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FOREWORD
EVE L. EWING

I suspect many readers may come to this book seeking something 
it cannot readily give. It remains unfinished, ending abruptly mid-
narrative. At its conclusion, Wells is in the midst of a complicated 
account involving fundraising by the American Citizenship Fed-
eration, an invitation for Robert Sengstacke Abbott (the famous 
publisher of the Chicago Defender) to dine at the Drake Hotel, and 
the invitation’s withdrawal for fear hotel staff would discriminate 
against him. The book’s final sentences read, “In a few days an item 
appeared in the Tribune stating that the two-million-dollar drive 
had been called off. I also received some beautiful letters from mem-
bers of the board of directors thanking us for calling attention to 
what was go . . . ,” and there it ends. Midstory, midsentence, mid-
word. What could be more maddening? A century beyond the era 
of Ida B. Wells, we who so admire her, who so aspire to her legacy of 
politically transformative writing and organizing, are left grasping 
for something she wasn’t able to give us. In the corpus of memoirs 
and autobiographies left behind by luminaries of her caliber, this 
one stands apart. Largely missing are general observations about 
what constitutes a good life, admonitions about where and how to 
direct our energies toward achieving social change, and grandiose 
statements about the nature of blackness, or of womanhood, or of 
the American democratic project.

Instead, fittingly, Ida B. Wells has given us a record of her work. 
Indeed, the above passage about the Drake Hotel incident is typical. 
This is a woman who changed the world through meticulous fact-
finding, who often established a record where there was none, using 
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careful documentation when others were satisfied with hearsay or 
outright lies. Her autobiography is no different. Chapter by chapter, 
she spells out in detail all the messy facts that others would just as 
soon omit. Much of the book is dedicated to her travels throughout 
the United Kingdom:

I spoke in Pembroke Chapel the first Sunday night of my stay in Liver-
pool. The pastor of the church, Rev. C. F. Aked, presided. Last Sunday 
afternoon to an audience of fifteen hundred men in the Congrega-
tional church. Sunday night at the Unitarian church, Rev. R. A. Arm-
strong presided. The Lord Mayor of Liverpool is a member of this con-
gregation and consented to preside at my meeting but was prevented 
at the last minute from doing so.

Roughly 140 pages of Crusade for Justice are filled with these 
details—the name of the meeting, the name of the city, the train she 
took to get there, the people who were the hosts, the newspaper that 
reported the convening, the discord or unplanned adjustments. For 
the reader eager to learn more about Ida B. Wells, legendary anti-
lynching advocate, revolutionary, and iconic champion of justice, 
these lengthy accounts may be discouraging. But this is the book 
Wells set out to write. In the preface she tells of meeting a young 
woman who asked about her work and of realizing “there was no 
record from which she could inform herself. I then promised to set it 
down in writing so those of her generation could know how the agi-
tation against the lynching evil began, and the debt of gratitude we 
owe to the English people for their splendid help in that movement.”

In the very minutiae of her narrative, Wells is teaching us some-
thing necessary yet easily forgotten about the work of social change. 
A project of this magnitude—battling against the frequent extra-
judicial killing of Black people and the widespread casual view of 
such murder as socially acceptable—requires more than plati-
tudes and easy pronouncements about hope. It is as mundane as it 
is taxing. It involves endless train rides alone to places where you 
are not wanted, figuring out how to breast-feed your child in a back 
room of a conference (“I honestly believe that I am the only woman 
in the United States who ever traveled throughout the country 
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with a nursing baby to make political speeches”), and navigating 
the petty disputes and flaws of the people who are supposed to be 
your allies.

Rarely is this the story of political history we receive; our under-
standing overflows with larger-than-life tales of monumental men 
who, we are left to assume, changed the course of human civiliza-
tion through sheer willpower. This book is not that. This is a book 
about a woman who sometimes did not have child care, who went 
on the road when she would rather have stayed home, who con-
stantly fretted over fundraising, who sometimes offended people 
and sometimes was offended, who got seasick, who was told she 
would be nominated for a committee only to find out that W. E. B. 
Du Bois had removed her name from the roll without bothering to 
consult anyone. Ida B. Wells was a muckraker, and this is part of 
the muck.

Certainly, if we make our way between the dates and the dis-
patches, the trappings of a more orthodox autobiography are there. 
And there is so much that was remarkable about Ida B. Wells. More 
than a decade before Plessy v. Ferguson, she refused to move from 
a Whites-only train car, bit the conductor’s hand when he tried to 
forcibly remove her, and subsequently sued the railroad—a case 
that went to the state supreme court. She was a public intellec-
tual by calling, beginning her work as an editor because she had 
“an instinctive feeling that the people who had little or no school 
training should have something coming into their homes weekly 
which dealt with their problems in a simple, helpful way.” At a time 
when the ymca and the settlement house movement failed to serve 
Black people, especially those newly arrived in Chicago from the 
South during the Great Migration, she cofounded a reading room 
and social center where newcomers could find employment; get 
counseling, clothes, and housing assistance; and have a safe place 
to read and to establish social networks.

The anti-lynching work for which Wells is most famous was 
hardly an abstract exercise. She was personally traumatized by the 
same violent White supremacist fervor that motivated her writing. 
In 1892 the lynching of a Black grocery store owner and his two 
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employees stunned the people of Memphis. In response the Free 
Speech, the newspaper Wells co-owned, urged Black people to flee 
Memphis, “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.” Wells wrote missives 
encouraging Black residents to move west or, if they remained, to 
stop spending money in the city and to stop riding the streetcars.

For this Wells faced threats against her own life. While she was 
away from home, a mob destroyed the office of the Free Speech 
and ruined all the newspaper’s equipment, driving her business 
partner out of town. A warning appeared in the local White news-
paper that “anyone trying to publish the paper again [would] be 
punished with death.” Wells’s loved ones wrote to alert her that her 
home was being watched by men who had pledged to kill her the 
moment she returned. Wells determined to carry on with as much 
vigor as ever. “They had made me an exile and threatened my life 
for hinting at the truth. I felt that I owed it to myself and my race to 
tell the whole truth.”

It was this principle that guided her in the years to come, even 
when telling less than the whole truth would have been safer and 
more convenient. Wells was critical of the widely beloved White 
Christian leaders of the temperance movement, considered moral 
exemplars in their time, because of what she saw as their approval 
of lynching and their claims that the practice was a reasonable re-
sponse to the sexual threat that Black men posed to White women. 
During the fervor over the 1893 World’s Fair in Chicago, she worked 
with Frederick Douglass to publish a pamphlet criticizing the fair’s 
exclusion of Black Americans and circulated ten thousand copies 
to fair attendees from around the globe. She chastised Booker T. 
Washington for “telling chicken-stealing stories on his own people 
in order to amuse his audiences and get money for Tuskegee.” She 
directly questioned Susan B. Anthony’s tactic of excluding Black 
women from the suffrage movement in order to appease White 
southerners.

This dedication to telling the truth earned Wells plenty of chal-
lenges. One rival editor sent investigators to every town across the 
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South where Wells had lived seeking information that could be used 
to disparage her character. She was publicly censured for choosing 
to marry, which was seen as a tacit abandonment of her work. Like 
many Black women who came before her and who have come since, 
she seemed so capable and so exceptional that those around her had 
no qualms about expecting superhuman feats from a very human 
person. In 1909 a Black man was brutally lynched in Cairo, Illinois—
hanged, shot more than five hundred times, dragged through the 
streets for the amusement of onlookers, decapitated, and burned. 
Wells, by then the mother of four young children, at first refused 
to go and investigate. Her ten-year-old son awakened her in the 
middle of the night, saying her husband wanted her to get on the 
train. “Mother,” he said, “if you don’t go nobody else will.” Wells trav-
eled to Cairo, unearthed the details of the incident, and appeared 
before the governor as “the official representative of all the black 
people of Illinois” to argue that the sheriff who permitted the grue-
some event to happen should not be reinstated. She spoke against 
the sheriff ’s attorney, who was a state senator, and stood toe-to-toe 
with the state’s attorney. With no formal legal training, she won 
the case.

Despite all this, when Wells was hospitalized and bedridden 
for several weeks in 1920, she felt dissatisfied when reflecting on 
her life. “All at once the realization came to me that I had nothing 
to show for all those years of toil and labor.” It is sobering to read 
this from someone who, by any imaginable measure, had accom-
plished a stunning amount in her life, not only for herself but for 
her people. And yet her sentiment is understandable. Generations 
after the passing of Ida B. Wells, her battle continues. We still fight 
in defense of Black people’s basic humanity, our right to a fair appli-
cation of the laws of the land, and our right to not be brutally mur-
dered in public. In light of this continued struggle, maybe we don’t 
need more moving oratory or another inspirational fable about 
mythological people. Maybe we just need the whole truth.



