step by Wells into the role of spokesperson grew out of her
rage over the lynching of a close friend in 1892. The horror of that event fo-
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cussed Wells's attention and anger on the evil of mob violence. She cor-
rectly diagnosed the major purpose of lynching in the 1890s as an antidote
to black success rather than the result of black degradation, a form of racial
terrorism. Few African Americans were lynched prior to the Civil War be-
cause of slaves' monetary value as well as slavery's effectiveness as a system
of racial control and domination. After emancipation, white southerners
increasingly used lynching to intimidate black men. The practice reached
its peak in the 1890s, the same time whites were forging a new system of
racial subordination based on segregation and disfranchisement. That
decade also witnessed the growing use of rape charges as the justification
for lynching.

Wells's attack on the lynch law focused on refuting the prevailing no-
tion that lynching was needed to defend white women from the lust of
black men. She was not the first to attack the rape myth, but she became
the loudest and most persistent voice for truth. Thus while white men pro-
claimed themselves protectors of their women's purity, a woman emerged
as the defender of black men's honor and lives. This role reversal caused
controversy, and Wells provoked animosity as well as admiration. Further
undermining her ability to follow expected gender roles was her assertive-
ness. Her uncompromising militancy made most male leaders look timid.
Although many African Americans supported Wells's efforts, from the be-
ginning of her career some black men challenged her femininity. Their at-
tacks sometimes took the form of vocalizing doubts about her purity and
propriety, both of which were crucial to her ability to support herself as
well as to advance the cause of her people. Wells, therefore, struggled to
balance her need to be perceived as a "lady" with her natural militancy.

Although Wells chafed under the restrictions resulting from her gen-
der, she consistently placed race interests above gender issues. Feeling a di-
vided duty to the fight for equal rights by women and by African Ameri-
cans, she participated in both movements. Black women of her era
typically saw racism as a greater evil than sexism, and Wells was not an ex-
ception. More than most women of either race, however, she was ambiva-
lent about her gender identification. Her actions challenged gender roles
largely because she identified with men rather than women. Wells often
seemed to view other women as if she were an outsider who found most
women to be weak, shallow, and petty. As a result she got along better with
men, who elected her to offices in national organizations while women's
groups did not. Nevertheless, she encountered male resentment of her
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leadership roles and7 consequently, felt alienated somewhat from both
sexes. Being a black woman activist required a delicate balancing act, and
Wells could not walk the tightrope as deftly as some other women.

Her militancy also placed Wells out of sync with the growing modera-
tion of black leaders. After causing her exile from Memphis, Tennessee,
her temper led her tongue to alienate even those who were ideologically
compatible. Wells was a person, however, who could not be ignored. Very
little happened in the struggles for black and women's rights without her
participation from the 1890s to her death in 1931. She was active in the
founding of numerous organizations, such as the NAACP, and collabo-
rated with many leaders, including Du Bois, William Monroe Trotter,
Henry McNeal Turner, and Marcus Garvey. At the same time, she worked
with such white women activists as Susan B. Anthony and Jane Addams. In
the end she chastised most coworkers for compromising and founded her
own groups in her new hometown of Chicago. Her inability to work suc-
cessfully with most people meant that she became alienated from move-
ments and failed to get appropriate credit for her work both during her life
and for a long time afterward. Nevertheless, she played a very important
role in history by being, in her own words, the "disturbing element which
kept the waters troubled."

Her personal life was almost as frustrating as her public one. Wells
sought to play numerous roles simultaneously and was often torn between
her desires and her responsibilities. Forced at sixteen to become the head
of the household, she became accustomed to a degree of independence
that would have been threatened by marriage. Her relationships with men
were problematic personally as well as professionally. For almost half her
life she remained single, unable to find a man she could respect who did
not threaten her independence. When she finally found a man with whom
she was compatible, Wells was in her thirties and at the peak of her career.
Marriage and motherhood limited—but did not stop—her activism. Soon
after her first child was born, her suffragist friend Susan B. Anthony com-
plained that Wells "had a special call for special work" and that mother-
hood gave her "a divided duty." She fought until her death to fulfill her du-
ties as woman, African American, and activist.
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T he remarkable journey of Ida Wells began during the Civil War in the
northern Mississippi town of Holly Springs. It was not the most aus-

picious place for an African American to be born, for Mississippi has been
the site of horrific incidents of white racism and violence. In the antebel-
lum period, slaves from other states feared being "sold down to Missis-
sippi"; later, some of the bloodiest chapters of the civil rights movement
would be written there. Nevertheless, Ida B. Wells was born at a time and
place in Mississippi that offered African Americans cause for hope as well
as discouragement. Her parents also emerged from slavery with more op-
portunity than many.

Although slavery was hardly a benevolent institution, as white south-
erners sought to paint it, some slaves were more privileged than others.
Sources of privilege included kinship with the master, acquisition of valu-
able skills, and the opportunity to be "hired out" in cities. Ida's father,
James Wells, apparently benefited from all three. His master/father owned
a plantation in Tippah County and had no children by his white wife,
"Miss Polly." Like many slave owners, he had a black "family" with a
slave—Peggy. Born in 1840, James Wells was their first child and was cher-
ished by his father, who was relatively old when James was born. Such li-
aisons were deeply resented by most slave owners' white wives, who felt the
bitterness of betrayal and the humiliation of seeing tangible, public proof

1
Childhood and Early Adulthood

"A happy, light-hearted schoolgirl"

3



4 TO KEEP THE WATERS TROUBLED

of their husbands' infidelity in the skin color of the children. These wives'
wrath was sometimes unleashed on the slave women who shared their hus-
band's attention, whether or not the bondswomen were willing participants
in the relationships. James Wells recalled how Miss Polly had gotten some-
one to strip and whip Peggy the day after her husband died.1

Before his death, James's father had taken him to Holly Springs, in
northern Mississippi, to be apprenticed to a carpenter. Thus at age eigh-
teen, James Wells gained a valuable skill and a measure of independence
as a hired-out slave living in town. Masters hired out their slaves to other
people for a variety of reasons—usually for compensation or for their slaves
to acquire certain skills. Hired-out slaves enjoyed a wide range of freedom,
and some received very little. Life in cities and towns, however, gave many
hired-out slaves some freedom from supervision, and most found more au-
tonomy than the slaves on their masters' plantations.2

In Holly Springs, Wells learned carpentry and acquired a mate at the
residence of a contractor and builder named Boiling. He fell in love with
Elizabeth Warrenton, the cook in the Boiling household. As slaves they
could not legally marry, but they lived as man and wife and legalized their
vows after emancipation—as many slaves did. Unlike James, Elizabeth
(born in 1844) had not been sheltered from bondage's worst abuses. One of
ten children born to slaves in Virginia, she vividly recalled receiving beat-
ings from her masters. She also suffered one of the worst abuses of slavery:
She and two of her sisters were sold and separated from their family.
Such separations were painful reminders of slaves' vulnerability and cut
them off from the very people who provided comfort and support to cope
with the harsh realities of slavery. Like so many others, Elizabeth sent in-
quiries back to Virginia after emancipation in a vain attempt to find her lost
family.5

Ida Bell Wells was the first child born to the couple. Her birth on 16
July 1862 was in the midst of the Civil War. At first the Union and the Con-
federacy carefully tried to separate the issue of slavery from their war aims,
but the process of the war ultimately destroyed the system of human
bondage. When Union troops arrived nearby, many slaves sought to liber-
ate themselves by fleeing behind Union lines. After a period of confusion
over the status of these fugitives (at first, slaves were often returned to their
Confederate masters), the U.S. Congress directed that escaped slaves of
rebel masters could be considered contraband of war and proclaimed free.
Nevertheless, when Union troops moved out of a region, some of the newly
freed slaves found themselves recaptured in the web of slavery. For many
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southerners of all shades, the transition from slavery to freedom was chaotic
and confusing. Ida Wells's birthplace was the scene of more-than-average
confusion.4

Holly Springs was captured and recaptured by the two armies, chang-
ing hands at least fifty-nine times during the war. Its geography and its his-
tory made the city's experiences of the war and Reconstruction both typical
and atypical of most of the state. When Ida was born, Holly Springs had ex-
isted for only a few decades. In 1832 the Chickasaw ceded the region,
known as the Chickasaw Cession, to the federal government. Four years
later the territory was divided into counties—the largest of which was Mar-
shall County with Holly Springs as its seat. While still carving the city from
the wilderness, its settlers sought to make it a cultural center. Even before
the town was incorporated, residents voted in a town meeting to establish
the Holly Springs Female Institute, the first of a number of educational in-
stitutions. By 1850 the county was spending more on higher education
than all the rest of the state, excluding the budget of the University of Mis-
sissippi.5 A history of the state noted that in 1891 Holly Springs, called the
"City of Flowers," was "widely known for the hospitality and culture of its
people."6

One reason for the culture and prosperity in Holly Springs was the ar-
rival of successful cotton planters, who had moved west for more fertile
soil, as well as many others who grew cotton on a smaller scale. "King Cot-
ton" demanded slaves; the 1840 county population of 17,536 included
8,260 slaves and 8 free blacks. As a new town with many land claim cases,
the city also was the home to numerous lawyers. Both lawyers and planters
tended to join the Whig party, which dominated the town's early politics —
until the rise of the slavery issue in national debate. The controversy de-
stroyed the party there as elsewhere and "no compromise" Democrats rose
in power.7

By 1860 the county's population had grown to almost 29,000, includ-
ing 1,295 slave owners and 17,439 slaves; the free black population re-
mained at 8.8 Now a minority, whites became even more determined to re-
tain slavery as a source of control and power, and Marshall County played
an integral role in Mississippi's march toward secession. One of its resi-
dents was coauthor of the state's ordinance of secession, and when it was
signed on 9 January 1861, the county provided five signatories—more than
any other county.9 Thus a year and a half before Ida Wells's birthday, her
parents and the rest of Holly Springs probably waited anxiously for the out-
come of the bold move toward disunion.
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Downtown Holly Springs at the time of Ida B. Wells's birth (courtesy of Marshall
County Historical Museum).

Because whites were outnumbered, a constant fear of racial revolt lin-
gered in many minds. Such fear was intensified by the uncertainties of war.
Early in the hostilities planters summoned home some of their hired-out
slaves. The state legislature also moved to control slaves by penalizing mas-
ters who granted their bondsmen and bondswomen too much freedom.
Even so, rumors spread like epidemics, fanning the fever of fear with lurid
descriptions of insurrection plots. Hysteria required no tangible evidence.
The month Ida was born, the provost marshal of Natchez reported the
hanging of forty African Americans during the preceding year, foreshad-
owing the postwar terror and murder of black men to retain white con-
trol.10 By the end of the century only the dominant excuse had changed—
from insurrection to rape.

At first Holly Springs seemed to have been spared the worst of the hys-
teria and war. Not until about two weeks before Ida's birth in July 1862 did
the first significant Civil War skirmish occur near Holly Springs. A consid-
erable number of Confederate troops remained in the area until later that
fall when Union General Ulysses S. Grant began moving troops into
northern Mississippi in preparation for the Vicksburg campaign. Before
his army reached Holly Springs, Confederate forces partially dismantled
the local foundry and retreated to a more defensible position. Grant pro-

6
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ceeded to establish a large supply depot in the city. Weapons, ammunition,
food, and other materials filled every public building as well as churches,
the Masonic Temple, and even a few private homes. While he briefly
made his headquarters there, the city's black population celebrated a rare
degree of freedom.11

As Grant's army moved deeper into slaVe territory, slaves began com-
ing in larger numbers to the Union camps. To handle the hordes, Grant
asked Chaplain John Eaton to establish a camp for the "contrabands."
Eaton chose Grand Junction, Tennessee, as the camp's location —just
across the state line from Holly Springs. Eaton later described the scene of
slaves "coming garbed in rags or silks, with feet shod or bleeding, individu-
ally or in families and larger groups, —an army of slaves and fugitives,
pushing its way irresistibly toward an army of fighting men."12 Although the
Wells family and many other slaves chose to remain in Holly Springs, the
camp's nearby location had an ameliorating impact on slavery in that city.

Late in the fall of 1862, Grant's army moved south, leaving only
twenty-five hundred troops in Holly Springs. Until that time Holly Springs
had suffered little damage, although the town and the surrounding coun-
tryside had changed hands frequently. On a plantation near Holly Springs,
eighteen-year-old Cordelia Scales wrote letters describing the changing
parade of Union and Confederate troops that camped in her yard. Both
seem to have foraged—but not unduly.13 Some outlying plantations suf-

Rebel Armory at Holly Springs during the Civil War (courtesy of Marshall County
Historical Museum).
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fered more than others, but major destruction of the town began with the
raid by Confederate General Earl Van Dorn on 20 December 1862. Van
Dorn's men quickly routed the outnumbered and unsuspecting federal
troops in Holly Springs. Knowing they had little time, Confederate soldiers
rapidly looted the easily transportable federal supplies. Then, from early
morning until 4:00 P.M., they set fire to the many buildings housing the re-
maining stores. Exploding ammunition caused further destruction and
some deaths. J. G. Deupree, a participant, described the scene as

wild and exciting: Federals running; Confederates yelling and pursu-
ing; tents and houses burning; torches flaming; guns popping; sabres
clanking; negroes and abolitionists begging for mercy; women, in
dreaming robes and with disheveled hair floating in the morning
breeze, shouting encouragement to the raiders; a mass of frantic,
frightened human beings.14

Of all the "frantic, frightened human beings" few were more scared than
the "negroes and abolitionists begging for mercy." James and Elizabeth
Wells may well have feared for their six-month-old infant.

The destruction was not yet complete. Two days later federal troops re-
turned. One Iowa soldier watched sadly as every "portion of the fated city
seemed given over to pillage and destruction and no hand was raised to
save anything from the general sack and ruin." He was especially disturbed
by the sacrileges committed in a church and the "women and children
standing in their homes wailing with the most piteous cries."15 Before Con-
federate forces in Mississippi surrendered on 4 May 1865, Holly Springs
had witnessed more than a dozen major skirmishes. After so much chaos
and confusion, the county's slaves must have wondered if freedom had ac-
tually come to stay, while whites worried about what would replace slavery.
Former masters and former slaves warily sought to redefine their new rela-
tionships.

After the war was over, James Wells accepted Boiling's invitation to
continue working for him. Like most freed people, Wells sought to test and
taste the varied fruits of freedom. He first exercised those rights that white
southerners had grudgingly conceded—legalizing his marriage and seek-
ing education for his family. The Wells family continued to grow in the
years following the war, and eventually Ida had four brothers and three sis-
ters. Both parents were eager for their children to go to school. Former
slaves realized that education had been forbidden because it was a key to
freedom and a source of white power. Most slave children had worked at an
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early age; their freed fathers wanted them to have childhoods more like
those of their former masters' children. Ida Wells later recalled, "Our job
was to go to school and learn all we could."16

She began school at such an early age that she could not remember
when or where she started. Her earliest recollections were of reading the
newspaper to her father and his friends and of her mother going to school
with the children until she was able to read the Bible. Students of all ages
clustering around a limited number of books in small schools was a com-
mon sight to the newly freed slaves during Reconstruction. Whether Ida's
father learned to read is unclear. Her reading the newspaper to him and his
friends could have represented a father's desire to show off the accom-
plishments of his offspring or his inability to read for himself. Like many
freed heads of households, James Wells was undoubtedly busy and appar-
ently did not attend school with his family. However, he may have learned
to read and write from his father or as an apprentice. Regardless, Wells was
deeply involved in education because he was one of the trustees of Shaw
University, the school Ida attended in Holly Springs.

In addition to exercising their rights to marriage and education, freed-
men eagerly embraced the right to vote. For the entire Republican Recon-
struction period in Mississippi (1867-1875), African Americans comprised
a majority of the county's population and overwhelmingly supported Re-
publicans despite white Democrats' efforts to win their votes. The Demo-
crats used both carrots and sticks to woo black voters. Many used economic
intimidation to persuade African Americans to vote for Democrats. James
Wells was one victim of such tactics. When Boiling found out that Wells
had not voted Democratic, he locked Wells out of his shop. Wells, how-
ever, was not easily intimidated. Without saying a word to anyone, he
bought his own tools, rented a house, and moved his family out of the
dwelling owned by Boiling.17

Some African Americans followed the path of James Wells, but black
voters responded in a variety of ways. Like Wells, a number openly demon-
strated their independence—a few attended Democratic barbecues and
picnics adorned in caps with the Republican insignia. Others dissembled.
One man, threatened with eviction by his white landlord if he voted Re-
publican, won a reprieve with the explanation that he had been forced to
vote for Republicans by black threats to run him out of town. Many
accepted Democratic gifts and then voted Republican anyway. A few did
become Democrats either out of loyalty to former masters or employers or
because of economic threats and incentives. The leader of a black Demo-
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cratic club was rewarded with the gift of a small house by his white fellow
Democrats.18

Although a numerical minority in Marshall County, Democrats were
able to get most of their candidates elected as late as the election of 1871.
To do so, they utilized both intimidation and fraud. Tactics included coun-
terfeiting Republican ballots, attempting to confuse voters by using African
Americans to distribute Democratic tickets, hiding in the building to stuff
ballot boxes while the election clerks were eating supper, and requiring
black voters to present written proof of their age. As a result of reported
electoral fraud, the state legislature refused to seat two Marshall County
Democrats elected in 1871. In the next election, the Republicans swept all
the county's offices. One African American served as state senator and
three as representatives. However, two years later in 1875, the Democrats
returned to power—permanently.19 Black Mississippi politician John Roy
Lynch later noted, "The new order of things was then set aside and the
abandoned methods of a few years back were reviewed, reinaugurated, and
readopted."20

Ida recalled that her father was interested in politics and remembered
the "anxious way my mother walked the floor at night when my father was
out to a political meeting."21 Her mother had good reason to be concerned.
Whites resented all black political participation but especially loathed the
Loyal League, a black political organization founded and often controlled
by white Republicans across the South. The Holly Springs branch of the
League was established by A. C. McDonald of Shaw University and Nel-
son Gill of the Freedmen's Bureau. It usually met in Gill's home or in the
black Baptist church. During one meeting, members of the local Ku Klux
Klan hid under Gill's house listening to the proceedings and waiting for
J. L. Holland, who had been chosen among them by lot, to shoot Gill.
When Holland finally decided it was time and aimed his pistol, another
Klansman had second thoughts and knocked the gun out of Holland's
hand just as he fired it. No one was hurt, but all were scared. Afterward,
pickets were posted outside during Loyal League meetings.22

Heated campaigns led to physical assaults and fights —apparently in-
stigated by Democrats. Republican speakers were pelted with sticks and
brickbats, had their coattails ripped, were "buggy-whipped," and had their
legs broken.23 The most serious incident of violence was the fatal shooting
of Tyler Williamson, an African American who was called "a very turbulent
leader and exceedingly impudent to the white people."24 Despite that inci-
dent, Holly Springs remained more peaceful than many towns and cities
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during Reconstruction. Ida Wells noted in her autobiography that she
could not remember any riots in the city, "although there were plenty in
other parts of the state."25

Political violence and Klan activities frightened Elizabeth Wells and
others, but Reconstruction also brought new hope and opportunity to Mis-
sissippi's black population. Although brief, the period of Republican as-
cendancy in Holly Springs had to be a source of great pride to the Wells's
and other black families. Most whites, although they resented black politi-
cal power, agreed that the city had been blessed with extraordinarily capa-
ble and honest black officeholders. Two were singled out for praise: James
Hill, who rose from the state legislature to become Mississippi's secretary
of state from 1874 to 1878, and Hiram Rhodes Revels, who moved to Holly
Springs in the mid-1870s, and became the first African American U.S. sen-
ator. Both won white respect by their conciliatory attitudes. But whites also
noted that although State Senator George Allbright was a "willing and ea-
ger tool in the hands of Gill," he was "a negro who was above average in in-
telligence."26 At the height of black political power in Holly Springs, Ida
Wells was a child of about ten. The events she witnessed may have whetted
her interest in politics, which remained strong her entire life.

Although James Wells was known as a "race man" who was intensely
interested in politics, he apparently never held office but stayed busy run-
ning a business and taking care of his growing family. As in many house-
holds, however, Ida's mother played the biggest role in the day-to-day af-
fairs of the children. A very religious woman, Elizabeth Wells made sure
that her children attended church regularly. The Wells family likely be-
longed to Asbury Methodist Church, where Shaw University classes were
first held. Ida was baptized in that faith at the age of twelve. Ida recalled
that her mother "won the prize for regular attendance at Sunday school,
taking the whole brood of six to nine o'clock Sunday school the year before
she died." Elizabeth Wells was a strict disciplinarian who kept close watch
over her children. She regularly went to their school to check on their
progress, taught them how to do household chores, and assigned each tasks
around the home. Ida proudly asserted that her mother "brought us up
with a strict discipline that many mothers who have had educational ad-
vantages have not exceeded."27

Like many African American families, the Wells family was part of a
network of kinship. Although Elizabeth Wells had been unable to locate
her parents and other siblings, her sister Belle, who had also been sold to
Mississippi owners, lived out in the country near Holly Springs. James



12 TO KEEP THE WATERS TROUBLED

Rust College Administration Building (courtesy of Rust College).

Wells's mother, Peggy, married a black man (probably named Butler) after

emancipation and also lived nearby. They apparently lived as man and wife

during slavery and had a daughter named Margaret and at least one other

son. The Butlers tilled a number of acres and brought their corn and cot-

ton to sell in Holly Springs each fall. Utilizing that trip for a family visit,

they usually brought gifts, some of which Ida called "souvenirs from hog-

killing time." On one such visit, Ida recalled her father angrily refusing his

mother's request to go see his father's widow, "Miss Polly," reminding his

mother of how Miss Polly had her whipped and saying, "I am never going

to see her. I guess it is all right for you to take care of her and forgive her for

what she did to you, but she could have starved to death if I'd had my say-

so. She certainly would have, if it hadn't been for you." In addition to those

visits, Ida sometimes went to stay with her grandmother and aunt and un-

cle, who helped Peggy and her husband on the farm. Apparently, another

uncle and his wife, Fannie Butler, had three children and lived in Mem-

phis, Tennessee.28

When Ida reached her teens, she enrolled at Shaw University (infor-

mally called Rust College until 1890, when the name change became of-

ficial), where she was greatly influenced by the missionary spirit of the
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school. Under the jurisdiction of the Methodist Episcopal Church, North,

Rust was "strongly tinged with evangelical Christianity." Students were re-
quired to attend daily chapel, weekly prayer meetings, and church on Sun-
day. W. W. Hooper, who became president of Rust while Ida was a student,
was remembered as a religious man who "prayed in chapel with his eyes
open and would call your name when he got through if you didn't be-
have."29 Such an environment reinforced the religious training Ida re-
ceived at home.

Rust's curriculum spanned from elementary education to normal
school training for teachers—a four-year high school level program. A. C.
McDonald founded the school to make former slaves and their children
useful, independent citizens. In 1875 he wrote the following:

It is our aim to do no hot-house work, seeking to hurry students
through a college curriculum . . . sending them into the battle of life
only to disgrace themselves and bring reproach upon the cause of
education at large, but to take the far more difficult and tedious plan
of trying to lay well a foundation for a broad, thorough and practical
education.30

As in many schools for African Americans of that era, Rust's faculty was pre-
dominately white. Most of the teachers were northerners who saw them-
selves as missionaries. The white women teachers influenced Ida's concept
of ideal womanhood and her acceptance of Victorian codes of propriety. At
the same time, she may have been inspired by the example of black faculty
member Ophelia Smith who wrote, "I love my race."31

While a student at Rust, Ida encountered the joys and sorrows of pu-
berty. She experienced her "first love" and its painful demise. James B.
Combs was a Rust student from Georgia, who boarded with a local family.
Described in the 1880 U.S. census as "mulatto," Combs was about five
years older than Wells and apparently was the one to end the relationship.
He married someone else and remained in Holly Springs for at least ten
years—his presence reminding Wells of the impermanence of love.
Throughout her twenties Ida remained skittish of committing herself to
just one man.32

Other relationships caused difficulties for Wells at Rust. In late 1885,
she referred to her tenure at Rust as "my darkest days." Ida's fiery temper
often got her in trouble, and a confrontation with President Hooper appar-
ently led to her dismissal sometime in 1880 or 1881.33 For years she re-
sented him tremendously for her expulsion, but in June 1886 she admitted
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to herself that her own "tempestuous, rebellious, hard headed wilfulness"
was to blame. She rued her "disposition to question his authority" and as-
serted, "I no longer cherish feelings of resentment, nor blame him that my
scholastic career was cut short."34

In 1878 Ida B. Wells encountered the next painful chapter of her life
while on a visit to her grandmother. That year witnessed a devastating yel-
low fever epidemic in the Mississippi Valley. The region had undergone
previous epidemics of yellow fever, but none was as extensive or deadly as
the 1878 outbreak. An unusually mild winter, an early spring, and a blis-
tering hot summer had allowed the mosquitoes, which served as the fever's
agent of transmission, to breed prolifically and over a wide range of terri-
tory. Thus the fever spread to areas that had never experienced an epi-
demic; therefore, most residents of those regions had no acquired immuni-
ties to yellow fever. Compounding these factors, the strain of virus that
year was particularly deadly, which caused higher mortality rates even in
areas previously infected. In some regions the mortality rates exceeded 50
percent.35

Lacking a good understanding of how the fever was spread, most Holly
Springs residents believed their town to be immune, so the city opened its
doors to people from other infested cities. The first "refugees" were housed
in a small brick building that had served as the original land office. Within
a week one of the refugees had died, which was only the beginning of the
terrible toll the fever would exact in Holly Springs. On 4 September 1878,
the New Orleans Picayune reported fifty cases of yellow fever in Holly
Springs and two deaths; an epidemic was declared and panic began, caus-
ing "a frenzied effort at flight from the unseen terror" so that streets "were
jammed with every conceivable type of vehicle loaded with baggage and
human beings." By the next day a different scene was described: "The
hurry and confusion of panic is gone. No hurried footsteps sound along the
forsaken streets unless they seek help or a doctor. Hollow echoes mock
their passing." The mass exodus reduced the town's population from about
thirty-five hundred to fifteen hundred, comprised of three hundred whites
and twelve hundred African Americans. One who remained telegraphed
on 5 September, "The stores are all closed. . . . Physicians are broken
down. . . . Many cases will die today. . . . Gloom, despair, and death rule
the hour, and the situation is simply appalling." Only a few dozen of those
who stayed escaped the fever; by the end of the epidemic, 215 whites and
89 African Americans had died.36

While Holly Springs was reeling from yellow fever, Ida was safe at her
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grandmother's house and presumed that the rest of the family had evacu-
ated the city and gone to stay with her mother's sister Belle. When no word
came from them, she assumed delivery of the mail had been disrupted.
Then three men from Holly Springs brought her a letter, which she
scanned until, as she later recalled, four sentences caught her eye: "Jim
and Lizzie Wells have both died of the fever. They died within twenty-four
hours of each other. The children are all at home and the Howard Associ-
ation has put a woman there to take care of them. Send word to Ida." She
immediately fainted and came to in a "house of mourning" surrounded by
her grandmother, aunt, and uncle. Her father had died on 26 September
and her mother the next day.37

Wells was concerned about her younger siblings in Holly Springs. Two
years earlier the next oldest child, Eugenia, had developed severe scoliosis
that had bent her spinal column until she became paralyzed below the
waist. Next in order of birth were her brothers James, age eleven, and
George, age nine. Her two youngest sisters were five-year-old Annie, and
Lily, about two. The youngest sibling was a nine-month-old baby named
Stanley. Another brother, Eddie, had died a number of years earlier of
spinal meningitis. Wells wanted to go to the children immediately, but her
relatives would not allow her to leave until they received a letter from a
doctor saying that she should come.38

When Ida arrived at the house, she found out that all the children ex-
cept Eugenia had been stricken with the fever. Although most had slight
cases, the baby had died on 3 October, and two still remained in bed.
Eugenia told her what had happened since the fever struck, recounting
their father's contribution to the emergency. To protect his family while he
built coffins and comforted the sick, James Wells left home but came daily
as far as the gate to bring food and to check on them. Elizabeth, however,
was the first of the family to be stricken. An Irish woman was sent to nurse
her, and James came home to help—only to come down with the fever
himself.39

James Wells had been a master Mason, which in the black community
often operated as a safety net for its members and their families. Thus once
the epidemic had passed, a group of Masons gathered at the Wells home to
discuss what was to become of the children. After many hours of discus-
sion, they had come to an agreement on the arrangements. They decided
that Ida was old enough to take care of herself, but the others would have
to be parceled out. Two of the Masons' wives each agreed to take one of the
younger girls, Annie and Lily. The two boys were to be apprenticed to two
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different men —one of whom was a local white who was familiar with their
father's work and hoped his son shared Wells's carpentry skills. The big
problem was Eugenia. Because of her paralysis, no one wanted the re-
sponsibility of caring for her, so she was to be sent to a poorhouse.

While the men were divvying up the children, Ida had sat quietly.
When they finished, however, she calmly announced that her parents
would "turn over in their graves to know their children had been scattered
like that" and she did not intend to let it happen. She would care for them
if the Masons would help her find work. Although they initially scoffed at
the idea, Ida was adamant and they relented—probably relieved to be rid
of the responsibility. Wells later subtly altered the past and her experiences
at Rust University by recollecting, "After being a happy, light-hearted
schoolgirl I suddenly found myself at the head of a family."40 Actually, her
days there were less than idyllic, and she continued to attend Rust between
school terms until her expulsion some two years later.

At age sixteen, Ida B. Wells was able to keep her family together be-
cause her father had been industrious and frugal. He had left them a house
free of debt and accumulated savings of at least three hundred dollars.
That met their needs for awhile, but Ida needed to find work. On the sug-
gestion of the Masons, she sought a teaching job in a country school. She
successfully passed the examination and was assigned to a school six miles
outside of Holly Springs with a salary of twenty-five dollars a month. While
she waited for school to open, Wells lengthened all her skirts for the tran-
sition from schoolgirl to schoolmarm.

Until that time, Wells had been sheltered by her parents, who were
very protective. She had not been allowed to be in the presence of men un-
chaperoned, and her contacts with boys had been limited to what she
called "children's parties." She was naive and society was suspicious of
women living without the protection of a father, husband, or male relative.
The result was a pattern of rumors that would plague her until she mar-
ried. After she insisted on staying in the family home with her siblings, the
word spread that Wells wanted the house for illicit assignations with a
white man. She was dimly aware that such arrangements existed, but she
was deeply shocked and hurt that people believed her capable of such ac-
tion.41

Although Wells was listed as the head of the household in the 1880
U.S. census, she received help in meeting her responsibilities from her ex-
tended family and friends. Mr. and Mrs. James Hall, family friends who
were in their early thirties, served as guardians. After fallacious rumors that
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Wells was having an affair with a white doctor, her grandmother, Peggy,
came from the country to stay with them. Although she was in her seven-
ties, she tried to help out by working during the day. However, one night
Peggy collapsed with a paralytic stroke, and her daughter took her back to
the country to care for her until she died.42

Once Wells started to work at the country school, she needed someone
to watch the children during the week. An old friend of her mother's (prob-
ably Rachel Rather) agreed to do so. Rather was from Virginia, twenty-four
years older than Elizabeth, and may have served as a surrogate mother to
her. She took care of the children until Ida would come home every Fri-
day, "riding the six miles on the back of a big mule." Before she returned on
Sunday afternoon, Wells did all the laundry and housecleaning for the
week. She also cooked for the children, often using eggs and butter that
people near her school had given her. Fortunately, she did not have to keep
up this frantic pace for too long. Gradually, she was relieved of the respon-
sibility for some of the children. By 1880, her brother James, who the fam-
ily called Jim, had left home and had become apprenticed to a carpenter.
Although he was no longer under her direct supervision, Wells still worried
about Jim. She later called him her problem child because he was con-
stantly getting into minor difficulties, especially with women. He would
then go to Ida, who would help him out of the trouble. George was quieter
and also became a carpenter's apprentice, eventually moving to Kansas.43

Wells taught for three years in Marshall County and Tate County
schools and for six months in a school in Cleveland County, Arkansas. In
1881 Wells accepted the invitation of her aunt, Fannie Wells, to come to
Memphis. Fannie lived there with her three small children, having been
widowed by the yellow fever epidemic. Wells brought her two youngest sis-
ters with her to Memphis, while Eugenia went to live with their Aunt Belle
on her farm. After she arrived in the city at the age of nineteen, Wells con-
tinued to teach—first in the nearby town of Woodstock, and after 1884 in
the city schools of Memphis.44

Forced into an early adulthood by her parents' deaths, in Memphis
Wells began to feel the pull of conflicting duties and desires that marked
her entire life. As she struggled to balance her responsibilities to her family
and her race, Wells also sought to fulfill her personal needs for indepen-
dence and security. Her quest for self-identity was complicated by a tem-
perament that made it difficult for her accept the gender and racial roles
expected of her. After much seeking and struggling, Wells became both a
woman and an activist in Memphis.



Memphis and the Railroad Suits

"I had hoped such great things"

M emphis provided an interesting backdrop for Ida B. Wells's coming
of age. The city contained an arresting amalgam of opportunity and

discrimination for African Americans. Its contrasts are evident in the lives
of two of its leading citizens: Nathan Bedford Forrest and Robert R.

Church. Forrest made his fortune as a Memphis slave trader, led a mas-
sacre of black troops as a Confederate general, and reentered civilian life
as a founder of the Ku Klux Klan. Church became one of the first African

American millionaires by acquiring Memphis real estate during the yellow
fever epidemic of 1878, helped to save the city by buying its compromised
bonds in 1881, and was respected by white Memphians because of his gen-
erous support of worthy causes. Both men were part of the paradox of
Memphis in the late nineteenth century.

During the Civil War, the city's character was profoundly influenced
by its Union occupation from June 1862 to war's end. Memphis served as
a magnet for escaping slaves, and its black population grew to over sixteen
thousand by 1865. This represented a 450 percent increase from the 1860
slave population of thirty-five hundred and free black population of two
hundred. The increasing black population and the protection it received
from federal troops galled many of the city's white residents. A local paper
decried the "thousands of lazy Negro men and women," who were "spend-
ing most of their time sunning themselves by day and stealing at night."

18

2
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The real source of white hostility, however, was the Negroes' new status. A

later account deplored "the elevation of their race to the rights of franchise

which was denied to white men, whose birthright it was" and charged

African Americans with being "very impudent and self-assertive." Another

white recalled black soldiers not yielding the sidewalks to white women

and complained, "Any stranger seeing those Negroes would have supposed

the blacks not whites were masters in the South."1

Most of the black newcomers were former slaves from plantations in

the surrounding rural areas of Tennessee, Mississippi, and Arkansas. Simi-

lar to Irish immigrants, they were poor country people. Their influx

brought them into direct competition with the Irish for low-cost housing

and low-skilled jobs. The city's link with cotton provided the former slaves

with opportunities for which they were experienced and better equipped

than the Irish. They eagerly sought work, and their success created a bitter

rivalry that culminated in the Memphis riot of 1866. It gave the freed per-

sons a violent baptism into the world of freedom.2

Growing tension between the city's Irish and African American resi-

dents was especially apparent in the interactions of black soldiers stationed

at nearby Fort Pickering and the Memphis police force comprised of 180

men, 167 of whom were Irish. A white army officer noted that the police

force "is far from being composed of the best class of residents here, and

composed principally of Irishmen, who consider the negro as his competi-

tor and natural enemy."3 The soldiers were incensed by the rough treat-

Memphis during the riots of 1866 (from Harper's Weekly [May 1866]).
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ment fellow African Americans often received at the hands of the police. As
the black soldiers were mustered out, competition for work and housing
increased. On 1 May 1866 a few former soldiers tried to stop several Irish
police officers from arresting a black man in South Memphis. As in many
later riots, that spark ignited a fire fueled by white racism. Over the next
three days the police were joined by firemen and other whites in a brutal
assault on the black community in South Memphis. Once the smoke
cleared, forty-six African Americans and two whites lay dead. In addition to
the loss of life, the community lost over ninety houses, four churches, and
twelve schools.4

The hardships and hostility encountered by the former slaves paradox-
ically helped to create community institutions that made Memphis a de-
sirable location for African Americans. Many southern whites predicted
the former slaves' demise without the "paternal" hand of their masters to
guide them. In August 1865 Tennessee Governor William G. Brownlow
echoed the chorus of doomsayers:

The negroes, like the Indian tribes will gradually become extinct,
having no owners to care for them, . . . they will cease to increase in
number—cease to be looked after and cultivated—while educated
labor will take the place of slave labor. Idleness, starvation, and dis-
ease will remove the majority in this generation.5

The former slaves, however, displayed a resourcefulness that contra-
dicted all the dire predictions. They refused to be run out by the Irish and
avoided the morass of dependency and crime expected of them. Indeed, at
the height of Freedmen's Bureau relief efforts—from May to December of
1865—only about 3 percent of African Americans living in Memphis re-
ceived public assistance. Earlier that same year, arrest records reveal that
while black residents comprised 40 percent of the population, they ac-
counted for only 27 percent of the arrests.5

Several factors account for African Americans' success at making the
dual transition from slavery to freedom and from rural to urban living in
Memphis. The city's location and history helped. Memphis was still a
rather young, small city sitting in the middle of rich lands, which made
growing gardens and obtaining food easier. More important, however, to
the freed people's success were the coping strategies adopted under slav-
ery—especially communal self-help networks. On many plantations and
farms, the slave community functioned as an extended family. In freedom
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those informal support networks became structurally organized as church
groups or benevolent organizations that provided aid to families in crisis. A
good example was the delegation of Masons who stepped in after Ida's par-
ents died to see that the children were cared for. Memphis was rich with
such institutions.7

Those survival tactics helped African American Memphians during
the yellow fever epidemic in 1878. As it had in Holly Springs, the epidemic
devastated the city. In four days some twenty-five thousand fled the city to
escape the pestilence, leaving about twenty thousand residents. Approxi-
mately fourteen thousand of those remaining were African Americans, and
the vast majority of the rest were poor Irish. For two months the fever raged,
infecting some 17,000 residents and leaving 946 African Americans and
4,204 whites dead. White witnesses noted that during the crisis the city's
black citizens had been trustworthy and helpful; one asserted that "No race
of people on earth were ever truer."8

The epidemic obviously caused demographic changes. While the
black population grew in relation to whites, the epidemic decimated the
Irish population and scattered the old planter elite. Over the next two
decades, the city grew rapidly, and most of the newcomers were rural folk
from the surrounding countryside. Industrialization began, and Memphis
pursued the widely held dream of becoming a New South city. Govern-
ment was reorganized and modern sewage and public health measures
were undertaken. The resultant culture was a sometimes raucous blend of
rural and urban. As the city was "reborn" following the epidemic, it re-
tained a rough, frontier quality as a riverlboat town that offered sinful plea-
sures to the weary traveler. As late as 1903, the city had over 500 saloons,
while Atlanta had fewer than 100 and Birmingham had 125. Two addi-
tional characteristics were an inordinately high homicide rate and the pres-
ence of more churches per capita than other cities its size.9

One scholar has referred to this period in Memphis history as the "era
of the redneck, of the overgrown country town, of the 'hick town' on the
lower bluff."10 Certainly the influx of rural white southerners profoundly
influenced the city's culture. Another scholar noted, "From every man was
demanded allegiance to four conventional ideals: to an unadulterated
Protestant fundamentalism; to a fantastic entity called the Old South; to
the principle of white supremacy; and, rather paradoxically, to the Consti-
tution of the United States."11 Added to the list could be a chivalric code of
honor, which included carrying a pistol and a belief that the "seduction" of
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a wife or daughter justified murder. A propensity toward violence com-
bined with ardent faith in white supremacy made many Memphis whites
perpetual threats to the black community.

On the other hand, "redneck" culture and its threats coexisted with
black culture and its opportunities. Economic opportunity drew black
rural migrants. Then, as the black population increased, social and cultural
networks also grew. During Ida B. Wells's sojourn in Memphis, the city was
a mecca for African Americans of the region. Black institutions arose for all
segments of the population. The vibrancy and diversity of culture was
found on Beale Street, called the Main Street of Negro America and the
Birthplace of the Blues. The mile-long strip became best known for its mid-
dle blocks —the so-called black magic district populated by gamblers, pros-
titutes, voodoo doctors, and saloons. The first three blocks, however, repre-
sented a different black culture—that of the elite and respectable middle
class. Here were found the offices of black professionals, the headquarters
of such black business leaders as Robert R. Church, and important cultural
institutions, such as Beale Street Baptist Church.12

Memphis was an exciting city in transition when Wells arrived. In 1881
only three years had passed since the yellow fever epidemic, and Wells was
only nineteen years old. In some ways the city and the woman grew up to-
gether. For the first few years Wells was teaching ten miles outside the city
in Shelby County at Woodstock. She was busy preparing herself for classes,
studying for the examination required of potential teachers in the city
schools, and commuting back and forth to Memphis to be with her sib-
lings. Except for her participation in church activities, she likely had little
involvement in the activities of the city's black community. She later re-
called, "As a green girl in my teens, I was of no help to the people outside
of the schoolroom, and at first, I fear, I was little help in it, since I had no
normal [teachers'] training."13

Teaching was demanding and offered few emotional rewards for Ida B.
Wells. She never liked being in the classroom and later admitted, "I never
cared for teaching, but I had always been very conscientious in trying to do
my work honestly." At the time her options seemed limited to her. "There
seemed nothing else to do for a living but menial work, and I could not
have made a living at that," she wrote.14 This frustrated Wells, who recog-
nized her duty to her siblings but had her own dreams for the future. Sev-
eral years later a colleague noted her desire to become "a full fledged jour-
nalist, a physician, or an actress."15 Seeking a different life for herself, Wells
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continuously pushed herself to work at self-education and improvement
while teaching.

In her early teaching at country schools, both in Mississippi and
Shelby County, Wells faced and shared the hardships of her students. Of-
ten there was no oil for lamps or spare candles. Frustrated by her limited
formal education, Ida continued to be a voracious reader. Before leaving
Holly Springs, she read the entire Bible as a result of her religious mother's
persuasion and coercion. No other book could be read on Sundays. Her
other early reading included all the fiction in the Sunday school and Rust
College libraries. To expand her mind and fill empty hours during her
years teaching at Holly Springs and Woodstock, Wells escaped into books.
She overcame the lack of oil lamps and candles, she noted, by sitting be-
side "the blazing wood fire with a book in my lap during the long winter
evenings and read[ing] by firelight."16

The books Wells read in her late teens and early twenties helped shape
her emerging ideals and vision of the world. Late in life, she wrote, "I had
formed my ideals on the best of Dickens' stories, Louisa May Alcott's, Mrs.
A. D. T. Whitney's, and Charlotte Bronte's books, and Oliver Optic's sto-
ries for boys."17 She also noted that she had read all of Shakespeare's works.
In diary entries from 1885 to 1887, Wells commented on six books: Sir Wal-
ter Scott's Ivanhoe, Augusta Jane Evans Wilson's Vashti or Until Death Do
Us Part, Albion Tourgee's Bricks Without Straw, Edward Bulwer Lytton's
Rienzi: The Last of the Roman Tribunes, Henry Rider Haggard's She: A His-
tory of Adventure, and Victor Hugo's Les Miserables.lf:

Her reading list is filled with larger-than-life heroic figures, outcasts,
orphans, and underdogs. It is a cast to whom she could easily relate as an
orphan who undertook the heroic task of keeping her family together while
enduring scurrilous gossip about herself. Most of the books are grandly ro-
mantic and deal with honor, justice, and virtue. Many of the characters
stand tall in the face of adversity, and their example undoubtedly gave her
courage and hope to confront segregation. Throughout her life, Wells ex-
pected herself and others to battle injustice and refuse to compromise. In-
terestingly, the heroes of her early reading were all white. Before going to
Memphis, Wells could not recall reading anything by or about African
Americans. The only book mentioned in her diary that dealt with the black
experience at all was Bricks Without Straw, an account of Reconstruction
written by the white liberal author, Albion Tourgee, who Wells noted "is
actuated by a noble purpose and tells some startling truth." Tourgee would
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later become one of her many white allies. Her reading may have enabled
Wells to see whites as potential allies as well as enemies.19

Literature also influenced Wells's self-image as well as her ideas about
womanhood. She wrote that Wilson's creations displayed "inflexible ster-
ness, haughtiness, independence, unyielding pride, indomitable steadfast-
ness of purpose throughout all trials, sacrifice of self." All those qualities
would be noted in Wells by those who worked with her throughout her ca-
reer. Her reaction to female characters reflects an ambivalence about the
proper roles for women that continued until her death. Wells remarked
that in Wilson's books "the women have an exorbitant ambition that they
feed, & trample every thing & every body under their feet—to accom-
plish." Although this description was unflattering, Wells was even more
contemptuous of passive women, depicting the heroine in Les Miserables
as "sweet, lovely and all that, but utterly without depth —fit only for love,
sunshine & flowers."20

Wells later wrote, "My only diversion was reading and I could forget
my troubles in no other way," but she also sought relief and comfort in
churches. Winning perfect attendance awards for Sunday school in Holly
Springs, her mother had trained her well. Ida usually attended church ser-
vices at least once on Sundays and often taught Sunday school. Like much
in her life, however, she felt dissatisfaction with the churches of her girl-
hood. She later noted, "I had already found out in the country that the
churches had preachers who were not educated men, that the people
needed guidance in everyday life and that the leaders, the preachers, were
not giving them this help."21

For a spirited young woman, the daily ritual of performing work you
did not like, living in isolation from friends and family for much of the
week, and then commuting by train for brief weekend visits undoubtedly
grew monotonous. The year 1883 brought Ida B. Wells much needed ex-
citement and change. One Saturday evening in September Wells boarded
the train in Memphis to return to her school in Woodstock. As she was ac-
customed to doing, she purchased a first-class ticket and took a seat in the
"ladies' car." Although she most likely expected to ride in peace that day,
she must have been aware that she could be challenged and asked to move
to the "smoking car." Debate over the issue of segregation on Tennessee
railroads had been raging since Reconstruction but had escalated still
further in the early 1880s. Local white opinion and tolerance usually
determined whether African Americans had access to public accom-
modations.22
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African Americans increasingly found themselves forced into segre-
gated coaches or shunted to smoking cars on railroads. Black women were
particularly distressed by their treatment in public transportation. Segrega-
tion in inferior seating was a very public humiliation. Other public facili-
ties could be avoided, but many black women such as Ida B. Wells were de-
pendent on public transportation. They or their mothers had experienced
the degradation of slavery when they had been denied the protections
granted to white women in the antebellum South. In bondage many
women were worked like men and bred like animals. As property, they
could be sexually exploited without recourse, displayed naked at slave auc-
tions, and separated from their children by sale. To meet the human need
for peace of rnind and soul, masters both dehumanized and defeminized
bondswomen. African American women realized that until they could
command respect as women, neither they nor their men were really free.
The significance of calling first-class coaches "ladies' cars" was obvious; the
inability to sit in first class labeled one as not a lady. Fighting public hu-
miliation on public transportation, therefore, became a high priority for
some black women activists.23

Often African American women would do as Wells had done—board
a first-class car not knowing for sure how they would be treated. Before the
1890s they frequently would be allowed to ride in peace in some parts of
the South. Other times—even on the same railroad—they would be asked
to leave the "ladies' car." If refused first-class service, many quietly left;
causing a commotion was considered "unladylike." Black women were
thus placed in a no-win situation: Both submission and defiance relegated
them to "non-lady" status. To avoid having to make such a humiliating de-
cision, some lighter-skinned women, such as Fannie Barrier Williams,
"passed" as white on trains. Others sought to make themselves acceptable.
Mary Church Terrell recalled her mother's meticulous attention to attire
and behavior in hopes of avoiding ejection from the ladies' car.24 The
dilemma of black women on railroads was poignantly detailed in A Voice
From the South by Anna Julia Cooper. She described the "feeling of
slighted womanhood" as "holier than that of jealousy, deeper than indig-
nation, tenderer than rage" and noted: "Its first impulse of wrathful protest
and proud self vindication is checked and shamed by the consciousness
that self assertion would outrage still further the same delicate instinct."25

In September 1883, Ida B. Wells refused to allow "delicate instinct" to
stop the "proud self vindication" of her "slighted womanhood." When a
conductor on the Memphis to Woodstock line of the Chesapeake, Ohio &
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Southwestern Railroad came to collect Wells's first-class ticket, he told her
to move to a second-class car. At first Wells ignored the conductor and con-
tinued reading. After he collected the other tickets, however, he removed
her baggage and umbrella, telling Wells that he would treat her "like a
lady," but that she would have to go to the other car. Wells replied that if he
"wished to treat me like a lady, he would leave me alone."26

When Wells refused to surrender her ticket or seat, the conductor
grabbed her by the arm to remove her forcibly. Instead of meekly submit-
ting, Wells held on to the back of her seat, braced her feet on the seat in
front of her, and sank her teeth into his hand. Some passengers came to the
aid of the bleeding conductor by moving the seat on which Wells was brac-
ing herself and helping to carry her out of the car. Rather than sit in the
smoky second-class car, Wells left the train at its next stop. Disheveled, with
the sleeve of her duster torn, she was further humiliated by the loud cheers
of white passengers as she stepped off the train. She still, however, refused
to bear the indignities with ladylike silence and sued the railroad.

Wells drew inspiration from a number of other African-American Ten-
nessee women who, when refused service from public accommodations,
had previously challenged their treatment in the courts. In 1879 Mr. and
Mrs. Richard Robinson unsuccessfully filed suit after Mrs. Richardson
and her nephew were denied access to the first-class car on the Memphis
and Charleston Railroad. Although they lost their case, the next year a fed-
eral judge ruled against the railroad, awarding Jane Brown damages of
three thousand dollars for her ouster from a ladies' car. Then, in March
1881, Julia Hooks took a seat in the section of the local theater reserved for
whites, was asked to move, and refused. Two police officers arrested and
charged her with disorderly conduct, for which she received a five dollar
fine.27

To the impressionable young Ida Wells, Hooks must have seemed
heroic in her resistance, which included unsuccessfully filing assault
charges against the arresting officers. A well-respected member of the
Memphis black community, Hooks was a teacher in the local schools and
an accomplished pianist To the newcomer Wells, she would have seemed
a perfect role model. The incident was also a lesson in the lack of respect
black women received from white society. Despite her obvious refinement
and social standing, the local paper called Hooks "a cheeky wench," de-
scribed her as "decorated in her best store clothes" and "perfumed to the
highest essence," and claimed that in her excitement she "became black
from coffee-colored."28
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That same year other events also brought the issue of segregation to the
forefront. In fact 1881 seems to have been a pivotal year in Tennessee race
relations. The four African Americans serving in the state legislature lob-
bied for a new law prohibiting discrimination on Tennessee railroads. How-
ever, over their objections, the legislature instead passed a law stipulating
that the railroads provide "separate but equal" facilities for African Ameri-
cans.29 That October African Americans in Nashville attempted for three
successive days to board ladies' cars in an attempt to challenge the new
law. The railroads' response was described as "a curious game of musical
chairs." Conductors shuffled white passengers into and out of first- and
second-class cars ahead of or behind the entrance of black passengers.
The attempt to get the cases heard in federal courts was rejected in mid-
October.30

Such was the climate the year Wells first arrived in Memphis. All of
these occurrences must have helped her to decide to seek legal redress two
years later. She may have also been inspired by a $750 settlement the
Louisville and Nashville Railroad had given Ada Buck just the year before
"for ejecting her from the ladies car, although she had a first class ticket."31

Wells hired Thomas F. Cassells, an African American lawyer and legislator,
who solicited the help of a white attorney, James M. Greer. The two men
pursued the case, and in May 1884 Memphis Circuit Court Judge James
O. Pierce found for Wells and awarded her two hundred dollars in dam-
ages.32 When the railroad appealed, however, Cassells did not seem eager
to continue the suit. After months of delay, Wells became convinced that
he had been bought off by the railroad.33 Her decision to replace Cassells
as lead attorney with Greer turned Cassells into her lifelong enemy.34

By this time Wells had been hired to teach in the Memphis schools
and was no longer riding the train regularly. Nevertheless, that same month
she was once again denied first-class service despite the assurances the rail-
road had given Cassells that Wells "would not be disturbed any more." On
her way back to Memphis after visiting in Woodstock, she was barred from
entering the ladies' car by the conductor, who "put his hands upon her to
push her back and did do so."35 When Wells refused to surrender her ticket,
he stopped the train. This time she agreed to leave, and a black porter as-
sisted her off the train.

Wells immediately had Greer file another suit against the railroad for
assault and discrimination. In November 1884 the case was heard before
the same judge, James Pierce, a Union veteran from Minnesota. He dis-
missed the assault charges but agreed to hear arguments regarding the
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charges of discrimination. The railroad's lawyer, Holman Cummins,
painted Wells as a deliberate troublemaker who held a grudge because of
her previous ejection from the ladies' car.36 Judge Pierce rejected those ar-
guments, found once again for Wells, and awarded her five hundred dollars
in damages. Pierce ruled that the railroad had violated the 1881 "separate
but equal" law by failing to provide Wells with first-class service for her
ticket. According to that law, separate first-class accommodations had to be
"kept in good repair, and with the same conveniences and subject to the
same rules governing other first-class cars, preventing smoking and ob-
scene language."37 Thus the ruling was not a victory for integration; how-
ever, it would have made segregation more expensive, while also providing
better service to black customers.

The previous May only African American newspapers had noted the
damage award to Wells. The Memphis Living Way ran an account by Wells
of the incident, which was remarked upon by the New York Globe.™ In De-
cember, however, white papers covered the verdict. The 25 December
1884 headline of the Memphis Daily Appeal read: "A Darky Damsel Ob-
tains a Verdict for Damages against the Chesapeake & Ohio Railroad —
What It Cost to Put a Colored School Teacher in a Smoking Car—Verdict
for $500." At the same time a black paper exultantly reported that the case
proved that whenever a person was denied first-class service, "if the party
aggrieved will only institute suit under the common law and maintain his
cause he will always receive damages. This is as it should be."39

That optimism proved to be premature. Wells continued to have prob-
lems on trains. In her diary she noted that on a trip to Holly Springs in June
1886, "we had the usual trouble about the first-class coach but we con-
quered." Later that month Wells objected to the decision of her fellow
teachers to ride on the Chesapeake, Ohio and Southwestern Railroad to a
National Education Association convention in Topeka, Kansas. On that
trip, Wells complained that in St. Louis "they put us in a dingy old car that
was very unpleasant, but thanks to Dr. Burchett we at last secured a very
pleasant place in a chair car."40

To avoid the precedent of paying damages and admitting guilt, the
Chesapeake, Ohio and Southwestern Railroad sought to persuade Wells to
settle out of court. She later recalled that "the railroad's lawyer had tried
every means to get me to compromise the case, but I indignantly refused."41

The railroad then filed an appeal, which finally reached the state supreme
court in the spring of 1887. Before then, the railroad began a smear cam-
paign against Wells. In April 1886 Wells wrote obliquely in her diary of a
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"conspiracy . . . that is one foot to quash the case." She further lamented,
"It is a painful fact that white men choose men of the race to accomplish
the ruin of any young girl."42 Black males, however, also came to her de-
fense. Several men served as surrogate fathers to Wells in Memphis. In
May, Wells noted that one of them, Alfred Froman, "told me of the dirty
method Mr. Cummins is attempting to quash my case. He told him to stop
it." In December the black-owned Cleveland Gazette wrote of the case:
"The most ridiculous and despicable part known in the proceedings is the
attempt to put up a blackmailing job and attempt to tarnish the character
of the fair prosecutrix."43

When the case reached the state supreme court, Wells learned what
many others who followed in her footsteps would—that state courts in the
South were not as supportive of black rights as the federal courts. The Ten-
nessee Supreme Court justices accepted the premise of the 1881 Ten-
nessee law that accommodations could be "separate but equal." Indeed, so
did Wells's lawyers, who simply argued that the accommodations offered to
Wells were not equal in quality to those denied her. They argued, "We had
might as well say that the colored man should not be allowed to buy the
best article of groceries, though he pays in full for such and we pretend to
sell him only the best."44

The railroad's attorneys, on the other hand, denied that the car Wells
rejected was filled with smoke, despite evidence to the contrary. In addi-
tion, they characterized her as a troublemaker. In the end the justices
agreed that the accommodations offered "were alike in every respect as to
comfort, convenience, and safety." They ruled that Wells's purpose "was to
harass with a view to this suit" and held her liable for court costs, which she
later recalled as "over two hundred dollars."45

Like the heroes she read about, Wells saw herself standing tall and
heroically facing the unjust assault on her character and her limited fi-
nances. During a period of great discouragement before the decision, she
wrote, "I will wait and watch and fear not."46 The final outcome was devas-
tating. In her diary she recounted Greer telling her that four justices "cast
their personal prejudices in the scale of justice & decided in face of all the
evidence to the contrary." Wells's diary reflected a despair that assailed her
faith both in human law and divine justice.

I felt so disappointed, because I had hoped such great things from
the suit for my people generally. I have firmly believed all along that
the law was on our side and would, when we appealed to it, give us
justice. I feel shorn of that belief and utterly discouraged, and just
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now if it were possible would gather my race in my arms and fly far
away with them. O God is there no redress, no peace, no justice in
this land for us? Thou hast always fought the battles of the weak and
oppressed. Come to my aid at this moment & teach me what to do,
for I am sorely, bitterly disappointed. Show us the way, even as Thou
led the children of Israel out of bondage into the promised land.47

Her lawsuits cost her dearly. The least of her losses was still significant;
her lawyers' fees and court fines added to Wells's continuing battle to pay
her bills. More importantly, the suits planted seeds of bitterness and a sense

of betrayal that grew larger over the years, convincing Wells that other
African Americans often abandoned her to fight alone. In the autobiogra-
phy she wrote late in life, Wells used words to describe the cases that

echoed throughout the remainder of the book: "None of my people had
ever seemed to feel that it was a race matter and that they should help me
with the fight. So I trod the winepress alone."48

The railroad's smear campaign and Wells's own defiantly physical be-
havior also undermined her claims to respectability. Rumors of her im-
morality haunted her entire single life. Her youth, lack of an older male
relative, and newness in the city made her vulnerable to attacks for the

same actions others could do without criticism. Most "southern ladies" of
the black community who fought against segregation withdrew gracefully

from the disputed facility and filed suit—often with their husbands. Julia
Hooks physically resisted but did not bite anyone, and she was ten years
older than Wells, married, and an entrenched member of the local black

aristocracy. While many in the community intellectually supported Wells's
actions, a number may have had an uneasy feeling that her actions were in-
appropriate for a woman.

The apparent gains were few. The ruling hammered another nail in
the edifice of segregation being built upon the foundation of "separate but
equal." In 1896 the U.S. Supreme Court placed the roof on the "House of
Jim Crow" with its Plessy v. Ferguson ruling that upheld the constitutional-
ity of separate accommodations for African Americans so long as facilities
were substantially equal in quality. Almost a decade before Plessy, the
Wells's case had shown how flimsy the legal guarantees of equality would
prove to be. Legalized segregation inevitably led to inferior funding for
schools, health care, housing, and all that brings equality of opportunity.

The two major gains from the cases were instead personal ones for Ida
B. Wells. Her account of the incident for the local paper started her on the
path toward journalism, which spurred her life of activism, and equally im-
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portant, she began to find her true self. Coming-of-age is almost always a
confusing and painful journey of self-doubt and uncertainty. Wells faced
larger than usual obstacles in discovering who she was and how she fit into
her universe. Much of what she felt and wanted contradicted society's ex-
pectations of her—and even sometimes her own expectations. She battled
class, gender, race, and religious conventions that sought to define her.
Unlike the court cases, these battles were often fought within the black
community.



3

Social Activities of the Black Elite

"It was a breath of life to me"

B ecoming a teacher in the public schools of Memphis immediately
catapulted Ida B. Wells into the ranks of the black elite of that city.

Wells was dazzled by the cornucopia of cultural and social activities. No
longer could she claim that reading was her "only diversion" as she reveled
in such newly found diversions as the theater, parties, concerts, and
lyceums. Exhilaration, however, was tempered with frustration. Because of
various financial obligations, she did not have economic resources equal to
her social status and discovered that membership in the elite brought bur-
dens as well as blessings. Proscribed roles for a "lady" often conflicted with
her temperament and talents, making the struggles to define herself a con-
test of conflicting desires and duties. During her decade in Memphis,
Wells experienced both joyous excitement and self-doubting despair on
the road to womanhood.

While reporting on the wedding of Robert R. Church to his second
wife in 1885, a white-owned Memphis newspaper described the society
into which Wells moved:

There is as much distinction in the society of colored people of the
South as there is among the whites. In every community, town and
city the blacks are divided into classes governed by education, intel-

32
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ligence, morality, wealth and respectability. This distinction is

scrupulously observed here in Memphis by the colored people. The

educated and intelligent who, by honest industry, have accumulated

a competency and who live exemplary lives create a fashionable

social circle of their own.1

Another white-owned newspaper described the bride, Anna Wright, as "a

belle in colored society" and declared she was "in every way worthy to reign

as the mistress of the beautiful home to which she has been transplanted."2

An agricultural journal later described that home: "It is a three-story frame,

and was the first Queen Anne style of architecture erected in this city. It has

fourteen rooms, besides cellar, butler's pantry, bath room and store rooms.

The mural decorations and frescoing were done by a celebrated Italian

artist."3

While Church's wealth far exceeded that of most residents, Memphis

had a sizable and prosperous black middle-class community, which was

chronicled and celebrated by correspondents to black-owned newspapers.

A column (possibly written by Wells) in January 1884 extolled the oppor-

tunities in Memphis, declaring that African Americans' "relations with

whites here are as amicable and their wants as few as might be found to ex-

ist in any city of the whole country." The account further noted their free-

dom from intimidation and mob rule as well as their ability to vote. On an

imaginary stroll through the city, the correspondent described entering the

post office and seeing white and black clerks working "side by side." At the

post office the writer found "seven or eight railway postal clerks of the de-

spised race" and learned that seven of the thirteen letter carriers were

black. Down the street the journalist questioned a policeman whose "color

was easily distinguishable" and was told that eight of the city's twenty-five

police officers were colored. Other positions held by African Americans in-

cluded a street commissioner, the collector of revenue, carpenters, brick-

layers, and foremen. The column ended, however, lamenting that oppor-

tunity had not led to property ownership or educational levels equal to that

of whites.4

The city's black middle class was large and rich enough to support

African American professionals. A 1885 column on Memphis in the black-

owned Cleveland Gazette asserted, "Our colored lawyers and doctors are

doing well and still there is room for more." Praising the available oppor-

tunities, it stated that African Americans could do "better here in aug-

menting their means than in many a northern city where competition is
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slow and business crowded out."5 The presence of so many successful black
Memphians provided rich social and cultural experiences for those in-
cluded in their circle.

Ida B. Wells became a recognized member of the middle class by
virtue of her late father's success and reputation in Holly Springs as well as
by her status as a public school teacher in Memphis. Among the Memphis
elite were quite a few former Holly Springs residents, including business-
men Robert R. Church, M. W. Dogan, and Alfred Froman; attorney Ben-
jamin F. Booth; and teacher Green P. Hamilton.6 Especially important to
Wells's future was her relationship with Froman, who functioned as her
primary father figure after her father's death. Owner of a saddle shop and
former printer of the Memphis Weekly Planet, Froman was appointed to
the Memphis school board in 1883.7 As the only black member, he may
have used his influence to secure the teaching position for Wells even
though she had not graduated from Rust College. Of course, at that time
many black schoolteachers had somewhat limited educations. Because
most southern states outlawed teaching slaves to read and write, only a few
African Americans were literate at the time of emancipation. During and
immediately after the Civil War, northern white teachers, employed by
such organizations as the American Missionary Association (AMA),
opened most schools for the freed slaves (as in Holly Springs). In the
decades that followed, however, black teachers began to replace the white
missionaries as public schools replaced private ones.

Although teaching was often burdensome to Wells, she thoroughly en-
joyed the status it brought her. About the same time that she started teach-
ing in Memphis, a literary group began meeting at Vance Street Christian
Church on Friday evenings. Named the Memphis Lyceum, its members
were mostly teachers, but other members of the black elite also partici-
pated. According to Wells, its programs "consisted of recitations, essays,
and debates interspersed with music." She became a regular participant,
calling it "a breath of life to me."8 Taking an active role by reciting, plan-
ning programs, and raising money, she was also more diligent than many in
her attendance. On several occasions, she remarked in her diary that atten-
dance was low; once she reported that she "went to the Lfyceum] last Fri-
day evening but no meeting."9

Wells especially enjoyed participating in dramatic recitations. On one
occasion she and fellow teacher Virginia Broughton donned costumes and
presented a scene between Mary Stuart and Queen Elizabeth, which a
newspaper called the "crowning literary effort of the evening." Wells also
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presented an essay that evening, and two of her closest teacher friends, Fan-
nie J. Bradshaw and Fannie J. Thompson, read as well. The Lyceum ended
as it usually did with the reading of the Evening Star by its editor, Virginia
Broughton. Published by the Lyceum, the Evening Star was later described
by Wells as a "spicy journal" that included "news items, literary notes, crit-
icisms of previous offerings on the program, a 'They Say' column of pleas-
ant personalities—and always some choice poetry."10

Another reason the Lyceum appealed to Wells was because of her de-
sire to improve herself and expand her knowledge. Acutely aware of her
limited education, Wells found the Lyceum meetings helpful. Programs
provided opportunities to be exposed to a variety of viewpoints and experi-
ences. At one meeting the white pastor of the Linden Street Christian
church lectured on "The World's Hidden Force." Wells herself solicited a
lecture by P. B. S. Pinchback, who had served as lieutenant governor and
acting governor of Louisiana during Reconstruction, making him one of
the highest elected officials among African Americans of that era.11 Com-
posing and listening to original essays also stimulated Wells to think and to
write effectively.

Later in her career, Wells's oratorical skills became as important as her
writing ability. She honed those skills through participation in dramatic
recitations and plays at both the Lyceum and the LeMoyne Literary Soci-
ety, located at the LeMoyne Normal Institute, which had close ties to black
Memphis teachers. Discovering a taste and a talent for drama, late in 1885
Wells began taking elocution and dramatic lessons from a local woman.
Considering Wells's persistent financial problems, her determination is re-
flected in her willingness to pay 50 cents a lesson—10 cents more than she
paid daily for her board. The priority she gave to the lessons is also indi-
cated by a diary entry in mid-February: "Did not get any money as I ex-
pected yesterday and went nowhere—not even to take a lesson (emphasis
added)."12

After a year of sporadic readings and parts, Wells wanted a more regu-
lar outlet for her talents and organized a dramatic club. The first meeting,
held in April 1887, was attended by "a score of young ladies & gentlemen,"
who selected Wells to chair a committee "to draft [a] plan for permanent
organization." Although the club met at least one more time in May, it ap-
parently did not get well established before school ended on the last day of
the month.1? During that month, however, Wells participated in a fund-
raising concert, which she described in her journal in early May as a
"grand success." She further noted:
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Our program was good ... & they sold out nearly everything. I recit-
ed "Le Marriage de Convenience" for the first time here and every
one admired it. Indeed Judge Latham paid me a very high compli-
ment when he said it was the most artistic piece of elocution he had
ever heard. I felt greatly flattered. Jimmie W—Mr. Carr—& Mr. Fro-
man were my especial helpers. The last named gave me a basket of
flowers costing $1.10. Taken all together it was a big success, for I
learn we made clear nearly $60. Thank the Lord for His blessing!14

Wells truly loved the theater—watching it as well as performing. She
frequently attended both amateur and professional productions. In her di-

ary, which she sporadically kept from late December 1885 to September
1887, Wells remarked on ten plays she attended, ranging from light come-
dies to Shakespeare. She went to most with female friends or in mixed
groups. Only twice did she mention going to a play alone with a man. She
went to see Monte Cristo with an unidentified "Mr. A" in January 1887,
and with a "Mr. G" she saw The Burning of Moscow the following Septem-
ber. After Monte Cristo, Wells wrote in her diary that she "felt like a guilty

thing" for going and noted, "Already I've had it thrown at me for so doing,
& I regret having yielded."15 It is unclear, however, whether she regretted

the company or the activity.
Some of the black middle-class community did view the theater as a

source of corruption and criticized Wells for her attendance. Men of all
ages gave Wells advice and guidance, apparently because she had no older
male relative to do so. George Dardis, Jr., at whose concert Wells gave a

dramatic recitation in May 1886, nevertheless disapproved of her going to
see a professional play performed. Walking her home from Sunday school,

he gave her "a severe lecture on going to the theatre." After naming several
male leaders who also disapproved of the theater, Dardis told Wells that she
was "one who failed to practice as I preached," setting a bad example for
the young. Wells noted in her diary:

I regretted it more than I can say all along, but not so keenly did I see
the wrong, or think of the influence my example would exert until
then. I had not placed so high an estimate on myself. He certainly
gave me food for thought and here after when I grow weary or
despondent & think my life useless & unprofitable, may I remember
this episode, and may it strengthen me to the performance of my
duty, for I would not willingly be the cause of one soul's being led
astray.16



Social Activities of the Black Elite 37

Setting a good example was one of the many duties of teaching, but
Wells was too vital and lively to fit comfortably into the moral straitjacket
worn by some middle-class African Americans. Although she attended
church several times a week, she also played hard. Her diary is filled with
accounts of visiting and receiving visitors. On these occasions such games
as checkers, "logamachy," and Parcheesi were sometimes played. Wells
also went on numerous picnics and frequent horseback rides —once suf-
fering a "terrible fall" when riding a strange horse that was afraid of street-
cars. At the first car the horse encountered, "he ran up on the mules & be-
gan rearing and plunging." Her fall left Wells "swollen & painful" as well
as grateful. "I think of my escape with a solemn thankfulness," she wrote.17

On another occasion Wells went to a professional baseball game, where
she confessed to losing her temper and acting "in an unladylike way toward
those in whose company I was."18

Wells attended and gave frequent parties as well. In October 1885 she
"entertained quite a number of ladies and gentlemen," and in February
1887 she gave a "storm party" for her fellow teachers. Group parties were
common in Memphis, and Wells participated with others in giving several.
In January 1885 Wells delivered the toast at a large reception given for a
group of visiting teachers from Kansas City. Held at the U. B. F. Hall, the
entertainment was sponsored by many of the city's elite. Among the hon-
orees was the editor of the Gate City Press, }. D. Bowser, who was appar-
ently impressed with Wells's oratorical skills and recruited her to write let-
ters for his newspaper.19

By this time Wells was freed from most of her parental duties, since the
boys were grown and her Aunt Fannie had taken Annie and Lily to Cali-
fornia. To help support her sisters, Wells promised to send ten dollars a
month but was frequently torn between duty and desire. While preparing
for one party, she worried about doing her aunt "an injustice to spend
money in frolic when she is bearing all the load." Nevertheless, she bor-
rowed someone's imitation diamonds, wore her black silk dress, and en-
joyed herself "hugely." At the party Wells received a love poem from one
young man and rebuffed an "attempted familiarity" from another. Appar-
ently anxious about engaging in her first group dance, Wells noted in her
diary, "Was on the floor in a set for the first time in my life and got through
better than I expected."20

The irrepressible Miss Wells also enjoyed numerous trips. She occa-
sionally visited old friends in Holly Springs as well as people she met while
teaching in Woodstock. Trips to Holly Springs were often bittersweet; some
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memories were so painful that Wells did not return to her birthplace until

four years after she had left in 1881. In December 1885 she toured the cam-
pus at Rust College on her first trip home, and then she "went out for a
walk; strolled around town, meeting many I knew in the days of'auld lang

syne,' greeting some pleasantly, passing others indifferently, uncon-
cernedly." During the rest of the day, Wells visited her parents' graves and
attended a social. The trip elicited a burst of emotions and introspection
recorded in her diary.

The day has been a trying one for me; seeing old enemies, visiting
old scenes, recalling the most painful memories of my life, talking
them over with those who were prominent actors during my darkest
days. They counsel me to forget, to cast the dark shadows out and
exorcise the spirit that haunts me, but I—forgetting the vows that I
had taken on myself to forget, and the assurances I have made that I
was glad because my Father saw fit to send these trials & to fit me for
His kingdom —clenched my hands darkly and proudly declared I
would never forget!21

After another trip to Holly Springs in June 1886, Wells noted she

"spent a very pleasant time at home, better than ever before." Yet that trip
also aroused painful emotions and introspection as well. The first came

while Wells attended Rust's commencement exercises.

As I witnessed the triumph of the graduates and thought of my lost
opportunity a great sob arose in my throat and I yearned with unut-
terable longing for the "might have been." When Will said to me
afterward: "Ida, you ought to come back here and graduate," I could
not restrain my tears at the sense of injustice I felt, and begged him
not to ask me why I said "I could not." I quickly conquered that feel-
ing and as heartily wished the graduates joy as no bitterness had min-
gled with my pleasure.22

Another incident upset Wells on that trip; her old beau James B. Combs,
who had married, was sent to pick up Wells and the other female visitors for
a party. Wells declared herself "speechless with surprise when he presented
himself with all his old sang froid [sic] and announced that he was our es-
cort." She went to the party but kept Combs "at a respectful distance," go-
ing with his wife to see their babies.23

Wells also went on several excursions — short trips that were a very pop-
ular form of diversion at the end of the century. One of her favorite desti-
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nations was Raleigh, a small town and health resort eleven miles from
Memphis. Wells relished "the quiet of the place," which was known for the
scenic beauty of its laurel bushes, rustic bridges, and fountains. Visitors en-
joyed touring an old cemetery, visiting spas and natural springs, and ex-
ploring Tapp's Hole Cave. For a period of time Raleigh became a resort of
the rich, who flocked to the Raleigh Inn built by members of the Duke
family, who had made their fortune in tobacco. After Wells's first visit in
May 1887, she declared, "It all had the beauty of novelty to me." A few
weeks later she returned on Sunday with an "omnibus full of us."24

Traveling seemed like tonic to Wells, and as a young single woman,
she wandered often and far. She visited acquaintances in numerous such
cities as Nashville, Tennessee; Lexington, Kentucky; and Detroit, Michi-
gan. In Michigan she attended a five-course luncheon "in honor of a num-
ber of visiting friends," at which the "floral decoration was a garland of
pond lilies tied with pale blue ribbon."25 Wells also traveled to various con-
ventions, including those of the National Educational Association in
Topeka, Kansas, during July 1886 and the National Press Association in
Louisville, Kentucky, during August 1887. On such trips Wells attended
the sessions but also played the role of tourist. In Topeka she visited the
Capitol Building, calling on Edwin P. McCabe, an African American who
had been elected state auditor. In Louisville she "went over the river to In-
diana" with another young woman and two men. They "took in the town &
returned on the daisy line." In both cities Wells attended various receptions
and dinners and visited in the homes of prominent black citizens.26 Those
activities reflect the national network of a small black aristocracy whose
members were aware of their counterparts in other cities through kinship
and friendship ties as well as extensive coverage of their activities in black
newspapers with wide circulations. Such papers as the Cleveland Gazette,
Indianapolis Freeman, and New York Age regularly published correspon-
dents' reports from towns and cities in both the North and South.

Racial prejudice in the white world influenced class relations in the
black world, especially among the black elite. In the late nineteenth cen-
tury, many African American aristocrats owed their economic and educa-
tional advantages to kinship with whites. In some places, such as New Or-
leans, white leaders deliberately cultivated relations with the free black
population. They solicited black aid to maintain power by treating free
blacks as superior to slaves —and indeed, sometimes superior to poor
whites.

The antebellum white elite sought to manipulate both class and racial
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consciousness in the much poorer, and often dependent, black elite. Their
success, however, was limited by a number of factors. From many of their
mulatto offspring, masters could expect no more than divided loyalties —
their children had black families as well. In addition, powerful whites often
attempted simultaneously to keep poor whites in line by assuring them of
their superiority to all African Americans, regardless of legal or economic
status. After emancipation white leaders fluctuated wildly between both
tactics, depending on political circumstances. Sometimes they played the
race card, other times the class card.

As intelligent, self-interested beings, successful African Americans had
difficulty deciding how to navigate such a minefield to protect their own
personal interests. That task was complicated further by moral issues. Be-
cause whites often judged all African Americans by the actions of the most
degraded, black elites believed it important to demonstrate the possibilities
of the race by setting themselves apart from the struggling masses. At the
same time, however, upper-class African Americans' own advancement de-
pended on alleviating the poverty and ignorance of lower-class African
Americans. Not only would those conditions continue to be used to justify
discrimination toward all blacks, but black professionals also depended
upon black patronage. They needed people who could afford their ser-
vices. As victims of oppression themselves, successful African Americans
usually felt a moral obligation to those on the bottom of society as well. In
addition, after the debasement of slavery, racial pride was seen as essential
to advancement, and unity was crucial to success. This was made more dif-
ficult by the actions of whites, who perpetuated the advantages given to the
children of masters by favoring lighter-skinned blacks in employment and
other areas. Color thereby became one determinant of status both without
and within the black community.27

All middle- and upper-class African Americans had some degree of
ambivalence regarding the relative importance of race and class. Ida B.
Wells, however, was probably more ambivalent than most. Her father was
the privileged son of his white master—one entree to the black aristocracy.
Becoming a teacher provided her with another key to acceptance. On the
other hand, she was darker skinned than the Churches, Settles, and other
members of the Memphis elite. Some African Americans openly expressed
a preference for light skin. Many who intellectually rejected the impor-
tance of skin color were, nonetheless, still influenced unconsciously by it
to some extent. Wells, decidedly mulatto, could never have "passed" for
white like so many aristocrats of color. As a result, she seemed less infiu-
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House in which Wells boarded
from March 1886 to September
1887 (from C. P. Hamilton,
The Bright Side of Memphis
[1908]).

enced by color prejudice than many contemporaries. Her color, however,
may have enhanced her feelings of being an outsider in the society she in-
habited.

Limited financial resources created another obstacle to Wells's at-
tempts to fit into Memphis's black elite. As a teacher in the city's public
schools, Wells received a salary of sixty dollars a month. By the era's stan-
dards this was a relatively generous salary. However, she only received a
salary while teaching; if she did not secure a teaching position during the
summer, she was paid no wages for those months. She also could not rely
on getting paid regularly. The city's precarious financial condition led to
late payments to teachers. The school board also sometimes made only par-
tial payments.28

Though her salary fluctuated, Wells had regular fixed expenses. She
had promised to send her aunt ten dollars a month to help support her sis-
ters. Like most single women of her age and status who could no longer
live with their parents, she boarded with various older women or families.
In order to obtain a room from "respectable" people and to be close to
where she worked, Wells paid from ten to fifteen dollars a month. Finding
suitable accommodations was yet another constant problem. One landlady
could not make ends meet—partly because Wells was sometimes unable to
pay rent on time —and gave up her home to hire herself out as a domestic
servant. Her next landlady moved far from where Wells worked. From
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March 1886 to September 1887, Wells lived with Mr. and Mrs. Josiah T.
Settle, who were influential members of the city's black aristocracy. Be-
coming friendly with Theresa Settle, Wells was very content living in the
big house on Lauderdale Street until she became annoyed with the "parsi-
mony" of the Settles. Wells believed she was being overcharged at times
and decided to move out when the wealthy Settles apparently wanted
money for a pair of used shoes for Lily. She hoped at that time to fulfill her
dream of setting up an independent household by buying her aunt's Mem-
phis house. However, Wells could not borrow the money and was forced to
find new quarters, lamenting, "I am sick & tired begging people to take me
to board."29

Participation in the social activities of the black aristocrats of Memphis
required more money than Wells could comfortably afford. The women
dressed regally for the lavish affairs given by the various exclusive social
clubs of the city. One such event, sponsored by the Live Oak Club, was de-
scribed by the Memphis Watchman in February 1889.

The reception began at 8 P M, dancing at 9, and refreshments were
served at 11 P M. Elegant cards of invitation tied in satin ribbon were
issued, and the menu consisted of turkey, ham, oysters, salads, ice
cream, fruits and wines. The exercises at the banquet were carried
out with imposing ceremonies. . . .The lovely ladies who graced the
occasion with their presence wore exquisite and tasteful costumes.

The article then described some of the women's attire. The dresses were
constructed of silk, brocade, satin, velvet, moire, and tulle; the accessories
included diamonds, pearls, and fresh flowers. Miss Ida B. Wells was listed
as wearing a "blue surrah lace overdress."30

Wells wanted to fit into the social circles of the black elite, but she ag-
onized over the amount of money spent on clothing. Constantly getting in
debt and juggling her payments to various creditors to keep them at bay,
Wells often chastised herself for extravagant clothing purchases. In De-
cember 1885 she declared, "I am very sorry I did not resist the impulse to
buy that cloak; I would have been $ 15 richer." The next month she fretted,
"I am so sorry I bought that sacque when I could have done without it."
Over a year later Wells noted, "Bought a hat costing $3.50 that I am sorry
for now." To cut expenses she often remade dresses or added lace or other
trimmings to her existing wardrobe. Clothing was not her only extrava-
gance. One social custom was the exchange of photographs, and Wells
spent money to get new pictures made frequently, perhaps because she was
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rarely pleased with the results. In August 1887 she noted, "Paid $1.25 for

my pictures & am afraid for that reason I shall not be satisfied with them;

they are too cheap."51

Despite her precarious position in the black elite, Wells enjoyed her

hectic social life. Memphis provided her an abundance of social and cul-

tural opportunities. She was therefore alarmed when duty threatened to

take her away from it all in the summer of 1886. Her life increasingly be-

came a frustrated attempt to live up to the world's expectations of her as a

woman. The summer offered excitement but ended with an agonizing

struggle by Wells to meet both her duties and desires. Her Topeka trip was

actually the start of a much longer journey that took Wells to California —

not entirely of her own free will. Although Wells enjoyed the trek across the

continent, she was not excited about the destination. As mentioned earlier,

her Aunt Fannie (who had first invited Wells to come to Memphis with her

sisters) moved to Visalia, California, a few years later, taking Annie and Lily

as well as her own children with her. Because of the drains on her financial

resources and the school board's habit of not paying salaries on time, Wells

was late with some of her promised support payments. Knowing that she

Memphis shopping district 1888, including Menken's Department Store, to which
Wells was frequently in debt (courtesy Memphis/Shelby County Public Library &
Information Center).
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sometimes splurged on luxuries, she felt guilty about making her aunt carry
most of the load. It was hard to resist Fannie's pleas to come to California,
but Wells was extremely reluctant to leave her life in Memphis.

Fannie's lobbying campaign began in early 1886, when a friend of hers
wrote to Wells, enclosing an application for a teaching position in Visalia.
Wells resisted. She answered the letter without returning the application.
In her diary Wells confessed that "[I] never thought of sending in my ap-
plication for the school, until I received aunt F's letter the same day I
mailed it—when I answered aunt F's tho' I sent the application thro' her."
When Wells learned in April that the examination for new teachers would
be held on 15 June in California, she seemed relieved to not be able to get
there in time. A month later, however, after Fannie wired Wells to come
immediately for the exam, Wells despaired, "I don't know what to do, my
business is not arranged to leave on such short notice."32

Wells postponed making a decision—perhaps hoping that her aunt
would rescind her demands or events would make it impossible to go. Her
aunt chastised her for her indecision, saying that Wells "ought to be sure of
something." On 28 June Wells noted in her diary, "Received a letter from
aunt F who is very angry and disappointed because I did not come to Cali-
fornia. Answered and tried to pacify her as much as I could." On 4 July
Wells departed on an excursion for the West, still undecided about whether
she would merely visit her aunt or stay and work in California.33

Wells left on the 4:00 P.M. train with a group of Memphians to attend
the National Teachers Association meeting in Topeka, Kansas. The group
included two of Wells's female teacher friends, Fannie J. Thompson and
Fannie J. Bradshaw; B. K. Sampson, the principal of Kortrecht school; Sid-
ney Burchett, a physician; and I. J. Graham, a fellow teacher and suitor,
among others. After riding for almost five hundred miles, they arrived in
Kansas City, where Wells found herself caught up in confusion and con-
troversy. She had been corresponding with two young men from the city,
who volunteered to find her housing. Without a mother to guide her, she
naively accepted their offer. Other women questioned both the reliability
and the propriety of the arrangements, and events soon proved their wis-
dom. Wells had never met one of them, Paul Jones, but eagerly looked for-
ward to doing so. When he failed to meet the train, Wells learned that
Jones drank, and she rebuffed an invitation to go carriage riding. She was
especially disturbed by a note from Jones in which he claimed to "have
heard bad things" about Wells. "I was so angry," she declared, "I foamed at
the mouth, bit my lips & then realizing my impotence —ended in a fit of
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crying." The encounter reminded Wells of the power men had to influence
her life and began a running feud between her and the two young men.34

Even though things did not turn out as Wells anticipated, her stop in
Kansas City was filled with a hectic schedule of socializing typical of the
black middle class. J. D. Bowser, editor of the city's Gate City Press for
which Wells now occasionally wrote, invited her to dinner. She attended a
reception, was introduced to "hundreds of folks," and met two male teach-

ers—a Mr. Yates and R. T. Coles—who "made themselves very agreeable."
In addition to numerous parties, her week of "excitement and dissipation"
included sight-seeing and shopping, which she described in her diary.

Mr. Towsen took us for the first ride thro' the city in a carriage, we
also visited the cable line, engine house & the Coates Hotel that day
besides a ride on the cable. Next day we went shopping & had our
pictures taken. Thursday evening we went to Mrs. Andrews' to an
entertainment, Mr. Coles accompanying me and we had a royal
time.35

Leaving Kansas City on 13 July, Wells continued to Topeka for the con-
vention. The National Education Association was a biracial organization,

which had been founded as the National Teachers Association in 1857. At
the 1886 meeting several thousand teachers attended. Only about thirty
were African American. "I never saw so many teachers in my life," Wells ex-
claimed, "but none that I knew." Aside from a session on "The Bible in
Public Schools," she seemed mostly unimpressed, declaring "we went out

to the meetings at the opera house and the Methodist Church where we
heard considerable spouting." Wells turned twenty-four in Topeka and
went sight-seeing with Granville Marcus, Jr., a fellow teacher from Mem-
phis. She noted in her diary that "Mr. Marcus took us driving through town
Friday morning before we left; as that was my 24th birthday & the first time
he had so honored me I took it as a birthday gift."36

Wells left Topeka at one o'clock that afternoon and rode all night to
Pueblo, Colorado, arriving at nine o'clock the next morning and leaving at
six o'clock that evening for Colorado Springs. There she got her "first
glimpse of the mountains," visited Manitou Springs, "spent the day in the
mountains drinking of the different springs," but did not "undertake the as-
cent of the Peak" as she did not have adequate shoes or warm clothing. The
next morning Wells left for Denver, where she found the scenery "beauti-
ful in the extreme," noting "there was something awful, majestic in the
height of the mountains & solitary grandeur of the peaks." She visited some
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"fine public buildings," including "the finest and most complete opera-
house" she had ever seen and "a magnificent courthouse."37

In an area where the young men outnumbered the women, Wells
made quite an impression. One new acquaintance, Wells declared, "was
ready to propose on the spot almost." She was especially enchanted with
Edwin Hackley, a newspaper man who became a candidate for the Col-
orado State Legislature. Following a three-hour buggy ride to view the city,
Wells gushed, "I like him, better than any one I've known so short awhile."
Before Wells left Denver, Hackley told her that he hated to see her leave.
"I can easily believe him, for I know I have never hated so badly to bid a
stranger goodby."38

Next, Wells traveled forty-one hours to Salt Lake City. Arriving at mid-
night, she went to a hotel and "spent a fitful remainder of the night on a
cot, without covering, in a sitting room of the place." After a quick visit to
the Mormon Tabernacle, where Wells "listened to a harangue from one of
themselves," she left at four o'clock that afternoon and rode straight
through to San Francisco. She stayed in that city for about five days, and
visited the office of the Elevator, a militant local black paper and had "quite
a talk with the editor," L. H. Douglass. Wells took advantage of the oppor-
tunities to expand her contacts in the newspaper world, but also did the
usual sight-seeing, circulating "around the city looking at the shops and
public buildings and going thro' Chinatown with its thousands of'Heathen
Chinee' in all branches of industry." Of her other activities, Wells wrote:

Visited the Palace Hotel, said to be the largest in the world and has
1780 rooms. Went to the Cliff House and had a magnificent view of
the ocean and sat for hours gazing out on the billows that "break,
break, break, on the cold gray stones," and being fascinated with the
white foam that looked like milk. The rocks in front of the house
were lined with seals that looked like so many brown bags as they lay
basking in the sunlight. Golden Gate Park, of more than a thousand
acres, took up a considerable share of our time—with its broad
smooth walks, beautiful parterres of flowers and conservatory with all
manner of plants & flowers.39

Along the route of her trip, Wells's excitement and pleasure at traveling
were interrupted from time to time by reminders of duties calling her from
the life she loved. In Topeka three forwarded letters from her aunt arrived,
urging her to come to Visalia. In San Francisco, Wells was dismayed to
talk to a man who, she noted, "paints Visalia and the colored inhabitants
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thereof in anything but glowing colors and makes me almost afraid to go
there." She despaired that she had sold her return ticket for fifteen dollars.
"My heart is indeed heavy," Wells lamented, "and I know not what to do."
After praying to God for mercy and guidance, Wells wondered why her
aunt would want to stay in Visalia. "Poor Aunt F," Wells wrote on 29 July,
"she has had a burden to bear that was very heavy. I will not run and leave
her alone. As I am anxious to see her I will leave tomorrow for there."40

Traveling all night, Wells arrived at Visalia about daybreak on 1 August
1886. She found everyone well but was startled to see how much the girls
had grown. Her cousin and namesake Ida as well as her sister Annie were
now as tall as Wells and "lookfed] very much like women." Annie was just
entering her teens, and Wells declared, "I look at them in amazement and
find the little sisters of whom I spoke, shooting up into my own world and
ripening for similar experiences as my own." Wells must have seen in them
how swiftly youth departs. Her life was in such flux, she may have felt over-
whelmed by the swiftness with which her own adulthood called for choices
she was not ready to make. She was a teacher but was being drawn increas-
ingly toward journalism and drama. Many of Wells's friends were getting
married, and she could not even decide if she ever wanted to marry.41

The stay in California provided Wells with a break from the hectic
pace of Memphis to sort out her life, but she was eager to be living, not
thinking. Visalia seemed to her more of a dead end than a crossroads.
Founded by a Kentuckian in 1852, Visalia was largely settled by Confeder-
ate sympathizers. Most of the few African American residents had come
from the South as servants to former slaveowner migrants after the war. The
gregarious Miss Wells could not understand her aunt's desire to stay. She
later wrote of the town, "Not a dozen colored families lived there, and al-
though there was plenty of work, it was very dull and lonely for my aunt and
the five youngsters in the family." Wells tried to convince her aunt that "it
was even worse for me, a young woman, to have nothing to look forward to,
as I was just beginning to live and had all my life before me."42

Fannie was not easily convinced to give up her help and companion-
ship. From the beginning of August until mid-September, Wells kept
changing and rechanging her mind. On 2 August, Wells determinedly de-
clared:

Poor aunt F! she wants me to stay the year with her anyhow, whether
I get any work to do or not & I, seeing how careworn she is with hard
work and solicitude for the children—know she is right & I should
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help her share the responsibility and God helping me I will! It is not
enough to take them and go right away if I could, but I will stay with
her a year.43

Two days later, however, Wells received a letter from R. T. Coles, the
teacher she had met in Kansas City, with an application for a teaching job

there. Wells filled it out and returned it the same day. She also wrote Alfred
Froman, asking her "Dad" for advice about staying.44

By August 9, Wells was obviously miserable. She complained of work-
ing very hard, bemoaning "the usual swelling of the hands & feet that al-

ways attended me after a hard day's manual labor." The climate was dis-
tastefully "hot & dusty" and Wells suffered "drooping spirits." She

lamented, "I begin to feel lonely so far away from everything & everybody."
Recalling that the Memphis school board was to elect teachers on that day,

Wells once again made an unequivocal declaration: "if I am reelected will
return & take Annie, if not both of the children with me; for I've no books,
no companionship & even an embargo is laid upon my riding out with the
only one who can take me."45

Wells seems to have battled recurring bouts of depression and indeci-
sion, and Visalia was pulling her down into a pit of despair. Used to a large
amount of freedom for someone her age and sex, Wells chafed under the

guiding hand of her aunt. She missed the intellectual and social activities
that she called "a breath of life for me." In late August Froman urged Wells
to return until her railroad suit was settled; he gave Wells a "duty" to re-

turn—offsetting her duty to stay. If she had possessed the money needed to
return that day, she probably would have. To raise the funds she wrote R. R.
Church requesting a loan of one hundred dollars. She then threw herself
into making dresses for her aunt, perhaps in penance for her plans to
leave.46

For the remainder of the summer, Wells continued having difficulty
making up her mind. After she received a job offer in Visalia, she talked
herself into remaining in California and prepared to "send the letters an-
nouncing my determination." Reflecting on her divided duties, she wrote:

I know Mr. F will be disappointed but I can't help that. I feel more
& more that my first duty is to my sisters & my aunt who has helped
me when I had no other helpers. And I will stay this year if it were ten
times more unpromising than it is and at whatever personal cost to
myself. Once I've made up my mind, I will have little difficulty in
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adhering to my fiat. I will begin school tomorrow and not be so
ungrateful for the blessings that come to me on every hand.47

Wells persevered for four days in the "makeshift one-room building"
that served as school for the eighteen African American school-age chil-
dren. On Tuesday she received two letters. One was from Froman inform-
ing her that R. R. Church would lend her $100 to pay her way home. The
other was from the Bowsers, who joined in the chorus of requests for Wells
to teach in Kansas City. She went home determined to resign her Visalia
position. Her aunt's friend sought to dissuade her, telling Wells "to do the
duty that lies nearest." Fannie insisted that Wells should go but "then
turned about and cried half the night & all the morning." On Thursday
Wells resigned and made plans to go to Kansas City to teach, or to Mem-
phis if the Kansas City position was no longer available. To justify her de-
cision to herself, Wells declared, "I know I owe [Fannie] a debt of gratitude
but she makes it so burdensome for me as to make it very distasteful. Forced
acts of gratitude are not very sincere I should say."48

Wells left California with her younger sister Lily, who was about ten.
Annie wanted to stay with her cousin Ida, who was her own age, and Aunt
Fannie wanted Annie to stay for the same reason. Wells was relieved, real-
izing that "it would be much easier for me to manage with one instead of
two half-grown girls on my hands."49 She first stopped in Kansas City with
the intention of teaching there. However, arriving in Kansas City on 21
September 1886, Wells again found herself in the center of controversy.
Learning that some teachers resented the "employment of 'imported
teachers' to the exclusion of home talent," she taught one day before re-
signing. Afterwards she declared, "I breathed freer after it was all over & I
turned my face to the only home I know."50



Coping with Gender Roles and Spirituality

"An anomaly to myself as well as to others"

I n her writings and diaries, Ida B. Wells left many tantalizing hints of her
emotional journey to womanhood. Moving into adulthood is often

painful and difficult. Wells had to accomplish the passage rapidly and
without the aid of her mother or father, who had provided her with a shel-
tered existence until their early deaths. Wells lengthened her dresses in
preparation for her first teaching job—the physical transformation to
adulthood required merely a needle and thread. However, Wells began to
look and act like an adult long before she felt like one. The difficulties of
this emotional transformation were heightened by the race and gender
conventions of the age, which jarringly contradicted Wells's temperament
and talents. Unsurprisingly, she often felt almost like a creature on a
strange planet. As a woman, she tended to feel that she, not the planet, was
alien.

Wells arrived in Memphis at 4:00 P.M. from California and was at the
teachers' meeting the next morning to get her assignment—a class of sev-
enty children at the Clay Street school. After the meeting, she learned
from fellow teacher and suitor I. J. Graham that they had been linked in a
salacious rumor. She soon learned another rumor was circulating in
Kansas City that Lily was her daughter, rather than her sister. Wells "could
not help getting furiously angry."1

50
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Because of her status and temperament, Wells found herself the target
of slander on a fairly regular basis. Such rumors posed a grave threat.
Charges of immorality seriously jeopardized both her social standing and
ability to earn a living. When confronting one of her accusers, Wells re-
membered, "I told him that my good name was all that I had in the world,
that I was bound to protect it from attack by those who felt that they could
do so with impunity because I had no brother or father to protect it for
me."2 Certainly part of the problem was a lack of elder male kinfolk. How-
ever, she did not lack male guidance; a number of older men assumed the
role of surrogate father. At times it seemed as if the lack of a father encour-
aged almost every black man in Memphis to offer advice. Instead of having
to appease one father, Wells had to cope with dozens.

But three older men played especially important roles. Foremost was
Alfred Froman, whom Wells referred to as "Pap" and "Dad." Froman was a
forceful, politically oriented, and fiercely independent man who may have
helped shape her vision of ideal manhood. He was born into slavery but
moved north as a free man before the Civil War. During the war, he dis-
tinguished himself for meritorious service while serving with the Fifty-fifth
Massachusetts Regiment in the Union army. Described as a "self-made
man," Froman edited the Memphis Planet in the 1870s before opening a
saddle and harness shop. After the election of Rutherford B. Hayes and the
defeat of the federal Force bill to guarantee free elections, Froman became
disgusted with the Republican party. He joined an influential group of
African American Democrats in Memphis and, in the words of a Republi-
can newspaper, became "a straightout Democrat, yet, as he claims, subor-
dinating everything to the good of his people." Even his political enemies
recognized that Froman "has the very genius of hard, practical common
sense, speaks fluently, forcibly and pointedly, giving evidence of an inex-
haustible store of knowledge from general reading."3

Wells was most likely to seek advice from Froman. She consulted him
about such concerns as her railroad suit, problems with her younger broth-
ers, financial worries, her career, and the question of whether to remain in
California. He lent her money as well as advice and sometimes accompa-
nied her to concerts and plays. From her diary, however, it does not seem
as if she consulted him on more personal matters. Froman appears to have
been her political mentor—a fact that made her sympathetic to black
Democratic editors, who were often charged with bolting the "party of Lin-
coln" for political self-advancement. Although Wells usually supported Re-
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publicans, she adhered to Froman's dictate that race interests must come
before party interests.4

While Alfred Froman played the role of political mentor, Theodore
W. Lott was an intellectual mentor. Lott, a teacher in the Memphis public
schools, was described by a fellow teacher as "brilliant, ambitious, irre-
pressible, and inimitable." Wells looked to Lott for guidance in her quest
for self-improvement, even paying him for elocution lessons. She bor-
rowed books and magazines from Lott, gave him money to purchase a phi-
losophy book for her, and enjoyed sparring with him intellectually. In Jan-
uary 1886 Wells noted in her diary, "He is very fond of teasing and as he
firmly believes that he is teasing me I let him delude himself with the idea
as he seems to take so much pleasure in it." Later that month, Wells called
on his wife "expecting some fun from her mischievous spouse but he was
not present." Although Mrs. Lott was described as "a St. Louis belle, of rare
beauty" at the time of their marriage a year before, Wells depicted her in
bland terms as "an easy sweet tempered, sweet minded mortal." Wells ob-
viously preferred the "irrepressible" Mr. Lott, but he overstepped the
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boundaries of his role when he criticized Wells for her treatment of the
young men of Memphis. After a lesson on 28 April, Wells wrote, "Mr. Lott
made me very angry by declaring I only was amiable to men in order to re-
pulse them and attributing every thing to me that is associated with a heart-
less flirt." Apparently that lesson was the last Wells took from him.5

A third father figure was Josiah T. Settle. Wells boarded with him and
his wife from March 1886 to September 1887 on Lauderdale Street. Settle
and his wife Theresa moved to Memphis in 1885 and quickly became lead-
ing citizens. Born in 1850, J. T. Settle was only thirteen years older than
Wells, but his record of achievement earned Wells's respect. He graduated
from both Oberlin and Howard, became a lawyer, and served in the Mis-
sissippi legislature before moving to Memphis. In 1885 a newspaper noted,
"He possesses rare attainments as a scholar. He is modest, affable, generous
and brave, and is bound to succeed."6 Unlike her response to Lott, Wells lis-
tened to Settle when he tried to guide her behavior. Settle had watched the
numerous suitors come and go while Wells boarded there. She seemed to
encourage them all. At the breakfast table one morning, he cautioned her,
saying "you are playing with edged tools." Wells pondered his statement
and wrote in her diary, "I feel that I have degraded myself in that I had not
the courage to repulse the one or the other."7

Part of Wells's problem with men was that she could neither comfort-
ably accept nor reject the gender roles of her era. When Wells was born,
the cultural elite of the nation, especially in the South, espoused the
"cult of true womanhood" and the notion of a "proper sphere" for women.
Nineteenth-century American society had become increasingly patriar-
chal. In the South, patriarchy assumed exaggerated forms in the defense of
slavery as a "positive good" for the "childlike" slaves, who supposedly
needed the guiding hand of a "father." Politically and economically domi-
nant, white males had the power to define both African Americans and
women in order to maintain dominance. Both were "put in their place" by
southern white men. For African Americans of both sexes that place was in
slavery; for southern white women that place was on a pedestal — each se-
verely circumscribed behavior and required submissiveness.

In the cult of true womanhood, the ideal woman was seen not only as
submissive but also gentle, innocent, pure, modest, and pious. Her proper
sphere was the home, and her life was to revolve around her husband.
Women were to honor and defer to men and yet provide a moral influence.
Avoiding nagging or any overt criticism, a woman was to use her "wiles"
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and tact to gently guide the robust, active man to cultural refinement and
moral rectitude. A "lady" did not enjoy sex but reveled in the opportunity to
bear children. She was expected to profess ignorance of the "coarser things
of life," including politics as well as nonmarital sex. She should be cultured
but not intellectual.8

Although the role of "true womanhood" could only be played effec-
tively by middle- and upper-class women, all women could aspire to it.
Slave women, however, received most of the burdens of womanhood and
few of the blessings. Not only were they worked like men, their woman-
hood was debased. Slave women's sexuality became a commodity and was
discussed like that of an animal. Because being a "good breeder" increased
a slave's value, the intimate details of her reproductive system were openly
advertised. Rape was only one of the humiliations slave women endured.
Rape also helped strip male slaves of the trappings of "manhood." In the
Victorian model "real men" were in control—of their lives and their wives.
Slave men, however, could not even control much of their own lives, much
less protect their women.9

The potency of masters dramatically influenced gender relationships
in the black community both before and after emancipation. Black women
felt the need to bolster the ravaged egos of their men by allowing them as
much opportunity as possible to be "real men." African Americans recog-
nized that one way whites demonstrated their power was to deny slaves the
power to emulate the white definitions of true manhood and womanhood.
Therefore, after emancipation, most former slaves had come to see that
power as a key element of freedom and sought to replicate white gender
roles. For example, many black males were willing to sacrifice economic
returns for emotional returns to keep their wives and children out of the
fields. Among upper- and middle-class African Americans, the result was
emulating the cult of true womanhood.10

Wells was not immune to these pressures, which were reinforced by
black male journalists, who often tried to steer their readers toward behav-
ior consistent with white gender roles. One article declared, "Would to
God that an age of chivalry might dawn upon the Afro-American." It criti-
cized "men who are eternally spread-eagling over 'protection to our
women' and who will wax eloquent in wrath upon the white man 'that in-
sults our ladies'" for not practicing what they preached. Another newspaper
warned men, "Upon the choice of a wife depends both success in business
and happiness in life." George Knox, editor of the Indianapolis Freeman,
described women's special sphere as dramatically as any white man had.
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Know that good women make good men, bad women can destroy
nations. . . . All women may not shine before the world, yet they can
be glorious sun beams in that heaven on earth, the home. But if they
are not just right, that home will not be what God intended it to be.
Every young woman's ambition is to have a home of her own some
day, and just let me tell you, that it makes no difference how much
wealth, how much beauty you may possess, your brilliant talents, if
you are void of the purity of purpose, nobleness of soul, you are not
what God intended.11

In the middle- and upper-class black community of the late nineteenth
century, the enthronement of the cult of true womanhood sought to em-
power African Americans as a whole by imposing a patriarchal dominance
over black women.

Unfortunately for Ida B. Wells, this arrangement required characteris-
tics foreign to her temperament. As the first-born child, Wells acquired a
sense of "specialness" common to that status. She also seemed especially
close to her father, whose early death not only allowed her more indepen-
dence but also enabled her to romanticize his memory. What she remem-
bered of her father late in life is significant. Those memories highlighted
her father's independence and pride. She recalled his being unintimidated
by his white employer and unwilling to pay deference to "Miss Polly," his
former owner. He also fearlessly entered politics, defying the possibility of
Ku Klux Klan violence. Finally, he was an upright man, who sought to
protect his family from yellow fever while risking his life to help others
suffering from the illness. Not only was that image hard for her suitors to
replicate, but when Ida Wells assumed Jim Wells's role as head of the
household, she may have assumed his characteristics as her role model.

As a woman Wells's keen intellect and quick temper were burdens as
well as blessings. The qualities that made Wells an effective activist also
made her an unconventional nineteenth-century woman. The African
American middle class usually allowed more display of independence and
intellect by women than the white elite did, but because black women had
been subjected to sexual degradation, higher levels of respectability were
expected of them. Wells often pushed and occasionally exceeded the lim-
its of gender roles.

As an ardent supporter of black rights, Wells often found herself in a
dilemma. At the turn of the century, the definition of those rights was usu-
ally couched in the rhetoric of "manhood rights." Wells wanted black men
to have and to exercise those rights —as her father had tried to do. Uphold-
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ing the gender roles that made her so uncomfortable became a duty to her
race. Her diary indicates that she had internalized the current definitions of
manhood and womanhood. In 1888 Wells penned a portrait of the "Model
Woman" for the New York Freeman. She wrote that a "typical girl's only
wealth, in most cases, is her character," which was to be hoarded and
guarded as a miser does his gold. Wells argued that there was "no sacrifice
too great for the preservation of honor." Because African Americans were
charged with "immorality and vice," Wells declared, "it depends largely on
the woman of to-day to refute such charges by her stainless life." She also
defined the characteristics of a model woman as follows:

In the typical girl this jewel of character is enriched and beautified
by the setting of womanly modesty, dignity of deportment, and
refinement of manners; and the whole enveloped in a casket of
sweetness of disposition, and the amiability of temper that makes it a
pleasure to be near her. She is like the girl of fairy tales, who was said
to drop pearls from her mouth as she talked, for her language is ele-
gant from its simplicity and chastity, even though not always in
accordance with rules of syntax, is beautiful because of the absence
of slang.12

Interestingly, Wells refers to the "casket" of sweet disposition and ami-
able temperament. Her beliefs conflicted with her desires and tempera-
ment. While accepting much of the cult of true womanhood intellectually,
emotionally the ideals felt like a straitjacket or "casket" to her. She wanted
a "real man" who took charge, but at the same time she did not want to
cede control. Any man who met her expectations also threatened her in-
dependence. A man she could dominate, however, lost her respect. She
preferred the company of men to that of women and needed their approval
more, but she had difficulty defining the terms of her relationships with
them. In her diary Wells admits, "I am an anomaly to my self as well as to
others. I do not wish to be married but I do wish for the society of gentle-
men."13

Wells had no trouble attracting the attention of men. One newspaper
account in 1885 described her as "about four and a half feet high, tolerably
well proportioned, and of ready address." In 1893, at age thirty-one, Wells
was called "young and comely." After she became well known among male
journalists, they debated the extent of her beauty. Her eyes were considered
her most attractive feature. Dark and soulful, they were said to "snap when
she speaks of the wrong her race is suffering." More important than any
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physical features was a fiery spirit that drew men to her like moths to a
flame. Most of the men Wells attracted, however, wanted her exclusive at-
tention and a romantic relationship. At one point, Wells lamented, "It
seems I can establish no middle ground between me and my visitors —it is
either love or nothing."14

For Wells courtship held the key to male companionship. Yet because
of her unwillingness to surrender her independence, courtship became
more like war. Her romantic relationships were power struggles marked by
series of skirmishes that sometimes escalated to total warfare. In her diary,
Wells plotted strategy like a general preparing for battle. She was aware of
both the power of her sexual attractiveness and her tendency to alienate her
suitors. In June 1886, while pondering her dilemma of wanting male com-
panionship but not marriage, Wells declared:

With me, my affairs are always at one extreme or the other. I either
have an abundance of company or none at all. Just now there are
three in this city who, with the least encouragement, would make
love to me; I have two correspondents in the same predicament—but
past experience will serve to keep me from driving them from me.15

Men resented Wells's sexual power over them—and her knowledge of
that power. One of her persistent suitors, I. J. Graham, informed Wells that
someone had reported her as saying that "any young man I went out with
ought to feel honored because of the 'privilege' & that whenever any one
was with me all the young men in town knew it & said of him that he was
highly honored." Wells was furious with Graham and wrote:

When I think of how I could & can fool him and of his weak imag-
inings to the contrary, petty evidences of spite work, that he has been
safe hitherto because I would not stoop to deceit—I grow wild almost
& determine to pay him back. But I cannot do that ; . . . I have never
stooped to underhand measures to accomplish my end and I will not
begin at this late date by doing what my soul abhors; sugaring men,
weak, deceitful creatures, with flattery to retain them as escorts or to
gratify a revenge. . . ,16

During her Memphis years, Wells engaged in power struggles that
posed for courtship with numerous young men—often simultaneously.
Each new suitor seemed at first to be the right one but ultimately disap-
pointed Wells. From most she expected total surrender before she would
make a commitment. Her suitors, on the other hand, knew that they were
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one of many and were reluctant to propose, perhaps fearing rejection. To
their circumspect and guarded declarations of loye, Wells countered with
increased demands coupled with enough reassurance to keep their hope
alive. Terrified of being without male companionship, she held on to suit-
ors like prisoners of war. Eventually some sought revenge—others merely
sought release.

I. J. Graham was a fellow teacher who began teaching in the Memphis
schools a year after Wells did. He was a graduate of Atlanta University and
evidently from a privileged background. A fellow teacher called Graham
"the wealthiest school teacher in the state of Tennessee." He eventually be-
came principal of the Virginia Avenue School. For over a year Graham al-
ternately courted and argued with Wells. Knowing she was seeing several
other men, he was reluctant to propose marriage without assurances from
Wells. She complained, "He seems to think I ought to encourage him to
speak by speaking first—but that I'll never do. It's conceding too much and
I don't think I need to buy any man's love." What really bothered Wells was
that she had earlier made a tactical mistake by dropping her guard and
allowing a little more intimacy than the current rules of black middle-
class courtship allowed. She confessed, "I blush to think I allowed him
to caress me, that he would dare take such liberties and yet not make
a declaration."17

Wells kept Graham teetering on an emotional seesaw. At a party in
May 1886, Graham handed Wells a note, which she characterized as "a
verse declaring he knew I loved him & he longed to sip the nectar from my
curling lip." Wells then noted, "I received it in silence, but intend keeping
it." A few days later, Graham asked for a kiss, but Wells "gently but firmly
refused." She wondered why he did not take the opportunity for "springing
the question that evidently seems uppermost in his mind." Early in June,
Graham did declare his love, but received less than an impassioned re-
sponse. "I told him," Wells recorded, "I was not conscious of an absorbing
feeling for him but I thought it would grow."18

That feeling seemed to grow little. Wells soon referred to him as "very
thin, poor fellow." She continued to receive other male callers, but was an-
gry when Graham did not come to see her when she expected. "I am too
proud to beg," Wells declared, "but I must be loved with more warmth than
that." Wells declined to admit to another suitor that she was "pledged to
any one" and rationalized, "For with all the encouragement I've given G
he has not sought to bind me to him & seems so utterly indifferent that I
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don't and can't feel that I belong to him." Wells then left for her summer
trip to California, where she received a letter from Graham. Writing in her
diary, she lamented, "I don't know what to think of him. He says he always
feels as if in a tight jacket when in my presence and wishes to know if I love
him and will live with him. I fear I don't but then I also fear I shall never
love anybody."19 Graham finally found release and shocked everyone
by marrying someone else less than a month after Wells's return from
California.20

Apparently Graham believed that Wells had "lost her heart" to Edwin
Hackley while she was in Denver. When Wells was in California, she "ea-
gerly devoured" the contents of one of his letters. She noted, "He writes in
the easy, natural manner that he speaks." Wells answered "right away" and
"told him many things." Soon, however, their correspondence became a
long-distance power struggle. Less than a month later, she lamented not re-
ceiving a letter from Hackley and noted, "I would write again but it would
have the appearance of eagerness." The next day she received a newspaper
from Hackley containing an account of his nomination by the Republicans
for the Colorado legislature. Wells exclaimed, "Hurrah for Edwin! but as
he has not answered my letter yet I don't know that I shall write to congrat-
ulate him."21

After finally receiving a letter, Wells then plotted to wait for his next let-
ter "ere I answer this & then very coolly."22 They continued to correspond
that fall, but Wells did not appear to rank him any higher than other suit-
ors. Others seemed to think otherwise. In December, the regular column
about Memphis in the Cleveland Gazette made a cryptic reference that
also reflects how Wells was perceived:

Wedding bells will soon be heard round about Clay street school
building, if Dame Rumor puts it right. But we think not yet, for the
one who is said to have left her heart in the wilds of the West, cer-
tainly could not have done so. Now who said that "lola" [Wells's
pen name] ever had a heart? And who would dare to mention the
name in conjunction with that of a candidate for the matrimonial
state, the Legislature, or any other office?23

Regardless of the rumors, Wells and Hackley corresponded regularly until
March 1887, after which their correspondence tapered off, and in August
Wells referred to Hackley as "my Denver one-time-friend."24

Wells had another long-distance suitor—Charles S. Morris, a journal-
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ist from Louisville, Kentucky, who began studying at Howard in 1886. Her
relationship with him illustrates her acceptance of the idea that men
should be the dominant partner in a relationship as well as her reluctance
to accept a subordinate role. They started corresponding in late 1885, be-

fore they had ever met face-to-face. When Wells received a picture, she
noted, "I told him I liked the face but it is the face of a mere boy; whereas
I had been led, from his writings to suppose him a man." She feared he was

younger than she and decided to withhold her age until she knew his, de-
claring, "I wish to make the unpleasant discovery that I am his senior—

first."25 Morris turned out to be two years younger than Wells — a fact she
found upsetting because in other ways he seemed to be what she was look-
ing for in a man. She tried to sort out her tangled emotions in her diary.

He speaks so authoritatively about things and I could accept his calm
reproof, superior criticism & logic if he were not my junior; he is
what I have long wished for in a correspondent, an interested, intel-
lectual being who could lead & direct my wavering footsteps in intel-
lectual paths. His youth, tho, prevents my asking & seeking informa-
tion of him as I would one who was my superior in age as well as
intellectuality. I may overcome the feeling tho' as there is not any
pleasure without its alloy. . . . He writes a good letter & I feel my
sceptre departing from me, before him as before no other & it is
somewhat humiliating.26

Wells was certainly ambivalent. She wanted a man who could "lead & di-

rect [her] wavering footsteps" but also found her strong feelings for him
"humiliating."

Morris remained Wells's favorite correspondent fpr some time. She
answered his letters before all others and relished his, which "instructed
entertained and amused" her. Wells thought she had found a soul mate,
writing:

He understands & sympathizes with my position of almost complete
isolation from my fellow being[s] on account of lack of congeniali-
ty—and I think he does so the more fully because his own experience
coincides with mine. His fine humor & sarcasm are very refreshing
& I believe I can say at last I have found a thoroughly congenial cor-
respondent, and I sincerely hope it (the correspondence) may not die
the death of the others but may be the foundation of a lasting friend-
ship increasing with the years, such as I read about, often, see very
rarely and have experienced — never!27
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Nevertheless, Wells was soon plotting strategy with him as well—as appar-
ently he, too, was doing. The ardor cooled and they began a verbal sparring
match by mail in which both accused the other of being slack in their cor-
respondence.

Of all her courtships, perhaps the relationship between Wells and
Louis M. Brown was the most stormy—and passionate. Brown had been
living in Memphis when Wells began teaching. He was a journalist, writ-
ing for the Living Way when Wells also wrote for it. Brown became the pa-
per's Washington correspondent but left the Living Way in January 1885 to
assume the city editorship of the Washington Bee, a spicy journal edited by
W. Calvin Chase.28 The nature of their relationship is evident in Wells's
diary, where she described him as "a petty warrior," lamented "his petty
mode of warfare," and noted that he "as usual is on the warpath."29

Neither of them wanted to care too deeply for the other. One time
when Brown admitted loving Wells, she noted that he told her "he'd care-
fully guarded against such as I was the kind of girl of whom he would be-
come infatuated." Wells seemed strongly drawn to Brown, referring one
time to the "glamour of his presence," even though she could not respect
him because he seemed to be "still hunting for his place." Her diary is
filled with disparaging remarks, but it also recounts an incident in which
"he kissed me — twice — & it seems even now as if they blistered my lips. I
feel so humiliated in my own estimation at the thought that I cannot look
any one in the face. I feel somehow as if I were defrauded of something
since then."30

Wells found herself in a dilemma of Victorian womanhood. As a
woman, she was not expected to have strong sexual feelings.31 Doubly dif-
ficult was the fact that Wells felt them for a man she otherwise found lack-
ing. Most of the important suitors in her life were already, or were in the
process of becoming, successful. They also were what was then called
"race men," that is, active in the cause of black rights.32 Brown, on the
other hand, seemed to bounce around from job to job. It is hardly a won-
der that Wells agonized over his power to "steal" kisses from her.

For a period of time, Wells attempted a feat tried by women in every
era; she sought to "redeem" Brown through his love for her. When he
sought a commitment from her, she "commended his determination and
told him to do something that called forth admiration and respect and the
rest would be easy." In September Wells was pleased with Brown's progress,
noting, "He is developing symptoms more to my ideas of what becomes an
earnest man and I told him so, as well as that if he succeeded in his new



62 TO KEEP THE WATERS TROUBLED

venture & winning my love in the meantime, I would help him prove to
the world what love in its purity can accomplish."33 Brown could not live
up to her expectations, however, and later accused her of turning her back
on a friend who was "down in the world." Wells replied, telling him to "be
a man, a strong liberal minded man, or be none at all."34

Wells's difficult relationships with men sometimes interfered with her
career. Using the pen name Elembee, Brown battled with her in the pages
of the Washington Bee. In his "They Say" column he labeled "lola" a "lib-
eral creature with criticisms," whose "young days must have been devoid of
that essential attribute to quiet maidenhood—love." Wells apparently re-
taliated, claiming Brown's attack was a personal vendetta because she
rejected his overtures, that he was not respectful to black women, and that
he stole the idea of the "They Say" column from her. Brown fired back
with both barrels, saying among other things, "That she is evidently at sea
when she supposes our offer of assistance a proposition to extract her from
the mice of old maidenhood, as we are bountifully supplied—at present."35

Such sniping diminished Wells's image at the very time she was beginning
to fight for recognition as a legitimate journalist.

As difficult as they were, Wells considered her relationships with men
more important than those with women. Both her diaries and her autobi-
ography focus more on men than women. In her twenties she apparently
wished to have more women friends but had difficulty in establishing and
sustaining meaningful female relationships. She socialized with some of
her fellow women teachers, yet in her diary she seldom more than briefly
noted these activities. Even when Wells had misunderstandings with such
close women friends as Fannie J. Thompson and Fannie J. Bradshaw, she
did not seem to agonize over the problems as she did with disagreements
with her suitors. In one diary entry, Wells noted that Fannie Thompson
"has been singularly uncommunicative this week & I have not sought to
woo her from her silence." The next month Wells wrote that Fannie J.
Bradshaw "was here when I came from school but as she came ostensibly
to see Mrs. Hill I made no effort to deprive her of the visit."36 Neither
woman seemed the type to overshadow Wells. Bradshaw was described at
different times as "sedate and erudite," "admired for her quiet and graceful
manner," and "sweet, tender-hearted." Thompson was labeled "level-
headed and efficient."37 On some occasions, Wells appeared to resent
women as sexual rivals for the favors of men. After serving as a chaperon for
one young couple, she commented on the news that the young man was
leaving by writing, "I am not sorry, for I got tired playing second fiddle &
running around with them."38
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In both her private and public writings, Wells was generally critical of
women. In her diary she criticized one woman for being "very quarrelsome

& picayunish" and another for failing to show appropriate gratitude for a
letter of recommendation from Wells. Another entry noted "the compli-
cated labyrinth of woman's various moods & petty fancies." In her only
published short story, "Two Christmas Days: A Holiday Story," Wells ig-
nored or belittled women, with the exception of the heroine and one older
woman. "The other girls," Wells wrote, "are so taken up flirting with their
partners they neither know nor care when their turn comes to play [cro-
quet]."39

On the validity of the Victorian cult of true womanhood, the disso-
nance between Wells's intellect and emotions is palpable. In her public
writings (and even overtly in her diary), Wells rarely challenged the desir-
able characteristics of an "ideal woman" as being submissive, genteel, and
soft of heart and voice. Yet her praises of such women often seemed to dis-
miss them as insignificant. She described one as "the sweetest, quietest and
most lady like little creature it has been my good fortune to meet" and an-
other as "good & kind and soft as a mouse."40 Obviously, "little creatures"
and "mice" do not have the power to command respect.

Sometimes Wells seemed to wish that she valued more highly the
qualities considered to be feminine. When learning of the death of a suitor
named Harry, she recalled how he had defended her against slander. She
regretted sending him a "cruel letter in answer to his last declaration of love
for me!" Wells labeled him "gentle, kind and tender as a woman," but those
very qualities appear to have led her to also consider him "weak and irres-
olute" as well as "not of a decided character."41 Wells apparently equated
gentleness with weakness.

In her diary, Wells penned her most effusive praise for the cult of true
womanhood in her description of a music teacher at Rust who embod-
ied the virtues of an "ideal woman." After a trip to Holly Springs, Wells
wrote:

Was introduced to Miss Atkinson the music teacher, who seemed so
fair and pure, so divinely good, whose motions were grace & poetry
personified—she seemed to me, one of the few women that I have
met who come near justifying the ravings of poets and proving their
metaphors not inspired alone by the imagination. She seems so thor-
oughly pleasant, so bubbling over with the effervescence of youth,
health, high spirits, cheerfulness and withal such an exuberance of
vitality in every look or motion that everyone is charmed without
knowing why.
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Wells seemed to relish the combination of "vitality" and "grace." Never-
theless, she was not entirely sure that the two could coexist successfully.
Wells further noted, "She is quite young—just from college and when she
is toned down somewhat, will be a truly noble-minded woman."42

Though Wells did not seem terribly concerned about her relationships
with docile women, strong, ambitious women evoked a different response
from Weils. She plotted strategies for winning their friendship much like
she did with male suitors. Virginia Broughton, a Memphis teacher de-
moted for her outspokenness, was aloof with Wells. Wells sought to dis-
cover why and finally decided:

I have discovered the keynote of her actions, I think. That she would
have, is most desirous of, she labors to appear indifferent to but her
real aim is to secure her ends without seeming to put forth effort. Her
studied indifference to "me royal Highness" has piqued me & I am
determined that she shall not succeed in making me show interest in
her without a corresponding show on her side.43

Broughton and most of the women Wells respected were older than
her. With one woman her age, however, Wells thought she had found a
soul mate. Mary (Mollie) Church was the daughter of millionaire Robert
R. Church and his first wife. When Mollie Church came to visit her father
in the summer of 1887, she and Wells met and felt an instant affinity. Writ-
ing of their acquaintance, Wells broke with her pattern and called Church
by her first name immediately after meeting her. She wrote:

Miss Mollie was down Friday evening to call and said she wished to
have a talk with me. Her ambitions seem so in consonance with
mine that I offered to come up the next morning. I did go and I came
away after about a two hours chat—very much enthused with her.
She is the first woman of my age I've met who is similarly inspired
with the same desires hopes & ambitions.44

When Wells first met Mary Church, she felt a little less like an alien.
Church, however, did not stay in Memphis. Her father would not let her
work outside the home, telling her that she "would be taking the bread and
butter out of the mouth of some girl who needed it."45 Instead, she toured
Europe and then taught at Wilberforce University in Ohio and later in the
public schools of Washington, D.C., where she met and married Robert
Terrell, a lawyer who became a judge. Her friendship with Wells appar-
ently did not survive the separation. Both became well known for their ac-
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tivism, but their similarities seemed to drive them apart instead of together.
Later in life their rivalry caused more friction than friendship.

By the time Wells met Mollie in 1887, she had realized that she did not
really wish to be married, even though she preferred the company of men.
Nevertheless, in 1886 and early 1887, Wells was constantly invited to wed-
dings and noted in February 1887 that she was "the only lady teacher left in
the building who is unmarried." Feeling "singularly lonely & despondent,"
Wells wrote former suitor B. F. Poole "on the spur of the moment" and im-
plied that if he came back to Memphis, she would marry him. She later re-
gretted the impulse and asked him to return the letter.46 Instead, she con-
soled herself with an article in the Cleveland Gazette, which described the
weddings in Memphis as "epidemic" and noted two exceptions:

A flourishing literary circle furnishes rare entertainment, greatly to
the delight of admiring audiences. Of these, most prominent are
Miss Fanny }. Thompson and Miss Ida B. Wells. These ladies,
though they have a host of loving admirers, keep so busy that they
have not time to devote in emulation of those who woo and win.47

Although Wells may have felt left out and different as wedding after
wedding took place, she shied away from commitments that could lead to
marriage. She seemed to prefer the abstraction of holy matrimony to the re-
ality of wedded life. She did not envy most married women —especially
those with children. She noted one acquaintance was "rather pretty" but
had been more so before she married. "The inevitable baby is there," Wells
declared, "with the habits peculiar to all babyhood."48

Perhaps Wells was wary of motherhood because of the frustrations she
felt in the role of mother to her siblings. After her aunt moved to California
and took Annie and Lily with her, Wells no longer had any day-to-day re-
sponsibilities of surrogate parenthood —at least until she brought Lily
home with her. Her brothers were old enough to be on their own, but Wells
still fretted over their decisions and behavior. Jim especially was troubling.
He had a weakness for gambling and never seemed to visit except when he
was in trouble and needed help. In January 1886 he came to school to see
his sister because he needed money. Wells wrote, "He has gotten into trou-
ble & can't go back where he was." She had no money to lend him and re-
ferred him to Alfred Froman, who sent him to another friend for help. He
was supposed to let her know what happened but did not.49

Almost a year later Jim showed up again. He freely admitted that he
had been roaming around "following a passion for gaming." Wells pleaded
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with him to quit, warning him of the "depths to which he would sink." He
assured her that "the passion would never get such a mastery of him," and
she could not convince him "to quit & let the adherence or the struggle be
the test of the power it had already acquired over him." Wells considered
trying to get Jim to stay and operate a chicken farm with her. Once again
he left with promises to return that he did not keep. Wells prayed, "O God,
hear my prayer & help my wandering boy to come back to the innocence
of his childhood! Let me be a feeble instrument in Thy Hands to reclaim
him!"50 She was relieved when Jim decided to make a crop with his brother
George. In a letter signed "your wild & reckless brother," Jim professed that
"it takes time to break up a habit that has been forming for years." In times
of trouble he continued to turn to Wells, who went immediately to him in
the summer of 1887, after he sent a postal telling her that he was sick and
asking her to come to Millington, Tennessee.51

Wells was in much more constant contact with George. While they
both lived in Memphis, her diary reflects that he visited her several times
each month. Not nearly as "wild & reckless" as Jim, George still was a
source of concern for Wells. She especially worried about his inability to
manage money and sought to help him by holding money for him. She
also came to his aid in March 1886, getting him work with her friend Louis
Payne in Woodstock when George could not find a job in Memphis. That
May he brought her $1.15 to go with the $1.70 she already had. Wells ex-
ulted, "His pile grows slowly." Nevertheless, she was disgusted the next
month when he went to Holly Springs with her and neglected to bring any
money for the return trip. The next fall Wells worried that George was
about to marry unwisely. She sought to dissuade him by talks, letters, and
even enlisting the help of Jim, who assured her that "there is nothing of
George's marrying."52

Wells seemed closest to George —he was the only sibling she men-
tioned exchanging presents with at Christmas in 1886. Nevertheless, they
often had disagreements. In February 1886, Wells noted that George
"hardly spoke to me & refused to tell me goodby. I think he is carrying his
'miff to a great extent." Later that year she noted he "seemed somewhat
constrained in his manner."53 Wells's difficulties with her brothers bothered
her. After having success with a Sunday school class of young men she had
organized, she lamented: "But I seem to be a failure so far as my own
brother is concerned for I speak harshly or indifferently & repulsively to
him before I think of the consequences. I can get along well enough with
other boys but am too hasty & impatient with my own."54
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After she brought Lily back from California in 1886, Wells had to deal
with the ten-year-old girl on a day-to-day basis. Other than the rumor that
Lily was her own daughter, Wells seemed to have little difficulty at first.
From their arrival at Memphis in September until after Christmas, Wells
made no mention of Lily in her diary. The lack of entries indicates not only
a lack of trouble but also perhaps a devaluation of Lily in comparison to the
male siblings whose activities were regularly noted. By January 1887, the
reality of full-time responsibility for a child began to plague Wells. When
invited to spend the coming summer with an older woman, Wells
lamented, "alas, I cannot on Lily's account. I like not the idea of sending
her away from me & to strangers at that."55

Problems with Lily began to arise in the spring of 1887. She did not get
along well with Wells's landlord and turned rebellious. In May Wells de-
clared, "Lily & I had a pitched battle this morning for some of her felonious
practices." The next month she lamented, "Had to whip Lily severely this
morning for her second peculation." By the next fall, Lily was staying with
a woman who was to teach her to cook,56 Wells had learned further of the
difficulties of single motherhood. Without the help of her extended fam-
ily—especially Aunt Fannie—Wells could not have managed full-time
teaching, part-time journalism, and a hectic social life.

Extended families are often systems of support for people with limited
resources. In slavery and freedom, many African Americans living in mar-
ginal conditions relied on both kinship and friendship networks. The com-
munal qualities of such networks, and indeed most closely knit families, re-
quire some degree of submission of the individual to the group interest. As
a young woman, Ida B. Wells had difficulty enduring such restraints. A
sense of duty required her to assume some degree of responsibility for her
younger siblings but the role was not comfortable for her. Despite being
outwardly gregarious, Wells was an emotional loner. Thus her ties to ex-
tended family members other than Fannie and one cousin were not as
strong as might have been expected. Her aunt was helping her with the
children, and her cousin, Stella Butler, moved in the same social circles as
Wells. Even so, although Wells was maid of honor for Stella Butler's mar-
riage to I. F. Norris, Wells seldom mentioned her in her diary. She com-
pletely lost contact with other key family members. When notified by her
Aunt Margaret that her Grandmother Peggy had died in March 1887,
Wells expressed shock "to know she had been alive all this time & I never
knew it or where she lived."57

In addition to familial duties, money problems plagued Wells, who was
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constantly in debt. In June 1887, frustration led Wells to lament, "I wish I
could feel that my money was not so persistently sought after. I wonder if I
shall ever reach satisfaction in this world."58 Satisfaction seemed to elude

Wells in practically every aspect of life during her mid-twenties. Dissatis-
faction sometimes gave way to despair. In January 1886, Wells wrote of her
"winter of discontent." Wells was more than merely discontented, however;
she seems to have suffered bad bouts of depression. Her diary is filled with
references to days during which she can only summon the energy to get out
of bed after sleeping long hours. In two March 1886 entries, she noted that

she found it "hard to rouse my sluggish nature" and that on one Saturday
"the biggest job undertaken & finished was—a bath."59 Her social life sus-
tained her, while probably simultaneously depleting her energy. In April

she wrote:

Had no visitors today. I am in as correspondingly low spirits tonight
as I was cheerful this morning. I don't know what's the matter with
me, I feel so dissatisfied with my life, so isolated from all my kind. I
cannot or do not make friends & these fits of loneliness will come &
I tire of everything. My life seems awry, the machinery out of gear &
I feel there is something wrong.60

About a year later she declared, "I am not happy & nothing seems to make

me so. I wonder what kind of creature I will eventually become." Six
months later Wells admitted, "I've had no heart to write any one else, I've
been in a state of such depression."61

Depression frequently results from anger not directed at its source but
instead turned against oneself. That Wells continually found fault with her-
self is hardly surprising given the environment in which she lived. Victo-
rian culture made impossible demands of women. They were expected to
be strong enough to mold men and weak enough to submit to their control.

At the same time women were held to unrealistically high standards of pu-
rity and self-sacrifice. African American women found the burdens even
heavier. They were held largely responsible for the advancement of the
race, while constantly being debased by the white media. They suffered a
double dose of powerlessness because of their sex and race. Feelings of in-
adequacy and failure were hard to avoid for many black women, but they
were even more difficult for Ida B. Wells.

Wells was aware of the personality traits that caused her problems in
conforming to her assigned roles but seemed powerless to modify them.
Throughout her diary, she beseeched God for help to control her temper
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and her tongue. In one entry she pleaded, "O My Father, forgive me, for-
give me & take away the remembrance of those hateful words, uttered for
the satisfaction of self. Humble the pride exhibited and make me Thy
child." Other entreaties include "O help me to better control my temper!"
and "O guard my tongue from evil" as well as "Father help me, I pray be
more thoughtful & considerate in speech."62

Wells sought divine help to curb her rebelliousness and impatience
while embarking on self-improvement projects as well. To make up for her
limited formal education, she supplemented the lessons she took from Mr.
Lott with independent studies and reading but encountered difficulties. "I
don't know what books to read that will do the most good," she com-
plained, "& know not where I am to obtain the knowledge."63 Wells also
found it hard to exercise the self-discipline needed for self-directed learn-
ing. Her failures led to further feelings of inadequacy. In March 1886,
Wells chastised herself once again: "I now think of the golden moments
wasted, the precious hours I should have treasured and used to store up
knowledge for future use. It seems so hard to get at it (study) and I've made
so many resolutions I am ashamed to make any more."64

Although Wells used her diary to castigate herself, she also utilized her
pen to provide relief from despair. Her diary provided an emotional cathar-
sis for disappointment, fear, and pain. After a particularly trying day, Wells
wrote in her journal, "Came home feeling very, very badly but at this writ-
ing am some better." Few people put anything in writing without at least
unconsciously considering how the words would sound to someone else.
Wells may have done some self-censoring, but she clearly intended her di-
ary to be a private place to express freely things she never would have dis-
cussed with others. She kept it locked in her writing desk and hid the key.65

For Wells religion played a large role as both a source of guilt and re-
lief. It also helped her to define herself. At the same time, attendance at
church was a vital part of her social life. Vance Street Christian Church
became her spiritual home for several reasons.66 The church seemed to be
especially active in the community, hosting not only the Memphis Lyceum
but also meetings about segregated schools. Theologically, the Christian
Church (also called the Church of Christ and the Disciples of Christ) was
also compatible with Wells's independent spirit. An American creation, the
church drew from disaffected Presbyterians, Baptists, and Methodists and
held its first national convention in 1849 at Cincinnati.67

The church's central tenet was freedom of religious thought. Attempt-
ing to "restore" the original church founded by the disciples of Jesus, it re-
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jected the theological debates that divide Christians and proclaimed, "We
have no creed but Christ." Christians were defined as anyone who can an-
swer affirmatively to the question: "Do you believe that Jesus is the Christ,
the Son of the Living God, and your Savior?" Disciples believed that the
Bible contains all that is needed to be known about God and that this
knowledge can be understood and interpreted by each individual. Faith,
not specific beliefs or practices, was required of Disciples. The decision to
follow Christ begins a personal journey during which believers are bound
to slip and fall. Nevertheless, true repentance—a sincere desire to
change—always leads to God's forgiveness. Such freedom of thought and
action must have had a powerful appeal to Wells's independent personality.
At the same time, the Christian Church's emphasis on Christian unity al-
lowed her the freedom to attend numerous churches.

Her diary shows that Wells regularly went to services at other churches.
Raised in the Methodist church, she was most active in Avery Chapel—the
largest African Methodist Episcopal (A.M.E.) Church in the city. The
A.M.E. denomination had its roots in the segregationist actions of a
Philadelphia Methodist church one Sunday morning in 1787. When
Richard Allen was asked to leave the "white" section of his own church, he
left permanently and formed the A.M.E. church. Its membership grew
steadily in the North and at the end of the war expanded rapidly among
southern black Methodists seeking religious independence from the white
Methodists. An African American missionary sent from the North to Mem-
phis organized Avery Chapel A.M.E. Church, and it became a large suc-
cess. Its members originally met in the basement of a white Methodist
church, but they were thrown out when they refused to affiliate with the
Methodist Episcopal Church, South. They then erected a three thousand
dollar church, which was destroyed in the riot of 1866. In 1867 the con-
gregation built a ten thousand dollar edifice on the corner of Desoto and
Hernando streets.68

Wells not only attended church at Avery Chapel, she also organized a
Sunday school class there in January 1887. The class was for "young men
or rather youths, just merging into manhood" (another indication of her
preference for the company of men). Wells decided to teach the class dur-
ing her New Year's reflections, after having taken communion. She admit-
ted, "I reviewed my past year of existence & I am so overwhelmed with the
little I have done for one who has done so much for me." She resolved to
lead a class and declared, "I shall begin this year with that determination,
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so that another year may find me with more to offer the master in the way
of good works."69

Wells also attended a number of other churches less regularly for a va-
riety of reasons. She went to the Beale Street Baptist Church for political
reasons. The Second Congregational Church appealed to her because its
pastor, Benjamin A. Imes, combined advanced education with religious
fervor. She seems to have attended two other churches because of her ties
to the black elite. Most of the upper class attended either Emmanuel Epis-
copal Church or Collins Chapel Colored Methodist Episcopal (C.M.E.)
Church. Such black aristocrats as Anna Wright Church, Dr. A. J. Burchett,
and the J. T. Settles went to Emmanuel. When Wells moved in with the
Settles, she acquired another entree to the upper class. Her diary first men-
tions attending Emmanuel the month after she moved in. A number of
times she refers to the church only as Theresa Settle's church. Emmanuel
was called "ver[y] imposing in its appearance" from the outside, but it
never acquired one hundred members until the 1890s. The congregation
must not have considered black autonomy very important for the church
remained under white supervision long after the lower-class, more nation-
alist churches had declared their religious independence.70

Wells seems to have attended the Episcopal church because many of
her friends did. Her social relationships may have also induced her to at-
tend the other church, which was popularly known as "high-tone." She be-
came good friends with Dr. and Mrs. C. H. Phillips soon after he assumed
the pastorship of Collins Chapel in 1885. Whereas the A.M.E. Church
sprang from the antebellum free black population of the North, the
C.M.E. Church was rooted in the southern slave experience. It originated
from the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, which was formed when
the issue of slavery caused a split in the national Methodist Episcopal
Church. After emancipation that church wanted to hold on to its 207,000
African American members, who were moving to the A.M.E. Church in
droves. The white Methodists wanted black Methodists under their de-
nominational umbrella but not their church roofs. When the denomina-
tion tried to establish segregated conferences, the pastors of its remaining
forty thousand black members did not demand their independence but
rather respectively petitioned to be allowed to form a new denomination
in 1870.

Black Methodists who stayed in the Methodist Episcopal Church,
South, until 1870 tended to have close ties with whites. The 1870 petition
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declared, "You were our masters, you were kind, conscientious, and exhib-
ited the deepest anxiety for our welfare."71 Many had been members of the
slave aristocracy as a result of their kinship with white masters. Thus the de-
nomination was known for the light skin of its leaders. One black newspa-
per noted, "On the bench of bishops there is now but one of the dark hue,
all the others being mulattos, quadroons or octoroons."72 C. H. Phillips,
however, was an exception as a darker-skinned pastor. Collins Chapel was
not as elitist as Emmanuel and drew many more members. In 1908 Collins
had 1,200 members and Emmanuel only 125. Collins Chapel became
known as the "most refined and quiet large congregation in the city."73

Wells's church in Holly Springs had been affiliated with the northern
branch of Methodists rather than the southern. She was not as ideologically
compatible with the C.M.E. Church and visited Collins Chapel only in-
frequently, despite her friendship with its minister.

Scholars have debated whether religion provided African Americans
with an opiate for their ills or with a revolutionary vision. In most cases it
did both and much more. Wells found comfort in her faith, felt guilt for her
spiritual shortcomings, and was incensed by racism in the white church.
When worried about her aunt, she asked for the prayers of church mem-
bers. On her twenty-fifth birthday, Wells described her heart as "overflow-
ing with thankfulness to My Heavenly Father for His wonderful love &
kindness." That same day she asserted that her greatest regret was that "I am
not so good a Christian as the goodness of my father demands." Wells con-
stantly felt as if she was lacking as a Christian. The previous Easter season
she was moved by a sermon in which Imes "preached about our religion
costing us something" and lamented that "my thoughts had strayed away
from the true significance of the time to less important matters of dress;
that I have made no preparation for an Easter offering." She then promised
to do so and "instead of spending my holiday in fun & pleasure for myself
will fast for my many sins of dereliction & remain home to work, watch and
pray." Seldom could she live up to such resolutions, however. On Easter
day Wells went to church, to a friend's house for dinner, and then home to
read the novel She.74

Like many African Americans, Wells viewed God as the advocate of
the persecuted. "Thou hast always fought the battles of the weak & op-
pressed," she wrote of God in her diary. She believed in divine justice and
was sometimes distressed and confused when evil seemed to triumph.
When she lost her railroad suit on appeal, Wells asked, "O God is there no
redress, no peace, no justice in this land for us?" She believed God had the
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power to right wrongs and relied on that faith for courage. "Yet I do not
fear," Wells wrote in her diary, "God is over all & He will, so long as I am
in the right, fight my battles, and give me what is my right." Her theology
was influenced by the black church's emphasis on the God of Moses. She
appealed to God, "Show us the way, even as Thou led the children of Israel
out of bondage into the promised land."75 This faith at times made the
black church a revolutionary force for change. It helped create both Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr., and Ida B. Wells.76

Wells sometimes visited white churches as well as black ones. Asbury
Methodist Church in Holly Springs had been founded by a white northern
missionary and local blacks. Rust College grew out of it, and the school's
white faculty may well have gone to Asbury. Ties also existed between the
black Vance Street Christian Church and the white Linden Street Chris-
tian Church. Although the black congregation at Vance had hooted and
stamped their feet at a sermon by the Linden Street minister in 1876, by
the 1880s relations seemed to have improved. In March 1885 Linden
Street's pastor lectured at the Lyceum. On several occasions, Wells referred
in her diary to the Christian church, once remarking that she visited it. She
most likely meant Linden Street. Her casual mention of the visit may mean
that she worshiped there without incidence.77

Sometimes her experiences in white churches angered Wells. On
Thanksgiving in 1886, she attended the Stranger's Church on Union Av-
enue. Its white congregation did not eject her, but its members made their
displeasure obvious. Wells described the incident in her diary: "Thanksgiv-
ing also went to the Strangers Church & heard a good sermon & witnessed
practical evidence of'white folks' Christianity,' in the haste with which they
passed us by when choosing a seat."78

On another occasion, Wells visited a white church to hear Dwight L.
Moody, one of the foremost evangelists of the age who was immensely pop-
ular at home and abroad. Headquartered in Chicago, Moody usually fol-
lowed local custom on the matter of segregation. In the North seating was
open to all, but in the South he accommodated white prejudice by allow-
ing separate seating by race. During his 1886 southern tour, Moody spoke
at both Avery Chapel and the white Cumberland Presbyterian Church in
Memphis. Wells attended both meetings and was glad she had gone to Av-
ery, because she found it hard to hear from the area set aside for black wor-
shipers at Cumberland. Like many who heard Moody preach, Wells was
mesmerized by his preaching. Her comments not only describe Moody's
style but also illumine Wells's own religious orientation.
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His style is so simple, plain and natural. He told the old, old story in
an easy conversational way that charms the listener ere he is aware
and the secret, I think—that he does not preach a far-away God—a
hard to be reconciled Savior but uses a natural easy tone and tells in
a natural way without any long drawn doctrine or finely spun theol-
ogy or rhetoric the simple truth that Christ Jesus came on earth to
seek & save that which was lost.79

Her praises for Moody, however, were tempered by deep disappoint-
ment that such a Christian leader condoned the degradation of fellow
Christians through Jim Crow sanctuaries. Wells was distraught that Moody
left town before she could confront him on the issue. She lamented:

I intended writing Mr. Moody a letter asking him why ministers
never touched upon that phase of sin—caste distinction—practised
even in the churches and among Christianity (?) but rather, tacitly
conniving at it by assenting to their caste arrangements, and accept-
ing it as a matter of course, instead of rectifying it—but I had no
chance, & he left the city yesterday; so I know not where to address
him.80

Later in life Wells publicly aired her disappointment with Moody's fail-
ure to combat forcefully the sins of bigotry and lynching.81 At the time she
obviously felt a religious superiority to the practitioners of "Christianity (?)"
who distorted the precepts of Jesus to maintain their own positions of
power. One function of religion both under slavery and after emancipation
was to allow African Americans to see themselves not only as slaves but also
as children of God, while viewing whites as both pitiful sinners and power-

ful masters. Her religion undoubtedly had a great impact on Wells as she
was coming-of-age and seeking to define herself.

As Wells struggled in her mid-twenties to reconcile her duties and her
dreams, she became increasingly aware of injustice. Memphis was her test-
ing grounds, the site of great pain as well as joy. On her twenty-fifth birth-
day, Wells looked back on her life:

As this day's arrival enables me to count the twenty fifth milestone, I
go back over them in memory and review my life. The first ten are
so far away, in the distance as to make those at the beginning indis-
tinct; the next 5 are remembered as a kind of butterfly existence at
school, and household duties at home; within the last ten I have suf-
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fered more, learned more, lost more than I ever expect to, again. In
the last decade, I've only begun to live—to know life as a whole with
its joys and sorrows.82

Her experiences provided the cocoon from which Wells emerged as a
journalist and activist. Although she did not realize it in 1887, the next ten
years of her life would prove to be even more tumultuous as she moved
from teaching into journalism.



Moving from Teaching to Journalism

'An outlet through which to express the real 'me'

T he transformation of Miss Wells the teacher into lola the journalist
was so gradual that she was largely unaware of where her choices

were leading. Expected to play uncomfortable roles in an era belittling to

both her race and sex, Wells was dissatisfied and angry. Her hectic social
life brought some joy and excitement but seemed often to leave her feel-
ing lonely and isolated. Religion brought comfort but was heavily laced
with guilt. Wells tried hard to fulfill many expectations that were unnat-
ural for her, all the while wondering "what kind of creature I will eventu-

ally become?" Journalism helped her find a way out of this confusion. She
later wrote that "newspaper work gave me an outlet through which to ex-

press the real 'me.'"1 One could argue that it also provided the means to
determine just who that person was. She came to Memphis a teacher con-
fused as to who she was; she left as a strong, competent woman who would
rock the English-speaking world.

When social relationships failed to satisfy her yearnings, Ida B. Wells
turned to her work and political activities for sustenance. At first her job
provided little relief because she disliked teaching. Nevertheless, working
in the public schools during a period of increased politicization of the sys-
tem exposed her to the racial politics of Memphis, which stimulated her
newspaper career. Dissatisfaction with teaching also pushed Wells toward
journalism as an alternative vocation. Increasing political militancy came
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to provide a focus for the anger that poisoned her relationships with others
and also with herself. The injustices she witnessed both fueled and caused
her to act out her personal anger.

Although Wells found little satisfaction in her role as teacher, teaching
provided an income and an entree into the ranks of the privileged. She rec-
ognized that she was fortunate to have the job, but it drained rather than
fulfilled her. In her diary, Wells never wrote anything positive about her job
or about individual students. Instead, it was filled with a litany of com-
plaints that helps shed light on her personality. The anger and impatience
that fueled her activism made her temperamentally unsuited for teaching.
"Was to school this morning by 8:00 and felt peculiarly pleasant and —
good," Wells wrote, but continued, "A day's worry with these children has
brought my temper to the surface." Sometimes a sense of powerlessness
seemed to be at the root of her problem. The rambunctious children were
not always easy to control. She felt unable to reach them, once complain-
ing, "Friday was a trying day at school. I know not what method to use to
get my children to become more interested in their lessons."2

Many black women saw teaching as their contribution to the advance-
ment of African Americans. Wells was eager to play a role in racial uplift,
but she hated teaching and thought of it as a way to earn a paycheck rather
than a calling. At the close of the 1887 school term, Wells admitted,
"School is out tomorrow. I cannot say I'm sorry." Yet she also realized, "I
don't feel glad. Expenses go on just the same and I don't wish to leave town
yet. I wish to get a school this summer if possible."3 In the 1880s, Wells
could not imagine making a decent income as a full-time journalist. The
pittances she received for various articles could never have supported her.
Fewer journalistic opportunities existed for women than men, and most
male journalists held down other jobs while writing or editing newspapers.
Some were also teachers; others preached, practiced law, or held govern-
ment positions. Thus, Wells was anxious to keep her disagreeable job—and
teach in summer school—to make ends meet. When time came for the re-
newal of contracts, she worried until she learned for sure that she had been
reappointed. Preparing for her trip in the summer of 1886, Wells fretted,
"Am assured that I will be re-elected to my position but am afraid to leave
until I know it as a certainty."4

Wells realized that, if forced to teach, she was fortunate to do so in the
Memphis public schools. The working conditions were superior to those
found in most black public schools of the era. This was particularly true re-
garding salaries. In 1874, when state salaries averaged $33.03, Memphis
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paid its teachers an average of $80.33 monthly.5 Unlike many other mu-
nicipalities, the city paid the same salaries to black and white teachers.
Women were also paid equally with men after 1878. The principal reason
for equalization was to reduce costs, so average salaries began to decrease,
causing many male teachers to leave.6 Even so, Wells's salary of sixty dollars
remained generous compared to other school systems.

Another desirable feature of teaching in Memphis was the unusual de-
gree of respect awarded to black teachers by the white community in the
early 1880s. Stores, such as Menken's, freely granted credit exceeding her
monthly salary to Wells. White newspapers accorded African American
schools' activities extensive coverage with articles about graduating classes
on the front page. The editors also referred to the teachers with the prefixes
of Mr., Mrs., and Miss—a designation not awarded to others in the black
community by the white press. In some ways black teachers were treated
the same as white ones. They took the same employment examinations and
taught using the same curriculum and textbooks.7

Nevertheless, teaching in Memphis remained a difficult challenge
even for those who loved the profession, and it was especially hard for
African American teachers. In 1881 the city had eleven public schools,
many of which were substandard and overcrowded. Only one of the four
black schools was close to adequate. An attractive, two-story brick building
constructed in 1873, the Clay Street colored school (which was renamed
Kortrecht and later Booker T. Washington) was the most desirable. It had
eight rooms as well as water and sewer connections. The other black
schools were two-room frame structures, which were poorly ventilated,
shabby firetraps. The school superintendent frequently noted black
schools' "poor sanitary condition." In 1885 disaster was averted when Julia
Hooks acted to prevent panic when one school caught fire due to a defec-
tive flue.8 Wells taught in several schools, including Saffarans and Grant.
She was undoubtedly excited to learn in October 1886 of her assignment
to the Clay Street school. Excitement turned to disappointment later that
month when Wells was reassigned to a different school in South Memphis.
Following the switch, she complained, "I've had a tough time with tough
pupils ever since."9

Overcrowding was a problem in all the schools, including Clay Street.
For the brief time in 1886 that Wells taught there, she had seventy students.
Some other schools were even more crowded. African Americans may
have had salaries equal to their white counterparts, but they worked harder
for the money. In 1883, when the student-teacher ratio for all schools aver-
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aged forty-seven, black teachers were struggling with as many as eighty-four
students. A less-expensive alternative to additional school construction be-
came split sessions—especially for black schools. In 1883 almost one-third
of black classrooms had split sessions —compared to 4.6 percent for white
classrooms.10

Although dissatisfied, Wells felt a duty to do her best and later pro-
fessed to have tried to do her work conscientiously. Not only does her con-
tinued reappointment give credence to her claims to conscientious effort,
but her participation in self-improvement activities for teachers also re-
flects her desire to be a better teacher. In 1886 Wells attended the National
Teachers' Association meeting in Topeka. While motivated partly by the so-
cial activities the trip entailed, she reported going to hear "the different pa-
pers on different subjects." Wells also joined an educational society known
as the Chatauqua, which published a journal and provided textbooks for
an independent study course.11 Wells participated in teachers' institutes
held during summer breaks to improve the effectiveness of her teaching.12

In addition to the institute at LeMoyne, she probably also went to the one
at Fisk University. A number of biographical sketches refer to Wells having
attended Fisk in the summers, but most likely it was the teachers' institute.
Such attendance may have been the source of numerous social relation-
ships she had with teachers and others from Nashville.13

Another reason to improve her teaching credentials was a desire for
promotion to a less challenging and more personally satisfying job. One
way to improve her situation would have been to teach older students at
higher academic levels. Wells later remarked, "I was never promoted above
the fourth grade in all my years as a teacher. The confinement and monot-
ony of the primary work began to grow distasteful." However, Memphis
teachers at advanced levels had more formal education than Wells. In No-
vember 1887 another possible solution arose. After she was reassigned and
removed from the Clay Street school, Wells met with school superinten-
dent Charles H. Collier. The next day she wrote in her diary that "he ad-
vised me to study up & get a principal's certificate & he would give me a
school." Although proclaiming, "I believe its worth the trial," and vowing to
begin "studying in real earnest," Wells appears to have put her energy and
time increasingly into furthering her journalistic career, instead.14

Nevertheless, her tenure as a teacher taught Wells a lot about racial
politics. The Memphis school system was enmeshed in the political strug-
gles of the larger community. Few things were more important to African
Americans than access to adequate education. As one key to economic in-
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dependence, black education became a major issue in the relationships
among white southerners, black southerners, and white northerners. In-
deed, education became a blackboard upon which was written many of the
major questions of the day: integration, black autonomy, party alliances,
class divisions, racial violence, and suffrage. Nowhere was this more true
than in Memphis, Tennessee. To be a public school teacher in the 1880s
meant one was automatically in the middle of a political maelstrom.

In Memphis the political roots of black education went back to the first
year following the Union occupation of the city in June 1862. White Mem-
phians publicly opposed educating African Americans, and in February
1863 burned down a church that housed a private school for blacks. The
extent of opposition was made blindingly clear in the flames of the race riot
of 1866, during which whites torched every African American school and
church. Before "congressional reconstruction" brought Republicans into
office, the city continued to exclude all blacks from public schools. The
void was filled by private schools operated by white northern missionaries,
the Freedmen's Bureau, and educated African Americans. In 1866 twelve
black schools employed twenty-two teachers: nineteen white northerners
and three African Americans, all three of whom had been educated at
Oberlin College.15

Major changes in public education occurred after African American
men received the right to vote in February 1867. The next month a
Republican-sponsored law provided for publicly funded black education—
in separate schools. White Tennesseans had made clear their willingness to
abandon all public education rather than to support integrated schools. In
Memphis the white conservative leaders on the school board responded to
the school law of 1867 by officially incorporating the black schools that
were run by northern white missionaries but not those headed by African
Americans. Perhaps because it was less expensive to do so, the board al-
lowed northerners to continue to run the schools. One of them, J. H. Bar-
nam, became superintendent of the colored schools. After that office was
abolished, Barnam was principal at the only school offering secondary ed-
ucation, the Clay Street school, when it opened in 1874. Native whites and
those from the North agreed on one thing: African Americans were not ca-
pable of running their own schools.

The paternalism of the white northerners, who also controlled the
state's Republican party, was demonstrated by Barnam. He was reluctant to
hire black teachers, believing them to be less competent than white north-
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erners. Those he did hire were usually light-skinned members of the
wealthy black elite—a group that tended to favor integration and often
wanted white teachers for their own children. Such educators could not
understand the desire for autonomy among the hordes of recent rural
black migrants, who joined the Educational Association of Memphis
(EAM) and lobbied for schools to elevate all the race, "not the few at the
expense of the many."16 In July 1873 the group held a mass meeting and
petitioned the school board for only black teachers in the black schools.
They argued that whites' "educational training is calculated to render
them unfit for positions in our schools" and resolved "that in view of the
fact that we are prescribed by law to separate schools for our children upon
the assumption of 'inferiority,' we respectfully ask that we have the benefit
in full, and that every teacher from principal on down be elected from the
prescribed class."17

The issue of black school control climaxed in January 1875 when
black teacher Mrs. S. H. Thompson filed formal charges against Barnam.
She had been unhappy at the Clay Street school because Principal Bar-
num seemed to favor the school's four white teachers. He assigned the split
sessions and weaker students to the black teachers, who were then unfairly
evaluated on the basis of their students' performance. Barnam countered
with charges against Thompson. The conflict actually reflected two larger
questions: Would there be black or white control in black schools?, and
Who were the best political allies for African Americans, southern white
Democrats or northern white Republicans?

Not surprisingly, black support for Thompson largely divided along
the chasm of class. The old wealthy elite tended to support Barnam;
Thompson's backers came from the constituency of the EAM and from
black politicians disenchanted with Republican paternalism and duplicity.
White support, on the other hand, divided according to political affiliation,
which was closely tied to sectional origins. By the mid-1870s, southern
Democrats were most interested in wresting political power from northern
Republicans and sought to woo African Americans as political allies. Be-
cause white southerners ultimately controlled all public education
through the power of the purse, they were willing to cede the day-to-day ad-
ministration of the schools to African Americans to rid the schools of north-
ern, usually Republican, influence.18 The coalition of white Democrats,
disaffected black Republicans, and black advocates of autonomy won a
major victory when Benjamin K. Sampson was hired to replace Barnam in
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1875 and the faculties of black schools were all African Americans. In the
1876 election, the Democrats reaped their harvest when many blacks
switched parties.

The fact that black votes often affected the balance of power in Mem-
phis allowed African Americans opportunities to form coalitions to pro-
mote their interests. Even after Tennessee was "redeemed" from Republi-
can rule in 1870, the party continued to be viable in Memphis.
Conservative Democrats faced not only Republican competition but also
competition for control of their own party. Black Memphians took advan-
tage of white divisions to elect African Americans: Two served on the city
council in 1872 and four in 1873. In 1874 six African American candidates
were part of an ethnic coalition with Irish and Italians that wrested control
of city hall from the Anglo-Southerners, and African Americans also served
on the police force and on grand juries.19

The scramble for votes frightened the city's small economic elite. In
1879 they convinced the state legislature that the city had been misruled
and run into debt by the ethnic coaliton —even though most of the city's
problems resulted instead from the rule of yellow fever. As a result, the leg-
islature revoked the city's charter and Memphis became a taxing district
under the nominal control of the state and actual control of the white eco-
nomic elite. Although the revocation eliminated ethnic control of the city
council, Anglo-Southerners continued to have trouble controlling the
school board. The ward system of voting meant ethnic neighborhoods
could elect their own members to represent them, and the black majority
in Ward Five elected Edward Shaw in 1880. Shaw had become estranged
from the Republicans for their failure to support his political ambitions
and thus was not too objectionable to the conservative Democrats. How-
ever, further expansion of black power was not deemed desirable. When
two seats on the school board in black-majority wards became available in
1881, ballot boxes were closed to prevent the election of two additional
black members. Even more disturbing to the conservatives was the contin-
ued power of Irish immigrants, which led to school reorganization in 1883.
The ward system with twenty school board members was changed to a
commission with five members elected at large —effectively diminishing
the political power of ethnic neighborhoods.20

Although some black Memphians, such as Fred Savage, remained die-
hard Republicans because of loyalty or ideology, others joined any alliance
to further the interests of African Americans. Apparently Wells sided with
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the latter. Like many people, however, she seemed to be influenced by
people—especially Alfred Froman—as well as principles. After school re-
organization in 1883, the newly elected Democratic governor appointed
five members to serve on the board until elections were held. One of these
was Froman, who with other black "fusionists," such as Shaw, joined one
faction of a badly split Democratic party.21 Froman argued that Republi-
cans were not worthy of unqualified support and asserted

Long ago the Republican party surrendered its principles, withdrew
its protection from the Negro, and left him to shift for himself. What
was the use of the whole race, shivering and helpless, clinging to an
organization which could not, dared not, succor us from the dangers
surrounding us.22

His lament would later be echoed by Wells, but she was independent
enough not to blindly follow anyone's lead, even Froman's. She also had
other political mentors. In spring 1885 a woman Wells admired became
the center of another controversy in the Memphis public schools. The first
black woman to graduate from college in Tennessee, Virginia Broughton
was considered one of the city's "oldest and best" teachers. She protested
when Principal B. K. Sampson gave a coveted position to Green P. Hamil-
ton, who was only eighteen years old and had been teaching for just a year.
As usual, the battle had political overtones. The white school superinten-
dent, Charles Collier, saw Broughton's actions as a challenge not only to
his power but to white Democratic control of black schools. Fred Savage,
who had won Alfred Froman's seat in the January 1884 school board elec-
tions, supported Broughton's challenge as well as black autonomy. Wells
admired Virginia Broughton and possibly resented the implicit sexism in
the choice of Hamilton for head teacher. She also respected Savage for suc-
cessfully standing up to the white school superintendent and forcing the re-
placement of Hamilton with Broughton. Thus Wells apparently did not fol-
low the lead of Froman in this case and instead supported the Republicans.
Nevertheless, although Collier lost the first round, he eventually won the
power struggle and demoted both Broughton and Julia Hooks—who had
openly supported Broughton—for the 1886-87 school term.23

The controversy had a number of effects on Wells. First, her relation-
ship with Broughton provided her with a role model for rebellion. Wells
obviously looked up to Broughton. On 28 June 1886 Wells noted in her di-
ary that she and "Mrs. B" had "a long confab & came nearer being ac-
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quainted than ever before." When Broughton left Memphis in December
1886, Wells collected money from Lyceum members for a farewell gift,
which they presented to Broughton at a testimonial dinner. Able to raise
only $4.25, Wells contributed a generous seventy-five cents to purchase a
five dollar pen. Her admiration for Broughton undoubtedly inspired Wells
to make her own challenge to the school board, which would result in her
dismissal in 1891.24 Broughton's departure also meant that the Lyceum lost
its Evening Star editor. Wells's election to the editorship marked another
step away from teaching toward journalism.25

The incident provided Wells with a lesson on the link between inter-
nal school politics and the larger political scene. It was Savage's failure to
be reelected to the school board in January 1886 that allowed Collier and
Sampson to reverse the school board's decision and demote Broughton and
Hooks. Even before her friend's demotion, Wells had been upset by the de-
feat of Savage. Following the election, Wells wrote in her dairy, "Thursday
was city election day; I was not interested in anything but the School Board
& both colored men were beaten; we now have an entirely white Board."
The other candidate had been Taylor Nightingale, the pastor of Beale
Street Baptist Church. Wells did not have much confidence in Nightingale
at the time, writing

As Mr. S could not be elected I was heartily glad the other one could
not be, for I believe him to be a toady and could unknowingly be
used by the white men. Then he boasted so and conducted himself
generally in such an obnoxious manner that it completely disgusted
me with him.26

Much later, however, Nightingale would win Wells's support when he was
attacked by the white press for being too radical.

The next year Wells was once again caught up in school politics.
Shortly before school started in September 1887, she wrote in her diary,
"Everything and every body is stirred up over the school matters. Mr. W
had a fine article on the question in Sunday's Avalanche that is stirring up
a lot of sand. I hope it will be successful."27 (Mr. W was the Reverend D. R.
Wilkins, pastor of Vance Street Christian Church, and his letter was a caus-
tic critique of the black schools and Principal Sampson.) The letter is es-
pecially interesting because of the relationship between Wells and Wilkins.
He was not only the minister of Wells's church but also a suitor. Wilkins
had just moved to Memphis the previous March. Immediately, Wilkins
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took an especial interest in Wells.28 She admired his strength and tact, writ-
ing in her diary in April 1886:

I want here to speak a word of delight in our preacher. He is the most
energetic man I know. He has made the waste places blossom as a
rose and the church is beginning to look up. He is also a hard stu-
dent and good preacher. The way he handles belligerents is ad-
mirable, for they are becoming as quiet as lambs, and yet they all
stick to him and respond when he calls on them. They yet remain his
friends. He is certainly a splendid judge of human nature. Mr. W.29

Although Wells respected Wilkins as a minister, she eventually decided he
was not much of a suitor.30

Since Wilkins was a newcomer to Memphis and was spending a lot of
time with Wells, his letter to the editor criticizing Sampson may very well
have derived from Walk's complaints of the school situation. The letter ap-
peared three days after the "pro-fusion" Democratic Appeal had published
an article praising the school system and noting that a former "Clay Street
School pupil led her class at Roger Williams College." Wilkins's letter ap-
peared in the rival Democratic newspaper, the Avalanche. White Demo-
crats were divided over the school issue largely based on the stands taken
by their different black political allies. The Avalanche probably welcomed
a chance to trash fusionist Sampson.31

Wilkins was critical of the level of preparation black students received
in the public schools and accused Sampson of hiring incompetent teach-
ers for personal reasons. Wilkins further charged that Sampson had exami-
nation papers prepared for teachers who could not pass on their own, and
that Sampson's main interest was collecting his "fat salary." Instead of be-
ing guided by the interests of the race, Sampson took directions from a
"dirty ring composed of a few would-be leaders" in the black community.32

Sampson denied the allegations and hurled counter-charges at Wil-
kins in a reply printed in the Avalanche three weeks later. He explained
Wilkins's attack in two ways. First, he claimed that soon after moving to
Memphis Wilkins had sought to increase his political influence in the
community by calling a meeting at his church to discuss possible demands
for integrated education. According to Sampson, Wilkins had announced
that the principal would be the keynote speaker without consulting him.
Sampson refused to be a party to demands so "obnoxious" to white Mem-
phians and rebuffed Wilkins, who was now getting his revenge. Second,
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Sampson hinted that Wilkins was serving "unnamed" people who had per-
sonal agendas. He claimed that objections to a specific teacher (probably
Hamilton) were the result of professional rivalry for the best classroom as-

signments.33

The white school board was drawn into the controversy; at the next
meeting they voted to establish a high school for African Americans with

Sampson as principal. City politics were likely the cause of the decision.
With this move, fusionist Democrats could publicly reward Sampson's loy-
alty and woo black votes for the upcoming city election. The other Demo-
cratic faction was attempting to overthrow the taxing district administra-
tion that was headed by fusionist David "Pap" Hadden. To defeat the

challenge, the fusionists made an additional overture to black voters by
placing a black candidate on their slate for the school board. The tactics
worked, the black-owned paper, the Watchman, endorsed the fusionists,
and every fusionist except one—the black candidate—won election. The

black community also lost. No African American would sit on the school
board for forty years. The 1888 election marked a turning point for Mem-
phis blacks, who were soon effectively disfranchised and stripped of politi-
cal power. Coalition had brought short-term gains at a large cost.34

The political turmoil during Wells's tenure as teacher whetted her ap-
petite for activism. Increasingly, journalism became the outlet for that ac-
tivism. Many of her early articles reflect her struggle for identity, focusing
on issues that she was grappling with personally, such as the role of
women, race and class identity, and her disillusionment with both politi-

cal parties and with black leadership. Her pen became her tool for con-
fronting much of what angered her. It helped her as she "exorcised the
demons of unrest and dissatisfaction."35 Journalism was also the medium

through which she eventually defined herself.
In the aftermath of emancipation, journalism served as a means of

self-definition for the black community. African Americans had long been
defined by white society, which justified the owning of other human be-
ings by characterizing slaves as either childish or bestial or some combina-
tion of the two. The ability to define their slaves also gave masters another
way to keep them "in their place." Masters knew the power of the written
word. Their fear of it found expression in legal bans on teaching slaves
to read and write. Keeping slaves illiterate protected the right of masters
to define African Americans both in the outside world and in the slaves'
quarters.