The Wells-Barnett family just before Ferdinand L. Barnett Jr. left for 
overseas duty in World War I. Standing: Hulette D. Barnett (wife of 

Albert G. Barnett), Herman Kohlsaat Barnett, Ferdinand L. Barnett, 
Jr., Ida B. Barnett, Charles Aked Barnett, Alfreda M. Barnett, and 
Albert G. Barnett; seated: Ferdinand L. Barnett Sr. (husband of 

Ida B. Wells), Beatrice Barnett, Audrey Barnett, Ida B. Wells-Barnett; 
foreground: Hulette E. Barnett, Florence B. Barnett. Ferdinand L. 
Barnett’s children from a previous marriage are Ferdinand Jr. and 

Albert. The children of Ferdinand Barnett and Ida B. Wells are Herman,  
Ida B. Barnett, Charles, and Alfreda. The four little girls are the 
children of Albert and Hulette Barnett (1917). Courtesy of the 

University of Chicago Library, Special Collections Research Center.



FOREWORD TO THE 1970 EDITION
JOHN HOPE FRANKLIN

For more than forty years, Ida B. Wells was one of the most fearless 
and one of the most respected women in the United States. She was 
also one of the most articulate. Few defects in American society es-
caped her notice and her outrage. Among the things she fought 
were the racial discrimination at the Columbian Exposition in 1893, 
disfranchisement based on race, discrimination in employment, 
and segregation on public carriers. She was one of the first persons 
to bring legal action against a railroad because of discrimination. 
She was perhaps the first person to recite the horrors of lynching 
in lurid detail. By the written and spoken word, she laid bare the 
barbarism and inhumanity of the rope and faggot. Through her 
visits she became nearly as well known in England as she was in the 
United States, for she was determined that the entire world should 
know her native land for what it really was.

If Ida B. Wells spent much of her time fighting the evil aspects 
of human relations, she worked equally hard in the effort to de-
vise means to improve the lot of her fellows. She was one of the 
group that conceived and organized the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People. She was a leader in the club 
movement among Negro women. For many years she maintained 
almost single-handedly a facility in Chicago where a variety of 

John Hope Franklin (1915–2009) was the James B. Duke Professor of History at 
Duke University and the author of many books, including From Slavery to Freedom:  
A History of Negro Americans, Mirror to America: The Autobiography of John Hope 
Franklin, Racial Inequality in America, and Reconstruction after the Civil War. 
From 1967 until 1978, he edited a series of African American biographies in which 
this was originally published.
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young people’s organizations could meet under favorable condi-
tions and auspices. She was in the forefront in promoting political 
activity among Negroes; and on one occasion she ran for public 
office herself.

Her zeal and energy were matched by her uncompromising and 
unequivocal stand on every cause that she espoused. She did not 
hesitate to criticize southern whites, even before she left the South, 
or northern white liberals, or members of her own race when she 
was convinced that their positions were not in the best interests of 
all mankind. She did not hesitate to go to the scene of racial distur-
bances, including riots and lynchings, in order to get an accurate 
picture of what actually occurred. She did not hesitate to summon 
to the cause of human dignity anybody and everybody whom she 
believed could serve that cause.

In this autobiography she tells her story simply, but engagingly. 
In it one learns of her private life as well as her public activities. 
There is the task of caring for a growing family while continuing 
to serve the public in many ways. There is the problem of trying to 
develop leadership that will not destroy itself by petty bickering. 
There is the exciting opportunity to serve as correspondent for a 
big-city newspaper without compromising her outspoken posi-
tion on the problems that she discusses. Few documents written 
by an American woman approach this one either in importance or 
interest.

The autobiography has been carefully edited by Alfreda B. 
Duster, the daughter of Ida B. Wells. Although her interest in the 
subject is understandably deep and her knowledge of the things 
about which her mother writes is great, Mrs. Duster has not in-
truded herself into the story that is, after all, the story of Ida B. 
Wells. She has accurately perceived her role as an understanding 
and sympathetic editor, scrupulously avoiding the pitfalls of filial 
subjectivity.



INTRODUCTION
ALFREDA M. DUSTER

“God has raised up a modern Deborah in the person of Miss Ida B. 
Wells, whose voice has been heard throughout England and the 
United States . . . pleading as only she can plead for justice and fair 
treatment to be given her long-suffering and unhappy people. . . . 
We believe that God delivered her from being lynched at Memphis, 
that by her portrayal of the burnings at Paris, Texas, Texarkana, 
Arkansas, and elsewhere she might light a flame of righteous in-
dignation in England and America which, by God’s grace, will never 
be extinguished until a Negro’s life is as safe in Mississippi and Ten-
nessee as in Massachusetts or Rhode Island.”1

This statement by Norman B. Wood in 1897 was not an unusual 
description of this fiery reformer, feminist, and race leader during 
her lifetime and after her death. In newspapers, magazines, jour-
nals, and books of the period from 1890 to 1931, Ida B. Wells-Barnett 
was described over and over again as militant, courageous, deter-
mined, impassioned, and aggressive. These were uncommon terms 
for a person who was born to slave parents—and who was herself 
born a slave—in the hilly little town of Holly Springs, Mississippi, in 
1862. Her mother was a deeply religious woman whose convictions 
about the essential dignity of man developed under the cruelties 
of slavery. Her father, a man of independent spirit even in slavery, 
sought and attained his full independence in the period following 
emancipation. These qualities of her parents fused to add fire and 
zeal to the character of Ida Wells.

1  Norman B. Wood, The White Side of a Black Subject (Chicago: American Publishing 
House, 1897), pp. 381–82.
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Holly Springs had progressed from a small cotton plantation 
community of the 1830s until by the time of the Civil War it was de-
scribed as a small architectural paradise. An iron foundry and the 
main office of the Mississippi Central Railroad made it a much de-
sired location. Although little fighting took place there during the 
Civil War, the town changed hands many times. During one period 
of Union possession, Confederate forces under the command of 
General Earl Van Dorn rode into town, met with little resistance 
from the surprised Northerners, and burned and destroyed the 
business section of town as well as the armory and all federal sup-
plies. Many fine homes were also burned or used by soldiers and 
wrecked after occupation.2

In this relatively peaceful small town, Ida grew up, living in the 
home built and owned by her father, with the duties and respon-
sibilities of the eldest daughter of a family of eight children. Her 
father was a skilled carpenter and had plenty of work rebuilding 
homes, industrial plants, and government buildings destroyed 
during the hostilities. He was a man of considerable ability and 
much civic concern, and was selected as a member of the first board 
of trustees of Rust College.

Rust, originally named Shaw University, was founded in 1866 by 
Rev. A. C. McDonald, a minister from the North, who served as its 
first president.3 In the early days, Rust College provided instruction 
at all levels and grades, including the basic elementary subjects. 
Among the more enlightened portion of the white community in 
Holly Springs there was support for this college, as was evidenced 
by the annual report for 1875:

However hostile to the education of the Freedmen the whites may be 
elsewhere in the South, here both teachers and pupils are respected 
and encouraged by the most influential of them. One of the first men 

2  Hodding Carter, “A Proud Struggle for Grace: Holly Springs, Mississippi,” in A Van-
ishing America: The Life and Times of the Small Town, edited by Thomas C. Wheeler 
(New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1964), p. 61.
3  Rust College Sentinel, February 1968, p. 1.



	 i n t r o d u c t i o n 	 xvii

of this place, an ex-slave holder, has voluntarily taken it upon himself 
to raise means for us among his people.4

Both of Ida’s parents stressed the importance of securing an edu-
cation, and at Rust she had the guidance and instruction of dedi-
cated missionaries and teachers who came to Holly Springs to as-
sist the freedmen. Ida attended Rust all during her childhood and 
was regarded as an exceedingly apt pupil. On Sundays her religious 
parents would permit only the Bible to be read, so Ida read the Bible 
over and over again.

In 1878 a terrible epidemic of yellow fever struck Holly Springs. 
Two thousand of the town’s population of 3,500 fled; most of those 
who remained contracted the disease, and 304 died.5 Both of Ida’s 
parents and their youngest child, Stanley, ten months of age, died 
in this epidemic. Another child, Eddie, had died a few years earlier, 
and Eugenia, the sister next to Ida, died a few years later. Although 
friends, neighbors, and other well-wishers offered to take some of 
the children, Ida, at sixteen, was steadfastly determined to keep 
the family together. Her father had left some money, and with the 
help of the Masons, who were guardians, she cared for all of them.