Even with their control of the law and the press in the South, whites
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had failed to convince most African Americans that their natural state was
slavery. Nevertheless, the continuous assault on their character had its psy-
chological impact on black men and women. After emancipation many
white newspapers highlighted black crime and irresponsibility to justify
exploitation, exclusion, and segregation. White popular culture and schol-
arship trumpeted "white supremacy." In a quest for spiritual as well as phys-
ical freedom after emancipation, African Americans rapidly established
newspapers and journals as instruments of self-definition. Indeed, one is-
sue the black press debated was what label to give the race: colored, Negro,
or Afro-American.

Hundreds of black newspapers were founded; a few flourished, but
most failed. In his book, The Afro-American Press and Its Editors (1891),
I. Garland Penn claimed that 154 black newspapers existed in 1890. Be-
cause many had short life spans, that number reflects only a fraction of
those founded and most likely underestimates the existing papers consid-
erably. Penn listed Tennessee as having only nine papers, yet Memphis at
that time had at least three active papers, not including those published
at LeMoyne and Howe Institutes. Even towns with much smaller black
populations hosted one or more black newspapers. Starting a newspaper
required little capital, but keeping one running was a challenge. Black
newspapers rarely had the circulation or the advertising income to make
them profitable. The swift rise and demise of weeklies made counting
them difficult.36

African American papers proliferated because they met many needs.
They provided news of the activities within a town's black community.
They highlighted individuals and institutions, giving them new legitimacy
and importance. Through columns with such titles as "Race Gleanings,"
they linked numerous black communities into a national network of mu-
tual interest and support. They exhorted and educated their readership.
Editors with political ambitions utilized their newspapers as platforms to
enunciate philosophies and programs—as well as to curry favor and win ap-
pointments from victorious candidates at all levels of government. The
press also furnished income for journalists and a medium for advertisers.
While African American newspapers shared many of these functions with
white ones, race journals additionally provided a voice for the voiceless.

In the worsening racial climate of the late nineteenth century, the
voice was usually one of protest, and in the Deep South it often arose from
the church. In the 1880s all three major black papers in Memphis were
founded by clergymen. For Ida B. Wells the religious connections of Mem-
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phis papers provided an aura of respectability from which to articulate her
protest. Her first newspaper contribution appeared in the Living Way, a
journal run by two Baptist ministers: R. N. Countee and William A. Bink-
ley. With her original subject being the court case against the railroad,
Wells avoided a trap that ensnared many women journalists. She never be-
came identified as a writer for female audiences on "women's topics."
About half of the women listed in Penn's book wrote for women's papers,
such as Our Women and Children, or wrote women's columns in male-
edited papers. Wells followed this pattern to a degree in her early journal-
ism career by writing articles, such as "Woman's Mission," "A Story of
1900," "Our Women," "The Model Woman: A Pen Picture of the Typical
Southern Girl," and even later in her career with "Two Christmas Days: A
Holiday Story."

Women journalists were aware that they were entering a profession
dominated by men, although it became increasingly less so in the last
decades of the nineteenth century. With the spread of coeducation and of
higher education for women, many began to redefine womanhood. Black
journalist Mrs. N. F. (Gertrude) Mossell declared it the "Women's Cen-
tury" and marveled at the "yielding of the barriers that surround her life."
Like many of her sister journalists, Mossell believed that journalism of-
fered greater opportunities to women than many other fields. Much of the
work could be done at home and "fit in" around other chores. She also
noted that "sex and race are no bar, often they need not be known."37

Others argued women's suitability for newspaper work even more as-
sertively. In the article "Women in Journalism" Carrie Langston noted,
"ever since the existence of man he has, in some mysterious way, held a su-
perior place, not only in the political world but in the field of letters." Al-
though men had long intimated that "woman was created for either a
houseplant or a domestic drudge," Langston asserted change was coming
and claimed:

. . . the time is not far distant when the intellect of woman shall cope
with that of man's, and woman shall wield her scepter over man, as
a philosopher, scientist and journalist. As woman sways her pen in
writing, men see words fall from that delicate touch that conveys [sic]
meanings that he is powerless to express, and when the earnest heart
of true womanhood is beating with ambition to do something good
or be something great,. . . she decides that she can accomplish more
good and win laurels and conquests by her work in journalism.38
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African American women journalists often believed they received less
resistance from their male cohorts than did white women. Mossell ex-
plained, "Our men are too much hampered by their contentions with their
white brothers to afford to stop and fight their black sisters, so we slip in and
glide quietly along." Lucy Wilmot Smith's explanation was more charita-
ble to black men.

The educated negro woman occupies vantage ground over the Cau-
casian woman of America, in that the former has had to contest with
her brother every inch of the ground for recognition; the negro man,
having had his sister by his side on plantations and in rice swamps,
keeps her there, now that he moves in other spheres. As she wins lau-
rels, he accords her the royal crown. This is especially true of jour-
nalism.39

A number of black male editors were supportive of women journalists,
giving them both jobs and praise. Editor T. Thomas Fortune in 1888 de-
clared, "I think our women are going to stretch our men in the variety of
their information, the purity of their expression and in having the courage
of their convictions, without which these are but pearls cast before
swine. '40

African American women, however, realized that they faced certain
challenges in dealing with black male journalists. In an article for women
on how to get started in journalism, Mossell advised a woman to "learn to
control her emotions and put pride in her pocket." If one would "ignore
what is unpleasant at first," her male coworkers would come to "regard her
with a feeling of brave comradeship and as a good fellow." Then the men
would "help instead of hindering" and soon the "disagreeable things will
cease of themselves." Mossell recommended a woman give up "all
thoughts of matrimony until her success is made." At first, she cautioned,
"It is best not to expect any pay for [your articles]." After one's work had ap-
peared "a good number of times," Mossell declared, "the gifted writer
might modestly hint that if the able editor cared further for her contribu-
tions perhaps he would not mind putting a proper price on them."41

Although not always able "to control her emotions and put pride in her
pocket," Wells had much in common with other black women journalists.
Nineteen women were profiled in Penn's book. Although different data
were given for each, some patterns can be found. Most entered journalism
at a young age—Wells was twenty-one. Many seem to have deferred mar-
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riage: In 1891 the majority were unmarried, including at least five who
were in their thirties. Of the nineteen, at least twelve had been born in the
South. Wells and eight others were known to have first published in
church-related papers. Most had at least some high school education or
normal school training; about half were college-trained. The family back-
grounds of fourteen of these women are given; they are especially interest-
ing. Of the five known to be raised by both parents, at least three came from
prominent families. Nine had lost one or more of their parents while
young: Three had lost their fathers to death; three, their mothers; and
three, including Wells, both parents. Adversity seems to have been an ad-
vantage for black women journalists.42

The career of Ida B. Wells followed the same course of many black
women journalists. Beginning by contributing to a newspaper run by
ministers, Wells received little or no pay for her articles in the Living Way.
Nevertheless, those articles launched her literary career. Because many
newspapers exchanged copy, an article written for a local paper could be
reprinted or noted in papers nationwide. In May 1884 the New York Globe
commented on one of Wells's Living Way articles about her lawsuit. The
Globe, whose name was changed to Freeman and then Age, was edited by
T. Thomas Fortune. He was among the best-known African American edi-
tors at the time; his paper was one of several that had subscribers from all
across the United States.43 Wells likely knew of Fortune even before her en-
trance into journalism. In fall 1882, Fortune had begun to write letters to
the Memphis Weekly Appeal, in which he supported more friendly rela-
tions between Democrats and African Americans. As noted earlier, Wells's
mentor, Alfred Froman, had allied with a faction of the Memphis Demo-
crats that year.44

In January 1885 Fortune's Freeman ran another Wells story on the rail-
road suits. (Wells had most likely heard of the paper's interest and had writ-
ten to Fortune.) Throughout her career, she initiated correspondence with
numerous leaders and journalists. In 1885 Wells was sympathetic with For-
tune's call for more political independence by African Americans. Many
black editors had lambasted Fortune for his stand, usually charging that he
was seeking political appointments from the Democrats. Wells came to his
defense and won a powerful ally. In February Fortune reprinted an article
from the Living Way with the byline lola titled "A Word Concerning
Southern Editors." In it Wells declared that of the one hundred black pa-
pers there were "none more fearless, outspoken" and "none more worthy of
support" than the Freeman. She found it puzzling that the paper had ene-
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mies "who claim it has been disloyal to the Republican party." Of its editor,
Wells wrote, "Mr. Fortune has always claimed to be working in the inter-
ests of the race, which he holds to be superior to those of any party, and not
for party favors or interests; and his position is the right, the true one."45 For-
tune began regularly printing her articles and served as her champion
many times in the future.

Her article also reflects what Wells considered to be an important role
for the press. Referring to the election of Grover Cleveland as the first
Democratic president since the war, Wells wrote, "One good result of the
late political revolution is already apparent; it has aroused the mass of col-
ored people as never before since the war. Every paper contains a protest,
a gem of its kind." Wells urged black papers to continue to voice "the sen-
timent of a long-suffering people" until "every wrong is righted."46 She
viewed race newspapers as both a voice of protest and a force for change.

During 1885 papers began to note the voice of lola. The Freeman
reprinted an article by Wells from the Living Way in September. Titled
"Functions of Leadership," it was her analysis of upper-class black leaders
and their failure to use their resources to create jobs for other African
Americans. Wells scolded others frequently, and almost from the begin-
ning, her career was marked by controversy. Soon after lola's Living Way
articles appeared in black papers with national audiences, Wells critici/ed
fellow journalists—for their criticisms of each other. Even though she was
practicing what she was preaching against, Wells made a legitimate point.
African American editors too often viciously attacked one another; one ed-
itor lamented the "low bickerings" of his colleagues. Another referred to a
fellow editor as "the lank, lean and unterrified sinner who shovels wind for
the G/ofee."47 One of the most vitriolic editors was W. Calvin Chase of the
Washington Bee, which had the motto "Honey for friends—stings for ene-
mies." Chase especially liked to sting Fortune, whom he called "crank of
the colored press." After the two male editors had exchanged barbs regard-
ing their stances on Cleveland's election, Wells waded into the fray. She
praised the new president for his early stands and actions regarding African
Americans and then noted Chase's "chagrin at finding his eloquence
nipped in the bud by being confronted with some of his own eloquences
against Mr. Cleveland before he was president." Wells asserted Chase
should have "acknowledged his fault and begged forgiveness, and subsided
at once."

Fortune also received a tongue-lashing from Wells for his words
against Chase. After claiming that Chase's change of heart had resulted
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from his desire to hold onto his appointment in the government printing
office, Fortune had urged Cleveland to punish Chase. Wells chided For-
tune for his hypocrisy and for attempting to "dictate to Mr. Cleveland" how
to treat Chase. She further stated, "Nor do I think it becoming Mr. For-
tune's dignity to speak so disrespectfully of a brother editor." She closed by
asking, "How can the people follow your teachings, Brother Fortune, about
pulling together, aiding each other and all that if you, who do the preach-
ing, practice the contrary?"48

An indication of their respect for Wells as a journalist, and perhaps def-
erence to her as a woman, was the manner by which both men defended
themselves. Each printed her comments before responding. Both men
replied with criticisms of each other rather than of Wells. By the end of
the year, both had sung her praises. Fortune referred to Wells as "one of
the brainiest of our female writers" before reprinting a long tribute from
the Washington Bee. The Bee article called Wells "the remarkable and tal-
ented young school marm from Memphis." Noting that for a long time her
"writings were confined to the Living Way," the writer declared that "like
a person of her ambitious nature she found other channels through which
to express herself." The Bee further stated, "From a mere, insignificant
country-bred lass she has developed into one of the foremost among the fe-
male thinkers of the race."49

By that time Wells was writing regularly for the Kansas City Gate City
Press, edited by J. D. Bowser. As Mossell suggested, she apparently did not
ask for pay at first. By the end of January 1886, Wells had gained enough
confidence to approach Bowser. In her diary she noted a letter from "Mr.
Bowser who is evidently disposed to favorably regard my asking for pay &
asks me to state my price —which is an embarrassing thing to do." Her con-
fidence in herself was still limited. She worried, "I have no idea of its worth
& shall tell him so when I answer."50

Wells also wrote unsolicited letters to the New York Freeman before
Fortune solicited an original article from her. Even then he did not pay her
a fee. For her article, "Woman's Mission," which appeared in December
1885,51 Fortune sent Wells ten copies of the paper. Her compensation
came from selling those copies. About the same time, the manager of the
Little Rock Sun approached Wells with a scheme to have Wells edit a local
version of his paper. After noting with disgust that he called her a "powfull
writer," Wells concluded, "Shall not accept as I could not make it pay."52

By the end of 1885, Wells saw her articles and letters widely published
and praised. She began to think of herself as a professional journalist and
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desired to be paid for her efforts. Remuneration would both ease her fi-
nancial bind and give "lola" increased legitimacy. In a series of articles for
the Living Way, Wells apparently discussed the state of black journalism
and rebuked editors for not paying writers for their essays. Something she
wrote angered Chase, who delivered to lola her first public thrashing. The
Bee's sting was long and caustic. Calling her the "star-eyed goddess," Chase
asserted that the paper for which lola "wields her trenchant pen, is the most
conspicuous for grammatical and typographical errors."53

Chase maintained that magazines were the appropriate places to sub-
mit essays for paid publication and that "should 'lola' really write anything
worthy of public interest the A.M.E. Review, will, no doubt publish it, and
allow her something by way of compensation." Chase charged, "The fact
that her communications to the Way are so numerous, gives rise to the sus-
picion that if they are paid for, which we very much doubt, there cannot be
much left in its treasury and lola's' pockets wear a 'silver lining.'" In clos-
ing he remarked, "Regard for the financial condition of the Way and the
Gate City Press and the interests of colored journalism ... require the tem-
porary, if not permanent retirement of 'lola' from literary effort."54

Such words were a jolting change from the choruses of praise Wells
had been receiving. When her letter, "Freedom of Political Action," was
published in the New York Freeman, Fortune had noted the "very clear and
forcible article on the present state of parties" from "a lady in Memphis."
He continued, "The lady in question has gained very much merited praise
for the very sensible and polished articles she has contributed to the Mem-
phis Living Way under the pseudonym of 'lola.'"55 After such acclaim,
Wells was shocked to learn of Chase's brutal attack when Louis Brown,
who was now working for Chase, sent her a copy of the paper.

Not yet confident enough to publicly duel Chase with her pen, Wells
instead fumed in her diary about the "article from the pen of his [Brown's]
very incapable editor." After quoting a few of Chase's barbs, she called him
"contemptible & juvenile in the extreme." Wells vowed to herself, "I would
not write for him for great pay & I will write something some day that will
make him wince." She finally relented somewhat and admitted, "I think he
has good ideas about most things but he has no tact or ingenuity about how
to express them in a way to gain attention or give weight to his words; he is
either a fanatic or talks like one."56 Similar charges would later be leveled
at Wells.

In late 1885 and early 1886, Wells entered a fight that would make her
enemies in her own city of Memphis. A long-standing rivalry existed be-
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tween the city's clergy and secret societies for the support of the people—fi-
nancially and otherwise. Even before the Civil War, the free black com-
munity had established the Social and Benevolent Society (1854). While
Memphis was under federal occupation during the Civil War, such frater-
nal organizations as the Masons, Sons of Ham, Daughters of Zion, and
Odd Fellows multiplied rapidly. These societies served many functions, es-
pecially for the rural black migrants flooding into the city. They combined
the communal support system of the slave community with the functions of
insurance companies, supplying funds for medical and funeral expenses
from membership dues. The strength of these organizations is one reason
Memphis preachers played a somewhat less active role in politics than in
other locations.57

Many ministers were critical of the societies for several reasons. Mem-
bership dues depleted the meager resources of their congregations—di-
minishing the amount of contributions the churches received. Pastors sus-
pected that the societies' officers were using some of the funds for personal
purposes. The societies also sponsored numerous social events where alco-
hol, dancing, and various forms of revelry were abundant. The ritualistic
features of the groups worried pastors as well. A black Memphis resident re-
called that "a great deal of stress was put upon fantastic grips, mysterious
handshakes and incomprehensible passwords."58

In July 1885 the Memphis Lyceum debated the role of the secret soci-
eties. Following that meeting, R. N. Countee, pastor of Tabernacle Baptist
Church and comanager of the Living Way, renounced from the pulpit his
membership in all societies and beseeched his congregation to do likewise.
At the next meeting of the Lyceum, the debate continued; the Congrega-
tional minister, B. A. Imes, infuriated some listeners by revealing Masonic
secrets. A few men forcefully grabbed Imes's manuscript and accused ex-
Mason Countee as being the source of the information. Anger erupted into
the threat of violence after the Living Way published a letter by Imes that
revealed more secrets. Early in August, a mob surrounded Countee's home
at a little before three o'clock in the morning. The minister, in his night-
shirt, ran out the back door of his house to safety. Even after Countee in-
sisted that he had not been the source of Imes's information, local law
enforcement officials had to post a guard at his house for sixty days.59

The mob did not intimidate Countee permanently. In September the
Living Way published an article by lola highly critical of secret societies.
Despite her father's membership in the Masons and their efforts to help the
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family after her parents' deaths, Wells agreed with Countee on the influ-
ence of such groups. The Freeman reprinted a paragraph which noted:

To the history of an enormous amount paid into their treasuries with
nothing to show for it in the way of real estate, parks, or even a mul-
titude of widows and orphans cared for, [as well as] the promiscuous
conglomeration of all classes and influences, let us add the union of
the mob and we have the history of what societies have done for the
elevation of society in general, complete up to to-day.60

That fall the Cleveland Gazette carried items about the controversy.
One Memphis defender of the secret societies charged that the Gate City
Press and other supporters of Countee "know nothing of the facts and do
gross injustice to the secret orders of our city." While denouncing the at-
tack on Countee, the defender asserted that the crusade was based on the
editor's desire to establish a benevolent order "under his own control in his
church." The writer claimed another fraternal critic was upset because he
had been kicked out of a society for failing to repay a loan from the group.
Finally, the defender asserted that the societies were "not doing the mis-
chief charged to them" and that "some of the best men in Memphis" be-
longed to such orders.61

Wells was probably the author of the Gate City Press articles referred to
in the Cleveland Gazette. In an article quoted from the Gate City Press in
the Washington Bee, lola wrote:

Our city has been very much aroused over the fact that societies have
not been exempt for the past five months from the general discus-
sion, and men in the heat of bigotry and fidelity to obligations, have
forgotten that this is an age of free speech, and have attempted sum-
mary vengeance on those who exercise this God-given prerogative,
when it touched societies and their doings.62

The article apparently won Wells some important enemies in Mem-
phis. In March she noted in her dairy that Louis Brown "tried to show me
the folly of fighting against the tide & told me what I already know of the
enmity of the men in the societies against me for expressing my honest con-
victions." Ten days later she referred to the comfort she received from the
indignation expressed by Charles S. Morris "about the persecution I am
undergoing concerning societies."63

In the midst of the controversy, Wells's diary reflected the religious
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faith that inspired her uncompromising militancy then and later. She pro-
claimed, "Yet I do not fear; God is over all & He will, so long as I am in the
right, fight my battles, and give me what is my right." She also asked for fur-
ther courage and direction and implored, "God help me to be on the watch
and to do the right; to harm no man but do my duty ever." Wells firmly be-
lieved that divine authority superseded any human law or action and that
her duty was to renounce anything that contradicted God's will.64

By mid-March 1886, Wells had further expanded her journalistic net-
work. The Little Rock Sun accepted her proposal that she represent it at the
National Press Association convention in Washington, D.C. Wells also re-
ceived a letter from the Detroit Plaindealer asking her how much she
would charge for writing two letters a month for that paper. Nevertheless,
Wells still had trouble getting sufficient pay for her work. Wells noted,
"The Sun unhesitatingly accepts rny offer . . . but remains pointedly
mum about the money question." She was also disgusted that Fortune had
requested her to renew her subscription to the Freeman and exclaimed,
"Mr. F might afford to send me his paper, I think as I've sent him several
subscribers." Wells suggested two dollars an article to the Plaindealer, but
was disappointed a week later to learn that the paper was "not able to come
up to my figures, so they say."65

Even as the demands for articles by lola increased, the remuneration
remained low. In the next year and a half, Wells was asked to become a con-
tributor to such newspapers and periodicals, as the A.M.E. Church Review,
the Indianapolis World, the American Baptist, the Kansas City Dispatch,
and the Chicago Conservator. The American Baptist became a regular out-
let for her articles. It was edited by William J. Simmons, who was president
of a Baptist-supported normal and theological school in Louisville. Sim-
mons played an important role in the development of female journalists.
He was the first to publish articles by four of those mentioned in Penn's
book and in 1888 founded Our Women and Children, which provided a
platform for women writers. Simmons met Wells on a trip to Memphis in
October 1886 and engaged her as a regular correspondent, paying her one
dollar each for weekly articles to appear in the "Woman's Column" of the
American Baptist. He also agreed to pay her way to the press convention in
Louisville in 1887 in return for a signed contract calling for Wells to write
two articles a month on an exclusive basis for six months.66

Late in her life Wells credited Simmons as being her mentor. "In every
way he could," Wells wrote, "Dr. Simmons encouraged me to be a news-
paper woman, and whatever fame I achieved in that line I owe in large
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measure to his influence and encouragement." Although Fortune and oth-
ers also played major roles, Simmons was the first to treat Wells as a true
professional by offering a contract and compensation. Countee had been
the first to publish her articles, but he informed her in August 1886 that
"they are unable to employ me regularly as a correspondent." The Indi-
anapolis World rewarded Wells with a two-year subscription to the paper,
an act Wells characterized as "Cheeky."67

Regardless of the subject, in 1886 and 1887 Wells was widely quoted
and praised. She wrote letters to such white-owned newspapers as the
Memphis Scimitar as well as numerous race journals. She networked and
cultivated contacts with male editors. She was well on her way to becom-
ing hailed as the "Princess of the Press." Yet Wells still questioned her own
talent and training. Praise did not entirely convince her of her merit. After
receiving a letter from the editor of the A.M.E. Church Review, Wells noted
he was "asking an article from my brilliant (?) pen." She worried about
making "little progress" when writing and, after she signed a contract to
produce regular articles for the American Baptist, fretted that she was "run-
ning out of subjects." Never having finished at Rust, Wells believed her
education was inadequate. Sometimes she became so discouraged, she
wondered why she kept writing.68 No other critic was as harsh as Wells her-
self when she evaluated her work.

Finished & at last mailed to the A.M.E. Church Review .. . my arti-
cle on "Our Young Men" not because I was satisfied with it or
thought it worthy of publication by reason of the lucid exposition
and connected arrangement, but as a trial to get the opinion of oth-
ers. ... I think sometimes I can write a readable article and then
again I wonder how I could have been so mistaken in myself. A
glance at all my "brilliant?" productions pall on my understanding;
they all savor of dreary sameness, however varied the subject, and the
style is monotonous. I find a paucity of ideas that makes it a labor to
write freely and yet—what is it that keeps urging me to write notwith-
standing all?69

Wells worked to expand her store of knowledge by reading, taking
lessons from a variety of people, and attending educational events. She ex-
perimented with various types of writing and sought to write a novel with
Charles Morris in 1886. After attending a lecture by an African named
T. L. Johnson, she considered coauthoring a book with him. Wells also
tried her hand at writing a short story in the fall of 1886. Noting that she
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had begun her first attempt at story-writing, Wells wrote in her diary, "I
know not where or when the ending will be. I can see and portray in my

mind all the elements of a good story but when I attempt to put it on paper
my thoughts dissolve into nothingness."70

By the next summer Wells had not given up on her dream to write a

novel. She sometimes jotted down material she thought she could use —
such as a case where a white man who could not get a license to marry an
African America woman cut her finger and sucked her blood so he could

say he "had Negro blood in his veins." One newspaper reported that she

was going to spend the summer of 1887 at Woodstock and "devote her time
and talents to writing a novel." Eventually she succeeded in writing at least

one short story for publication, but a novel had not materialized before she
turned her energy to writing of the evils of lynching.71

Her diary sometimes served as a writing lab. Often Wells seems to have
just jotted down whatever was on her mind, without regard to writing style.
Other times, however, she appears to have worked on the art of expression,

especially in writing descriptive paragraphs. In February 1886 Wells de-
scribed the aftermath of a snowstorm.

The weather has moderated and the snow is—under the very warm
rays of the Sun god—melting fast away. He has unlocked Jack Frost's
fingers & loosened old Jack's grasp on the face of mother Earth; for
which kindness she is now weeping tears of joy as she smiles and
basks in the warmth of his presence. That which Old Boreas used to
harden and freeze her with—The Sun God turns to tears of joy at her
release and eventually will dry them all away.

Wells was skeptical of such flowery language. At the end of this passage she
wrote, "But it's awfully muddy & sloppy for all that."72

Hard work helped Wells to become an extraordinarily powerful writer.

She honed her skills while her experiences fueled her anger. That anger
was combined with an uncompromising passion for justice fanned by her
taste for grandly romantic literary heroes. Wells could articulate the disil-
lusionment and frustrations of African Americans in a hostile world. At the
same time, her keen intellect and independence of spirit and thought
forced them to examine disconcerting issues. Those abilities made her a
growing force in black newspapers.

During the summer of 1887, Wells took a large step down the road to
her career in journalism by attending her first National Colored Press As-
sociation meeting. Simmons paid her way to the meeting in Louisville,
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Kentucky, in return for some articles from her. His motive may not have
been entirely journalistic or altruistic. Wells attended as a representative of
the Little Rock Sun with its proxy to vote in association elections. The New
York Freedman claimed that Simmons had appointed ten proxies so that
they would "cast their votes in favor of his re-election" as president of the
group. Indeed, the meeting was criticized by a number of journalists. The
Cleveland Gazette proclaimed it "not a success" and claimed the "strongest
and best papers" had ignored it. One participant declared, "The majority of
the delegates impressed me as being more anxious to appear big guns, than
be of real service to the cause of progress."73

Wells was disappointed that the "convention was but poorly repre-
sented north of Mason's and Dixie's [sic] line." Nevertheless, she was glad
to have attended and met so many fellow journalists, many of whom paid
calls to her while she was still in Louisville. She presented a paper on "How
I would edit a paper" at an early Wednesday evening session and seemed
content with her performance. Wells did regret that when she had been
"called on to respond to 'Women in Journalism' at the banquet Wednesday
night [I] was so surprised that I omitted to say many things I should have
said." She rued not mentioning "on behalf of my sex" gratitude to the male
editors for the "flattering encomiums" and "hearty welcome" given to the
women. She also deplored not having used the opportunity "to urge the
young women to study & think with a view to taking places in the world of
thought & action."74

However flawed, the convention helped Wells to find a place "in the
world of thought & action." She was a smash hit at this and all later con-
ventions she attended. Even those who were already impressed with her
writing seemed to be totally captivated by her charisma when they met her
in person. Although disappointed with the 1887 convention in general, the
correspondent of the New Orleans Weekly Pelican was pleased by a few of
those he met—and Wells was on the top of that list. He called her the "bril-
liant and earnest" lola and continued, "She is the pleasant-faced, modest
Miss Ida Wells." Calling her "the most prominent correspondent at present
connected with the Negro press," he declared, "If she does not suffer her
head to become unduly inflated, there is a brilliant and useful future open-
ing before her."75

Wells later recalled "being tickled pink over the attention I received
from those veterans of the press." She speculated it was because she "was
their first woman representative." The convention was apparently the first
to include women journalists, but Wells was not the only woman in atten-
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dance. One action William J. Simmons had taken as president was to open
the all-male domain to women. He sponsored not only Wells but also two

other women: Mary V. Cook (Grace Ermine) and Lucy Wilmot Smith.
Cook read a paper, "Is juvenile literature demanded on the part of colored

children?" Wells, however, seems to have made the greater impression and
became the first woman to hold an office in the organization when she was
elected first assistant secretary the next year.76

Her relationships with Simmons's other two protegees is interesting.
Smith, whose style was described as "grave, quiet and dignified," seems to

have willingly ceded first place among women journalists to Wells. In an
1889 article on "Woman as Journalists" Smith wrote,

Miss Ida B. Wells, "lola," has been called the "Princess of the Press,"
and she has well earned the title. No writer, the male fraternity not
excepted, has been more extensively quoted; none struck harder
blows at the wrongs and weaknesses of the race.

Miss Wells' readers are equally divided between the sexes. She
reaches the men by dealing with the political aspect of the race ques-
tion, and the women she meets around the fireside.77

Smith clearly saw Wells as spanning the distance between men and women
journalists and helping to expand the topics on which women could legit-

imately write and gain male acceptance.
On the other hand, "Grace Ermine" seemed to be more in direct com-

petition with "lola." She succeeded Wells as writer of the "Woman's Col-

umn" at the American Baptist in 1888 and seems to have been similar to
Wells in writing styles. Her writing was described as being "argumentative,
pointed, terse."78 She and Wells wielded their powerful pens in a journalis-
tic duel, which was noted in February 1888 by the New York Age:

That newspaper rows are not confined to the sterner sex is proved by
the tilt of the types between "Grace Ermine," . . . and her talented
predecessor "lola." There is too much vinegar in the decoctions
which these charming creatures weekly present to each other, and
we feel called upon to quote the late reverend Dr. Watts to the effect
that

Children, you should never let
Your angry passions rise;

Your little hands were never made
To scratch each other's eyes.79
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Obviously, even two very strong female writers were not immune to
condescension from their male cohorts. Both were deemed "masculine"
from time to time. Cook was said to have "left the well-beaten tracks of
most of the lady speakers, and dealt entirely with facts." Wells was labeled
as "one of the few of our women who handle a goose-quill, with diamond
point, as easily as any man in the newspaper work." Nevertheless, the pre-
cious title "Princess of the Press" implied a separate category for female
journalists. From 1888 to 1892, Wells would be a full-time journalist and
work hard for the right to be taken seriously.



Editorship of the Free Speech

'''A woman editor and correspondent was a novelty'

B y 1889 Ida B. Wells was widely known as lola, the "Princess of the

Press." Black newspapers around the nation printed and reprinted her
columns, which reflected her experiences in Memphis. Wells sought en-
lightenment and consolation in both her private musings and her public
writings. She used the public forum to explore issues important to her, to

sound out her ideas, to clarify her thoughts, and to resolve internal con-
flicts. Given her ambivalence and confusion about the status of women, it
is hardly surprising that many of her early newspaper and periodical arti-

cles probed the proper roles for women. Several of her writings eulogized
the ideal woman as depicted in the cult of true womanhood, claiming
such status for black women as for white. Like many African Americans of
that era, Wells felt the need to combat the racist rantings that had become
so common in both white popular culture and academic literature. Some
white writers actually asserted that Negroes were a different species suited
only to do manual labor for "true human beings." African Americans spent
thousands of hours trying to prove what should have been taken for
granted—that they also were human and capable of all the achievements
of other races.

White men justified sexual exploitation of black women by asserting
they were depraved and promiscuous with an animal-like sensuality. For
example, in historian Philip A. Bruce's, The Plantation Negro as Freeman
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(1889), he asserted, "Chastity is a virtue which parents do not seem anxious
to foster and guard in their daughters." He further declared, "A plantation
negress may have sunk to a low point in the scale of sensual indulgence, yet
her position does not seem to be substantially affected even in the estima-
tion of the women of her own race." Declaring that under slavery some
black women "copied the manner and morals of the mistress they served,"
Bruce believed that forces for morality ended with slavery. To him the
black woman in freedom imitated only the worst qualities of the white
woman. "She copies her extravagance in tawdry finery that is a grotesque
exaggeration of fashion," he wrote, "she copies her independence in utter
abandon of all restraints, she copies her vices and adds to them frills of her
own."1

Such assaults against black women's dignity and morality stung bit-
terly. Wells used her pen to decry "the wholesale contemptuous defama-
tion of their women" in her newspaper columns. She accused white critics
of forgetting that "our enslavement with all the evils attendant thereon was
involuntary and that enforced poverty, ignorance and immorality was our
only dower at its close." Referring to the hostile criticism of African Ameri-
cans by whites, Wells declared:

While all these accusations, allowed as we usually are, no opportu-
nity to refute them, are hurtful to and resented by us, none sting so
deeply and keenly as the taunt of immorality; the jest and sneer with
which our women are spoken of, and the utter incapacity or refusal
to believe there are among us mothers, wives and maidens who have
attained a true, noble, and refining womanhood.2

Black middle- and upper-class women naturally sought to change their
image in the public's mind. To do so they tried to educate all black women
how to behave "properly," that is, to model themselves after the Victorian
image of true womanhood. Wells's efforts can be seen in several of her arti-
cles written between 1885 and 1888. In "Woman's Mission," which ap-
peared in the New York Age in 1885, she described a "womanly woman" as
"upholding the banner and striving for the goal of pure, bright womanhood
through all vicissitudes and temptations."3

In 1888 Wells wrote her greatest paean to the Victorian image of the
ideal woman. It also appeared in the Age and was titled "The Model
Woman: A Pen Picture of the Typical Southern Girl." Her ideal woman
was "not without refinement" and was "not coarse or rude in her manners,
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nor loud and fast in her deportment." Wells explained the great need for
black women to conduct themselves carefully:

For the sake of the noble womanhood to which she aspires, and the
race whose name bears the stigma of immorality—her soul scorns
each temptation to sin and guilt. She counts no sacrifice too great for
the preservation of honor. She knows that our people, as a whole, are
charged with immorality and vice; that it depends largely on the
woman of to-day to refute such charges by her stainless life.4

Such beliefs must have made the recurring charges of immorality
against Wells especially painful. Perhaps the need to assert her own re-
spectability partly prompted her to champion the cause of purity so fre-

quently in the press. She was defending her personal honor as well as that
of other black women. At the same time, Wells's personality was more
suited for bold action than quiet refinement. The need to reconcile her
temperament with her ideology may have influenced her to assert that

more than gentility was expected of African American women. Her writ-
ings also praise women of action and strength. Asking "What is, or should
be a woman?", Wells answered:

Not merely a bundle of flesh and bones, nor a fashion plate, a frivo-
lous inanity, a soulless doll, a heartless coquette—but a strong, bright
presence, thoroughly imbued with a sense of her mission on earth
and a desire to fill it; an earnest, soulful being, laboring to fit herself
for life's duties and burdens, and bearing them faithfully when they
do come.5

In the same article, Wells asserted that in "all histories, biblical and po-
litical, ancient and modern" there were women "who have won laurels for
themselves as philanthropists, statesmen, leaders of armies, rulers of em-
pires." She noted that woman has risen where "men have become more en-
lightened" and in the nineteenth century there "are few positions she may
not aspire to."6 To her the duties of womanhood were both extensive and
contradictory.

Wells was ambivalent about class issues as well as gender issues. In
"Functions of Leadership," she chided black male leaders for ignoring the
problems of their people because their own wealth shielded them from
many of the indignities of discrimination. "The ambition," she wrote,
"seems to be to get all they can for themselves, and the rest may shift for
themselves; some of them do not wish, after getting wealth for themselves,
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to be longer identified with the people to whom they owe their political
preferment; if no more."7 It was the first of several articles in which Wells
contemplated class and race issues—a subject that seemed to haunt her,
perhaps because of her perilous position in the Memphis black elite.

Her writings reflect an ambivalence born from what Wells saw as two
duties of the upper class. While its members were supposed to advance
racial unity, they were expected also to break down white stereotypes,
which could only be accomplished by differentiating between themselves
and lower-class African Americans. Wells urged black leaders to be "iden-
tified with the people," yet on several occasions Wells criticized middle-
class black Memphians for mingling too freely with the "masses." In 1885
she railed against the "promiscuous conglomeration of all classes" and was
upset by those who participated in such lower-class diversions as dances in
public parks and excursions (even though she enjoyed "higher-class" ver-
sions of the popular activity). In one newspaper column, she lambasted a
minister for preaching against such activities and then participating in a
"big procession" of thirty-five hacks where "some of the people were gor-
geously and some hideously dressed."8 She wrote directly to the point in
another column.

I stood and looked on the conglomerate mass at Festival Park last
night and heaved a sigh. We kick about all being made to go to one
place in the theater; here nobody forces, yet school teachers, sporting
women, saloon toughs, honored wives and mothers, and black legs,
all dancing together on the floor and many times in the same set.
Who can blame white men for thinking we are all of one kind? If we
do not draw the line between the respectable and the scum of the
city, can we wonder that white people don't do it? Yet some of our
best society girls think it awful if they cannot get out to this place.9

Nevertheless, in an 1887 article in the American Baptist, Wells at-
tacked black business owners for separating themselves from the lower
classes and refusing to serve other African Americans. "The feeling that
prompts colored barbers, hotel keepers and the like to refuse accommoda-
tions to their own color," Wells wrote, "is the momentum that sends a
Negro right about when he presents himself at any similar first-class estab-
lishment run by white men."10 With a strong sense of duty, she was torn be-
tween the contradictory duties of the elite.

Like many African American women of her era, Wells believed the
privileged had a duty to uplift the masses. In "A Story of 1900," written for
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the Fisk Herald (April 1886), she penned a portrait of a young woman
teacher "who went from one of the many colleges of our Southland to
teach among her people." After the teacher "awakened to a true sense of
her mission," she visited homes "where squalor and moral uncleannes [sic]
walked hand in hand with poverty" to teach parents how "to be self-
respecting so they might be respected." Wells ended the story by urging
teachers "not to be content simply to earn a salary" but also to "use their op-
portunity and influence."11 Wells obviously wrestled with the disparity be-
tween her idealized vision of the teaching profession and the reality of its
drudgery for her.

While this article sought to inspire educated African Americans to use
their knowledge to help the less fortunate, more frequently Wells openly
scolded the black elite for their leadership failures. Despite ambiguity and
ambivalence, the preponderance of her writing makes clear that she con-
sidered race more important than class and believed black leaders should
do so also. In the 1880s and 1890s, the black press often discussed what
qualities were needed for leadership. The discussion mainly arose because
of the aging of Frederick Douglass. Famous for his abolitionist activities
and widely recognized as the foremost black leader and spokesperson,
Douglass was sixty-seven years old in 1885 —an old man by the day's stan-
dards. Speculation about who might fill his shoes was intensified as many
black leaders began jockeying to place themselves in position to assume
the mantle of race leadership.

One letter writer to the Detroit Plaindealer proffered a list of possible
candidates to which Wells responded. Acknowledging that the listed men
had acquired "fame and wealth" and "are now declaring themselves de-
voted to the interest of the people," Wells asked how many were "exerting
their talents and wealth for the benefit or amelioration of the condition of
the masses." She wrote she knew of none who invested capital in enter-
prises to create jobs for other African Americans and claimed that their
"ambition seemed to be to get all they can for their own use." To her they
were wrong to seek to be "no longer identified" with poorer members of
their race from whom they often derived their power and wealth.

They are able to pay for berths and seats in Pullman cars, and con-
sequently can report that—"railroad officials don't bother me, in
traveling," and give entertainments that have but a single represen-
tative of their own race present, can see and hear of the indignities
and insults offered our people and] . . . can look and listen unmoved
saying, "if it were my wife or daughter or relative I would do so and
so," so what real benefit are they to their race any way?



Editorship of the Free Speech 107

Wells rejected the assertion that they benefited the race by "inspiring oth-

ers to follow in their footsteps with a hope of similar success." She declared,

"True, I had almost forgotten that; example is a great thing, but all of us can
not be millionaires, orators, lawyers, doctors." She then asked, "What then
must become of the mediocrity, the middle and lower classes that are •
found in all races?" and closed with the question, "What material benefit

is a 'leader' if he does not, to some extent, devote his time, talent and
wealth to the alleviation of the poverty and misery, and elevation of his
people?"12

Wells also believed that racial allegiance was more important than po-

litical loyalty. In "Freedom of Political Action," she expressed her political
disillusionment and reproached African Americans for being too inflexible
in their attitudes toward political parties.

According to their logic the side they espouse is all good, the oppo-
site—all bad; the one, the Republican party, can do no wrong—how-
ever they use colored men for tools; the other, the Democratic side,
can do no good—whatever the profession—because of past history.
More could not be expected of ignorant, unthinking men than to be
incapable of giving one credit for honest difference of opinion. It is
considered a sign of [a] narrow, bigoted mind to be unable to listen
to a diverse argument without intolerance and passion, yet how few
among so-called "leaders," editors (moulders of public opinion) but
are guilty of this same fault, are ready to cry "stop thief" to those who
dare to step out of the beaten political track and maintain honest
opinions and independent convictions of their own.13

Although Wells championed freedom of thought here, later in her ca-
reer she was sometimes guilty of thinking all truth was on her side. In 1885
her stance as a political independent won her supporters from both sides of
the political fence. Who could not find something to agree with in her dis-
cussion of the two parties?

I am not a Democrat, because the Democrats considered me chattel
and possibly might have always considered me, because their record
from the beginning has been inimical to my interests; because they
have become notorious in their hatred of the Negro as a man, have
refused him the ballot; have murdered, beaten and outraged him
and refused him his rights. I am not a Republican, because, after
they—as a party measure and an inevitable result of the war—had
"given the Negro his freedom" and the ballot box following, all
through their reign—while advocating the doctrine of the Federal
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Government's right of protecting her citizens—they suffered the
crimes against the Negro, that have made the South notorious, to go
unpunished and almost unnoticed, and turned them over to the ten-
der mercies of the South entirely, as a matter of barter in 76, to
secure the Presidency.14

It was a subtle and perceptive view of events that was upheld much later by
historians. The letter also reflects Wells's greatest talent as a writer and
speaker—the ability to articulate outrage. Her call to put race interests
ahead of all others was a constant theme in her writing and foreshadowed
Marcus Garvey's cry of "Race First" and Stokely Carmichael's "Black
Power."

Independence of thought seems to have been a frequent topic for lola,
perhaps reflecting the teachings of the Church of Christ. In "Broken
Idols," Wells urged African Americans to stop accepting without investiga-
tion the words of their religious, political, and social leaders. Instead they
should question the status quo and examine all actions to see "if existing
methods further the object to be desired of all others—the well-being of the
Negro as a race, morally, socially, intellectually." In politics such an exam-
ination had caused African Americans to break from "the fallacious theory
and practice of servile obedience." In religion, Wells wrote, "Men have
come to think it is not indispensible [sic] to salvation to be either a Baptist
or Methodist."15

Wells drew material for her articles from events in Memphis as well as
news from other papers. She attended a great many local political and ed-
ucational meetings. For example, in December 1886 Wells went to a
Knights of Labor meeting at which white suffragist Lide Meriweather
spoke. Unlike the American Federation of Labor that was formed later, this
labor organization and reform group truly sought to overcome color barri-
ers in the South as well as the North. Wells was impressed by Meriweather
and marveled at the absence of discrimination and wrote a letter to the
Memphis Watchman describing the meeting. She noted that black women
were "seated with the courtesy usually extended to white ladies alone in
this town." Wells asserted that it was the "first assembly of this sort in this
town where color was not the criterion to recognition as ladies and gentle-
men." To someone who had been ejected from the "ladies' car," this was
very significant.16

The experience of seemingly genuine integration provoked other
thoughts from Wells that she shared in an article for the American Baptist.
In that article she waded into the controversy over the merits and costs of
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integration. It was a long and complicated debate. Some African Ameri-

cans favored self-imposed segregation for a variety of reasons. Separate
churches gave them the freedom to worship as they pleased and also to be-
lieve in God as the advocate of the oppressed rather than the supporter of
the status quo. Many parents, especially working-class ones, preferred their
children to be taught by black teachers who would respect them than by
white teachers who would treat them as inferior. Segregation was viewed

by some as the price of black autonomy. They preferred becoming officers
in their own organizations to receiving second-class status in white-
controlled groups. Others materially benefited from segregation by elimi-
nating white competition for black patronage. Without coining the term
"Black Power," some race thinkers anticipated its tenets, including the idea
that it was suicidal to try to practice color blindness in a nation obsessed
with race consciousness. In an 1889 article urging support for black news-
papers, Josephine Turpin Washington declared, "But why speak of our
drawing the color-line? It is drawn and most persistently by the whites. For
us to attempt to ignore the fact would be like trying to walk through a stone

wall by simply making up your mind it is not there. The wall stands and
you have only a broken head for your pains."17

Unlike in the late 1960s when black nationalism and separatism were
the credos of militancy, at the turn of the century most militants argued for
integration. The great abolitionist, Frederick Douglass, remained consis-
tently and militantly integrationist in ideology until his death. Although
Wells argued for racial unity and placing black interests first, she also be-
lieved leaders who truly wanted what was best for African Americans
should fight for inclusion into mainstream society. In the American Baptist
she criticized African Americans who sought separate Knights of Labor as-
semblies and those who provided separate seating for "white friends" when
they attended "our concerts, exhibitions, etc." Wells argued, "Consciously
and unconsciously we do as much to widen the breach already existing and
to keep prejudice alive as the other race." Drawing on her experiences the
previous summer, Wells noted that no separate school existed in California
"until the colored people asked for it." She believed, "To say we wish to be
to ourselves is tacit acknowledgment of the inferiority that [whites] take for
granted anyway." She could forgive "the ignorant man" for being "short-
sighted" but condemned "the man or men who deliberately yield or barter
the birthright of the race for money, position, [or] self-aggrandizement in
any form."18

Wells was influenced by what she read as well as the activities in which
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she participated. Her role as a journalist, underpaid or not, required Wells
to read many of the weeklies on a regular basis. Doing so exposed her in-
creasingly to the injustices faced by African Americans far from her home
city. What she learned began to both fuel and focus her anger. It also
caused her to question God for answers to the evil of the world. In March
1886, she mourned the death of "thirteen colored men . . . shot down in
cold blood" in Mississippi and implored, "O, God when will these mas-
sacres cease — it was only because they had attempted to assassinate a white
man (and for just cause I suppose). Colored men rarely attempt to wreak
vengance [sic] on a white one unless he has provoked it unduly."19

The impact lynching had on Wells, even before she made it her cru-
sade, is seen in her response to that Mississippi incident and a later one in
Jackson, Tennessee, which she described in a diary entry, writing that a
"colored woman accused of poisoning a white one was taken from the
county jail and stripped naked and hung up in the courthouse yard and her
body riddled with bullets and her body left exposed to view!" Once again
Wells demanded, "O my God! can such things be and no justice for it?"
She considered the evidence against the victim flimsy and in a "pitch of in-
dignation" over the "great outrage" she wrote a "dynamitic [sic] article . . .
almost advising murder!" She worried, "It may be unwise to express myself
so strongly but I cannot help it & I know not if capital may not be made
of it against me but I trust in God."20 Her faith continued to propel her
to protest injustice in powerful language, which brought her increasing
fame.

That fame paved the way for her election as the first woman officer of
the National Colored Press Association in 1888, which provided new status
and legitimacy in the eyes of fellow journalists. Her election as first assis-
tant secretary of the National Colored Press Association was followed by
her election as secretary in 1889, a job she held until 1891.21 The group
had been organized about 1880 by John W. Cromwell, editor of the Wash-
ington People's Advocate. Reflecting the debate over race labels, the group
underwent name changes from "Colored" to "Afro-American" to "Negro."
Its primary function was to hold yearly conventions at which journalists
could meet each other, exchange ideas, and pass resolutions —in keeping
with the tradition of the black convention movement dating back to 1830.
Each time the organization met in Washington, it was granted an audience
with the president—Chester Arthur and William McKinley. Although its
prestige rose and fell over the years, most major journalists held office at
some time. The election of Wells in 1889 was especially significant —she
defeated founder Cromwell for the job.22
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Wells apparently enjoyed conventions and conferences. She attended
teachers' meetings, church gatherings, and political assemblies all over the
nation. In July 1888 she went to Indianapolis to attend a highly controver-
sial meeting of black Democrats and independents. W. Calvin Chase of
the Washington Bee and other avid Republicans tagged the gathering as
the "Boodle Conference," implying the chief purpose was obtaining polit-
ical appointments (boodles) for its participants from Democratic elected
officials. Although labeled as nonpartisan, the group was accused of being
financed by President Grover Cleveland and the Democratic party. Chase
huffed, "We could have bought a majority of the gathering for $500." The
proceedings became quite heated; one participant actually pulled a re-
volver at one point. The Bee reported, "Several ladies who were present,
Miss Ida B. Wells, the talented journalist, being one, rushed for the door,
men of all sizes did likewise until the would be assassin could be un-
armed."23

Wells not only witnessed that dangerous incident but also made valu-
able contacts. One of the key participants was T. Thomas Fortune. Al-
though he and Wells had corresponded for quite some time, they had
never met face-to-face. When Wells had first seen his picture, she had been
disappointed. "With his long hair, curling about his forehead and his spec-
tacles," she wrote, "he looks more like the dude of the period than the
strong, sensible, brainy man I have pictured him." Whether seeing him in
person altered her first impression is unknown, but he was certainly im-
pressed by both her mind and her body. Directly after the meeting he
noted her ability to "handle a goose-quill pen, with diamond point, as eas-
ily as any man." He also wrote, "If lola were a man, she would be a hum-
ming independent in politics. She has plenty of nerve, and is as sharp as a
steel trap, and she has no sympathy with humbug." His sketch included a
physical description: "She is rather girlish looking in physique, with sharp
regular features, penetrating eyes, firm set thin lips and a sweet voice." He
seemed intrigued at how Wells could be "manly" in her writing style and
political interests and at the same time be "girlish" and "sweet" in her phys-
ical attributes.24

In his comments about Wells over the years, Fortune attempted to rec-
oncile the dual existence of attributes then defined as masculine and fem-
inine. This was especially true in an article he wrote for L. A. Scruggs's
book, Women of Distinction, in 1893.

She handles her subjects more as a man than as a woman; indeed,
she has so long had the management of a large home and business
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interests that the sharpness of wit and self-possession which charac-
terize men of affairs are hers in a large measure.

Few women have a higher conception of the responsibilities and
the possibilities of her sex than Miss Wells. She has all of a woman's
tenderness in all that affects our common humanity, but she has also
the courage of the great women of the past who believed that they
could still be womanly while being more than ciphers in "the world's
broad field of battle."25

Beginning with the Louisville Press Association convention, Wells met
and impressed many male and female journalists during the next few years.
Before that time most, if not all, of her contacts had been with male jour-
nalists. While in Kentucky for the convention, Wells encountered and be-

friended female journalist Mary E. Britton. Known as Meb, she edited the
women's column for the Lexington Herald. Calling her "a sensible pleas-
ant girl," Wells enjoyed spending time with Britton in Lexington and con-
tinued to correspond with her after returning to Memphis. At some point
Wells also met Meta E. Pelham, who wrote for the Detroit Plaindealer, and
visited her in Detroit in the summer of 1890.26

Although Wells sparred with Mary Cook (Grace Ermine) in 1888, she
seems to have gotten along better with other women journalists. In 1889
Wells received glowing reviews not only from Lucy Wilmot Smith but also

Gertrude Mossell. Like Wells, Mossell contributed to a wide variety of
newspapers. In January 1889 she wrote "Our Women of Letters" for the In-
dianapolis Freeman, in which she recalled becoming aware of Wells's tal-
ents when reading her article in the December 1886 New York Freeman.
Mossell then gushed,

Miss Wells has already made her non-de-plume lola a power, and
her articles are much sought after. She writes with a vim and sparkle
that holds the attention. One always reads her articles to the end and
never casts aside the humblest publication after seeing her signature,
until one finds what she has to say.27

The next month Mossell wrote an article "To Make Our Papers Pay,"
proposing a payment system that would have helped female correspon-
dents. She closed by asking all women journalists to write her with further
ideas, singling out lola to "say a word" because Mossell had "great confi-
dence in her judgment."28

At the time, Wells was using her judgment to determine her perma-
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nent journalistic home. Countee had been unwilling to make her a regu-
lar paid correspondent for the Living Way in August 1886. The other ma-
jor black newspaper in the city then was the Memphis Watchman, which
had originated as the Mississippi Baptist in 1872 and changed owners and
names in 1883. The two papers were apparently rather bitter rivals. In
March 1886 the Washington Bee had quoted the Watchman as declaring,
"The most senseless, idiotic and brainless 'thing' in the land is that abortion
in the shape of a newspaper, the Living Way." Soon after Countee's rebuff
Wells had begun contributing more regularly to the Watchman than to the
Living Way.29

Within the next year a new newspaper arrived in Memphis. Called the
Free Speech, it was edited by the Reverend Taylor Nightingale and was
headquartered in his church, Beale Street Baptist. In 1888 Nightingale
joined forces with J. L. Fleming to form the Free Speech and Headlight.
Until July 1888 Fleming edited the Marion Headlight in Marion,
Arkansas — about ten miles from Memphis. At that time, however, whites
in Marion decided to no longer tolerate African Americans' holding office
in their town. Under the pretext of a "suspicious charge" made in anony-
mous letters, over one hundred white men carrying Winchester rifles ran
all black officeholders as well as two pastors and Fleming out of town.30

Wells had written for the Marion Headlight since at least August 1887.
After Fleming joined Nightingale, they naturally approached Wells about
writing for the new Free Speech and Headlight. For a long time, she had
dreamed of becoming a newspaper owner and editor. As she later recalled,
"Since the appetite grows for what it feeds on, the desire came to own a pa-
per." Wells had gained self-assurance by then and refused to join Night-
ingale and Fleming "except as equal with themselves." Buying a one-third
interest, she eventually became the editor; Fleming acted mainly as busi-
ness manager and Nightingale as sales manager. Fleming was able to sell
about two hundred dollars worth of advertising a month — mainly to white
Memphis businessmen. As pastor of the largest church in Memphis,
Nightingale sold at least five hundred copies every Sunday to his congre-
gation. They made the paper financially viable, and Wells brought it
stature in the journalistic community as the outlet for her powerful and
popular writings.31

In late June 1889, black newspapers around the country announced
Wells's affiliation with the Free Speech and Headlight. The next month
both the Indianapolis Freeman and the Cleveland Gazette carried identical
biographical sketches of Wells. Calling her "one of the brightest geniuses
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Picture that Wells disliked in
the Indianapolis Freeman,

25 November 1893.

of the rising generation of women," the articles discussed her railroad suit,
her journalistic career, her purchase of an interest in the Free Speech and
Headlight, and her election as secretary of the National Colored Press As-
sociation. Once again she was compared to her male colleagues: "She is
a terse and forcible writer, and plunges into politics and other matters of
national importance with the vivacity of a full-fledged journalist of the mas-
culine gender."32 Male and full-fledged were presented as almost synony-
mous.

Both papers included drawings of Wells; neither was flattering, but the
one in the Gazette was especially dismal. To the disgust of some, Wells re-
jected the role of honorary male and reacted like "a typical woman." The
Free Speech and Headlight took note of the complimentary articles but
quoted "a young unmarried man" as saying lola "will never get a husband
in the world as long as she lets these editors make her so hideous." "I used
to see 'em before I knew her," the quote continued, "and my mental con-
clusion was: well, that woman certainly can write, but if she looks like that,
good Lord deliver us!"B
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Wells and her male partners may have meant the editorial as a light-
hearted jest, but both the Gazette and the Freeman responded savagely.
The Gazette claimed the quote came from "one of the mouthy youths of
Memphis who is 'mashed' on Miss Wells" and asserted that she was not
"any better or worse looking" than the picture. The Freeman was even
more brutal:

lola makes the mistake of trying to be pretty as well as smart. She
should remember that beauty and brains are not always companions.
George Eliot, George Sand, Harriet Beecher Stowe and many other
bright minds of that sex were not paragons by any means. The
picture which the Cleveland Gazette published flattered her.
Remember Cromwell's injunction to the artist, lola. "Paint me as
I am."34

After these exchanges, Wells's relationship with both editors remained
rocky. She sometimes agreed with one or the other on specific issues, but
an undercurrent of antagonism lingered. As her reputation grew, so did the
attacks upon her. Given the venomous verbal assaults male journalists ex-
changed, turning their poisoned pens on Wells was actually recognition of
her being accepted as part of the "fraternity." At the same time, however,
many couched their criticisms of Wells in sexist terms that belittled her. By
sometimes framing her response in the language of wounded womanhood,
Wells contributed to her failure at times to be taken seriously—until her in-
creasing militancy collided with racial violence in Memphis to propel her
into the ranks of race leadership.

Most verbal warfare between male editors revolved around political af-
filiations or personal rivalries for political appointments. The battles be-
tween male editors and Wells were sometimes over issues but seemed
mainly to grow out of personal antipathies. Most of her conflicts occurred
with Edward E. Cooper of the Freeman, who was a political independent,
and H. C. Smith of the Gazette and William Calvin Chase of the Wash-
ington Bee, both of whom were avid Republicans. At the same time she ap-
parently had good relationships with the four male owners of the Detroit
Plaindealer, who were Republicans; C. H. J. Taylor of the Kansas City
American Citizen, who was a Democrat; and T. Thomas Fortune of the
New York Age, who was an independent. Personalities seemed to play a
greater role than politics in determining Wells's relationships in the news-
paper world.

Wells had received her first drubbing from Chase in 1886. Not sur-
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prisingly, the sniping continued. Indeed, the Washington Bee seemed to
treat Wells with more contempt than either the Freeman or the Gazette.
When she joined the Free Speech and Headlight, the Bee noted, "Miss lola
has now got both paws in the soup." Afterward, the paper routinely referred
to Wells as "our little sweetness" or "Sweet lola." When she disagreed with
a Bee editorial, Chase remarked, "Dear Ida you are a little too fresh." After
she defended C. H. J. Taylor from a Bee's attack, Chase retorted, "Now,
lola, you are a dear sweet little girl and a pet with the gang, but, has it ever
occurred to you that Taylor was a crank?" Another time when they dis-
agreed over an issue, Chase sarcastically noted, "We regret that our idol
should allow such things to mar her sweet temper."35

In 1890 one of the largest controversies regarding Wells's status in the
journalistic world centered on a cartoon published in the Freeman titled
"Fortune and His Echo." In it two little dogs identified as Fortune and lola
were yipping at a much larger dog, the Freeman. They were labeled "a
species of canine" with a "propensity to bark." While insulting, that part of
the cartoon was not sexist. Yet in the left-hand corner was a smaller picture
of a woman dressed like a man with the words "I would I were a man." Al-
though the phrase likely referred to lola's writing style and political inter-
ests, which were deemed not womanly, some male editors appear to have
read sexual innuendo into it. One called it "a cartoon too foul in sugges-
tiveness to be described" and implied that Cooper should not get "within
shooting range." Even the Gazette came to the defense of Wells —in a pa-
ternalistic assurance that she was a "lady" who had "as protectors every gen-
tleman journalist of color in this country."36

The Freeman published a rather long response to the criticism of both
Wells and her "protectors." Cooper claimed that he "in various ways have
assisted her over rugged places in a road strange to feminine feet" and com-
plained that "much of this has been repaid in abuse and captious criti-
cism." The cartoon "contained no ulterior suggestion, and those who rep-
resent it so simply reveal the foulness and corruption of their own
imaginations." Cooper's most telling blow was aimed at lola's trying to have
it both ways by asking to be treated like a man when it served her purpose,
but then evoking protection as a woman when things got rough. "lola," he
wrote, "however deserving she may be, has been petted and spoiled by a
very generous press, and forgets that in a journalistic sense she must some-
times take a man's fare."37 Although there was a grain of truth in this asser-
tion, men sometimes found her playing the role of a "full-fledged journal-
ist of the masculine gender" offensive. Since Wells was penalized for being
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a woman, why should she not demand some of the privileges of woman-
hood?

The Freeman's treatment of Wells and other articles appearing in the
paper indicate that some black men still wholeheartedly ascribed to the
cult of true womanhood. But although her femininity was patronized and
ridiculed, Wells was fast becoming a major figure in black journalism. She
was also emerging as an heroic figure among women. In September 1889
African Americans in Indianapolis established the lola Literary Club in her
honor. Her influence increased as she traveled and participated in meet-
ings in various locations, such as a teachers' convention in St. Paul, Min-
nesota.38

In the summer of 1891, Wells headed south for an extended visit at the
invitation of Isaiah Montgomery. Montgomery was a remarkable man,
who as a slave had run his master's plantation in Mississippi. After emanci-
pation Montgomery became a very successful planter, helped other
African Americans to purchase land, and in 1887 established an all-black
town named Mound Bayou. A prominent politician, Montgomery became
the only black delegate elected to the Mississippi constitutional conven-

Controversial cartoon from the Indianapolis Freeman, 19 April 1890.
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tion of 1890, where the state's constitution was rewritten to virtually ex-
clude African Americans from voting.

The new Mississippi constitution was the first to include provisions to
circumvent the Fifteenth Amendment, which barred states from denying
suffrage on the basis of race, color, or previous condition of servitude. Its
poll tax and literacy test were upheld by the United States Supreme Court
and became widely copied throughout the South during the next decade
and a half. (Of course, those and other methods were already being used
on a limited basis in localities around the South. In the early 1880s, Mem-
phis had switched to at-large elections and failed to provide ballot boxes in
predominantly black areas to curb black political influence. The Free
Speech [which had shortened its name in October 1889] reported that in
the city's fall elections of 1890 black voting was further minimized by a poll
tax requirement and a confusing ballot box system.) Nevertheless, by writ-
ing disfranchisement into a state constitution, Mississippi provided the
means to destroy any meaningful black political power over wide areas of
the South.39

Because of its significance, many African Americans had been horri-
fied to learn that Montgomery had voted to accept the 1890 constitution.
After the Free Speech attacked his action, Montgomery came to its office to
explain his vote. Wells later noted that "although we never agreed that his
course had been the right one, we became the best of friends." He sug-
gested a southern tour might increase her paper's circulation and invited
her to visit Mound Bayou. Leaving in June 1891, Wells "went to most of
the large towns throughout the Delta, across the Mississippi into Arkansas,
and back to Tennessee."40

Going "wherever there was a gathering of the people," Wells sought
new subscribers and correspondents for her paper. At the same time she
wrote letters about her trip and the happenings in various towns for publi-
cation in the Free Speech. Pleased with her reception, she noted, "A
woman editor and correspondent was a novelty; besides, Mississippi was
my native state." At a meeting of African American lawyers in Greenville,
Wells "came out with the subscription of every man present." In Water Val-
ley, Mississippi, a Masonic lodge suspended its session for a thirty-minute
appeal by Wells, after which she "was weighted down with silver dollars
and had to go straight to the bank." Her success prompted her to take other
such trips; she visited Helena, Arkansas, in November 1891 and Natchez,
Mississippi, in March 1892.41

Increasing circulation became critical to Wells in the fall of 1891
when she lost her teaching job. In an article critical of the conditions
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within the city's black schools, Wells attacked not only inadequate school
buildings but also the training and character of some of the newer teach-
ers.42 According to Wells, some had "little to recommend them save an il-
licit friendship with members of the school board." Fearing the charges
could lead to her termination, she had asked co-owner Nightingale to sign
the article after it was already set in type. After he refused, Wells claimed it
was "too late to substitute something else, as the forms were locked up
ready to go to press."43

When the time came for renewal of teachers' contracts, Wells's was
not renewed. The school board did not notify her of its decision until time
for school to start, leaving her no time to find another job. She sent a
lawyer to the board to find out the reason for her dismissal. He was told that
there were no complaints about Wells's work or character. Instead the
board showed him a copy of the Free Speech article and said they "didn't
care to employ a teacher who had done this." According to her later recol-
lections, the worst part of the experience "was the lack of appreciation
shown by the parents," who could not understand why she did something
that would get her fired. She was also criticized by the Memphis corre-
spondent to the Freeman, who claimed Wells "seems anxious for a sensa-
tion." "But I thought it was right to strike a blow against a glaring evil,"
Wells exclaimed, "and I did not regret it."44

At the time she was fired, the Free Speech was not making enough
money to pay Wells a decent salary. She threw herself into increasing cir-
culation with phenomenal success. "I felt I had at last found my real voca-
tion," Wells later declared. She claimed that in less than a year she had
increased the number of subscribers from fifteen hundred to four thou-
sand, making it possible for her to earn within ten dollars of her teacher's
salary.45 Freedom from teaching allowed Wells to become more deeply in-
volved in various organizational efforts that predated her becoming a full-
time editor. Her roles in the Southern Afro-American Press Association
and the National Afro-American League expanded her impact as a racial
advocate.

Holding its first meeting in the offices of the Free Speech, the South-
ern Afro-American Press Association resulted from the discontent of south-
ern and western editors with the eastern press's attempts to dominate black
journalism. In May 1891 Edwin Hackley, editor of the Denver Statesman
and former suitor of Wells, lamented, "An honest criticism from the West
or South is sure to bring a flood of conceited and abusive lambaste from
the black Czars of the North and East, who, it seems, would reserve the
right to doctor everything to suit themselves."46
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The principal organizer of the Southern Afro-American Press Associa-
tion was Jesse C. Duke, editor of the Pine Bluff Weekly Echo. Born a slave
in Alabama, Duke had been the editor of the Montgomery Herald and pres-
ident of Alabama's black press association until he published an editorial
against lynching, which commented upon "the partiality of white Juliets
for colored Romeos." Montgomery whites soon drove Duke out of town.
He maintained that the "howling, bloodthirsty mob" used the article as a
pretext to terrorize all the city's educated African Americans—primarily
because of opposition to locating a black state university there. Many black
editors criticized Duke's action, but his ideology undoubtedly planted a
seed for Wells's later editorial that would bring her the same conse-
quences.47

Wells and Duke were both praised and criticized for their roles in
forming the Southern Afro-American Press Association. The Topeka Times-
Observer asserted that the move was politically motivated, and the Detroit
Plaindealer charged that the group "was promoted with the full knowledge
that its ultimate success would cripple the National association." Com-
menting on Wells's support of the group, the Plaindealer asked, "Was not
the fair sex always the bulwark of the rebel cause?" On the other hand, the
Indianapolis Freeman wished the group well, noting that "we of the cold
and frigid North, are dependent upon the southern Negro press for much
of the reliable information touching matters and questions affecting the
surroundings of our people in the race's fatherland." The Cleveland
Gazette speculated that the association "will work in harmony with the na-
tional organization and be of additional service, not only to the profession,
but also to the race."48

As it turned out, the new group had little impact either positively or
negatively. In her account of the first meeting, Wells declared, "Editor
Duke has no cause to feel ashamed." She blamed the low attendance on
"bad weather and late trains." Only seven people attended the January
1892 meeting, including two from Memphis; a dozen more sent letters and
telegrams of support. They agreed to meet again in June "to complete per-
manent organization." Wells then read a paper by Hackley, who could not
attend. After a discussion of the paper, the group adjourned at 8:00 P.M. and
went to Smith's Restaurant, where "the visiting delegates were entertained
by Miss I. B. Wells at dinner."49

The National Afro-American League, in which Wells also played a
role, had little early success either. Many had espoused the need for an or-
ganization of black unity when, in May 1887, T. Thomas Fortune issued a
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call: "Let the thousand and one organizations we now have unite into one
grand body for the uplifting and upbuilding of the fortunes and rights of
the race." Significantly, the appeal opened with, "There should be some
way to suppress mob law in the South." After a discussion of the failure of
the white press and politicians to seek resolution of the evil of lynching,
Fortune proclaimed, "There is no dodging the issue; we have got to take
hold of this problem ourselves, and make so much noise that all the world
shall know the wrongs we suffer and our determination to right those
wrongs."50

The words resonated with Wells, and she became one of the League's
earliest and most adamant supporters. In the American Baptist she joined
her voice with Fortune's to challenge African Americans to action:

We have reached a stage in the world's history where we can no
longer be passive onlookers, but must join in the fray for our recog-
nition, or be stigmatized forever as a race of cowards.

The first step, then, is organization. No more pitiable spectacle
can be realized than a disorganized mass of intellect and power,
swayed by every wind that blows or used as a tool by any designing
body. We have been asleep long enough, let us awake, march to the
front and do noble battle for the establishment of the Afro-American
League.51

Her appeals to courage and battle reflect Wells's heroic image of manhood.
On this and other issues, she challenged black men to live up to her ideal-
ized vision of manliness —usually to be bitterly disappointed by their pow-
erlessness.

Sometimes Fortune also couched his arguments in language that ap-
pealed to Wells's religious faith. Over the next two years, Fortune sought to
inspire African Americans by drawing on their faith in a just God who sided
with the oppressed. In 1887 he declared, "Almighty God never intended
great evils to rule unchallenged among men." Two and a half years later, at
the meeting to perfect organization, Fortune exclaimed, "The great mov-
ing and compelling influence in the history of the world is agitation, and
the greatest of agitators was He, the despised Nazarene, whose doctrines
revolutionized the thought of the ages."52 Likewise, Wells reminded Afri-
can Americans not to place their faith in white action but in God. She de-
clared, "Congress seems powerless to help us, the State executive machin-
ery is unwilling to do so and we are at last beginning to see that 'God helps
those who help themselves.'"s? She called for a kind of holy war, urging ac-
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tion on the League: "Do not let it die! Agitate and act until something is
done. While we are resting on our oars, seemingly content with expressing
our indignation by resolutions at the outrages that daily occur, others are
presuming upon this inaction and encroaching more and more upon our
rights —nay upon life itself."54

Fortune urged the establishment of state Leagues in 1887 as the first
step toward a national organization. He envisioned a kind of central feder-
ation of groups that elected delegates to the national body according to the
number of members each had. The central body would remain totally non-
partisan, but local chapters could do as they wished about endorsing can-
didates. In November 1889 Fortune issued a call for a national meeting to
be held at Nashville in January 1890. Later that month the Free Speech pro-
posed the organization in Memphis of a group "to merge . . . into a league
such as indicated by Mr. T. Thos. Fortune." Criticizing one opponent of
the League, Wells also noted that "all thinkers of the race who have given
an opinion unite in declaring the league's the thing, save Mr. J. D. Bowser."
However, the site of the national meeting was changed to Chicago, and
Wells did not attend. She apparently was not elected to the Memphis dele-
gation of twenty-five, which was headed by B. K. Sampson. Most leading
editors attended, adopted a constitution, and agreed to meet the next year
in Knoxville—perhaps because there had been proportionately few south-
erners at the northern meeting.55

Apparently few women attended the first meeting, even though For-
tune had declared that unless "the women of the race take hold of the Afro-
American League it will never be the power it should be." Like Frederick
Douglass, Fortune seems to have advocated the acceptance of women as
organizational equals. He believed, "As the women of the race are, so will
be the men." The next year Fortune took special pains to include women.
In the Age he answered the question "What is the status of women in the
Afro-American League?" with "There is no difference. In the League a
woman is just as good as a man. Out of it she is usually much better." He
also invited Wells to be on the program.56

More women and southerners attended the Knoxville meeting in July
1891, but few northerners or westerners showed up. Fortune blamed their
absence on "the new separate car law of Tennessee,... which is as villain-
ous a thing as ever provoked a pious man to profanity." Some papers were
critical of the meeting; the American Citizen called it "a coming together
of disgruntled black office seekers." Nevertheless, most agreed on one
thing: Ida B. Wells and her speech were among the highlights. One partic-
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ipant remembered her as "bright and witty whether in conversation or on
the platform." The Knoxville Daily Journal remarked upon her "elegant

language" when discussing women's role in the League. Describing the
speeches, the Plaindealer mused that "the best of all was that of Miss Well
[sic], who starting out by declaring she couldn't make a speech, captured

the house by her apt and clear illustrations of the points in her address."57

The longest evaluation came from Fortune in his notes over the meeting:

The women were not silent. At the mass meeting Miss Ida B. Wells
. . . delivered an address which kept the audience in a bubble of
excitement. She is eloquent, logical, and dead in earnest. . . . She
should use the gift of speech God has given her to arouse the women
of the race to a full sense of duty in the work of the Afro-American
League. Every woman of the race should rally around such a woman
and hold up her hands.58

In Knoxville the League passed numerous resolutions, including one
calling segregated transportation "a gratuitous indignity—an insult to our
manhood" and another declaring that "lynch law is one of the greatest evils
which we are called upon to endure."59 Wells wanted the League to at-
tempt more concrete methods of change and urged such actions as a boy-
cott of the railroads. She was bitterly disappointed with the male leaders of
the League, especially its president, J. C. Price of North Carolina. In the
Free Speech Wells lashed out at the group's inaction:

A handful of men, with no report of work accomplished, no one in
the field to spread it, no plan of work laid out—no intelligent direc-
tion—meet and by their child's play illustrate in their own doings the
truth of the saying that Negroes have no capacity for organization.
Meanwhile a whole race is lynched, proscribed, intimidated,
deprived of its political and civil rights, herded into boxes (by cour-
tesy called separate cars) which bring the blush of humiliation to
every self-respecting man's cheek—and we sit tamely by without
using the only means—that of thorough organization and earnest
work to prevent it. No wonder the world at large spits upon us with
impunity.60

Wells's analysis of the group's weakness was widely applauded and proved
accurate. Within two years Fortune was forced to declare the League de-
funct. It would remain so until 1898, when Wells and Fortune would play
roles in its revival.61
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Although the organizations Wells supported were not succeeding, her
newspaper was. When Wells became the full-time editor of the Free
Speech, she began printing it on pink paper to make it distinct. Fortune
noted that "the Free Speech has adopted a pink dress with a black overskirt,
and looks real fetching."62 The distinctive look served another purpose. Ac-
cording to Wells, some newspaper "butchers" had been substituting other
papers for the Free Speech among illiterate black customers. Those not
able to read for themselves could ask for the "pink paper." They did so in
increasing numbers "all up and down the Delta spur of the Illinois Central
Railroad," following Wells's trips into the region.63

The main reason for the Free Speech's popularity was the lively writing
style of lola. After Wells joined the paper, its editorial pages joined the dis-
cussion of all major issues confronting African Americans. Many other pa-
pers quoted and commented upon lola and the Free Speech. Even if poli-
tics were considered a male domain, Wells did not hesitate to wade into the
middle of any controversy. One of the era's most heated debates was the
question of party affiliation. Although practically all black voters religiously
voted Republican throughout Reconstruction, by the 1880s many were dis-
illusioned with the party. With radical Republicans retiring or dying, the
party appeared to have sold its antislavery soul in the interest of big busi-
ness. Some African Americans switched parties, but most argued that Re-
publicans, with all their sins, were still better than Democrats, many of
whom openly proclaimed white supremacy. Local political situations as
well as personal political ambitions helped determine allegiance.64

Wells joined Fortune and others in proclaiming a third option: inde-
pendence. They advocated voting by candidate and issue rather than being
such reliable party supporters that they need not be courted. lola naturally
fit into this group. Although she generally favored the Republicans, Wells
believed everything was secondary to race advancement. "I am a Republi-
can," she wrote in 1892, "but I was an Afro-American before I was a Re-
publican."65 Her personality made Wells most effective as a critic who ex-
posed evil to the scrutiny of society. Her residual anger found release in
denunciation. By remaining independent, lola remained free to castigate
everyone.

In 1890 two pieces of proposed legislation became litmus tests for
white Republicans —and most flunked. The first was the Lodge Election
bill, allowing the use of federal power to ensure integrity of voter registra-
tion and elections in the South. With the rising tide of disfranchisement
throughout the South, a meaningful law would have had dramatic impact
on the region's future. "That one of some kind is needed," lola wrote, "goes
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without saying." In June 1890 Wells proclaimed, "If the Republican party
lets this opportunity go by, without doing something in the interest of hon-
est elections, it deserves to be defeated for years to come." In the end Re-
publicans bartered away the Lodge bill for support of a higher tariff.66

The "opportunity" to which Wells referred was Republican control of
both houses of Congress and the presidency—a very rare occurrence in the
decades following Reconstruction. Republicans had previously proposed
the Blair Education bill to provide federal funding for underfunded public
schools, and blamed Democrats for blocking its passage. In 1890 Republi-
cans not only had control of Congress but also a treasury surplus that they
wanted to spend to prevent a bid for lower tariffs. Nevertheless, they let the
Blair bill die. In response the Free Speech made a plea for self-help: "Now
that the Blair bill is dead after eight years, it behooves us to bestir ourselves
to greater efforts for the education of our children. Make better use of the
opportunities we have and save money for greater. The road to our success
lies through the door of moral, intellectual and financial education."67

The editorial expressed a self-help ethic much like that of Tuskegee In-
stitute's president, Booker T. Washington, whose views became controver-
sial later in the decade. The Alabama educator tied self-help ideology with
an acceptance of segregation, urging black southerners to place economic
and educational advancement above political rights. On the other hand,
the Free Speech did not seem to grieve over the Blair bill unduly because of
its seeming endorsement of segregated education. Wells had often de-
nounced black acceptance of segregation. Other southerners, such as }. C.
Price of North Carolina, disagreed and argued that the people of the South
were "crying for education" and did not care "what manner the money for
education came to them, if only it came."68

In addition to support for self-help, Wells shared another sentiment
with Booker T. Washington in 1890 — criticism of corrupt and ignorant
clergy. Washington became a focus of controversy when he publicly de-
nounced and ridiculed many of the nation's black pastors. Some felt he
had been too harsh; others were upset at the manner of his censure. In a cli-
mate reeking of white supremacy, many argued that African Americans
gave whites more ammunition by airing their criticisms of one another in
public forums. Others asserted that black public officials and leaders were
not held "to strict enough account" because of "a sickly sentimentality and
super-sensitiveness about us that we were better off without."69

Wells never hesitated to criticize anyone she thought deserved it, espe-
cially the clergy. She wholeheartedly agreed with Washington's criticisms,
writing to him, "I read your manly criticism of our corrupt and ignorant
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clergy." In her letter Wells enclosed some clippings of her own articles on
the clergy and closed by saying, "To a man whose conscience is his guide,
words of encouragement and sustenance are not necessary, yet I cannot re-
frain from adding my mite to the approbation your utterances and work
have received from the rank & file of our people."70

Wells likely had a wide selection of articles to enclose. Indeed, one
time she so enraged the black Memphis ministry that the "preachers' al-
liance" voted to boycott the Free Speech. The precipitating incident was
Wells's "caustic comments" about a minister caught in bed with a parish-
ioner by her husband. After the ministers informed Wells of the battle they
proposed to wage against her paper from their pulpits, she later asserted,

We answered this threat by publishing the names of every minister
who belonged to the alliance in the next issue of the Free Speech,
and told the community that these men upheld the immoral con-
duct of one of their number and asked if they were willing to support
preachers who would sneak into their homes when their backs were
turned and debauch their wives. Needless to say we never heard any
more about the boycott, and the Free Speech flourished like a green
bay tree.71

The denunciation of immorality reflected her mother's guidance and
the impact of the missionary teachers at Rust; Wells often looked at the
world through Puritan eyes. In 1891 she chastised the clergy for participat-
ing in "excursions," because of "the money wasted for hacks and clothes,
the time taken from work, the beer and whiskey guggled." When Wells crit-
icized the intermingling of "teachers, sporting women, saloon toughs, hon-
ored wives and mothers; and black legs" at a local park, her main concern
was their immoral behavior. In her diary she often judged herself by harsh
standards; in her articles she did the same for everyone else.72

Her prudery sometimes won Wells rebukes from fellow journalists. For
example, when George Washington Williams—the author of A History of
the Negro Race from 1619 to 1880—died in 1891, Wells was very critical of
the deceased. Williams was indeed controversial and had been accused of
selling out his race and deserting his wife for other women. His public ac-
tions were considered legitimate topics of journalism, but Wells apparently
discussed his personal failings and mentioned his father's desertion of his
mother. The American Citizen declared, "The Free Speech especially is
very harsh and condemnatory and even refers to his parents with a sneer as
though he were responsible for his birth." The paper also asked, "why pull
aside the curtain and hold up to public scorn his private life, that does not
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belong to the public, no one is benefited, no wrong is righted, no skeleton
is clothed anew." The Indianapolis Freeman censured Free Speech for the
"flippancy and ease with which reputations are made and unmade."73

Given the assaults against her own reputation, Wells seems to have been
too willing to do the same to others.

Wells aimed most of her criticism, however, at perceived failures of
leadership. She believed a handful of Reconstruction leaders had predom-
inated too long and become more interested in rotating the juiciest plums
of patronage than in protecting black rights. Some seemed to remain loyal
to the Republican party primarily for the federal offices they received.
In 1889 the Free Speech declared, "Give the young Republicans a chance
and relegate some of these chronic office holders to the rear. Some of the
old people will die pretty soon and who are to save the country then."
Two years later Wells published a letter that declared, "A man, in a fat of-
fice . . . to which he has been appointed by a white official, does not and
can not safely fulfill the requirements of leadership for the colored race."
According to Wells, this lack of independence was found on the local level
as well. In December 1891 she declared that "in every community there
are Negroes who persecute and betray their race of their own accord to
curry favor with white people and win the title of 'good nigger.'" Another
complaint by Wells was self-proclaimed male leaders' substitution of talk
for action. In spring 1890 she noted plans for the third convention of col-
ored men to be held within six months. She moaned, "If it keeps on at this
rate, the Negro and his grievances, which some of the would be leaders
seem to think can be talked down, will become ridiculous as well as mo-
notonous."74

Although few men lived up to the heroism she attributed to her father,
Wells especially targeted one man for her scorn. Blanche K. Bruce was a
fellow Mississippean, who after serving as that state's senator, continued to
be appointed to various federal offices. He was very wealthy and conserva-
tive on racial issues—the kind of man the white power structure could and
did co-opt. Wells insisted, "What can history say of our Senator Bruce, save
that he held the chair of a Senator for six years, drew his salary and left oth-
ers to champion the Negro's cause in the Senate Chamber?" She further
noted that Bruce "had controlled men as pieces on a checker board, and
made them stepping stones to his ambition" and that he "would have a
more enduring name in history if he possessed more love for his people."75

Later Bruce would return her rebuke.
As much as Wells faulted black leadership, she directed her harshest

criticisms at whites. When the New York Age asked whether the white
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South was civilized, Wells answered, "We are constrained to say not, when
we observe their brutal treatment toward us the weaker race. We believe it
is only savages who impose upon those inferior to themselves." Even before
the brutal Memphis lynching of 1892, Wells was especially disgusted with
white justice, often noting the disparities in the sentencing of black and
white criminals. "Negroes are sent to the work house, jail and penitentiary
for stealing five cents worth of bread or meat, but whites are made honored
citizens, when they steal thousands." She wryly noted that the Negro "Is
imitating the white man too much with different results. If a white man
steals he often times goes to the legislature or congress, and the Negro goes
to jail or the penitentiary." To illustrate her point Wells compared a white
city official who stole six thousand dollars of taxpayers' money with a black
man who stole "a box of cigars, four bottles of whiskey and two steaks, worth
about $7.00." The white man was pardoned by the governor after serving
only fifteen months, while the black one was sentenced to eight years, "or
one year for every eighty-seven and one-half cents he stole."76

The Free Speech not only revealed injustice and discrimination but
also sought remedies. In February 1891 the paper launched a boycott of
one of the city's white newspapers, whose editor seemed "to never lose an
opportunity to abuse the race." The white editors of Memphis criticized
the militancy of the Free Speech on various occasions, sometimes reprint-
ing editorials they found offensive. In 1889, for example, the Avalanche
quoted the Free Speech statement, "The dailies of our city say that the
whites must rule this country. But that is an expression without a thought.
It must be borne in mind that the Lord is going to have something to say
about this and all other government." The offending article also claimed,
"The old Southern voice that was once heard and made the Negroes jump
and run like rats to their holes is 'shut u p ' . . . for the Negro of today is not
the same as Negroes were thirty years ago."77

White Memphis citizens were especially outraged in September 1891
by a fiery Free Speech editorial on a lynching in Georgetown, Kentucky.
They were shocked at the angry words:

Those Georgetown, Ky., Negroes who set fire to the town last week
because a Negro named Dudley had been lynched, show some of the
true spark of manhood by their resentment. We had begun to think
the Negroes.. . where lynching of Negroes has become the sport and
pastime of unknown (?) white citizens, hadn't manhood enough in
them to wriggle and crawl out of the way, much less protect and
defend themselves. Of one thing we may be assured, so long as we



Editorship of the Free Speech 129

permit ourselves to be trampled upon, so long we will have to endure
it. Not until the Negro rises in his might and takes a hand resenting
such cold-blooded murders, if he has to burn up whole towns, will a
halt be called in wholesale lynching.78

Although its style makes it likely Wells wrote it, whites blamed Taylor
Nightingale for the inflammatory article. They could not conceive that it
might be written by a woman. Nightingale was known as a militant minis-
ter, and rumors began circulating that he preached hatred from his pulpit.
He was said to have required his congregation to buy Winchester rifles for
upcoming racial warfare and to have advised a nurse to grab the white in-
fant for which she cared and burst "its brains out against the sidewalk."79

White fear and anger were rampant in the fall of 1891. African Ameri-
can resistance to the rapid increase of segregation that year alarmed many
whites, and Nightingale became a lightning rod for white hostility. At the
same time Nightingale became vulnerable to white action because of dis-
sension in his congregation at Beale Street Baptist Church. Against the ad-
vice of Wells and Fleming, Nightingale had been writing articles in the
Free Speech to discredit his opponents, who were led by Thomas F. Gas-
sells, the black lawyer who had first handled Wells's railroad suit. A show-
down occurred at the church and Nightingale had the dissenters forcibly
removed from the sanctuary.

Assault charges were filed by both sides in the argument. The white
press painted Nightingale as irresponsible and unpopular in biased ac-
counts of the incident. The Appeal-Avalanche even printed a letter suppos-
edly written by the preacher in his own defense. Filled with misspellings
and grammatical mistakes, the letter could hardly have been the work of an
educated minister and editor. Even though legally represented by former
judge James M. Greer, who had taken over Wells's railroad suit from Gas-
sells, Nightingale was easily convicted of assault and sentenced to eighty
days in the Shelby County workhouse. Rather than serve the sentence, he
sold out his interest in the Free Speech and fled to Oklahoma—the out-
come for which the white citizens had probably hoped.80

Wells thus became half-owner of the Free Speech. In one of the articles
in the black press announcing the change, the Age noted, "The Free
Speech is a mighty bright newspaper, and Miss Wells furnishes the light of
it."81 Less than a year later the light provided to Memphis by the Free
Speech was extinguished, following another editorial on lynching.



The Memphis Lynchings

'Neither character nor standing avails the Negro"

E vents that drastically changed the shape of Wells's future began in the
"Curve" in Memphis. Located where the streetcar line sharply

curved at the corner of Walker Avenue and Mississippi Boulevard, the area
was populated by both African Americans and whites. For awhile it was

served exclusively by a white-owned grocery store operated by W. H. Bar-
rett. Like many white store owners in mixed neighborhoods, Barrett had
become accustomed to having no competition. Following the demise of
Reconstruction, however, black economic nationalism became one means
of racial advancement, and African Americans undertook cooperative busi-
ness ventures to raise the necessary capital. In 1889 a number of prominent
black residents established a joint stock grocery store—the People's Gro-
cery Company—in direct competition with the existing store. Thomas
Moss, a close friend of Ida Wells, was the president of the corporation.1

Losing his monopoly, Barrett was hostile to the operation from the be-
ginning. Most black residents of the Curve were members of either Moss's
lodge or church, giving him a competitive advantage. Even some white
residents began patronizing the People's Grocery. Barrett sought a solution
for his diminishing business; a few instances of violence provided a way to
destroy his competitor. According to Wells, the problems began with a
game of marbles. A disagreement over the game led to a fight between a
group of white boys and a group of black boys. When, the white boys got the
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worst end of the fight, Cornelius Hurst, a father of one of them, became
enraged and personally whipped one of the black victors on Wednesday,
2 March 1892. The dispute snowballed as some angry black fathers
gathered in the vicinity of Hurst's home, which was very close to the Peo-
ple's Grocery. Labeling the group a mob, white residents called the police.
Twice officers went to the Curve and found absolutely nothing hap-
pening.2

What occurred next was disputed by the participants. Barrett claimed
that he came to the aid of Hurst and was assaulted with a pistol and a mal-
let. "My head was badly bruised and my face covered in blood," he stated.3

Calvin McDowell, clerk at People's Grocery, said that Barrett entered the
store, accused him of hiding a black participant of the fray, and struck him
with a pistol. "Being the stronger, I got the best of that scrimmage," Mc-
Dowell reportedly explained.4 Barrett quickly exploited the dispute for his
own purposes. He and Hurst went to Judge Julius J. DuBose of the Shelby
County criminal court. DuBose issued a bench warrant for McDowell,
who was arrested on Thursday, posted bond, and was released.

The proprietors of the People's Grocery had been drawn into the fray,
and Barrett got a Shelby County grand jury to indict the grocers for main-
taining a public nuisance. Before those charges were dismissed with nomi-
nal fines, a meeting occurred in the black community. At that gathering, a
few participants let anger color their rhetoric, suggesting dynamite as a
remedy for the "damned white trash." The threat was not serious, but after
hearing rumors of it, Barrett persuaded Judge DuBose that a conspiracy
against whites existed. DuBose issued arrest warrants for two of the inflam-
matory speakers, who were believed to congregate at the People's Grocery
on Saturday nights.

Knowing that officers would be going to the People's Grocery to arrest
the men, Barrett spread a rumor that a white mob intended to raid the
store. To prepare for the anticipated raid, the store's owners consulted an at-
torney, who informed them that they were justified in defending them-
selves because they were outside of the city limits and, consequently, also
outside the police protection of the city. Therefore, they stationed armed
guards to protect the store from the expected Saturday night assault. At
about ten o'clock that night, clerk Calvin McDowell was waiting on a few
final customers when shots rang out in the back room. The guards had
fired on nine armed white men, dressed in civilian clothes, who were ap-
proaching the store.

Three deputies were wounded during the brief shoot-out before most
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of the black patrons and guards fled. The remaining deputies sounded the
alarm, gathered more troops, and returned to the store, where they arrested
about a dozen men, including Calvin McDowell and Will Stewart, a stock-
holder in People's Grocery. Prisoners seemed to have been rounded up at
random; only four admitted even being at the store. Thomas Moss, presi-
dent of the company, was not among those arrested and was not mentioned
in the early accounts. Soon, however, he was described as the ringleader
and the one who shot the most seriously wounded deputy—even though
another man had first been named and Moss and his wife insisted he had
been at home during the incident.

Memphis whites immediately magnified the incident. Headlines
screamed "A Bloody Riot." People rapidly spread frightening rumors of a
massive black uprising. The Sunday paper described the People's Grocery
as "nest of turbulent and unruly negroes."5 A day later the Appeal-
Avalanche described the deputies as "being led into an ambush and sub-
jected to the murderous fire of a band of negroes who were without griev-
ance, and were actuated solely by race prejudice and a vicious and
venomous rancor."6 Many white men and boys were deputized, and most
whites armed themselves for the coming "war." A few participated in loot-
ing the People's Grocery and were reported as taking some eighteen hun-
dred dollars worth of goods. By the time the frenzy was finished, white
"deputies" had broken into over a hundred black homes and arrested thirty
more so-called conspirators, including Thomas Moss. The accused men
were held without bond and not allowed any visitors. Some were beaten;
one required crutches for a long time afterward.

On Sunday and Monday nights the jail was guarded by the Tennessee
Rifles, an African American state militia, of which Calvin McDowell was a
member. Indeed McDowell was wearing his militia fatigues when arrested.
Eventually, Judge DuBose issued an order to disarm all the city's black cit-
izens— including the Tennessee Rifles. Gun shop owners were forbidden
to sell guns to African Americans. Whites forcibly entered the black militia
armory, taking the confiscated rifles to the sheriffs office. The black mili-
tia officers protested to both city authorities and the state militia comman-
der. After their protests fell on deaf ears, some of the men issued a state-
ment to the press expressing their bitterness. They noted, "To wear the
livery of a commonwealth that regards us with distrust and suspicion, a
commonwealth that extracts an oath from us to defend its laws and then
fails to protect us in the rights it guarantees, is an insult to our intelligence
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and manhood."7 Refusing to drill with wooden sticks for rifles, the men of
the Tennessee Rifles disbanded, never to meet again.

White fear remained unrelieved and white anger unsatiated. Sensa-
tional press accounts inflamed passions. Four days after the shoot-out at the
People's Grocery, a group of whites entered the jail and seized three pris-
oners: Thomas Moss, Calvin McDowell, and Will Stewart. Significantly,
the three had no prior criminal records and claimed not to have fired any
shots. All were prominent and respected citizens of the black community.
Moss was employed by the federal government as a mail carrier and taught
Sunday school at Avery Chapel A.M.E. Church. (When arrested on Sun-
day afternoon, he still had Sunday school literature in his pocket.) The ma-
jor "crime" seems to have been the three men's prominent positions in the
ownership and operation of the People's Grocery. The black community
insisted all three were model citizens; on the other hand, even white neigh-
bors denounced Barrett's store as "a crap den and gambling hell."8

The three prisoners were seized around three o'clock in the morning
and carried about a mile north of town. Moss reportedly begged for his life
for the sake of "his wife and child and his unborn baby" and, when asked if
he had any last words, replied "tell my people to go West—there is no jus-
tice for them here." He was then fatally shot. Calvin McDowell was re-
ported to have gotten hold of one lyncher's gun and refused to release it
until a bullet shattered his fist. Both he and Stewart were also fatally shot,
and McDowell's eyes were gouged out. Their bodies were discovered at
dawn laying stretched out and partly covered with brush.9

The first articles about the lynching in white newspapers reported the
jailer's account of a lynch mob of seventy-five masked men wresting away
his prisoners. The New York Times carried a particularly vivid account of
this version. The jailer described how he was chatting with a friend when
the bell rang. He asked "Who's there?" and someone claimed to be deliv-
ering a prisoner. The jailer unlatched the gate and two or three men
shoved through so rapidly that the jailer claimed he did not realize that
they were masked until after he "had been trapped." The jailer's account
continued to detail his being searched for the cell keys and tied around the
hands. The mob then supposedly searched the cells, terrorizing the twenty-
seven black inmates until Moss, McDowell, and Stewart were found and
gagged. The account was so vivid that it seemed to provide credible reasons
for the jailer's failure to identify any of the mob members. The only prob-
lem is that it was riddled with falsehoods. By the end of March, all accounts
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agreed that no more than ten men had participated in the brutal murders.

The first white newspaper account of the lynching is both telling and

chilling in its description of the methodical actions of the mob:

The affair was one of the more orderly of its kind ever conducted,
judging from the accounts. There was no whooping, not even loud
talking, no cursing, in fact nothing boisterous. Everything was done
decently and in order.

The vengeance was sharp, swift and sure, but administered with
due regard to the fact that people were asleep all around the jail, and
that it is not good form to arouse people from their slumbers at 3
o'clock in the morning.10

African Americans in Memphis were certain that the responsible par-

ties were known to law enforcement officials. One newspaper carried de-

tailed accounts of the lynching that could only be known to a participant

or witness. Nevertheless, the inquest held on the day the bodies were found

issued the verdict: "We find that the deceased were taken from the Shelby

County Jail by a masked mob of men, the men overpowered, and taken to

Picture of the bodies of Moss, Stewart, and McDowell, from the Memphis Appeal-
Avalanche, 10 March 1892.
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an old field and shot to death by parties unknown by the jury." The attor-
ney general proclaimed that the lynchers would be tried and convicted. He
requested the governor to provide a five hundred dollar reward for the ar-
rest and conviction of each participant. The grand jury met in several ses-
sions to hear the testimony of many witnesses, all of whom claimed not to
be able to identify any of the lynchers. After almost two weeks of hearings,
the grand jury failed to indict anyone, and no one was ever tried for the
crimes.

The black community in Memphis was outraged by the murders.
When the bodies were taken to Walsh's undertaking establishment on
9 March, a crowd of about two hundred African Americans surrounded the
building, muttering and cursing. That crowd and another that began gath-
ering at the Curve were dispersed by about 150 armed whites sent by Judge
DuBose to "preserve order." Before too long, almost everyone except the
armed deputies were off the streets. Both white and black citizens waited
anxiously in their homes, fearing further escalation of the hostilities.

The following afternoon the funerals of the three victims were held si-
multaneously at Avery Chapel on Desoto Street. A large crowd filed past
the three coffins in front of the altar. Many had skipped work to be there. A
number visibly reacted with either grief or anger—especially when they
saw the mutilated face of Calvin McDowell. They also frequently inter-
rupted the funeral address with sobs and shouts. Although the address was
emotional and forceful, a witness noted that the minister "said nothing cal-
culated to incite his hearers to deeds of violence."11 After the service, the
bodies were taken to the Mount Zion Cemetery for interment. The
crowds' emotions were Unabated; Tom Moss's widow fainted at the grave-
side of her husband.

Ida Wells was in Natchez during the entire episode and did not get
back to Memphis in time for the funeral, but she was among those mourn-
ing Moss. She called Tom and Betty Moss "the best friends I had in town"
and served as the godmother of their daughter Maurine. Wells admired
Thomas Moss for his willingness "to defend the cause of right and fight
wrong." She lamented, "He was well liked, a favorite with everyone; yet he
was murdered with no more consideration than if he had been a dog."12

She expressed her anger in an editorial that week.

The city of Memphis has demonstrated that neither character nor
standing avails the Negro if he dares to protect himself against the
white man or become his rival. There is nothing we can do about the
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lynching now, as we are out-numbered and without arms. The white
mob could help itself to ammunition without pay, but the order was
rigidly enforced against the selling of guns to Negroes. There is
therefore only one thing left that we can do; save our money and
leave a town which will neither protect our lives and property, nor
give us a fair trial in the courts, but takes us out and murders us in
cold blood when accused by white persons.13

Others agreed with Wells about the hopelessness of the situation. A lit-

tle less than two weeks after the lynching, African Americans in Memphis

organized an evening protest meeting. More than a thousand people at-

tended. Former city council member Lymus Wallace served as the chair,

and the Reverends W. A. Binkley and B. A. Imes gave talks. Before ad-

journing at 11:00 P.M., the crowd approved a set of resolutions that con-

demned the lynchings and urged the prosecution of the offenders. They

also exhorted thousands of black citizens to leave the city and "seek among

strangers the protection of just laws, impartially enforced, which is denied

them here." The group denounced the white press for "magnifying street-

corner brawls into a race riot" and for asserting the victims "belonged to the

tough, desperate element of the colored community [which] is shamefully

false."14

Despite giving biased accounts of the triple murder, at first the white

newspapers had proclaimed, "The lynching can be defended on no possi-

ble ground." One editorial declared that "the community has been

wronged, and public sentiment outraged." After the protest meeting, how-

ever, the paper "deplored" the meeting as premature and urged black citi-

zens not to leave until after the grand jury had acted. One prominent white

citizen urged a biracial mass meeting to raise funds to bring the lynchers to

justice "in view of the fact that much valuable labor is leaving our city."15

Over time, however, many white Memphians became defensive about the

lynching after the city was roundly denounced in black and white papers

nationwide.

Lynching was on the rise throughout the South, and black papers de-

plored its rise and condemned its participants. The Memphis lynchings

seemed to crystallize all the feelings of rage and bewilderment. The De-

troit Plaindealer described that reaction:

The events of the past few weeks are enough to set the blood rushing
with fire and indignation in the youth and to create a fever in the
blood of age. All over this country the people should be aroused,
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Wells (at left) with Betty Moss, the widow of Tom Moss and his children (courtesy
of the University of Chicago Library).

meetings held, organizations formed, and offers of assistance in a
substantial way be made to bring these murderers to justice.16

The Kansas City American Citizen was more outspoken, claiming that

the lynching "seems to us to call for something more than patient en-

durance—It calls for dynamite and blood-shed." The Langston City Her-

ald echoed those sentiments, asking "What race or class of people on God's
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footstool would tolerate the continual slaughter of its own without a re-
volt."17 The Coffeyville, Kansas, Afro-American Advocate deplored the "in-
appeasable [sic] appetites of those Southern bloodsuckers" and declared,
"Something must be done before it is too late." The desire of many to do
something led African Americans to organize a national day of fasting to de-
nounce murderous mobs and to hold protest meetings in cities across the
nation. In Chicago a thousand people assembled at Bethel A.M.E. Church
and heard Chicago Conservator editor Ferdinand Barnett and others ex-
press their anger.18

The white Memphis press took note of the Chicago meeting and de-
plored the damning editorials in northern white newspapers. Within a few
months, Memphis whites began to explain and defend lynching. The
Scimitar did not mince words and proclaimed, "Whenever it comes to a
conflict between the races the Scimitar is for the grand old Anglo-Saxon
every time no matter what the original cause. To preserve the purity and su-
periority of the white race is a duty we owe to God and civilization." The
Appeal-Avalanche continued to state its opposition to lynching, but began
to blame the victims. In replies to editorials in white Boston and Chicago
papers, it raised the issue of rape, although rape had nothing at all to do
with this particular lynching. Asserting in one day's paper that when "an
unprotected woman is assaulted . . . chivalrous men in the neighborhood
forget there are such things as courts," the Appeal-Avalanche the next day
declared, "There is strong sentiment in the South against lynch law, but
the negro himself can stop it more effectually than anybody else. Let him
call a halt on surreptitious crimes on white people and the lynchings will
stop." The Weekly Commercial deplored the fact that even lynching did not
seem to deter rape. Citing two rapes that followed a widely publicized
lynching, it lamented the "uncontrollable viciousness of the negro and the
increasing difficulty of restraining his brutal passions by punishment, how-
ever prompt and extreme."19

The Free Speech was also filled with news of the lynching and its after-
math. The black press widely reprinted its articles and editorials. The
Topeka Times-Observer noted Wells's "flattering tribute" to the lynching
victims and proclaimed, "Her editorials on it, are vigerous [sic] and to the
point." The Detroit Plaindealer carried her accounts of such events as the
disbanding of the Tennessee Rifles and the sheriff's sale of the People's
Grocery. The American Citizen reprinted a Free Speech editorial that re-
counted the contributions of African Americans to the city and the aid they
provided during the yellow fever epidemic before demanding the lynchers
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be brought to justice in "the name of God and in the name of the law we
have always obeyed." The Afro-American Advocate quoted Wells's com-
ments on the death of Judge DuBose's fourteen-year-old son, "They say the
Judge's grief over his loss was terrible. So was that of the families of the mur-
dered men to whom Judge DuBose refused bond, and left an easy prey to
the mob." She described how they were "dragged away and murdered [by]
what seems the connivance of the strong arm of the law."20

Wells was convinced the lynchers were known and abetted by DuBose
and others. She was furious with white Memphis officials, but she was also
deeply disturbed by the failure of black leadership and God to protect her
people. Her vision of manhood called for heroic action; her vision of God
called for justice. The wanton murder of her close friend gave reality to the
bleak statistics on lynching. Struggling to understand how it could have
happened, she came to believe neither the federal government nor African
Americans had done enough to prevent the slaughter of innocent people.
She felt black leaders had become too self-serving to be able to wrest pro-
tection from the government. She voiced her frustrations and rage in one
editorial:

Where are our "leaders" when the race is being burnt, shot and
hanged? Holding good fat offices and saying not a word—just as they
were when the Civil Rights bill was repealed and the Blair Educa-
tional and Federal Election bills were defeated. They tell us this
great government can protect its citizens on foreign soil, but is help-
less when it comes to protecting them at home, and hence however
much the Negro is abused and outraged—"our leaders" make no
demands on the country to protect us, nor come forward with any
practical plan for changing the condition of affairs. A few big offices
and the control of a little Federal patronage [are] not sufficient rec-
ompense for the lives lost, the blood shed and the rights denied the

Her words foreshadowed the 1960s Black Power advocates' ideology of co-
opted leadership and their assertion that black visibility is not the same as
black power.

African Americans' sense of powerlessness escalated as they increas-
ingly were denied both suffrage and the equal protection of the laws in the
late nineteenth century. With the collapse of Reconstruction came mount-
ing hostility from white southerners and waning support from white north-
erners. Emigration schemes flourish in times of disillusionment, and black

r a c e . 21
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Memphians had grown more and more disillusioned following the 1886
city election. Like black southerners everywhere, some began to believe
their only effective defense was flight. Like white southerners everywhere,
white Memphians debated the desirability of black emigration. Even be-
fore the 1892 lynching, African Americans had begun to leave Memphis
while competing white choruses sang "good riddance" and "stay, we need
your labor." Some whites sought to drive black citizens out of the city; oth-
ers tried to intimidate emigration agents with violence. In 1889 the Free
Speech wryly noted, "The Negroes in this part of the world are between two
hot fires. The Avalanche will not let the colored brother remain in the
South in peace and the Appeal will not let the sons of Africa get away in
safety. What must they do?"22

White and black leaders were divided over the issue of black emigra-
tion. At the end of the century two major sites were proclaimed as the
promised land for African Americans: Liberia and the American West.
Generally, exodus was more favored by the black working class than the
elite, who had financial ties to their southern homes. Wells was ambivalent
toward emigration. Respecting the great militant A.M.E. Bishop Henry
McNeal Turner, she supported his idea of turning Liberia into an African
homeland and power base for African Americans—at least for those who
desired to go. For most Memphians, however, Oklahoma seemed a more
likely location for resettlement—an idea promoted by E. P. McCabe, the
former African American state auditor of Kansas. The federal government
was opening more land for settlement in Oklahoma as the result of the ces-
sion of Cherokee lands. With the hope of making Oklahoma into a pre-
dominantly black state, McCabe founded Langston City, Oklahoma, in
late 1890 and urged African American settlement in the territory. In Janu-
ary and February 1892, debates raged in both the black and white commu-
nities of Memphis over the desirability of black emigration to Oklahoma.
Wells's cousin's husband, I. F. Norris, was an emigration agent. Others in
Memphis, however, formed an Anti-Oklahoma Society. Until the lynch-
ing, Wells was apparently skeptical of Oklahoma as a land of opportunity.23

After the lynching, Wells joined others in urging African Americans to
leave Memphis. In April she noted, "Many of our exchanges have been
calling Memphis hell, without stopping to think they were doing the real
hell an injustice. Hell proper is a place of punishment for the wicked —
Memphis is a place of punishment for the good, brave and enterprising."
Many quoted the purported last words of Thomas Moss urging his people
to go West. Western newspapers used the lynching to solicit immigrants.
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After declaring that "Memphis would be a good place for the colored peo-
ple to leave," the Langston City Herald stressed its city's black control and
described conditions there. "Here your life is safe. Here your liberty is un-
questioned. Here your rights are granted freely because they belong to you.
Here you can develop whatever manhood or womanhood you possess.
Here you can be all that God intended you to be."24

Migration had begun in earnest months before the lynching and
rapidly accelerated after it. White and black papers all over the country
commented on the exodus. In Memphis some of the white papers sought
to discourage emigration by painting dismal pictures of life in Oklahoma.
I. F. Morris convinced Wells that she should investigate the conditions
there and report back to the Free Speech so that the people could know the
truth.25

Railroads serving the West were major propagandists for western settle-
ment in order to increase traffic and to sell the land granted them to fi-
nance construction. They gave passes to individuals who they thought
would lend support. Wells recalled that when she approached the general
passenger agent in Kansas City for a pass, he informed her that "We have
two men, one of whom is a preacher, getting facts." According to Wells, she
told him, "Yes, but the folks say these men are in the employ of your road
and are being paid to travel over that road." When he asked, "Wouldn't
they say the same thing about you?", she replied, "No sir, they would be-
lieve whatever I told them." She got her pass.26

In early April 1892, Wells spent about three weeks in Oklahoma visit-
ing a number of cities. Accompanied by an attorney, W R. Berry, she called
on the governor and state offices before dropping by the desks of the daily
papers in Guthrie. Her next stop was the United States Land Office. She
then visited the Langston City Herald, which reported her visit and her
later trips in its columns. As usual she made quite an impact on those she
met. The Herald gushed over her "real interest in the race" and the cour-
age with which she "boarded the train at her home alone, unattended."
The paper described Wells as "rather prepossessing in her personal appear-
ance" and "an easy agreeable conversationalist."27

After she left Langston City, Wells journeyed to Oklahoma City and
left there to visit Kingfisher, which was to be the site of a race for new lands.
Potential settlers were to gather there to await the official opening of area
for settlement, at which time they would rush across the starting line to
stake their claims. According to the Langston City Herald, Wells did "not
take kindly to Oklahoma." The paper suggested that she expected "too
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much of those who inhabit the 'wild and woolly west.'" Although the Her-
ald agreed with Wells that there was "no ready employment" to support "an
indiscriminate exodist [sic] of our people," it charged that Wells erred
when she asserted she could not find "any inducements for men of money
to come."28

If Wells had reservations about Oklahoma, it did not stop her from con-
tinuing to support emigration from Memphis. She was especially pleased
to see the impact such emigration had on white Memphians. The Mem-
phis business community was feeling the economic impact of the flight of
its black citizens. About six weeks after the lynching, officers of the City
Railway Company came to the offices of the Free Speech. Distressed by the
declining black patronage of their streetcars, they believed that African
Americans feared electricity and asked the paper to reassure its black read-
ers. Wells pointed out that the cars had been run by electricity for six
months but the patronage had declined only in the previous six weeks —
since the lynchings. After they left, Wells reported the interview in the Free
Speech and "told the people to keep up the good work."29

Many took the advice of Wells and others and left to try their fate else-
where. Newspapers all over the nation reported groups of hundreds leaving
Memphis. Two Baptist ministers, R. N. Countee and W. A. Binkley, went
West with a large portion of their congregations. After the lynchings, both
the Living Way and the Free Speech vigorously supported colonization,
much to the disgust of another of the city's black newspapers. The Mem-
phis Reflector declared, "It is easy enough to cry go! go! go! but it takes a lit-
tle longer to figure the cost."30 Most African American newspapers, how-
ever, supported the flight from Memphis and reveled in the economic
distress of the city's white population. Sensing black economic clout was a
potent tool against lynching, the Detroit Plaindealer tried to organize a
fund-raising effort to provide loans to the citizens who wished to join the
exodusters.31

The lynchings rocked Memphis and the nation; they also shook the
very foundations of Wells's personal world. She had been angered for a
long time by the humiliating expansion of segregation and had been dis-
turbed by the declining political power of African Americans. These were
the focus of her concern as a member of the black middle class. Although
Wells had considered it deplorable, lynching was distant from her personal
concerns. It was unfair, unjust, and happened to other people. In her
world, innocent persons were lynched —but not respectable ones. She
later recalled:
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Like many another person who had read of lynching in the South, I
had accepted the idea meant to be conveyed—that although lynch-
ing was irregular and contrary to law and order, unreasoning anger
over the terrible crime of rape led to the lynching; that perhaps the
brute deserved to die anyhow and the mob was justified in taking
his life.

But Thomas Moss, Calvin McDowell, and Lee Stewart had
been lynched . . . with just as much brutality as other victims of the
mob; and they had committed no crime against white women. This
is what opened my eyes to what lynching really was. An excuse to get
rid of Negroes who were acquiring wealth and property and thus
keep the race terrorized and "keep the nigger down."32

With the lynching of a friend, her eyes were opened and her spirit enraged.
Even more than segregation and disfranchisement, lynching inspired a

fury that forced Wells to act.
Wells filled the columns of the Free Speech with antilynching tirades.

She also began to study white and black newspapers for the alleged causes

of various lynchings, quickly discovering that rape was not even charged in
at least two-thirds of the cases she examined. Of those charged with rape,

the guilt of many was doubtful. Sometimes merely looking at a white
woman in the "wrong way" was called rape. Other times the cry of rape
arose when clandestine, voluntary sexual liaisons between white women
and black men were exposed. In whites' minds such relationships were as
bad as, if not worse, than rape. They were in some ways even more of an af-
front to the cult of true womanhood—at whose shrine so many southern
white males worshiped.

Wells correctly diagnosed the major purpose of lynching in the 1890s

as racial terrorism. At that time rape was only beginning to be used as the
primary excuse for lynching. Few African Americans had been lynched

prior to the Civil War. Not only did slaves have a monetary value but slav-
ery itself also served as a sufficient system of racial control and domination.
Immediately after emancipation, white southerners greatly feared the un-
known consequences of slavery's end. One wellspring of that fear was the
specter of black revenge. Although slaveowners had fervently wished to be-
lieve that their slaves were happy and content, they knew that potential Nat
Turners lurked behind the masks of deference worn by even their most
trusted slaves. Emancipation exacerbated that terror, and whites began to
imagine signs of coming insurrection. Lynching black suspects exorcised
the demons of white hysteria.
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As Wells soon learned, the horror of insurrection began to subside in
white minds as more and more of the so-called plots turned out to be the
figments of overwrought imaginations. A genuine threat to white domina-
tion existed, however, in African American political power after black fran-
chisement during Reconstruction. "Black rule" became an apparition
almost as terrifying as black insurrection. Firmly believing in black inferi-
ority, white southerners recoiled from the idea of African Americans con-
trolling their lives. Demonized black politicians were painted as ignorant,
corrupt, and incompetent. Lynching became a way of intimidating black
voters and was justified as necessary to prevent the destruction of white civ-
ilization by black barbarism.

In the 1890s, however, the threat of black political power waned with
the imposition of "legal" means of disfranchisement. Across the South, poll
taxes, literacy tests, and residency requirements reduced the numbers of
black registered voters—often by arbitrary and unfair enforcement of the
provisions. Nevertheless, African Americans would not move submissively
into "their place." Black advancement threatened the ideological and so-
cial underpinnings of the South. As W. E. B. Du Bois noted, "There is one
thing that the white South feared more than negro dishonesty, ignorance,
and incompetency, and that was negro honesty, knowledge, and effi-
ciency." Black success did not generate respect but revulsion and fear.
White store owners like Barrett did not want to have to compete with black
businessmen like Moss — they might lose. The elevation of educated Afri-
can Americans meant the degradation of poor, ignorant whites. If African
Americans would not stay in their place at the bottom of society, some
whites might be forced to occupy that place. That would be a blow to poor
whites' psyches and would jeopardize elite whites' ability to use race to
control the poor white voter.33

Legalized segregation provided tangible and continual reminders of
"black inferiority" to all whites as well as African Americans. Segregation
was never really about separation but degradation. Interracial contact and
indeed intimacy continued to be allowed —provided those contacts did not
in any way imply equality. White babies nursing at black breasts was legal;
interracial checker playing was not. Sexual liaisons between white men
and black women were tolerated; physical intimacy between white women
and black men was the strongest of all the emerging taboos associated with
Jim Crow. In a patriarchal society dominated by the cult of true woman-
hood, women were presumed not to enjoy sex, so all sexual relations rep-
resented male "conquest." Thus white men could have sexual intercourse



The Memphis Lynchings 145

with black women without any suggestion of equality; indeed, the preva-
lence of white men raping black women after emancipation was a contin-
ued assertion of sexual power.34 However, white women who submitted—
either willingly or not—to sexual acts with black men forfeited power and
therefore status to the "inferior race."

Rape became a metaphor in the white mind for any assault on white
supremacy. It also became a convenient excuse for lynching, when "black
rule" lost its credibility. Although motivations for lynching varied in differ-
ent regions and different time periods, in the South of the 1890s lynchings
usually were assertions of white supremacy and black powerlessness. Dur-
ing that decade, they grew to average more than two a week precisely be-
cause African Americans were resisting segregation and disfranchisement.
Lynching was necessary to force acceptance of Jim Crow and to limit black
advancement. Nevertheless, executing people for excelling hardly seemed
honorable or civilized; protection of the purity of womankind was a more
appealing rationale.

Honor, chivalry, and violent retaliation as the bases of "manliness" lin-
gered longer in the South than in the North for various reasons. The pres-
ence of slavery had become intertwined with a code of honor in which a
person's good reputation was the most valuable asset to possess. Honorable
men were expected to respond immediately to any slight of them or their
families — especially their women—with physical force. The power of such
ideals in early America is seen in the widespread practices of dueling and
gunslinging. The code of honor had always been strongest in the South. By
the late nineteenth century such modernizing forces as industrialization
and urbanization had weakened the code's hold in the North, and restraint
and discipline began to replace the violent defense of one's honor as the
qualities of "true men."35

At the same time, military defeat and the economic dependency of the
South challenged southern whites' manhood. Not able to excel in the post-
war economic and social climate, Dixie's men refused to accept new defi-
nitions of manliness and clung stubbornly to old concepts of honor.
African Americans' reluctance to play the deferential roles of slaves be-
came especially galling as southerners sought to recreate the past in which
the South had wealth and power. Lynching was often a lesson in role-
playing made heroic by dubbing it a chivalrous defense of womanhood.
Even white racial "liberals" in both the North and South accepted the lie
and moderated their attacks on lynching. The horror of lynching was tem-
pered by the atrocity of rape.36
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Rape as a new rationale required some historical distortions to be cred-
itable. How did one explain why rape had only recently required lynching
as a remedy? The only plausible answer was that black rapists had just be-
come a problem. Why had black men not raped white women in the past
and why had they suddenly become a race of rapists? The solution to that
riddle became the proclaimed ability of slavery to restrain the "bestial ten-
dencies" of African Americans. White southerners argued that a new gen-
eration of Negroes was emerging—one that had never experienced the
guiding hand of masters. Without such tutelage the children and grand-
children of slaves reverted to their savage natures. Ironically, both the de-
fenders and attackers of lynching accepted the myth that black men had
not raped white women before or during the Civil War. Records show oth-
erwise. Both during and after slavery black men did rape white women,
though not nearly as often as white men raped black women. The antebel-
lum cases did not, however, provoke the same level of fear and rage among
whites. Some black men were actually acquitted of charges if there was ev-
idence of the white woman's consent, especially if the woman was from the
lower classes.37 Rape in the 1890s came to have a new symbolic power as a
dramatic display of black insubordination. It also provided a convenient ex-
cuse for lynching after earlier ones were discredited.

Ida B. Wells's anger grew as she began to grasp the true meaning of
lynching in the 1890s. She was not the first to expose rape as a mythical
cause of mob action, but she soon became the loudest and most persistent
voice for truth. Her first step toward her role as full-time antilynching ac-
tivist came in May 1892 with the publication of another editorial on the
subject. It certainly was not her first antilynching statement, but it was the
first time she openly addressed the issue of rape. In the 21 May edition of
the Free Speech she proclaimed the following:

Eight Negroes lynched since last issue of the Free Speech —one at
Little Rock, Ark., last Saturday morning where the citizens broke (?)
into the penitentiary and got their man; three near Anniston, Ala.,
one near New Orleans—on the same old racket, the new alarm
about raping white women.; and three at Clarksville, Ga., for killing
a white man. The same programme of hanging, then shooting bul-
lets into the lifeless bodies was carried out to the letter.

Nobody in this section of the country believes the old thread-
bare lie that Negro men rape white women. If Southern white men
are not careful, they will over-reach themselves and public sentiment
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will have a reaction; a conclusion will then be reached which will be
very damaging to the moral reputation of their women.38

The editorial became a ticking bomb, but Wells was out of town when it
exploded.

Even before the March lynchings Wells had planned a three-week trip
to Philadelphia and New York City. She had rarely traveled to the East and
was excited to go. Bishop Henry McNeal Turner of the A.M.E. Church
had urged Wells to attend the general conference of that denomination in
Philadelphia. She stayed with Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, a well-
known black poet, abolitionist, orator, and temperance advocate, who un-
doubtedly served as another female role model for Wells. Wells had also
been invited by T. Thomas Fortune of the New York Age to visit his city. Al-
though she was not "favorably impressed" by the A.M.E. conference, she
"met all the big guns of the .. . church, who made a big fuss over our only
female editor." Wells enjoyed visiting once again with Bishop Turner and
was especially impressed by Bishop Daniel A. Payne. It was their first and
last meeting, and Wells noted later that he "fulfilled my every ideal of what
I thought a Negro bishop ought to be." She also relished her visit with Fan-
nie Jackson Coppin, a leading black educator, and her husband L. J. Cop-
pin, who edited the A.M.E. Review. On the Tuesday after the conference,
she had breakfast with the couple, visited Fannie Coppin's famous school,
and boarded the train for New York.39

While Wells relaxed on the train, Memphis was in turmoil. The local
white papers expressed rage at her editorial, which they attributed to J. L.
Fleming, the co-owner of the Free Speech. The Memphis Commercial
printed part of Wells's editorial and declared:

The fact that a black scoundrel is allowed to live and utter such
loathsome and repulsive calumnies is a volume of evidence as to the
wonderful patience of Southern whites. But we have had enough of
it. There are some things the Southern white man will not tolerate
and the obscene intimations of the foregoing have brought the writer
to the outermost limit of public patience. We hope we have said
enough.40

The editorial implied a threat of violence, but the Evening Scimitar was
not so subtle. It published the Commercial's editorial and issued a graphic
threat to Fleming as the presumed author of the Free Speech editorial.
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Patience under such circumstances is not a virtue. If the negroes
themselves do not apply the remedy without delay it will be the duty
of those he has attacked to tie the wretch who utters these calumnies
to a stake at the intersection of Main and Madison Sts., brand him on
the forehead with a hot iron and perform upon him a surgical oper-
ation with a pair of tailor's shears.41

After the publication of these editorials, whites held an angry meeting
at the Merchants Exchange on 27 May 1892. Fearing a lynching, Fleming
left town — driven out once again as he had been from Marion, Arkansas.

Meanwhile, in New York City, Fortune greeted Wells at the train with an
account of the incident from the New York Sun. According to that account,
a mob had descended on the offices of the Free Speech, destroyed its fur-
nishings, and posted a death threat to anyone attempting to publish the pa-
per again. Other accounts were not so dramatic, claiming the paper's
equipment had been sold to pay creditors. Either way white Memphians
made clear their determination to shut down the Free Speech.42

At first Wells thought of going back to Memphis, feeling she would be

safer than Fleming because she was a woman and a longtime resident of
the city. She wired her lawyer, B. F. Booth, for an assessment of the situa-
tion. Telegrams and letters from him and others urged her not to return and
described strange white men "abruptly inquiring" whether Wells was in

town. She noted that friends told her that "whites had declared they would
bleed my face and hang me in front of the Court House." Fearing a "con-
flict which would entail great slaughter," Wells decided to seek her fate

elsewhere.43

Even before the events of 27 May, Wells had been thinking of relocat-
ing. Soon afterward she proclaimed, "I had hoped to continue South or
West the work only a fearlessly edited Negro journal can do for the race."
According to that early account, the office had not been destroyed but in-
stead "placed in the hands of the Sheriff and . . . sold to satisfy creditors."
Because Wells and Fleming were unable to collect debts owed to them, she
lamented that "in a few days, was destroyed what has taken years to build."
She was particularly perturbed because the Free Speech "was just get-
ting . . . in shape to be profitable to all parties concerned." Without funds
to start a new paper, Wells accepted Fortune's offer to join the Age and let
that paper fill unexpired Free Speech subscriptions, which Wells numbered
at two thousand. She announced her connection with the Age, informed
the public that she would report on the "Southern field," and asked for her
readers' continued support.44
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From the retrospect of her later years, Wells noted she had first thought
that the destruction of her paper had been the result of "the white south-
erner's chivalrous defense of his womanhood." Decades later, however, she
decided that whites had been plotting against the Free Speech before the of-
fending editorial. Wells described the real source of their anger by saying,
"For the first time in their lives the white people of Memphis had seen
earnest united action by Negroes which upset economic and business con-
ditions." She concluded, "In casting about for the cause of all this restless-
ness and dissatisfaction the leaders concluded that the Free Speech was the
disturbing factor. They were right."45

As most autobiographers do, Wells likely exaggerated her influence by
claiming her paper was the "disturbing factor." Other leaders and organi-
zations protested the events. In fact another of the city's black newspapers
was also threatened. In April it had seemed that the Living Way might well
be the target of mob action. Threats were made to lynch its editor, who
replied, "But one consoling thing to me which may be discouraging to the
would-be lynchers, is that when I am lynched my soul will not go down to
hell, where the souls of the lynchers will soon be."46

The triple lynching had raised the specter of mob law for all outspoken
leaders of the African American community in Memphis. The impossible
now seemed possible — even probable. Wells later wrote:

I had bought a pistol the first thing after Tom Moss was lynched,
because I expected some cowardly retaliation from the lynchers. I
felt that one had better die fighting against injustice than to die like
a dog or a rat in a trap. I had already determined to sell my life as
dearly as possible if attacked. I felt if I could take one lyncher with
me, this would even up the score a little bit.47

In the end, however, Wells would "even the score a little bit" with her
pen, not her pistol. Instead of quieting her, the mob gave the fiery editor
a larger audience for her attacks on lynching and more subtle forms of
Jim Crow.
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Indictment of Lynching

'The cold-blooded savagery of white devils'

' \ T T e cannot see what the 'good' citizens of Memphis gained by sup-
V V pressing the Free Speech," the St. Paul Appeal declared in August

1892. "They stopped the papers of a few hundreds subscribers and drove
Miss Ida B. Wells to New York, and now she is telling the story to hundreds
of thousands of readers." Another black newspaper noted, "If those sneak-
ing cowardly Negro hating Memphis copper-heads think they have gained
anything by this arrangement they are welcome to it."1 Memphis whites
probably had no idea that driving the Free Speech from their city would be
so harmful to them. They did not quiet Wells or J. L. Fleming but instead
gave them the moral authority of martyrdom. Wells was even honored by
the school she had left in disgrace: Rust College awarded her an honorary
Master of Arts degree soon after her exile.2

African American editors across the nation expressed outrage at the
ousting of the Free Speech. The sentiments were well expressed by the Cof-
feyville, Kansas, Afro-American Advocate.

The fearless spirit of Ida Wells editor of the Memphis Free Speech
[has been] spoken of in these columns and her bravery commended.
Among all civilized people, courage commends itself to brave peo-
ple but among the barbarians, of the Memphis stripe, her courage
was a menace, so these brave, chivalrous southern people, made up
their minds to drive this plucky little woman out of town.3

150
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The editorial further noted the willingness of Memphis whites to assassi-
nate both Fleming and Wells for "no other reason than the exercise of their
rights of free speech." It sarcastically concluded, "This is a very striking ex-
ample of the superiority of the white race."4

African Americans' anger was also fueled by the trials of the so-called
Curve rioters soon after Wells and Fleming left Memphis. Editorials fre-
quently linked the exile and the trials in their condemnations of the city.
The Plaindealer proclaimed that "one outrage upon another has followed
the Memphis massacre." The Indianapolis Freeman listed five of the black
defendants and reported their sentences, which ranged from fifteen years
in the penitentiary to eleven months in the county workhouse. It then
noted that none of the white lynchers had yet been found. Another column
in the 17 June Plaindealer angrily related, "Judge DuBose thought the pun-
ishment too light and, after lecturing the jury, ordered them out of the
courtroom."5

Most black newspapers noted Wells's and Fleming's exiles and offered
words of encouragement for their new endeavors. Although Wells received
the most attention, Fleming was also praised for reestablishing the Free
Speech in Chicago. The reborn paper was lauded by the Topeka Weekly
Call, which declared, "The editorials, and general tone shows that the ed-
itor is equal to the task." Nevertheless, Fleming was not able to sustain his
Chicago paper. Wells later recalled that with "little money and no help he
soon gave up and went West, connecting himself with a journal in Kansas."
After having been driven out of both Marion, Arkansas, and Memphis,
Tennessee, Fleming was embittered. Wells regretfully noted, "To lose
everything the second time when prospects were so bright was almost more
than Mr. Fleming could bear. He blamed me very bitterly for that editorial,
and perhaps he was justified in doing so."6

Fleming's fate evoked brotherly concern from his fellow journalists;
Wells's predicament moved her male cohorts to chivalric defense. Several
offered her jobs—at least in the columns of their papers. In Kansas City the
American Citizen declared, "If Miss Wells will accept our editorial chair it
is at her disposal." The Langston City Herald urged, "Come west, Miss
Wells, come west."7 The chorus of praise for her courage seemed overly ef-
fusive to some editors — especially those who had been at odds with Wells
earlier. In July 1892 the Indianapolis Freeman noted her affiliation with
Fortune at the New York Age and launched into a diatribe against all the at-
tention given Wells. It followed the quote "Crown her with flowers/And
sprinkle her with perfume" with "Until you carry it ad nauseum." The edi-
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Picture of Wells made soon after she left Memphis, c. 1893-94 (courtesy of the
University of Chicago Library).

torial also implored, "we must ask, gentlemen of the press, with no desire

to repress your fraternal gallantry, that you do not take the bit into your elo-

quent mouths and ride this free horse of manly privilege to death."8

Although the Freeman acknowledged that "Miss Wells is a good writer,

an earnest, industrious lady, who has been inconvenienced, made to suffer,

and is an exile from home because of devotion to her wronged and perse-

cuted people," the tone of the editorial infuriated other male journalists.

Responding to attacks in August for not sufficiently praising her, the Free-

man remarked on the "implication that Miss Wells is a fisher of compli-

ments and praise from any source" and expressed hope it was mistaken.

"We can conceive of women," the editorial continued, "yes, and of men too

by the score, bewiskered, stentorian voiced barnacles of the press, who

might cry their eyes out for compliments that never came, . . . but, of this

somewhat unfortunate young woman, we had no thought of such a thing."
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The Freeman urged Wells not to "allow the impression to obtain that she is
a poser for attention."9

A few other papers echoed the Freeman's charges. The American Citi-
zen noted the same month that the Boston Courant "has at last found out
Ida Wells [is a] fake" and commented, "Brother you are right. She seeks
fame and gets notoriety."10 Such criticisms led to further chivalric defenses
by male editors. The Langston City Herald warned:

The Freeman of Indianapolis and the Boston Courant will "get it in
the neck" if they don't let up on Miss Ida B. Wells, of the New York
Age. It is true that she is small in stature, but she is diamond pointed
and a fighter "from the ground up," and the Herald stands ready to
hold her bonnet whenever she sails into you cultured gentlemen.11

Even her critics realized her strength. One reason the Freeman ad-
monished her defenders was because she did not need such help. It noted
that "we have no thought, but that any half dozen of you, with all your
mental brilliancy would fall an easy 'take' to her trenchant 'gray goose
quill.'"12

Seldom was Wells not embroiled in some controversy. Even after leav-
ing Memphis, she continued to upset the city. Her exile and the conviction
of the "Curve rioters" rekindled the anger of the black community. Fearing
further violence, a few black Memphians sought to douse the flames of pas-
sion with calm words. One was the Reverend B. A. Imes of the Second
Congregational Church, who as an activist preacher and leader had won
Wells's respect. In 1887 he had told Memphis whites, "A church which
makes caste distinctions in ecclesiastical relations, or in the worship of
God, thereby forfeits its right to be called a church of Jesus in Christ."
After the lynchings, Imes had flirted with emigration and visited Okla-
homa. He decided instead to stay in Memphis and play the role of peace-
maker. In the week after the demise of the Free Speech, Imes wrote a letter
to the editor of the Langston City Herald deploring "rash mutterings of vi-
olence" on the part of "certain ones who speak for the negro."13

Imes proposed a meeting between the white and black leaders of
Memphis in June to discuss ways to restore harmony to the city's race rela-
tions. On 7 June a biracial group of more than sixty met at the Cotton Ex-
change. Imes addressed the group and criticized whites for blaming all
Negroes for the actions of a few. He also declared that most black Mem-
phians deplored the Free Speech editorial. While implying that black
rapists were rare, Imes said African Americans denounced rape and called
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on white leaders to take a similar stand against lynching. "We cannot be-
lieve," he stated, "that any intelligent businessman, merchant, lawyer—
any good citizen can honestly advocate lynching as a substitute for the le-
gal process of dealing with crime."14

Imes won white support, and a few days later a biracial committee
drew up a set of resolutions. As a member of the committee, Imes con-
ceded much to win white condemnation of lynching. The statement
recognized whites as the "dominant and ruling element" with the respon-
sibility "to give adequate protection from outrage and wrong to the weaker
and more helpless element, composed of colored people, whose former
services and devotion to them through a trying ordeal, appeal so strongly
for sympathy and kindness."15 Peace was bought with the coin of pater-
nalism.

Peacemaking became more difficult when Wells refused to be si-
lenced. Using the front pages of the New York Age in late June, she de-
scribed events in Memphis and discussed lynching in general. Previous
subscribers to the Free Speech in Memphis all received copies. Thus the
city's whites learned of Wells's role as author of the infamous editorial in
the last edition of the Free Speech. Their rage escalated as she repeated her
attack on the reputations of white women for a national audience. The
Memphis Appeal-Avalanche explained that whites had mistakenly believed
Fleming to be the author of the "scurrilous reflection upon the white ladies
of the South." It then noted Wells's connection with the Age and charged
"she has continued to publish matter not a whit less scandalous than that
which aroused the ire of the whites just prior to her departure."16

Imes once again sought to calm the waters. He met with about a dozen
black leaders in a private home to organize an "indignation meeting of all
the colored people in the city." Even before the public meeting, Imes and
two others drafted a response to Wells's articles for publication in the
Appeal-Avalanche. While granting "the right of personal views as to the
matter and manner of public discussion," the statement called for appeals
to "reason and intelligence rather than to passion and prejudice." Claim-
ing to be speaking for the "large portion of our people who are capable
of exercising a sober judgment and foresight," the document proclaimed

we desire to put on record a most positive disapproval of the course
pursued by Miss Ida Wells, through the medium of the New York
Age, in stirring up from week to week, in this community and wher-
ever that paper goes, the spirit of strife over the unhappy question at
issue. We see no good to come from this method of journalism on
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either side. . . . Virtue cannot be encouraged by sowing scandal
broadcast, polluting the minds of the innocent and pure.17

The charge of "polluting the minds of the innocent and pure" would be
leveled in various ways at Wells and her discussions of sexual relationships
and rape. Such topics did not seem appropriate for womanly discussion.

Publication of the resolutions brought criticism from Wells and other
black journalists. In response, Imes and B. K. Sampson wrote letters to
black newspapers to explain their actions. The Detroit Plaindealer ac-
knowledged Imes's and Sampson's actions were taken in good faith and
that their past record entitled the men to a fair-minded hearing. At the
same time the Plaindealer asked "why should representative Afro-
Americans cringe and coddle" and declared, "It is time the Afro-American
ceased to stand before the world as a coward. It is more honorable, and it
would be better for the race for a few to die honorably than to cringe before
the unholy promises that are not intended to be kept."18

Even those words were mild, however, compared to the lambaste lev-
eled by Wells. Her attacks were so brutal that they provoked a backlash of
sympathy for Imes and Sampson from other black journalists, including
the editor of the Plaindealer. After granting "due deference" to Wells, he
noted that "it hardly seems fair, that standing as a refugee" Wells should
criticize those who dared to stay "in a bloody city while looking along the
barrel of a ready Winchester."19

The question of whether it is better to flee and denounce injustice or
to stay and fight it was raised by others. One of the more ironic exchanges
on the issue occurred when J. C. Duke of the Pine BluffWeekly Echo crit-
icized Fleming's editorial in the Chicago Free Speech. Fleming had noted
that lynching in the South "will not be stopped with outside violent influ-
ence" but by people living in the region. Duke retorted that lynching
would end only after all potential victims had been run out or "those less
fleet of foot than Editor Fleming have been caught and killed." Duke's
assertion that Fleming "should have staid [sic] in Memphis and assisted
in settling that problem," was met with derision by W. Calvin Chase of
the Washington Bee. Chase recalled that Duke had been driven from
Montgomery for writing an editorial very similar to that of Wells and ridi-
culed him for demanding of Fleming what he was unwilling to do him-
self.20

Black journalists were often hard on one another and seemed to con-
sider the exchange of barbs a natural part of their profession. Wells was very
good at hurling insults, but not as good at accepting criticism. She reacted
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angrily to the Plaindealer's mild rebuke and charged the paper with being
an apologist for Sampson and Imes. In response the Plaindealer accused
Wells of misrepresenting what had been written and denied the paper had
ever "sanctioned the current idea of temporizing with wrong." It also ques-
tioned the heroism of flight.

The Plaindealer declared it was unfair for [Wells] to pose as a hero,
while running as against others who for the sake of their families have
pursued another course and staid. Neither party has accomplished
anything so far and there has been no act that would stamp one as a
hero and the other a coward.21

Although her words were forceful, some black journalists criticized
Wells's use of caustic comments to make her points. The American Citizen
claimed it could be published in Memphis with "no fear of being killed."
The paper charged that Wells was at least partly responsible for her fate of
exile and claimed the following:

The method is the trouble. Some medicine will not stay in the stom-
ach when taken. Small doses, sugar-coated, would do better. God
could have made the world and all in it in one minute. He chose to
take six days, in order, if for nothing else, to teach the Negro pa-
tience, moderation and conservatism.22

It was not the first, nor the last, time Wells would be rebuked for her mili-
tancy. Nevertheless, she felt she could do no less.

Her forced exile did not cow Ida Wells but instead added more fuel to
her rage and strength to her determination. "Having lost my paper, had a
price put on my life and been made an exile," she wrote, "I felt that I owed
it to myself and to my race to tell the whole truth now that I was where I
could do so freely."23 She was grateful to T. Thomas Fortune and his co-
owner of the New York Age, Jerome B. Peterson, for giving her a base of op-
erations in her war against lynching. In return for the subscription list of the
Free Speech, the two men gave Wells a one-fourth interest in their paper
and paid her a salary for writing weekly articles on the "southern field."24

While she had peppered the Free Speechwiili antilynching articles and
editorials, Wells focused and refined her arguments on lynching in the Age.
She began with a description of the events of 24 May that had caused the
demise of her newspaper. Wells not only reprinted her editorial but also
those of the Memphis Daily Commercial and Evening Scimitar that led to
the meeting at the Cotton Exchange at which "threats of lynching were
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freely indulged." The Scimitar's threats to "brand [the editor] in the fore-
head with a hot iron and perform upon him a surgical operation with a pair
of tailor's shears" were thus given a national audience.25 Allowing the words
of whites to damn themselves was an effective method of exposing racism
and became a frequent tool of Wells.

In her attempt to reeducate America about lynching, Wells attacked
the idea that lynching was the work of poor, ignorant whites whose actions
were deplored by their "betters." Writing of the lynching threats at the Cot-
ton Exchange on 24 May, Wells noted the actions were "not by the lawless
element upon which the deviltry of the South is usually saddled—but by
the leading business men, in the leading business center."26 As long as those
who actually had the power to stop lynching were exonerated from the re-
sponsibility for it, very little improvement would result. Wells would not al-
low elite whites to reap the benefits of black subordination while washing
their hands of the unseemly methods by which it was enforced.

Next, Wells directly confronted the issue of rape and its relation to
lynching. Using the arguments of lynching apologists that black rape of
white women was not a problem before emancipation, she reinterpreted
the meaning of that claim. One reason for the persistence of that myth was
its usefulness to both sides of the lynching debate. Whites used it to explain
why lynching had only just begun for a crime that they claimed was inher-
ent in bestiality of Negroes. To them the recent emergence of rape as an
issue reflected the rise of a generation of African Americans who had
never known the restraining hand of slavery. Wells attacked their logic, ex-
claiming:

The thinking public will not easily believe freedom and education
more brutalizing than slavery, and the world knows that the crime of
rape was unknown during four years of civil war, when the white
women of the South were at the mercy of the race which is all at
once charged with being a bestial one.27

Wells asserted, "I feel that the race and the public generally should
have a statement of the facts as they exist." She often proclaimed her alle-
giance to the "facts" and argued a factual accounting would "serve at the
same time as a defense for the Afro-American Sampsons who suffer them-
selves to be betrayed by white Delilahs."28

Whereas the Free Speech editorial had been subtle by hinting
obliquely at the theme of voluntary sexual liaisons between white women
and black men, Wells now became explicit. She told how J. C. Duke had
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voiced his suspicions of "the growing appreciation of white Juliets for col-
ored Romeos" and was forced to leave Montgomery for "reflecting on the
'honah' of white women." Before leaving town, Duke had disclaimed any
intention of "slandering Southern white women." Wells, on the other
hand, boldly announced she would make no such disclaimer and instead
asserted that "there are many white women in the South who would marry
colored men if such an act would not place them at once beyond the pale
of society and within the clutches of the law."29

Wells also attacked the irrationality of southern miscegenation laws
that supposedly outlawed interracial sex. Such laws, she noted, were en-
forced only against "the legitimate union of the races." The laws did not
prevent a white man from seducing "all the colored girls he can, but it is
death to the colored man who yields to the force and advances of a similar
attraction in white women." The black man, Wells claimed, was lynched
"not because he is a despoiler of virtue, but because he succumbs to the
smiles of white women." Her point was obvious. Protection of female pu-
rity might be honorable, but jealousy was not.30

To explain how consent was transformed into rape by white women,
Wells related the story of the white Ohio woman who told her minister hus-
band that while he was out of town working for the Prohibitionist party, she
had been brutally attacked by a black man. She claimed the man had
forced himself into the kitchen, chloroformed her, and raped her. The ac-
cused man was sent to prison, even though he vehemently denied raping
the woman. Four years later the wife, overcome with remorse, admitted she
had lied. Acknowledging that the accused rapist "had a strange fascination
for me" and that he had visited several times "and each time I was indis-
creet," the wife explained her lies to her husband: "I had several reasons for
telling you. One was the neighbors saw the fellow here, another was, I was
afraid I had contracted a loathsome disease, and still another was that I
feared I might give birth to a Negro baby. I hoped to save my reputation by
telling you a deliberate lie."31 In recounting the story, Wells related names,
dates, and places to give the account a quality of legitimacy—another tac-
tic she frequently employed.

Wells also realized that a single story would not make her contentions
credible. "A few instances to substantiate the assertion that some white
women love the company of the Afro-American," she wrote, "will not be
out of place." To convince the doubters, Wells assured her readers that
most of the cases, she would give "were reported by the daily papers of the
South." She realized that gleaning her examples from white sources would
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make them hard for white southerners to deny. Drawing from Memphis
papers, Wells recounted six cases in that city where white women had vol-
untarily taken black lovers or black men had been proven to be innocent
of rapes charged to them.32

To prove Memphis was not an aberration, Wells then recounted simi-
lar incidents from all around the South. In a rapid, staccato style she listed
case after case, pausing occasionally to give the details of specific cases.
The women involved represented a broad stratum of society—from prosti-
tute to physician's wife. In a number of cases, women gave birth to dark ba-
bies but refused to name the father. Wells asserted that hundreds of other
examples could be given and that there "is hardly a town in the South
which has not had an instance of the kind which is well-known." Thus, she
contended, her assertion that "nobody in the South believes the old thread
bare lie that negro men rape white women" was not slander but reality.33

Very aware of most people's aversion to the crime of rape, Wells sought
to divorce the actions of lynch mobs from the punishment of rape. One
way she did this was by showing that white men "are not so desirous of pun-
ishing rapists as they pretend." To expose their hypocrisy, Wells noted how
"the pulpits, officials and newspapers of the South" had become apologists
for the lynchings of black rapists of white women, but "when the victim is
a colored woman it is different." Following her previous method, Wells re-
ported case after case where white rapists had attacked black women and
girls without paying any serious consequences for their action. Some were
acquitted despite evidence of their guilt. Others received short sentences —
one served six months and was made a police detective for the city of
Nashville after his release. In one case rumors of a black mob preparing to
lynch a white rapist led to the posting of 250 white guards armed with Win-
chester rifles.34

Wells could be very graphic in her descriptions of lynchings. One case
that especially enraged her was the lynching of Eph. Grizzard. He was ac-
cused of rape and brutally lynched in Nashville, Tennessee. Wells cap-
tured the horror of the event with forceful imagery of the events following
his removal from jail by a white mob:

. . . with Governor Buchanan and the police and militia standing
by, [Grizzard was] dragged through the streets in broad daylight,
knives plunged into him at every step, and with every fiendish cruel-
ty a frenzied mob could devise, he was at last swung out on the
bridge with hands cut to pieces as he tried to climb up the stan-
chions.
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The barbarity of the lynching itself was horrifying, but Wells was fur-
ther disturbed by another circumstance of the event. When taking Griz-
zard from the jail, the mob had left in his cell, unmolested, a white man
who had raped an eight-year-old girl. "The outrage upon helpless child-
hood needed no avenging in this case; she was black," Wells wrote.35

After eliminating rape as the real reason for lynching, Wells then ex-
plained the roots of the practice. To her the evil resulted from "the well-
known opposition growing out of slavery to the progress of the race."
Whites had opposed blacks' voting and holding office, and the Ku Klux
Klan and others had used violence to prevent or limit both. Wells noted
that these "massacres were excused as the natural resentment of intelli-
gence against government by ignorance." Some African Americans had be-
lieved political rights should be sacrificed for peace. They felt their race
"should fit itself for government, and when that should be done, the ob-
jection to race participation in politics would be removed." Wells sadly re-
ported, "But the sacrifice did not remove the trouble, nor move the South
to justice." She then directly attacked the notion that white discrimination
was the result of black backwardness by discussing the segregation of trains.
"The race regardless of advancement," she wrote, "is penned into filthy, sti-
fling partitions cut off from smoking cars."36

Disfranchisement negated a political justification for lynching. At that
point, Wells asserted, the South needed a "new cry" and adroitly began
"shielding itself behind the plausible screen of defending the honor of its
women." The effect of the new cry was described by Wells: "It has closed
the heart, stifled the conscience, warped the judgment and hushed the
voice of press and pulpit on the subject of lynch law throughout this 'land
of liberty.'" She denounced the silence of leaders as much as the violence
of mobs. "They do not see that by their tacit encouragement, their silent ac-
quiescence, the black shadow of lawlessness in the form of lynch law is
spreading its wings over the whole country."37

Wells frequently noted that both the press and the pulpit not merely
acquiesced but also sometimes abetted mob action by spreading the foul
lies used to justify it. Again she used whites' own words to prove her point.
Wells reproduced long quotes from two Memphis newspapers that ap-
peared following the triple lynchings in that city. Both reiterated the rape
myth. The Commercial regretted that even lynching did not adequately de-
ter black rapists: "The facts of the crime appear to appeal more to the Ne-
gro's lustful imagination than the facts of the punishment do to his fears.
He sets aside all fear of death in any form when opportunity is found for the
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gratification of his bestial desires." The Evening Scimitar came closer to the
truth, but still found it necessary to include some allusion to rape. "Aside
from the violation of white women by Negroes, which is the outcropping
of a bestial perversion of instinct," it declared, "the chief cause of trouble
between the races in the South is the Negro's lack of manners." Acts of in-
dependence on the part of African Americans were labeled "boorish inso-
lence." Blaming the Memphis riot of 1866 on "the outrageous conduct of
blacks towards whites on the streets," the Scimitar then revealed the true
nature of its complaints.

It is also a remarkable and discouraging fact that the majority of such
scoundrels are Negroes who have received educational advantages at
the hands of the white taxpayers. They have got just enough learning
to make them realize how hopelessly their race is behind the other
in everything that makes a great people, and they attempt to "get
even" by insolence, which is ever the resentment of inferiors.38

To Wells the paper inadvertently revealed the true cause of lynching—
white fear and resentment of black advancement.

At this point Wells introduced the story of the lynchings of Moss, Mc-
Dowell, and Stewart to illustrate white reaction to black advancement and
to dispel the notion that lynching victims were poor, ignorant criminals or
political radicals. She called the Memphis victims "three of the best speci-
mens of young since-the-war Afro-American manhood" and described
them as "peaceful, law-abiding citizens and energetic businessmen." Paint-
ing them as conservatives, Wells noted, "They believed the [race] problem
was to be solved by eschewing politics and putting money in the purse." In
retrospect, their murder undoubtedly played a major role in Wells's later re-
jection of the accommodationist approach of Booker T. Washington, who
counseled African Americans to put their energy toward economic and ed-
ucational advancement rather than political agitation.?9

After a brief account of the events in Memphis, Wells asked the rhetor-
ical question: What lesson did whites seek to give by the lynchings? Her an-
swer was "the lesson of subordination." She believed the whites were saying
to themselves, "Kill the leaders and it will cow the Negro who dares to
shoot a white man, even in self-defense." Wells also pointed out that the
white papers misrepresented facts to make lynchings seem more justifi-
able. She told of an incident in which the lynching victim was reported to
have raped the eight-year-old daughter of the sheriff. In fact the woman was
eighteen and had been discovered by her father in the black man's room.
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Wells repeatedly attacked the credibility of the news sources from which

most Americans learned of lynchings — an important step in the reeduca-
tion of the nation.40

In her lynching articles, Wells next debunked the notion of a "New
South." Henry Grady of the Atlanta Constitution and others had been tout-
ing the remaking of the region from the "Cotton Kingdom" into a land of
opportunity for business investors. Seeking an infusion of northern capital,

New South advocates sang the praises of the region's plentiful resources,
cheap labor, and industrial potential. Out of the ashes of defeat, the South
was said to be rising with a new vigor and outlook. In what Wells called

"well-mannered speeches in New England and New York," Grady asserted
the South's ability to solve its racial problems if freed from the meddling of
northerners who did not understand the situation. Distracted by other is-
sues and priorities, northerners increasingly accepted the idea of a "re-
deemed" South, which no longer required federal intervention. Wells
sought to destroy that fabrication. "There is little difference," she pro-
claimed, "between the Ante-bellum South and the New South." She ex-

plained:

Her white citizens are wedded to any method however revolting, any
measure however extreme, for the subjugation of the young man-
hood of the race. They have cheated him out of his ballot, deprived
him of his civil rights or redress therefor in the civil courts, robbed
him of the fruits of his labor, and are still murdering, burning and
lynching him.

The result, Wells claimed, was that the "South is brutalized to a degree not
realized by its own inhabitants, and the very foundation of government, law
and order, are imperilled [sic]."41

If whites wondered what they could do about the scourge of lynching,
Wells provided some examples. She named groups and people who had
taken forceful stands against "the frequent and revolting crimes against a
weak people." Recipients of her praise included "the spirit of Christianity of
the great M. E. Church," which led to the adoption of "strong condemna-
tory resolutions at its General Conference in Omaha last May." The Re-
publican party received fainter praise for its "feeble declaration of the belief
in human rights in the Republican platform at Minneapolis, June 7th."
Wells also lauded President Benjamin Harrison, the governor and the chief
justice of Georgia, and the citizens of Chattanooga for opposing or pre-
venting lynching.
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In her discussion of white opposition to lynching, Wells printed a long
quote from Col. A. S. Colyar of Nashville, Tennessee. As a well-known
"New South" advocate, Colyar's condemnation and descriptions of lynch-
ings increased the credibility of her own accounts. His words were no less
forceful: "Nothing since I have been a reading man has so impressed me
with the decay of manhood among the people of Tennessee as the dastardly
submission to mob rule." The actions of mobs, he believed, reflected "a
degeneracy rapidly approaching savage life." Wells asserted the need for
such strong, public stands against lynching. "The strong arm of the law
must be brought to bear upon the lynchers in severe punishment," she ar-
gued, "but this cannot and will not be done unless a healthy public senti-
ment demands and sustains such action."42

Wells concluded her treatise on lynching with a message to African
Americans regarding the weapons available to them in the battle against
lynching. She stressed their strengths rather than their weaknesses. Trying
to get them to realize their power, she explained:

To Northern capital and Afro-American labor the South owes its
rehabilitation. If labor is withdrawn capital will not remain. The
Afro-American is thus the backbone of the South. A thorough knowl-
edge and judicious exercise of this power in lynching localities could
many times effect a bloodless revolution. The white man's dollar is
his god, and to stop this will be to stop outrages in many localities.43

To prove the existence of that power and to demonstrate its effectiveness,
Wells recounted events in Memphis and in Kentucky.

Following the triple lynching in Memphis, Wells noted, African Amer-
icans had remained peaceful and "waited for the authorities to act in the
matter and bring the lynchers to justice." When this did not happen, they
"left the city by thousands, bringing about great stagnation in every branch
of business." Those who remained boycotted the streetcars in protest. As a
result of the economic impact of these actions, whites held a meeting and
passed resolutions condemning lynching. Persistence was required, how-
ever, because whites still refused to punish the lynchers. That failure
caused Memphis to continue "losing her black population."44

In Kentucky, Wells claimed, a boycott of newly segregated railroad cars
would cost the various railroads a million dollars in that one year. She en-
couraged such activities, claiming "the appeal to the white man's pocket
has ever been more effectual than all the appeals ever made to his con-
science." Rejecting an accommodationist approach, she proclaimed,
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"Nothing, absolutely nothing, is to be gained by further sacrifice of man-
hood and self-respect." Indeed, lynchings had been prevented by armed
self-defense in Jacksonville, Florida, and Paducah, Kentucky. "The lesson
this teaches and which every Afro-American should ponder well, is that a
Winchester rifle should have a place of honor in every black home," Wells
declared. "The more the Afro-American yields and cringes and begs, the
more he is insulted, outraged and lynched."45 These were powerful words,

but they demanded unrealistic resistance from a race in a region where all
the powers of the state were arrayed against it.

Wells also issued a challenge to her fellow journalists to become inves-
tigative reporters and expose the falsified accounts of particular lynchings.

Asserting that "there is no educator to compare with the press," Wells cited
examples of how white coverage of lynchings from New York to Alabama
had been proved biased and inaccurate by thorough investigation. "The
race thus outraged," she exhorted, "must find out the facts of this awful
hurling of men into eternity on supposition, and give them to the indiffer-

ent and apathetic country." Wells then concluded her treatise on lynching
with the following challenge:

Nothing is more definitely settled than [the Afro-American] must act
for himself. I have shown how he may employ the boycott, emigra-
tion and the press, and I feel that by a combination of all these agen-
cies can be effectually stamped out lynch law, that last relic of bar-
barism and slavery. "The gods help those who help themselves."46

The reference to barbarism is indicative of a recurring theme in the
writing of Wells—and indeed of most apostles of antilynching in the late
nineteenth century. A resurgence of colonialism by Europe and the United
States was accompanied by increasing attention on the concepts of "civi-
lization" and "barbarism." This interest was also compounded by the pop-
ularization of the Darwinian concepts of natural selection, survival of the
fittest, and evolution. By applying those principles to humankind, peoples
of European descent justified their positions of power. Human society was
said to have evolved from a primitive, savage state of barbarism to a refined,
cultured state of civilization. Some people believed that the advanced evo-
lution of Europeans was rooted in genetics, and, therefore relatively per-
manent. To others the non-European peoples of the world merely lagged
behind and would eventually follow the stages of development on the road
to civilization that Europeans had already passed. Either way, for the pres-
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ent, most Europeans and European Americans agreed that "backward peo-
ples" required the guiding hand of their "superiors." By emphasizing a
sharp dichotomy between their own "civilized" natures and the "barbarity"
of the rest of humankind, they justified imposing their government and
economic control on others, calling it the "White Man's Burden."

At the same time, late-nineteenth-century industrialization and urban-
ization required a new degree of self-restraint and discipline. Businessmen
became more dependent on access to capital for investment, so that strict
control of one's expenditures was often a necessary first step up the ladder
of success. As businesses grew larger so did responsibilities. Personal re-
straint, organization, and discipline were necessary in order to coordinate
the activities of numerous employees. For the workers, factories brought
new demands that curtailed spontaneity and required more self-discipline,
bodily urges had to be sublimated to the time clock. Instead of personal
whim or instinctual responses, the clock now told one when to rise, when
to work, when to eat, and even when to go to the bathroom at work. These
demands caused a reinterpretation of manhood. Physical strength, cour-
age, aggressiveness, and strong will had defined masculine ideals in earlier
frontier conditions, but now success depended on restraint and discipline.
True manhood was redefined as responsibility, refinement, and restraint.

Concepts of manhood and civilization became closely linked. Manli-
ness was also considered the result of the evolution from the primitive sav-
agery of barbarism to the cultured refinement of civilization. Because
civilization brought with it the right to rule others, political power was an
element of true manhood. Lynching apologists argued that Negroes were a
less evolved people still mired in animal-like savagery. Controlled by their
lust rather than their intellect, bestial black men naturally lacked the self-
restraint to wait for consent before sexual conquests. Such men surely
could not be given the responsibility of voting. How could they govern oth-
ers, when they could not even govern their own instincts? Was not any
measure, no matter how extreme, justified in restraining assaults on white
civilization by black barbarism? Because white women were the pure em-
bodiment of that civilization, could there ever be greater barbarism that the
defilement of that purity by the bestial act of rape? Such questions quieted
protests to mob law.

In the battle for white support against lynching, Wells and others rec-
ognized that attacks on civilization and manhood would not win converts.
They were too essential to whites' self-definition. Instead the principles of
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both manhood and civilization would have to be reaffirmed and redefined
by antilynching advocates. Mob law had to be shown as the result of bar-
barism rather than the remedy for it.47

Although Wells was not the only one to use the issues of civilization
and manhood to denounce lynching, she was perhaps the most effective.
She accomplished this in number of ways. First, she exposed the mythical
nature of the cry of rape, stripping away the most compelling "honorable"
justification of lynching. Second, she questioned the manliness of those
who would basely exploit true manhood's desire to protect womanhood to
justify a barbaric practice. Third, she described lynching as a savage act of
uncontrolled fury or as a throwback to outdated notions of manliness.
Fourth, she contrasted the restraint shown by African Americans with the
excesses of lynch mobs. Fifth, she warned of the destructive force of rnob
law on civilization and democracy. In short, Wells was able to cast lynchers
as crude barbarians rather than as manly defenders of womanhood. As she
later wrote, "No torture of helpless victims by heathen savages or cruel red

Cartoon illustrating the use of the concept of civilization against lynchers, from
the Jndianapolis Freeman, 5 November 1898.
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Indians ever exceeded the cold-blooded savagery of white devils under
lynch law."48

Wells later recalled that Fortune and Peterson had printed ten thou-
sand of the first edition of the New York Age that contained her words on
lynching. She indicated that a "thousand copies were sold in the streets of
Memphis alone."49 Clearly, the city's citizens had not quieted Wells. Nu-
merous people remarked on how her audience had expanded.

In a book on African American women published the next year, Mon-
roe Majors declared:

Her readers remain the same, only the magnetic force of her pen •
enjoys a broader scope. Before her audience was a multitude. Now it
is the nation. Ten thousand minds fly out to her in adoration and
praise. Ten thousand hearts throb with exaltation in witnessing her
triumphs.

The prophecy of the Detroit Plaindealer was realized when Wells was
given a safer place than Memphis from which to speak. "The bourbons of
Memphis, smarting under the . . . strictures of the Free Speech regarding
lawlessness," the paper noted, "drove its editors from their homes by cow-
ardly threats, but the New York Age which is yet more caustic will take its
place."50

Ironically, if Wells had not been run out of Memphis, she would never
have become the recognized leader of the antilynching movement—and
thus Memphis and its lynchings would have likely been soon forgotten as
new, bloodier massacres occurred across the South. Three months before
Moss, McDowell, and Stewart were lynched, Edward Coy had been
lynched in Texarkana. In its immediate aftermath that lynching received as
much, or possibly more, attention as the one in Memphis. Coy was burned
alive after being falsely accused of rape by a white woman who had will-
ingly been intimate with him for months. It was an ideal case with which
to prove the falsity of many rape charges.

Indeed, in an antilynching meeting held at New York City in April
1892, speakers gave more attention to the Texarkana lynching than to those
in Memphis — or Ida B. Wells. Still a resident of Memphis, Wells was only
one of many to occupy the platform while T. Thomas Fortune and others
spoke. The Coy lynching also provoked a series of articles under the head-
ing "Is God Dead?" in the Kansas City American Citizen written by its edi-
tor, C. H. J. Taylor. He appears to have believed he should have become
the foremost antilynching advocate, which helps explain his comment
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about Wells, "She seeks fame and gets notoriety." Taylor was jealous not
only of the attention Wells received after her exile but also of Frederick
Douglass, who almost eclipsed both Taylor and Wells in the fight against
lynching.51

Douglass had given militant speeches against lynching even prior to
Wells's exile from Memphis. Immediately after her first antilynching arti-
cle in the New York Age, he published "Lynch Law in the South" in the July
issue of the North American Review. His article made many of the same
points as Wells and Taylor had, but it received more attention because of
both his international renown and the wider circulation of the North Amer-
ican Review. His own white wife provided tangible proof that white women
could desire black men. Even in Memphis, Douglass's article provoked
more rage than Wells's articles. The Evening Scimitar called the famous
black abolitionist a "senile negro scoundrel" and labeled his article "the
vilest assault on millions of his country ['s] women that a black heart could
conceive or a lying pen frame in words."52

Within two years, however, Ida B. Wells would be the best-known fig-
ure in the antilynching movement. A meeting called on her behalf in Oc-
tober 1892 by black women in New York launched Wells's speaking career.
Her elocution lessons and drama experiences in Memphis helped her to
give speeches with unusual force and power. Perhaps the fact she was a
women discussing sexual matters in public added to her mystique. At any
rate, demands for her lectures mushroomed and eventually sprouted across
the Atlantic as well.
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Antilynching Lectures

'The disturbing element which
kept the waters troubled"

S oon after moving to Memphis, Ida B. Wells had become active in the
literary and dramatic circles of that city's vibrant black community. Al-

most immediately she had discovered her love of the platform and stage.
Although she toyed with the idea of becoming an actress, like other young
women of her era, Wells soon realized that the stage could not provide ad-
equate respectability or remuneration. Very few women speakers could
support themselves on the lecture circuits either; for a long time, women
had rarely been allowed to speak out in public at all. Nevertheless, while
earning her living teaching and writing, Wells utilized the available forums
in Memphis and spent scarce dollars on elocution lessons.

Her journalistic ties eventually provided Wells with opportunities to
exercise her oratorical skills beyond her home town, at regional and na-
tional meetings. Her first lectures outside of Memphis were at National
Press Association conferences. Her speeches there and at the meeting of
the Afro-American League at Knoxville in July 1891 gained favorable cov-
erage in the press. After moving to New York, her first public speech ap-
pears to have been "The Afro-American in Literature," given before the
Concord Literary Circle of Brooklyn, New York, on 15 September 1892.
Wells was said to have "completely captivated the large and cultivated au-
dience."1

At the end of that month, Wells attended the National Press Associa-

169
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tion convention in Philadelphia. Usually a center of attention whenever
she attended these meetings, Wells was proclaimed the "star of the con-
vention," elected treasurer of the group, and called on to speak. Described
as "modest in appearance," she was said to have "shone with intellectual
brilliancy" and to have been "moved to grief" in relating the story of her ex-
ile. Before adjourning, the seventy-five delegates adopted a resolution to es-
tablish a fund "to prevent outrages on the Negroes in the South."2

The National Press Association was notorious for failing to follow up
resolutions with positive action. Prior to the meeting, the Atchison Blade
predicted, "Now they will go to Philadelphia, read ably written papers on
'The Race Problem,' denounce southern lynchings, give a ball, drink wine,
eat a delicious dinner, and then go to their various homes feeling good and
as though they had actually accomplished something worth talking about."
Although the prophecy of the delegates' actions apparently proved true, the
convention actually did lead to concrete action by a visitor at the meet-
ing—Catherine Impey. An English Quaker, Impey was the editor of Anti-
Caste, which was "Devoted to the Interests of the Coloured Races." She
not only attended the sessions at the convention but also was the guest of
honor at a tea given by Fannie J. Coppin, at whose house Wells had previ-
ously stayed. Impey left the meeting with a pledge to help the antilynching
cause and with the memory of meeting Wells. Several months later she
would find a way to aid both the cause and Wells.3

Meeting Wells now was undeniably memorable. As capable as her ear-
lier speeches may have been, the subject of lynching was decidedly more
suited to the fire and drama of Wells's temperament. With the rape myth as
the centerpiece of her antilynching arguments, however, she was in danger
of being scandalized for speaking so openly about sexual matters. Although
forces of urbanization and industrialism were lessening sexual taboos, the
Comstock Law of 1873 still barred distribution of loosely defined "obscene
literature and articles of immoral use," and Margaret Sanger was forced to
flee the country for giving out contraceptive information as late as 1914.
Wells faced the dual suspicions of women speaking in public and of any-
one speaking openly of rape. Fortunately, her first widely publicized ad-
dress on lynching was made under the auspices of some of the most re-
spectable women of her race. According to Wells, soon after her article in
the New York Age, "two women remarked on my revelations during a visit
with each other and said that the women of New York and Brooklyn should
do something to show appreciation of my work and to protest the treatment
I had received."4
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The two women were Victoria Earle Matthews, a fellow journalist, and
Maritcha Lyons, a schoolteacher. They called a meeting, where the group
decided to rally the women of New York and Brooklyn through a series of
meetings held in churches. Out of those meetings emerged a plan to raise
enough money to allow Wells to start a newspaper of her own. A group of
these women, called the Ida B. Wells Testimonial Reception Committee,
then organized a meeting in honor of Wells that was held at Lyric Hall on
5 October 1892.

The meeting was a huge success. Not only did most of the leading
black women of New York and Brooklyn attend, but sizable delegations
also came from Boston and Philadelphia —swelling the audience to over
two hundred. Among the members of the black elite who attended were
fellow journalist Gertrude Mossell, physician Susan McKinney, social ac-
tivist Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, and the widow of the famous Episcopal
clergyman, Henry Highland Garnet. In her autobiography, Wells recalled
that these women "were all there on the platform, a solid array behind a
lonely, homesick girl who was in exile because she had tried to defend the
manhood of her race." As Wells was thirty at the time and had traveled
widely, her portrait of herself as a "lonely, homesick girl" reflects a desire to
cast herself as a tragic heroine—perhaps like the heroic literary characters
she had always read about.5

The event was well planned and executed. Advertising was provided
free of charge by the black press; the New York Age and the New York Re-
view gave extensive attention and support to the preparations. The com-
mittee spent over $150 to make the event successful and memorable. Gas
jets spelled out "lola" at the back of the stage, and programs were printed
on miniature copies of the Free Speech. The ushers and committee mem-
bers wore white silk badges lettered with "lola." Floral arrangements in-
cluded a horn of plenty donated by the ushers. Victoria Earle Matthews
presided over what Wells called "a beautiful program of speeches, resolu-
tions, and music."6

In her memoirs Wells recalled being terrified of giving her address to
the assemblage. She admitted, "I had some little reputation as an essayist
from schoolgirl days, and had recited many times in public recitations
which I had committed to memory." She also confessed to having made
talks asking for subscriptions to her paper, but she insisted that this was the
first time she "had ever been called on to deliver an honest-to-goodness ad-
dress." Wells avowed that although "every detail of that horrible lynching
affair was imprinted on my memory," she had "to commit it all to paper" so
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she would only have to read the words. Again, Wells appears to have played
down her maturity and experience for dramatic effect. Her account por-
trayed a poignant pathos:

As I described the cause of the trouble at home and my mind went
back to the scenes of the struggle, to the thought of the friends who
were scattered throughout the country, a feeling of loneliness and
homesickness for the days and the friends that were gone came over
me and I felt the tears coming.

A panic seized me. I was afraid that I was going to make a scene
and spoil all those dear good women had done for me. I kept saying
to myself that whatever happened I must not break down, and so I
kept on reading. I had left my handkerchief on the seat behind me
and therefore could not wipe away the tears which were coursing
down my cheeks.