After passing the teacher’s examination, Ida was assigned to a 
one-room school in the rural district about six miles from Holly 
Springs. As her brothers Jim and George grew into their late teens, 
they were apprenticed to carpenters and learned the trade of their 
father, which they followed all their lives.

About 1882 or 1883, an aunt, Fannie Butler, sister of Ida’s father, 
who lived in Memphis, Tennessee, some forty miles away, suggested 
to Ida that she move to Memphis and seek a teaching position there. 
Mrs. Butler, widowed in the epidemic of 1878, offered to care for Ida’s 
younger sisters, who were near the age of her own daughter. Ida 
accepted and at first taught in the rural schools of Shelby County 
while she studied for the teacher’s examination for the city schools 
of Memphis.

4  The Bearcat: Centennial Edition of Rust College Annual, 1966, p. 10.
5  Carter, “A Proud Struggle for Grace,” p. 72.
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In May 1884, as Ida was on the way to her school in Woodstock, 
Tennessee, the conductor on the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad told 
her she would have to ride in the smoking car. She refused. When 
the conductor and baggage man attempted to force her to ride in 
the other coach, she got off the train at the next stop, returned to 
Memphis, and sued the railroad. The case attracted much atten-
tion because whereas the law stated that accommodations should 
be separate—but equal—railroad personnel had insisted that all 
Negroes ride in the smoking car, which was not a first-class coach. 
In December 1884, the local court returned a verdict in favor of Ida 
Wells and awarded her five hundred dollars in damages.6 The rail-
road appealed the case.

Ida did not give up her resistance to the railroad’s policy of 
forcing Negroes to ride in the separate but unequal coaches. In her 
diary she wrote about going with three friends on one of the educa-
tional excursions for teachers: “Of course we had the usual trouble 
about the first class coach, but we conquered.”7

The victory was short, however, for on 5 April 1887 the Supreme 
Court of Tennessee reversed the decision of the lower court.8 At the 
time she wrote:

The Supreme Court reversed the decision of the lower court in my 
behalf, last week. Went to see Judge G [Greer, her lawyer] this after-
noon and he tells me that four of them [the judges] cast their personal 
prejudices in the scale of justice and decided in face of all the evidence 
to the contrary that the smoking car was a first class coach for colored 
people as provided for by that statute that calls for separate coaches 
but first class, for the races. I felt so disappointed because I had hoped 
such great things from my suit for my people generally. I have firmly 
believed all along that the law was on our side and would, when we ap-
pealed to it, give us justice. I feel shorn of that belief and utterly dis-
couraged, and just now, if it were possible, would gather my race in 
my arms and fly away with them. O God, is there no redress, no peace, 

6  Memphis Appeal Avalanche, 25 December 1884, p. 4.
7  Entry for 7 June 1886, in the unpublished diary of Ida B. Wells, in the possession of 
the editor.
8  Tennessee Reports: 85 Cases Argued and Determined in the Supreme Court of 
Tennessee for the Western Division, Jackson, April Term, 1887. Chesapeake & Ohio 
& Southwestern Railroad Company v. Wells.
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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 and 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 prom-
ised land.9

By the fall of 1884 Ida had passed the qualifying examination and 
been assigned as a teacher in the Memphis city schools, where she 
taught for seven years. During these years, she was regarded as a 
competent and conscientious teacher, devoted to helping young 
Negroes acquire what she knew was crucially necessary for their 
future—a good education. She took advantage of every opportunity 
to improve her own academic skills with private lessons from older 
teachers and those skilled in elocution and dramatics. She attended 
summer sessions at Fisk University and traveled on excursions for 
teachers to places of interest and value.

Outside the classroom Ida was a serious young woman, scorning 
frivolities and contemptuous of the wiles that other young women 
used to attract men. At this time in her life, she has been described 
as “a very beautiful young woman.”10 Her refined and ladylike ap-
pearance did not suggest that she was destined to defy mobs and 
become a vigorous crusader against the injustices that beset the 
Negro people in the post-Reconstruction days in the South. She 
had many admirers and enjoyed going to concerts, plays, lectures, 
church meetings, and social affairs. In the days when Sunday after-
noons were social hours, many young suitors called on her and took 
her for walks or rides. She was called hard-hearted and incapable 
of loving anyone, but this was a facade; underneath she longed for 
the true love of a man she could respect and admire.

In 1887 she began writing for a church paper, using the story 
of her suit against the railroad and its results as her first article. 
Soon her articles spread to other church papers and then to some 
of the Negro weeklies. Thus she discovered her journalistic abili-
ties, and when she was offered an interest in and the editorship of 

9  Entry for 11 April 1887 in the unpublished diary of Ida B. Wells.
10  Langston Hughes, Famous Negro Heroes of America (New York: Dodd, Mead & 
Company, 1958), p. 155.
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a small newspaper in Memphis, the Free Speech and Headlight, 
she accepted and invested her savings to become part owner. It is 
not surprising that her articles criticizing the Memphis Board of 
Education for conditions in separate colored schools led to her dis-
missal as a teacher in 1891.

Dismayed but undaunted, she worked diligently on the paper. 
She shortened its name to the Free Speech, and was enjoying her 
work and travels for the paper when, on 9 March 1892, three young 
Negro businessmen were lynched in Memphis. She turned her 
scathing pen on the lynchers and on the white population of the city 
who allowed and condoned such a lynching. An angry mob wrecked 
her press and declared that they would have lynched her if she had 
been found. She had gone to Philadelphia to cover a convention for 
her paper and was warned not to return. But her pen would not be 
silenced. She continued her efforts for the cause in the New York 
Age, where she bitterly railed against the evil of lynching. It was 
about this time that she began to lecture in the Northeast. Through 
this activity she received an invitation to tell the story in England, 
Scotland, and Wales. She spent April and May of 1893 in this first 
crusade abroad.

While informing the English people about lynching in America, 
Ida B. Wells learned of the progressive activities of English women, 
and she was very much impressed with their civic groups. When 
she returned to the United States, she emphasized the activities of 
British women to her New England audiences. She urged her female 
listeners to become more active in the affairs of their community, 
city, and nation, and to do these things through organized civic 
clubs. The idea found favorable response and thus the first civic 
club among Negro women, the Women’s Era Club, was organized 
in Boston, Massachusetts, with Mrs. Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin as 
president. Miss Wells organized other clubs in New England, and in 
Chicago she organized the first civic club among Chicago’s Negro 
women. When she returned to England on her second speaking 
tour, the Chicago group obtained a charter and named the club in 
honor of Ida B. Wells.

In 1893 she turned from the problem of lynching to the slight 
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that Negroes had received at the World’s Columbian Exposition. 
Petition after petition for participation in this Chicago World’s Fair 
had been made by individual Negroes and by groups, but all had 
been denied. Consequently, during July 1893, in conjunction with 
Frederick Douglass, Ferdinand L. Barnett, and I. Garland Penn, 
she produced an eighty-one-page booklet: The Reason Why the 
Colored American Is Not in the World’s Columbian Exposition—
The Afro-American’s Contribution to Columbian Literature. The 
preface stated:

To The Seeker After Truth:
Columbia has bidden the civilized world to join with her in cele-

brating the four hundredth anniversary of the discovery of America, 
and the invitation has been accepted. At Jackson Park are displayed 
exhibits of her natural resources, and her progress in the arts and sci-
ences, but that which would best illustrate her moral grandeur has 
been ignored.

The exhibit of the progress made by a race in 25 years of freedom 
as against 250 years of slavery would have been the greatest tribute 
to the greatness and progressiveness of American institutions which 
could have been shown to the world. The colored people of this great 
Republic number eight millions—more than one-tenth of the whole 
population of the United States. They were among the earliest settlers 
of this continent, landing at Jamestown, Virginia in 1619 in a slave 
ship, before the Puritans, who landed at Plymouth in 1620. They have 
contributed a large share to American prosperity and civilization. The 
labor of one-half of this country has always been, and is still being 
done by them. The first credit this country had in its commerce with 
foreign nations was created by productions resulting from their labor. 
The wealth created by their industry has afforded to the white people 
of this country the leisure essential to their great progress in educa-
tion, art, science, industry and invention.11

In 1894 Ida B. Wells made a second journey and crusade through 
England. During this tour of six months, the Chicago Inter-Ocean 
regularly published her articles in a column entitled “Ida B. Wells 
Abroad.” Her lectures were well received in England, where the 

11  Ida B. Wells et al., The Reason Why the Colored American Is Not in the World’s 
Columbian Exposition—The Afro-American’s Contribution to Columbian Literature 
(Chicago: Ida B. Wells, 1893), p. 3.
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press and pulpit gave enthusiastic support to her pleas. An Anti-
Lynching Committee was organized which consisted of some of the 
foremost citizens of Great Britain.