Wells continued to describe her attempts to signal behind her back to the
women on the platform who could not see her face or tears, until finally

Matthews brought her a handkerchief. "I kept on reading the story which
they had come to hear," Wells proclaimed.7

Wells remembered being "mortified" to have "not been able to prevent
such an exhibition of weakness." Her consternation appears genuine; over
thirty years later she went to some length to explain why it happened. "It
came on me unawares," she declared. "It was the only time in all those try-

ing months that I had yielded to personal feelings." Wells noted that she

had especially wanted to "be at my best in order to show my appreciation of
Ihe splendid things those women had done!" Their very kindness seems to

have been the stimulus. Wells explained, "They were giving me tangible
evidence that although my environment had changed I was still sur-

rounded by kind hearts."8

It is likely that the expression of acceptance by these black elite women
did have a profound impact on Wells. Since the death of her parents, Wells
had been a frequent target of salacious rumors, expelled from Rust Col-
lege, fired from teaching, and run out of town. Respectability was among
the highest goals of middle-class black women after the degrading experi-
ences of slavery, and for Wells it had been especially elusive. Despite her
religious devotion and high moral standards, something always seemed to
happen to tarnish the reputation she worked so hard to maintain. While in
Memphis, she had also despaired of her seeming inability to sustain close
relationships with women. Without the backing of wealth and family,
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Wells had probably felt at times like an outsider in the elite social circles of
Memphis. The endorsement of so many women—some of whom were un-
disputed members of the elite—was a precious gift at that point in her life.

One reason scandal haunted Wells was her frequent outbursts of
anger, which led her to say things she soon regretted. Not surprisingly,
emotional control came to be very important to Wells in her quest for re-
spectability. "After all these years," she wrote late in life, "I still have a feel-
ing of chagrin over that exhibition of weakness. Whatever my feelings, I am
not given to public demonstrations." Interestingly, in the handwritten au-
tobiography manuscript, she concluded the same paragraph, "And only
once before in all my life have the tears forced their way uncontrollably to
the surface when I was before the public." In her final version, however,
Wells changed the second half of the sentence to "had I given way to
woman's weakness in public."9 Accounts of her later speeches bear out this
assertion; her oratory was usually described as forceful, earnest, and effec-
tive but also as quiet, educated, and unimpassioned.

Her reasons for ascribing what she considered "weakness" to her gen-
der were as complex and contradictory as her own self-image often was.
Even after overcoming numerous obstacles for more than a half century,
Wells still blamed her infrequent moments of "weakness"—but not her
strength —on her womanhood. When a woman as independent, liberated,
and strong-willed as Wells could still belittle her sex, the power of patri-
archy in the socialization of nineteenth-century women is abundantly evi-
dent. However, in the particular setting of her Lyric Hall speech, a failure
to display emotion may have led the audience to question Wells's credibil-
ity or her femininity. Among her "sisters" Wells may have seemed unnatu-
rally cold if she had not wept. Wells noted, "But the women didn't feel that
I had spoiled things by my breakdown. They seemed to think that it made
an impression on the audience favorable to the cause and me."10

The reception was a financial success. The committee eventually tab-
ulated the receipts as $613.90, out of which $150.75 was deducted to cover
expenses. One of those expenditures was the purchase of a brooch in the
shape of "a beautiful gold pen engraved with the legend 'Mizpah,'" which
was presented to Wells at the reception. On the back of the pen, according
to the American Citizen, were engraved the words "Afro-American women
of New York and Brooklyn Oct. 5 1892." Wells prized this "emblem of my
chosen profession" and claimed to have worn it "for the next twenty years
on all occasions." She was probably even more grateful, however, for the
$450 that the women deposited in an account for her.11
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The meeting received favorable attention in the black press. The
Washington Bee called it "one of the finest testimonials ever rendered an
Afro-American." The American Citizen described it as "one of the most
successful affairs ever managed by the 'fairer sex'" and proclaimed Wells
worthy of the honor, declaring: "She is a heroine; would we had more with
such zeal and nobility of womanhood."12 The New York speech brought
not only praise but also invitations to speak. Indeed, Wells soon embarked
on a frantic tour of eastern cities, where she lectured and was toasted and
entertained. Her schedule caused the Atchison Blade to remark, "It's a
wonder the eastern women haven't become jealous of the banquetting
Miss Ida B. Wells is receiving.,.. Miss Wells tells our people to go west and
grow up with the country and at the same time she goes east and grows up
with beneficial banquets and fulsome adulation."13

Somewhere along the way, in such cities as Boston; Wilmington,
Delaware; Chester, Pennsylvania; New Bedford, Massachusetts; Provi-
dence, and Newport, Rhode Island; New York; and Washington, D.C.,
Wells encountered Frederick Douglass. He apparently praised her article
on lynching because on 17 October, Wells wrote to ask him "to put in writ-
ing the encomiums you were pleased to lavish on my article on Lynch Law
in June 25 issue of the Age." She explained that she was preparing that ar-
ticle for publication as a pamphlet and would "feel highly honored" if
Douglass would write his opinion of it to serve as an introduction.14

Douglass promptly replied. His 25 October letter was included in
Wells's pamphlet Southern Horrors, Lynch Law in All Its Phases, which was
released soon afterward. Douglass strongly praised Wells's work:

Let me give you thanks for your faithful paper on the lynch
abomination now generally practiced against colored people in the
South. There has been no word equal to it in convincing power. I
have spoken, but my word is feeble in comparison. You give what
you know and testify from actual knowledge. You have dealt with the
facts with painstaking fidelity and left those naked and uncontradict-
ed facts to speak for themselves.

Brave woman! you have done your people and mine a service
which can neither be weighed nor measured. If American con-
science were only half alive, if the American clergy were only half
christianized, if American sensibility were not hardened by persistent
infliction of outrage and crime against colored people, a scream of
horror, shame and indignation would rise to heaven wherever your
pamphlet shall be read.15
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Douglass clearly recognized the power of personal experience; his ac-
counts of his life as a slave had been among the most potent antislavery

tools. He also highlighted an effective component of Wells's talks and writ-
ings—her decision to use white sources for "naked and uncontradicted
facts."

Southern Horrors was dedicated to the women who had given the New
York testimonial. Their contributions paid for its printing, so she did not
have to engage in extensive fund-raising activities for printing costs, as she
often did for later pamphlets. Wells was also grateful to be able to borrow
some of their respectability. In her preface the assertion, "It is with no plea-
sure I have dipped my hands in the corruption here exposed," acknowl-
edged that the subject was not totally proper for a woman. "Somebody
must show that the Afro-American race is more sinned against than sin-
ning," Wells explained, "and it seems to have fallen upon me to do so." The
black press praised the pamphlet. The Chicago Conservator wrote, "We
commend it to all who desire to give this phase of the Southern question se-
rious thought."16 Wells must have been exhilarated by the show of support
by Douglass, the New York women, and the press; nevertheless, her next
speech was a disappointment.

On 31 October Wells spoke at the Metropolitan A.M.E. Church in
Washington, D.C. Although the meeting was given extensive advertising
and support by the Washington Bee as well as by Frederick Douglass and
T. Thomas Fortune, the turnout was quite small. An advertisement noted
that Mary Church Terrell would preside and Fortune would introduce
Wells. The lecture was scheduled for 8:00 P.M., and the cost of admission
was set at twenty-five cents. Though the Bee called for a turnout of "three
to four thousand" and proclaimed it "the duty of every citi/en to go and
hear her," the Cleveland Gazette reported that the meeting "was not a fi-
nancial success" and noted that "fashionable colored society did not turn
out en masse." Some blamed the failure on Fortune's connection with the
event, because of his unpopular political support of the Democrats. J. E.
Bruce, however, declared that "the Washington Negro is no good." Dou-
glass was embarrassed by the reception Wells had received and promised to
reschedule and deliver a larger crowd.17

Before Washington hosted Wells again, however, she returned to
Philadelphia for the November convention of the A.M.E. Church. After a
number of bishops had spoken, including Henry McNeal Turner, Wells
went to the podium. Her efforts won effusive praise. In his account of the
convention, A.M.E. Church Review editor Dr. H. T. Johnson noted,



Announcement appearing in the Washington Bee, /tz// of1892.
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the climax of which was capped by the dauntless but exiled "lola,"
whose unique and inimitable speech won the conference, and so
excited sympathy in her behalf that it were [sic] well for her Mem-
phian adversaries that they were in their distant safety in the lower
regions of the Mississippi Valley.18

In a later account of this Philadelphia visit, Wells recalled that she had
stayed at the home of William Still, the great operator and chronicler of the
"Underground Railroad," which had aided slaves escaping to freedom.
While Wells was at the Still house, Catherine Impey came to call, and they
discussed the lynching plague. Impey expressed shock over Wells's lynch-
ing stories and white indifference to such occurrences. Wells noted, "She
was especially hurt that this should be the fact among those of her own sect
and kin. We deplored the situation and agreed that there seemed nothing
to do but keep plugging away at the evils both of us were fighting."19 Thus
another link was forged in the chain that would tie their efforts together
and move their labors across the sea.

News of the testimonials for Wells and her lectures on the Memphis
lynching trickled back to the white community of Memphis. Retaliation
was vicious. In December the Memphis Commercial launched an attack
on her credibility and morality. The paper claimed "this Wells wench" had
not even written the infamous editorial bringing her such attention. In-
stead it depicted her as "the mistress of the scoundrel" who authored it and
implied she was raising money for personal gain under false premises. The
lowest blow was the charge that she was a "black harlot" seeking a white
husband.20

The Commercial described her audience as members of Boston's "ef-
fete civilization" made up of "thin-legged scholars" and "glass-eyed fe-
males." The reference to Boston was natural. Of all the towns Wells visited,
none welcomed her more warmly. She made at least three visits to Boston
from November 1892 to March 1893. On Thanksgiving morning, Wells
spoke at the Women's Department of the Mechanics' Fair, and she re-
turned in January to address the Moral Educational Association at the
Ladies' Physiological Institute. That month she also lectured a large crowd
at Wesleyan Hall on "Sufferings of the Colored People of the South." The
next month, in response to the Commercial's attack on Wells, the black
women of the city organized to show their support for her. They formed a
local branch of the National Colored Women's League, chose Josephine
St. Pierre Ruffin as president, and unanimously adopted resolutions con-
demning "the foulest aspersion of one of the daily papers of Memphis."
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They recorded "our indignation at the slander" and asserted "our confi-
dence in Miss Wells' purity of purpose and character."21

Her visit to Boston in mid-February 1893, however, was her greatest tri-
umph. "It was during this visit to Boston," Wells recalled, "that I had my
first opportunity to address a white audience." A famous preacher of that
day, Joseph Cook, sponsored a lecture series titled the "Boston Monday
Lectures" at Tremont Temple and invited Wells to speak on 13 February.
Her speech was covered in the white newspapers of the city and later
printed in the May 1893 edition of Our Day. As the only known talk pre-
served in full text, it illumines Wells's oratorical approach for speeches on
lynching for white audiences. Regarding her lecture tour, Wells later
claimed, "In these meetings I read my paper, the same one that I had read
at the first meeting in New York."22 While this is substantially true, the
Tremont Temple speech shows that the talk was updated as new lynchings
occurred and was modified to suit the various audiences.

Wells began with her standard disclaimer that she approached the sub-
ject "through no inclination of my own, but because of a deep-seated con-
viction that the country at large does not know the extent to which lynch
law prevails." She proclaimed faith in the decency of white Americans by
asserting that "the apathy and indifference" over mob rule had to be the re-
sult of "ignorance, of the true situation." As Martin Luther King, Jr., would
later do, Wells appealed to both whites' consciences and self-interests—by
holding up American ideals.

Repeated attacks on the life, liberty and happiness of any citizen or
class of citizens are attacks on distinctive American institutions; such
attacks imperiling as they do the foundation of government, law and
order, merit the thoughtful consideration of far-sighted Americans;
not from a standpoint of sentiment, not even so much from the
standpoint of justice to a weak race, as from a desire to preserve our
institutions.23

Wells then described the "omnipresent and all-pervading" impact of the
"race problem or negro question," calling it "Banquo's ghost of politics, re-
ligion, and sociology."24

With the sentence, "Born and raised in the South, I had never ex-
pected to live elsewhere," Wells moved into the body of her speech—an ac-
count of her life, the triple lynchings, and her exile. She recognized the
emotional impact of a well-told story and infused it with details that gave
the narrative richness and texture. She told of how she had worked as a
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teacher and journalist in the faith that the "doctrine of self-help, thrift and
economy" provided the key to acceptance and justice for her people. In the
beginning, Wells asserted, "This sentiment bore good fruit in Memphis.
We had nice homes, representatives in almost every branch of business and
profession, and refined society." Although proscribed by segregation, black
Memphians believed the city would remain free of lynchings. "But there
was a rude awakening," Wells continued, launching into her account of the
lynchings. One of her longest descriptions of those events, it was filled with
heartrending details. "The baby daughter of Tom Moss," Wells declared,
"too young to express how she misses her father, toddles to the wardrobe,
seizes the legs of the trousers of his letter-carrier uniform, hugs and kisses
them with evident delight and stretches up her little hands to be taken up
into the arms which will nevermore clasp his daughter's form."25

Wells further described the responses of the black community to the
lynchings. She admitted that they considered vengeance but realized it
would mean "certain death for the men, and horrible slaughter for the
women and children." She reminded her audience, "The power of the
State, county and city, the civil authorities and the strong arm of the mili-
tary power were all on the side of the mob and lawlessness." Instead they
decided to leave, and white Memphians felt the impact of their departure.
"There were a number of business failures and blocks of houses were for
rent," Wells explained. "To restore the equilibrium and put a stop to the
great financial loss," she continued, "the next move was to get rid of the
Free Speech,—the disturbing element which kept the waters troubled."26

After detailing the events that led to her exile, Wells assured her audi-
ence, "The lawlessness here described is not confined to one locality. In
the past over a thousand colored men, women and children have been
butchered, murdered and burnt in all parts of the South." She then de-
scribed a number of grisly lynchings and listed the statistics from 1882 to
1892. Her account made clear that "neither age, sex nor decency are
spared" and that in only one-third of lynchings were charges of rape even
made. Lynchers had come to believe nothing would be done to punish
them. Wells cried that:

So bold have the lynchers become, masks are laid aside, the temples
of justice and strongholds of law are invaded in broad daylight and
prisoners taken out and lynched, while governors of states and offi-
cers of law stand by and see the work well done.

And yet this Christian nation, the flower of the nineteenth cen-
tury civilization, says it can do nothing to stop this inhuman slaugh-
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ter. The general government is willingly powerless to send troops to
protect the lives of its black citizens, but the state governments are
free to use state troops to shoot them down like cattle, when in des-
peration the black men attempt to defend themselves, and then tell
all the world that it was necessary to put down a "race war."27

Wells then compared slavery with lynching and the nation's reaction
to it. She noted that few had been willing to confront the evil of human
bondage for many years. Only the martyrdom of white abolitionists and
threats to freedom of speech convinced the nation "that slavery was not
only a monster [but also] a tyrant." Wells proclaimed, "The very same forces
are at work now as then." After appealing to the abolitionist sentiment of
white Bostonians, Wells blamed the North's current moral blindness on a
desire to prevent another Civil War. However, the efforts to win back the
allegiance of the South had failed, she explained:

With all the country's disposition to condone and temporize with the
South and its methods; with its many instances of sacrificing princi-
ple to prejudice for the sake of making friends and healing the
breach made by the late war; of going into the lawless country with
capital to build up its waste places and remaining silent in the pres-
ence of outrage and wrong—the South is as vindictive and bitter

Wells not only defined the problem for her audience but also provided
a solution. "Do you ask a remedy?", she asked, then answered, "A public
sentiment strong against lawlessness must be aroused. Every individual can
contribute to this awakening. When a sentiment against lynch law as
strong, deep and mighty as that aroused against slavery prevails, I have no
fear of the result." Wells then appealed to Republican party strength in
Boston by blaming the party's defeat in the 1892 presidential election on its
failure to meet "the issues squarely for human rights." She closed with a
ringing appeal and reference to white abolitionists.

The voice of the people is the voice of God, and I long with all the
intensity of my soul for the Garrison, Douglas [sic], Sumner, Wit-
tier, and Phillips who shall rouse this nation to a demand that from
Greenland's icy mountains to the coral reefs of the Southern seas,
mob rule shall be put down and equal and exact justice be accorded
to every citizen, who finds a home within the borders of the land of
the free and the home of the brave.

Then no longer will our national hymn be sounding brass and

as ever.28



Antilynching Lectures 181

tinkling cymbal, but every member of this great composite nation
will be a living, harmonious illustration of the words, and all can
honestly and gladly join in singing:

My country! 'tis of thee,
Sweet land of liberty

Of thee I sing.
Land where our fathers died,
Land of the Pilgrim's pride,
From every mountain side

Freedom does ring.29

Her words are eerily prophetic of King's "I Have a Dream" speech dur-
ing the "March on Washington" in 1963. Both orators, like Thomas Jeffer-
son, realized that effective propaganda appeals to deeply felt values and

"self-evident truths." Both drew from the Bible and hymns as well as pa-
triotic songs and literature. Wells's description of "this great composite

nation" celebrates the cultural diversity with which the United States con-
tinues to struggle.

Following her speech, the audience at Tremont Temple passed resolu-
tions of support and pledged to work "to arouse public sentiment in indig-

nant condemnation of the increasing prevalence of lynch law in our land."

The resolutions referred to Wells's "pathetic and unimpassioned recital of
the horrible atrocities perpetuated in various parts of the South" and ex-
pressed "thanks to this cultivated Christian lady for the important informa-
tion she has imparted." The audience further declared "our admiration for
her intelligent, reasonable and heroic advocacy of the rights of American

Citizens and our sympathy with her and her people in the injustice they
are suffering." Such a public display of support helped rehabilitate Wells's
reputation of respectability after the attack by the Memphis Commercial.
During the next three days, Joseph Cook continued to demonstrate his ap-
proval by accompanying Wells at her lectures at Charles Street A.M.E.
Church and at Maiden.30

The black press also came to the defense of Wells. The Topeka Weekly
Call criticized the Commercial for "wantonly and ruthlessly slandering the
good name of Miss Ida B. Wells." It labeled the attack on her as "evidence
that boasted southern chivalry is a thing of the past." The Weekly Call pro-
claimed, "Miss Wells is a lady, the peer of any in the land and the superior
of many whose only stock in trade is a white skin." Whites, not Wells, were
guilty of "inhuman brutality and insensate laciviouness [sic] and lecher-
ousness."31
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Wells was not only personally outraged by the Commercial article but
also recognized that besmirching the morality of black women was an im-
portant component of the racist ideology used to justify white Southerner's
actions. She decided to confront the Commercial's aspersions with legal ac-
tion. As she began her search for an attorney to file libel charges, Wells re-
membered her disappointment with the representation of black lawyer
T. F. Cassells during her suit against the railroad in 1884. She also felt that
the leading attorneys of Memphis—both black and white—were hostile to
her. Cassells had not forgiven her for replacing him with a white lawyer,
and J. T. Settle continued to resent her criticisms of him in the Free Speech.

When Wells realized the need to go outside of Memphis for represen-
tation, she thought of Albion Tourgee. In her twenties she had read his
book, Bricks Without Straw, about Reconstruction and race relations. A
white Chicago lawyer, Tourgee was well-known among African Americans
for founding a civil rights organization and for confronting racial issues in
his "Bystander" column in the Chicago Inter-Ocean. Wells had been
pleased to receive a congratulatory letter from him about her lynching ar-
ticle in the New York Age. She had also distributed information about
Tourgee's National Citizens' Rights Association among the black women
of New York.32

When Wells wrote Tourgee in February, she referred to her dilemma
in obtaining representation by Memphis attorneys. He evidently ques-
tioned her about it, for she later explained the situation more fully and
noted of Settle and Cassells, "Both are sycophants and do not half defend
their clients." Wells asked whether Tourgee believed she could succeed in
getting "vindication" of her character. Although Tourgee declined to rep-
resent Wells because of financial constraints, he did give her advice. He
thought that filing her complaint in Chicago would give her a better
chance of a fair trial and a "very large verdict." To win, however, he noted
her need to prove she had not engaged in an affair with Taylor Nightingale,
and also to "deny and sustain a denial of impropriety with any mem."33

Most important to Wells, Tourgee recommended another Chicago at-
torney to handle the case —Ferdinand L. Barnett. A native of Nashville,
Barnett was a graduate of Union College of Law in Chicago. He owned the
Chicago Conservator, practiced law with S. Laing Williams, was active in
Republican party affairs, and held a number of government appoint-
ments.34 Although he had been a supporter of the antilynching movement
and Wells, he apparently knew little of her personally when he took the
case. After Tourgee cautioned him to be sure of the facts before he pro-



Antilynching Lectures 183

ceeded, Barnett expressed faith that "the libelous article was entirely with-
out foundation" but assured Tourgee he would "find out before we take
any steps in the matter." His conversations with her friends from Memphis
and Wells's willingness for him to consult such "enemies" as Cassells, con-
vinced Barnett of her integrity; however, he and Wells eventually decided
not to pursue the case because they feared the damage that a loss would
cause.35 Nevertheless, working on the case together proved to be the start of
a relationship that would flower into romance.

Perhaps because of the attack on Wells, the black community of Wash-
ington, D.C., rallied to support her return engagement at the Metropolitan
A.M.E. Church on 3 February. Douglass's promise to Wells that if she
came back, he would guarantee a large crowd came true; the church filled
with what Wells called "one of the biggest audiences I had ever seen."
Douglass's success was partially due to his recruitment of the city's promi-
nent black women to take a role in the event. Douglass presided, aided by
Anna J. Cooper, the principal of Washington's black high school, and Lucy
Moten, the head of Miner Normal School. Mary Church Terrell, perhaps
the city's most prominent black woman, introduced each speaker.35

The daughter of Robert Church of Memphis, Terrell had first met
Wells while they were both in their twenties. Wells had thought them kin-
dred spirits before Mollie had left to tour Europe and then married Robert
Terrell, who became a judge in Washington. Although the two women did
share many interests and goals, the friendship never blossomed —but ri-
valry grew abundantly. Many years later Terrell considered Wells an in-
grate and claimed to a friend, "I did everything I could for that lady years
ago when she had very few friends." Terrell's words that night in Washing-
ton were certainly supportive: "We admire Miss Wells for her undaunted
courage, and laud her zeal in so worthy a cause, we encourage her ambi-
tion to enlighten the mind and touch the heart by a thrilling . . . recital of
the wrongs heaped upon her oppressed people in the South." Terrell con-
tinued to extend Wells "a cordial welcome" and to "offer her our hearty
support." Nevertheless, the bulk of her introduction was comprised of her
own indictment of lynching as well as more fulsome and extensive praise
for the other speaker, T. Thomas Fortune.37

In her autobiography, Wells did not allude to their rivalry and noted
that Terrell "was president of the Bethel Literary and was just beginning
her public career" at the time of the introduction. She also noted that Ter-
rell was the daughter of Robert Church, "who had shown himself a friend
while I was a teacher in Memphis," which was probably an allusion to his
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loan to her when she was in California. All in all, Wells was thrilled by the
event, writing that it "ended in a blaze of glory and a donation of nearly two
hundred dollars to aid the cause."38

Wells soon found a use for the purse. While she was in Washington,
she learned of a particularly gruesome lynching in Paris, Texas. The New
York Times provided the grisly details of the death of Henry Smith, who was
accused of assaulting a four-year-old girl. After his capture, the train carry-
ing the prisoner was met by a "mass of humanity 10,000 strong." Smith was
placed on a scaffold "within view of all beholders" and "tortured for fifty
minutes by red-hot irons being thrust against his quivering body." Thinking
him dead, the crowd doused him with kerosene and set him on fire. When
Smith "wriggled and tossed out" of the fire, he was shoved back in, twice.
The Times further noted "the vast crowd still looked calmly on" and re-
ported the presence of participants from eight other cities, including Dal-
las, Fort Worth, and Texarkana.39

In her autobiography, Wells elaborated on the lynching. She told of
how "the mob fought over the hot ashes for bones, buttons, and teeth for
souvenirs" and recounted a mother's calm response to her eight-year-old
daughter's words, "I saw them burn the nigger, didn't I Mamma?" (Wells
also described the lynching during her Boston speech in mid-February as
evidence of the corrupting influence of mob law.) Suspicious of the
charges against Smith, she decided to use the money raised at the Wash-
ington meeting to investigate the lynching. "I had said in newspaper arti-
cles and public speeches," Wells declared, "that we should be in a position
to investigate every lynching and get the facts for ourselves." She used the
money "to have Pinkerton's [detective agency] send an honest, unpreju-
diced man from the Chicago office to bring unbiased facts." Although
Wells was disappointed with the quality of the report, the Paris lynching
launched another phase of her antilynching crusade, and she continued to
investigate lynchings for many years.40

The visit to the nation's capital also raised Wells's hopes that she might
get the attention of the men who governed the nation. In May 1892, Presi-
dent Benjamin Harrison had penned a timid reply to a memorial against
lynching from the black Virginia Baptist Convention. Some began to look
to Congress. Before Wells's lecture, the Washington Bee predicted, "Sev-
eral members of Congress will be present." Immediately afterwards, the
Christian Banner noted that Wells "is stiring [sic] up the country" about
lynching and reported, "it is possible she will get a hearing before a Con-
gress committee appointed for that purpose." The report probably referred
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to an unsuccessful attempt by Frederick Douglass and some Washington
women to get Wells a hearing before the Senate Judiciary Committee.41

The inability to get the federal government to move against lynching con-
tinued to frustrate the antilynching movement until its death.

By this time Frederick Douglass had become an important ally to
Wells. She visited his home on several occasions and won his gratitude by
treating his second wife with respect. Following the death of his first wife in
1882, Douglass married a white coworker, Helen Pitts, in 1884. Many
African Americans echoed the words of a writer in the Pittsburgh Weekly
News: "We have no further use for him. His picture hangs in our parlor, we
will hang it in the stables."42 According to Wells, Douglass told her that ex-
cept for Charlotte Forten Grimke, whose husband Francis had married the
Douglasses, Wells was the only black woman to treat Helen "as a hostess
has a right to be treated by her guest." "I, too," Wells wrote, "would have
preferred that Mr. Douglass had chosen one of the beautiful, charming col-
ored women of my race for his second wife. But he loved Helen Pitts . . .
and it was outrageous that they should be crucified by both white and black
people for doing so."43

Wells's support for the couple is easily understandable because she had
also felt the sting of public disapproval by both whites and African Ameri-
cans. Their union also upheld her contentions about interracial sex: She
noted that they sought to "live together in the holy bonds of matrimony
rather than in the illicit relationship that was the cause of so many of the
lynchings I had noted and protested against."44 Finally, like Douglass,
Wells remained at heart an integrationist. Militancy was often coupled
with support for integration in that era. Only in the next century would mil-
itancy become synonymous with separatism.

Perhaps the criticism he received made Douglass more sensitive to the
plight of Wells. At any rate, their relationship seems to have flowered after
the slanders in the Commercial. A year later, Wells reminded Douglass, "At
that juncture you comforted me with your counsel and gave me your pro-
tection."45 Although sometimes disappointed in the extent of protection
and defense provided by Douglass, Wells appears to have reciprocated his
support. In several instances, Wells sought to counter rumors critical of
Douglass. In February 1893, she wrote Douglass that "many people in
Boston asked me as to the truth of the published account that you had
given a thousand dollars toward Will Cook's World's Fair Concert Co." Af-
ter assuring Douglass that to have done so would be all right, Wells contin-
ued, "if not, the use of your name is misleading many." Eight months later,
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the Indianapolis Freeman noted, "Ida B. Wells denies that Frederick Doug-
lass is an applicant for political office." Wells lamented, "I think this nag-
ging of Mr. Douglass should cease."46

Wells's reference to Will Cook reflects a common interest that drew
her closer to Douglass. To celebrate the voyage of Christopher Columbus,
a world's fair, the World's Columbian Exposition, opened in Chicago on
12 October 1892. From its beginning, the fair provoked anger and contro-
versy among African Americans. Issues included the fair's omission of
black contributions to the United States, its failure to note racist activities,
and the holding of a segregated "Negro Day" —at which the celebrated
black violinist Will Cook was to perform. According to the Cleveland
Gazette, it was at Wells's October lecture in Washington that Douglass con-
ceived the idea of "an exposition, by paintings, drawing and written ac-
counts of lynchings, hangings, burnings at the stake, whippings and all
southern atrocities" to be held concurrently with the Chicago fair.47 Wells
wholeheartedly agreed, and the result would be a joint pamphlet, but first
Wells was sidetracked by an offer too appealing to refuse.

The gruesome nature of the lynching in Paris, Texas, had drawn atten-
tion abroad. Among those who reacted was Isabelle Fyvie Mayo, a Scottish
author who provided shelter to students from Ceylon and India. She and
Anti-Caste editor Catherine Impey had been corresponding for some time
about racial issues. In March 1893, Mayo invited Impey to Scotland to get
to know a fellow opponent of the caste system in India. Having just re-
ceived news of the Paris lynching, Mayo asked Impey, as Wells told it, if she
had learned during her American travels "why the United States of Amer-
ica was burning human beings alive in the nineteenth century as the red
Indians were said to have done three hundred years before."48

Impey's reply caused Mayo to inform the British public of the out-
rages. Impey asserted, "The chief difficulty over here is that people don't
know & therefore don't care about the matter." As a remedy, the two women
decided to form an "Emancipation" organization to attack all the evils of
caste. Although they intended to "declare war against it any & everywhere,"
they agreed to begin combat against lynching in America, because the
"evil is so glaring, so terrible." Some asserted that lynching was "purely an
American question," but Impey proclaimed, "where evils of such magni-
tude exist—& helpless people suffer wrongs unspeakable—we can't stand
on ceremony." Based on Impey's contacts with Wells in Philadelphia, they
decided to ask Wells to come and help them launch their movement.
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Mayo agreed to pay Wells's expenses, arid Impey drafted the invitation on
19 March 1893.49

In her letter Impey declared, "Our English press has been getting hold
of some of those Texas lynchings, and our people are beginning to feel that
there is something very wrong somewhere." She urged Wells to aid them
"to set on foot a living effort to remedy the cruel wrongs now suffered." The
letter reached Wells while she was visiting Frederick Douglass. According
to Wells's autobiography, Impey noted that Douglass was too old to come
and asked Wells to do so or to ask Douglass to suggest someone else. Doug-
lass told Wells, "You go, my child; you are the one to go, for you have a story
to tell."50

Wells already recognized the potential of drawing the English and
Scots into the antilynching movement—as Douglass had once done for
the abolitionist movement. Her pamphlet Southern Horrors had been re-
published in London in 1892 as U.S. Atrocities. The invitation was "like an
open door in a stone wall" to Wells. She had despaired the failure of white
northern newspapers to mention her movement; all had ignored her ex-
cept those in Boston. She hated to interrupt her work on the world's fair
pamphlet, and she also had to cancel plans to confront a meeting of south-
ern governors in Richmond that month.51 Nevertheless, she felt compelled
to respond to the call. On 5 April 1893, Wells embarked on a journey across
the sea that would catapult her and the antilynching movement to wide-
spread prominence.
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"An open door in a stone wall"

B y April 1893, Ida B. Wells had lived through numerous adventures

and received widespread publicity in the black press as a martyr in the
antilynching cause. In some ways, however, her life until then was but a

dress rehearsal for a play performed on the stage of England. Until the voy-
age across the sea, Wells had been one of many outstanding African Amer-
ican women being celebrated in the black community. Proclaimed the
'Tear of the Black Woman," 1893 witnessed the publication of Noted Ne-

gro Women by Monroe Majors and Women of Distinction by L. A. Scruggs.
The next year Gertrude Mossell published The Work of the Afro-American
Woman. At the start of 1893, Wells was merely one of the brighter stars in
a galaxy of black women activists and artists — all of whom were generally

ignored by the white media and public.
Anyone who shone brightly enough to catch the attention of whites

quickly ascended to a paramount position among African Americans.
White praise brought the most prominence, but even criticism—when it
came from contemptible sources —could enhance one's status. In a society
permeated with white supremacy, white recognition was an important step
in obtaining legitimacy both in and outside the black community. Until
1893 only white newspapers in Boston praised Wells; the slanderous in-
sults from Memphis won Wells far more attention in the black press. In
England, however, Wells got glowing reviews from English papers. Such
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attention made Wells possibly the most discussed individual in the black
press—aside from Frederick Douglass. For decades thereafter, few impor-
tant events happened in black America without Wells's participation.

Aware of the significance of the invitation from Catherine Impey and
Isabelle Mayo, Wells saw herself as a modern-day Frederick Douglass sent
to enlighten the world about the new evils confronting African Americans.
Less than two weeks after receiving Impey's letter, Wells boarded the Teu-
tonic for Liverpool, England.1 On her arrival, Wells went to Impey's home,
which Catherine shared with her mother and sister. At the time Impey was
forty-seven—about fifteen years older than Wells. A Quaker and vegetar-
ian, Impey was deeply committed to justice and reform, participating in
the temperance movement and humanitarian efforts on behalf of the poor.
At some point she became especially engrossed in the subject of race and
caste. Beginning in 1878, Impey had made four trips to the United States
during which she "learned enough to have our sympathies keenly alive &
to really feel ourselves more black than white," as she wrote Frederick Dou-
glass in 1883. For years she cultivated relationships with most African
American leaders, including Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington,
T. Thomas Fortune, Daniel Payne, Fannie J. Coppin, and William Still.
Impey wished to share all she had discovered through her visits and con-
tacts; she told Douglass, "if English people knew one-hundredth of what I
have learned . . . America would be stung into activity by the indignation
that England would give voice to." To spread her ideals, she established
Anti-Caste in March 1888. Its masthead read "Devoted to the Interests of
Coloured Races" until August 1889, when it changed to "Advocates the
Brotherhood of Mankind Irrespective of Colour or Descent." Most likely
its circulation was limited to those who already agreed with Impey's ideals.2

The national day of prayer organized in the wake of the Memphis
lynchings piqued Impey's interest in mob justice. In the July 1892 issue of
Anti-Caste, she noted the prayer meetings of 31 May as well as the appeal
to "put an end to the cruel hangings, burnings and other tortures inflicted
upon the coloured race in the South." The next issue announced Impey's
fourth trip to America. Her arrival in the States coincided with Wells's
ouster from Memphis, and their paths crossed in Philadelphia. The union
of these two women in the antilynching cause was another unintended
consequence of the actions by Memphis whites. The attempt to muzzle
Wells continued to backfire on the city.3

After Wells recuperated from her voyage, she and Impey journeyed to
Mayo's home in Aberdeen in northern Scotland. Almost fifty years old,
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Mayo was a successful novelist. Beginning in the late 1870s, she wrote
about a book a year—at first under the pen name Edward Garrett. Her writ-
ings often appeared as serials in the religious press and stressed morality
and self-sacrifice. One reviewer described her characters as "good, kind,
wise women, who seem to be sent into the world to put things straight and
lift everybody to a higher plane of existence." Mayo devoted her energies to
such causes as pacifism, antiracism, and vegetarianism.4 Mayo, Impey, and
Wells shared bonds of idealism that transcended race.

Living with Mayo were three young male boarders—a German music
teacher, a student from Ceylon, and the student's relative, Dr. George
Ferdinands, who had attended the University of Aberdeen and was then
practicing dentistry. According to Wells, all three "threw themselves whole-
heartedly into the work of helping to make preparations for our campaign:
writing letters, arranging meetings, seeing the press, helping to mail out ten
thousand copies of Anti-Caste." A special edition of Anti-Caste announced
their plans, and Wells made her first presentation at 3:00 P.M. on 21 April
in Mayo's drawing room. She later recalled, "When introduced to speak, I
told the same heart-stirring episodes which first gained me the sympathy
and good will of my New York friends. The facts I related were enough of
themselves to arrest and to hold the attention. They needed no embellish-
ment, no oratory from me."5

The Society for the Recognition of the Brotherhood of Man (SRBM)
emerged from that meeting. It was formally established on 24 April at the
Aberdeen Music Hall, after Wells's first public lecture. Mayo agreed to
head the organization, which adopted a three-part declaration. The docu-
ment denounced any "system of race separation" that cut "despised mem-
bers of a community" off "from the social, civil, and religious life of their
fellow-men"; censured "lynching and other forms of brutal injustice"; and
required "its members to refrain from all complicity in the system of Race
Separation, whether as individuals, or by co-membership in organizations
which tolerate and provide the same."6 These were bold, uncompromising
words that, nevertheless, allowed room for black separatist movements.

Mayo also took Wells to a gathering of about fifteen hundred men in
Aberdeen, known as the Pleasant Saturday Evening meeting. Although the
women were seated on the platform, no one had asked Wells to speak. Dur-
ing the singing, however, the chairman approached Wells, explaining that
their scheduled speaker had canceled and asking her to talk for about fif-
teen minutes. Wells gladly lectured on "conditions in the South since the
Civil War, jim crow laws, ballot-box intimidation, and laws against inter-
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marriage" before describing "the cruel physical atrocities vented upon

[her] race." In her enthusiasm, she talked ten minutes longer than allotted,
but no one seemed to mind. Afterward, Wells recalled, "Mrs. Mayo was
elated, said that it was the best I had done, and urged me to continue along
those lines."7

On 25 April, Mayo and Wells traveled to nearby Huntly while Impey
went to arrange meetings in England. In Huntly they established a branch
of the SRBM and left for Edinburgh. Arriving there on Thursday, 27 April,
they were the guests of Eliza Wigham, who had aided Frederick Douglass
in his antislavery campaign. The next day Wells addressed the Edinburgh
Ladies' Emancipation Society in the Bible Society Rooms at St. Andrew
Square. Her lecture was reported by the Edinburgh Scotsman, which black
newspapers reprinted in America. Summarizing her talk, the article re-
counted that Wells "described how the troubles of the colored people in
the south did not end . . . at the close of the Civil War." After quoting a
claim that more African Americans were killed during Reconstruction that
during the war, Wells declared, "Nor . . . had matters improved in recent
years, but on the contrary, the Negroes had been terrorized into abstaining
from voting, and the legislation had all tended towards the social degrada-
tion and exclusion of the colored people." A discussion of lynch law fol-
lowed with an account of the Memphis lynchings and her exile from the
city. At the close of the meeting, Impey and Mayo asked for and received
support for the SRBM.8

On Saturday Wells gave two talks—at a "drawing-room meeting" at the
Free Church Manse and at the "crowded assembly hall" of the Carubbers'
Close Mission. The Edinburgh Evening Gazette observed that Wells "has
everywhere been heard with deep attention and interest, and has evoked
unanimous expressions of sympathy." Apparently resting on Sunday, Wells
spoke at the YMCA on Monday.9 Her hectic schedule became even more
exhausting after she spent a sleepless night—seeking answers to a dilemma
regarding her hosts.

While in Edinburgh, Mayo received correspondence that profoundly
influenced the remainder of Wells's overseas tour. Mayo's male boarder
and fellow worker, Dr. Ferdinands, forwarded her a letter he had received
from Impey. The son of a British father and Ceylonese mother, Ferdinands
had been shocked by Impey's letter. According to Wells, Impey had

. . . declared that she returned the affection she felt sure he had for
her; that she was taking this advance step because she knew he hesi-



192 TO KEEP THE WATERS TROUBLED

tated to do so because he was of a darker race; that she had written to
her family acquainting them with the state of affairs, and telling
them to prepare to receive him as her husband and that she rejoiced
to give this proof to the world of the theories she had approved—the
equality of the brotherhood of man.10

Mayo's reaction was to demand that Impey withdraw from SRBM and
destroy all copies of Anti-Caste in which both their names appeared. Wells
questioned how a letter known only to the four of them hurt the cause, but

Mayo insisted Impey was a "nymphomaniac" and the "type of maiden lady
who used such work as an opportunity to meet and make advances to men"

and was likely to do so again. Wells was distressed by Mayo's "scorn and
withering sarcasm" and called the encounter "the most painful scene in

which I ever took part." Wells admired both women and wrote: "To see my
two ideals of noble womanhood divided in this way was heartrending.
When it was demanded that I choose between them it was indeed a stag-
gering blow."11

Wells "spent a sleepless night praying for guidance." Although she

could be prudish and judgmental of others, Wells simply could not reject
a friend and advocate of justice for African Americans. Wells had the good
sense and compassion to see that Impey's actions had been indiscreet but

not immoral. She tried to make Mayo understand and reminded her of Im-
pey's "many years of faithful, honorable service." All was to no avail. Wells
regretfully remembered, "Mrs. Mayo, stern upright Calvinistic Scotch-
woman that she was, could not see anything but that I was hurting the

cause, and parted from me in what to her was righteous anger. She cast me
into outer darkness with Miss Impey and I never saw her again."12 Wells
later wrote Mayo and "begged her to have a kinder feeling." Instead, Mayo
publicly attacked Impey in Fraternity, a journal of the SRBM that she and
Mr. S. J. Celestine Edwards founded as a replacement for Anti-Caste.13

With Mayo's defection, Impey first relied on her Quaker ties to make
arrangements. On Tuesday, 2 May, Wells addressed an audience in the So-
ciety of Friends' Meeting House of Glasgow. The Scottish Pulpit described
how a large audience listened "with rapt attention" and declared, "Nothing
more harrowing has been for years related from a Glasgow platform than
the narrative she gave of the cruelties and outrages perpetrated upon her
people." A week later she and Impey were in Newcastle, where Wells once
again spoke at a Friends' meetinghouse in the afternoon and evening of
9 May. The Newcastle Leader noted that the crowd was so large in the
evening that two sessions had to be held. It described Wells as "a young lady
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with a strong American accent, and who speaks with an educated and
forceful style." The paper observed that Wells "gave some harrowing in-
stances of the injustice to the members of her race, of their being socially
ostracized and frequently lynched in the most barbarous fashion by mobs
on mere suspicion." The article closed by quoting Wells as saying that
"England has often shown America her duty in the past, and [I have] no
doubts that England will do so again."14

In preparation for a trip to Birmingham, Impey and Wells mailed an-
nouncements and literature about the movement to influential citizens of
that city. One recipient, a city councilor, questioned the appropriateness of
the proposed meeting in a letter to the Birmingham Daily Post. "My time
is valuable," he wrote, "my powers are limited and I feel justified in asking
what possible practical object can be attained by such meetings?" Not
questioning Wells's motives, he noted that she "has come four thousand
miles to raise a question which could be dealt with effectually only on the
spot." He ended his letter, "I protest against being expected to give my
attention to matters of municipal detail in a civilised country at a great
distance, any interference with which by English people would be an im-
pertinence."15

Wells penned a reply, which appeared on 16 May—the day before her
scheduled talk. After reviewing the injustices faced by African Americans,
Wells explained why she raised these issues in England.

The pulpit and press of our own country remains silent on these con-
tinued outrages and the voice of my race thus tortured and outraged
is stifled or ignored whenever it is lifted in America in demand for
justice. It is to the religious and moral sentiment of Great Britain we
now turn. These can arouse the public sentiment of Americans so
necessary for the enforcement of law. The moral agencies at work in
Great Britain did much for the final overthrow of chattel slavery.
They can in like manner pray, write, preach, talk and act against civil
and industrial slavery; against the hanging, shooting and burning
alive of a powerless race.

America cannot and will not ignore the voice of a nation that is
her superior in civilization, which makes this demand in the name
of justice and humanity. . . . I am in Great Britain today because
I believe that the silent indifference with which she has received
the charge that human beings are burned alive in Christian (?)
Anglo-Saxon communities is born of ignorance of the true situation,
and that if she really knew she would make the protest loud and
long.16
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As Martin Luther King, Jr., did so eloquently in his "Letter from the Bir-
mingham Jail" in 1963, Wells appealed to the values and pride of her au-
dience in the English city from which the Alabama city drew its name.

Even before her response, the councilor's letter had an impact. On
Sunday the members of the Coventry Road Congregational Church re-
acted to the letter with a resolution that the growing prevalence of lynch
law in America "is in danger of lowering the high and deserved esteem in
which the powerful Government of that country is held by the most ad-
vanced nations and tends to dim the glory of some of the splendid traditions
of the Republic." The congregation then mailed a copy of the resolution to
Wells.17

Wells believed the controversy brought "a splendid audience" to her
talk at the YMCA assembly room in Birmingham on 17 May. Another city
councilor presided —and read an alderman's letter of support. The Daily
Post reported the presence of "several ministers, members of the Society of
Friends and ladies and gentlemen interested in local philanthropic work."
In "a quiet but effective address," Wells used the disgruntled councilor's let-
ter as a rhetorical foil to penetrate English indifference or reticence. As
always, she opened with graphic depiction of the civic and political degra-
dation of African Americans. She demonstrated the irrationality of segre-
gation through such observations as, "A colored man might be employed as
a janitor or to ring the bells, but would not dare walk into the same church
simply to hear the preacher." Wells highlighted obstacles to a fair hearing
in African American's own homeland. Congress and a meeting of southern
governors both spurned delegations seeking a hearing on lynching. Wells
concluded that "Southerners appeared totally unable to realize the com-
mon humanity of the Negroes with themselves, and that is why it was
desirable that they should learn the views of Englishmen whom they re-
garded as their equals and whose good opinion they valued."18

A two-page editorial in another paper ruefully predicted Wells might
not convince everyone that African Americans "are being inhumanly
treated, because there is, unfortunately, a class of people which imagine
that no treatment can be too vile for anyone whose lot it is to be born
black." The lynching of over a thousand black "men, women, and chil-
dren" in America exposed the hypocrisy of "citizens of the country which
claims to be the most advanced, most elevated, and the most progressive
and enlightened in the world." The editorial appealed to a British sense of
moral superiority and concluded, "Open slavery was sternly denounced in
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this country years ago; ought not the covert tyranny now prevailing equally
to be censured?"19

At a second meeting held in Central Hall, Reverend J. C. Street
presided and also referred to the councilor's letter. Admitting too many or-
ganizations already existed, Street questioned when had the city ever been
"irresponsive to a cry for mercy and an appeal to justice." Even if English
people could not change the laws of America, "they would find in the fu-
ture, as in the past, that moral force was more powerful than swords and
cannons." After Wells spoke, the audience passed a resolution of support
and established a branch of the SRBM.20

Impey and Wells then proceeded to Manchester where they were the
guests of the editor of the Manchester Guardian. Here again Wells worked
her oratorical magic. The Guardian proclaimed, "Her quiet, refined man-
ner, her intelligence and earnestness, her avoidance of all oratorical tricks
and her dependence upon the simple eloquence of facts make her a pow-
erful and convincing advocate in her plea for equal justice and fair oppor-
tunity." The audience was especially shocked to hear the details of the
torture of Henry Smith in Paris, Texas. The account of the meeting con-
cluded with another slap at the hypocrisy of the United States:

Americans have never hesitated to criticise freely the conduct and
institutions of other nations, and we do not doubt their criticisms
have been useful. They, in turn, may very well profit by interna-
tional criticism and make an effort to change a condition of affairs
that brings upon their country the condemnation of the civilized
world.21

Word of Wells's tour trickled home to Memphis. The Appeal-
Avalanche reprinted the Manchester Guardian editorial to show that "Ida
Wells is continuing her career of triumphant mendacity." The Memphis
writer complained that only one side of the question was being heard—that
of "the negro adventuress who has so deftly gulled a number of credulous
persons in England." He lamented that "Ida Wells does not go into the
cause of this horrible chapter of death." Denying that it had ever defended
lynch law, the Appeal-Avalanche proceeded to blame the victims. Mistakes
had been made, it claimed, "only when the negroes have, by their crimes,
stirred up the people beyond all restraint." Negroes had the remedy for
lynch law: "Let them stop committing rape and midnight murder." The ed-
itorial sarcastically concluded:
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We have no objection to the organization of a society of credulous
Englishmen under the ministrations of a negro adventuress of decid-
edly shady character, and we suggest that they erect a monument to
the negro who was burned at Paris, Texas. We would further suggest
that the monument contain the following inscription: "Erected to
the memory of the colored martyr, , who rav-
ished a baby and then cut her to pieces with an ax."22

Later that month the Washington Post published a more temperate cri-
tique of Wells's tour in a lengthy account of her Birmingham talks. The
Post did not attack Wells's personal morality—just the truth of her asser-
tions. Noting her claim that "the American people virtually indorse [sic]
mob law by the indifferent manner in which those who participate in it are
prosecuted," the Post replied, "In this Miss Wells, whose heart is evidently
all right, is mistaken in judgment." Instead opposition to lynch law was
strong, and Wells was "specific in her misrepresentations" when she de-
clared that only the Chicago Inter-Ocean "had the courage to denounce
such crimes." The column also implicitly labeled Wells a racist because
she "studiously ignores the lynching of white men, and devotes all of her
time to denunciation of the lynching of blacks." Without agreeing to lead
any movement, the Post proclaimed, "let all semblance of race prejudice
be thrust to one side, and let there be a united effort against the evil."
Sometimes African Americans were expected to display a degree of color
blindness not required of whites.23

As much as Wells hated criticism — especially attacks on her charac-
ter—she recognized that such verbal assaults were victories to celebrate.
Upon her return to the states in June, Wells proclaimed, "I know that the
work has done great good, if by no other sign than the abuse it has brought
me from the Memphis Appeal Avalanche, Atlanta (Ga.) Constitution and
Macon Telegraph and Washington City Post."24 She correctly diagnosed
that English criticism had made southerners — and indeed many northern-
ers— more defensive. Attacks on Wells indicated how important the South
and the nation considered British opinion.

The year 1893 was an especially effective time to bring attention to
racism in the United States and the barbarity of lynching. The nation was
in a celebratory mood. In the observance of the country's centennial in
1876, North and South had worshiped at the shrine of nationalism, while
black rights appeared to be the sacrificial offering in the cause of unity. In
1893 Americans celebrated the "discovery" of America by Christopher
Columbus with the world's fair in Chicago, where exhibits trumpeted the
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great advances in "civilization" and heralded American leadership in the
progress of the world. Such claims did not seem extravagant in light of the
nation's emergence as the world's foremost economic power.

The sanctification of "civilization" by the Western powers justified the
subjugation of so-called backward nations to their rule. Defining civiliza-
tion as being like them, Europeans and Americans labeled as "primitive"
or "barbaric" all countries that did not share their political, technological,
and military power. Nevertheless, cherished democratic principles were ig-
nored in the rush to colonize. In such an atmosphere, Wells exploited both
British and American sensitivities. The English alleviated lingering guilt
over their mistreatment of colonials by focusing on American atrocities.
On the other hand, the barbarity of mob rule exposed the hypocrisy of
American celebrations of superiority. White Americans hated for anything
to blemish the image so carefully polished for display to the world. Al-
though the United States was indeed on the road to world dominance, its
people still felt that their nation had not won proper respect from the Eu-
ropean powers. America was falling behind in the acquisition of colonies,
which seemed to be the yardstick to measure national greatness. Therefore
Americans especially desired affirmation by the English, who had estab-
lished a great colonial empire and with whom Americans claimed racial
kinship.

To succeed in England, Wells needed meetings with prominent
groups and publicity in the British press. London was the ideal place to get
both, as many organizations held annual meetings there in May. Wells de-
scribed the setting, "Parliament is in session, the society season is at its best,
and everyone is in town." Several London journals announced her im-
pending arrival. Unfortunately, as Wells and Impey headed toward Lon-
don, a change occurred that dramatically diminished the momentum of
the tour. At every stop, Mayo had protested Impey's organizing activities for
the SRBM. Because Mayo was the major financial backer of both the or-
ganization and tour, Wells finally acquiesced to demands to go to London
without Impey.25

Mayo sent a "German maiden lady," described by Wells as "a fine
companion and chaperon but . . . not well enough known to secure en-
trance for me at [the] important meetings." Without contacts, they
scanned the papers for news of influential group gatherings. Only the
Women's Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) granted Wells an audi-
ence. The group's British president, Lady Henry Somerset, placed Wells
on her left on the platform and invited Wells to speak on temperance.
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Wells replied that "she had only one excuse for being before the British
public, and that was to protest against 'lynch law.'" Although Wells was al-
lotted only a few minutes to speak, after her speech Somerset's group
adopted an antilynching resolution,26

Mayo fulfilled her promise to pay tour expenses, but her withdrawal
and insistence on the German chaperone created some doubts about
Wells. Without a prominent advocate by her side, Wells could not solicit
invitations like those she had received in other towns. She ruefully noted,
"My duty was to tell the story wherever an opening had been made, so
when the time came for no more meetings it was the appropriate time for
me to return." Deciding to sail home from Southampton, Wells rejoined
Impey and headed for the coast. While waiting for the ship, the two friends
undoubtedly discussed the successes and failures of the tour. According to
Wells, Impey "blamed herself bitterly for the sudden ending of what had
promised so well."27

Impey was able, however, to arrange one last audience in Southamp-
ton. She took Wells to the local cathedral to meet Canon Wilberforce, and
Wells was "especially glad to meet" the grandson of a "great antislavery ag-
itator." During their half-hour visit, Wilberforce expressed regret that there
was no time to organize a meeting in his city. When Wells left, he gave her
an autographed photograph of himself, wished her a "safe journey across
the water," and restored some of her faith in the clergy.28

Wells's spirit was also refreshed by her voyage, on which there "were
few if any white Americans on board." Instead of confronting hostility,
Wells met a party of fifteen young Englishmen on their way to the world's
fair. Two of them were Quakers and had heard of Wells's activities. She
later remembered, "They were as courteous and attentive to me as if my
skin had been of the fairest." The "delightful experience" continued as they
accompanied her "practically all the way to Chicago" and "seemed to take
great pleasure in shocking the onlookers by their courteous and respectful
attention." Wells declared, "I enjoyed it hugely, because it was the first time
I had met any of the members of the white race who saw no reason why
they should not extend to me the courtesy they would have offered to any
lady of their own race."29 Being treated like a "lady" was reassuring after the
assaults on her respectability and character.

White acceptance —except by bigots —provided a powerful boost to
status among the black elite; therefore, the British tour enhanced Wells's
image in the black press for most of 1893. As soon as Wells announced Im-
pey's invitation, praise by editors began. The Detroit Plaindealer called her
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"the most aggressive worker in that direction" and expressed confidence
that "her peculiar mission there ought to raise up many friends for the op-
pressed."30 As news of the Scottish and English response reached the states,
the chorus of commendation increased. The Cleveland Gazette pro-
claimed that Wells "is making the welkin ring with an eloquence which
carries conviction."31 After southern white newspapers began to criticize
Wells, the black press leapt to her defense. The St. Paul Appeal described
the motivation for the attacks on Wells:

They seem to think that by doing so they disprove or destroy the
effect of the statements she makes. But, in fact, Miss Wells does not
give those statements on her own authority, but proves them by the
Southern newspapers themselves. She is a respectable and talented
lady, but that has little to do with the truth of her statements, as she
proves her statements by Southern newspapers. Her witnesses are
Governor Hogg, Fishback and Tillman and the official publications
of the Southern states.32

After reprinting the Appeal editorial, the Parsons Weekly Blade gave its
own assessment of the impact of the efforts by the southern press. "The
Southern journals who have such little regard for one of the most noble
ladies that ever lived," the paper predicted, "may kick and sweat until they
have killed their fool selves and her truthful statements concerning race
prejudice in the South will ever live to make known to the world the
cussedness of Southern prejudice and mob law." Most black editors
seemed to think that the attacks on Wells would backfire on the white
press. Many agreed with the Huntsville, Alabama Gazette when it pro-
claimed that Wells "has returned home and not empty handed either."33

Because the overseas tour had convinced Wells that world opinion
could be a potent force in the fight against lynching, she returned with a re-
newed commitment to use the world's fair as a platform for her message.
Twenty-seven million people from all over the world attended the five-
month celebration, which in many ways was a paean to white males. Strug-
gling to redefine masculinity when economic and cultural changes threat-
ened previous sources of male power, middle-class white men in the late
nineteenth century began to link racial domination with manhood. The
Columbian Exposition provided physical representations of the boasted
cultural, political, and economic superiority of white men. The Court of
Honor housed six large buildings with white Italian classical facades. Their
architectural styles and contents gave the label the "White City" a dual
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meaning. All six venerated the technological and economic dominance of
the Western world. Located on the fringes of the fair, the midway exhibits
seemed designed to highlight the "backwardness" of the rest of the world
with exotic depictions of the peasant peoples of Africa, Asia, the Middle
East, and the Pacific. Visiting journalist Marian Shaw noted, "These peo-
ple are they who, in the mad race of nations for power and pelf, seem to
have been left far behind, and, compared with the nations of today, are like
untutored children."34

Given the era's fascination with the concepts of civilization and bar-
barism, Wells shrewdly made the dichotomy an integral part of her attack
on lynching. There could hardly be a better site to challenge white Amer-
icans' boasted superiority than the Columbian Exposition. Wells saw ironic
possibilities in forcing visitors, who came to celebrate the progress of white
men, to confront the blood-lust of white lynch mobs. At the same time she
and other black leaders realized that the near exclusion of African Ameri-
can cultural and economic contributions from exhibits was not merely an
oversight. White Americans wanted nothing to detract from their shrine to
Anglo-Saxon superiority. Both black achievement and white denial of op-
portunity to African Americans contradicted the themes of the gleaming
"White City."

From the fair's inception, black leaders had fought unsuccessfully to
be included—symbolically and physically. They were excluded from both
the World's Columbian Exposition Commission and the Board of Lady
Managers.35 In reply to an attempt by the black women of Chicago for rep-
resentation, the secretary of the Board of Lady Managers, Susan G. Cooke,
blamed the failure to appoint a black woman on "dissensions among the
colored people." Actually, a division of thought did exist in the black com-
munity. The disagreement was related to another contention by Cooke:
"No color line is drawn, consequently there is no suggestion of superiority;
[black women] are placed upon a basis of equality."36

Then, as later, whites invoked the ideal of "color blindness" to justify
the exclusion of African Americans. In regard to the fair, Frederick Doug-
lass noted, "We are as usual overlooked in quarters where we should have
expected consideration and when we ask for what in all fairness is our due
we are taunted with drawing the color line." Black leaders struggled with
whether to ask for separate exhibits or not. Some believed that without
such exhibits African Americans' contributions would be excluded or, if
merged into general exhibits without ascription, overlooked. On the other
hand, many felt separate exhibits would be demeaning and to ask for them
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would be "abandoning the very principle for which we have been con-
tending in the newspapers and in the Courts."37 Nevertheless, all agreed
that with or without separation, African Americans deserved representa-
tion.

In June 1892, an Ohio representative in Congress decried the lack of
black representation and unsuccessfully proposed an $100,000 appropria-
tion for an exhibit to show what African Americans are "accomplishing un-
der freedom." A southern congressman retorted that any such exhibit
should show "what progress the colored race has made from the period
since they come [sic] in contact with the white race. They made none be-
fore." African Americans feared the southern view would prevail. Their
alarm escalated as the shape of the fair became clearer between its dedica-
tion in October 1892 and its official opening the following April. Some ex-
hibits, such as the reproduction of antebellum plantation scenes, were "in-
tended to be a standing insult to the present condition of the race."38 The
fair contained no hint of the violence and repression African Americans
confronted.

After Wells's February 1893 speech in the Metropolitan Church of
Washington, D.C., ideas for a response coalesced into a call for a pamphlet
to make the truth known. Frederick Douglass quickly gave his support to a
proposal by Frederick J. Loudin to bring "the whole panorama of the law-
less, cruel and barbarous persecution to which our people are subjected to
the attention of the civilized world at Chicago."39 Loudin and Douglass
joined with Wells to issue a circular letter soliciting donations for the pro-
duction of "a carefully prepared pamphlet, setting forth the past and pres-
ent condition of our people and their relation to American civilization, [to]
be printed in English, French, German and Spanish." The three calcu-
lated the costs would be about five thousand dollars and subscribed a
hundred, fifty, and twenty-five dollars respectively. The black press widely
published the letter and debated the merits of the idea. In mid-April the
Cleveland Gazette noted that Wells's departure for England "leaves the
bulk of the work to be done by Messrs. Douglass and Loudin" and urged its
completion. The Washington Bee, however, sarcastically noted Wells's
work on the pamphlet and claimed she had "demonstrated her great love
and interest in the negro race, by throwing up the great (?) and important
(?) work in which she was engaged to accept a position that will be of
greater personal benefit to her."40

During Wells's absence, the pamphlet elicited more debate than do-
nations. One journalist criticized the donation campaign as bringing "a
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matter of high race importance down to the level of a washer-woman's
church collection." The Washington Bee proclaimed, "The race have [sic]
too much in pamphlets and too little in their pockets" and agreed with the
Savannah Tribune that a boycott of the fair made more sense than attend-
ing and giving out pamphlets. Wells's return, however, reinvigorated the
pamphlet movement. Its production became her highest priority.41 The In-
dianapolis Freeman noted,

Her labors ended, Miss Wells turned her face homeward, and like a
comet, if not of 'tremendous size' of great velocity, she sped through
New York, turned her back upon the Age office and its poetic and
captivating monarch, and hastened to Chicago, loudly proclaiming
her intention to get out that 'pamphlet.'42

Douglass reported a lack of success in fund-raising and suggested aban-
doning the project. Fresh from her English success, Wells refused to sur-
render. She insisted money could be raised both at the fair and in black
churches. Leaving New York and T. Thomas Fortune behind, Wells made
Chicago her home base to launch her campaign, while remaining a corre-
spondent for the Age.43

Wells used her column in the Age to solicit donations but was disap-
pointed with the results. "Yet of all our wealthy educated men and women
. . . who should be interested in the vindication of the race, the only re-
sponse to that appeal [in the Age] I yet received," she wrote, "has come
from a poor uneducated hard working farmer." A circular letter to black
newspapers yielded little more, and Wells turned to church meetings with-
out much more success.44 Wells reported $275.13 in hand as of 22 July. Far
short of the estimated five thousand, she and Douglass decided to do only
one pamphlet in English, but with prefaces in French and German. In late
August at a meeting at St. Stevens Church, Mary Church Terrell presided
as the two once again made their pitch and raised another $34.59. About a
week later, the pamphlet went to the printers.45

The pamphlet campaign thrust Wells back into the maelstrom of con-
troversy that swirled around her during her entire adult life. The American
Citizen called Wells anxious "to exhibit the sores and wounds of the Negro
race" and predicted that her efforts would arouse whites "to attack upon a
helpless and defenseless people in many ways." Many papers forecast that
the pamphlet would never be issued or not before the fair's end. When it
went to the printers, the Freeman chastised Wells for using a white printer,
and the American Citizen grumbled, "It remains to be seen what good it
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will do." Both critics and supporters agreed the pamphlet was primarily the
product of Wells's endeavors.46

Although Wells was chief architect, she had several collaborators in
the writing of the eighty-one-page The Reason Why the Colored American
Is Not in the World's Columbian Exposition. Frederick Douglass wrote the
introductory chapter and two chapters on "Class Legislation" and "The
Convict Lease System." Wells wrote chapter four, "Lynch Law"; Garland
Penn contributed chapter five, "The Progress of the Afro-American Since
Emancipation"; and Ferdinand L. Barnett penned the final chapter, which
outlined the efforts of African Americans to get representation at the Expo-
sition. Wells's chapter reiterated her antilynching arguments and high-
lighted two lynchings that had occurred during the summer of 1893. She
also reprinted a postcard that a proud lynching committee had sent to
Albion Tourgee with a picture of their victim, C. J. Miller. Tourgee had
supplied encouragement as well as the postcard, and Wells sent him an in-
scribed copy of the pamphlet in appreciation.47

To dispense the pamphlets, Wells daily manned a desk at the Haitian
Building, which that nation's government had asked Douglass to supervise.
Fund-raising difficulties, however, had an impact on the effectiveness of
the pamphlet. Its late printing meant that less than two months remained
to distribute it. Although twenty thousand copies were printed, Wells ap-
parently could hand out only about half before the fair's closing. At the
back of the pamphlet she gave her address in Chicago with a promise to
send a copy to all who enclosed three cents postage.48

A controversial issue strained the collaboration of Wells and Douglass;
they disagreed on the desirability of a "Colored Jubilee Day" set aside for
African Americans at the Exposition. The movement for the day began at
about the same time as the pamphlet campaign. Although many papers
linked the two—Douglass supported both—Wells was vehemently op-
posed from the beginning. The Freeman congratulated Wells for her stand
and used her opposition to undermine Douglass's support. Unlike some
editorialists, Wells never named Douglass in her attacks on "Jubilee Day,"
which she described as "lacking in dignity, self-respect and judgment, to
say nothing of good taste."49 Her words, however, offended Willetta John-
son, a Boston resident and secretary of the "Colored Jubilee Day" commit-
tee, who was angry that Wells "should attack this committee," comprised of
"the people of Massachusetts who have rallied round and supported her in
her hour of sorrow and need."50

Wells was not ungrateful but was offended by the image of the day and



204 TO KEEP THE WATERS TROUBLED

the people who would attend. In a widely published editorial in July, she
decried the promise of free watermelons and called the day a scheme to en-
rich the railroads and the world's fair people. Her words reflect the class
bias of the black elite.

The self-respect of the race is sold for a mess of pottage and the spec-
tacle of the class of our people which will come on that excursion
roaming around the grounds munching watermelons, will do more
to lower the race in the estimation of the world than anything else.
The sight of the horde that would be attracted there by the dazzling
prospect of plenty of free watermelons to eat, will give our enemies
all the illustration they wish as excuse for not treating the Afro-
American with the equality of other citizens.51

Although Wells often called for race unity, she joined many of the elite
in distinguishing herself from poor, unsophisticated blacks and resented
behavior that reinforced stereotypes. More affluent, refined African Amer-
icans were acutely aware that the white public usually judged the whole
race by the actions of the black poor or criminal classes. The simultaneous
pulls of race unity and class identity often created ambivalence in Wells
and others.

Despite the criticism, "Colored American Day" took place on 25 Au-
gust and featured black musicians and entertainers as well as a speech by
Frederick Douglass. Glowing press reports of the event caused Wells to re-
think her position. Wells later noted that Douglass had "persevered with
his plans without any aid whatever from us hotheads and produced a pro-
gram that was reported from one end of the county to the other." After read-
ing of Douglass's speech, Wells claimed, "I was so swelled with pride over
his masterly presentation of our case that I went straight out to the fair and
begged his pardon for presuming in my youth and inexperience to criticize
him." Very rarely did Wells admit error and apologize. Her willingness
to do so indicates her high regard for the "grand old man," as she called
Douglass.52

A number of conventions, congresses, and conferences took place dur-
ing the fair, and Wells participated in several. In July she and Douglass
spoke before a Congress of Colored People, at which Wells was elected
vice president of the sponsoring National Colored People's Protective As-
sociation. In early September, she joined Booker T. Washington, Ameri-
can Federation of Labor officials, and white reformers Henry Demerest
Lloyd and Henry George as speakers at the Labor Congress. In her address
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Wells explained southern opposition to black migration by noting that "the
black man is the wealth-producing factor of the South."53

The Columbian Exposition provided Wells with another platform for
her protest and antilynching campaign —another "open door in a stone
wall." Her involvement also caused her to relocate her home base to
Chicago and furthered her relationship with Ferdinand Barnett, who
would become her husband in June 1895. For the next eighteen months,
however, Wells stayed on the road and in the middle of controversy.



11
The Continued Crusade

"Not myself nor my reputation,
but the life of my people"

T he World's Columbian Exposition drew Ida B. Wells to Chicago in
1893, and the lure of the Windy City convinced her to relocate.

Chicago was becoming a northern mecca for black southerners, who were
rapidly losing basic rights in the South. After the Civil War, each decade

, brought increasing numbers of African Americans, and between 1880 and
1900 the city's black population soared from 6,480 to 30,150. The largest
segment of that population (41.2 percent) came from the upper southern
states—mainly Tennessee and Kentucky. Those who migrated tended to
be more literate, urban, and militant than those who remained in the
South. For such migrants a major attraction was an Illinois civil rights law
that guaranteed equal access to all public accommodations.1 By 1893 a
flourishing black middle class enjoyed a rich social and cultural life. To en-
ter that group, Wells eagerly accepted an offer to join the Chicago Conser-
vator, which was edited by R. P. Bird and owned by Ferdinand Barnett.

Wherever Wells moved, controversy was her companion. Her affilia-
tion with the Conservator provoked the most vicious attack ever launched
against her by a black editor. C. H. J. Taylor of the Kansas City American
Citizen, who resented Wells's getting credit for the antilynching crusade,
which he felt he deserved, wrote an 1893 editorial that reached a new level
of nastiness.

206
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We are sorry for the Conservator. It was once a clean paper, worthy
of entering any home. Surely it can not be that the 'crazy addition'
from Memphis has ruined it. We never fight women and children,
but, really, Brother Bird, you had better put a muzzle on that animal
from Memphis. We are onto her dirty, sneaking tricks. If we get after
her we will make her wish her mother had changed her mind ten
months before she was born.2

Such an attack naturally elicited support for Wells from other editors,
and some wanted Taylor punished. The Washington Bee reprinted an
editorial that labeled the attack as "too vile to be reproduced in a de-
cent newspaper." In self-defense Taylor blamed the words on a subordi-
nate. By mid-January, Wells thanked "her newspaper brothers, generally,
for the chivalric defense made against the 'office boy' of the American
Citizen."3

Wells wanted more than rebukes for Taylor; she wanted revenge. She
wrote to the one man with the power to exact it: Frederick Douglass. After
quoting the entire editorial, Wells cried, "In my distress, wounded to the
quick and utterly unable to help myself, I turn to you." She asked Douglass
to use his influence to quash Taylor's political aspirations and "teach him a
lesson he will not forget." Douglass had played a key role in establishing
Wells's legitimacy after her expulsion from Memphis. By 1894, however,
he was becoming a little less enthusiastic in his support and failed to take
action against Taylor.4 Constant controversy continued to erode Wells's
credibility.

Once again an English invitation rescued her reputation, but not
without another dose of controversy. In September 1893, Isabelle Mayo
forwarded to Wells a request for American newspapers from Celestine
S. J. Edwards, who edited Fraternity, the organ of the Society for the Rec-
ognition of the Brotherhood of Man (SRBM). Mayo also informed Wells
that Edwards had suggested a second tour by her, beginning in February.
After assuring Wells that all expenses would be paid and that she would
"not be asked to work for absolutely nothing," Mayo asserted that "Mr.
Edwards' arrangements would do you justice,—and you would work un-
blightedll"*

Wells requested two pounds per week in addition to her expenses, and
the executive council of the SRBM accepted her terms. When a glitch de-
layed the appropriation of money for her passage, Wells borrowed twenty-
five dollars from Frederick Douglass toward her passage. Then, however,
the split between Mayo and Catherine Impey once again complicated
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matters. Wells was called on to decide between her duty to a friend and to
the cause. To ensure that the tour was "unblighted," Mayo wanted Wells to
repudiate Impey publicly. Refusing to do so, Wells almost did not go to
England, until Edwards assured her that the council desired only her si-
lence on the dispute. However, once Wells arrived in Liverpool on Friday,
9 March, Mayo learned of the council's decision and withdrew her finan-
cial support. Meanwhile, Edwards had become very sick and could not
take care of arrangements. Thus Wells found herself in England without
adequate funds or support.6

Nevertheless, she gave her first address two days after her arrival—to an
audience of thirteen hundred at Pembroke Chapel (Baptist) in Liverpool.
In his introduction, the Reverend Charles F. Aked told of her ouster from
Memphis, and she was greeted by what a reporter called "most un-
Sabbatarian applause." The journalist noted, "She is slight of build, dis-
tinctly good-looking, speaks fluently and with grace, and tells her story with
a simple directness which is most affective." The report also declared, "She
is accredited to the friends of progress by the Hon. Frederick Douglas
[sic]."7

Reverend Aked and his wife befriended Wells when she told them of
her difficulties. She became their house guest and, at Aked's suggestion,
wrote Douglass for a letter of recommendation. Enclosing a clipping of the
article about her talk, she told Douglass of the circumstances and noted, "I
am compelled to depend upon myself somewhat." Apparently the cumula-
tive effects of the attacks on Wells had eroded the black leader's confi-
dence. He wrote a very guarded letter to Aked and a brief, suspicious one to
Wells. He resented the use of his name by the Liverpool Daily Post and
doubted Wells's version of events. Asking her for more details about who
had invited her to England, he closed by saying, "I am ready to hold up
your hands, and want to do so, but I wish to do so intelligently and truth-
fully."8

Wells was devastated. "With all the discouragements I have received
and the time and money I have sacrificed to the work," she wrote, "I have
never felt so like giving up as since I received your very cool and cautious
letter this morning, with its tone of distrust and its inference that I have not
dealt truthfully with you." She filled eight pages with a detailed explana-
tion of events and a promise to pay back the twenty-five dollars she bor-
rowed.9 Wells was painfully aware that a defection by Douglass would ir-
reparably cripple her tenuous claims to legitimacy and respectability. As an
unmarried woman, she was vulnerable to slander because of her frank and
shocking discussions of female sexuality.
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Wells was relieved to receive a reassuring letter from Douglass, who ap-
parently chided her for the tone of her letter and the mention of his loan.
She was encouraged enough on 6 May to ask for stronger letters of support
and to inform him that she needed an extension on the loan. Once again
multiple duties plagued her. Her sisters in California needed money for
school, and Wells sent the funds she had earmarked for Douglass. In a sec-
ond letter on 10 May, Wells added urgency to her pleas. She informed
Douglass of a proposed meeting at the Lord Mayor of London's house "to
which members of Parliament and other influential persons would be in-
vited," for which she needed letters of recommendation from "persons of
influence in America." That same day she wrote to Senator William B.
Chandler, who had spoken against lynching during a congressional session
in February. Reflecting her new confidence in Douglass's support, Wells
referred Chandler to him as a reference in her request for a letter of support
from the senator.10

Douglass was reassured not only by Wells's letters of explanation but
also by letters from others. Aked wrote him that Wells was "a charming
woman" and that "to have her in the house and talk with her has been an
education." Even more important was a letter from a dear English friend,
Ellen Richardson, who had arranged the purchase of Douglass's freedom
in 1846. After Wells had called on her, Richardson wrote "you have done
well to send her here" and described Wells as "agreeable in her manner—
earnest in her speech." On 22 May Douglass wrote Aked; John Clifford, a
Baptist minister; and Richard A. Armstrong, a Unitarian clergyman who
had proposed an antilynching resolution at the denomination's confer-
ence. In all three letters Douglass strongly endorsed Wells, telling Arm-
strong, "I regard Miss Wells as a brave and truthful woman, devoted to the
cause of her outrageed [sic] and persecuted people."11

At first English doubts about Wells arose from the fact she was largely
unknown and apparently without sponsorship. Later, however, her fame
rather than her obscurity caused controversy. In some ways the partial de-
fection of the SRBM freed Wells to make other contacts and solicit other
sponsors.12 In less than five months she delivered more than a hundred lec-
tures and was the subject of numerous interviews. Over fifty accounts of
her talks and activities filled British newspapers, most of which praised
Wells profusely and offered support. Her voice also reverberated across the
sea. In the United States, both the Conservator and the New York Age fre-
quently published long letters from Wells. Her longest accounts went to
the white-owned Chicago Inter-Ocean, which was paying Wells to write of
her experiences. The London correspondent to the New York Times fre-
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quently mentioned her activities. Such attention made Wells a formidable
foe. Her perceived power led the objects of her scorn to seek to limit her
effectiveness. Her major opponents included defenders of the South and
defenders of Frances Willard, the American president of the Women's
Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), who was widely admired in both
America and the British Isles.

On her first English tour, Wells had met Willard, who was the guest of
Lady Henry (Isabel) Somerset for a two-year tour to rally British support for
the temperance movement. Years earlier Willard had toured the southern
United States and given an interview published in October 1890 by the
New York Voice. In it Willard expressed pity for southerners and noted,
"The colored race multiplies like the locusts of Egypt. The grog-shop is its
center of power." She also declared, "'Better whiskey and more of it7 has
been the rallying cry of great dark-faced mobs in the Southern localities
where local option was snowed under by the colored vote." The temper-
ance leader seemed to condone lynching and to accept the usual charge of
black bestiality, when she declared, "The safety of women, of children, of
the home is menaced in a thousand localities at this moment, so men dare
not go beyond the sight of their own roof-tree."13

Willard's words were widely quoted among African Americans. About
six months after the interview, Wells remarked, "Miss Willard's statements
possess the small pro rata of truth of all such sweeping statements." Writing
for a temperance symposium in the A.M.E. Church Review, Wells rejected
Willard's claim of the black man's menace to white society. "In his wildest
moments he seldom molests others than his own," she wrote, "and this ar-
ticle is a protest against such wholesale self-injury." To Wells the dangers of
black intemperance were not to whites but to the black community, which
needed all available intellectual and financial resources for advancement.
She asserted, "It is like playing with fire to take that in the mouth which
steals away the brains." Buying whiskey wasted precious resources and gave
"judges and juries the excuse for filling the convict camps of Georgia alone
with fifteen hundred Negroes." Money spent on alcohol produced "enor-
mous profits flowing into Anglo-Saxon coffers," and African Americans
who entered "the nefarious traffic" in whiskey were "sacrificing to the
Moloch of intemperance hundreds of our men."14

Although many black leaders recognized the negative influence of al-
cohol on African American advancement, some also realized that a thread
of racism ran through organized temperance and prohibition movements.
Prohibitionist scare tactics included horrifying accounts of the effect of
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"demon rum" on the "Negro brute." Often WCTU leaders followed the
pattern of many white-dominated reform movements of subordinating is-
sues of racial justice to win southern support for their causes. Prior to
Wells's English trip, black newspapers criticized the WCTU for drawing
the color line in meetings. The Parsons Weekly Blade pronounced,
"Shame on a religious union that would prove itself a mockery to Chris-
tianity."15

Because of the deep importance of religion in her own life, Wells
found racism in religion especially abhorrent. According to the Church of
Christ, all divisions among Christians were mistakes. Belonging to a
church that embraced all denominations reinforced her beliefs in the unity
of believers regardless of race. She often expressed her profound disap-
pointment in white churches' failures to attack the evils of prejudice and
discrimination and was especially appalled when religious leaders or
church bodies actually embraced segregation or defended racism. Just be-
fore leaving for England in 1893, Wells wrote, "These Christian bodies
have always cringed, with few exceptions, to this spirit [of segregation or ex-
clusion], and nourished in the church, the viper which secular organiza-
tions like the G. A. R., repudiate and cast out."16 In her British speeches,
Wells continued her condemnation of white Christian leaders, often ac-
cusing them of condoning lynching.

Because both Wells and Willard were American women reformers
touring Great Britain, audience members in 1893 had asked Wells about
the temperance leader's position on lynching. Remembering the Voice in-
terview, Wells answered that Willard excused lynching as a response to
black rapists. Asked similar questions about the famous American evange-
list Dwight L. Moody, Wells related his acquiescence to segregation at reli-
gious services in the South. She claimed to have named neither person in
her general condemnations of white American Christians' failure to sup-
port black rights. "But," she explained, "when someone in the audience
would ask the pointed question naming these two persons, there seemed
nothing else for me to do but to tell the truth as I knew it."17

As Wells prepared to return to England in 1894, she recalled encoun-
tering skepticism regarding her comments on Willard, who was greatly
revered by the British public. With Willard still touring England, Wells
knew more questions were likely and, therefore, brought a copy of
Willard's interview in the Voice on her return trip. Not only did Wells quote
from the interview but she also gave it to the SRBM's Fraternity for publi-
cation with the comment, "here we have Miss Willard's words in full, con-
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doning fraud, violence, murder, at the ballot box; raping, shooting, hang-
ing and burning." The article also noted that Frederick Douglass had de-
nounced Willard's comments as false. Although warned that Lady Somer-
set "would instantly resent what might seem to be an attack on her," Wells
refused to back down.18

Somerset was furious. In a letter to Frederick Douglass, she lambasted
Wells for "vituperation, bitterness, and unfairness" and claimed "already
there is a growing feeling of distrust in the judgment and methods of her
presentations." Somerset also published an interview with Willard in the
20 May edition of the Westminister Gazette. In the introduction Somerset
called Wells's charges against Willard the result of an "exaggeration of
mind" and "race hatred," which Somerset claimed was reflected in Wells's
earlier comment: "I tell you if I have any taint to be ashamed of at all it is
the taint of white blood." In response to questions by Somerset, Willard in-
sisted that her words in the Voice article related to the "colored vote," not
"what our paper at home calls southern outrages." She described her pre-
vious support of Wells and countered claims of white Christian indiffer-
ence by citing one antilynching resolution and proclaiming, "I know that
the concurrent opinion of all good people North and South, white and
black, is practically united against the taking of any human life without
due process of law." Nevertheless, Willard admitted and reiterated her
claims of the black menace to women and children before asserting that
"no crime however heinous can by any possibility excuse the commission
of any act of cruelty or the taking of any human life without due course of
law." The interview closed with Willard's assertion, "I think that British jus-
tice may be trusted to guard my reputation."19

Wells was exceptionally adroit in using attacks against her character or
credibility to further her cause. In a reply in the next day's paper, Wells im-
pugned the women's motives as "not to determine how best they may help
the Negro who is being hanged, shot and buried, but 'to guard Miss
Willard's reputation.'" In contrast Wells noted, "With me it is not myself
nor my reputation, but the life of my people which is at stake." She once
again borrowed credibility from Douglass by referring to his words on
Willard's 1890 interview. Most significantly, Wells utilized Willard to
prove her original point, noting that Willard "is no better or worse than the
great bulk of white Americans on the Negro question," all of whom were
afraid to speak out. "It is only British public opinion which will move
them," she declared.20

Wells recognized white reformers' willingness to subordinate black
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rights for southern support. Only direct confrontation and public exposure
could prevent many from evading questions of racial justice. The power of
Wells's words caused some to criticize Willard as "a temporizer when it
comes to questions relating to Afro-Americans." The temperance leader
felt Wells was being unfair because following Wells's criticisms during her
first British tour, Willard had denounced lynching for the first time at the
1893 national WCTU convention. In her presidential address, she spoke of
"our duty to the colored people" at a time when "the antagonism between
them and the white race have [sic] seemed more vivid than at any previous
time, and lurid vengeance has devoured the devourers of women and chil-
dren." Wells, however, realized that support for the rape myth by those who
opposed lynching legitimized the justifications of lynchers.21

An ideological chasm that could not be bridged separated the two
women, and they continued to snipe at each other for years. Willard un-
dermined the fundamental issue in Wells's campaign to prove that lynch-
ing sought to maintain white supremacy rather than to deter rape. On the
other hand, Wells jeopardized Willard's use of female purity as a basis for
public action. In an era that considered women's proper sphere to be the
home, early women reformers stressed women's "special talents" as
guardians of morality to justify their entrance into political debates. Wells
undermined white women's claims to moral superiority by insisting some
willingly engaged in illicit activities with black men. The amazing effec-
tiveness of Wells is evident in her ability to threaten Willard's reputation.
After all, the black antilynching campaigner flouted convention by pub-
licly discussing sex, while the white temperance leader's issue was emi-
nently respectable.22

Of course, Wells did not remain unscathed by her criticisms of Ameri-
can religious leaders. The Christian Commonwealth called it "simply ab-
surd to suppose the Christians of America are indifferent to the reign of
lynch law" and warned that Wells would "kill her cause by imprudent
speeches." Even a strong Wells supporter wrote Douglass, "We think she
has done very well—but we feel that she will suffer from her courage in
showing how white religious people who go South are deceived & led to
betray the cause of justice." Wells's criticisms of Willard in her letters to the
Chicago Inter-Ocean led that paper to declare, "Miss Wells has the weak-
ness of most agitators who lose sight of everything else but the cause they
advocate, and misunderstand those not willing to blindly follow them." On
the other hand, the paper pointed out that the same was true of Willard.23

Undoubtedly, Wells did subordinate other issues of class, gender, and poli-
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tics to those of race, but most white reformers subordinated race to every-
thing else.

The debate with Willard allowed Wells to illustrate the damage done
to the antilynching cause by religious and reform leaders. Even more dra-
matically, Wells utilized criticism by defenders of the South to damn them
by their own words. The flurry of attention given by the white American
press to her first overseas crusade became a blizzard when Wells returned
to England. The earliest American accounts occurred in articles by the
London correspondent to the New York Times, who tended to discredit
Wells by distorting her words into an exaggerated parody of her message. In
April he charged Wells with making "sensational charges" in a "lurid two-
column interview" and claimed that Wells asserted that "in all these cases
where negroes are summarily punished for outrages on white women, it is
the women themselves who have tempted the blacks." Noting the "inher-
ent meddlesomeness" of the English, he opined that the "more salacious
she can make her revelations," the more effective she would be. Coverage
in the New York Times continued in this vein, and the paper summarized
her motives in August "to have been an income rather than an outcome."24

Such tactics were hard to refute, but the southern press offered a more
inviting target for Wells. Once again Memphis papers sought to discredit
the message by slandering the messenger. In two heavy-handed articles on
26 May, the Memphis Daily Commercial strung together an amazing num-
ber of unflattering epithets for Wells: notorious negro courtesan, disrep-
utable colored woman, half-cultured hater of all things Southern, saddle-
colored Sapphira, intriguing adventuress, strumpet, malicious wanton,
paramour to both J. L. Fleming and Taylor Nightingale, unimportant ad-
venturess, and infamous slanderer and traducer. The paper also charged
that "rumors had been rife of her unchastity" in Holly Springs. The next
month the Appeal-Avalanche claimed: "She has no social standing here
among respectable colored people." It characterized her as a con artist out
to make a fortune, after which "perhaps she will buy some broken down
English roue for husband."25

Ironically, by trying to cast Wells as without social standing in the black
community, the Memphis papers undermined southern white assertions of
black degradation. Wells was a living contradiction to their lies; the English
were astonished by the cultured demeanor of this daughter of former
slaves. The Liverpool Daily Post called her "a distinguished lady" who was
"adorned by every grace of womanhood." Richard Armstrong noted that
Wells spoke "with singular refinement, dignity, and self-restraint." The
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London Daily Chronicle labeled her "a woman of culture." Charles Aked

referred to her as "a lady of great personal charm." The Inter-Ocean quoted

another press account that called Wells "a good-looking mulatto, dressed

with uncommonly good taste." In addition she possessed the social graces

to move with ease among the British elite. If white southerners called such

a woman a contemptible representative of her race, all their charges

against African Americans were suspect.26

The Memphis Daily Commercial also quoted the Free Speech editorial

that had led to Wells's exile and proclaimed the "vileness of this utterance."

To the English, her words seemed very discreet compared to those of the

two Commercial articles. The Liverpool Daily Post declared, "Both articles

are very coarse in tone, and some of the language is such as could not pos-

sibly be reproduced in an English journal." In her letter to the Chicago

Inter-Ocean, Wells noted her label of "adventuress" for merely telling the

truth. "However revolting these lynchings, I did not commit a single one of

them, nor could the wildest effort of my imagination manufacture one to

equal their reality." Wells recognized her vulnerability as a woman who

spoke so openly of sexual matters and deliberately tried to separate herself
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from her message. One device she used to distance herself was to quote the
words of southern newspapers. She also realized the tactic added credibil-
ity to her message. "Out of their own mouths shall the murderers be con-
demned," Wells exclaimed.27

The details of many lynchings titillated the Victorian public for whom
frank discussions of violence and sex bordered on pornography. Such de-
tails played an important role in arousing a passion for justice but were also
capable of alienating Wells's audiences. She sought to counteract the sen-
sational nature of her material by adopting a dispassionate mode of speak-
ing. The oratorical impact was powerful. Accounts by her listeners contain
remarkably similar descriptions of both her style and effectiveness. The Liv-
erpool Daily Post described her delivery as "quiet and unimpassioned but
earnest and forcible." One reporter noted that Wells "spoke in the quiet
undemonstrative style which is more eloquent than any of the tricks of ora-
tory." Another wrote, "Her indictment is all the more telling from the ab-
sence of rhetoric." Richard Armstrong's letter in the Christian Register not
only described her "singular refinement, dignity and self-restraint" but also
continued to observe, "nor have I ever met any 'agitator' so cautious and
unimpassioned in speech. But by this marvelous self-restraint itself, she
moves us all the more profoundly."28

The shock of hearing such grotesque tales from the lips of an unmar-
ried young woman probably increased the impact of her words. Indeed,
British press accounts often stressed and exaggerated her youth and "girl-
ishness." One British reporter described her as "a young lady of little more
than 20 years of age, a graceful, sweet-faced, intelligent, courageous girl."
He also remarked on her "slim, youthful figure" and declared "if her pleas-
ant face is not a guarantee of absolute truthfulness, there is no truth in ex-
istence." The London Chronicle declared, "She is under thirty years of age,
very vivacious in manner, and decidedly good looking." Wells seems to
have realized the impact of her apparent youthfulness; in one letter to an
editor, she referred to "my 28 years" in the South, which can be interpreted
in a number of ways, but appears to shave two to four years from her actual
age of thirty-two. Ellen Richardson described the situation to Frederick
Douglass: "It astonishes me," she wrote, "how she has made her way into
the hearts of our Editors — especially the 'Chronicle' — had it been a Gen-
tleman I doubt if equal success would have been achieved."29

To counter Wells's effectiveness, defenders of the South utilized the
testimony of both British travelers to the region and other African Ameri-
cans. On 12 May a long letter signed "An Englishman" appeared in the
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Westminister Gazette. The writer, who claimed to have lived in the South
for four years, disputed many of Wells's statements with descriptions of
both black degradation and white kindness. In response to Wells's criti-
cisms of segregation, he noted, "Let anyone take a long journey in America
with negroes—especially if the weather is hot—and then judge the South-
ern people for making this restriction." Wells again adroitly used words of a
critic to further her cause. Her response, published three days later,
demonstrated point by point the absurdities of his arguments. Using his
statement on segregation, she argued that the practice reflected whites' de-
sire to subordinate African Americans rather than to separate from them.
Wells explained that colored people "cook and serve the food of the white
Southerner, nurse his children, launder his clothes, tidy his house, and
drive his carriage, and never once does he object to the negro—no matter
how hot the day—till he doffs the servant [role] and assumes the role of the
man."30

The use of black critics had far more potential to discredit Wells than
most other tactics. Realizing this, the editor of the Memphis Daily Com-
mercial quoted Thomas Turner of the Memphis Watchman as saying that
Memphis blacks "repudiate [Wells] and her statements utterly." Wells also
believed that someone was paying a black man, J. W. A. Shaw, to give
speeches and interviews in London to contradict her. When asked in a
meeting about him, Wells retorted, "as our Savior had his Judas, Caesar his
Brutus, and America her Benedict Arnold, it should not surprise us that the
Negro race [is] no exception to the rule in producing its cowards and trai-
tors and leeches." Wells ignored Turner's quote in her published reply to
the article sent to the English press. Perhaps she did not want to give it
more publicity; she also did not discuss the claim she had been the "para-
mour" to two men.31

Nevertheless, criticism by African Americans deeply wounded her.
Writing to the New York Age, Wells rebuked Fleming and Nightingale for
not repudiating the charges. "It would seem," she declared, "that if they
cared nothing for my painful position and feelings, truth, honor and a true
regard for race welfare would cause [them] to make a public statement."
Apparently, she was as concerned for "race welfare" as her own honor.
When Shaw tried to contradict an antilynching speech by Aked at the Na-
tional Baptist Union, Wells was "speechless with rage." She was prepared to
be attacked by white people but found opposition from a black man "mon-
strous." To the black press, Wells lashed out at African Americans "wishing
to gain favor in the eyes of Mr. White Man" and proclaimed:
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These Negroes who run when white men tell them to do so, and
stand up and let the white man knock them down or kill them if it
suits his pleasure, are the ones who see no good in "fire-eating
speeches." Such Negroes do nothing to stop lynching, are too cow-
ardly to do so, and too anxious to preserve a whole skin if they could,
but never fail to raise their voices in deprecation of others who are
trying to do whatever can be done to stop the infamy of killing
Negroes at the rate of one a day. [Nevertheless, she proclaimed] the
barking of a few curs cannot make me lose heart or hope.32

The "barking of a few curs," however, created quite a debate in African
American newspapers. Wells's tirade no doubt referred in part to J. L.
Fleming's editorial comment, "Fire eating speeches no where on the globe
will help the situation." A number of other black editors also doubted the

wisdom of Wells's campaign. One argument was that she should campaign
in America, not Britain. The Leavenworth (Kansas) Herald contended,
"British gold and British interference are obnoxious to the independent
and liberty loving spirit of American citizens." Noting segregation and the
"cramped condition of the colored people of New York City," the Herald
suggested, "Come home, Ida, and help Fortune to redeem New York."
Some editors also questioned the motives of Wells. The Wichita People's

Friend asserted, "No one will be benefited by it but Miss Wells, who no
doubt will return to her native land with a well filled pocket." The Kansas
State Ledger answered queries regarding her motivation: "a conundrum;
we give it up."33

The overwhelming majority of black editors, however, supported and

defended Wells. A letter to the Indianapolis Freeman chastised Fleming for
seeking "to impede the progress of the greatest woman the race has pro-
duced." The Parsons Weekly Blade responded to the charge that Wells
could be more effective at home by suggesting, "It would be another case
of casting pearls before the swine." The paper also disparaged "the midget
attempts of inferior aspirants who seek to ruin her reputation." Even her
old nemesis, the Washington Bee, declared Wells "should be defended by
the negro press" and exclaimed, "No matter what her faults may be she is
honest." The Cleveland Gazette was especially upset by Turner's com-
ments in the Memphis Commercial and suggested he "ought to be given a
suit of tar and feathers." For other "traitorous Afro-Americans" the Gazette
suggested ostracism. Most seemed to agree with J. G. Robinson that "the
Negro who can stand amid the shot and shell of the wrongs perpetrated
upon the Negro in this country, and say a word against her, is not worthy of
the name Negro, and should be condemned by every lover of the race."34
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One reason even former enemies in the black community began to de-
fend Wells was her success in bringing lynch law to the forefront of the na-
tion's attention. The English press was filled with accounts of prominent
individuals and groups endorsing the antilynching campaign, and Wells
and her hosts made sure America knew it by sending copies to "the presi-
dent of the United States, the governors of most of the states in the Union,
the leading ministers in the large cities, and the leading newspapers of the
country." Americans could no longer ignore the evil. They were embar-
rassed by British attacks on the savagery and backwardness of a nation that
condoned lynching. For example, an article in the Spectator proclaimed,
"If they [Americans] were so many savage tribes to whom civilisation and
the restraints of civilization were only known by report, this [lynching]
would be no cause for wonder." Such words cut deeply and caused Ameri-
cans to lash out against the British, whose "hands are yet dripping with the
blood of massacred Africans." Noting the "'British characteristic' to assert
absolute mastery and dominion over every inferior race," the Memphis
Daily Commercial asserted Americans had "no particular complaint to
make of this," because they "have never been affected b y . . . maudlin sym-
pathy for barbarians." Nevertheless, it seemed hypocritical for the English
to get "wrought up to such a pitch of frenzy by the blood-curdling tales of
a nigger wench."35

Assailing the credibility, character, and motivation of critics was the
major tactic employed by the defenders of the South, but occasionally they
attacked Wells's ideas and arguments as well. Her assertion that white
women sometimes were willing sexual partners to black men was espe-
cially contested. To cast doubts on her arguments, Americans exaggerated
Wells's statements, accusing her of claiming that black men never raped
white women and that all victims of lynchings were innocent. White news-
papers protested "the vile insinuations against the white women of the
South" and sought to exploit sexual fears of the British. "If Englishmen can
imagine," the Commercial wrote, "their own daughters or sisters violently
deflowered by ignorant, unclean men, lower in the scale of morality and
intelligence than the basest peasantry of the world, . . . they can form some
slight conception of the vileness of this utterance."36

Wells insisted that southerners sought "to save not so much the white
woman's reputation, as the white man's ferocious pride of race." She de-
picted the women as victims, explaining that

the white man has never allowed his women to hold the sentiment
"black but comely," on which he has so freely acted himself. . . .
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white men constantly express an open preference for the society of
black women. But it is a sacred convention that white women can
never feel passion of any sort, high or low, for a black man. Unfortu-
nately facts don't always square with the convention; and then if the
guilty pair are found out, the whole thing is christened an outrage at
once and the woman is practically forced to join in hounding down
the partner of her shame. Sometimes she rebels, but oftener the over-
whelming force of white prejudice is too much for her, and she must
go through with the ghastly mockery.37

In attacking this sexual double standard, Wells had to be careful not to ap-
pear to condone interracial sex. Both she and white southerners were very

aware that most Britons were repulsed by miscegenation. When an English
reporter admitted as much, her "retort came like lightning":

Which race has sought it? Not ours. It is yours who forced it upon
our women when they were your slaves; and now having created a
mulatto population, you turn and curse it. Even today, whatever may
be the truth about the white women, you can not deny that the white
man is continually mixing his blood with black; it is only when he
seeks to do it honorably [by marriage] that it becomes a crime.38

Such words further increased the controversy, which increased publicity—
the aim of her mission to England.

The more attention Wells received the more the South fought back.
Soon even southern governors joined the fray. "She has succeeded in stir-
ring up a 'hornet's nest,'" one of Wells's supporters wrote, "and one of them
has stung Missouri's Governor." Governor W. J. Stone charged that Wells
was part of a plot "to keep capital and emigration [sic] from this section of
our Republic." He also asserted, "Memphis is too high in the scale of civi-
lization to be guilty of the crimes alleged by Miss Wells."39 Governor W. J.
Northen of Georgia echoed Stone's words, calling Wells an agent for a
group of investors who sought to lure immigrants away from the South to
the West, for personal gain. South Carolina Governor Benjamin Tillman
also took note of Wells's London activities and wrote that he "would lead a
mob to lynch any man, white or black, who had ravished any woman,
white or black."40

The more white southerners protested, the more publicity Wells re-
ceived. Black newspapers reported the campaign against her, which in-
cluded "a raft of letters" to the London Daily Chronicle. One paper noted
that Americans had paid more attention to questions of black rights "dur-
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ing the past ninety days than they have given the matter since 1876." The
Indianapolis Freeman argued that Wells's standing should rise in propor-
tion to southern indignation and charged, "What she needs most, if any-
thing, other than her dauntless heart, and the inspiration of her self-
selected mission, is to be made to feel by every means within our power that
we are with her." Many rushed to defend and support Wells as well as to
chastise those who did not. A.M.E. Bishop Henry McNeal Turner pro-
claimed, "Her detractors will be lost in oblivion, when her name shall
blaze upon the pages of the future."41

Many African Americans vicariously enjoyed Wells's triumphs as they
followed her widely reprinted accounts of the journey. They celebrated the
many antilynching resolutions passed by church and civic groups and sent
to American Ambassador Thomas F. Bayard and other prominent Ameri-
cans. They relished the growing list of prestigious supporters, including
newspaper editors, members of Parliament, wealthy socialites, novelists, fa-
mous clergymen, an African prince, reform leaders, and members of the
nobility. Especially marvelous was the social acceptance Wells received.
Not only was she the houseguest of celebrated editors and authors but also
Wells was widely entertained by the British elite. Her accounts took her
readers into drawing rooms filled with "the wealthiest and most cultured
classes of society." She described the "gorgeous costumes, blazing dia-
monds, general small talk, social prestige and gracious high-bred bearing"
of the women she met at a reception. Living in a society that sought hun-
dreds of ways to remind them of their supposed inferiority, African Ameri-
cans filled with pride as they read:

When my hansom reached the big iron gates surrounding the
Houses of Parliament, the policeman at the gate was on the lookout
and cleared the way almost as if I had been a member of royalty. I
was met at the entrance by those who were watching for me and hur-
ried to Mr. Woodall's private dining room. When I entered the
room, the guests were all seated and rose at my entrance.

The American Citizen exulted, "Miss Wells has been escorted to Parlia-
ment by white friends, has dined and sat in the drawing rooms with mem-
bers of the nobility and gentry, including men and women prominent in
public and literary life."42

The crown jewel of the tour was the formation of the Anti-Lynching
Committee in the home of Wells's London host, P. W. Clayden, editor of
the London Daily News. Committee president was Sir John Gorst, Duke of
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Argyle and member of Parliament from Cambridge University. Members
included many prominent Britons and membership was extended to such
Americans as Frances Willard; Samuel Gompers, president of the Ameri-
can Federation of Labor; Carl Schurz; and numerous bishops and arch-
bishops. The group was organized to raise money for the investigation and
exposure of lynching. Sir Gorst noted that its goals were not merely "con-
sideration for the Negro" but also "regard for the law" and "the moral effect
of such a spectacle as a lynching."43

Soon after the committee's formation, Wells returned to America. Ex-
hausted from her hectic tour, Wells sailed with British friends on a more
leisurely cruise home to the Gulf of Saint Lawrence and then took the train
to New York. Her arrival on 24 July in New York was triumphal; she was
greeted with attention from the white press as well as black. The New York
Sun published a long interview accompanied by flattering comments from
the white interviewer. Wells utilized her new access to the white press of
America to further her cause by stressing British scorn for mob violence
done "not by savages, not by cannibals, . . . but by people calling them-
selves Christian, civilized American citizens." She also emphasized Eng-
lish social acceptance of African Americans, noting that her trip "was like
being born again in a new condition." Her words spoke of genuine amaze-
ment at her treatment in England. Wells later recalled that her London
hostess had remarked that her effectiveness would have been even greater
had Wells "been a few shades blacker." However, the New York Times re-
minded Wells things were different at home by noting that the Sun inter-
view appeared on the same day as the report of an assault by a black man
on a white woman in the city. "The circumstances of his fiendish crime,"
the Times exclaimed, "may serve to convince the mulatress missionary that
the promulgation in New York just now of her theory of negro outrages is,
to say the least of it, inopportune."44

Several days after her return, the black community of Brooklyn offi-
cially welcomed Wells. Hosted by T. Thomas Fortune, the gathering at
Bethel A.M.E. Church on 29 July filled the sanctuary and contained nu-
merous whites and several reporters. The New York Times wrote a surpris-
ingly flattering account of the meeting, and an Associated Press release was
widely published — including by the Memphis Commercial Appeal, with-
out comment. In her speech Wells recounted her travels, restated her case,
and appealed for help. "The press is in the control of the whites," she de-
clared, "and the attacks upon us are colored to suit themselves." To counter
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this, Wells suggested, "It is our duty to see that every story published from
the South in which a Negro is accused of some fiendish act and lynched for
it, is run down by our own detectives, if necessary, and the other side pub-
lished." She also pledged a year of her life to the movement if supporters
provided adequate funding.45

Black leaders discussed how to finance a continued crusade. The
Cleveland Gazette suggested, "When Miss Ida B. Wells arrives in this coun-
try a monster ovation and a fat purse ought to be given her." The paper
listed people who had "secured fortunes" with "large salaried positions"
from the Republican party and asserted that they owed contributions "be-
cause they were supposed to be representative Afro-Americans." Opining
that "this little woman has done more within the last four months. . . than
had resulted prior to her tour from the combined efforts of all the 'big men'
of the race," the Indianapolis Freeman launched a drive to establish the
"Ida B. Wells Expense Fund." A letter to that paper proposed 30 Septem-
ber be set aside for all churches, social clubs, and civic organizations to do-
nate to the fund. Wells wrote to express her gratitude but declared, "I enter
a veto to it." She suggested instead that local antilynching leagues be es-
tablished for the "three fold purpose of carrying on the agitation against
lynching, publishing literature and investigating lynchings as they occur."
The contributions received on 30 September should then be channeled to
the central executive committee. "If this is done," Wells concluded, "the
anti-lynching Committee will have the funds with which to pay me a salary
for work yet to be done."46

The fund failed to grow significantly. Almost a year later, Wells was still
plugging the idea and noted sarcastically that people "seemed to suppose
strong resolutions of indorsement [sic] would pay her expenses in the
work." Nevertheless, Wells was able launch a yearlong lecture tour that
spanned the continent. While waiting without success for an antilynching
network to materialize, she received numerous invitations from all over the
nation. "These invitations I accepted," Wells later remembered, "and I
charged a fee for doing so at each place I visited." In addition, in every town
she appealed to white editors and clergymen for she believed "it was the
white people of the country who had to mold the public sentiment neces-
sary to put a stop to lynching." Thus she was able to make her promised
tour.47

Her activities kept lynch law in the public eye and provoked a barrage
of both praise and criticism. The "lynch law queen," as one of her detrac-
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tors called her, spoke from coast to coast, while publishing articles and a
new pamphlet.48 Although she enjoyed her many adventures, Wells was be-
coming weary of being constantly on the road without any real home. She
was tired of having her sexuality and chastity constantly questioned. Finally
finding a compatible man who lived up to her exalted standards, Wells
overcame her reluctance to marry. For her, however, forsaking all others
did not include giving up her crusade. She was to learn more of the dilem-
mas of divided duty.



Balancing Womanhood and Activism

"I was not to be emancipated from my duties"

B efore embarking on her journeys, Wells returned to her new home of
Chicago, in which she had scarcely resided. Soon after her arrival,

the leading churches and civic groups sponsored a grand reception for her
on 7 August. Quinn Chapel could not hold all who wished to attend, and
Wells received ovation after ovation from an audience that good-naturedly
hurried the opening speakers to bring on the guest of honor. She then had
to wait several minutes for the applause to end before she began her
speech. After finishing her talk, she received flowers from the church stew-
ardesses and resolutions of support drafted by Ferdinand Barnett.1

From then until late June 1895, Wells stayed busy—mostly on lecture
tours. Her itinerary took her practically everywhere but the South. On the
East Coast she visited such cities as Providence, Philadelphia, Washing-
ton, Pittsburgh, New York, and Rochester. During a two-month tour in the
West, Wells sojourned in Denver, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Santa Cruz,
and elsewhere. She spent even more of her time in the Midwest. She re-
turned again and again, speaking in such places as St. Louis, Indianapolis,
Des Moines, Kansas City, and Omaha. During several lengthy tours in
Kansas, Wells stopped at Topeka, Wichita, Lawrence, Emporia, Parsons,
Atchison, Leavenworth, and other small towns. Although most of her au-
diences were black, she also spoke before white churches and groups.
Helping to open the doors of white churches was an appeal signed by "the
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leading ministers of all denominations in Great Britain" asking American
clergymen to extend Wells a welcome. She later recalled, "Rarely was it
unsuccessful, because our American ministers knew that this powerful
committee in London would receive reports as to their attitude on this
burning question."2

Wells shared platforms with other celebrities, such as Frederick Doug-
lass and suffrage leader Susan B. Anthony. Her reviews were usually ful-
some. One noted that she spoke "for two hours, without manuscript, hold-
ing the undivided attention of her hearers." Another described how Wells
held her audience spellbound: "All were eager to catch every word, even
the little infants on their mother's laps seemed to realize what she said, her
voice resembled the low strains of pathetic music which steals in upon the
soul and touches the very heart."3 Wells's success was chronicled in black
and white papers around the nation and even some from abroad. Admirers
wrote poems about her, named clubs after her, and even founded a town
called Wellsford in Florida.4 Group after group at home and overseas
passed resolutions supporting Wells or condemning lynching. Local anti-
lynching leagues sprouted in the wake of her lectures. Newspaper coverage
of lynchings increased in such northern white papers as the New York
Times.

White southerners sought comfort by highlighting the rare black criti-
cism of Wells. They freely quoted the words of such people as H. C. C. Ast-
wood, who was a former consul to Santo Domingo and secretary of the
National Negro Democratic League. Asked about Wells, he charged, "I
speak for the honest and intelligent masses of my race when I call her a
fraud. She has been going about the country gathering notoriety." Astwood
further proclaimed that African Americans who knew the facts about
lynching "approve of them to the extent that the white people of the South
do." He and other black Democrats were widely accused of downplaying
southern racial violence to further their political careers. Such words sim-
ply stimulated more resolutions of support for Wells and her cause.5

Some of those resolutions drew angry criticism from whites. For exam-
ple, in September the National Press Association met in Richmond, Vir-
ginia. The group asked Wells to speak on lynch law and passed a resolution
against lynching, crediting her with "the arousing of the civilized world."6

Afterward, a delegation invited Virginia Governor Charles T. O'Ferrall to
speak to the group. Replying by letter, O'Ferrall declared, "I would not
think of accepting an invitation to address any convention or assembly that
endorses. . . the course of Ida Wells in her slanders of the people and civil
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authorities of the South." The long letter detailed many of the allegations
against Wells by white southerners. O'Ferrall charged that she "stirred up a
feeling against her own race which did not exist prior to her crusade" and
accused her of sympathizing with the "brutes who commit [the] crime, too
horrible to mention" rather than "their victims who have suffered more
than death."7

Black newspapers widely reprinted the governor's letter as well as the
Press Association's response, which insisted the Association had merely
done its duty to "a brave little woman who has dared champion our cause."
Most agreed with the National Baptist World's assertion: "If there was not
so much truth to Miss Wells' statements, O'Farrell [sic] would not squirm
as he does." The Huntsville Gazette gloated that his refusal would attract
"more widespread attention than his acceptance would have done."8 Many
white southerners inadvertently aided the cause of African Americans with
publicity-causing hostility.

The South made another tactical mistake. In attacks on Wells's credi-
bility, several southern papers urged Britons to come see for themselves the
falsity of her words. The first major campaign of the Anti-Lynching Com-
mittee did just that. A committee, headed by the Duke of Argyle, Sir John
Gorst, arrived in late August to investigate mob action in America. The
committee made quite an impression on white America —mostly negative.
The New York World polled state governors for their reaction to the group's
investigation. In republishing the results, Literary Digest noted that only
three welcomed the men — including two southerners who felt their states
would be vindicated and Illinois Governor John Altgeld, who also sug-
gested that southerners return the favor by going to Ireland "to stop the out-
rages there." Most of the governors, from all regions, labeled the British ef-
forts as "presumptuous effrontery," urged the English to "purify their own
morals," and reminded readers of Jack the Ripper and other evils that bet-
ter deserved Britons' attention.9

Major white newspapers covered the investigation and the South's re-
sponse to it. The governors of Georgia and Arkansas made lengthy com-
ments about the English committee, which the New York Times published.
Georgia Governor W. J. Northen charged that the Britons had "received
their information from irresponsible sources" and noted that "the people of
this state are quite able to administer their own affairs." Continuing to stress
the irrepressible southern cry of states' rights, he lamented, "We have al-
ready endured more outside interference in our local matters than we will
submissively tolerate in the future." Arkansas governor W. M. Fishback



228 TO KEEP THE WATERS TROUBLED

claimed to support the committee's objectives but questioned its methods
and inquired, "What civilized country on the globe has shown less regard
for human rights . . . than England?" The London Times noted both the
committee's work and an apologia of the governor of Alabama.10

Declaring its desire to get the truth about lynching in America, the
committee queried governors about lynchings in their states. The commit-
tee also sought to get statements of opposition to mob violence from polit-
ical leaders in the United States. The investigation raised much interest in
the black press, which discussed its progress and celebrated its victories.
The Parsons Weekly Blade expressed the sentiments of most African Amer-
icans regarding outrage expressed by southern governors: "The whole up-
roar simply shows that something is radically wrong in the South and it is
feared that an investigation will bring a dead dog out of the bushes that will
cast a decidedly offensive odor over the garments of such great men as Gov.
Northen."11 Most black journalists credited Wells for the Britons' action
and the white South's discomfort.

The discomfort increased after a sextuple lynching near Millington,
Tennessee—fifteen miles from Memphis — on 31 August. Accused, but not
convicted, of burning down some barns, six manacled black men were rid-
ing in a wagon on the way to jail when a mob shot and killed them. A white
Ohio newspaper proclaimed, "If Ida B. Wells had desired anything to sub-
stantiate the charges against the south that she has been rehearsing before
English and American audiences, nothing more serviceable could have
come to hand." Interviewed the day after the lynching, Wells observed that
even had the men been guilty, "there is no other place in the world where
a capital offense is made of burning barns." She pointed out that the mur-
ders illustrated the falsity of the usual excuse of rape. The white men in the
South, she charged, "do not think any more of killing a Negro than they do
of slaying a mad dog." In conclusion, Wells declared:

The South has more than once insisted upon being left alone with
the Negro problem. The nation has obligingly accommodated her,
and to-day the spectacle is presented of a so-called civilized country
standing idly by and seeing one section disgrace the entire country. I
think it is high time the justice-loving and law-abiding people should
take some steps to make such acts impossible.12

The impact of Wells's crusade on the attitude of white southerners was
displayed by their reactions to the Millington murders. The Memphis
Evening Scimitar exclaimed, "Every one of us is touched with blood guilti-
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ness in this matter unless we prove ourselves ready to do our duty as civi-
lized men and citizens who love their country and are jealous of its good

name." After earlier having slandered Wells, the Memphis Commercial-
Appeal cried out:

Men of Memphis, men of Shelby county, brave, chivalrous men of
the South, shall this bloody record stand against us? Can we look civ-
ilization in the face while we stand thus accused? Can we be silent
and inactive and remain guiltless of the bloodshed of these poor
wretches and guiltless of the crimes that are to follow?13

The apparent determination to rectify the wrong led to the arrest of the

two deputies who were in charge of the murdered men. African Americans
rejoiced over such responses, but disillusionment soon followed. As early as
2 November Wells's new employer, the Chicago Conservator, announced,
"Already it is confidentially declared that every murderer will soon be free."
The words proved true, and in January the British Anti-Lynching Commit-
tee issued a denunciation of the refusal of an all-white jury to convict any

of the men even though, as the Memphis Commercial declared, "there was
no moral doubt whatever in the ghastly, cowardly and brutal massacre."
White concern for the opinion of the "civilized world" did not immediately
translate into justice for African Americans.14

Wells, nevertheless, asserted the impact of public opinion on Mem-
phis in A Red Record, issued early in 1895. The desire "to escape the brand
of barbarism," she explained, prevented the city from being "just as calm
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and complacent and self-satisfied over the murder of the six" as it had been
during the 1892 lynchings there. A Red Record was her longest antilynch-
ing work. Its hundred pages contained a listing of all known lynchings of
African Americans in 1893 and 1894, organized by the accusations made
against the victims. Wells also gave detailed accounts of specific lynchings
in which rape was charged, showing the flimsiness of those claims. One of
her major points was the hypocrisy of southern white claims to chivalric
protection of women, which "confines itself entirely to women who hap-
pen to be white." She proclaimed, "Virtue knows no color line, and the
chivalry which depends upon complexion of skin and texture of hair can
command no honest respect."15

Perhaps responding to criticisms that she only recited atrocities with-
out providing a cure, Wells closed the book with "The Remedy." She
recommended five specific actions: (1) bring the facts in the book to the at-
tention of all acquaintances; (2) get churches and civic groups to pass anti-
lynching resolutions and send copies wherever outrages occur; (3) call the
South's attention to "the refusal of capital to invest where lawlessness and
mob violence hold sway"; (4) "think and act on independent lines in this
behalf"; and (5) send resolutions to Congress supporting the Blair bill to
create an investigatory commission.16

The reference to the Blair bill illustrates that Wells's crusade was win-
ning some powerful allies. In August 1894, Congressman Henry W. Blair
of New Hampshire offered a resolution to the House of Representatives
calling for an investigation of all the rapes and lynchings of the previous ten
years. Fearing the influence of southern Democrats would prevent accep-
tance of the resolution, African Americans mobilized to rally support. In
mid-December they presented Blair with a batch of petitions "containing
10,000 names of citizens from all parts of the country." Wells also testified
before the House committee to which the resolution had been referred,
but all efforts failed to launch a congressional investigation.17

Another recruit to the cause by Wells was the influential clergyman
and editor Lyman Abbott. An editorial in the February 1895 Woman's Era
noted that his congregation had been added to the "audience after audi-
ence [that] have found her simple, forceful presentation of facts convinc-
ing and her eloquence irresistible." After Wells's speech at his church,
Abbott began giving "authentic reports of lynching with trenchant com-
ment" in his paper, The Outlook.lB Few people could listen to Wells and re-
main unconvinced of the evil of lynching. For example, in the aftermath of
her address at the Boston Monday Lectures, lynching remained the topic
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of the forum for the next two years. Coverage of lynching in white periodi-
cals and newspapers, including the New York Times, became more exten-
sive and condemnatory.19

These were heady days for Wells as more and more famous people
joined the chorus of praise for her efforts. On a trip to Rochester in April
1895, she was the houseguest of Susan B. Anthony, who fired her stenogra-
pher for refusing to take dictation from Wells. At a public meeting in the
First Baptist Church of Rochester, a listener from Texas sarcastically asked
Wells if all lynched Negroes were innocent. Wells replied, "I never said
that. I simply claim that they were innocent in the eye of the law; no man
is guilty until found so by trial." He then asked why black southerners did
not come North if conditions were so bad. She explained, "They are not
able to emigrate, because they are always in debt to their landlords, being
paid in checks for provisions only good at plantation stores." At this point,
Wells later recalled, Anthony sprang to her feet and declared it was "be-
cause we, here in the North, do not treat Negroes any better than they do
in the South, comparatively speaking." The suffragist then proceeded to
tell a moving story of a little black girl in Rochester who had been told by
her teacher she could not attend the school dance because of her color.20

Wells was impressed by Anthony's refusal to accept segregation in the
North but could not understand why the suffragist accepted it in the South.
In discussing the conflict with Frances Willard, Anthony had tried to get
Wells to "see that for the sake of expediency one often had to stoop to con-
quer on this question of color." To illustrate her point, Anthony described
how although Frederick Douglass had been the earliest and most consis-
tent male supporter of women's rights, she had asked him not to attend a
National Women's Suffrage Association meeting in Atlanta because she
did not "want anything to get in the way of bringing the southern white
women into our suffrage association." When Anthony asked Wells if she
thought the action had been wrong, Wells recalled, "I answered uncom-
promisingly yes, for I felt that although she may have made some gains for
suffrage, she had also confirmed white women in their attitude of segrega-
tion. I suppose Miss Anthony had pity on my youth and inexperience, for
she never in any way showed resentment of my attitude."21 Even with age
and experience, however, Wells continued her refusal to compromise on
issues of black rights.

In the end her uncompromising attitude won Wells far more enemies
than friends. Among them was former U.S. Senator Blanche K. Bruce,
whom she had singled out for scorn in 1891 by claiming he had forsaken
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black interests for personal ambition. As editor of the Leavenworth Herald,
Bruce returned the favor constantly in the mid-1890s. He was one of the
few to question her motives during the English tour and continued his as-
sault after her return. His account of her lecture in Leavenworth ridiculed
the effort and emphasized her desire for money. It must have especially
galled Bruce to have his nemesis called a leader. "Ida B. Wells," he wrote,
"has become so spoiled by the Afro-American press that she has delegated
to herself the care and keeping of the entire colored population of the
United States." Bruce charged she tried to tell black editors what to do and
asserted, "We should think that the autocrats of the press would resent this
egotistic, self-appointed, bossing principle which seems to underlie Ida B.'s
makeup."22

Male editors throughout these attacks defended Wells—in ways that
belittled her more subtly than Bruce. An editorial in the Kansas State
Ledger responded to Bruce's attacks: "Well, you know that some men who
fear their equals in every particular, always satisfy their lust and low ambi-
tion by striking a defenseless woman." Other editorials were full of such
phrases as "noble little heroine," "solitary little woman," "brave little
woman," "brilliant little being," and "her slandered womanhood." Stress-
ing her diminutiveness and womanliness seemed to lessen the threat Wells
posed to their manhood. George Knox of the Indianapolis Freeman ex-
claimed that "one of the chief charms of Miss Wells' crusade [is] that she
has not permitted the cares and labors of the same to unsex her. The full
blown rose of a blameless womanhood abideth with her."23 Both Wells and
her male observers struggled to reconcile the competing claims of woman-
hood and activism on her. The "little woman" occasionally claimed for
herself heroic qualities usually reserved for men. When asked by a reporter
if she would lecture in the South, Wells reportedly answered, "They
[southerners] would probably try to run me away and I would not run if I
once went there and of course you know what would happen."24

Black male leaders feared Wells in part because of a pending leader-
ship vacuum as Douglass drew closer to death. When Douglass entered his
seventies in the late 1880s, no black figure came close to commanding the
attention and respect he received from both blacks and whites at home and
abroad. As long as he was alive and competent, all others would remain in
his shadow, but in the 1880s various men sought to position themselves to
be his successor. They often savaged one another while jockeying for
power. In the last years of his life, Douglass sometimes appeared to be
handing his mantle to Wells. No other African American came nearly as
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close to assuming the role of Douglass in the white mind—and white
recognition played a key role in race leadership. The Nashville Citizen
even endorsed her as "the proper person to succeed Frederick Douglass as
leader of the Afro-American race."25

Many African American women gloried in Wells's heroic status. A
poem by Katherine Davis Tillman compared Wells to "Charlotte Corday
for the English" and "Joan of Arc for the French." Black males, however,
were torn between their appreciation of Wells's efforts to defend their
honor and their embarrassment over this reversal of roles. Several deplored
the fact that "none of our representative and most prominent men would
take up the lead." One lamented "The hour had come, where was the
man? Unfortunately, the man was not forthcoming—but Miss Wells was!"
When Douglass died in February 1895, Wells wrote a tribute to him that
she closed with the words: "For the first time since the burden of race de-
fense was laid upon me, I cannot have the help and support of Frederick
Douglass." Bruce immediately parodied her words. Later that year, after
Booker T. Washington's speech in Atlanta catapulted him to fame, Bruce
exulted that Wells was not "the star attraction in Atlanta" and asked, "Can
it be that this new Mrs. Moses has been shelved so quickly?" As late as
1902, E. E. Cooper of the Indianapolis Freeman expressed continued
resentment at her assumption of the role of "uncrowned queen of the
Negroes of America" and her "boldly insisting the Negro men had not suf-
ficient intellectual fibre or courage to shape thought or mould opinions for
the race."26 Other men were likely just as uncomfortable with Wells as their
defender, but rather than attack her, they rhetorically stripped away her
power to defend herself, much less the race. Just as white males often did,
they employed chivalry to deny a woman the power of self-defense and
thus independence.

Although Wells apparently appreciated being defended by men, she
did not surrender her right to defend herself. An April 1895 Freeman arti-
cle, titled "In Her Own Defense," reprinted Wells's letter to a California
paper. In it she discussed a debate among Methodist ministers in San Fran-
cisco on her request for an antilynching resolution. Among other things,
she disputed a bishop's attempt to exclude her and other women from the
meeting to protect them from "horrible stories." Wells asserted her right to
be there and proclaimed, "Whatever the Bishop's disability in that respect
is I flatter myself that I have sufficient command of the English language to
tell my stories, horrible as they are, without shocking 'ears polite.'"27

Just how "defenseless" Ida B. Wells was can also be seen in two inci-
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dents at conventions of clergymen that she related in her autobiography.

Wells appeared before many ministerial associations, most of which
adopted resolutions of support with little discussion. However, after she
spoke at a meeting of A.M.E. pastors in Philadelphia, one member argued
that "they ought to be careful about endorsing young women of whom they
knew nothing." Wells rose in protest, told of the white support she had re-
ceived, and questioned the need for their endorsement as she had God's.
She recalled telling them, "I feel very deeply the insult which you have of-

fered and I have the honor to wish you a very good morning," before she
"walked out of the meeting and left them sitting with their mouths open."28

The second incident occurred at a biracial meeting of evangelical
ministers in Kansas City. This time it was a former white resident of Mem-
phis who objected to the resolution of support for Wells and a heated de-
bate followed. A newspaper account of the event noted,

All this time Ida Wells had been listening to the discussion with
manifest excitement. She now rose and in spite of objections, insist-
ed upon being heard. She said all she wanted was the endorsement
of her work. If any of those present objected to her they could leave
her name off; it was the condemnation of lynching that she asked for.

The resolution was tabled until the regular meeting was over. A rump
group of ministers "who wanted to consider the resolution" then met sepa-

rately. At that time Wells insisted that her name be placed back on the doc-
ument, as its removal was no longer necessary to thwart the actions of

"southern sympathizers." Although the "meeting was inclined to be sur-
prised," it granted her request.29

Such assertiveness undoubtedly "surprised" many men. One man,

however, never seemed to be surprised or threatened by Wells's strength or
independence. Ferdinand Lee Barnett was the man who finally convinced
the independent Miss Wells to enter the bonds of matrimony. Ideologically
indistinguishable and temperamentally compatible, they appear to have
been drawn to each other from the beginning of their collaboration on the

World's Fair pamphlet in 1893. The demands on Wells the activist, how-
ever, prevented a conventional courtship for Wells the woman. Her return
to England and her American lecture tour led to what their daughter later
referred to as "a long distance correspondence courtship." Barnett knew
even before Wells left for England that he wanted to marry her, and fortu-
nately for him, he could write "a beautiful love letter," one of which
awaited Wells at every stop along her itinerary in America. At the end of her
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promised year of antilynching activism, she accepted Barnett's proposal.
Unlike earlier suitors, Barnett was strong enough to win her respect with-
out threatening her independence.30

Although not as well known nationally as Wells, Barnett was a promi-
nent and successful attorney in Chicago. Born about 1856 in Nashville,
Tennessee, he was the son of a slave who had bought his freedom and
moved his family to Canada. The elder Barnett brought his family to
Chicago in 1869, where he worked as a blacksmith and a cook on steam-
boats. Ferdinand was very bright and after graduating from high school
taught school in Missouri for two years. He then returned to Chicago and
read law with Attorney Morton Culver while enrolled in the law depart-
ment of Northwestern University. In 1878 he graduated from law school
and established the Chicago Conservator. Four years later he began the ac-
tive practice of law in partnership with S. Laing Williams. In 1882 Barnett
married Mary Graham of Ontario, Canada, who was the first black woman
to graduate from the University of Michigan. She died in 1888, leaving
Barnett with a three-year-old son and a five-year-old son to raise. His
mother then moved in with him and helped to raise his sons.31

Barnett became an activist as soon as he became an adult. He served as
recording secretary of the National Conference of Colored Men of the
United States held at Nashville in May 1879. There he voiced two themes
that were central to both Wells's and his brand of militancy. "Race eleva-
tion can be attained only through race unity," he exclaimed. "White peo-
ple grant us few privileges voluntarily. We must wage continued warfare for
our rights, or they will be disregarded and abridged."32 Barnett continued
his activism by participating in both black groups and local politics. In
1881 he served as the second president of the National Colored Press As-
sociation and the following year became its treasurer. That year the circu-
lation for his paper was reported at 3,200, and he also ran for South Town
clerk in Chicago. In 1884 Barnett chaired a "large public mass meeting"
regarding the treatment of Senator Blanche K. Bruce's wife by Washington
society. By then his growing legal practice had curtailed his active involve-
ment in the Conservator. Those legal activities and victories were noted by
the black press, as was his clerkship in the registry department of the
Chicago post office and his presidency of the Colored Men's Library Asso-
ciation in 1887.33

The ideology and rhetoric of Barnett during his editorship of the Con-
servator paralleled that of Wells to a remarkable degree. Like Wells, he crit-
icized the monopoly of black government appointments by a handful of
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African Americans. "Senator Bruce and Fred. Douglass," Barnett wrote in

1881, "will receive the loaves, John M. Langston, Smythe and Elliot will

gobble up the fishes, and the rest of us will get the 'taffy.'"34 With Wells, he

attacked the loose morals and extravagant living styles of the black masses

as well as the failures of black churches. Much like her, Barnett deplored

the casual mixing of the refined and coarser classes "all in one motley mass

for the sake of money." They also shared a prudish Puritanism, reflected in

his words, "We will endeavor to tear the gilded sophism from vice and

show its gilded mien and to establish a social line —on one side of which is

purity, virtue, and happiness; and on the other side social death." Although

generally Republican in politics, he advocated the same "race first" loyalty

and political independence as Wells. They both attacked secret societies

and fraternal orders as a waste of precious resources. Most remarkable was

the convergence of the two journalists on the issue of white violence

against African Americans. In the early 1880s, Barnett wrote:

Not long ago, a colored man was lynched upon the charge of an
attempt at outrage. An attempt, mind you. This is a comprehensive
term in the South. It embraces a wink by a colored man at a white
girl a half mile off. Such a crime is worthy of lynching, but a beastly
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attack upon a colored girl by a white man is only a wayward indis-
cretion. The colored people have stood such discriminations long
enough.35

If one shuffled unmarked clippings written by the pair, it would be difficult

to determine who was the author of each. Both espoused a brand of protest

growing from the antebellum black convention movement that led to Bar-

nett's being called "Resoluting Ferd."36

Unsurprisingly, their union began in protest rather than marriage.

From the beginning of the planning for the Chicago fair, Barnett played

the leading role in that city's movement to ensure black representation. He

drafted resolutions opposing a separate black exhibit in 1890 and lobbied

the president of the Board of Lady Managers to appoint a black represen-

tative to her group. Barnett had corresponded with Frederick Douglass,

who apparently brought Barnett and Wells together to produce The Reason

Why. On all the issues of the Columbian Exposition, as on other ones, the

two agreed completely, and Barnett soon became a partner in Wells's anti-

lynching campaign. He was founder and president of the Illinois Anti-

Lynching League and wrote Senator William Chandler on her behalf

while Wells was in London.37

In temperament, Barnett and Wells complemented rather than dupli-

cated each other. A family friend later told their daughter, Alfreda Duster,

'Tour father was full of wit and dry humor that always endeared him to his

audience and your mother was full of fire and uncompromising." Duster

remembered "my father was a very mild-mannered man, he was not ag-

gressive . . . or outspoken like my mother." Barnett and Wells shared many

characteristics, however, including their moral standards. Barnett would

not allow liquor or wine to be served in the house because he did not want

anyone to "say that they took their first drink at our house." Both felt great

compassion for the underdog. Barnett not only represented people who

could not pay for his legal services but also "paid the carfare of the charity

client to and from court."38

Whereas Wells's strong personality intimidated some men, it was pre-

cisely what Barnett was looking for in a wife. Several years earlier, when he
had erroneously been romantically linked with a young employee, Barnett

was reported to have said, "Bell is a dear sweet child but I am not thinking
of marriage as I have not forgotten my first wife enough, yet, and when I do

think of marriage it will be to a woman —one who can help me in my ca-

reer." In the end, however, he probably did more for Wells's career than she
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did for his. He made her editor of the Conservator soon after their wedding
and relieved her of her financial worries. Barnett never expected Wells to
stay at home and play housewife for him. He employed housekeepers and
did most of the cooking himself, having learned how from traveling with
his father as a cook on steamboats. Not only was he better in the kitchen
than his wife, he apparently enjoyed cooking as much as she hated it.39

Theirs was a marriage grounded in protest. News of it spread like wild-
fire through the black press, and even such white journals as the New York
Times and Chicago Tribune commented on the wedding. Some black edi-
tors asked how Wells would balance her roles as activist and wife. In the
Woman's Era, Fannie Barrier Williams declared that Wells's "determina-
tion to marry a man while still married to a cause will be a topic of national
interest and comment." John Mitchell of the Richmond Planet noted the
name Wells had made for herself as "a single lady" and opined that "her
opportunities for good so far as the race is concerned are by no means less-
ened by this union of heart and hand." At the same time, some editors fo-
cused on the fact that Wells finally had a full-time male protector. The
American Citizen dared evangelist Sam Jones to go to Chicago now and re-
peat the attacks on Wells he had reportedly made elsewhere. Her nemesis
Blanche K. Bruce suggested that Wells had married the "sly old 'duck'"
Barnett because of his attacks on her attackers.40

Fortunately, Barnett seemed perfectly willing to be overshadowed by
Wells. Even before their marriage, after she affiliated with the Conservator,
black editors began to attribute articles written by others to her. Afterward,
Barnett was often referred to by designations, such as the "husband of the
brilliant Ida B. Wells Barnett," even though he was influential in his own
right—holding down the position of assistant state's attorney from 1896 to
1911 and advising Republican presidents on black appointments. He also
became the butt of editor Bruce's jokes that claimed Wells "gives Ferd her
skirts and dons his trousers." Calling him Ferdinand Barnett-Wells in re-
sponse to her adoption of Wells-Barnett, Bruce claimed Barnett was to go
on a lecture tour and sell excess silver spoons received as wedding presents
in an "endeavor to raise money enough to get a bedstead."41

The wedding itself was a major social event. Five hundred invitations
were mailed, and guests came from all over the nation to the ceremony,
which was held at eight o'clock on Thursday evening, 27 June, in Chi-
cago's Bethel A.M.E. Church. Wells's two sisters, attired in "lemon colored
crepe" with white ribbons, slippers, and gloves, were the bridesmaids. They
and a flower girl preceded Wells, who was dressed "with white satin entrain
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trimmed in chiffon and orange blossoms and the regulation veil." She car-
ried "a bouquet of bride roses." Barnett's two groomsmen included R. P.
Bird, the current editor of the Conservator and S. J. Evans. The bride and
groom made a striking couple; both have been described by contempo-
raries as "regal" in appearance. Since Wells had no parents to host the re-
ception, the chore was fulfilled by members of the Ida B. Wells Club,
which Wells had founded before her second English tour. They trans-
formed the double parlors of the home where Wells boarded into "a bower
of beauty with ferns and palms and roses."42

Wells-Barnett later recalled, "The interest of the public in the affair
seemed so great that not only the church filled to overflowing, but the
streets surrounding the church were so packed with humanity that it was al-
most impossible for the carriage bearing the bridal party to reach the
church door." Included in the guests were white women members of the
Women's Republican State Central Committee and their husbands. Wells
made talks at their request for the 1894 elections and considered it "a very
great honor" that the women had asked to attend and "were dressed in
honor of the occasion in evening attire, just the same as if they had at-
tended a wedding among themselves."43

Wells's hectic schedule for 1894-95 not only caused numerous re-
schedulings of the nuptials but also exhaustion. She was on the road when
the announcement was made and continued speaking until within a week
of the wedding. Wells-Barnett later recalled, "I did not know how utterly
worn out I was physically until I reached the point when I could rest qui-
etly without the feeling that I must be either on the train or traveling
through the country to some place of meeting where I was scheduled to
speak." At first, setting up house occupied her time—and reflected Bar-
nett's willingness to accommodate her needs. When it became apparent
that his mother and wife could not comfortably share the house, Barnett
moved his mother and two sons Ferdinand, Jr., and Albert (then aged
twelve and ten, respectively) into a nearby house. At the same time he al-
lowed his wife to move in her two sisters, from whom she had been sepa-
rated during her travels. Perhaps Wells-Barnett felt guilty for shirking her
duty to raise her sisters and now had a chance to rectify her perceived ne-
glect of them. Already young women by then, Lily and Annie could hardly
help being drawn into the excitement of the city. Eventually, Annie met
and married a Chicago man, Bernard W. Fitts, and the two couples re-
mained close. Lily, however, married a man from California and could
only return occasionally to visit Chicago.44
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Less than a week after her marriage, Wells-Barnett assumed the editor-
ship of the Conservator, whose offices were across the hall from Harriett's
law offices. The paper was the first black one in the city and had boasted
several editors, including Barnett's first wife. The extent of Barnett's in-
volvement had risen and fallen over the years, but the paper had remained
closely tied to him in the public's mind. By the early 1890s, the Conserva-
tor employed about ten people, and its offices were described as a "magnet
which drew most all of the well known and important leaders of not only
the city but of the nation." Black editors all around the country predicted
the paper would "flourish as never before" under Wells-Barnett's editor-
ship. Evidently unwilling to give up independence and control entirely,
she bought the paper from her husband and remained its editor for several
years.45

Wells-Barnett was back on the lecture circuit less than two months af-
ter the wedding, speaking in Buffalo, New York. In December the National
Reflector announced, "Mrs. Ida B. Wells-Barnett is again speaking in the
interest of law and order." In addition to speaking and her editorial job, she
also wrote articles for white Chicago papers and spoke at white women's
clubs in and around the city and served as president of the Ida B. Wells
Club. The Indianapolis Freeman exulted that Wells-Barnett "is still giving
sledge-hammer blows to the lynching industry." As busy as she was, Wells-
Barnett later recalled, "I was not too busy to find time to give birth to a male
child the following 25 March 1896." Predictably, the "advent of the baby
King" was widely reported in the press and provoked such comments as,
"Too bad, it isn't a second Ida B."46

Wells-Barnett had been offered birth control advice but refused to take
it, even though, as she later admitted, "I had not entered into the bonds of
matrimony with the same longing for children that so many other women
have." She further explained:

It may be that my early entrance into public life and the turning of
my efforts, physical and mental, in that direction had something to
do with smothering the mother instinct. It may be that having had
the care of small children from the time I was big enough to hold a
baby also had its effect.

Eventually, Wells-Barnett rejoiced that she had "realized what a wonderful
place in the scheme of things the Creator has given women." Nevertheless,
she was reluctant to allow motherhood to interfere with activism and soon
began to feel the pressures confronted by most working mothers.47
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Welk-Bamett with her first-born son, Charles Aked Barnett, 1896 (courtesy of the
University of Chicago Library).

Naming her son Charles Aked Barnett in honor of the British clergy-

man, Wells-Barnett began to carry him with her on her travels. Her hus-

band paid for a nurse to accompany them to some meetings, but the new

mother soon began to ask those who invited her to bear that expense. One

group to do so was the Illinois Republican Women's State Central Com-

mittee, who had a nurse available at all the stops Wells-Barnett made

throughout the state on behalf of the party in the 1896 elections. At one

stop, however, a black nurse wanted to hear the talk herself and asked if she

could bring the baby to the meeting. Wells-Barnett recalled, "The baby,
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who was wide awake, and failing to see me but hearing my voice, raised his
voice in angry protest." The chairwoman immediately carried Charles
Aked out in the hall beyond his mother's voice.48

Wells-Barnett carried her son with her because she had refused the
suggestion not to nurse him. Although glad to have fulfilled her "duty as
mother to my first-born," she admitted she "looked forward to the time
when I should have completely discharged my duty in that respect." Relief
was short-lived, because eight months after weaning Charles, Wells-Barnett
gave birth to her second son, Herman, in November 1897. "I was not to be
emancipated from my duties in that respect," she later recalled.49

With the birth of a second child, Wells-Barnett claimed that "all this
public work was given up and I retired to the privacy of my home to give
my attention to the training of my children." Nevertheless, she was unable
to remain in seclusion for very long because she felt the call of duty to her
race. Susan B. Anthony diagnosed the dilemma. While Wells-Barnett was
staying with her to attend a meeting to reactivate the Afro-American
League in 1898, she noticed that Anthony "would bite out my married
name in addressing me." Wells-Barnett later reminisced:

Finally I said to her, "Miss Anthony, don't you believe in women get-
ting married?" She said, "Oh, yes, but not women like you who had
a special call for special work. I too might have married but it would
have meant dropping the work to which I had set my hand." She
said, "I know of no one in this country better fitted to do the work you
had in hand than yourself. Since you have gotten married, agitation
seems practically to have ceased. Besides, you have a divided duty.
You are here trying to help in the formation of this league and your
eleven-month-old baby needs your attention at home. You are dis-
tracted over the thought that maybe he is not being looked after as he
would if you were there, and that makes for divided duty."

Wells-Barnett reflected that Anthony had not realized "it was because I had
been unable . . . to get the support which was necessary to carry on my work
that I had become discouraged in the effort to carry on alone."50

Undoubtedly, the double duties of activism and motherhood slowed
the pace of Wells-Barnett's activities. However, her prickly personality and
her need to be the leader of movements in which she participated played
just as large a role in her failure to become a significant factor in the new
organizations that emerged to deal with the racial crises of the 1890s.



13

Organizational Efforts and Problems

'Lest I might become a contender for the position'

T he 1890s were bloody, discouraging years for African Americans.
Since the last shot fired in the Civil War, white southerners had tried

to construct upon the ruins of slavery a new institution with its benefits and
privileges. Reconstruction slowed their success by providing political
power to the former slaves. That power was not great enough, however, to

protect black southerners from sporadic economic and physical intimida-
tion or intermittent exclusion and segregation. By the 1890s, the North was
withdrawing its efforts to remake the South. Each retreat by the North was
met with new white determination to transform chaotic discrimination
based on custom into a legalized system of repression. Plessy v. Ferguson
merely put a constitutional seal of approval on those efforts in 1896. De-
termined to stem the rising tide of racism, African Americans battled each
new step toward systematic disfrar.chisement and segregation. Their fight
produced the most violent decade in the history of southern race relations.
Black northerners began the decade protesting the outrages of the South
and ended it defending their own rights in the North.

The era was also marked by massive growth in national organizations
to accomplish goals that seemed elusive to individuals or local organiza-
tions. Revolutions in transportation, communication, and economics cre-
ated both opportunities and problems beyond the scope of one's self or
community. The convergence of black problems and the spirit of organi-
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zation led to increased efforts to harness scattered cries of protest into a uni-
fied plea for justice. Of course, African Americans had long realized that
their individual rights were virtually inseparable. Slavery circumscribed
the status of free blacks as it controlled the bodies of the enslaved. This re-
alization led to the emergence of the black convention movement in the
1830s and to a flurry of organizational efforts at the turn of the century. Ida
B. Wells-Barnett participated in many of these efforts, yet she seemed un-
able to exert her leadership or sustain her involvement in many national
movements for a variety of reasons—both ideological and personal.

Before her marriage, Wells-Barnett had sought unsuccessfully to rally
African Americans into a centralized movement against lynching. Soon af-
ter her wedding, she received an invitation to a national conference of
black women at Boston in August 1895. Although Wells-Barnett was too
busy and exhausted to attend, the meeting was rooted in her antilynching
campaign. The secretary of the British Anti-Lynching Committee, which
she had helped found, sent a letter to American journalists recruiting their
efforts in the battle against lynching. John W. Jacks, president of the Mis-
souri Press Association, replied with a scathing attack on the morals of
African Americans in general and black women in particular:

The Negroes in this country are wholly devoid of morality. They
know nothing of it except as they learn by being caught for flagrant
violations of law and punished therefor. They consider it no disgrace
but rather an honor to be sent to prison and to wear striped clothes.
The women are prostitutes and all are natural liars and thieves. . . .
Out of 200 in this vicinity it is doubtful if there are a dozen virtuous
women of that number who are not daily thieving from the white
people.

He also quoted one black woman as saying of another, "She won't let any
man, except her husband, sleep with her, and we don't 'soctiate with her."1

Such words echoed countless attacks against black women, who were
called barriers to race advancement and corrupters of white youth.2 Those
accusations ignored African American women's efforts to better themselves
and their world. They had organized groups as early as 1793, when some
established the Female Benevolent Society of St. Thomas in Philadelphia.
They founded antislavery groups, literary groups, sewing groups, and a
plethora of others. Most of their efforts just before and after the Civil War
were centered in the church and sought to provide the basic necessities of
life to poor people. Rooted in the cooperative efforts of slaves, these mutual
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benefit societies collected dues and helped members in times of crisis with
medical bills, funeral expenses, and temporary shelter. Although consid-
ered corrupt by white society, black women were expected by their own
people to be the saviors of African American souls and healers of dark bod-
ies. When public agencies and northern philanthropists began to ignore
the cries of their needy, they sought to fill the void with private kinder-
gartens, health clinics, old folks' homes, and orphanages. They entered
into movements of reform—from abolition, to temperance, to suffrage, to
education, and to many more. Black women built most of the infrastruc-
tures that supplied the needs of black communities. Such nurturing roles
seemed appropriate to the "proper sphere" for women. Men, on the other
hand, were expected to lead protest movements. As late as 1893, leader
Fannie J. Coppin described the men's "part to perform" as the protection
of the Fifteenth Amendment. "The right to petition is a powerful weapon
of defense," she continued, "Lawlessness, insubordination and hatred are
the bloody angle of our race battle."3

The first generation of freedom found men in all significantly visible
leadership roles. The two dominant sources of authority in the black com-
munity were the Republican party and the black church — each controlled
by men. Women did much of the day-to-day work to make both successful
but received little recognition or power. In the 1890s a new generation,
reaching adulthood after the Civil War, emerged from the shadows of the
abolitionist generation. Declining support for black rights by the Republi-
can party and the diminishing importance of the church in urban settings
set the stage for the rise of more secular women's groups that were less
likely to shy away from political issues. Most importantly, women began to
want forums to discuss their needs as black women. From 1892 to 1895,
such women's groups sprouted everywhere. Although some took the name
of Ida B. Wells and others openly spoke of her inspirational influence,
these groups were the logical next step in a movement with long roots. Ex-
cluded from leadership or even participation in most male-dominated
groups and white women's organizations, black women did not so much
imitate those groups as to build upon their own traditions to confront prob-
lems.

John Jacks's letter crystallized the determination of black women to
speak for themselves against the "base aspersions to blight and dwarf the
spirit of the Negro woman."4 The idea was not new; in 1892, Anna J.
Cooper deplored the tendency of others to speak for black women, when
"not many can more sensibly realize and more accurately tell the weight
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and the fret of the 'long dull pain' than the open-eyed but hitherto voice-
less Black Woman of America." The call for the 1895 convention in Boston
included a copy of Jacks's letter and cited the need to educate "the public
to a just appreciation of us."5 Most agreed with a delegate from the Omaha
Women's Club: "There was a time when our mothers and sisters could not
protect themselves from such beasts as this man Jacks and it is to him, and
his kind, that the morality of colored women has been questioned. But a
new era is here and we propose to protect and defend ourselves."6

Although Wells-Barnett did not attend the Boston meeting, her spirit
lingered over it. Her success inspired women and, according to Fannie Bar-
rier Williams, "strongly suggests the importance of a greater sense of con-
scious dignity and self-respect among colored women." For several years,
Wells-Barnett had served as a lightning rod for white males' contempt to-
ward black women. A number of local clubs sprouted from the 1892 meet-
ings organized by black women on behalf of the exiled journalist. Among
these was the Boston Woman's Club, which called the 1895 conference
under the leadership of Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin. Its Woman's Era an-
nounced in July the group's invitation to Wells-Barnett and noted, "Being
with them at their formation, and also being in every sense of the word a
club woman, the congratulations waiting to be showered upon Mrs. Bar-
nett will be heartfelt indeed."7 Responses to the call also indicate the
importance of the new bride in the minds of its recipients. One saw the
conference as an attempt to "second the efforts of our leading women such
as Ida B. Wells-Barnett." A group of women from Bethel Church in New
York, however, feared the meeting would become "the sounding board of
mere 'agitators.'" Making clear which agitator they had in mind, they la-
beled the Jacks letter as "the natural result of the resentment provoked by
the fierce denunciations of'southern white women' that have been injudi-
ciously indulged in by some of the 'mercurial persons' of our race."8

At the convention, the women passed a resolution that expressed their
admiration for "the noble and truthful advocacy" of Wells-Barnett "against
the lying charge of rape," congratulated her on her marriage, and hailed
her "in the face of all her assailants, as our noble 'Joanna of Arc.'" Con-
gratulations, however, were mingled with controversy. Aware of her dispute
with Frances Willard, a Missouri delegate sought to discredit Wells-Barnett
indirectly with a resolution supporting "the work and methods of the
W.C.I'. U." Ruffin ruled her out of order but was overridden by "the Wash-
ington delegation." Although the resolution passed with protest, it was
never published. The next month the Boston Woman's Club publicly de-
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plored the WCTU's lynching position, and the Woman's Era proclaimed,
"let it be understood that the editors of this paper stand by Mrs. Wells-
Barnett squarely in her position on this matter and fully endorse it."9

The conflict between the Washington and Boston women grew from
more than their positions on the WCTU. Before departing, the conference
delegates voted to form the National Federation of Afro-American Women
with Margaret Murray (Mrs. Booker T.) Washington as president. Wash-
ington, D.C., women had already sought to establish a national organiza-
tion. By 1896, over one hundred women's groups had joined the National
League of Colored Women; however, eighty-five were located in the Dis-
trict. The rivalry manifested itself when both groups scheduled meetings
for July 1896 in Washington. As a result of those meetings, however, the
groups united to form the National Association of Colored Women
(NACW), with Mary Church Terrell as president.10 This time Wells-
Barnett was present in flesh as well as spirit, playing an important role in its
deliberations.

Ferdinand Barnett hired a nurse to accompany his wife and four-
month-old son to the Washington meeting. The famous abolitionist Har-
riet Tubman, as the oldest attendee, introduced the youngest, Charles
Aked Barnett, to the audience, which elected him "Baby of the Federa-
tion." His mother was busy. Representing both the Ida B. Wells Club as its
president and the Anti-Lynching Society of London as a fraternal delegate,
she gave a speech on "Reform"; read the report of the committee on reso-
lutions, which she chaired; and offered numerous resolutions regarding
the formation of the permanent organization. Wells-Barnett received new
tasks at the convention—appointment to the editorial staff of the Woman's
Era, selection as secretary of a committee to publish the minutes of the
1895 and 1896 conferences in pamphlet form, and designation as repre-
sentative to the next Prison Congress of the United States. She even helped
take up the collection at meeting's end.11

The merging of any two groups creates problems and rivalries, but the
proceedings seem to have gone remarkably well. The Cleveland Gazette
expressed doubt "if there ever assembled a more thoughtful, earnest body
of persons." The Woman's Era exulted over the "utter absence of frivolous
personalties" and observed, "The all important question, 'Is my bonnet
straight?' was never even dreamed of." That paper gave credit to Wells-
Barnett for helping maintain unity:

History is made of little things, after all. It was a pretty little scene in
one of the committee rooms, that ought to go down in the history of
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the Afro-American woman—if one should be written. Mrs. Ida
Wells-Barnett, whom every one knows, is positive and determined in
her opinions, and her expression of them, gracefully and gently,
yielded . . . when the question of endorsing in an unqualified man-
ner the work of the W.C.T.U. was raised. Considering the differ-
ences of opinion between Miss Willard and Mrs. Barnett, and the
utterances of the former in regard to the work of the latter, the intro-
duction was somewhat after the fashion a slap in Mrs. Barnett's face.
But she gracefully gave her approval, and thus added another heroic
act to the list of self sacrificing acts done at Washington.

The Washington Bee declared, "Mrs. Barnett was the politician among the
delegates."12

Wells-Barnett did not realize that the 1896 meeting was the last time
she would play a significant role in the NACW. In 1897 NACW held its
first biennial meeting in Nashville, Tennessee. Wells-Barnett was not one
of the two delegates sent from Illinois, who invited the group to hold its sec-
ond meeting at Chicago in 1899. To prepare for the event, Chicago club-
women formed the "Woman's Conference." It became the nucleus of the
Illinois Federation of Colored Women's Clubs with Fannie Barrier Will-
iams as president. Wells-Barnett was not among them, and these women
notified NACW president Mary Church Terrell that they would not co-
operate in the 1899 meeting if she included Wells-Barnett. Terrell ac-
quiesced, and when Wells-Barnett learned of the request, she called it "a
staggering blow."13

Wells-Barnett was as disappointed with Terrell as with the Chicago
women. In her autobiography she blamed the action on the president's am-
bition, claiming Terrell "used the narrow-minded attitude of my own home
women to ignore me lest I might become a contender for the position she
wanted again." Wells-Barnett must have felt great satisfaction when Ter-
rell's reelection caused a brouhaha that was reported in the press. She
claimed the effort "somehow seemed to kill her [Terrell's] influence." Ter-
rell, on the other hand, insisted then and in her 1940 autobiography that
she had not wanted the position and had to be talked into taking it.14

The two women's autobiographies also differ on another incident at
the 1899 convention. According to Wells-Barnett, she promised Terrell
"not to inflict my presence upon the organization." However, Jane Addams
of Chicago's Hull House called Wells to invite the NACW officers to
lunch. Wells-Barnett did not inform Addams that she "had no part or lot
with the organization" and promised to extend the invitation. When she
went to Quinn Chapel to do so, Wells-Barnett declined an invitation by
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Terrell to come to the platform until the "Memphis delegation" insisted on
it. Then she delivered the invitation and later escorted the group to the
luncheon. Terrell's book does not mention any part played by Wells-
Barnett. Indeed, her autobiography never mentions her fellow Mernphian
at all —but, then, it rarely mentions any black women.15

The incident reflects Wells-Barnett's continuing difficulties in making
and maintaining friendships with women that she had noted during her
twenties. After the 1899 convention, Terrell wrote a crony that "our 'Virtu-
ous Friend' had done all in her evil power to prejudice the minds of Illinois
delegates against me." Into the 1920s, Terrell and her friends wrote snide
comments about Wells-Barnett in personal letters, which indicate the
Chicagoan had been much more public in her criticisms of Terrell.16

Wells-Barnett's problems with women were both personal and ideo-
logical—as were troubles among other black women. The Washington Bee
asserted in 1896, "Women like men, are ambitious for fame and notoriety."
So soon after slavery, it is not surprising that the black elite remained small
enough to form a national network. With such a small pond, many natu-
rally wanted to be big fish. Both Fannie Barrier Williams and Terrell had
been two of the biggest fish when Wells-Barnett's antilynching work cata-
pulted her ahead of them in the public's minds. Both developed bitter
relationships with her that worsened as they became affiliated with the
accommodationism of Booker T. Washington and she sided with the anti-
Bookerite militants. By 1902 the Chicago Broad Ax noted Wells-Barnett
and Williams "hate each other like two she rattlesnakes."17

There were differences of style as well as substance between Wells-
Barnett and most women of the black aristocracy. While Wells reworked
dresses in the 1880s because she could not afford new ones, Mollie
Church wrote of a European trip for which her "travelling dress was made
at Lord and Taylors." Williams also came from a very privileged back-
ground. Even marriage to the successful Ferdinand Barnett did not close
the "respectability gap" between Wells-Barnett and the others. All three
were activists, but Wells-Barnett's manner was much more aggressive and
confrontational. Both Terrell and Wells-Barnett had been close to Tom
Moss and deeply affected by his lynching in 1892 spoke out against lynch-
ing. However, according to one rhetorical scholar, Terrell maintained a
"feminine" oratorical style, while Wells-Barnett did not.18

One black woman who consistently supported Wells-Barnett was
Josephine Ruffin. Twenty years older than Wells-Barnett, she may have
considered her a protegee. An observer in February 1893 noted, "Miss Ida
Wells has been pretty influenced by Mrs. Ruffin who will rule or ruin." At
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any rate, as editor of Woman's Era, Ruffin defended Wells-Barnett while
other prominent black women, such as elocutionist Hallie Q. Brown and
journalist Mary E. Britton, criticized her antilynching efforts. Most black
women were likely ambivalent about Wells-Barnett—proud of her fame
and distressed by the accompanying scandal. After all, to defend them-
selves against the defamation of their womanhood, they surrounded them-
selves with white middle- and upper-class trappings of respectability.19

The women of NACW clearly saw themselves as flesh-and-blood refu-
tation of the charges of black inferiority. They knew they were atypical of
black women but asserted that "the few show the possibilities of the
many."20 They thus rejoiced over favorable accounts by whites who visited
their meetings. A Chicago Times Herald reporter declared of the 1899
meeting, "These women of color were a continual revelation, not only as
to their appearance, but as to intelligence and culture." Another white ob-
server of an 1901 meeting marveled that the black women "had the faces
of ladies—strong, sweet, thoroughly refined faces" and also the "manners
of ladies, sweet and dignified." A Buffalo paper described the impact of
such revelations, noting that the "good breeding of these women . . . put at
once on the defensive anyone who undertook to apply the term 'inferior' to
them."21 Wells-Barnett was unlikely to be called "sweet" by anyone, and
the negative reactions to her by many whites jeopardized the respectability
campaign of the NACW.

NACW and Wells-Barnett also began to diverge in interests and focus.
In 1896, when she chaired the resolution committee, the organization
protested numerous injustices. By the turn of the century, many black
leaders were becoming disillusioned with the effectiveness of protest. As
ideologies of self-help became ascendant, NACW women turned their at-
tention to improving the home environment of African Americans. Eliza-
beth L. Davis, the Illinois state organizer for NACW, explained in 1900,
"Home is an[d] ever will be the chosen kingdom of woman." In 1906 the
Colored American Magazine rejoiced that, unlike among white women,
club work "has been the means of drawing the women of the colored race
into closer touch with the individual home life." Mary Church Terrell
noted that "the real solution of the race problem, both so far as we, who are
oppressed and those who oppress us are concerned, lies in the children."
All the women contributing to "Woman's Part in the Uplift of the Negro
Race" in that journal the next year stressed variations of the theme: "The
greatest work, the hardest work and the most vigorous efforts of the Negro
woman should be done at the home."22

Although important to Wells-Barnett, home was not her "chosen king-
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dom." Of course, many black women explored other "kingdoms," and she
shared their community involvement in establishing kindergartens and set-
tlement house work. Nevertheless, Wells-Barnett continued to feel more at
home in male-dominated protest organizations. In fact, while NACW
women deliberated at Quinn Chapel, she was busy preparing for a meet-
ing of the National Afro-American Council, which opened the day that the
NACW convention concluded. As a young journalist, lola had supported
T. Thomas Fortune's efforts in the late 1880s that led to the formation of
the National Afro-American League in 1890. A year later she spoke at the
group's convention in Knoxville. After that group petered out in 1893, var-
ious black men and white liberal Albion Tourgee attempted to form other
national organizations to confront deteriorating race relations. During
April 1898, A.M.E. Zion Bishop Alexander Walters called on Fortune to
revive the League. The result was a September meeting at Rochester,
New York, in conjunction with the unveiling of a monument to Frederick
Douglass.23

Having just weaned her second son, Wells-Barnett felt she "could
safely leave him with his grandmother" to attend the events in Rochester,
where she stayed with Susan B. Anthony. Quite a number of women at-
tended the organizational meeting of the Afro-American Council, as it was
renamed. Wells-Barnett, however, was the only woman to be elected to of-
fice (secretary) or to serve on the executive committee. As usual, she made
her presence known. She successfully challenged the election of Fortune
to the presidency, following what one observer called an "onslaught" in
which he "denounced the race in the bitterest language possible." Wells-
Barnett later recalled that Fortune had "spent more time trying to point out
the shortcomings of the race than in encouraging us to unite." Regarding
her election as secretary, she lamented, "So despite my best intentions,
when I got back home to my family I was again launched in public move-
ments."24

After being elected president, Bishop Walters called a meeting for 29
December in Washington to solidify the organization. The turnout at
Rochester had been disappointing, and he hoped that advance notice and
a more convenient setting would enlist more support. Among those men-
tioned by the Freeman as potential recruits were a number of women as
well as Booker T. Washington. A race riot in Wilmington, North Carolina,
in November sparked interest in the Council, following the reports of
white mobs killing eleven African Americans. Although the Colored Amer-
ican worried that the "Negro is in danger of overdoing the mass-meeting
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business," it added its support. Most African Americans believed, with the
Cleveland Gazette, "If we remain silent and surrender all that has been
given us as citizens, we shall prove ourselves unworthy of the name of
freemen." Many more people attended, and a number who did not, in-
cluding Booker T. Washington, wired their regrets and support.25

Among the frequently quoted speeches was Wells-Barnett's "Mob Vio-
lence and Anarchy." Referring to the Wilmington riots, she deplored "the
indifference manifested by the people of the North to these wrongs."
Booker T. Washington was mistaken to believe African Americans could
win rights by becoming factors in economic growth, she asserted. Success
sometimes made them targets of lynchings instead. "President McKinley,"
Wells-Barnett exclaimed, "was much too interested just now in the na-
tional decoration of Confederate graves to pay any attention to the Ne-
groes' rights." Addressing the expansion debate following the recently
ended Spanish-American War, she asserted, "We are eternally opposed to
expansion until this nation can govern at home." On the meeting itself she
proclaimed, "If this gathering means anything, it means that we have at last
come to a point in our race history where we must do something for our-
selves, and do it now. We must educate the white people out of their 250
years of slave history."26

Wells-Barnett's criticisms of McKinley's failure to respond to the
Wilmington riots were part of a larger debate within the Council regarding
its relationship to partisan politics. One faction wanted to denounce
McKinley and the Republican party in the group's "Address to the Nation,"
while according to the St. Paul Appeal, "certain federal office holders,
aided by sundry bishops and ministers [wanted] to have incorporated in the
address an indorsement of the Republican party in general, and the
McKinley administration in particular." The end result was a compromise
that expressed "regret" for the president's silence and "indulge [d] the hope
that the President will use his good office in adjusting the matter." Never-
theless, charges of partisanship continued to echo in the Council during its
entire existence.27

The debate also brought out another issue that would deeply divide
the organization. John P. Green charged that McKinley had failed to act
because certain colored men had advised him not to speak out on the sub-
ject. His speech was met with "hisses, groans and hoots." Although Green
did not reveal the names of those advisors, most people assumed that he
meant Booker T. Washington.28 By that time, Washington had stepped into
the void created by Douglass's death. The success of his school, Tuskegee
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Institute, and his ability to raise funds among white philanthropists caught
the attention of the black community, but he did not emerge as chief
spokesperson until after a speech at the Atlanta Cotton States Exposition in
1895. Referred to as the "Atlanta Compromise," Washington's talk spelled
out a basis for interracial cooperation in the South. He advised black south-
erners to concentrate on acquiring wealth and education rather than on
agitating for rights. In return for aiding black educational and economic ef-
forts, whites' reward would be a richer and more peaceful South. In time
African Americans' success and contributions to the economy would win
white support for black rights.

At first both the white and black communities praised the Atlanta
speech. However, it soon became clear that they did not interpret Wash-
ington's words in the same way. To African Americans the emphasis on self-
help echoed a growing chorus. Because of the fickleness of white allies and
failure of protest to penetrate public indifference, many called for self-
sufficiency. Whites focused on one unfortunate phrase: "In all things that
are purely social we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in
all things essential to mutual progress." They misinterpreted the sentence
as an endorsement of segregation in public accommodations. From the be-
ginning, some black militants had viewed Washington as too conciliatory
to white southerners. Others came to agree that he conceded too much;
some became alienated by his emphasis on industrial education at the ex-
pense of higher education. However, in 1899 distinct camps of supporters
and critics had not yet emerged.29 Like many others, Wells-Barnett was
ambivalent toward the "Wizard of Tuskegee."

Even though their positions on Washington were not clearly defined,
black leaders began to diverge into what the Freeman called "radicals and
conservatives" as early as the 1899 meeting of the Afro-American Council.
The Freeman clearly put Wells-Barnett into the radical category, noting
that the Council "had as its presiding officer a bishop and as its secretary an
agitator." It further asserted the conservatives had dominated and the
"chronic agitators and sensationalists received the reward of passing ap-
plause and a corresponding "lessening of influence."30 The debate over
Washington would soon escalate, however, dividing the Council and de-
creasing Wells-Barnett's role.

In 1899, E. E. Cooper of the Washington Colored American already
believed that Wells-Barnett had too large a role. He claimed that she
"seemed to possess an ardent desire to be 'the whole thing.'" Her gender
rather than her ideology bothered Cooper. Calling her election as secre-
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tary, the "Council's One Mistake," he asserted it was a man's job and said
Wells-Barnett's "splendid abilities" could best serve the Council by orga-
nizing a women's auxiliary. "The proprieties would have best been ob-
served," he declared, "by giving her an assignment more in keeping with
the popular idea of woman's work, and which would not interfere so disas-
trously with her domestic duties."51 Some men and women did not approve
of the way she handled her "divided duties."

Even though obviously an agitator, Wells-Barnett was not yet an oppo-
nent of Washington. She had written a letter of support to him in 1890, and
she declared in 1894 that his "quiet, earnest work is a shining light in the
Black Belt of Alabama, where it is so needed." In January 1899, Wells-
Barnett spoke at a pro-Washington rally in Boston, and in that same month
Washington praised Wells in a speech at the Unitarian Club of New York.32

The lynching of Sam Hose near Newnan, Georgia, in April began their es-
trangement. Hose was burned alive after he killed a white man, apparently
in self-defense, and erroneous rumors circulated that Hose had raped the
man's wife. It was a particularly grisly lynching because of its premedita-
tion, the long torture of the victim, the picniclike atmosphere, the involve-
ment of prominent whites, and the sale of charred body parts as souvenirs.
Numerous papers, including the New York Times, graphically described
the gruesome event.33

Wells-Barnett immediately organized a committee in Chicago to raise
money for a detective to investigate. His report to a mass meeting in
Chicago clearly showed that whites had lied in their accounts of the lynch-
ing. Many black newspapers and some white ones noted his report and the
speech by Wells-Barnett that followed it. She also published the pamphlet
Lynch Law in Georgia to publicize the findings as well as reproduce news-
paper accounts of the event. "Samuel Hose was burned," she asserted, "to
teach the Negroes that no matter what a white man does to them, they
must not resist."34

Booker T. Washington failed to comment on the Hose lynching until
after the Afro-American Council appealed to southern politicians and
judges to protect black citizens. Fearful that Washington's silence would be
criticized, T. Thomas Fortune, who had become one of the principal's ar-
dent supporters, urged Washington to respond. The resulting letter to
southern newspapers probably did more harm than good. Washington as-
serted that lynching injured the "moral and material growth" of the region
and that most lynchings were not the result of rape. However, he closed
with an acknowledgment of widespread black crime and urged African
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Americans to repudiate "the beast in human form guilty of assaulting a
woman."35

Soon afterward Wells-Barnett began to criticize Washington. In Sep-
tember Fortune informed Washington of a "sassy letter" from her com-
plaining about the removal of a "disparaging reference" to the Tuskegean
from her article in the New York Age. Fortune's relations with Wells-
Barnett had been strained since she had criticized him for a speech he
made in Texas the winter of 1895. He warned Washington that she was "a
sort of bull in a China Shop."36 Perhaps the clash of Wells-Barnett and
Washington was inevitable given their ideologies and temperaments. Al-
though they agreed on much, her long-held idea of lynching as a white
tool to prevent black advancement could not coexist comfortably with his
idea that black success brought white acceptance. His career was marked
by a willingness to compromise; hers by an unwillingness to concede. She
criticized almost everyone; he resented criticism from anyone. He tried to
calm troubled waters; she sought to disturb still waters. Nevertheless, they
sought—increasingly without success—to work together for several years.