Returning to America in July 1894, she continued the crusade by 
lecturing throughout the North and organizing anti-lynching com-
mittees wherever possible. She took up residence in Chicago and 
in 1895 published A Red Record: Tabulated Statistics and Alleged 
Causes of Lynchings in the United States, 1892–1893–1894. In the 
first chapter, “The Case Stated,” she wrote:

The student of American sociology will find the year 1894 marked by 
a pronounced awakening of the public conscience to a system of an-
archy and outlawry which had grown during a series of ten years to be 
so common, that scenes of unusual brutality failed to have any visible 
effect upon the humane sentiments of the people of our land.

It becomes the painful duty of the Negro to reproduce a record 
which shows that a large portion of the American people avow an-
archy, condone murder and defy the contempt of civilization.

These pages are written in no spirit of vindictiveness, for all who 
give the subject of lynching consideration must concede that far too 
serious is the condition of that civilized government in which the 
spirit of unrestrained outlawry constantly increases in violence, 
and casts its blight over a continually growing area of territory. We 
plead not for the colored people alone, but for all victims of the ter-
rible injustice which puts men and women to death without form of 
law. During the year 1894, there were 132 persons executed in the 
United States by due form of law, while in the same year, 197 persons 
were put to death by mobs who gave the victims no opportunity to 
make a lawful defense. No comment need be made upon a condition 
of public sentiment responsible for such alarming results.

The purpose of the pages which follow shall be to give the record 
which has been made, not by colored men, but that which is the re-
sult of compilations made by white men of the South. Out of their 
own mouths shall the murderers be condemned. For a number of 
years the Chicago Tribune, admittedly one of the leading jour-
nals of America, has made a specialty of compilation of statistics 
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touching upon lynching. The data compiled by that journal and 
published to the world January 1st, 1894, up to the present time 
has not been disputed. In order to be safe from the charge of exag-
geration, the incidents hereinafter reported have been confined to 
those vouched for by the Tribune.12

A booklet of one hundred pages, the Red Record was not only the 
statistical record of lynchings in the United States, but a detailed 
history of the lynching of Negroes—and others—since the Eman-
cipation Proclamation. Her alarm over the growth of mob violence 
had prompted her to appeal to world opinion. In her crusades in the 
United States and Great Britain and in her writings, she hoped to 
eradicate this form of barbarism.

The decision to make Chicago her home was influenced by a 
romantic interest in Ferdinand Lee Barnett, founder of the Con-
servator, the first Negro newspaper in Chicago. Mr. Barnett was a 
graduate of the law school which later became affiliated with North-
western University. Years later, Langston Hughes recorded the 
marriage and noted the mutual interests of the Barnetts as follows:

In 1895 Ida B. Wells married another crusader, a Chicago newspaper 
man, Ferdinand L. Barnett, and together they continued their cam-
paign for equal rights for Negro Americans. They broadened their 
field of their activities, too, to include every social problem of impor-
tance in the Windy City where they lived.13

Attorney Barnett was a widower. His first wife, Molly Graham 
Barnett, died when their children, Ferdinand L. Barnett, Jr., and 
Albert Graham Barnett were four years and two years of age. Bar-
nett’s mother had lived with him and cared for the boys during 
the seven years before his marriage to Ida B. Wells. Four children 
were born to this union. Charles Aked, born in 1896, was named 
for one of the leaders of the anti-lynching crusade in England, the 
Rev. Charles F. Aked. Herman Kohlsaat, born in 1897, was named 
for H. H. Kohlsaat, a famous restaurateur and one of the strongest 

12  Ida B. Wells, A Red Record: Tabulated Statistics and Alleged Causes of Lynchings 
in the United States, 1892–1893–1894 (Chicago: Donohue & Henneberry, 1895), p. 7.
13  Hughes, Famous Negro Heroes, p. 161.
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supporters of the Barnetts’ civic activities and their newspaper the 
Conservator. Ida B. Wells, Jr., was born in 1901, and Alfreda M. was 
born in 1904.

After the birth of their second son in 1897, Ida B. Wells-Barnett 
gave up the newspaper and devoted herself to the tasks of home-
maker and mother. She firmly believed in the importance of the 
presence of a mother in the home during her children’s forma-
tive years. She did not take any work outside the home until the 
youngest child was eight years old and able to attend school alone. 
Even then, she arranged for her daughters to spend the noon hour 
at home under the watchful guidance of a cousin.

She was a kind and loving parent, but firm and strict. She im-
pressed upon her children their responsibilities, one of the most 
important being good conduct in her absence. There was never any 
need to be concerned when she was present. She did not have to 
speak; her “look” was enough to bring under control any mischie-
vous youngster.

Both parents emphasized education for their children. Ferdi-
nand, Jr., was graduated from Armour Institute (now Illinois In-
stitute of Technology). Albert G. graduated from Kent College of 
Law, and in his later life was city editor of the Chicago Defender. 
Charles Aked was a student at Wendell Phillips High School when 
an altercation with one of the teachers caused him to quit school. 
He left home and secured a job as a chauffeur in Milwaukee, Wis-
consin. Later he had his own printing business and worked as 
printer and layout specialist for other printing firms. Herman be-
came his father’s associate in the law firm of Barnett & Barnett. In 
the Depression days he left Chicago, “went West,” and served in the 
California State Employment Service until retirement. Ida was her 
father’s secretary and companion until his death in 1936. Alfreda 
received the Ph.B. degree from the University of Chicago in 1924, 
was active in parent-teacher associations, social and civic organi-
zations, and was on the staff of the Division of Community Services 
of the Illinois Youth Commission until her retirement in 1965.

Within the city of Chicago, the Barnetts exerted influence in 
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most civic affairs. They were perhaps the first Negro family to 
move east of State Street, when in 1901 they bought a home at 3234 
Rhodes Avenue. Although there was no violence when they moved 
there, they were subjected to various displays of hostility. The white 
family next door would get up from seats on the front porch when-
ever the Barnetts appeared, shake their rugs with disgust, and go 
into their house, slamming the door with displeasure. Within the 
next decade, as the number of Negro families in the area increased, 
the Barnett boys and other Negro boys were regularly attacked by 
the Thirty-First Street gang. As a protective measure, they orga-
nized all the Negro boys of the area into a tight group which then 
met fisticuffs with fisticuffs. On one occasion, when a large number 
of white youths followed the boys home and stood outside the house 
jeering and threatening, Mrs. Barnett repeated the assertion that 
she frequently made during her anti-lynching crusades: that she 
had but one life to give, and if she must die by violence, she would 
take some of her persecutors with her. She kept a pistol available 
in the house and dared anyone to cross her threshold to harm her 
or any member of her family.

Ida Wells-Barnett never gave up her militancy or dedication to 
the cause of helping right the wrongs against Negroes. She urged 
the young men in a Sunday school class she taught at Grace Pres-
byterian Church to form an organization for this purpose. It was 
called the Negro Fellowship League and was located at 2840 South 
State Street in the area of the largest incidence of crime, wholesale 
arrests, and “third degree” methods of obtaining confessions. In 
the three-story building, the league utilized the lower floor for the 
center and the upper floors for sleeping rooms for men without 
homes—at twenty-five cents a night. In 1914 the league moved to 
3004 South State Street, utilizing only one large room for activi-
ties for the center, for meetings, religious services on Sundays, and 
an employment office on weekdays. Even this activity closed down 
early in 1920, as lowered income and Mrs. Barnett’s failing health 
necessitated longer absences from the offices.

In 1910 when she established the Negro Fellowship League, 
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Mrs. Wells-Barnett hoped for support from middle- and upper-
class Negroes with education, ability, and influence. She sought 
the kind of financial help and cooperation from these Negroes that 
Jane Addams was able to secure from whites for Hull House. In this 
she was disappointed. Although her friends and associates in clubs, 
churches, and social life admired her dedication and hard work, 
they were not willing to venture into the area of Twenty-Eighth and 
State Streets to work among the recent migrants—uneducated, 
unemployed, and living in such undesirable neighborhoods. Some 
individuals and some of the federated clubs, such as the Gaudeamus 
Civic and Charity Club, did give assistance, but it was most inade-
quate for the urgent needs.

Added to her differences with the upper-class Negroes over ser-
vice to the unfortunate was her disdain for the crudities she ob-
served among some of them. She felt that the upper class should 
consist of persons of refinement, good breeding, and good man-
ners. Thus, she resented the entrance of persons of questionable 
morals who had enough money to pay their way into society.

In like manner, Ida B. Wells-Barnett had high standards for min-
isters of the gospel and felt that they should be above ordinary men 
in their personal and professional lives. Any hint of scandal in their 
personal habits or handling of finances was enough for her to with-
draw her respect and support. She thought that ministers had a 
very special opportunity to reach large numbers of people and that 
they had a responsibility to use their contacts for the good of those 
people. She believed that they should assist them in their improve-
ment in this world as well as prepare them for the next world. Many 
ministers felt that she meddled too much in their sphere of influ-
ence, although they admired and respected her dedication to the 
causes she espoused. In many instances they allowed her to use 
their facilities for mass meetings and civil assemblies.

She continued to fight—with voice and pen—every form of in-
justice and discrimination in Chicago and anywhere in the United 
States. During the years of the race riots, whenever reports of them 
appeared in the daily press she went into action. First she would 
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appeal to organized groups such as the Equal Rights League, the 
Afro-American Council, the People’s Movement, founded by Oscar 
De Priest, either or both of the political party organizations, the 
daily press, and the weekly press. She would call mass meetings 
at churches, at the headquarters of the Negro Fellowship League, 
or at any hall available to her. Then, with funds secured from per-
sonal sources or raised by public subscription or advanced by news-
papers—principally the Chicago Defender—she would travel to the 
scene of the riots, make her investigation, and return to Chicago to 
report the facts as she had gathered them. Her reports appeared 
in the Negro papers such as the Defender, World, Broad Ax, and 
Whip, and in the pamphlets printed and distributed by the Negro 
Fellowship League. Unfortunately these pamphlets and other let-
ters and documents gathered during her long and eventful career 
were lost in a fire in her home, and efforts to find copies have proved 
fruitless. Some of the most notorious of the incidents she covered 
were the Springfield, Illinois, riot, the Elaine, Arkansas, riot, the 
Helena, Arkansas, riot, and the riot in East Saint Louis, Illinois.

In December 1920 she was hospitalized and underwent surgery. 
She attempted to get about too soon and had a relapse which kept 
her quiet for most of that year. As she regained her strength, how-
ever, she moved again into the mainstream of civic, political, and, to 
a lesser extent, social life in Chicago. She became an active member 
of the National Equal Rights League and the local Chicago chapter. 
She was elected again—after a lapse of thirty years—as president of 
the Ida B. Wells Women’s Club, which she had organized in 1893. In 
addition, she began a campaign of lecturing to enlist support for a 
most active, dynamic, and effective National Association of Colored 
Women. This program met with some success, but also with much 
opposition. In her zeal to effect change she did not mince words or 
spare the feelings of those whom she decided were “do-nothings.”

In 1924, at the club’s convention in Chicago, she entered the race 
for president against Mary McLeod Bethune, who had served as 
vice president, but was unable to gain enough support to be elected. 
Disappointed, but still conscientiously concerned about the club 
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work among women, she continued to participate in the Ida B. Wells 
Club, the American Rose Art Club, the Chicago and Northern Dis-
trict Association of Club Women, and the State Federation. She also 
maintained her connection with the club work among white women 
of the city through the Cook County Federation of Club Women.

She continued to lecture to groups throughout Illinois and the 
country whenever requested to do so. From Jacksonville, Illinois, 
in 1920 she wrote:

They have arranged for me to speak here tomorrow (Sunday) night 
at one of the churches. The conference of Charities and Corrections 
which I came to attend is moving along smoothly. I was at the State 
School for the Blind, also for the Deaf yesterday, and was greatly inter-
ested. [I spoke] at a meeting arranged for me last night. They had a 
good house, and they want me to stay over and make another speech. 
I cannot get out of here until Monday morning which will keep me 
traveling most of the day, reaching home in time for dinner Monday 
night with my loved ones.14

Throughout her life she had great faith in the power of the 
ballot and worked unceasingly to stir citizens to register and vote. 
Although women’s suffrage was still only a hope, she urged men 
to use the ballot for their defense and protection. As early as 1910 
she wrote an article “How Enfranchisement Stops Lynching” in 
the Original Rights Magazine. When the opportunity was given 
the women of Illinois by the general assembly, a very limited fran-
chise which allowed women to vote for trustees of the University 
of Illinois, she was among the first to urge women to take advan-
tage of this right of citizenship. She organized the first suffrage club 
among Negro women on 30 January 1913, calling it the Alpha Suf-
frage Club. In the small one-sheet newsletter, the Alpha Suffrage 
Record, she wrote:

Chicago, as we have said many a time before, points the way to the po-
litical salvation of the race. Her colored men are colored men first—

14  Letter of Ida B. Wells-Barnett to her family, October 1920, in possession of the 
editor.
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Republicans, Progressives and Democrats afterwards. In the last 
twenty years, on but one spot in this entire broad United States has 
the black man received anything like adequate political recognition 
and that one spot is Chicago. The corollary of this proposition is that 
on only one spot on this broad United States have colored citizens de-
manded anything like adequate political recognition and that one 
spot is Chicago.15

Both Ferdinand L. Barnett and Ida B. Wells-Barnett were politi-
cally loyal to Charles S. Deneen, a leading Illinois Republican. When 
he was state’s attorney, Deneen had appointed Mr. Barnett assis-
tant state’s attorney—he was the first Negro to hold such a posi-
tion, and he kept it for fourteen years. Meanwhile Mr. Deneen pro-
gressed to become governor, then United States senator. He split 
with the regular Republican organization and headed the Deneen 
faction of the Republican Party until his death in 1940. The Barnetts 
believed that the Deneen faction had higher principles than the 
regular organization. However, in 1930 Ida B. Wells-Barnett became 
a candidate for state senator, running as an independent against 
Warren B. Douglas, who was supported by the Deneen faction, and 
Adelbert H. Roberts, who was supported by the regular Republican 
organization. She came in a poor third. She stated, “Few women re-
sponded as I had hoped.” Again disappointed, but undaunted, she 
wrote in her diary:

Have been unable to have a conference with my backers, so we may 
profit by lessons of the campaign. . . . Am issuing cards for Tea Sunday 
5 – 25 [1930] which is also a letter of thanks to those who helped. . . . 
Spoke at Orchestra Hall to a large white meeting, and at the La Salle 
[Hotel] to a luncheon at which all the candidates spoke.16

A business card identifies her as national organizer, Illinois 
Colored Women, and on the reverse side in her handwriting a form 
for a proposed ticket to “The Women’s Republican League Whist 
Party.”

15  Alpha Suffrage Record, 18 March 1914, p. 1.
16  Entry for 19 May 1930 in the unpublished diary of Ida B. Wells.
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At Metropolitan Community Church, which she joined immedi-
ately upon its founding in 1920 by Rev. W. D. Cook, former pastor of 
Bethel A.M.E. Church, Mrs. Wells-Barnett was teacher of an adult 
Sunday school class and president of the Forum. The Sunday eve-
ning Forum presented outstanding speakers and engaged in dis-
cussions of religious, civic, and social importance. After the Rev. 
Mr. Cook’s death, she continued to carry on many programs under 
the ministry of Rev. Joseph Evans.

By 1925 both sons and the younger daughter had married and 
established homes elsewhere. Young Ida, unmarried, still lived at 
home and worked as her father’s secretary in his office at 111 South 
Dearborn Street. The fourteen-room house on Grand Boulevard, 
renamed South Parkway,17 was too large for the family of three; so 
they took a five-room apartment at 326 East Garfield Boulevard.

In 1927 or 1928, Ida B. Wells-Barnett became increasingly aware 
of the importance of recording the facts concerning her activities 
during the anti-lynching crusade and the troubled times from 1893 
to 1927. So in 1928 she began to write her autobiography. Painstak-
ingly she wrote, rewrote, revised, and corrected the manuscript. 
The first third she wrote by hand, then, securing the services of 
the secretary of her son, Attorney Herman K. Barnett, she dictated 
the rest, carefully proofreading and revising. The final chapter of 
her autobiography illustrates the fact that every item of injustice or 
discrimination brought the militant and crusading spirit to the fore 
and made her move to “do something” about whatever the matter 
happened to be.