The division within the Council over Washington's accommodation-
ism became more apparent in the August 1899 meeting at Chicago. For
that gathering the Barnetts were central actors in its preparation. The plan-
ning committee met at the Conservator offices and Ferdinand Barnett
presided. Wells-Barnett chaired the local publicity and promotion com-
mittee and was a member of the national program committee. Both spoke
at the meeting—he on disfranchisement and she on lynching. To expand
the participation of women, Wells-Barnett asked several to be on the pro-
gram and invited both Mary Church Terrell and Margaret Washington to
a banquet in the Sherman Hotel at which she presided. When she called
on Mrs. Washington to speak, however, the principal's wife declined, cit-
ing criticism of her husband in the meeting the previous day.37

Although Wells-Barnett later expressed surprise at that action, the is-
sue of the Tuskegean's leadership had haunted the meeting even before it
began. Fortune had advised him not to attend any sessions of the Council
because he could not control the resolutions and speeches —some of
which might embarrass him. Instead, Washington met privately with Pres-
ident Walters in his hotel room during the convention. When that action
was questioned by Reverdy C. Ransom at the next meeting, press accounts
claimed that "the famous Negro educator, was roundly criticised." Ran-
som, pastor of Chicago's Bethel A.M.E. Church, immediately repudiated
the accounts. Among others who came to Washington's defense was Har-
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vard Ph.D. recipient W. E. B. Du Bois. The denials, however, did not reas-
sure the Tuskegean's supporters and angered others, who accused the
Council of being "as bad as Mr. Booker T. Washington . . . a southern apol-
ogist and trimmer." The Barnetts seem to have remained uncharacteristi-
cally quiet about the issue, but Wells-Barnett saw her influence in the
group decline as she moved from the secretary's position to head of the new
antilynching bureau.38

Hoping to use the new bureau to expand her antilynching work, Wells-
Barnett set up office on Princeton Avenue and mailed out circular letters
"asking for 10,000 persons to enlist themselves in the work of disseminating
correct reports throughout the community of the lynchings that happen."
In the letter she asked for contributions of twenty-five cents from everyone
in order to fund lynching investigations. She noted that the two hundred
dollars spent by black Chicagoans to hire a detective in the Sam Hose case
and to publish Lynch Law in Georgia had "done much to revolutionize
public sentiment on that case." Her letter also pointed out, "The work of
that bureau is to be the same as that which I have individually conducted
for the past seven years: agitating, investigating and publishing facts and
figures in the lynching evil."39

Several lynchings in the previous few years had especially engaged
Wells-Barnett. One occurred in the neighboring state of Ohio. On 4 June
1897, an Urbana mob of five thousand attacked the jail in which Charles
"Click" Mitchell was being held for allegedly assaulting a white woman.
Guards fired into the crowd, killing three. This further enraged the crowd,
which finally succeeded in capturing and hanging Mitchell. The initial re-
ports described Mitchell's crime as a horrible attack in which the victim's
nipple was bitten off and included an assertion that Mitchell had confessed
after being identified by the victim. Wells-Barnett was suspicious. She went
to Urbana to investigate and issued a report debunking the nature of the at-
tack and the confession. Mitchell's family filed suit under a state anti-
lynching law that state legislator and Cleveland Gazette editor H. C. Smith
had marshaled through the legislature the previous year. The law, which
held a county liable for five thousand dollars for any lynching occurring
within its borders, was at first declared unconstitutional. Smith enlisted
Wells-Barnett's aid in raising money for legal appeals, which ultimately
proved successful in defending the law's constitutionality.40

Another lynching to enrage Wells-Barnett was the February 1898 mur-
der of Frazier B. Baker and his infant child in Lake City, South Carolina.
A mob of several hundred burned down his house and shot at his family be-
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cause they were angered at his appointment as local postmaster. Wells-
Barnett spoke at a mass protest meeting in Chicago, which raised money to
send her to Washington where she sought federal action against the mur-
der of this government official. She also solicited compensation for Baker's
widow. Carrying along her five-month-old son Herman, she spent five
weeks lobbying in the nation's capital — exhausting the money raised and
spending Barnett family funds in the cause. Typically, her critics used her
womanhood to denounce her activism. One charged, "Mrs. Ida Wells Bar-
nett has given the babies the bottle to nipple at, and is making frequent
trips to Washington, to bother the president in behalf of a lot of men who
are dead and in their graves."41

Seven Illinois congressmen and one senator accompanied Wells-
Barnett to see President McKinley. Among other things, she told him:

To our appeals for justice the stereotyped reply has been that the
government could not interfere in a state matter. Postmaster Baker's
case was a federal matter, pure and simple. He died at his post of duty
in defense of his country's honor, as truly as did ever a soldier on
the field of battle. We refuse to believe this country, so powerful to
defend its citizens abroad, is unable to protect its citizens at home.

The president assured the group that he had launched a federal investiga-
tion.42

In seeking compensation, Wells-Barnett encountered some difficulties
with North Carolina Congressman George White, the last black legislator
elected from the South until after the Voting Rights Act of 1965. He had in-
troduced a bill asking for one thousand dollars compensation, believing
that the small amount would be less likely to meet southern opposition.
Wells-Barnett believed any amount would be opposed. She wanted him to
withdraw his bill so that Illinois Senator William E. Lorimer could submit
one for a larger amount. The outbreak of the Spanish-American War, how-
ever, diverted attention and waylaid her efforts.43

Later that year violence struck closer to home. It came as the result of
the widespread practice of using African Americans to break labor strikes.
After coal miners struck in the Illinois cities of Virden and Pana, company
owners brought in black Alabamians to take their places. Fearing violence,
mine owners appealed to Governor John R. Tanner for protection, but he
replied that he "did not propose to render military assistance in protecting
the colored ex-convicts and scalawags of Alabama." On 12 October 1898,
an angry crowd of miners fired into a train bearing two hundred strike-
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breakers. Wells-Barnett immediately went to Virden to investigate and
made arrangements to bring several black miners to the state capitol to tell
their side of the story. She called on the governor and then brought five
miners back to Chicago to participate in an "indignation meeting" at
Quinn Chapel. One black state appointee tried to block resolutions con-
demning Governor Tanner, but Wells-Barnett freely attacked the governor
despite her own husband's lucrative p>osition as assistant state's attorney.
The Illinois Record reported that during her speech, "Barnett, her hus-
band, was twitching and pulling his whiskers and the people said, 'Oh! his
job . . . is gone,' but she kept on and the people were with her." Her speech
did anger Tanner but did not cost Barnett his job.44

Wells-Barnett had promised to agitate as well as investigate, and one
way she did so was by writing antilynching pamphlets and articles for white
periodicals. Following her Lynch Law in Georgia in 1899, she published
Mob Rule in New Orleans in 1900. It detailed the death of Robert Charles,
who had violently resisted what he considered to be an unlawful arrest. For
her information she relied on two white newspapers and correspondence.
Again, she positioned herself as an objective reporter, writing that she
"does not attempt to moralize over the deplorable condition of affairs
shown in this publication, but simply presents the facts in a plain, unvar-
nished, connected way." Her words often belied that claim, however. The
conclusion declared, "The white people of this country may charge that he
was a desperado, but to the people of his own race Robert Charles will al-
ways be regarded as the hero of New Orleans."45

"Lynch Law in America," published in the January 1900 Arena, bla-
tantly appealed to the pride and honor of white males. Wells-Barnett as-
serted that lynching may sometimes be justified by the absence of courts
but not where "centuries of Anglo-Saxon civilization had made effective all
the safeguards of court procedure." Now "butchery is made a pastime and
national savagery condoned." Wells-Barnett did not deny that black men
sometimes did rape: "The negro has been too long associated with the
white man not to have copied his vices as well as his virtues." Referring to
the "home of the brave," she noted, "Brave men do not gather by thousands
to torture and murder a single individual, so gagged and bound he cannot
make even feeble resistance or defense." Irony is obvious in her reference
to the cost of lynching to the federal government, which had paid "nearly
a half million dollars" of indemnities to China, Italy, and Great Britain for
its inability to protect their citizens from mob violence on American soil.46

Two of Wells-Barnett's other articles were responses to white liberals'
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writings on lynching. "The Negro's Case in Equity," published in the April
1900 Independent, was a rejoinder to a previous article in that journal. Af-
ter a few African Americans had participated in a lynching, the Indepen-
dent published a plea to African American teachers, preachers, and editors
"to tell their people to defend the laws." Wells-Barnett reminded readers of
all that black Americans had done to end lynch law and of the horrors they
had witnessed against their own before declaring, "Theoretically the advice
is all right, but viewed in the light of circumstances and conditions it seems
like giving a stone when we ask for bread." A year later she again responded
to an Independent article—this one by Jane Addams on lynching. The two
women were colleagues and worked together a number of times. Addams
was one of the best-known white racial liberals and her article attacked
lynching. Nevertheless, Wells-Barnett felt compelled to challenge "an un-
fortunate presumption used as the basis of her argument [that] works so se-
rious, tho doubtless unintentional, an injury to the memory of thousands of
victims of mob law." Addams had rhetorically accepted some southern as-
sertions about rape to show that even if they were true, lynching still could
not be justified. Wells-Barnett, however, asserted that any kind of accep-
tance of southern myths was unacceptable.47 In her mind the more fame
and power one had, the more care should be given in choosing words re-
garding African Americans.

Wells-Barnett's willingness to take on the powerful brought her into
conflict with Booker T. Washington before the 1900 meeting of the Afro-
American Council in Indianapolis. In 1899 Du Bois had become the di-
rector of the group's Negro business bureau, largely because of a confer-
ence he had called at Atlanta University that year on "The Negro in
Business." At that meeting he had suggested forming local black business
leagues to be united into a national federation. However, in 1900 Wash-
ington preempted his idea by establishing the National Negro Business
League. In the Chicago Conservator, Wells-Barnett asserted that Washing-
ton had stolen the idea to establish an "organization of which he will be
president, moderator and dictator," declaring he "is determined to help no
movement he does not inaugurate." She later recalled that at the Council
meeting "we made the best of the matter, since Mr. Washington himself
had hitherto given us the impression that he could not ally himself with us
because we were too radical."48

At the end of the 1900 Indianapolis meeting, Wells-Barnett remained
an important force in the Afro-American Council, adding the title of na-
tional organizer to that of director of the Anti-Lynching Bureau. Early the



Organizational Efforts and Problems 261

next year she was the only woman on a Council committee "appointed to
visit the President in the interest of the race." However, at the time of the
1901 convention Wells-Barnett was busy at her role as woman—very preg-
nant with her daughter Ida, who was born right after the convention. Wash-
ington's secretary, Emmett J. Scott, declared he was "glad Mrs. Barnett was
not there to complicate the situation." Ferdinand Barnett attended and
praised the Tuskegean. In her absence Wells-Barnett retained her anti-
lynching bureau position but was replaced as national organizer. In 1902
the Chicago Broad Ax called her a "lonely leader treading a lonely path."
At the Council meeting in St. Paul that year, her influence further de-
clined as that of Booker T. Washington climbed. Sure of being able to con-
trol the group, he actually attended in 1902. A group portrait in the Appeal
showed him at President Waters's right and Wells-Barnett on the presi-
dent's left.49

The 1902 meeting marked a turning point for the Council. Fortune
replaced Waters as president, causing William Monroe Trotter of the Bos-
ton Guardian to assert that the presidency "will now be Mr. Booker T.
Washington's in everything except name." Although Wells-Barnett re-
mained chair of the Anti-Lynching Bureau, most of the new officers were
Bookerites. By that time her antilynching post was mainly honorific. In a
January appeal for support to members of the bureau, Wells-Barnett admit-
ted, "there are absolutely no funds in the treasury to pay postage much less
the printer." In 1903 Wells-Barnett appears to have withdrawn completely,
for the Indianapolis Freeman asked, "Won't Mrs. Ida B. Wells-Barnett re-
lent and undertake her old trust of running the Afro-American Council?"50

After the St. Paul meeting, W. Calvin Chase of the Washington Bee
noted with disgust that Washington's "satellites [sic] were in the saddle"
and that they "trotted and pranced just as he pulled the reins." Emmett J.
Scott exulted to his boss that "we control the Council now" and that it "was
wonderful to see how completely your personality dominated everything at
St. Paul." "From the moment you reached there," he exclaimed, "you were
the center of attention, much to the chagrin and regret of our friends, the
Barnetts—especially." The next year in Louisville, Washington's support-
ers shouted down Trotter's attempt to introduce anti-Washington resolu-
tions, and Scott, whom the Broad Ax called "Washington's head chamber-
maid," joined the executive committee.51

In 1902 Trotter had noted that Fortune would furnish "whatever brain
the combination needs, and Washington the boodle."52 The comment re-
flected Washington's increasing power. His standing among white Ameri-
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cans burgeoned after McKinley's assassination passed the presidency to
Theodore Roosevelt, who made Washington his political advisor on issues
affecting African Americans. Wells-Barnett noted the irony of a political
advisor coming from a state in which African Americans had no political
power. The Tuskegean's impact also grew because of his ties with northern
philanthropists. For a period of time, he had extraordinary influence over
the dispensation of political offices and the granting of charitable contri-
butions to the black community. Many northern blacks felt that this ac-
commodating, white-selected spokesperson should not speak for them, and
opposition grew after the 1902 Council meeting.

W. E. B. Du Bois and the Barnetts soon joined Trotter and Chase in
the anti-Washington camp as the battle lines between the "radicals" and
"conservatives" formed. The first widely published critique of Washing-
ton's leadership was an essay in Du Bois's 1903 book, The Souls of Black
Folk. In it Du Bois questioned the principal's disparagement of protest and
the vote as vehicles of black advancement. He also believed Washington
overemphasized industrial education at the expense of higher education.
The book created quite a sensation among white as well as black
Chicagoans. White Unitarian minister Mrs. Celia Parker Wooley "had a
gathering of the [white] literati at her home near the university to discuss
it." She invited the Barnetts and six other black Chicagoans to lead the dis-
cussion, which focused on the criticisms of Washington. According to
Wells-Barnett, when the discussion began, most of both the black and
white guests "thought the book was weak because of [the criticism]." In a
letter to Du Bois and in her autobiography, she claimed that she, her hus-
band, and Mrs. C. E. Bentley spoke in Du Bois's defense and "came away
feeling that we had given them an entirely new view of the situation."53

The Barnetts hosted another discussion of the book in their home in
June 1903, and joined in a local Equal Opportunity League to sponsor a
lecture by the Atlanta University professor the following December. Dur-
ing that fall E. E. Cooper, editor of the Washington Colored American and
an ardent Bookerite, referred to a critic of Washington as "a fourth edition
of Ida. B. Wells." The next April she launched a public attack on Washing-
ton's leadership, which was published in World Today as "Booker T. Wash-
ington and His Critics." First, she decried his willingness to demean the
race. "The Negro is the butt of ridicule with the average white American,"
Wells-Barnett wrote. Knowing nothing but of the black lower classes, white
humorists could be somewhat excused for their jokes, but what they "did
unintentionally Booker T. Washington has done deliberately." Knowing
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"intimately the ablest members of the race," Washington could not be ex-
cused for jokes like one he told "a cultured body of women" at the Chicago
Woman's Club. In that joke, Washington compliments a black farmer for
growing his own hogs, and the farmer replies, "Yes, Mr. Washington, ebber
sence you done tole us bout raising our own hogs, we niggers round her
hab resolved to quit stealing hogs and gwinter raise our own." Wells-Barnett
considered it an insult to "the hundreds of Negroes who bought land, [and]
raised hogs.. . long before Booker Washington vras out of school."54

Washington's emphasis on industrial education to prepare African
Americans for work also appalled Wells-Barnett.

This gospel of work is no new one for the Negro. It is the South's old
slavery practice in a new dress. It was the only education the South
gave the Negro for [the] two and a half centuries she had absolute
control of his body and soul. The Negro knows that now, as then, the
South is strongly opposed to his learning anything else but how to
work.

She did not deny that industrial education was appropriate for many but
believed Washington's emphasis had disastrous effects — decreasing the
availability of higher education without a corresponding increase in indus-
trial education programs.55

Wells-Barnett characterized the Tuskegean's answer to lynching as:
"Give me some money to educate the Negro, and when he is taught how
to work, he will not commit the crime for which lynching is done." To her,
Washington ignored the fact that "lynching is not evoked to punish crime
but color, and not even industrial education will change that." She recog-
nized that the principal avoided "radicals" to protect his school, but in-
sisted that if he refused to defend the rights his race "for fear of injury to his
school by those who are intolerant of Negro manhood, then he should be
just as unwilling to injure his race for the benefit of his school."56

As criticism of Washington escalated, so did his efforts to silence it. He
ruthlessly sought to use his influence over political appointments and char-
itable contributions to win converts and crush opponents. In addition, he
endeavored to control as many black newspapers as possible through in-
vestment, subsidy, and advertising money. Behind the scenes, Washington
joined with militants to oppose disfranchisement and segregation as a se-
cret partner in court challenges and legislative lobbying. Publicly, he con-
tinued to counsel attention to work and education rather than protest and
politics. As his fame grew and the world's attention focused on Tuskegee
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Institute, Washington increasingly felt that any criticism of himself or his
school hurt the image of all African Americans. To his critics, however, the
Tuskegean seemed to value his personal power and prestige above his duty
to race. His takeover of the Afro-American Council left militants without
an effective voice.

In 1905 Du Bois and Trotter joined together to form a new protest or-
ganization, which came to be called the Niagara Movement. Both Barnetts
were supporters, but the group floundered in the face of Washington's ef-
forts to destroy it. For Wells-Barnett, national platforms for her protest
dwindled as she lost influence in the major organizations through personal
and ideological conflicts. As a result, she turned her attention increasingly
to her local community and to her family to meet her duties as an activist
and woman. Believing that black women were "unwilling that one of their
own race should occupy a position of influence," Wells-Barnett also turned
to the group that had given her so much support in England—white
women.57



Community and Interracial Activities

"To break down the barrier of race prejudice"

B lack novelist Richard Wright wrote of Chicago, "there is an open and
raw beauty about that city that seems either to kill or endow one with

the spirit of life." In the 1890s, Chicago had the virility and untamed ram-
bunctiousness of an adolescent experiencing rapid growth spurts. When
Ida B. Wells moved there in 1893, the city was only twenty-five years older
than she but had already become home to more than a million people.
The peculiar American habit of dividing people into two catagories —
black and white—lost some of its hold where foreign-born immigrants and
their children comprised nearly 80 percent of the population. Although it
had rarely lived up to its antebellum label as a "sinkhole of abolition,"
Chicago expanded black rights after the war, eliminating segregated
schools and granting the vote to African American males. During the
1890s, black newspapers across the nation extolled its racial openness and
enumerated its many black officeholders, city employees, and profession-
als. It was the home of both a vibrant black aristocracy and famous white
liberals, such as Jane Addams and Albion Tourgee, who sought to bridge
the chasm of race. At the same time Chicago did much to earn its label as
"a modern Sodom and Gomorrah." Vice was rampant and politicians
could be bought. Rarely has there been a more arresting mixture of crime,
corruption, and crusades.1

For Wells-Barnett, Chicago's social problems and its possibilities were
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inspirations for activism. The city was experiencing growing pains that
challenged city services and threatened racial tolerance. Housing and job
competition created hostility that was beginning to erode black rights. Nev-
ertheless, white reformers offered Wells-Barnett new experiences of inte-
gration, and black protest frequently brought tangible results. It was a fer-
tile field for her militancy. At the same time marriage brought new
responsibilities as well as new respectability. By the young city's standards,
her husband was an "old settler" whose prominence and prosperity gave
the couple stature within the socially active black elite. Relieved of her
gnawing financial worries, Wells-Barnett had to apportion another scarce
commodity—her time.

Although she did not stop traveling after the birth of Charles Aked in
1896, Wells-Barnett began to spend more time in Chicago. At that time she
had two major outlets for her activism: the Conservator and the Ida B. Wells
Club. The editorship of the Conservator provided both a local and national
platform, as black editors continued to quote her pithy comments. Mar-
riage did nothing to soften her stridency. Defending a fellow journalist
charged with disrespecting the flag, Wells-Barnett exclaimed, "Bah! With
the smell of the burning flesh of his race in his nostrils, how can any man
with an ounce of blood in his veins defend the flag under whose folds such
things regularly occur." When a row was raised over the burial of a black
woman in a white Richmond cemetery, she wryly noted, "At the Judgment
Day there will be many American white christians [sic] who will refuse to
go to heaven it is feared, because there will be Negroes admitted." She reg-
ularly criticized a racial double standard in the administration of justice,
once proclaiming, "If justice is blind in America it is blind in only one
eye." To make that point, Wells-Barnett brought to her readers' attention
the prosecution of a black man and the freeing of his white wife for violat-
ing an Indiana law prohibiting interracial marriage. She continued to be
critical of black leaders for timidity and lack of unity, labeling one gather-
ing as "a small body of men who are anxious to pose as 'white men's nig-
gers'" and deploring the failure of many African Americans to remember
that "no man builds well whose foundation is laid upon another's ruin."2

Just before the birth of Herman in November 1897, Wells-Barnett de-
cided that she could no longer be a full-time editor and mother and
stepped down from her position at the Conservator. Black newspapers
noted her retirement with "surprise" and " heart-felt regret." The Charles-
ton Enquirer expressed the "lasting gratitude of her people" for the "plucky
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agitator." The Cleveland Gazette noted that the Conservator, "under her
management, maintained a dignified and forceful position." Most referred
to her work in the past tense. The Freeman declared that she "wielded a
fearless pen in the interest of her race," and the Michigan Representative
proclaimed, "She was an able, fearless and staunch supporter of her race."3

Anyone who expected motherhood to silence Wells-Barnett was mis-
guided. She continued to write letters to both white and black newspapers
as well as articles for the Conservator. Although that paper changed editors
and owners many times, some competitors rightly noted that the Barnetts
continued to have indirect control of the journal most of the time. In 1903
the Indianapolis Freeman asked the Barnetts to "end confusion by hoisting
their names fairly and squarely at the editorial mast-head."4

The Ida B. Wells Club had grown out of the Columbian Exposition in
1893. During the fair, a group of prominent black men organixed the
Tourgee Club and established a clubhouse on Dearborn Street primarily
to entertain fair visitors. The club invited Wells that September to speak
and host a "ladies day," which led to continued women's meetings in the
Tourgee Club's parlors every Thursday. Soon the women formed their
own organization, naming it for the antilynching agitator and electing
her president. The Ida B. Wells Club undertook such projects as raising
money to ensure prosecution of a police officer who had killed an African
American.5

As president of the Ida B. Wells Club and a new mother, in 1896
Wells-Barnett launched a project that seemed innocuous and in keeping
with her motherly role —establishing a kindergarten. Even when not
protesting, however, she remained controversial. Kindergartens were new
and rare at the time. Only a few private ones existed, and only one was
available to the black residents of South Side. The Armour Institute ac-
cepted black children but had few openings. Although not legalized, hous-
ing segregation confined most African Americans to one of four neighbor-
hoods (out of which whites began moving when black neighbors began
arriving). South Side was the largest of these and to place a private kinder-
garten there meant all its pupils would be black. Wells-Barnett only saw a
need and an opportunity to meet it when a black female graduate of the
Chicago Kindergarten College approached the club for help in establish-
ing one. Another member also had kindergarten training but had been un-
able to find a job. Armed with a staff, the group set out to raise funds.

Calling a mass meeting at her church, Bethel A.M.E., Wells-Barnett
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met unexpected opposition. One witness recounted that "she was made to
understand we do not want nor need any separate organizations or institu-
tions for the colored people." Wells-Barnett recalled, "To say I was sur-
prised does not begin to express my feeling." She noted that people were
"so afraid of the color line" that they preferred "to let our children be ne-
glected and do without kindergarten service than to supply the needs of
their own." Wells-Barnett saw duty to the children as more important than
any duty to the abstract ideal of integration. Opponents, however, charged
that "it was just such methods on the part of a few narrow-minded men that
brought about [a] separate school system in this city many years ago which
took the ability and time and large sums of money of some of our best men
and women to break up." Never one to be easily deterred, Wells-Barnett
succeeded in raising funds and persuading the church to let them use its
lecture room. The resultant kindergarten was open to all but was patron-
ized only by African Americans.6

The incident illustrates the ambivalence of many African Americans
regarding separatism and integration. Most black leaders at the close of the
century remained philosophically committed to integration but repeatedly
encountered the barrier of white exclusion. The agonizing dilemma was
how to meet black needs without implicitly endorsing segregation. For
Wells-Barnett and others, the answer was an uneasy coexistence of both
doctrines in their minds and hearts. Some fought the implied degradation
of segregation but had little desire to mingle with whites as long as they
were not barred from doing so. Many of the black elite, including Wells-
Barnett, eagerly cultivated relationships with whites, while simultaneously
fostering race unity and self-help. With color determining their status in
most white minds, they could not afford the luxury of color blindness.

Despite the charges of her opponents on the kindergarten issue, Wells-
Barnett usually refused to acquiesce to segregation and clearly cherished
her triumphs over the color line. At the close of the World's Fair in 1893,
Frederick Douglass had come to the Conservator offices to invite" Wells to
lunch. The closest restaurant was the Boston Oyster House, which she had
heard did not serve black customers. The pair decided to seek admittance
anyway, and Wells-Barnett later recalled, "The waiters seemed paralyzed
over our advent, and not one of them came forward to offer us a table. Mr.
Douglass walked up to the nearest table, pulled out a chair, seated me,
then took a seat himself." The owner recognized the old abolitionist and
fawned over him — much to her delight. A year later, however, soon after
her return from London, she and another woman on the Conservator staff
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sought service there and would have been denied access, except for the in-
tervention of the white editor of the Inter-Ocean.7

The importance of such incidents to Wells-Barnett is seen in the at-
tention she gave them in her autobiography. She spent a page and a half
describing how her English friend, Charles Aked, who was a guest minister
at the University of Chicago on Thanksgiving 1895, had invited her to at-
tend a school football game with him and the university's president after
the services. "Although I did not understand football," she wrote, "and did
not especially fancy sitting out in the cold November wind, I could not re-
sist the opportunity to aid in giving a lesson in real democracy to our Amer-
ican friends." She agreed with Aked that the white elite had contact only
with "the menial class" and needed to be exposed to members of the black
elite to dispel their false impressions. "When we could do so without sacri-
ficing self-respect," she wrote, "we should make it a point to be seen at lec-
tures, concerts, and other gatherings of public nature and thus accustom
white people to seeing another type of the race as well as their waiters and
cooks, seamstresses and bootblacks."8

Like the black aristocracy elsewhere, the Chicago elite sought to dis-
tinguish itself from not only black criminals and "menials" but also from
the lower middle class. In the nineteenth century, the northern black elite
emphasized family roots and called themselves "old settlers" in contrast
with the new migrants from the South. A white observer in 1908 noted,
"Even in Chicago where there is nothing old, I found the same spirit." Fer-
dinand Barnett was an "old settler" by virtue of his family's residency there
since 1869, and his wife became an honorary member. An 1898 article
listed him among the pioneer "colored aristocracy" and referred to "his
able and fearless wife." Wells-Barnett recognized very early the importance
of class in Chicago. When forming the Ida B. Wells Club, she recruited
Mrs. John Jones to be the honorary head of the movement because "as an
old citizen, her husband being the wealthiest colored man in Chicago at
that time, it would lend prestige to have such a genteel, high-bred old lady
of the race to lead them."9

The black elite of the older cities in the East questioned whether
Chicago had a "true aristocracy" because of its youth and the fact that
"money talked" there more. Fannie Barrier Williams, however, asserted in
1905 that the city's aristocracy was "better dressed, better housed, and bet-
ter mannered than almost anywhere else in the world." Its wealth was ap-
parent in a 1902 article describing one woman's dress as costing $275 and
in an 1899 description of a charity ball:
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Down the great hall they came in stately measured tread, brave men
by the side of beautiful women, as lovely as the daughters of the gods,
and each as fit to be a queen. To the right and left swept the brilliant
calvacade, the air scintillating with the gleam of diamonds and pre-
cious jewels, not brighter than starry eyes that flashed gloriously.
There was a sweep of silk and satin, the perfume of a thousand
flowers.

The article noted, however, "Never before had the great people, blessed
with an abundance of goods, been willing to indulge in the frivolity of the
dance for the sake of sweet charity." One of the "great people" explained in
1907 that "society proper" included less than a score of Chicagoans, who
eschewed ostentation and preferred "discussing music, drama or literature

or whiling away an hour or so at cards" among "small circles of friends."
The Barnetts were frequently mentioned in press accounts of both types of
gatherings.10

Their popularity was undoubtedly enhanced by Ferdinand Barnett's

political clout. In 1896 the Republican party established separate black an-
nexes in New York and Chicago to direct the election campaign among
African Americans. Barnett headed the western office. Among black edi-
tors the idea of separate offices was controversial, and Barnett drew fire
from some for asking them to run campaign literature free of charge. The
party's success, however, cemented Barnett's influence. Soon afterward,
black Cook County Commissioner Edward H. Wright used his clout to
force the state's attorney, Charles S. Deneen, to deliver on a political bar-
gain and appoint Barnett as the first black assistant state's attorney at the
generous salary of $150 a month. The new appointee quickly demon-
strated his competence: first, by running the newly established juvenile
court, and then by taking sole charge of cases involving antitrust violations
and of extradition and habeas corpus proceedings. Becoming a recognized
expert in these fields, Barnett continued to be reappointed by every state's
attorney until 19II.11

In 1900 Barnett again headed the Republican Negro Bureau and re-
ceived a request from a white party leader in Missouri for assistance by
Wells-Barnett in the state campaign among African Americans. When she
arrived, plans had become muddled and some black party leaders objected
to the party's paying for help that was not needed. Nevertheless, a county
chairman decided to go ahead with a meeting since the antilynching agi-
tator was already there. It was so successful that he paid her expenses to the
next county. "So in this way," Wells-Barnett later wrote, "I was handed from
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one town to another, each county chairman paying the expenses of the
trip." Women did not have the vote yet, but she attempted to stimulate
black women to "use their moral influence to see that their men voted and
voted right."12

In the late 1890s, Ferdinand Barnett's influence was reflected in his be-
ing named as a possible candidate for a cabinet position in the federal gov-
ernment and in his consultation with President William McKinley on
black patronage. However, as Booker T. Washington's star ascended, it be-
gan to eclipse Barnett's. Theodore Roosevelt's succession to the presidency
in 1901 increased the Tuskegean's political strength, and in 1904 Wash-
ington challenged the reappointment of Barnett by the national Republi-
can committee. The members of the so-called Tuskegee Machine clearly
saw Wells-Barnett as a partner in her husband's party role. In letters Em-
mett J. Scott discussed "the effort to block Barnett and his wife," and Wash-
ington referred to replacing "Barnett and his wife" with the Chicagoan's
former law partner and now a Bookerite, S. Laing Williams. The Tus-
kegean also considered T. Thomas Fortune for the position, to which the
New York editor replied, "I want it, and it will make the Chicago hyenas
wild."13

Washington believed he could persuade Republican party leaders to
dump Barnett because of the Chicago couple's criticisms of both McKin-
ley and Roosevelt's early administrations. He noted with disgust that "in
both cases at the proper time they laid low and proclaimed themselves
loyal supporters of the administration." Washington failed, however, be-
cause Chicago was a center of anti-Washington sentiment and Williams
did not have the political clout to overcome the Barnetts' popularity or the
influence of Barnett's boss, Charles Deneen. Nevertheless, the Bookerites
succeeded in getting their man in New York and diminishing Barnett's po-
sition into what one Chicago paper referred to as a "janitor's job." In 1908
the Barnetts' open opposition to William Howard Taft completed the de-
struction of their influence in the national Republican party.14

Their work in the Republican party was not the only interracial effort
of the couple. In 1902 Wells-Barnett had much hope in the activities of
white women "who were trying to break down the barrier of race preju-
dice." When NACW President Josephine S. Yates came through Chicago,
Wells-Barnett entertained her with "a small luncheon at which were pres-
ent an equal number of white and colored club women." One of the white
guests, Mrs. George W. (Mary R.) Plummer, issued an invitation for a sim-
ilar luncheon at her house when Yates came back to Chicago. Before
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Yates's return, however, some Chicago black women informed the NACW
president about rumors of white opposition to such a gathering. Plummer
assured Wells-Barnett that only the smallness of her house had limited the
guest list, but Yates at first refused to attend. Wells-Barnett reminded Yates
to "not forget that white women who try to be our friends risked friendships
and social prestige by doing so and that we ought not add to their burdens
by taking a narrow viewpoint ourselves." Yates relented and the luncheon
with six white club presidents was "a great success socially." Nevertheless,
Wells-Barnett refused to reveal the participants' names to "reporters of the
daily press, looking for sensation."15

The friendship of Plummer and Wells-Barnett also led to the inclusion
of black women in the founding of the League of Cook County Clubs by
Chicago women. Before the organizational meeting Plummer extended
an invitation to Wells-Barnett, thinking she was still the president of the Ida
B. Wells Club. Later claiming that circumstances prevented notification of
Agnes Moody, the club's actual president, Wells-Barnett attended and be-
came a member of the nine-person board of directors, after receiving the
most votes of all the candidates. She and a friend were the only African
Americans in attendance and paid the dues for their club. When Moody
learned of those actions, she was furious. Wells-Barnett claimed, "My only
thought at the time had been that we must not fail to respond to the invita-
tion extended by our white sisters." More likely, she could not resist the op-
portunity to represent black women after she had failed to win influence in
the NACW. After spending four days "visiting and explaining to the mem-
bers of the club," Wells-Barnett won ratification of her actions over the
protest of Moody. Nevertheless, she withdrew from her namesake club and
became estranged from another of the city's leading black clubwomen.16

Wells-Barnett turned increasingly to the white community for allies
against the growing hostility of prejudiced white citizens. The city's public
schools had been legally integrated since 1874, but beginning about 1900
segregation proposals began occurring in newspapers and school board
meetings. According to Wells-Barnett, after her husband complained
about segregationist statements in the Chicago Tribune, she wrote a letter
noting that "everybody had been quoted on the subject of separate schools
except those most vitally concerned—the Negroes." She asked if the editor
would receive a delegation from the black community. Getting no re-
sponse, she personally called on Editor Robert W. Patterson, who mistook
her for "one of the women from one of the colored churches coming to so-
licit a contribution." Their conversation convinced her that he was "south-
ern" on the "subject of racial equality."17
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Thinking over her options, Wells-Barnett realized black Chicagoans
did not have the numerical or financial strength to force a modification in
Patterson's position. "I knew," she later wrote, "that if every Negro in
Chicago taking or advertising in the Tribune should fail to take it, the re-
sult would be so small it would not even be known." Therefore, she asked
Jane Addams, "Will you undertake to reach those of influence who would
be willing to do for us what we cannot do for ourselves?" Addams called
together white liberals to hear Wells-Barnett's story, and they formed a
committee of seven to call on Patterson. Writing in the late 1920s, Wells-
Barnett declared, "I do not know what they did or what argument was
brought to bear, but I do know that the series of articles ceased and from
that day until this there has been no further effort made by the Chicago
Tribune to separate the schoolchildren on the basis of race."18

Asked to speak on "The Afro-American Woman: Her Past, Present and
Future" at the Chicago Political Equality League in early 1903, Wells-
Barnett expressed a faith in biracial contacts to diminish prejudice. She
told her predominantly white audience that the greatest work for African
American women was "to emancipate the white women of the country
from the prejudice which fetters their noblest endeavors and renders in-
consistent their most sacred professions." Black women would accomplish
this, Wells-Barnett predicted, "by a bearing so dignified and courteous, and
withal so tempered by a nature absolutely incapable of race hatred; by a ge-
nius which shall delight the world; by a love which beareth all things, be-
lieveth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all things."19

One white woman who agreed was Celia Parker Wooley, the Unitar-
ian minister who hosted the biracial discussion of The Souls of Black Folk
in 1903. Around that time she came to Wells-Barnett with the idea of es-
tablishing "a center in which white and colored persons could meet and
get to know each other better." According to Wells-Barnett, the city's black
leaders opposed the idea and "Mr. Barnett and I had to become militant
champions in the effort to put the movement over." Unable to find a land-
lord willing to rent to such an interracial group, Wooley got white friends
to donate a down payment to buy a house on Wabash Avenue. Wells-
Barnett organized the black community to help make the payments. In late
1904 the Frederick Douglass Center began under controversy. Some
whites considered it an "astonishing attempt to force social equality," be-
cause light refreshments were served at the biracial business meetings.20

In 1905 Wooley called on Wells-Barnett for advice on forming a Fred-
erick Douglass Center Women's Club. Wells-Barnett gave her whole-
hearted support but was surprised when Wooley suggested making Mary
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Plummer the group's president. "I saw very clearly," she later wrote, "that
she had determined not only that I should not be president but that she
wanted a white woman." Citing the demands of her family to which a
fourth child, Alfreda, had been added in September 1904, Wells-Barnett
declined to take any office but agreed to preside over the organizational
meeting, which elected Plummer president in absentia and convinced
Wells-Barnett to accept the vice presidency. The group formally organized
in mid-September, when Plummer returned from summer vacation.

The club joined a growing list of center activities that included a
kindergarten, sewing classes, a Young People's Lyceum, a Men's Forum,
sociology and English classes, an exhibit of "African curios," a vacation
school for black children during the summer, and Athletic Clubs for boys
and girls, organized by Ferdinand Barnett. Both Barnetts were heavily in-
volved in the center, often speaking or teaching classes. The Phyllis Wheat-
ley and Ida B. Wells Clubs as well as others began to meet at the center.
Some saw it as part of the settlement house movement, and membership
included such prominent white settlement house workers as Jane Addarns,
Graham Taylor, and Mary McDowell.21

One of Wells-Barnett's attempts to raise money for the Frederick
Douglass Center created quite a furor because of the venue. Her longtime
love for the theater and race pride led her to seek to bring black artists, writ-
ers, and entertainers to the Chicago public and also to encourage cultural
activities. She invited such authors Charles W. Chestnut and Samuel
Coleridge-Taylor to speak in Chicago, raised money for musical prizes and
scholarships, and established an Afro-American Historical Society.22 Thus
Wells-Barnett was delighted when Robert T. Motts decided to turn his sa-
loon and amusement hall into the Pekin Theater, and she and her husband
attended the opening night. Pleased with the quality of the production and
disappointed in the small turnout, Wells-Barnett had the inspiration to
stage a benefit for the Frederick Douglass Center at the Pekin in May 1906.
It was a huge success. Attended by the "cream of the four hundred," it
raised over five hundred dollars. Because of the Pekin's shady background
and Motts's continuing ties to gambling, however, many ministers opposed
the theater and chastised the Barnetts for their support. A number of black
leaders were concerned with the influence of gambling interests in city
politics, which was considerable at the time. Nevertheless, from 1906 to
Motts's death in 1911, the Pekin Theater thrived and launched the careers
of numerous famous black entertainers.23

Prominent whites attended the Pekin benefit, but Wells-Barnett's faith
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in interracial cooperation received numerous blows during 1906. The first
came in January. Asked at the last moment to arrange a replacement to a
canceled program for the Frederick Douglass Center Women's Club,
Wells-Barnett chose the topic "Motherhood." After she, an artist, a doctor,
a minister, and an attorney spoke, Wooley requested an opportunity to ad-
dress the group. According to Wells-Barnett, Wooley downplayed mother-
hood by pointing out that many influential women were not mothers. Her
words "seemed like a dash of cold water" to Wells-Barnett, who com-
plained:

From that time on Mrs. Wooley never failed to give me the impres-
sion that she did not propose to give me much leeway in the affairs
of the center. I felt at first that she had been influenced by other col-
ored women who, strange to say, seemed so unwilling that one of
their own race should occupy a position of influence, and although
I was loath to accept it, I came to the conclusion before our relations
ended that our white women friends were not willing to treat us on
a plane of equality with themselves.24

The experience was very similar to that which Frederick Douglass had with
white abolitionists who sought to keep him in a protege role.

Other African Americans, most notably editor Julius Taylor, were also
suspicious of Wooley's attitude toward them. Taylor was outraged by an ar-
ticle in the Boston Transcript, which he quoted as saying that Wooley had
left her comfortable home to move into the center, "where she is content
to reside with her commanding presence, simply to benefit the poor, un-
couth, ill-bred, and repulsive-appearing Colored people, who are so much
in need of her love and unbounded sympathy." That was hardly an accu-
rate rendition of the center's clientele, but Wooley had the article reprinted
to use in fund-raising. Taylor also noted that when Wooley "lectures to her
overgrown Colored boys and girls, who pose as the great leaders of their
race," she invariably referred to them as "you people or your people,"
which demonstrated she did not "regard them as part and parcel of herself."
He agreed with Wells-Barnett that Wooley was "not willing to treat us on a
plane of equality" and singled out the treatment of Well-Barnett herself as
proof that Wooley believed all black women "lack executive ability." The
editor noted Wells-Barnett's status as vice president and declared, "in all
honesty and sincerity, we believe she is a lady of too much prominence to
accept such a minor or unimportant position in any woman's club."25

After her disappointment with Wooley, Wells-Barnett continued to
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have a good relationship with club president Plummer, but by the end of
1906 racial tensions drove a wedge between them also. It was a year of pro-
found disillusionment for African Americans. Several events shook their
faith in white allies' commitment to ending racial violence. In August long-
standing hostility toward black troops stationed at Brownsville, Texas, led to
a shoot-out resulting in white casualties. President Roosevelt, who had
been seen as friendly to African Americans because he made some key
black appointments and invited Booker T. Washington to dine in the
White House, dismissed an entire battalion. Without any kind of trial, the
black soldiers were dishonorably discharged and barred from any further
military or civilian jobs in the federal government. That outrage was fol-
lowed the next month by a race riot in Atlanta, during which white mobs
attacked any African American they encountered and destroyed black
property in their wake.

One of the many black Atlantans to leave in the riot's aftermath was
J. Max Barber, who moved his magazine Voice of the Negro to Chicago. Ac-
cording to Wells-Barnett, after he told the story of violence in Atlanta to the
Frederick Douglass Center Women's Club, Plummer responded, "I do not
know what we can do or say about this terrible affair, but there is one thing
I can say and that is to urge all of you to drive the criminals out from among
you." Wells-Barnett immediately protested her comments and asked for a
strong resolution condemning the riot. Several black women came to
Plummer's defense, and the meeting adjourned without passing the reso-
lution. Stunned, Wells-Barnett approached Plummer, who pointed to the
large number of black criminals in the city and noted that every white
woman she knew in the South feared going out at night. When Wells-
Barnett denied the southern charges, Plummer retorted, "My dear, your
mouth is no more a prayer book than that of any other of my friends who
have talked with me about this subject." Soon afterward, Wells-Barnett
tried to mend fences but recalled that "her reply showed me very clearly
that I had sinned beyond redemption with her when I had dared to chal-
lenge a statement of hers in public."26

Wells-Barnett's connection with the center further diminished after a
number of white members, including Wooley, appeared to condone an in-
vitation issued by a local hospital board to the bigoted, prolynching U.S.
Senator Benjamin Tillman of South Carolina. The rupture was completed
by Wooley's manipulations to ensure Wells-Barnett would not be elected
president when Plummer resigned. "It seemed to me," Wells-Barnett later
wrote, "such a case of double-dealing that my temper, which has always
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been my besetting sin, got the better of me." After presiding over the elec-
tion, she "closed the meeting, officiated in the tea room as was my duty as
presiding officer, then put on my things and left the Douglass Center never
to return."27

The year 1906 delivered another blow to the Barnetts' faith in interra-
cial cooperation, after Barnett won the Republican nomination for munic-
ipal judge. He was the only African American candidate for the citywide
election and was apparently selected because of merit rather than color.
Comprising less than 2 percent of the city's population, black Chicagoans
had little political clout and had only succeeded in electing representatives
for the wards into which housing discrimination corralled them. Barnett's
credentials won him the support of the white attorneys of the Chicago Bar
Association, which voted one hundred to forty-four to endorse him. How-
ever, most white newspapers—both Republican and Democrat—protested
the nomination. The Chicago Chronicle declared, "The bench is a posi-
tion of absolute authority and white people will never willingly submit to
receiving the law from a negro." According to the Portland New Age, oppo-
nents issued postcards "picturing a trembling white woman being tried in
a court in which brutish, black, anthropoid apes, supposed to be Afro-
Americans, were judge, counsel, jury and bailiff." The black press, on the
other hand, rallied around Barnett. Earlier, Democrat Julius Taylor had of-
ten lambasted Republican Barnett in the Chicago Broad Ax, writing in Au-
gust 1903 that "if Barnett's record will permit him to go into court with
clean hands, then the devil has the right to wash his face in holy water." In
November 1906, however, Taylor urged all black voters to rally around Bar-
nett "to secure this big honor to our race" and commended the candidate
"as a worthy man by experience, education, temperament, integrity and fit-
ness to fill the place."28

When the election returns came in, it appeared that the entire Repub-
lican judicial slate had won. Although Barnett received twenty thousand
less votes than the other candidates, he had five hundred more votes than
the Democratic challenger. Whites were astounded and angry. The
Evening Post agreed with a letter writer who protested: "His nomination
was a blunder; his election is an accident." It suggested that Barnett follow
the example of Booker T. Washington and "refuse to seek or to accept pub-
lic office." The Democrats demanded a recount, after which Barnett was
declared the loser by 304 votes. African Americans believed he had been
robbed of his victory by fraud and were bitterly disappointed in Chicago
whites. They agreed with S. Laing Williams that "No colored candidate
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could have been treated much worse in the South." Wells-Barnett, how-
ever, blamed her husband's defeat on the lukewarm support he had re-
ceived from black A.M.E. pastors as the result of her support of the Pekin
Theater.29 No matter how disillusioned she became with white allies, she
was more bitterly disappointed by the abandonment of black leaders, from
whom she expected more.

African Americans rarely felt more deserted by Republicans than in
1906. Roosevelt's treatment of the black troops at Brownsville was espe-
cially galling and led to massive defections. Bookerite S. Laing Williams
wrote, "Things in Chicago are at fever heat in the race matter. You cannot
find a Negro who is not denouncing the President in frightful terms of
abuse. I never saw anything like it. Mass meetings are held in which the
President's acts and motives are held up to scorn." For years the president's
close ties with Booker T. Washington had been noted in the black press, of-
ten with admiration, but also with scorn. Although generally supporting
Roosevelt in 1903, William Monroe Trotter declared he "has injured the
race by making Booker Washington the race's dictator." Declining support
for Roosevelt naturally diminished approval of Washington's leadership.30

Although the Tuskegean had critics long before Brownsville, they had
been unable to rally any effective counter-movements. Most African Amer-
icans had remained ambivalent about Washington and his critics. For ex-
ample, in December 1903, Ferdinand Barnett participated in a dinner for
Du Bois hosted by the Equal Opportunity League and five months later at-
tended a banquet honoring Washington.31 By 1904 Trotter, Du Bois, and
Wells-Barnett had publicly rebuked Washington, but neither the Equal
Opportunity League nor Trotter's National Negro Suffrage League had
flourished. In that year white liberal John Milholland formed the Consti-
tution League to protest black disfranchisement. In 1905 Milholland's
group joined the newly formed Niagara movement to push for legislation
to reduce congressional representation in states that disfranchised African
Americans. Washington's refusal to endorse the Plait bill angered Wells-
Barnett and other supporters of the legislation.32

During the disappointments of 1906, the Niagara Movement fur-
nished an outlet for what Du Bois labeled "plain, blunt complaint, unfail-
ing exposure of dishonesty and wrong [which] is the ancient, unerring way
to liberty." Both Barnetts supported the activism of the Illinois branch,
headed by political ally Dr. C. E. Bentley. Its greatest achievement was get-
ting an African American appointed to the new charter committee of
Chicago, which helped thwart a move to segregate the city's schools. It also
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recruited the help of Jane Addams to see that the racist play, "The Clans-
man," was ignored by the drama critics of the local press. The next year,
when the Illinois branch sponsored a talk by Reverdy C. Ransom, the list of
"honorary vice-presidents" read like a "Who's Who" of Chicago's black
elite and included Wells-Barnett. Nevertheless, Du Bois's "Talented
Tenth" had little success rallying the masses or overcoming Washington's
efforts to sabotage the movement. The Tuskegean's ability to hush his crit-
ics began to slip, however, as race relations deteriorated.33

Washington's influence suffered further decline in 1907, when the so-
called radicals wrested control of the Afro-American Council from the
Tuskegee machine. The greatest blow, however, came in 1908 when "out-
rages were perpetrated under the very shadow of Lincoln's tomb." The
Springfield, Illinois, race riot in August proved that white mob violence
had not been quarantined to the South. The Broad Ax lamented, "The
hydra-headed monster, the murderous and destructive mob spirit, nur-
tured and bred in the haunts of vice, has broken out in the home and rest-
ing place of the Great Emancipator." Coming only two years after the At-
lanta riots, the Springfield riot indicated to many that accommodationism
was not working.34

The Broad Ax asked, "Where are our leaders?", and then listed five
wrongs that demanded attention: "The Clansman," the defeat of Barnett,
the address of Ben Tillman, the Brownsville incident, and the Springfield
riot. White liberals joined the soul-searching. In the Independent, William
English Walling asked, "Yet who realizes the seriousness of the situation
and what large and powerful body of citizens is ready to come to [the Ne-
groes'] aid?" He called for a revival of "the spirit of the abolitionists." One
descendant of white abolitionists, Mary White Ovington, decided those
questions needed answers. She prodded Walling and several other promi-
nent white progressives to "call upon all the believers in democracy to join
in a national conference for the discussion of present evils, the voicing of
protests, and the renewal of the struggle for civil and political liberty." Writ-
ten by another abolitionist's descendant, Oswald Garrison Villard, "The
Call" was issued on the hundredth anniversary of Abraham Lincoln's birth
in February 1909. Among its signers were Du Bois and Wells-Barnett.35

Although the white organizers allied with members of the Niagara
Movement and the Constitution League, they sought to avert active oppo-
sition by Booker T. Washington. "If you wanted to raise money in New
York for anything relating to the Negro," Ovington wrote, "You must have
Washington's endorsement." Thus they issued an invitation to the
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Tuskegean, but were relieved when he declined. Still not wanting to
alienate him, they sought to prevent the gathering from appearing anti-
Washington. Du Bois and Wells-Barnett, however, met just before the con-

ference opened on 31 May with other "radicals," perhaps to ensure that
Bookerites would not control the conference or the resultant organization.
At the same time, Washington had informants watching the developments
closely.36

About three hundred people attended the opening meeting of the Na-
tional Negro Conference in the Charity Organization Hall at New York.

Speakers included eminent scientists and scholars who sought to refute
charges of black inferiority; white liberals, such as Villard and Milholland;

and three black speakers—Wells-Barnett, Du Bois, and Zion Bishop Alex-
ander Walters. In her speech, "Lynching: Our National Crime," Wells-
Barnett opened with "three salient facts":

First: Lynching is color line murder.
Second: Crime against women is the excuse, not the cause.
Third: It is a national crime and requires a national remedy.

She then gave proof of those statements and talked of the remedy. "Agita-
tion, though helpful, will not alone stop the crime," she explained, "Year

after year statistics are published, meetings are held, resolutions are
adopted and yet lynchings go on." Wells-Barnett asserted, "The only cer-
tain remedy is an appeal to law. Lawbreakers must be made to know that
human life is sacred and that every citizen of this country is first a citizen of
the United States and secondly a citizen of the state in which he belongs."
Her proposals included federal antilynching legislation and "a bureau for
the investigation and publication of the details of every lynching."37

Wells-Barnett envisioned such a bureau as providing her an organiza-
tional base for continuing her crusade, but she was to be bitterly disap-
pointed during the deliberations of the second day. One account notes,
"On the second day . . . interracial good will evaporated." Another called
the final session "a stormy meeting which lasted until midnight."38 Two is-
sues caused dissension: the adoption of resolutions and the nomination of
a "Committee of Forty" to affect a permanent organization. Black and
white perspectives on the resolutions debate indicate a wide gap in percep-
tion. Writing to Francis J. Garrison, Villard accused Trotter and the Rev-
erend J. M. Waldron of "behaving very badly, speaking incessantly, and
making the most trivial changes in the language, always with a nasty spirit."
Du Bois, on the other hand, reported, "The black mass moved forward and
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stretched out their own hands to take charge. It was their problem. They
must name the condition." He also recalled the response of an unnamed
woman (most likely Wells-Barnett) to a proposal to put Booker T. Wash-
ington on a committee as crying "in passionate, almost tearful earnest-
ness— an earnestness born of bitter experience — 'They are betraying us
again—these white friends of ours.'"?9

Certainly these whites, who represented the most advanced thinkers
on race relations, displayed an annoying paternalism. In his letter Villard
lamented, "I suppose we ought really not to blame these poor people who
have been tricked so often by white men, for being suspicious, but the ex-
hibition was none the less trying." He also admitted their suspicions were
correct that "the whole proceeding was rigged up in advance—which nat-
urally it had to be." Ovington admitted to Villard, "I find myself still occa-
sionally forgetting that the Negroes aren't poor people for whom I must
kindly do something, and then comes a gathering such as last evening and
I learn they are men with most forceful opinions of their own." She later ex-
plained, "Every white person who came to the first conference . . . was
sympathetic but the most of them expected to meet belated people who
would primarily arouse their pity."40

The naming of the Committee of Forty was even more controversial
than the resolutions. The only black member of the nominating commit-
tee was Du Bois, who read the committee's report about midnight at the
stormy last session. Session chair Charles Edward Russell rushed through
the report's adoption but could not prevent a bedlam of backlash. Wells-
Barnett was stunned when her name was not among those read. According
to her autobiography, Milholland told her that Du Bois must have deleted
her name from the original list. She blamed both Du Bois and Ovington,
who she claimed "swept by me with an air of triumph and a very pleased
look on her face." Wells-Barnett recalled being pursued by various allies af-
ter she left the meeting, finally returning, and being told by Du Bois that
she had been omitted because her associate at the Frederick Douglass Cen-
ter, Celia Parker Wooley, could represent her interests. Thus C. E. Bentley,
as president of the Illinois chapter of the Niagara movement, had replaced
her. Refusing to have her name added, Wells-Barnett admitted, "I did a
foolish thing. My anger at having been treated in such a fashion out-
weighed my judgment and I again left the building." She insisted, however,
that Ovington's influence in the founding of the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) limited the group's effec-
tiveness. While granting that her intentions were good, Wells-Barnett as-
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serted that Ovington "made little effort to know the soul of the black
woman; and to that extent she has fallen short of helping a race which has
suffered as no white woman has ever been called upon to suffer or under-
stand."41

Wells-Barnett's two antagonists had their own explanation of the
events. Discussing the omission of Wells-Barnett as well as Trotter, Oving-
ton declared the nominating committee "took a middle course and suited
nobody" by also omitting Booker T. Washington. Of the radical agitators,
she wrote, "They were powerful personalities who had gone their own
ways, fitted for courageous work, but perhaps not fitted to accept the re-
straint of organization." On another occasion Ovington explained, "She
[Wells-Barnett] was a great fighter, but we knew she had to play a lone
hand. And if you have too many players of lone hands in your organization,
you soon have no game." In Dusk of Dawn, Du Bois noted that all the Ni-
agara leaders "save Trotter and Ida Wells Barnett came to form the back-
bone of the new organization." Much later he explained that the two "re-
fused to join the new organization, being distrustful of white leadership."42

Although Du Bois may have been reluctant to share power, he did not
have the clout to impose his will on the committee. Villard was most likely
responsible for the small number of African Americans on the Committee
of Forty, which Milholland called a "stupendous error." Walling and Mil-
holland lobbied for more black members. Even before their request, how-
ever, Russell responded to Wells-Barnett's complaints, and in the words of
Ovington, "quite illegally, but wisely, put her on the Committee." The
leaders continued to court the Chicago agitator, paying her way to the next
year's meeting, where the NAACP was formally organized. She had a
prominent role in the program, "was shown every courtesy and attention
possible," and became a member of the executive committee. Du Bois,
however, was the only black officer—serving as director of publicity and re-
search and as editor of the organization's journal, Crisis.43

As the first decade of the twentieth century came to a close, Wells-
Barnett had plenty of reasons to be "distrustful of white leadership" but re-
mained active in the NAACP, which was then controlled by whites. Within
a few years she totally withdrew from participation. Involvement in other
biracial movements heightened her disillusionment and led her toward
self-help as a solution to African American problems. Increasingly, she
would form local organizations that she could control and would under-
take personal crusades —often for unpopular causes.
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New Crusades for Justice

'Do the work that the others refuse'

D uring the emergence of the NAACP, Ida B. Wells-Barnett embarked
on a more solitary crusade for justice. In 1909 the specter of mob vi-

olence again haunted Illinois. After a young white woman was found stran-
gled in a Cairo alley, the city's sheriff arrested William "Frog" James on cir-
cumstantial evidence. Fearing a lynching, Sheriff Frank Davis and a single
deputy took James out of town and hid in the woods where a mob found
them and returned James to Cairo. After the mob placed a rope around
James's neck and forced a confession, the victim's sister rushed forward to
take the rope. The men in the ten-thousand-person mob stepped back, let-

ting her and about five hundred women pull the rope to hang James.
Members of the crowd then riddled the body with hundreds of bullets,
drug the mutilated corpse to the scene of the crime, burned the body, and
placed James's head on a fence post. Still in a frenzy and unable to locate
a second black suspect, the mob broke into the jail and hanged a white
man accused of killing his wife.1

As Wells-Barnett pointed out in an Original Rights Magazine article,
"How Enfranchisement Stops Lynching," black political power in Illinois
offered some remedy. In 1905 African American state legislator Edward D.
Green pushed through antilynching legislation. One provision stated that
the lynching of any person in custody was "conclusive evidence of the fail-
ure on the part of such sheriff to do his duty." It required the governor to re-
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move the sheriff from office until a subsequent hearing to determine
whether the official had taken all possible measures to protect the prisoner.
Cairo offered a test of that legislation. Because Sheriff Davis was friendlier
to the county's black population than his successor, a number of prominent
African Americans wrote Governor Charles S. Deneen to express support
for Davis's reinstatement.2

According to Wells-Barnett, her husband reported the pending hearing
at the family dinner table and declared to his wife, "And so it would seem
that you will have to go to Cairo and get the facts with which to confront
the sheriff next Wednesday morning [at the hearing]. And your train leaves
at eight o'clock." She recalled objecting "very strongly because I had al-
ready been accused by some of our men of jumping in ahead of them and
doing work without giving them a chance." Her perceived duty as a mother
increased her reluctance to take on more "men's work," and Wells-Barnett
protested, "I don't see why I should have to go and do the work that the oth-
ers refuse." However, her son came to where she had fallen asleep while
singing to her youngest daughter, Alfreda, and reminded her of another
duty. "He stood by the bedside a little while," she wrote, "and then said,
'Mother if you don't go nobody else will.'"3

The next day Wells-Barnett left for Cairo, where she encountered re-
sistance in the black community because of Sheriff Davis's popularity and
James's reputation as "a worthless sort of fellow." She rallied support by
stressing how failure to enforce the antilynching law for guilty victims jeop-
ardized the protection of innocent ones. Armed with signed petitions and a
letter from a prominent black citizen retracting his previous support for
Davis, she went straight to Springfield. There Wells-Barnett used both the
results of her investigation and a legal brief written by her husband to argue
persuasively against the reinstatement of Davis. In the end her lone voice
prevailed over those of prominent whites testifying for Davis—including a
state senator and a United States land commissioner. Deneen refused
Davis's petition, causing the Chicago Defender to proclaim, "If we only had
a few men with the backbone of Mrs. Barnett lynching would soon come
to a halt in America." Apparently her effort did halt the lynching of prison-
ers in Illinois. The next year an attempted lynching in Cairo was thwarted
by the sheriff's firing at the mob and killing a prominent white citizen.
Twenty years later, Wells-Barnett claimed that all threatened lynchings
since Cairo had been averted by prompt requests for state troops.4

Failing to find an adequate institutional base for her crusades, Ida B.
Wells-Barnett began creating her own vehicles for activism in 1910. She



Wells-Barnett with her children Charles, Herman, Ida, andAlfreda in 1909 (cour-
tesy of the University of Chicago Library).
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continued to fight injustice through protest, but became increasingly in-
volved in self-help programs and legal action for racial advancement. Be-
cause she still believed in racial unity, Wells-Barnett persisted in her efforts
to affiliate with such national organizations as the NAACP and NACW
and joined new protest movements. Personality conflicts continued to
plague her, and she increasingly felt forced to "trod the wine-press alone"
in order to "do the work that the others refuse."5

In 1910, however, Wells-Barnett had hopes of playing major roles in
both the NAACP and NACW. After the 1899 NACW meeting at Chicago,
in which Wells-Barnett had not been included, she had attended no fur-
ther meetings. In 1910 NACW president, Elizabeth Carter, sought recon-
ciliation with the Chicago agitator by inviting her to speak about the
NAACP at the biennial NACW meeting in Louisville and by placing her
at the head of the committee on resolutions. Wells-Barnett came and
brought controversy as her companion. By that time she was a leader in the
opposition to Booker T. Washington and was encouraged by the formation
of the Niagara Movement and NAACP. Anti-Bookerites had also wrested
control of the Afro-American Council from the Washington faction in
1907; Wells-Barnett apparently attempted to wean NACW from the Tus-
kegean's influence.

Debate arose over NACW's National Notes, which for more than a
decade had been edited by Margaret Murray Washington and printed by
Tuskegee Institute students at no cost to the NACW. Wells-Barnett be-
lieved it had become another of many organs controlled and subsidized by
Booker T. Washington to tout his doctrine and silence his critics. Some
women complained that articles and editorials critical of Washington
failed to appear; others grumbled about missing issues and lax delivery of
paid subscriptions. Wells-Barnett capitalized on that discontent to support
a move to place the National Notes directly under the organization's con-
trol and to elect an editor. She claimed the motion was carried by rising
vote but was overruled by the chair and tabled. The parliamentary wran-
gling led some of the delegates to hiss at her. Afterward, Wells-Barnett
recalled, "I went home and went to bed instead of appearing at the big ban-
quet which was given to the delegates that night."6

Despite that setback, Wells-Barnett seemed destined to play a major
role in the NAACP in 1910. After her initial exclusion from the Commit-
tee of Forty, she became a member of the executive committee and on 25
May was one of nine members who met and perfected the plan of organi-
zation.7 That meeting, however, marked the apogee of her involvement, al-
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though she continued to participate for a number of years. The first step in
her disillusionment with the organization was the Steve Green extradition
case—in which the NAACP duplicated her efforts and failed to acknowl-
edge her role.

Green was a black Arkansas tenant farmer who moved when his land-
lord, Will Seidle, practically doubled his rent. After Seidle found Green
working for a neighbor, he came to Green's cabin, began shooting, and in-
flicted several wounds before his victim returned fire, killing his attacker.
Knowing African Americans were not supposed to slay white men even in
self-defense, Green immediately went into hiding on an island in the Mis-
sissippi River. For three weeks his friends brought supplies and raised
money to finance his escape. Like a fugitive slave, he eluded bloodhounds
by rolling in a hog pen and made his way to Chicago in August 1910, only
to be betrayed, arrested, and extradited. Like the abolitionists of old, Wells-
Barnett mobilized a rescue, securing a writ of habeas corpus and wiring
sheriffs along the route back to Arkansas with offers of a one hundred dol-
lar reward for Green's return to Chicago. A sheriff in Cairo reclaimed
Green and returned him for judicial action in Chicago. Still fearing extra-
dition for Green, Wells-Barnett led a group that arranged for his escape to
Canada.8

The Steve Green case caught the attention of white liberal Joel E.
Spingarn, who sent the NAACP a check for one hundred dollars and wired
Green's black attorney, Edward H. Wright, to notify him of his contribu-
tion to the Arkansas farmer's defense. NAACP treasurer, Oswald Garrison
Villard, telegraphed Wells-Barnett to ascertain the status of the case and
inquire whether money was needed. She informed Villard of Green's es-
cape and scathingly noted, "It will be necessary for him [Spingarn] to state
whether he wishes the money to be used for Steve Green's personal ex-
penses, or whether it is to be used as a contingent fund for the lawyers and
others who are seeking to make notoriety as well as money out of the case."
Villard informed Spingarn of her response and lamented that black lawyers
"usually take advantage of philanthropic interest of this kind to make
money for themselves." Despite her prominent efforts, for which the
Chicago Defender called her "that watchdog of human life and liberty," the
NAACP's Crisis, under W. E. B. Du Bois's editorship, failed to mention
Wells-Barnett in its account of the case.9

The Steve Green case brought Spingarn into the NAACP, where he
became one of Wells-Barnett's closest allies and confidants as her relations
with other members eroded. In April 1911, she wrote him of her frustra-
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tions with the organization. After telling of a Chicago branch meeting
called by Villard, who did not inform her, Wells-Barnett continued:

Both Mr. Villard and Prof. DuBois gave me the impression that they
rather feared some interference from me in the Chicago arrange-
ments. They also gave me very clearly to understand at the executive
meeting there in New York that I was not expected to do anything
save to be a member. Candidly, I don't expect a great deal to result
from their activity, for the very good reason that Miss [Jane] Addams
whom they desire to mother the movement [in Chicago] simply has
not the time nor strength even if she had the inclination to lead this
new crusade.

Wells-Barnett also asserted that black participation in the Chicago NAACP
had become limited to the "exclusive academic few" who sought to "bask
in [Addams'] reflected glory and at the same time get credit for represent-
ing the race that they ignore and withdraw themselves from on every occa-
sion of real need." She conceded, "I am not very popular with the exclusive
few, and I can not say that I look with equanimity upon their patronizing as-
sumptions."10

Wells-Barnett's harsh critique of the "exclusive few" reflected both her
keen intellectual insight and her continuing sense of alienation from the
black elite. Scholars have echoed her assertions. The old black elite in
Chicago and elsewhere had close ties to the white community either by
kinship or through service professions. Its members generally prided them-
selves in their adoption of the gentility displayed by the white upper class.
By 1910 their social prominence was threatened by southern black migra-
tion to northern cities and the rise of a black nouveau riche society. Many
adopted a defensive posture and drew distinctions between themselves and
"the rabble, the ignorant and the uncouth," as Fannie Barrier Williams la-
beled the black nonelite. Black aristocrats often withdrew from clubs that
opened their membership to the newcomers and sought social prestige
from membership in white-dominated biracial organizations—such as the
Chicago NAACP branch.11

Several factors alienated Wells-Barnett from the Chicago elite even
though she and her husband were active participants in the "colored soci-
ety" of Chicago. Foremost were her flouting of gender conventions, her as-
sumption of "male" leadership roles, her identification with unpopular
causes, her lack of a college education, and her ideological ambivalence
to class issues. Although Wells-Barnett shared the elites' desire for re-
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spectability and white approval to counter white racist assumptions, she
had little faith that respectability was the path to rights—the lynching of
Tom Moss dispelled that notion. She advocated forcing, rather than im-
ploring, whites to grant justice.

Ironically, white recognition of Wells-Barnett was a major reason
African Americans were compelled to include her in biracial movements.
Among white radicals and even some liberals her name lent credibility to a
cause, just as Frederick Douglass's had. Wells-Barnett was not immune to
the balm of white acceptance to soothe the sickness of the soul brought on
by the virus of racial prejudice. However, she seemed to cultivate white al-
lies more for their power than their approval, and she was unwilling to
serve as a junior partner in biracial coalitions. Her refusal to curry white fa-
vor with deference is evident in relationships with reformers, such as
Frances Willard, Jane Addams, and Susan B. Anthony.

In 1912 both Barnetts were members of the local arrangements com-
mittee for the national meeting of the NAACP to be held in their city in
late April. Soon, however, their participation ceased as the local group be-
came dominated by Washington supporters. By 1914 (a year before his
death) Washington rejoiced that "all the old, strong forces have either been
put out of Villard's organization, or have withdrawn" and listed Wells-
Barnett as one of those forces. In addition to ideological incompatibility,
Wells-Barnett was also not well suited to play the role most black women
played in the NAACP—as grassroots organizers who left the formal leader-
ship roles to whites and black men. The exclusion of black women from
visible leadership roles helped to make them historically invisible for a
long time—despite Mary White Ovington's assertion in 1947 that the
NAACP would never have survived without their organizing efforts.12

Unwilling to play merely a supporting role, Wells-Barnett established
her own outlet for activism in 1910—the Negro Fellowship League. Its ori-
gins and activities reflect the expansion of her role from integrationist agi-
tator to include more race-based programs of self-help. The move was a
natural progression, stemming from her changed status and environment.
Becoming a wife and mother focused her concern more on the local com-
munity and its needs. Although she remained too unconventional to
assimilate well, Wells-Barnett's activities as a "clubwoman" drew her atten-
tion to the traditional functions of African American women to nurture the
black community and care for its weak and sick.13 The needs of that com-
munity in Chicago were far different from those in Memphis and other
parts of the South. Soon after moving to the Windy City, the Memphian
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recognized that racial barriers in the North were far more subtle than the
blatant, state-sanctioned segregation and disfranchisement of the South.
Replying to a white woman's criticism of black orators' failure to distin-
guish the backwardness of the South from the more democratic North on
racial issues, Wells-Barnett wrote:

It is true that the schools and colleges are open to [the Northern
Negro], but it is not true that "every opportunity is given to him to
engage in any business or profession he may select." These schools
graduate him and the economic conditions force him to become a
railway porter, a hotel waiter or bootblack. The trades unions, by law,
have shut him out from the trades and factories and stores of the
North. If he takes a profession there are not enough of his own race
in most Northern cities to insure him a living by patronage, and the
accursed caste system prevents white custom.14

She quickly learned that legal rights could not feed families. For many
southern migrants, Chicago was proving less than the promised land.

Chicago's phenomenal growth at the turn of the century—like that of
other northern cities—was fueled by the arrival of rural folk ill-equipped
for urban life. Immigrants with their foreign tongues and dress had the
most visible adjustments to make in cities growing too fast to meet the
needs of citizens. Settlement houses, such as Jane Addams's Chicago Hull
House, arose to solve their problems. Living in immigrant neighborhoods,
white middle-class workers provided social services, educational opportu-
nities, and recreational facilities to the newcomers. As foreigners crossed
over settlement house bridges to citizenship, jobs, and better housing,
African Americans frequently moved into the poorer neighborhoods they
left behind. For a variety of reasons, most settlement houses excluded the
black newcomers and eventually either moved with the immigrants or shut
their doors. Many argued that poor whites would not use facilities open to
African Americans.15

Even though settlement house workers were frequently more tolerant
than most whites, they also were infected with the era's insidious racism,
which permeated all the nation's institutions. White liberals and bigots
rarely argued whether African Americans were inferior; they only debated
why. The latter blamed heredity; the former named slavery. To some liber-
als, slavery had caused a moral degeneracy and a breakdown of families.
Others claimed Africa's climate had failed to produce any "civilization" to
be destroyed by slavery. Most agreed Negroes were the most "backward" of
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the newcomers to the northern cities. Unlike many charitable organiza-
tions that asserted poverty's solution lay in individual effort and hard work,
settlement house workers tended to blame the environment and call for
social change; however, these beliefs were often tainted with racism.
Whereas they considered immigrants' poverty the result of current envi-
ronmental factors modifiable by reforms, they believed that African Amer-
icans had first to overcome a pathological culture rooted in the past and
amenable only to self-help.

Those settlement house workers for whom the answer to immigrant
problems was "Americanization" did not see their efforts as pertinent to
black newcomers. Most of the cultural pluralists, for whom ethnic diversity
was a strength rather than a problem, saw little to be admired or incorpo-
rated from black culture. Perhaps because of her working relationships
with Wells-Barnett and others of the black elite, Jane Addams was an ex-
ception and wrote:

What has been and is being lost by the denial of opportunity and free
expression on the part of the Negro, it is now very difficult to esti-
mate; only faint suggestions of that waste can be perceived. There is,
without doubt, the sense of humor, unique and spontaneous, so dif-
ferent from the wit of the Yankee, or the inimitable story telling
prized in the South; the Negro melodies which are the only Ameri-
can folk-songs; the persistent love of color expressing itself in the
bright curtains and window boxes in the dullest and grayest parts of
our cities; the executive and organizing capacity so often exhibited
by the head waiter in a huge hotel or by the colored woman who
administers a complicated household; the gift of eloquence, the mel-
lowed voice, the use of rhythm and onomatopoeia which is now so
often travestied in a grotesque use of long words.16

In another article, however, Addams lamented that segregation prevented
the spread of European "inherited resources" of "custom and kindly inter-
course" that produced "social restraint" to the "newer group [African
Americans] which needs them most." The result was that "in every large
city we have a colony of colored people who have not been brought under
social control."17

Chicago was home to some of the most racially aware settlement work-
ers, who seemed to understand more than most whites that African Ameri-
cans suffered not only from the shocks of urban living but also from forms
of discrimination not faced by immigrants. Sophonisba Breckinridge, a
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professor of Social Economics at the University of Chicago, noted, "The
Negro is not only compelled to live in a segregated black district, but this
region of Negro homes is almost invariably the one in which vice is toler-
ated by the police." Black tenants paid twelve dollars or more a month in
rent, which was two to four dollars more than immigrants paid. At the same
time, she declared, "No other group suffered so from decaying buildings,
leaking roofs, doors without hinges, broken windows, insanitary plumbing,
rotting floors, and general lack of repairs."18

Breckinridge's words were echoed by Louise deKoven Bowen, who
was affiliated with Hull House and the Juvenile Protective Association.
Bowen also noted that because it was "so very difficult for a skilled colored
man to secure employment," industrial education provided little opportu-
nity. In addition, the limited fields open to black men created greater com-
petition, which depressed wages. At the same time, young black women
with high school educations and "refined appearance" were sent by em-
ployment agencies to "serve as domestics in low class hotels and disrep-
utable houses." Some were even sent to houses of prostitution. Bowen was
surprised that the percentage of black criminals was so low given the barri-
ers they faced: lack of opportunity, limited recreational facilities, working
mothers, scarce social services, and law enforcement officials with "appar-
ently no scruples in sending a 'nigger up the road' on mere suspicion."19

Chicago's white women activists were better at diagnosing the prob-
lems than addressing them. Only Celia Parker Wooley opened anything
resembling a settlement house for African Americans. Her Frederick
Douglass Center, however, was located in a racially mixed area and sought
primarily to bring together the "better classes" of white and black Chica-
goans in order to promote understanding. Attacking the problems of poor
African Americans was not a priority. Since city government also failed to
provide many basic services, black Chicagoans founded such institutions
as orphanages and homes for the aged. Although not as predominantly as
in the South, black churches continued to function as social agencies as
well. Among the most activist clergy was Reverdy C. Ransom, minister of
Bethel A.M.E. Church, to which the Barnetts belonged in 1900. In that
year Ransom left Bethel to establish Institutional Church, which func-
tioned very much like a settlement house with a day nursery and industrial
classes. The Chicago Inter-Ocean called it a "Hull House or Chicago
Commons founded by Negroes for the help of people of that race."20

Although Ferdinand Barnett was on Institutional's board of managers
and his wife participated in activities there, they kept their membership at
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Bethel until disagreements with the new pastor led Wells-Barnett to go
church shopping. Charging the Bethel pastor with immorality, she refused
to expose her children to him and moved to Grace Presbyterian Church.
Still espousing the unity of all Christians, Wells-Barnett admitted, "I was
not Presbyterian by doctrine, but since all Christian denominations agreed
on a standard of conduct and right living it seemed to me to matter very lit-
tle what name we bore." Joining Grace with her daughters, she soon ac-
cepted a request to teach a Sunday school class—from which the Negro
Fellowship League emerged.21

Wells-Barnett continued to prefer the company of men—as she had in
her twenties when she taught a boys' Sunday school class. The Grace class,
which she taught for ten years, had about thirty young men from the ages
of eighteen to thirty. According to her autobiography, Wells-Barnett was
upset about the lack of concern in the black community regarding the
Springfield riot of 1908. "As I wended my way to Sunday school that bright
Sabbath day, brooding over what was still going on in our state capital," she
wrote, "I passed numbers of people out parading in their Sunday finery.
None of them seemed to be worried by the fact of this three days' riot going
on less than two hundred miles away." During her lesson she gave "vent to
a passionate denunciation of the apathy of our people," and one young man
asked, "What can we do about it?" That afternoon three of the members
met at the Barnett home and formed what became the Negro Fellowship
League (NFL).

In the beginning the NFL continued to meet at the Barnett house. The
young men brought their girlfriends, and the group discussed current issues
and heard addresses by prominent people. Then, the 1909 Cairo lynching
and the 1910 Steve Green extradition case transformed the group from a
debating society into an activist organization. Wells-Barnett mobilized its
members and acted, through the group, in Green's behalf. Inmates at Joliet
Penitentiary were soon asking her to come hear their stories, and she be-
came a prisoners' advocate with the NFL as her arm of action. Her contacts
with prisoners also led Wells-Barnett to perceive the destructive power of
the city on young male migrants from the rural South. Local police had al-
lowed State Street to become the vice district of the city. She explained
what happened when young men arrived.

They knew no one in Chicago, but made for State Street, the Great
White Way of our people. Here they found only saloons, buffet flats,
poolrooms, and gambling houses, and many of them had gotten in
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trouble in these places. With no friends, they were railroaded into
the penitentiary.

As president of the Negro Fellowship League, Wells-Barnett declared, "I
thought it was our duty to try to see that some sort of lighthouse was estab-
lished on State Street where we could be on the lookout for these young
people and from which we could extend to them a helping hand."22

Although conceived as a self-help organization, the NFL Reading
Room and Social Center on State Street received its start-up funds from
sympathetic whites. Wells-Barnett attended a Congregational Union din-
ner where Dr. J. G. K. McClure, the head of the Chicago Theological
Seminary, spoke on "The White Man's Burden" and cited the dispropor-
tionate numbers of black criminals in Chicago. Already scheduled to give
a talk on lynching at the dinner, Wells-Barnett responded to queries about
McClure's statistics. Asked to refute the charges, she replied, "I am sorry
I cannot do so ... for that is what the figures seem to indicate." She con-
tinued:

The statistics which we have heard here tonight do not mean, as it
appears to mean, that the Negro race is the most criminal of the var-
ious race groups in Chicago. It does mean that ours is the most
neglected group. All the other races in the city are welcomed into the
settlements, YMCA's, YWCA's, gymnasiums and every other move-
ment for uplift if only their skins are white. The occasional black
man who wanders uninvited into these places is very quickly given to
understand that his room is better than his company. Only one social
center welcomes the Negro, and that is the saloon. Ought we to won-
der at the harvest which we have heard enumerated tonight?23

Among her listeners was the wife of Victor F. Lawson, owner of the
Chicago Daily News and a large donor to the YMCA. Appalled by what she
had heard, Mrs. Lawson notified her husband of Wells-Barnett's charges of
discrimination by the YMCA. He checked into the charges, found them
true, discontinued his donations, and agreed to give Wells-Barnett the
money needed to rent a place on State Street. On 1 May 1910, the Negro
Fellowship League Reading Room and Social Center opened its doors at
2830 State Street with an open house at which lemonade was served by
members of the Ideal Woman's Club.24

Wells-Barnett remembered opening day as being too hot to close the
doors. The din of boisterous State Street began to interrupt the program
and the janitor suggested calling the police. She quickly replied, "Oh, no,
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we have come over here to be friends to these people and it would never do
for us to start in by sending for the police." Instead she went to where sev-
eral men were shooting craps and drinking a bucket of beer, introduced
herself, and invited the men to join in the activities. Claiming to be too
dirty to shake her hand or enter the building, the men nevertheless agreed
to leave and several promised to clean up and come to the Sunday after-
noon programs in the future. Wells-Barnett claimed, "I was never again dis-
turbed or molested" at that location.25

The NFL place on State Street began modestly as a reading room with
tables, chairs, books, and magazines —especially featuring "race litera-
ture." Manned by one paid professional and young male volunteers, the
room stayed open daily from 9:00 A.M. to 10:00 P.M., and its functions grad-
ually increased. Sunday programs remained a key feature with a diversity of
topics and speakers, including such prominent whites as Jane Addams,
Mary White Ovington, William English Walling, and prominent Chicago
politicians. Black speakers included elected officials; activists, such as
William Monroe Trotter; editors I. Garland Penn and Robert S. Abbott;
outstanding scientist Ernest Just; and educators, such as Benjamin Brawley
and Carter G. Woodson. Despite their support for the Reading Room,
Wells-Barnett later insisted that few of the elite would have anything to do
with State Street's problems.26

Soon after opening the reading room, the NFL turned the upstairs into
a men's lodging place with beds at a cost of fifteen to twenty-five cents. Be-
cause forty to fifty young men utilized the reading rooms daily to read,
write letters, play checkers, etc., employers began dropping by to find work-
ers, and the NFL evolved into an employment bureau as well. Eventually,
the League was placing so many people that private employment offices in-
sisted that Wells-Barnett pay fifty dollars for a business license. The NFL
also sponsored cultural activities, including a League orchestra and chorus
as well as literary contests. The group hosted Christmas services, Emanci-
pation Day exercises, and July Fourth celebrations.27

In 1911 Wells-Barnett was criticized, in terms that were now familiar,
for taking an inappropriate leadership position within the League. In June
the president noted that some of "our manhood object to the leadership
of a woman." She replied that as no one else had stepped forward, she
"could no longer sit quietly by and see the interest of the race sacrificed
because of the indifference of our manly men." Although Wells-Barnett
pledged to step down if an appropriate man emerged, she remained pres-
ident during the NFL's ten-year existence and made it a major vehicle for
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Wells-Bamett with Ida and Alfreda, September 1914 (courtesy of the University of
Chicago Library).

her activism. Through it she even returned to journalism, founding the Fel-

lowship Herald in May 1911 and serving as editor the several years it was

published.28

Julius Taylor of the Broad Ax welcomed the new paper and pro-

claimed, "It is ably and brilliantly edited by Mrs. Ida B. Wells-Barnett, who

has no superior as a keen, logical and forcible writer." Four years later the

Chicago Defender quoted a Danish visitor who called Wells-Barnett "the

Jane Addams among the Negroes," and noted of her paper, "This weekly

publication, although somewhat handicapped, is, no doubt, the best paper

the Negro has here in Chicago. It has 500 subscribers and is not filled with

the silly nonsense so generally met with in the public press." Such praise

and a personal invitation in 1912 to join the Colored Press Association of

Chicago, however, seemed to do little to lessen the stings of her critics and

her growing sense of alienation.29

The publication of a weekly paper marked Wells-Barnett's transition

from a busy but flexible schedule of activism to full-time work outside the

house as her children grew up. From the start neither parent had separated

their work from their home. In 1978 their youngest daughter, Alfreda Bar-

nett Duster, recalled a hectic household. She noted that her father made

the house "his extended office" and "always had a succession of people

coming to the house." On holidays he brought home clients to share in



New Crusades for Justice 297

family celebrations. Her mother, Duster remembered, "always kept some-
thing going for the young people" and the presence of so many teenagers
thrilled the young girl. Their home also welcomed visiting dignitaries—
William Monroe Trotter was the most frequent. The disadvantage, Duster
admitted, was "there wasn't too much time for intimate family life in the
home, since it was almost a business."30

Wells-Barnett took her role as mother very seriously. She recognized
the importance of the home to black advancement as well as the assaults
made on it by white attitudes and actions. In a 1910 article, Wells-Barnett
celebrated black motherhood and noted, "If slavery could not crush the
mother-love out of the hearts of Negro women, the race prejudice of the
present cannot do it."31 As her own mother had done, she often went to her
children's schools to check on their progress. Concern for her children
even outweighed Wells-Barnett's usual bluntness. According to Duster,
"whenever rough spots appeared upon the surface of school waters, she
was the interested and devoted parent who always smoothed the troubled
waters." For her daughters she was both protective and ambitious. Duster
recalled that her mother did not want her to go to a coed school and had
urged her to go to law school. Her mother had always wished to become a
lawyer so, Duster explained, "vicariously she wanted me to be a lawyer."
Ferdinand Barnett never punished the children. "That was my mother's
job," Duster noted.32 She described her mother's disciplinary tactics as
follows:

During our growing up years, I remember mother as a kind and lov-
ing, though stern and exacting parent. She did not use force to
obtain obedience. She did not need to. Her "look" was enough to
straighten any misdoer into the correct behavior, and she stressed the
importance of behaving in her absence better than in her presence.33

Beginning on 28 May 1913, Wells-Barnett was absent from the home
more as she took a full-time job as Chicago's first black adult probation of-
ficer. Later that summer she described her duties to Joel Spingarn, "This
work requires that I shall be on duty at the Harrison St. Municipal Court
room from 9 to 12 every day and out in the field looking after my 85 pro-
bationers for the balance of the day and far into the night." The job inter-
fered with her practice of taking the children further north during the sum-
mer, and she described herself as "one who is condemned to be burned
alive in this great city for the entire Summer season."34

By this time, Charles was seventeen, Herman not yet sixteen, Ida al-
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most thirteen, and Alfreda nine. According to Duster, all four were quite
different. She described Charles as mild, quiet, and kind; Ida as "a very stu-
dious young lady" who read all the time; and Herman as a manipulator
who "pulled the wool over Mother's eyes." Alfreda depicted herself as a
tomboy who, away from her mother's eyes, both skated and had water
balloon fights with Herman inside the house. Although rambunctious,
Alfreda was also responsible for starting dinner, which she and her father
finished after he got home. Cooking gave them time together; her minutes
with her working mother were more limited. Duster remembered that her
mother would come home and read the paper to catch up on what was
happening. After fetching her glasses and slippers, Duster reminisced, "I
would climb up on the chair in back of her and take her hair down and
comb it, you know, and braid it up."35

Wells-Barnett needed those quiet moments as her workload increased.
She continued to edit the Fellowship Herald and stayed busy in club work
while working full-time. Indeed, she never separated her paid and volun-
teer work. Her job as a probation officer was closely intertwined with her ef-
forts at the Negro Fellowship League and actually grew out of that work.
Victor Lawson maintained his support of the NFL until 1913, giving a to-
tal of nine thousand dollars. Then a YMCA branch opened in the black
community, and he shifted his funding to it. Although supportive of it,
Wells-Barnett did not see the YMCA as an adequate alternative to the NFL.
Its twelve dollar membership fee could not be paid by most of the men us-
ing the League. Without Lawson's support, however, the League could no
longer afford the $175 monthly rent and moved into cramped quarters at
3005 State Street that cost thirty-five dollars. Chief justice Harry Olson of
the municipal court was aware of the NFL's work with potential criminals
and wanted it to continue. Therefore, he appointed Wells-Barnett as a pro-
bation officer so that her $150 monthly salary could be used to meet ex-
penses. The NFL became her office to which her probationers reported.36

Her job grew increasingly demanding. In 1914 she reported having
two hundred probationers under her charge. As that number remained
consistently over 150, Wells-Barnett began lobbying for additional black
probation officers. The request seemed reasonable; the juvenile court had
four African Americans as case workers. In December 1915, her request
was denied and her contract not renewed, probably because of her support
of Judge Olson's losing bid for the mayor's office. Although leaving the
ranks of paid employees, Wells-Barnett remained busy in volunteer work
and somehow kept the NFL functioning for five more years without Law-
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son's support or her salary to meet expenses.37 She later wrote of that work:
"All I can say of that ten years I spent on State Street is that no human be-
ing ever came inside the doors asking for food who was not given a card to
a restaurant across the way. No one sought a night's lodging in vain, for af-
ter his case was investigated, a card to the Douglass Hotel was given him."
The NFL derived its income from the placement bureau, but "nobody
who applied for a job was ever turned away." Although many left with a
promise to pay and failed to return, Wells-Barnett explained, "we took what
satisfaction we could out of the fact that we had helped a human being at
the hour of his greatest need."58

The NFL served as a vehicle for Wells-Barnett's activism as well as pro-
viding self-help. Through its offices, she continued to take on cases in de-
fense of accused criminals' rights. The longest-running case that Wells-
Barnett brought to the League and her husband for action was that of
Joseph "Chicken Joe" Campbell. An inmate accused of setting a fire in
Joliet Penitentiary that killed the warden's wife in 1915, Campbell was
charged mainly because he had access to the warden's quarters as a trusty.
Without any physical proof of rape, the authorities asserted that Campbell
tried to obliterate the evidence of rape by arson. The charge was all too fa-
miliar, and Wells-Barnett worried that Campbell was being railroaded be-
cause he was black. She approached James Keeley, the new editor of the
Record Herald, and told him that the other white papers "have stopped
printing what I have to say on the subject of mobs and I wouldn't be guilty
of uttering the namby-pamby stuff they try to put in my mouth." He agreed
to print her letter, in which she described Campbell's treatment in solitary
confinement and asked, "Is this justice? Is it humanity? Would we stand to
see a dog treated in such fashion without a protest?"39

After visiting Campbell, Wells-Barnett became convinced of his inno-
cence. Six months later the NFL announced it had raised over five hun-
dred dollars for the case, which hardly compensated Ferdinand Barnett for
the six-week trial that resulted in a guilty verdict and death sentence. Bar-
nett's efforts continued through almost three years of appeals, until Gover-
nor Frank Lowden granted clemency. Although unable to get his release,
the Barnetts and the NFL saved Campbell's life.40

The League and the Barnetts became involved in numerous legal
cases. Their daughter noted that her father "spent much, too much of his
time and legal ability . . . defending those who not only had no one to de-
fend them, but who had no money to pay for such services." Although not
a lawyer, Wells-Barnett also invested much time and energy to providing le-
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gal assistance. For example, she appeared before the Pardon Board on be-
half of William Smith and secured his release from prison on charges of
kidnapping. At the NFL meeting in which Smith expressed his gratitude,
the group also considered "the cases of George Thomas who has been ar-
rested three times in the month he has been here from Georgia for walking
on the street, and also that of Alfred Bradford." In 1912 the NFL took up
the case of famous prizefighter Jack Johnson, who was accused of abduct-
ing a white woman who later became his wife. League efforts were not con-
fined to cases involving black males. In 1915 it aided a "young colored
woman" who served a white family "for fourteen years at a dollar a week
and was never allowed to associate with other Colored people," and in
1917 it raised money to pay the fine of Bertha Thomas, a "white woman
who was horse whipped in the road because she stood up for Negro chil-
dren's right to attend school at Palos Park."41

The assistance the Barnetts rendered to those caught up in the crimi-
nal justice system extended far beyond that of a lawyer or a probation offi-
cer. Their daughter noted that both brought home young men who were in
trouble or needed a place to stay after being paroled. "All through my
childhood," Alfreda Duster wrote, "I can remember this stream of under-
privileged boys and young men who formed a part of our home life." Al-
though friends and neighbors warned of the "ill things which would result
from this good-heartedness," Duster claimed that with all her parents'
"dealing with this element, there was not one who betrayed the trust placed
in him by molesting anything in our home, or anyone who lived there."
She compared her mother's work to that of the later Big Sister and Big
Brother movements. When legal remedies failed and a young man went to
prison, Wells-Barnett continued to "keep the inmate encouraged by writ-
ing letters, or by appearing before the Board of Pardons at the earliest pos-
sible time to plead for a chance."42

The League provided Wells-Barnett with a vehicle to utilize two meth-
ods of racial advancement: self-help and legal recourse. Previously, she
concentrated her efforts in protesting injustice; her temperament led her
naturally to militant activism. The qualities that made her an effective agi-
tator ensured she would never abandon that role — no matter how many
others she might play. Through the NFL and other organs, Wells-Barnett
continued to combat prejudice through protest. At the same time she
sought to use another weapon: political power.
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Prejudice, Protest, and Politics

"When principle and prejudice come into collision"

A lthough the Negro Fellowship League usually used the tools of self-
help and legal redress for black advancement, Wells-Barnett's leader-

ship ensured that protest and politics would not be ignored. The League
agitated against prejudice and injustice—especially in Chicago and Illi-

nois. To fight for rights on the national level, its president affiliated the or-
ganization with William Monroe Trotter's Equal Rights League in 1913.