On 21 March 1931, she went downtown to do some shopping. In 
the evening she complained of not feeling well and spent Sunday 
in bed. On Monday morning she was incoherent and obviously very 
ill. After a hurried family conference, she was rushed to the Dailey 
Hospital where Dr. U. G. Dailey and a group of consulting physicians 
attempted to save her life. Uremic poisoning had progressed too 
far, and without regaining consciousness, she died on Wednesday, 
25 March 1931, the birthday of her eldest son, Charles. In tribute to 

17  This is now Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Drive.
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her memory, the Chicago Defender described the woman Chicago 
had known as “elegant, striking, always well groomed . . . regal.”18

The few papers and diaries and the autobiography on which she 
had been working have remained in the possession of her family 
since her death.

Ida B. Wells will be remembered most for her fight against the 
lynching of Negroes, and for her passionate demand for justice and 
fair play for them. In the preface to her autobiography, she mentions 
that a young lady compared her to Joan of Arc. The analogy is, at 
best, strained, but the odds against her were in many ways even 
greater. True enough, Joan was a peasant girl in a time when peas-
ants and girls had nothing to say to the ruling class of France. But 
Ida B. Wells was a black woman born into slavery who began openly 
carrying her torch against lynching in the very South bent upon the 
degradation of the blacks. Joan had the advantage of rallying a gen-
erally sympathetic French people to a common patriotic cause. Ida 
Wells was not only opposed by whites, but some of her own people 
were often hostile, impugning her motives. Fearful that her tactics 
and strategy might bring retribution upon them, some actually re-
pudiated her.

The memory of Ida B. Wells-Barnett has been kept alive in 
several ways. There are Ida B. Wells Clubs in various parts of the 
country. In 1950 the city of Chicago designated her as one of the 
twenty-five outstanding women in the city’s history. The followers 
of this leader of women spearheaded the drive which secured for 
her the most significant recognition that she has yet received. In 
1940, through an intensive campaign conducted by women’s clubs 
and civic and social organizations, the Chicago Housing Authority 
changed the name of the South Parkway Garden Apartments to the 
Ida B. Wells Garden Homes. Covering forty-seven acres and housing 
seven thousand persons, the Ida B. Wells Homes primarily serve 
that portion of the population that she had served throughout her 
lifetime.

The most remarkable thing about Ida B. Wells-Barnett is not that 

18  Hughes, Famous Negro Heroes, p. 162.
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she fought lynching and other forms of barbarianism. It is rather 
that she fought a lonely and almost single-handed fight, with the 
single-mindedness of a crusader, long before men or women of any 
race entered the arena; and the measure of success she achieved 
goes far beyond the credit she has been given in the history of the 
country.



CRUSADE FOR JUSTICE





PREFACE

A young woman recently asked me to tell her of my connection with 
the lynching agitation which was started in 1892. She said she was 
at a ywca vesper service when the subject for discussion was Joan 
of Arc, and each person was asked to tell of someone they knew who 
had traits of character resembling this French heroine and martyr. 
She was the only colored girl present, and not wishing to lag be-
hind the others, she named me. She was then asked to tell why she 
thought I deserved such mention. She said, “Mrs. Barnett, I couldn’t 
tell why I thought so. I have heard you mentioned so often by that 
name, so I gave it. I was dreadfully embarrassed. Won’t you please 
tell me what it was you did, so the next time I am asked such a ques-
tion I can give an intelligent answer?”

When she told me she was twenty-five years old, I realized that 
one reason she did not know was because the happenings about 
which she inquired took place before she was born. Another was 
that there was no record from which she could inform herself. I 
then promised to set it down in writing so those of her generation 
could know how the agitation against the lynching evil began, and 
the debt of gratitude we owe to the English people for their splendid 
help in that movement.

It is therefore for the young people who have so little of our race’s 
history recorded that I am for the first time in my life writing about 
myself. I am all the more constrained to do this because there is such 
a lack of authentic race history of Reconstruction times written by 
the Negro himself.
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We have Frederick Douglass’s history of slavery as he knew and 
experienced it. But of the time of storm and stress immediately after 
the Civil War, of the Ku Klux Klan, of ballot-box stuffing, wholesale 
murders of Negroes who tried to exercise their new-found rights 
as free men and citizens, the carpetbag invasion about which the 
white South has published so much that is false, and the Negroes’ 
political life of that era—our race has little of its own that is defi-
nite or authentic.

The gallant fight and marvelous bravery of the black men of 
the South fighting and dying to exercise and maintain their new-
born rights as free men and citizens, with little protection from 
the government which gave them these rights and with no pre-
vious training in citizenship or politics, is a story which would fire 
the race pride of all our young people if it had only been written 
down.

It is a heritage of which they would be proud—to know how 
their fathers and grandfathers handled their brief day of power 
during the Reconstruction period. There were Lieutenant Governor 
Pinchback of Louisiana, who served for a time as governor of that 
great state,1 Senators Revels and Bruce of Mississippi, who sat in 
the United States Senate, and the eloquent and scholarly Robert 
Browne Elliott of South Carolina, who represented his state in the 
House of Representatives. All of these and many others there were 
who could say with Julius Caesar, “All of which I saw and part of 
which I was.” Yet we have only John R. Lynch’s Facts of Reconstruc-
tion.

The history of this entire period which reflected glory on the 
race should be known. Yet most of it is buried in oblivion and only 
the southern white man’s misrepresentations are in the public 
libraries and college textbooks of the land. The black men who 

1  P. B. S. Pinchback was elected lieutenant governor of Louisiana in 1871. When Gov-
ernor Warmoth was impeached in December 1872, Pinchback served as governor for 
forty-three days. W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction (New York: Harcourt, Brace 
& Co., 1935), p. 470. (The Dictionary of American Biography gives the time as thirty-
six days.)
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made the history of that day were too modest to write of it, or did 
not realize the importance of the written word to their posterity.

And so, because our youth are entitled to the facts of race history 
which only the participants can give, I am thus led to set forth the 
facts contained in this volume which I dedicate to them.





1

BORN INTO SLAVERY

I was born in Holly Springs, Mississippi, before the close of the Civil 
War [16 July 1862].1 My parents, who had been slaves and married 
as such, were married again after freedom came. My father had 
been taught the carpenter’s trade, and my mother was a famous 
cook.2 As the erstwhile slaves had performed most of the labor of 
the South, they had no trouble in finding plenty of work to do.

My father [called Jim] was the son of his master, who owned 
a plantation in Tippah County, Mississippi, and one of his slave 
women, Peggy. Mr. Wells had no children by his wife, “Miss Polly,” 
and my father grew up on the plantation, the companion and com-
fort of his old age. He was never whipped or put on the auction block, 
and he knew little of the cruelties of slavery. When young Jim was 
eighteen years old, his father took him to Holly Springs and appren-
ticed him to learn the carpenter’s trade, which he expected him to 
use on the plantation.

My mother3 was cook to old man Bolling, the contractor and 

Note:  Chapter titles do not appear in the original manuscript.
1  Entry in Ida B. Wells’s diary, 16 July 1887. “This morning I stand face to face with 
twenty-five years of life. . . .”
2  There were large numbers of slaves who lived permanently in the towns. They 
served in a wide variety of occupations. In addition to being house servants, they were 
mechanics, draymen, hostlers, common laborers, and washwomen. Some served as 
apprentices or helpers to white mechanics and builders or worked in small factories. 
See Richard C. Wade, Slavery in the Cities (London: Oxford University Press, 1964), 
pp. 29–38.
3  Her mother was Elizabeth Warrenton, of Virginia. This identification was provided 
in a letter to Alfreda Duster from A. J. Wells, brother of Ida B. Wells, 9 July 1941.
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builder to whom my father was apprenticed. She was born in Vir-
ginia and was one of ten children. She and two sisters were sold to 
slave traders when young, and were taken to Mississippi and sold 
again. She often told her children that her father was half Indian, 
his father being a full blood. She often wrote back to somewhere in 
Virginia trying to get track of her people, but she was never suc-
cessful. We were too young to realize the importance of her efforts, 
and I have never remembered the name of the county or people to 
whom they “belonged.”

After the war was over Mr. Bolling urged his able young appren-
tice to remain with him. He did so until election time.4 Mr. Bolling 
wanted him to vote the Democratic ticket, which he refused to do. 
When he returned from voting he found the shop locked. Jim Wells 
said nothing to anyone, but went downtown, bought a new set of 
tools, and went across the street and rented another house. When 
Mr. Bolling returned he found he had lost a workman and a tenant, 
for already Wells had moved his family off the Bolling place.

I do not remember when or where I started school. My earliest 
recollections are of reading the newspaper to my father and an 
admiring group of his friends. He was interested in politics and I 
heard the words Ku Klux Klan long before I knew what they meant. 
I knew dimly that it meant something fearful, by the anxious way 
my mother walked the floor at night when my father was out to a 
political meeting. Yet so far as I can remember there were no riots 
in Holly Springs, although there were plenty in other parts of the 
state.

Our job was to go to school and learn all we could. The Freedmen’s 
Aid had established [in 1866] one of its schools in our town—it was 
called Shaw University then, but is now Rust College. My father was 
one of the trustees and my mother went along to school with us until 
she learned to read the Bible. After that she visited the school regu-
larly to see how we were getting along. A deeply religious woman, 

4  This was evidently late in 1867, when Negroes in Mississippi were given the fran-
chise. Vernon Lane Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, 1865–1890 (Chapel Hill: Uni-
versity of North Carolina Press, 1947), pp. 144–45.
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she won the prize for regular attendance at Sunday school, taking 
the whole brood of six to nine o’clock Sunday school the year be-
fore she died. She taught us how to do the work of the home—each 
had a regular task besides schoolwork, and I often compare her 
work in training her children to that of other women who had not 
her handicaps. She was not forty when she died, but she had borne 
eight children and brought us up with a strict discipline that many 
mothers who have had educational advantages have not exceeded. 
She used to tell us how she had been beaten by slave owners and the 
hard times she had as a slave.

The only thing I remember about my father’s reference to slave 
days was when his mother came to town on one of her annual visits 
[after slavery]. She and her husband owned and tilled many acres 
of land and every fall brought their cotton and corn to market. She 
also brought us many souvenirs from hog-killing time. On one such 
occasion she told about “Miss Polly,” her former mistress, and said, 
“Jim, Miss Polly wants you to come and bring the children. She 
wants to see them.”

“Mother,” said he, “I never want to see that old woman as long as 
I live. I’ll never forget how she had you stripped and whipped the 
day after the old man died, and 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.”

I was burning to ask what he meant, but children were seen 
and not heard in those days. They didn’t dare break into old folks’ 
conversation. But I have never forgotten those words. Since I have 
grown old enough to understand I cannot help but feel what an in-
sight to slavery they give.

I was visiting this grandmother down on the farm when life 
became a reality to me. Word came after I left home that yellow 
fever was raging in Memphis, Tennessee, fifty miles away, as it 
had done before, and that the mayor of our town refused to quar-
antine against Memphis. Our little burg opened its doors to any 
who wanted to come in. That summer the fever took root in Holly 
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Springs.5 When we heard that the fever was there, we were sure my 
father would take the family out in the country; and because the 
mail was so irregular we didn’t expect letters.

One day after a hard chill I was sweating off the resulting fever 
common to that malarial district when a hail at the gate brought 
me to the door. Three horsemen were there, and came in. My grand-
mother, aunt, and uncle were picking the first fall cotton out in the 
field. The men were all known to me as friends of my father and 
mother. They were refugees from Holly Springs whom I thought 
had come to make a social call. After they were seated I asked if 
they had any news from home. The answer was yes, and one of them 
handed me a letter that had just been received by one of the refu-
gees in their party. As they were next-door neighbors of ours, I was 
glad to have firsthand information as to conditions there. I never 
dreamed there would be anything of personal interest in it. We were 
so sure that our family was in the country with my aunt Belle.

I read the first page of this letter through, telling the progress of 
the fever, and these words leaped out at me, “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 Associa-
tion has put a woman there to take care of them.6 Send word to Ida.” 
That is as far as I read. The next thing I knew grandmother, aunt, 
and uncle were all in the house and ours indeed became a house 
of mourning. I wanted to go home at once, but not until three days 
later, on the receipt of a letter from the doctor in charge, who said I 
ought to come home, were they willing to let me go.

When my uncle and I got to the next railroad town, from which I 
was to take the train to Holly Springs, all the people in that station 
urged me not to go. They were sure that coming from the country I 
would fall victim at once, and that it was better for me to stay away 
until the epidemic was over, so that I could take care of the children, 

5  For an account of the plague, see Gerald M. Capers Jr., The Biography of a River 
Town: Memphis; Its Heroic Age (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1939), p. 191.
6  The Howard Association, which devoted itself to caring for the sick, became a per-
manent organization in 1867. Capers, The Biography of a River Town, p. 183.
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if any were left. They assured me no home doctor would have ad-
vised me to come into the district; that it was one of the stranger 
doctors who had been sent there and who would be gone soon and 
have no responsibility about those left. I consented to stay there 
and write home. But when I thought of my crippled sister, of the 
smaller children all down to the nine-month-old baby brother, the 
conviction grew within me that I ought to be with them. I went back 
to the station and the train that should have carried my letter took 
me home.

It was a freight train. No passenger trains were running or 
needed. And the caboose in which I rode was draped in black for two 
previous conductors who had fallen victims to the dreaded disease. 
The conductor who told me this was sure I had made a mistake to go 
home. I asked him why he was running the train when he knew he 
was likely to get the fever as had those others for whom the car was 
draped. He shrugged his shoulders and said that somebody had to 
do it. “That’s exactly why I am going home. I am the oldest of seven 
living children. There’s nobody but me to look after them now. Don’t 
you think I should do my duty, too?” He said nothing more but bade 
me good-bye as though he never expected to see me again.

When I got home I found two of the children in bed with the 
fever—all had had slight attacks of it save Eugenia, my older sister, 
who was paralytic and seemingly immune. The baby, Stanley, had 
died.

Everybody asked why I had come home. The family physician 
scolded; also my sister, who could not walk a step; yet she seemed 
to be greatly relieved to have me there. She told me how our father 
went about his work nursing the sick, making coffins for the dead; 
that he would come to the gate bringing food and finding out how 
all were getting along. She said our mother was taken first and a 
young Irish woman had been sent to nurse her. The first thing the 
nurse did was to take the nine-month-old baby from the breast, 
which increased our mother’s fever. The milk clotted in her breast, 
and when she knew she was going to die asked what would become 
of her children. Our father came home then to help nurse her but 
was stricken himself and died a day before she did.
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Having seen his nurse going through her father’s pockets, she 
asked the doctor who came every day to see them to take the money 
our father had with him when he came home and lock it in the safe 
downtown. This he did and gave her a receipt for three hundred dol-
lars. It was this doctor who had written me to come home—getting 
the address from my sister.

As the fever was abating, the imported nurses and doctors of the 
Howard Association were leaving town every day, and my sister was 
anxious for me to get this money before they were all gone. I had a 
chill the day after getting home. I will always believe it was one of 
the usual malarial kind I had been having, but the old nurse in the 
house who had taken care of the children would take no chances. 
She put me to bed and sweated me four days and nights on hot 
lemonade.

Dr. Gray had not been to the house during this time and my sister 
gave me the receipt and a note to him as soon as I was able to go 
downtown. It was commissary day and a large crowd was waiting its 
turn to be served with groceries, clothing, shoes, etc., as no stores 
of any kind were open. Seeing persons I knew in the crowd, I asked 
them to point out Dr. Gray to me. When I handed him the note he 
said, “So you are Genie’s big sister. Tell her the treasurer has the key 
to the safe and he is out in the country to see his family. He will be 
back this evening and I will bring her the money tonight, as I am 
leaving tomorrow.”

He came and brought it that evening and told me that we had a 
wonderful father—one of the best aids in helping to nurse, since he 
was cheerful and always inspired confidence. He said, “Your father 
would be passing through the court house, which was used as a hos-
pital, on his way to the shop, carrying some lumber to help make a 
coffin. If he passed a patient who was out of his head, he would stop 
to quiet him. If he were dying, he would kneel down and pray with 
him, then pick up his tools and go on with the rest of the day’s work. 
Everyone liked him and missed him when he was gone.”

After Dr. Gray had gone, the old nurse, who was from New 
Orleans said, “That Dr. Gray sure loved your pa. He came over where 
we nurses stayed and after looking us all over he said he was going 
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to send me on a case where nobody was sick; that he just wanted me 
to stay with the children whose father and mother had died until 
something could be done for them. He said that he’d see that I got 
my pay same as if I was on a case—and I have, too. Dr. Gray sure is 
one good white man.”

I never met Dr. Gray before nor saw him again, but in all these 
years I have shared and echoed that nurse’s opinion every time I 
think of his humane and sympathetic watch over Jim Wells’s family 
when they needed it.



2

HARD BEGINNINGS

My sister Eugenia, who was next to me in age, had been an active, 
healthy child until two years before, when her spinal column began 
to bend outward. It started from a knot the size of one’s knuckle in 
the middle of her backbone. That knot grew until the spinal cord 
was paralyzed and she was bent nearly double. She became para-
lyzed in the lower part of her body and was not able to walk. Then 
came two brothers, James and George. Another brother, Eddie, had 
died of spinal meningitis years before. Last were two sisters: Annie, 
five years old, and Lily, two. The nine-month-old baby, Stanley, had 
also died before I got home. Thus there were six of us left, and I, 
the oldest, was only fourteen years old [1876].1 After being a happy, 
light-hearted schoolgirl I suddenly found myself at the head of a 
family.