To promote political activity, the NFL hosted candidates' forums and
urged voter participation. By 1913 Wells-Barnett increased her efforts to
get franchisement for women as well as African Americans, founding the

state's first black women's suffrage organization. Late in the decade, her ac-
tivism began to focus on issues growing out of World War I, including a
rash of race riots. Many of her experiences confirmed her 1913 assertion
that "when principle and prejudice come into collision, principle retires
and leaves prejudice the victor."1

In 1911 Wells-Barnett sought to stem the rising tide of racism in Amer-
ican popular culture. White supremacy infected all of American life. Al-
though the South lost the Civil War, the region succeeded in selling the
stereotypes of slavery to the victors. African Americans became objects of
both fear and ridicule. The burly black beast coexisted in the public's mind
with grinning, watermelon-eating Sambos and Aunt Jemimas. At the same
time, the slaveowner's image began to change from cruel torturer to pa-
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tient father. Reconstruction became seen as a tragic mistake. An effective
purveyor of these myths was writer Thomas Dixon, Jr., whom the Broad
Ax labeled "the most bitter and the greatest arch enemy of the Negro
race." When his play "The Sins of the Father" was set to open in Chicago
in March 1911, Wells-Barnett led a delegation to city hall to block its
showing, but Dixon argued his case effectively and prevailed over her
pleas.2

The play caused barely a ripple compared to a movie based on Dixon's
books, The Clansman and The Leopard's Spots. Produced in 1915 by D. W.
Griffith, Birth of a Nation was a cinematic masterpiece, but its glorification
of the Ku Klux Klan led to a reincarnation of that terrorist organization,
which was more powerful than the original. African Americans nationwide
were outraged by its depiction of a black rapist and his lynching. In some
northern cities, they succeeded in blocking the picture's showing, even
though President Woodrow Wilson had screened it in the White House
and praised it as "writing history with lightning."3

In Chicago the controversy became another factor in the schism be-
tween Wells-Barnett and the NAACP (which claimed the lead in the
movement against the movie). She believed the organization had not pre-
pared adequately for the unsuccessful court hearing. "It was a veritable
farce of a trial," she wrote, "with a number of persons attempting to do
something about which they knew nothing and refusing to call into con-
ference those who had made a business of such things." Wells-Barnett was
especially disgusted when black attorney S. A. T. Watkins questioned her
right to be at the hearing, asking if the city was paying the probation officer
to sit in court all day. Inexplicably, she insisted that the fight against the
film was "something in which a woman cannot function" and unsuccess-
fully sought to enlist Edward H. Wright to lobby city hall. After the film
opened, the NFL lobbied without success for the passage of a state law "to
prohibit Acts tending to incite ill-feeling or prejudice or to ridicule or dis-
parage others on account of race."4

By 1915 the Barnetts had withdrawn from participation in the NAACP
after joining Trotter's National Equal Rights League (NERL) in 1913. The
NERL grew out of a conference in 1908 and went through various rein-
carnations as well as names, but remained, in Trotter's words, "an organi-
zation of the colored people and for the colored people and led by the
colored people." Like Wells-Barnett, Trotter refused to accept a subordi-
nate position within the NAACP and remained a fiery militant throughout
his life. In November 1913 the two agitators led a delegation that visited
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President Woodrow Wilson to protest the segregation of federal offices tak-
ing place in his administration. The president received them politely, ac-
cepted a petition with about twenty thousand signatures, assured them that
"it will be worked out," but took no action. A year later Trotter returned
without Wells-Barnett. That meeting was more heated, Wilson became fu-
rious, and the white press labeled Trotter insolent and disrespectful. Iden-
tifying with his crucifixion by the media, Wells-Barnett invited the Boston
radical to speak to the Negro Fellowship League a little over a month later.
Following that address, the audience established a Chicago branch of the
NERL with George Ellis as president and Wells-Barnett as vice president.5

From that point forward, the NFL and the NERL in Chicago became
closely intertwined and served as platforms for Wells-Barnett's protest.

Both Barnetts remained active in the NERL for many years, and Wells-
Barnett and Trotter became allies against compromise and accommoda-
tion. Although most of her efforts for the remainder of the decade were
made in organizations she headed and were centered on local problems,
Wells-Barnett and Trotter's long period of collaboration on the national
level indicates she was willing and able to participate in organizations she
did not control — under the right circumstances. She did not mind playing
a supportive role to strong black men who treated her as their intellectual
equal and were comfortable with her assertiveness. She remained active in
the Afro-American League/Council as long as men as militant as she was
remained in control. Such men seemingly were not threatened by her ac-
tivism; their own radicalism kept them from appearing timid or "unmanly"
by contrast. On the other hand, her style threatened the respectability of
black women, and her uncompromising ideology conflicted with the mod-
eration and expediency of most white liberals and black male leaders.

The NFL and NERL became so linked in Wells-Barnett's mind that
she included NERL activities in her NFL press releases and used NFL sta-
tionery to conduct business for both.6 Under their auspices, she fought
creeping segregation on the local, state, and national levels. In 1913 she
led a successful campaign to prevent the passage of a law segregating pub-
lic transportation in Illinois. In its account of the victory, the Defender cap-
italized her name in the list of those responsible and declared:

The name of Mrs. Barnett stands out alone because that constant and
fearless champion of equal rights was on the firing line all the time.
Her eloquent pleas in private conferences with the legislators and in
open session were eloquent and forcible. Ida B. Wells-Barnett has
again endeared herself to the world.7
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That same year, and in 1915, she and the NFL/NERL fought bills in
Congress that would have prohibited interracial marriage in the District of
Columbia. In 1915 they also led the battle against segregation of social ac-
tivities at Chicago's integrated Wendell Phillips High School and insti-
gated a letter-writing campaign against a proposed national immigration
law that would have excluded Africans. The union of these forces is also
seen in the NFL's electing Wells-Barnett as its delegate to the national
NERL meetings in 1916 and 1917, as well as its hosting the 1918 meeting
at Chicago.8

Protest had long been a potent weapon for Wells-Barnett; politics
evolved as a second important tool for her. Beginning with her move to
Chicago, Wells-Barnett became increasingly interested in politics for sev-
eral reasons. In a period of darkening hopes for African Americans, who
seemed to be losing rights daily, growing black political power in Chicago
and Illinois was one bright light in the night of despair. As southern legis-
latures were turning lily-white, African Americans began moving into
northern cities where they became part of political machines, which were
organized to meet the needs and take advantage of ethnic neighborhoods
peopled with immigrants. In that context even numerical minorities could
have a political voice, and the 1909 Cairo lynching taught Wells-Barnett
the power of political clout in combating racial violence. Until 1913, her
role in politics had been limited to urging men to vote, protesting southern
black disfranchisement, stumping for the Republicans in Illinois, and en-
dorsing the efforts of such women suffragists as Susan B. Anthony.

For example, in 1910 Wells-Barnett published "How Enfranchisement
Stops Lynching" and organized the Women's Second Ward Republican
Club "to assist the men in getting better laws and having representation in
everything which tends to the uplift of the city and its government." By
1910 the population of the Second Ward had become 25 percent black
and five years later black voters would be the majority. Although two white
politicians still dominated the ward in 1910, both had to woo black voters
to retain power. One of them, U.S. Representative Martin Madden, be-
came a leading advocate for African Americans in Congress and obtained
over five hundred jobs for them in the Chicago post office. Black political
power was evident in Illinois. After 1882 the state legislature always had
black members and attempts to pass discriminatory legislation all failed.
African American political leaders still faced prejudice, as Ferdinand Bar-
nett's defeat for a judgeship in 1906 had proven, but the vote was seen as a
potent weapon for advancement.9

Also, in 1910 a change occurred that would alter Wells-Barnett's polit-
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ical focus. Grace Wilbur Trout became president of the women's suffrage
organization, Chicago Political Equality League, and began a dramatic ex-
pansion of the membership and activities in Illinois. Two years later, Trout
became president of the Illinois Equal Suffrage Association (ISEA). Her
vigorous leadership brought increased press attention as women urged the
state legislature to enact women's suffrage. Although Wells-Barnett had
long been a member of both groups, the suffrage movement in Illinois be-
fore 1913 was overwhelmingly white and upper class in its leadership and
orientation. That year the campaign's growing strength caught Wells-
Barnett's attention, and she shifted some of her efforts from trying to influ-
ence the political process to seeking to participate. In January 1913 she
formed the Alpha Suffrage Club (ASC), the state's first suffrage organiza-
tion among black women.10

The group's initial action was sending Wells-Barnett, as its delegate, to
a national suffrage parade held on 3 March 1913 at Washington, D.C., in
conjunction with the inauguration of Woodrow Wilson. There she en-
countered the problem facing black women suffragists: White leaders often
insisted that they place gender interests above those of race. As the Illinois
delegation organized to begin the march, Trout announced that southern-
ers had protested the inclusion of black women in state delegations and in-
sisted all colored suffragists march together. Facing the threat of a southern
white boycott, Trout suggested acquiescence to the request to exclude
Wells-Barnett, even though she was personally opposed to exclusion. The
Chicago Daily Tribune dramatically described Wells-Barnett's reaction:

Mrs. Barnett's voice trembled with emotion and two large tears
coursed their way part way down her cheeks before she could raise
her veil and wipe them away. "The southern women have tried to
evade the question time and again by giving some excuse or other
every time it has been brought up," she said. "If the Illinois women
do not take a stand now in this great democratic parade then the col-
ored women are lost."

She issued the ultimatum, "I shall not march at all unless I can march un-
der the Illinois banner," but an apparent compromise was reached when
white delegates Virginia Brooks and Belle Squire announced they would
join her in the colored delegation. Relief turned to alarm when Squire and
Brooks appeared—without Wells-Barnett—to take their places within the
Illinois delegation. However, instead of boycotting the parade, as many
feared, the lone black delegate slipped out of the crowd along the parade
route and joined the two women, successfully integrating the march with-
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out the consent of its leaders. As usual Wells-Barnett placed her duty to her
race above her duty to her gender.11

Following the parade, Squire and Brooks continued their support by
speaking at an ASC fund-raiser. The black community celebrated the two
"noble young women who stood for the right" and praised Wells-Barnett as
"always to be found along the firing line in any battle where the rights of
the race are at stake." The Chicago Defender also noted that she "enjoyed
a period of publicity not to her liking."12 Apparently this assessment was
true because, inexplicably, the parade was the only major expression of her
militancy that Wells-Barnett did not mention in her autobiography. Per-
haps the exclusion reflects her ambivalence regarding race and gender
issues.

The fights for black and women's rights have always been inextricably
linked in complex and often contradictory ways —complicated further by
class issues. In the United States, the women's movement originated from
the raised consciousness of white women abolitionists. In the fight against
slavery, they became increasingly aware of their own status as the property
of fathers and husbands. Overwhelmingly from the middle class, these
women (and the white suffragists who followed them) experienced dis-
crimination exclusively because of their gender. Privileged by class and
race, they naturally viewed sexism as the most significant form of oppres-
sion. Although they recognized economic and racial injustice, they subor-
dinated both to the fight for women's rights. Depending on expediency,
white suffragists either courted, ignored, or rejected black allies.13

During the antebellum and Reconstruction eras, white males sup-
ported the expansion of black rights more than women's. Thus white suf-
fragists compared their status to that of African Americans and linked the
battles against racism and sexism. In doing so, they ignored their close ties
to white men based on economic and racial privilege as well as the unique
position of black women. While white women sought to escape depen-
dency upon white male protection, black women sought to win protection
from white men. The key ingredient in the sexual exploitation of black
women was their race, not their gender. White men raped them to demon-
strate power over not only them but also their fathers, brothers, and hus-
bands. Only after black men had the power to protect them could black
women protect themselves. Wells-Barnett's lynching investigations con-
vinced her that the experiences of black and white women—though inter-
twined—were fundamentally different. White women's sexual natures
were denied and black women's exaggerated.
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The strategy of linking the fight for black and women's rights failed
when the Fifteenth Amendment extended suffrage to black men but not to
women. Many white suffragists resented being told it was the "Negro's
hour" and determined to subordinate race to gender—just as African
Americans had subordinated gender to race. The issue helped to divide
the suffrage movement until 1890 when the National American Woman
Suffrage Association (NAWSA) reunited the movement and adopted an of-
ficial policy of neutrality on racial issues. NAWSA leaders recognized that
ratification of a constitutional amendment on woman suffrage required
winning the South. The price of southern support was segregation, and
white suffragists were willing to pay it. When Susan B. Anthony had tried
to explain in 1895 the expediency of asking Frederick Douglass not to at-
tend the NAWSA convention in Atlanta, Ida B. Wells had chastised her.
In 1913 Wells-Barnett again refused to temporize on segregation for the
good of the larger cause. She recognized that suffrage purchased with seg-
regation would not guarantee the vote for black women in the South any
more than the Fifteenth Amendment had for black men. To her the larger
issue was not woman suffrage but democracy. Principles that supported
women's right to vote were inseparable from those promoting black suf-
frage.

To Anthony and other white suffragists, votes for women would not
only expand democracy but also bring a "womanly" influence to govern-
ment, making it less corrupt and more compassionate. Viewed this way,
woman suffrage became a transcendent issue—the cause that would make
all other causes possible. Wells-Barnett, however, did not accept that
premise. She knew that southern white women could be expected to sup-
port their husbands' cries of white supremacy. Thus suffrage extended only
to white women would make racial reform less, not more, likely to suc-
ceed. In her autobiography Wells-Barnett explained her differences with
Anthony:

Whatever the question up for discussion as to wrongs, injustice,
inequality, maladministration of the law, Miss Anthony would
always say, "Well, now when women get the ballot all that will be
changed." So I asked her one day, "Miss Anthony, do you believe the
millennium is going to come when women get the ballot? Knowing
women as I do, and their petty outlook on life, although I believe it
is right that they should have the vote, I do not believe that the exer-
cise of the vote is going to change women's nature nor the political
situation."14
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More than most women—white or black—Wells-Barnett was ambiva-
lent about her gender identification. She viewed it as "women's nature" to
have a "petty outlook on life." Her actions challenged gender roles largely
because she identified with men rather than women. Predominantly male
national organizations elected her to offices; women's groups did not. In
some ways Wells-Barnett viewed women's actions as an outsider—writing
of "knowing women as I do" rather than of "being a woman." The power of
the "cult of true womanhood" in the socialization of nineteenth-century
women is evident in her acceptance of women as essentially weak and
passive creatures of limited horizons. The conflict between that image
and her own assertiveness and activism likely caused Wells-Barnett to con-
tinue to see herself as she had in her twenties: "an anomaly to myself and
others."

With her refusal to compromise principles to prejudice, Wells-Barnett
would never become a key player in the NAWSA. In the 1910s the organi-
zation moved from ignoring race to exploiting it. In the battle for the ratifi-
cation of the Nineteenth Amendment, white suffragists increasingly por-
trayed woman suffrage as an antidote to the political power of immigrants
and African Americans. At the same time they courted northern black
women's support, seeking to explain their stances on race privately to black
suffragists. When the Northeastern Federation of Women's Clubs, an affil-
iation of about six thousand black women, applied for NAWSA member-
ship in 1919, white suffragist Ida Husted Harper confidentially sought
Mary Church Terrell's support in getting the black women to withdraw
their application.15 Although Terrell and Wells-Barnett shared similar ide-
ologies regarding black and women's rights, Terrell's voice of supplication
was more palatable to whites than her fellow Memphian's cry of condem-
nation.

An uncompromising militancy and "race first" attitude doomed Wells-
Barnett's influence in the national suffrage movement but did not prevent
her from playing significant political roles in her home city and state. Un-
like NAWSA, the Illinois Equal Suffrage Association (IESA) openly in-
cluded her in their receptions and parades.16 Self-interest rather than jus-
tice probably motivated IESA. In 1912 an advisory vote on woman suffrage
was conducted in Cook County and lost primarily because Democrats
voted against it in large numbers.17 As president of the Women's Second
Ward Republican Club, Wells-Barnett could be a force in getting out the
Republican vote.

On 26 June 1913 the Illinois legislature enacted a limited suffrage law;
among the voters in favor was black Republican Senator Robert R. "Major"
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Jackson and the Alpha Suffrage Club hosted a reception for him as a ges-
ture of their appreciation.18 The 1913 law extended suffrage to women for
all offices not mentioned in the state constitution, which could be accom-
plished without an amendment. Included were all local offices and presi-
dential electors. Amid celebration of the passage, a white Chicago settle-
ment house worker announced, "We have already started the process of
educating the women in foreign wards." Soon afterward, the ASC an-
nounced its intention to provide instruction to black women. It noted the
movement among immigrants and warned, "If the colored women do not
take advantage of the franchise they may only blame themselves when they
are left out of everything." Noting that meetings would be held every
Wednesday night, the announcement reflected Wells-Barnett's "race first"
policy by declaring that "the women on the whole are nonpartisan. What
they do hope to do is to become strong enough to help elect some consci-
entious race man as alderman. We are not looking for his politics, but we
hope to elect a good man."19

Weekly meetings in the NFL Reading Room could not ensure that
black women would register in large numbers. Wells-Barnett therefore or-
ganized women for a door-to-door campaign. "The women at first were
very much discouraged," she later recalled. "They said the men jeered at
them and told them they ought to be at home taking care of babies. Others
insisted that the women were trying to take the place of men and wear the
trousers." Neither black nor white men were united on the issue of
women's participation in politics. Most black male leaders, such as Doug-
lass and Du Bois, were ardent supporters of woman suffrage. Some, how-
ever, agreed with Howard professor Kelly Miller who wrote on "The Risk
of Woman Suffrage." Many were ambivalent. Robert S. Abbott of the
Chicago Defender did not find woman suffrage objectionable but insisted,
"The woman does not need to leave her home to rule the nation." He later
declared, "Men are not losing their prestige, they are not being run over,
but simply aided and strengthened by the advent of the gentle sex into their
realms."20

Black and white women of Chicago responded to the efforts of their
leaders. On the first day they were eligible to register to vote, more than
153,000 did so. The Defender's account belittled their efforts by focusing
on their reluctance to give their ages and included a list of women with
their "right age" and their "registration age." (Forty-one and thirty-two were
the respective ages given for the fifty-two-year-old Wells-Barnett.) The
Broad Ax, on the other hand, marveled at the women's success and exulted
that as a result the "wisest and the smoothest old line machine politicians
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in Chicago are at sea." Editor Julius Taylor especially praised the "Colored
ladies" for winning about a dozen positions as election officials.21

Success soon brought the ASC respect. Wells-Barnett recalled, "Our
men politicians were surprised because not one of them, not even our min-
isters, had said one word to influence women to take advantage of the suf-
frage opportunity Illinois had given to her daughters." She remained true
to the nonpartisan pledge to work for any good black man running for al-
derman from the second ward. In spite of her friendship with Martin Mad-
den, the white Republican political boss of the ward, the ASC backed the
independent black candidate, William R. Cowan, in the primary. Wells-
Barnett later asserted that because of the women's vote Cowan came within
167 votes of victory. The next day two representatives of the regular Re-
publican organization came to the ASC meeting to plead with the women
not to support an independent candidate in the election but instead to back
the white Republican nominee to prevent a Democratic victory. Black
politician Oscar DePriest assured the women that Madden and his organi-
zation would support a black candidate for the next opening for alderman,
which would occur the next year when one of the ward's two white alder-
men planned to resign.22

During 1914 Wells-Barnett worked hard to expand ASC's political
clout. By then the group's membership numbered more than one hun-
dred. The organization brought a voting machine to its meeting and had
the election commissioner give lessons in electoral procedures, held a
mass rally to encourage women to register and vote, hosted candidates'
nights for potential municipal judges and county commissioners, and
arranged a reception for candidates for state, district, and county offices.
The extent of ASC's influence was seen when mayoral hopeful William
Hale Thompson accepted its invitation and "told of his plan to get work for
Colored people."23

In 1915, as promised, the white alderman resigned, launching a
scramble among three African Americans to be the city's first black alder-
man. The number of candidates worried some, who feared division would
doom victory for any. Ferdinand Barnett chaired a committee formed to
deal with the problem, while his wife utilized the ASC to unify the women
behind one candidate. Before picking a candidate, the women agreed that
"any member of the club known to be working for the white alderman can-
didates should be expelled." After all three black candidates stated their
cases before the ASC, the women held a "pre-primary" primary and voted
to support Oscar DePriest, who also had the backing of the Madden orga-
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nization. ASC's organ, Alpha Suffrage Record, announced on 18 March
that "we endorse our young giant Oscar DePriest." After DePriest's primary
victory, Wells-Barnett helped quash an independent candidacy to ensure
his victory in the general election. He duly credited his win to the women's
votes.24

Chicago was also choosing a new mayor in 1915. William Hale "Big
Bill" Thompson began early to court the black vote, as evidenced in his ap-
pearance before the ASC in November 1914. According to Wells-Barnett,
Thompson sent someone to find out "who the masses of colored people ac-
cepted as leader" and found out "it was not a man but a woman, and that I
was the woman." He invited her to speak at a political meeting in the Sher-
man Hotel. She warned him that she could not endorse his candidacy un-
til she learned more and, when called upon at the meeting, declared she
"was tired of having white politicians come out in the Second Ward just be-
fore or on election day and buy up the votes of Negroes who had no higher
conception of the ballot than to make it a question of barter and sale."
Thompson strongly endorsed her words and won her support. The ASC
became the first organization to endorse him. Wells-Barnett dedicated con-
siderable energy, using personal contacts to secure pledges to vote for
Thompson. After six months of work, however, she learned that Judge
Harry Olson, who had appointed her as an adult probation officer, was go-
ing to challenge Thompson for the job.25

Thompson's staff tried to keep her onboard with allusions to the influ-
ence she would have in the mayor's office if she stuck with him to the end.
Wells-Barnett later recalled that she could not work against her benefactor,
Olson. "All my life I have been the victim of ingrates," she wrote. "I have
constantly affirmed that I agree with the old time Spartans in spirit, any-
how, when they put ingrates to death." She withdrew from the campaign,
but her prior efforts continued to benefit Thompson, who won almost
seven thousand votes in the Second Ward to defeat Olson by less than three
thousand votes citywide.26

In her early forays as a political power broker, Wells-Barnett soon
learned that principles and politics do not always mix. She tried to parlay
her work for DePriest into support for a judgeship for her husband but
rioted that "he never made the slightest effort to keep his promise." Thomp-
son had promised to make the NFL Reading Room and Social Center "an
auxiliary of the city" and to use the employment bureau to give African
Americans "street-cleaning jobs and work in other departments of the city."
Her principled defection cost her not only political clout in the new
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administration but also, she believed, her job with the city. Nevertheless,
she retained her faith in black political power as a powerful weapon
for justice.27

In 1916 she cast her first vote in a presidential race and convinced the
NERL, which was meeting in Washington, D.C., to endorse Republican
Charles Evans Hughes in his race against Woodrow Wilson. Some dele-
gates regretted having endorsed Wilson four years earlier and argued that
the group should remain nonpartisan. Wells-Barnett carried the day with
arguments foreshadowing those of Black Power advocates in the 1960s.
Upon her return she wrote:

I tried to show them that we must so mass our political strength and
so wield it in our own defense at all times and in all places, that no
President again would ever dare to offer us such insults as we had suf-
fered the past four years, and thus teach them to fear our vote as they
now do the labor vote.28

Never one to advocate a single approach to race advancement, Wells-
Barnett made the ASC an organ of protest and self-help as well as political
power. The ASC often joined the NFL in causes, such as the fight against
segregation at Wendell Phillips High School. It also sponsored educational
and cultural programs for self-improvement. Program topics ranged from
"The History of Woman Suffrage" to "The Menace of the House Fly."
Speakers included prominent women suffragists; Lucy Laney, founder of
Haines Institute in Augusta, Georgia; Lucy Parsons, the wife of a man
killed as the result of an anarchist rally at Haymarket Square in 1886; and
Marcus Garvey, who solicited money for an industrial school in Jamaica at
a 1916 ASC meeting. Early in 1917, however, Wells-Barnett announced "it
an impossibility for her accept the presidency" for another term. Close
friend and ally Dr. Fannie Emanuel took over the helm, and was followed
by Laura Covington, but Wells-Barnett remained active in the club's work.29

For much of the decade, Wells-Barnett remained extremely busy in
her multiple roles as mother, probation officer, president of two major lo-
cal organizations, editor of the Fellowship Herald, and general agitator. Her
varied activities included organizing with her husband an exhibit of paint-
ings by black artist William A. Harper at Chicago's Art Institute. She joined
with the city's black and white elite on numerous other projects. During
the second week in February 1913, she joined Jane Addams, Illinois
Governor Edward Dunne, and others to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary
of Abraham Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation by organizing about
one hundred singers in an "Emancipation Chorus," which performed un-
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the direction of J. A. Mundy. It was a great success; one member of the au-
dience reported that "many were turned away in great disappointment."
Later that year Wells-Barnett joined in a movement to host a national
emancipation celebration in Chicago. She also remained in demand as a
speaker, appearing before numerous church and civic groups both in
Chicago and elsewhere.30

Throughout her life, Wells-Barnett remained a journalist at heart. Be-
fore the creation of the Fellowship Herald in 1911 and following its demise
about 1914, she wrote letters to the editors for both white and black papers
to make her voice heard. In them she protested incidents of segregation
and discrimination in Chicago, sometimes suggesting boycotts as reme-
dies. Regarding Provident Hospital, which served black clientele but had
only recently hired a black superintendent of nursing, she asserted, "After
fifty years of freedom, the Negro certainly should have developed suffi-
cient race pride to insist on putting members of his own race at the head of
institutions established for race benefit." She also wrote the Chicago Tri-
bune in May 1914 to protest its use of the phrases "old Negro newsboy" and
"aged darkey" to describe a seventy-year-old veteran of the Civil War.
Wells-Barnett recognized the power of words and the linkage between

The Bamett Family in 1917 (courtesy of the University of Chicago Library).
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racist language and racist violence. The letter closed, "This may seem a
small matter to a large number of readers, but it is a part of the great whole,
and, after all there is only a difference in degree between taking a man's
self-respect and taking his life."31

By the end of the decade that difference, however, was made painfully
obvious in Illinois and elsewhere by an outbreak of race riots. After World
War I broke out in Europe during 1914, the flood of European immigra-
tion quickly dried up. By 1916 European demand for goods and the be-
ginnings of the preparedness program at home created an economic
boom, especially in the industrial centers of the North. The shrinking la-
bor pool caused northern industrialists to begin recruiting black southern-
ers. Black migration to states such as Illinois rapidly increased, causing
concern in the white-dominated labor movement. A month after the
United States entered the war in April 1917, racial tensions erupted in East
Saint Louis, Illinois, as a result of economic competition between black
and white workers. Although that incident was quickly squelched, in early
July a bloody race riot practically leveled the city's black community and
caused the deaths of at least thirty-nine African Americans. Wells-Barnett
quickly mobilized a fight for justice that would span several years.32

Enraged by early reports on the morning of 3 July that about one hun-
dred African Americans had been slaughtered in East Saint Louis, Wells-
Barnett immediately rallied the NFL to circulate handbills announcing a
meeting that very evening. Two hours after the distribution, the NFL Read-
ing Room was packed for the 8:30 gathering. After adopting resolutions to
be carried to Governor Frank Lowden by the group's president, the atten-
dees donated $8.65 to defray Wells-Barnett's expenses for an investigatory
trip before her visit to the governor. She left late the next day and arrived in
East Saint Louis early on the morning of 5 July in time to accompany a
group of black women under military escort as they returned to their
homes to get some of the belongings left behind in their flight from the
white mobs. Their stories as well as the vandalism, looting, and destruction
of their homes convinced Wells-Barnett not only of the brutality of the
mobs but also of the criminal negligence and complicity of the local police
and state militia.

Upon her return on Sunday, 8 July, two meetings —at the NFL and at
Bethel A.M.E. Church —raised fifty-eight dollars to send Wells-Barnett
and four others to Springfield with a list of demands for the governor.
These included an investigation of the failure of the militia to protect
African Americans and soldiers' participation in the riot; court martial of
those implicated; state funds for the relief of the refugees camping across
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the river in Missouri; and action to restore order and safeguard those who
wished to return. Lowden promised action in all particulars except relief
funds, which he stated were not available. However, he also urged the del-
egation to refrain from "incendiary talk" and asked for names of potential
witnesses for legal actions. Thus Wells-Barnett returned to East Saint
Louis, taking with her Delores Johnson Farrow, a black nurse, to check on
the efforts of the all-white nursing contingent of the Red Cross. They gath-
ered more horrifying stories from victims."

National outrage grew as news of the riot circulated. The horror of the
event was evidenced by eyewitness accounts, such as that of a white re-
porter in St. Louis, who wrote:

"Get a nigger," was the slogan, and it varied by the recurrent cry,
"Get another!" It was like nothing so much as the holiday crowd,
with thumbs turned down, in the Roman Coliseum, except that here
the shouters were their own gladiators, and their own wild beasts.34

Wells-Barnett sought to stoke the fires of protest by publishing the pam-
phlet The East St. Loin's Massacre, The Greatest Outrage of the Century. As
in previous pamphlets, she sought to maintain the role of reporter by pro-
viding victims' stories and white accounts of the riot.

Expressions of outrage induced Congress to launch an investigation,
but Wells-Barnett believed more remained to be done. In a letter to the
Broad Ax she commented on a silent protest parade in Providence, Rhode
Island, and credited such actions with forcing Congress to act. However, to
her "the first step of our effort, prayers, protests and passing resolutions has
passed." To illustrate the need for further action, she made an analogy to
the current war:

It is almost the same as if our soldier boys had contented themselves
with enlisting to fight for this country and feeling that they had done
their duty in defending their country when they had taken part in a
great parade, with flags flying and bands playing. But we all know
that unless these parades are followed up by hard work in the trench-
es, all the firing of guns by every conceivable active physical move-
ment possible, the war will not be won.

Wells-Barnett urged African Americans to raise money to have people ob-
serve the congressional hearings and the trials of riot participants to see that
the truth was told and justice done.35

The need for follow-up became quickly apparent. When the congres-
sional hearings ended, the chairman of the investigating committee de-
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cided not to go to the expense of publishing the evidence, which would be
available in a file room. The NFL quickly began to lobby Illinois congress-
men to overrule the chair.36 Disgust also followed news that black parti-
cipants in the riot seemed to get disproportionately longer sentences
compared to those received by whites.37 Both Barnetts were outraged when
black dentist Leroy Bundy seemed to become a scapegoat in the riot. The
spark that ignited the 2 July riot was an incident eerily reminiscent of the
Memphis lynching of 1892. African Americans had fired at a car and killed
two policemen, mistaking them for white rowdies who had earlier been
shooting from a similar car. As the investigation unfolded, Bundy was
tagged as the ringleader of a group that had urged black residents to arm
themselves following the governor's failure to respond to the attacks of the
previous May. Their efforts were labeled as a conspiracy to riot, and Bundy
was charged with the murder of the police officers.

In early November, at the request of the NFL, the Defender sent Wells-
Barnett to interview Bundy in his jail cell at Bellville. She returned con-
vinced of his innocence and joined with the Defender, the NFL, and her
husband in a fight to win Bundy's freedom. By this time the Barnetts had
emerged as crusaders for the rights of the accused, and they doggedly
stayed with the case for years through lost trials and appeals until Bundy's
freedom was finally won. Wells-Barnett raised money for the cause and her
husband provided legal counsel.38

Although ultimately victorious in the Bundy defense, the Barnetts'
fight for justice in the East Saint Louis riots cost them dearly. In addition to
the financial drain, their efforts undermined their relations with leading
Chicago politicians and the NAACP. Wells-Barnett later charged that
when her delegation went to see Governor Lowden, a group of influential
black Chicago politicians had preceded them. Oscar DePriest, Edward H.
Wright, Louis B. Anderson, and Major Jackson assured Lowden that "he
need pay no attention to the resolutions which [the NFL] had published in
the daily papers, that the Barnetts were radicals." The NAACP had origi-
nally agreed to represent the black defendants from the riot, but when
Wells-Barnett interviewed Bundy, she discovered no preparations had been
made for his trial. NAACP leaders seemed to resent the incursion; almost
a year later Bundy publicly replied to their criticisms and declared that "af-
ter repeated [requests] to officials of your organization which brought no
response, I deemed it absolutely necessary to seek aid elsewhere." Wells-
Barnett charged that the NAACP had only gotten involved because her
quick response to the crisis embarrassed the group.39
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The Barnetts' actions also earned them the label of "subversive" by fed-
eral agencies, such as the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and the
Military Intelligence Division (MID). Outraged by the riot, Ferdinand Bar-
nett had urged his listeners at a mass meeting to "Get guns and put them in
your homes. Protect yourselves. And let no black man permit a policeman
to come in and get those guns." Sending a newspaper clipping about the
speech, the division superintendent in Chicago informed the chief of the
Bureau of Investigation that Barnett "is rabidly pro-German" and offered as
proof that he "in fact speaks German." No legal action, however, could be
taken because under Illinois law "a citizen may keep practically any
amount of firearms and ammunition in his residence." In her pamphlet
Wells-Barnett urged "Negroes everywhere to stand their ground and sell
their lives as dearly as possible when attacked." A copy was forwarded to the
inspector general of the War Department with the notation that "it is being
used to stir up a great deal of inter-racial antagonism."40

War often endangers individual rights, and World War I went further
than most. Congress passed the Espionage Act in 1917 and the Sedition Act
in 1918, which made it illegal to use "disloyal, profane, scurrilous, or abu-
sive language" about the nation's form of government, the Constitution,
the flag, or the military uniform. Practically any criticism of the nation or
war effort was considered disloyal and the result of pro-German propa-
ganda. Legitimate grievances became subversion. With increasing racial
violence against African Americans and blatant discrimination against
black troops, few groups had more legitimate grievances. The MID col-
lected files labeled "Negro Subversion" and employed agents to investigate
every allegation of black "disloyalty" against such publications as the
Chicago Defender and such organizations as the NAACP. At times the
MID and FBI seemed to consider complaints about lynching as more un-
American than the actual act of lynching. Some operatives suggested rem-
edying legitimate grievances in order to diminish the Germans' power to
exploit them, but the MID's most pro-black agent, NAACP leader Joel E.
Spingarn, found his influence limited and short-lived.41

The MID and the FBI frequently sent agents to interview African
Americans charged with being pro-German or disloyal. Confronting a fed-
eral agent usually caused most—including W. E. B. Du Bois, Robert S.
Abbott, and Kelly Miller—to temper their criticisms of lynching, segrega-
tion, and discrimination. Such tactics had no chance of success, however,
with the uncompromising Wells-Barnett, who was approached regarding
her support of black soldiers charged with mutiny and murder in Houston,
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Texas, in the fall of 1917. Her unwillingness to be cowed caused one agent
to label her "a far more dangerous agitator than Marcus Garvey," who was
considered dangerous enough to be deported in 1927.42

The Houston affair began when the Third Battalion of the Twenty-
fourth Infantry arrived in Houston on 28 July 1917. The black-manned
Twenty-fourth Regiment originated during the Civil War and had re-
mained active in war and peace ever since. The men of the Third Battal-
ion were not green recruits but experienced soldiers with a proud tradition.
Nevertheless, like black troops elsewhere in the South, they became the
targets of abuse by the city's white residents and police when they refused
to abide by racial etiquette that required segregation and subservience. In-
dicative of the army's response was a bulletin posted by an officer at Camp
Funston, Kansas, in which he recognized the legal right of a soldier at-
tempting to enter a segregated theater but declared that "the sergeant is
guilty of the greater wrong in doing anything, no matter how legally cor-
rect, that will provoke race animosity." The army's acquiescence to seg-
regation hurt the morale of all black troops; in Houston some soldiers
reacted with violence.43

On the night of 23 August 1917, about one hundred soldiers engaged
in a three-hour riot in which twenty people died. Court martials soon fol-
lowed. With bitter memories of the 1906 Brownsville affair and scanty
convictions of whites who killed blacks, many African Americans were out-
raged when thirteen soldiers were hanged on 11 December 1917 —before
they had a chance to appeal their death sentences. Their executions were
shrouded in secrecy and seemed especially odious coming so soon after the
failure to hold'any white soldiers responsible for the part they played in the
East Saint Louis riots. Widespread protest alarmed the MID, which sought
to diminish its impact. For example, agents called on the mother of one
executed soldier to have a "quiet funeral."44 Naturally, Wells-Barnett
launched a protest that caught the attention of federal agents.

Like many African Americans, Wells-Barnett saw the thirteen soldiers
as martyrs. She attempted to organi/e a memorial service, but she could
not find a preacher willing to let her use his church. Instead, she began to
distribute buttons with the words, "In Memorial MARTYRED NEGRO
SOLDIERS." Soon after she gave one to a white reporter from the Herald
Examiner, two men came to her office, identified themselves as Secret Ser-
vice men, and threatened her with arrest if she continued to distribute the
buttons. After Wells-Barnett refused to back down, they tried instead to
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Wells-Barnett with the "Martyred Negro Soldiers" button during World War I
(courtesy of the University of Chicago Library).

confiscate the remaining buttons and informed her that other African

Americans did not agree with her. Later she recalled telling them:

Maybe not. They don't know any better or they are afraid. . . . As for
myself I don't care. I'd rather go down in history as one lone Negro
who dared to tell the government that it had done a dastardly thing
than to save my skin by taking back what I have said. I would con-
sider it an honor to spend whatever years are necessary in prison as
the one member of the race who protested.45

Her intransigence, however, went unpunished —probably out of the

fear of creating yet another martyr. Threats had worked against other lead-
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ers, but Wells-Barnett proved those threats were mostly hollow. Neverthe-
less, a year later MID intelligence agent W. H. Loving mentioned the but-
ton incident in his suggestion to withhold a passport from this "known race
agitator." Even British intelligence, a year after the war was over, called
Wells-Barnett "a race agitator of some twenty years standing" and referred
once again to the buttons.46

In the climate that spawned the Red Scare of 1919, being a "known
race agitator" helped to diminish Wells-Barnett's influence on the national
level. After the United States entered the war, President Wilson became
aware that black disaffection could handicap efforts to mobilize African
Americans in the war effort. Actually, as in every other war, most black cit-
izens patriotically supported their nation. At the same time, many saw Wil-
son's proclaimed war goal, "to make the world safe for democracy," as an
excellent opening to press for democracy at home. East Saint Louis and
Houston, as well as discriminatory policies toward black troops, threatened
black support. Strictly as a war measure, Wilson sought to allay African
Americans' discontent in order to maximize their wartime efforts—without
threatening the racial status quo. He chose as his allies Booker T. Wash-
ington's closest confederates: Emmett J. Scott, who had been the Tus-
kegean's private secretary, and Robert R. Moton, who became president of
Tuskegee Institute when Washington died in 1915. Private organizations,
such as the Women's Committee of the Council of National Defense, also
sought black colleagues who would be acceptable to the South. Neither
Barnett fit the mold of those recruited to aid mobilization efforts in the
black community.47 Actually, Wells-Barnett did feel a duty to support the
war effort—just not at the expense of black rights. But her patriotic activi-
ties, such as selling Liberty Bonds and organizing a campaign to make up
Christmas kits for soldiers, did not offset her agitation in the minds of in-
telligence agents.48



Defending Freedom until Death

"Eternal vigilance is the price of liberty"

I da B. Wells-Barnett began the last, unfinished chapter of her autobiog-
raphy with the words, "Eternal vigilance is the price of liberty." From

the close of World War I until her death in 1931, she remained the most
persistent black voice for justice and power. By that time, however, the
Chicago radical was alienated from most African American leaders and or-
ganizations and her style of agitation seemed dated. Although she had
once rivaled Washington and Du Bois for the leadership role that Freder-
ick Douglass had played, in the 1920s she found her contributions largely
ignored. During her last years, she began an autobiography that reflected a
disillusionment born from her sense of isolation.

As the war came to an end, Wells-Barnett joined other African Ameri-
cans in a broadly based movement to have their voices heard in the peace
process and aftermath of the war. Congresses and conventions sprang up
all over, and many groups elected delegates to attend the peace conference
at Versailles. Military Intelligence Division (MID) agent W. H. Loving re-
ported that "more than one hundred delegates have been elected by the
various societies" and that "people were filled with excitement over the
fiery addresses of the radicals." Not surprisingly, two of the more radical or-
ganizations, both of which met in December 1918, elected Wells-Barnett
as a delegate.1

The first to meet was the Universal Negro Improvement Association
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(UNIA) in New York on 3 December. Its founder, Marcus Garvey, was a
Jamaican who had traveled to the United States in 1916 to visit Tuskegee
Institute and to raise money for an industrial school in his homeland. In
November 1916 Garvey came to Chicago and met Ferdinand Barnett,
who invited him home for dinner—as he so often did with black travelers
of all classes. At the Barnett house the Jamaican guest described the domi-
nation of ninety thousand black Jamaicans by a mere 15,000 whites. His
hostess was appalled and asked how they let that happen. When Garvey
told of the lack of economic power, Wells-Barnett invited him to speak at
the Negro Fellowship League to raise money for his proposed school. Both
leaders seemed impressed with the dedication of the other; in Champion
Magazine a couple of months later Garvey listed Wells-Barnett among the
men and women in the United States "who are conscientious workers and
not mere life service dignitaries."2

Soon after, Garvey postponed returning to his homeland and estab-
lished in Harlem a chapter of his Jamaican group, the UNIA. His was an
uncompromising voice that disturbed intelligence agents with talk of the
next war—one that would be fought between the white and black peoples
of the world. The UNIA became the first successful mass movement
among African Americans, largely because of the appeal of Garvey's vision
of a powerful, united Africa under black rule for the benefit of all the
African diaspora. Africans in America had been taught to hate their origins
and be shamed by their color. Such cultural brainwashing led to color
prejudices among themselves in favor of those with more European ances-
try and paler skin. Garvey turned that notion upside down and preached
that white ancestry tainted rather than beautified. The UNIA instilled
pride and self-respect through such symbolic trappings as uniforms and ti-
tles. Its popularity with the black masses threatened the credibility of many
elite and middle-class claimants to leadership, and they increasingly be-
came critical of its president. His separatist ideology appalled those fight-
ing for integration.

Seeing herself also as a target of jealous criticism, Wells-Barnett was
drawn to Garvey's fiery and uncompromising rhetoric. By 1918 she was dis-
illusioned by white allies in both the NAACP and the woman suffrage
movement. She shared Garvey's cries for self-help and economic indepen-
dence even though she never embraced his separatist extremism, which
later led him to endorse the Ku Klux Klan in its fight for racial purity.
She gladly accepted an invitation to the December 1918 UNIA meeting
and rejoiced in her election as one of its delegates to the Versailles confer-



Defending Freedom until Death 323

ence. Chosen with her was another black leader outside the mainstream:
A. Philip Randolph, a proclaimed socialist.3

Later Randolph would join the chorus of Garvey critics, who were par-
ticularly disgusted with the UNIA's grandiose scheme to establish the
Black Star Line, a black-owned shipping company that failed, costing hun-
dreds of African Americans their modest savings. Black criticism legit-
imized the federal government's pursuit of Garvey, which led to his being
convicted of mail fraud in 1924 and deported in 1927. The Barnetts, on the
other hand, remained supportive of Garvey. Ferdinand Barnett served as
his legal counsel in an unsuccessful civil suit against the Chicago Defender
for libel. Wells-Barnett continued to defend him after his exile. In her au-
tobiography, she noted his ability "to solidify the masses of our people and
endow them with racial consciousness and racial unity." She lamented his
failure to take her advice against starting a shipping business and laid the
blame for his downfall on the lack of "support which his wonderful move-
ment deserved" and on his becoming "drunk with power too soon." Her
evaluation concluded: "It may be that even though he has been banished
to Jamaica the seed planted here will yet spring up and bring forth fruit
which will mean the deliverance of the black race—the cause which was
so dear to his heart."4

The other group to elect Wells-Barnett as a delegate to Versailles was
the National Colored Congress for World Democracy, hosted by William
Monroe Trotter's NERL. During its sessions in Washington between 16
and 19 December, Wells-Barnett gave an address, which an MID agent la-
beled as "intended to arouse the feeling of the persons present." Typically,
she also imposed her will on the group's deliberations. When Trotter was
not selected to go to France because his presence might offend President
Wilson, Wells-Barnett lambasted the group and his name was included.
Later she discovered that although elected as a delegate, she would be one
of two whose expenses would not be provided. According to her recollec-
tion, Wells-Barnett asked to be heard and expressed regret that "the years I
had spent in fighting the race's battles had made me financially unable to
accept the honor." Unsurprisingly, the Congress added her name to the list
of paid delegates.5

Wells-Barnett left those meetings to appear with Garvey at an 8:00 P.M.
rally in Baltimore on 18 December. Arriving late, she was introduced by
Marie Madre Marshall, who reported, "it was tipped off to us that there was
going to be sent a spy to report her speech." The crowd roared its approval
when Marshall exclaimed, "You know nothing would intimidate Ida B.
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Ffyer announcing a joint address by Wells-Bamett and Marcus Garvey, December
1919, from the Military Intelligence Division Files, 'National Archives.

Wells-Barnett." Expressing fear that the words of "the most fearless and out-
spoken speaker or champion that the race has produced" might be used to
deny her a passport, Marshall asked the audience to report any spies. Wells-
Barnett apparently did temper her words. According to an MID spy (evi-
dently not spotted by the crowd), there was "nothing of interest" in her
speech, even though MID agent W. H. Loving asserted she "went to Balti-
more for the purpose of delivering one of her favorite addresses."6

Loving, a retired army major and full-time MID specialist on "Negro
subversion," consistently argued against granting Wells-Barnett a passport.
Although Loving sometimes used the threat of subversion to lobby against
discrimination, in August 1919 MID Director Marlborough Churchill
called him "one of the best types of the 'white man's negro.'" Churchill's
memorandum also contained the report of J. E. Cutler, a white MID spe-
cialist whose full-time assignment was likewise "Negro subversion." In his
report Cutler referred to the revival of the Ku Klux Klan "for the purpose
of preventing misconduct on the part of the negroes and misunderstanding
as between whites and blacks." With such a mind-set, the government nat-
urally withheld permission to travel to France from African Americans
elected by their own people to observe the peace proceedings and lobby for
black interests.7
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Woodrow Wilson, in his quest for self-determination and other idealis-
tic goals outlined in his famous Fourteen Points, could hardly welcome the
"Address to the Country and the World" drafted by Wells-Barnett and oth-
ers. After noting that "every denial or violation of justice, humanity and
democracy has become a matter FOR CORRECTION AND ABROGATION ON A
WORLD BASIS BY A WORLD COURT," the document further stated that "we
must call world attention to the utterly undemocratic conditions under
which every person of color is forced to live in this country." As during Mal-
colm X's attempt in the 1960s to bring the United States before the World
Court for violations of human rights, government attempts to repress such
movements merely give them attention and credibility. Trotter sneaked
across the ocean as a ship's cook and returned as a hero to African Ameri-
cans.8

White America's refusal to apply the tenets of democracy at home dis-
illusioned and angered African Americans who had "closed ranks" during
the war. There was a marked reluctance to accept peacefully the continu-
ation of second-class citizenship. In June 1919 a newly established black
newspaper, the Chicago Whip, pointedly informed whites that "the com-
promising peace-at-any-price Negro is rapidly passing into the scrap heap
of yesterday." Tension in Chicago escalated during the war as jobs lured
black southerners, whose mass arrival created severe housing shortages. In
the decade between 1910 and 1920, the population of South Side, popu-
lated mostly by African Americans, almost tripled. Overcrowding by rural
immigrants poorly equipped for urban life created a plethora of social prob-
lems, which middle-class black Chicagoans sought to escape — only to be
met with hostility as they moved into previously all-white neighborhoods.
To repel black newcomers, white Chicagoans organized "protective orga-
nizations" and increasingly resorted to violence, including twenty-six
bombings from July 1917 to July 1919.9

Because of her prior investigations of racial violence, Wells-Barnett be-
came more and more concerned and sought to defuse the situation. In
June 1919 she led delegations twice to Mayor William Hale Thompson's
office, only to be turned away. The group was told to take their concerns re-
garding the bombings to the chief of police. In a letter published in the
Chicago Tribune on 7 July, Wells-Barnett compared the city's racial situa-
tion and lack of governmental response to the early situation in East Saint
Louis. "In all earnestness," she wrote, "I implore Chicago to set the wheels
of justice in motion before it is too late, and Chicago be disgraced by some
of the bloody outrages that have disgraced East St. Louis." A little over two
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weeks later the Tribune deplored the growing racial animosity and ac-
knowledged that "there are a great many intelligent colored men and
women, both in professional and home life, eager to participate in confer-
ences seeking a disposition of the race question." Four days later, on 27
July, the powder keg exploded.10

A dispute over a Lake Michigan bathing beach ignited a race war that
lasted thirteen days. Fifteen whites and twenty-three African Americans
died and at least a thousand black families were left homeless. Typical of
the many race riots during the so-called Red Summer of 1919, the Chicago
riot marked the collision of white desire to maintain the racial status quo
and black determination to change it. The local chapter of the NERL
sprang into action at the outbreak, led by its president, N. S. Taylor, and
Wells-Barnett. With local ministers, they established the Protective Associ-
ation, which met daily during the riot and served as a liaison with the city
government. Eventually, however, Wells-Barnett resigned to protest the
group's support of a proposal to have the state attorney general, Edward J.
Brundage, take charge of an extended investigation of the riot. She was fu-
rious when they turned to the man she felt had been derelict in his han-
dling of the East Saint Louis riot two years earlier. Turning in her mem-
bership card and leaving to one minister's comment of "good riddance,"
Wells-Barnett walked away with tears streaming down her face. Wells-
Barnett often took personal offense when people disagreed with her. That
tendency, as well as her unwavering conviction that right was always on her
side, led Wells-Barnett into a self-defeating pattern of breaking organiza-
tional ties and then bemoaning her isolation.

The Chicago riot was apparently painful for Wells-Barnett, who de-
voted a mere three and a half pages of her autobiography to the event. She
concluded her discussion of it by noting the report of the Chicago Com-
mission on Race Relations on the riot and noted, "Many recommendations
were made, but few, if any, have been carried out. Chicago has been left
with a heritage of race prejudice which seems to increase rather than de-
crease." Her words proved true. In testimony before the Commission on
Civil Disorders in 1968, black sociologist Kenneth Clark cited that report
and others, describing them as "the same moving picture re-shown over
and over again, the same analysis, the same recommendations, and the
same inaction."11

The willingness of African Americans to fight back alarmed many,
causing wild rumors to be circulated. An MID report in October noted gos-
sip that Wells-Barnett and Oscar DePriest were making bombs and accu-
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mulating hand grenades.12 The increased militancy and resultant hysteria

were not limited to northern cities. In Phillips County, Arkansas, where the

population was over 75 percent black, some sharecroppers organized a
union to combat exploitive practices of white landowners. Late in the night
of 30 September 1919, men at a union meeting exchanged gunfire with oc-
cupants of a passing car. This triggered four days of violence, known as the
Elaine riots, that left five whites and many more African Americans dead.
Whites claimed the African Americans were conspiring to kill all the
whites and appropriate their land. M.any black men were arrested and

twelve were sentenced to be executed.13

Wells-Barnett immediately mobilized. When the local NERL was too
slow in responding, she approached an organization known as the People's
Movement (in which her husband was active and Oscar DePriest was a
leader). The group sent a petition to the Arkansas governor promising to

use its influence to urge African Americans to leave Arkansas if the men
were electrocuted. After receiving a letter from one of the imprisoned men,
Wells-Barnett journeyed to the Arkansas address given in the letter, meet-
ing with some of the prisoners' wives and mothers. Making herself incon-
spicuous in order to pass as another relative, she went with them to the jail.
According to her account, when the men heard her name whispered to
them, "an expression of joy spread over their faces." They agreed to write

out full accounts of their experiences, and they sang for her. Before she left,
Wells-Barnett told them, "Quit talking about dying; if you believe your

God is all powerful, believe he is powerful enough to open these prison
doors, and say so. Dying is the last thing you ought to even think about,
much less talk about. Pray to live and believe you are going to get out."14

As in some previous incidents, Wells-Barnett and the NAACP dupli-
cated efforts. Both she and Walter White investigated the case and pub-
lished their results—Wells-Barnett in a pamphlet, The Arkansas Race Riot.
Previously, most white newspapers had been accepting the stories of a
black conspiracy. As a result of the increased publicity, the Elaine rioters
became a cause celebre, and all the condemned men were freed by Janu-
ary 1925. Wells-Barnett was gratified when one of the freed men came to
her home to express his thanks, but the campaign had exacted its price.
Her actions alienated the men of the local NERL and worsened her rela-
tions with NAACP leaders, who claimed credit for the men's release and
asked Wells-Barnett to turn over any money she had raised for the cause.

Wells-Bamett's feelings of isolation, betrayal, and disappointment also
grew out of her increasingly difficult task of keeping the Negro Fellowship
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League (NFL) in operation. Until she lost her job as adult probation offi-
cer, her salary had supported the group. Fees collected by its employment
bureau could barely meet expenses. Remembering the activism of the
Methodist Episcopal Church in establishing such schools as her alma
mater, Rust College, she turned to Bishop Thomas Nicholson in Chicago
for aid in continuing the NFL and making it a school for social workers. He
referred her request to the district superintendent for the colored churches.
As the superintendent's list of demands grew, Wells-Barnett agreed to turn
the NFL's Sunday services over to the church and to relinquish the presi-
dency to a young male graduate of Garrett Biblical Institute. After acqui-
escing to male leadership, she continued to be annoyed at questions
regarding the lack of support of the NFL by the "leading citizens." Wells-
Barnett was proud that the group's officers included a ragpicker, compar-
ing her supporters to the "fishermen, tax collectors, publicans, and sin-
ners" who followed Jesus. The last straw came when the superintendent
seemed reluctant to trust her with a check to pay off the landlord. She lost
her temper and the arrangement came to an end.15

Wells-Barnett was especially defensive about the lack of support she re-
ceived from the black elite, because it both wounded her personally and di-
minished her effectiveness. She had been hurt when black leaders talked
Victor F. Lawson into transferring his crucial financial support from the
NFL to the new YMCA. In 1915 another competitor for support arrived in
Chicago when T. Arnold Hill organized a local chapter of the National Ur-
ban League. Founded in New York during 1911, the Urban League was an
interracial group dedicated to providing assistance to the hordes of black
migrants entering northern cities. Its conservative stance on labor issues
won the backing of white businesspeople, and its efficiency and profes-
sionalism in providing social services won the allegiance of white progres-
sives and social workers. It also received support among black Chicagoans,
which Wells-Barnett attributed to "the strange way we have of taking hold
of the new to the detriment of the old."16

But a number of other factors contributed to the Urban League's re-
ceiving greater assistance and the death of the NFL. The Urban League's
well-organized efficiency displaced many other small-scale social aid pro-
grams of churches and individuals as well as Wells-Barnett's group. Busi-
ness support for the Urban League guaranteed it access to more employ-
ment opportunities, diminishing the effectiveness of the NFL employment
agency that provided the group's income. In contrast to the Urban
League's staff of full-time social work professionals, the NFL was led by
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one woman engaged in numerous other crusades as well as the duties of
motherhood. Whereas the federal government saw the NFL's employment
activities as "Negro agitation" (in the words of one FBI memorandum), the
Department of Labor provided financial assistance to the Urban League's
employment bureau.17

Wells-Barnett contributed to her own loss of support through her tem-
perament and actions. She tended to see other groups as competitors. For
example, she claimed that "it seemed that the Urban League was brought
to Chicago to supplant the activities of the Negro Fellowship League." Ob-
viously, she took no role in the Urban League. Her confrontational ap-
proach and uncompromising self-righteousness disrupted most of the
movements she joined. To herself, Wells-Barnett reluctantly recognized
her role in alienating coworkers. An early version of her autobiographical
account of one confrontation included the words, "I, as usual, lost what fa-
vor I had by becoming furiously angry." However, she struck through those
words in her rewrite.18

The NFL closed its doors late in 1920. Soon afterward, on 15 Decem-
ber, Wells-Barnett entered the hospital for a gallbladder operation. There
were apparently complications; the Chicago Defender noted that on
Christmas "visitors were allowed for the first time and the Barnett family
attended en masse." She remained in the hospital over a month, and her
sister Lily came from California to care for her when she returned home.
Not until the end of March did the Broad Ax announce, "she is now able
to be up and around in her lovely home at 3624 Grand Boulevard." In her
autobiography, Wells-Barnett claimed it took a full year for her to recuper-
ate, during which she "did more serious thinking from a personal point of
view than ever before" and came to the conclusion that she "had nothing
to show for all those years of toil and labor."19

Her illness seems to have marked a turning point in Wells-Barnett's
life. Earlier in 1920, she had not only struggled to keep the NFL in opera-
tion but also maintained a hectic schedule of speeches and trips as well as
political, civic, and church work. Joining the Metropolitan Community
Church soon after its founding by a former pastor of Bethel A.M.E., Wells-
Barnett taught an adult Sunday school class and became active in the Met-
ropolitan Center Lyceum that met on Sunday evenings. She also chaired
a committee that sought to raise money to win seats for African American
women at the Republican National Convention held in Chicago that
year.20

Trips often took her away from her home in early 1920, and her fre-



In the backyard at 3624 Grand Boulevard; Wells-Barnett and Alfreda standing,
Ferdinand seated, and Herman in the window, August 1919 (courtesy of the Uni-
versity of Chicago Library).
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quent absences seem to have troubled Wells-Barnett. From a conference in
September on Charities and Corrections at Jacksonville, Illinois, she wrote
her family of an additional request to speak at a Jacksonville church and ex-
plained, "So I won't be home to help my girls celebrate Halloween." The
letter contained not only her apology but also a statement of logistical plan-
ning that many working mothers can identify with: "Freda is all settled that
she goes with Irene & her father or Louise & her father. Ida I hope has seen
Essie & the other girls and planned to have them bring her by home from
the Y.W.C.A." Later in the letter she makes a telling confession:

You know all that is in my heart to say to you, so I will not need to
say it. Whenever I think of my dear girls, which is all the time, such
a feeling of confidence comes over me. I know my girls are true to
me, to themselves and their God wherever they are, and my heart is
content. I have had many troubles and much disappointment in life,
but I feel that in you I have abiding joy. I feel that whatever others
may do, my girls are now and will be shining examples of noble true
womanhood.21

The letter reveals her methods of shaping her children and her realization
of her family's importance to her. The elaborate arrangements for daugh-
ters aged nineteen and sixteen also reflect Wells-Barnett's protectiveness
and realization of their impending womanhood.

Possibly as a result of that realization, combined with her poor health
and a hospitalization, Wells-Barnett seems to have spent a relatively quiet
year at home in 1921. She helped make local arrangements for a national
meeting of the NERL, but there were few references to her in the local
black papers. One was a notice in the New Year's Eve edition of the De-
fender that "Mrs. Ida B. Wells-Barnett and her daughters, Misses Ida and
Alfreda Barnett, will be at home to their gentlemen friends" on New Year's
Day. She also became a grandmother in 1921 when Herman's wife gave
birth to an eleven-pound boy. According to her daughter, "With time on
her hands, and no longer confined to bed, she spent as much time as the
nurses would allow fondly hovering over her first grandson." Four years
later only Ida remained at home, and the family of three moved from the
fourteen-room house on Grand Boulevard to a five-room apartment on
East Garfield.22

From 1922 to the end of the decade, Wells-Barnett gave speeches,
founded short-lived organizations, embarked on solitary crusades, worked
for the Republican party, attempted to regain a national leadership role,
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began her autobiography, and continued to provoke controversy. Although
she received honors in her home town, her feelings of alienation and be-
trayal continued to grow—and they found expression in her emerging
autobiography. Indeed, a sense of being overlooked at the national level
seems to have been a major spur to Wells-Barnett's writing an account of
her life. Once celebrated widely by the black press and seen as the embod-
iment of the antilynching campaign, she had an international reputation at
the turn of the century. In the 1920s her influence had declined. Symbolic
of her marginalization in the 1920s was the increasing identification of the
antilynching movement with others.

In 1922 Wells-Barnett lobbied both President Warren G. Harding and
the Senate for passage of the Dyer bill, which would have imposed heavy
penalties on counties where lynchings occurred. However, that bill
reached the floor of the Senate largely as the result of the NAACP's move-
ment for federal legislation against lynching. After the failure to get the
Dyer bill passed, the NAACP continued the crusade—without any suc-
cess, but with a lot of publicity. As the group began to be recognized as the
premiere advocate of black rights, Wells-Barnett's alienation from it grew.
She was not among the participants in the National Conference on Lynch-
ing, called by the NAACP in 1919. By 1930 her name had become so di-
vorced from the antilynching movement that she was also absent from the
National Antilynching Congress organized by the NERL, which also had
lost influence.23

Without a voice in the NAACP or the Urban League, Wells-Barnett at-
tempted once again to gain power in the National Association of Colored
Women (NACW)—the other powerful national organization for black ad-
vancement. She regained the presidency of the Ida B. Wells Club and rep-
resented it at the national NACW meeting held at Chicago in August
1924. There she made a run for the presidency but was defeated by Mary
McLeod Bethune. The Broad Ax speculated that Wells-Barnett "will not
lose any sleep over this defeat," but according to her daughter, she was in-
deed disappointed.24

Although unable to win an office in a national organization, Wells-
Barnett remained active in the Ida B. Wells Club, serving as the chair of its
civics committee and its program committee after resigning from its presi-
dency. She also continued to found and lead such local women's groups as
the Women's Forum in 1926 and the Third Ward Women's Political Club
in 1927. Additionally, she participated in Chicago interracial organiza-
tions; for example, she was vice president of the multiracial Anthropologi-
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cal Society, which presented programs to foster tolerance and understand-
ing among ethnic groups. Typically, Wells-Barnett strained that tolerance
and understanding with a presentation in January 1926 titled "Mixed Mar-
riages." It addressed the strongest taboo in white society—one shared even
by many white liberals. She noted that the question, "Do you want your
daughter to marry a nigger?" very often "hardened the hearts and stifled the
conscience . . . of the nation." Although white men preached racial purity
and passed miscegenation laws, at the end of the Civil War their sons and
daughters comprised "one-ninth of the so-called black race." Laws, accord-
ing to Wells-Barnett, were powerless to keep people apart. She claimed that
mixed marriages did not lead to degeneracy and "cited such examples as
Pushkin, Dumas, Alexander Hamilton, Frederick Douglass and others of
mixed blood who had made notable achievements." A participant noted
the "tenseness with which the audience had listened," which led the club's
president to remind the listeners that they "had no business to join the or-
ganization unless they could be tolerant."25 Apparently, Wells-Barnett

shared the militancy of Trotter and Garvey but not their separatist ideology.
The same anger that diminished her effectiveness in organizations

fueled her continual crusades. Throughout the decade, Wells-Barnett's
outrage over injustice stirred her to protest. For example, in 1927 a Missis-
sippi River flood created mass destruction and devastation. Federal and
Red Cross relief efforts were riddled with racism. Reports of black refugees'
being denied food and forced to work like slaves on levees and white-
owned plantations soon circulated. Wells-Barnett demanded action from

Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover and urged others to take action.
After a "Negro Committee" investigated conditions, she scorned its reports
because they minimized the problems, praised the Red Cross, and laid the
blame for any discrimination on local committees that had "misinter-
preted" Red Cross policies. Urging people to not be "hoodwinked," Wells-
Barnett used an analogy to make her point:

When a doctor visits a patient who has a bullet wound that is infect-
ed, he doesn't spend time admiring the part of the body that needs
no attention nor draw attention to the symmetry of the patient's
limbs. He gets busy at once on the infected wound and cleanses and
disinfects the spot which needs it.26

In 1928 her crusades included going with a delegation to the Illinois
governor to urge an end to the segregation of the state home for girls as well
as organizing protests against the police slaying of a sixteen-year-old boy.
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The next year she raised her voice in outrage over the stoning of a black
Girl Scout outing at Jackson Park beach.27 Wells-Barnett not only preached
eternal vigilance, she practiced it.

A continuing source of disappointment for Wells-Barnett was her in-
ability to play important roles in the Republican party after the franchise-
ment of women. Positions of power seemed to go to her enemies. In 1920
the party named Lethia Fleming as "national director to organize the col-
ored women." Fleming, who was a close ally of Mary Church Terrell and
shared Terrell's dislike of Wells-Barnett, continued to have influence and
served as director of the Colored Women's Organization's western division
in 1928. In the 1924 election, Hallie Q. Brown, another critic of Wells-
Barnett, held the post of "national director of the Colored Women's De-
partment." Wells-Barnett's marginal position among black clubwomen on
the national level undoubtedly decreased her local influence. Despite her
political activism, she had little influence in the 1924 meeting to form the
National League of Republican Colored Women, winning no office but
merely an appointment to the publicity committee.28

Wells-Barnett's limited influence in mainstream Republican politics is
illustrated in the elections of 1928 and 1930. During Herbert Hoover's
1928 campaign, a press release that announced the formation of the Col-
ored Voters' Division of the Republican National Committee did not in-
clude her name in the list of "outstanding women . . . serving in various key
capacities "29 A private report of a Republican meeting in Chicago a few
days later noted:

You know how Mrs. Barnett would act. She and her cohorts held a
meeting of protest last night, against the bringing up here from
Kansas City of Myrtle Foster Cook, when she is here, demanded by
the Illinois voters, and could do so much better. . . . She has also
written a special letter to Mr. Hoover. Thank heaven he may never
see it.30

Not one to be ignored, she attended the opening of the Division's western
headquarters in Chicago that month. Her persistence paid off; she was ap-
pointed National Organizer of Illinois Colored Women.31

Wells-Barnett quickly ordered calling cards that listed her position and
reported to the headquarters office on 10 September, sending out a mass
mailing the next day. She also organized a rally and reported having a thou-
sand people present on 20 September. Trouble soon arose, however. The
office refused to pay the rental and printing bills for the rally, turned down



Defending Freedom until Death 335

her request to publish the address she gave, and refused to fill her order for
pledge cards and literature for distribution. Wells-Barnett was able to get
Oscar DePriest to pay the hall rental, but used her own modest salary to pay
for the printing of the flyers that announced the rally and for the publica-
tion of her speech under the title, Why I am for Hoover. On 8 October she
apparently lost her salaried position and financial support for her organiz-
ing efforts. "Every mail I get," she complained on 19 October, "begs me to
come to the women I have organized and speak, but Roscoe Simmons tells
me there is no money to pay expenses."32

On 20 October, after returning from a speaking tour of ten counties,
Wells-Barnett received a letter from Claude Barnett requesting a statement
on "Why I am for Hoover." The indefatigable campaigner sat up until 2:00
A.M. composing a response. Worried about "the apathy of those to whom
was confided the duty of combating Democratic propaganda," Wells-
Barnett sent another statement detailing numerous Democratic party as-
saults on black rights. "This time the wolf in sheep's clothing," she wrote,
"is spending money like water to lure our folks in the Democratic camp,
but very few of them are going to betray our race for 30 pieces of silver or
for the prospect of a drink of liquor."33 She may have felt like an honored
insider by Barnett's request, but she was one of dozens he solicited in his
role as secretary of publicity for the Republican Colored Voters Division.34

The 1930 elections were another disappointment for Wells-Barnett. In
the fall of 1929, Ruth Hanna McCormick announced her candidacy for
the United States Senate and asked Mary Church Terrell to head her cam-
paign among black women. Wells-Barnett was outraged and organized a
protest meeting. The group forwarded resolutions to McCormick; one
stated: "We resent the slight thus put upon the Negro women of Illinois,
whose vote she solicits, by the employment of an outsider to influence that
vote." In her anger, Wells-Barnett evidently referred to a black employee of
the candidate as a "spittoon cleaner." In the end all she had accomplished
was to create an uproar and hurt her own political ambitions.35

Wells-Barnett's political goal was election to the state senate in 1930.
In January she unsuccessfully solicited the support of two old political
allies — Charles Deneen and Edward Wright—whom she called "still stub-
born about helping women" in her diary. Not easily discouraged, on 3 Feb-
ruary she ordered the necessary petitions to qualify as a candidate and
mailed them to Springfield with more than five hundred names on 12 Feb-
ruary. Her campaign, however, received little press coverage aside from
what appears to be a paid announcement. People promised support and
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then did not deliver it. Campaign contributions were scanty—mostly from
one woman and Ferdinand Barnett, who contributed both his time and
money to open a campaign office and distribute twenty thousand flyers.
Wells-Barnett gave speeches wherever she was invited; nevertheless, with-
out the support of either major political faction, she received a mere 585
votes.36

The campaign consumed a lot of time between January and April, but
it comprised only a portion of the sixty-eight-year-old crusader's activities.
In 1930 she served again as president of the Ida B. Wells Club and chaired
the Women's Sunday Evening Club. In January 1931, she became a mem-
ber of the United Clubs Emergency Relief movement, which was formed
in response to the worsening economic depression. Continuing the eternal
vigilance that she declared the price of liberty, Wells-Barnett wrote articles
about such injustices as "rotten conditions in Chicago's public schools"
and the nomination of an acknowledged racist to the U.S. Supreme Court.
The diary she kept for a few months in 1930 reflected her hectic schedule
of meetings. She also appeared often in court and before the board of par-
dons on behalf of people caught in the criminal justice system."

The year was not only busy but emotionally draining as well. As in her
diary from the 1880s, Wells-Barnett recorded her worries about money but
continued to attend plays and movies. She was also concerned about "a
problem child." Just like his uncle, Jim Wells, her son Herman had a gam-
bling problem and expected Wells-Barnett to "straighten out his tangle."
She was heartsick when he disappeared (although he did leave a note on
her pillow) and appalled when she found out that her son, a lawyer, had
embezzled clients' money to pay for his gambling. Although the rest of her
children were successful and respected, she was so tormented by Herman's
dilemma that she "read to keep from thinking."38

Even though Chicago's black community paid homage to both Bar-
netts in 1927 with two testimonial dinners, in 1930 Wells-Barnett brooded
over the fact that Carter G. Woodson's book on African American history
"made no mention of my anti-lynching contribution."39 For several years
she had been working on an autobiography, which she began after a young
woman admitted not knowing why Wells-Barnett was important. In the
preface she proclaimed, "And so, because our youth are entitled to the facts
of race history which only the participant's can give, I am thus led to set
forth the facts contained in this volume which I dedicate to them."40 The
words she wrote, however, sometimes seemed more like a brief in her own
defense, which gave her side of every dispute she could remember. The
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manuscript is a record of her public life; very seldom did she discuss her
private affairs. Even so, it sometimes sparkles with her spirit—especially in
the early chapters. As Wells-Barnett began to tell of the events of 1927 and
1928, the narrative became bogged down in detail. She was still working
on the autobiography when she became ill; four days later, on 25 March
1931, she died of uremic poisoning.

Her funeral proved that Wells-Barnett, although controversial, was re-
spected by many. The church was packed and the sidewalks filled with
people who "stood outdoors shivering in the biting March wind . . . to get
a last look at the woman who has stood as champion in so many causes af-
fecting the welfare of the Race." For almost an hour, mourners, both black
and white, passed solemnly by the coffin. "In keeping with the simple lives
led by members of the Barnett family," the Defender noted that the last rites
were held with "the simple dignity and a solemnity befitting the occasion
of the passing of a great woman." The minister noted, "She will be missed,"
the paper continued, "And the throng in the pews, the throng lining the
walls, the throng high up in the balcony, the throngs packed in the
vestibules, answered with nods of heads, 'She will be missed.'"41

Wells-Barnett's sons, stepsons, and nephews were the pallbearers. Her
two daughters, two sisters, and two brothers sat in the mourners' seats with
Ferdinand Barnett. Lily, George, and Jim had come from California for the
funeral. The family decided to forgo the lengthy reading of memorials and
telegrams, selecting only one of each. The Ida B. Wells Club, which had
hosted her wedding reception over thirty years earlier, presented the only
memorial. The telegram was from a personal friend rather than a well-
known politician or leader. Ferdinand refused to allow those who had not
supported his wife in life to eulogize her in death. The Defender described
the ceremony as "no fanfare of trumpets, no undue shouting, no flowery or-
atory— just plain, earnest, sincere words from the mouths of those to whom
the grief was real."42

A few days after the funeral, Irene McCoy Gaines, a leading black
Chicago clubwoman, remembered that Wells-Barnett's last official act was
a request made to each city club for books, especially those by African
Americans, for a YMCA "book shower." Gaines remarked that the request
was in keeping with the deceased's long-standing efforts to foster race pride
and noted, "It was her special mission to interpret and express the wrongs
and sufferings of an oppressed race." Even those who had disagreed with
Wells-Barnett praised her efforts. W. E. B. Du Bois declared, "The passing
of Ida Wells Barnett calls for more than an ordinary obituary." He credited
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her with beginning "the awakening of the conscience of the nation" and ex-
plained that her "work has easily been forgotten because it was taken up on
a much larger scale by the N.A.A.C.P. and carried to greater success."43

Never awarded prestigious prizes in life, Wells-Barnett has been show-
ered with honors in death. Recognition came first in Chicago, where a
public housing project was named for her in 1940. Outside of her home-
town, however, few remembered her. Alfreda Duster refused to let her
mother's legacy remain unknown. It took incredible persistence — almost
forty years—to get her mother's autobiography published in 1970. By then
Wells-Barnett's uncompromising militancy resonated with a new genera-
tion born of the civil rights movement and disillusioned by the slow pace of
change. A new wave of feminists also found inspiration in her life and de-
plored society's ignorance of her and other women's contributions. Since
then a postage stamp has been issued in her honor, her home has been
made into an historic site, a public television documentary has been pro-
duced of her life, and her diaries and writings have become available in
paperback. Dozens of scholars and journalists have written thousands of
words about her. No longer will her name be omitted from history books.
Her story is too important to be ignored.

Few people offer greater insights into the complex issues confronting
African Americans, women, and reformers in general. Wells-Barnett illus-
trates the inadequacy of ideological labels; she vacillated between integra-
tion and separatism, agitation and self-help, nationalism and assimilation.
No theory or cause transcended her desire to "gather my race in my arms
and fly far away with them [to a place safe from harm]." Her destination
sometimes changed but never her desire to protect. Whenever and wher-
ever she encountered injustice, Wells-Barnett sought to make a difference.
She attempted to make the horrors of racism real to a complacent world by
painting pictures with her words, as Martin Luther King, Jr., later used tele-
vision. Both recognized that evil flourishes in the dark. The gradual demise
of lynching was the result of many factors, but surely the first step had to be
the public's awareness and rejection of the practice.

Wells-Barnett was not wedded to a particular method any more than
she was to an ideology. She recognized the complexity of the problems fac-
ing African Americans and sought to use all available tools to improve their
lives. On New Year's Day, less than three months before she died, she wrote
of the passing year's "splendid lessons in life's school." Her list of three be-
gan with the success of a local paper's campaign urging people not to shop
where they could not work, which she called "this bloodless battle for
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recognition and progress in the economic field." The second lesson was
learned when lobbying efforts prevented the confirmation of John J.
Parker, a southern segregationist, to the Supreme Court. This victory
taught "the strength of our political worth." Finally, Wells-Barnett praised
the critically acclaimed performance of black actors in the play, "Green
Pastures," which she called a "wonderful testimonial to Negro art and reli-
gion."44 Wells-Barnett visited presidents and scolded newspapers for using
the term "darky." Nothing was too big or too small for her to tackle.

Her experiences in politics and reform movements also demonstrate
the continuing importance of the concept of race in the United States. It
persists in the inability or unwillingness of white reformers to realize how
racism taints even their best intentions and sometimes leads them to call
naively for color blindness in their movements. Wells-Barnett clearly rec-
ognized that for African Americans race was the primary prism through
which their lives were viewed and experienced. In determining her life,
nothing was more important than her color. Caring deeply about many is-
sues, she often experienced a sense of divided duty but consistently placed
race interests first—above political alignments, other causes, ideology,
friendships, and sometimes even family.

Few Americans before or after have more consistently refused to com-
promise with the evil of racial prejudice. Born of rage, her uncompromis-
ing militancy limited Wells-Barnett's effectiveness as an organizational
leader. Anger constantly got her into trouble but also fueled her continual
crusades for justice. Every movement owes its success to a multitude of
people and factors; gauging precisely the impact of one individual is im-
possible. Few people can single-handedly bring change. Some injustices,
such as racism, cannot be easily cured but, nonetheless, should not be tol-
erated. Acquiescence to evil can be complicity by allowing the compla-
cency of ignorance. Ida B. Wells-Barnett reminds the world that society
needs its disturbing elements "to keep the waters troubled."
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