When the fever epidemic was over, there was a gathering of 
Masons at our house to decide what to do with us. Since my father 
had been a master Mason, the Masonic brothers were our natural 
protectors. After a long discussion among them that Sunday after-
noon the children had all been provided for except Eugenia and my-
self. Each of two brother Masons’ wives wanted a little girl, and the 
Masonic brothers decided that they could have my two little sisters. 
A home was thus waiting for them. Two men wanted to appren-
tice the boys to learn their father’s trade. One of those was a white 
man who knew James Wells’s work and thought that his boys had 

1  Ida B. Wells was born 16 July 1862. She was therefore sixteen in 1878. Her age was 
established in a letter from the Bureau of the Census to the editor, 4 October 1967. 
Also, in her diary, dated 16 July 1887, she said that she was twenty-five years old.
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inherited some of their father’s ability. Genie was to go to the poor-
house because she was helpless and no one offered her a home. The 
unanimous decision among the Masonic brothers was that I was old 
enough to fend for myself.

When all this had been arranged to their satisfaction, I, who 
said nothing before and had not even been consulted, calmly an-
nounced that they were not going to put any of the children any-
where; I said that it would make my father and mother turn over 
in their graves to know their children had been scattered like that 
and that we owned the house and if the Masons would help me find 
work, I would take care of them. Of course they scoffed at the idea 
of a butterfly fourteen-year-old schoolgirl who had never had to 
care for herself trying to do what it had taken the combined effort 
of father and mother to do.

But I held firmly to my position and they seemed rather relieved 
that they no longer had to worry over the problem. Two of them, Bob 
Miller and James Hall, had been appointed by the Masons as our 
guardians and they advised me to apply for a country school. I took 
the examination for a country schoolteacher and had my dresses 
lengthened, and I got a school six miles out in the country. I was to 
be paid the munificent sum of twenty-five dollars a month. While 
I waited at home for the opening of school we lived on the money 
that my father had left.

Of course as a young, inexperienced girl who had never had a 
beau, too young to have been out in company except at children’s 
parties, I knew nothing whatever of the world’s ways of looking at 
things and never dreamed that the community would not under-
stand why I didn’t want our children separated. But someone said 
that I had been downtown inquiring for Dr. Gray shortly after I had 
come from the country. They heard him tell me to tell my sister he 
would get the money, meaning my father’s money, and bring it to 
us that night. It was easy for that type of mind to deduce and spread 
the rumor that already, as young as I was, I had been heard asking 
white men for money and that was the reason I wanted to live there 
by myself with the children.

I am quite sure that never in all my life have I suffered such a 
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shock as I did when I heard this misconstruction that had been 
placed upon my determination to keep my brothers and sisters 
together. As I look back at it now I can perhaps understand the type 
of mind which drew such conclusions. And no one suggested that I 
was laying myself open to gossiping tongues.

My grandmother came from her country home to stay with us 
after that, and although she must have been seventy years old she 
tried to help out by doing work by the day. One evening after a hard 
day’s work she got up to cross the room and fell with a paralytic 
stroke. My aunt, who was her only daughter, came and took her back 
to the country, where she lived until her death a few years later.

I then found a woman who had been an old friend of my mother’s 
to stay at the house with the children while I went out to my country 
school to teach. I came home every Friday afternoon, riding the 
six miles on the back of a big mule. I spent Saturday and Sunday 
washing and ironing and cooking for the children and went back 
to my country school on Sunday afternoon. The country folks were 
kind and sympathetic, and almost every week they gave me eggs 
and butter to take home to the children.

After one term, I went to Memphis on the invitation of an aunt 
who lived there. She had been widowed by the same yellow fever 
epidemic which took my parents, and she had three small children 
of her own to care for. My aunt Belle, my mother’s sister, said she 
would take care of Eugenia. My two brothers were put to work on 
their farm and I took the two little girls with me to Memphis.

I secured a school in Shelby County, Tennessee, which paid a 
better salary and began studying for the examination for city 
schoolteacher which meant an even larger increase in salary. One 
day2 while riding back to my school I took a seat in the ladies’ coach 
of the train as usual. There were no jim crow cars then. But ever 
since the repeal of the Civil Rights Bill by the United States Supreme 

2  The date, 4 May 1884, is provided in the ruling of the Supreme Court of Tennessee, 
Tennessee Reports 1:613. [Wells had earlier filed suit against the railroad about a 
physical encounter on a train to Woodstock in September 1883.]
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Court in 18773 there had been efforts all over the South to draw the 
color line on the railroads.

When the train started and the conductor came along to collect 
tickets, he took my ticket, then handed it back to me and told me 
that he couldn’t take my ticket there. I thought that if he didn’t want 
the ticket I wouldn’t bother about it so went on reading. In a little 
while when he finished taking tickets, he came back and told me I 
would have to go in the other car. I refused, saying that the forward 
car was a smoker, and as I was in the ladies’ car I proposed to stay. 
He tried to drag me out of the seat, but the moment he caught hold 
of my arm I fastened my teeth in the back of his hand.

I had braced my feet against the seat in front and was holding 
to the back, and as he had already been badly bitten he didn’t try 
it again by himself. He went forward and got the baggageman and 
another man to help him and of course they succeeded in dragging 
me out. They were encouraged to do this by the attitude of the white 
ladies and gentlemen in the car; some of them even stood on the 
seats so that they could get a good view and continued applauding 
the conductor for his brave stand.

By this time the train had stopped at the first station. When 
I saw that they were determined to drag me into the smoker, 
which was already filled with colored people and those who were 
smoking, I said I would get off the train rather than go in—which I 
did. Strangely, I held on to my ticket all this time, and although the 
sleeves of my linen duster had been torn out and I had been pretty 
roughly handled, I had not been hurt physically.

I went back to Memphis and engaged a colored lawyer to bring 
suit against the railroad for me. After months of delay I found he 
had been bought off by the road, and as he was the only colored 
lawyer in town I had to get a white one. This man, Judge Greer, kept 
his pledge with me and the case was finally brought to trial in the 
circuit court. Judge Pierce, who was an ex-union soldier from Min-
nesota, awarded me damages of five hundred dollars. I can see to 

3  She is in error about the date. The Civil Rights Act was held unconstitutional by the 
U.S. Supreme Court in 1883. 109 U.S. 2 (1883).
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this day the headlines in the Memphis Appeal announcing darky 
damsel gets damages.4

The railroad appealed the case to the state’s supreme court, 
which reversed the findings of the lower court, and I had to pay the 
costs.5 Before this was done, the railroad’s lawyer had tried every 
means in his power to get me to compromise the case, but I indig-
nantly refused. Had I done so, I would have been a few hundred 
dollars to the good instead of having to pay out over two hundred 
dollars in court costs.

It was twelve years afterward before I knew why the case had at-
tracted so much attention and was fought so bitterly by the Chesa-
peake and Ohio Railroad. It was the first case in which a colored 
plaintiff in the South had appealed to a state court since the repeal 
of the Civil Rights Bill by the United States Supreme Court. The gist 
of that decision was that Negroes were not wards of the nation but 
citizens of the individual states, and should therefore appeal to the 
state courts for justice instead of to the federal court. The success 
of my case would have set a precedent which others would doubt-
less have followed. In this, as in so many other matters, the South 
wanted the Civil Rights Bill repealed but did not want or intend 
to give justice to the Negro after robbing him of all sources from 
which to secure it.

The supreme court of the nation had told us to go to the state 
courts for redress of grievances; when I did so I was given the 
brand of justice Charles Sumner knew Negroes would get when 
he fathered the Civil Rights Bill during the Reconstruction period.

4  The Memphis Daily Appeal, Thursday, 25 December 1884, p. 4. The complete head-
line read: “A Darky Damsel Obtains 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.”
5  The court concluded, “We think it is evident that the purpose of the defendant in 
error was to harass with a view to this suit, and that her persistence was not in good 
faith to obtain a comfortable seat for the short ride.” Chesapeake & Ohio & South-
western Railroad Company v. Wells. Tennessee Reports: 85 Cases Argued and De-
termined in the Supreme Court of Tennessee for the Western Division, Jackson, 
April Term, 1887, p. 615.
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NEW OPPORTUNITIES

I had already secured my appointment as a teacher in Memphis be-
fore the railroad case was finally settled; so I had my salary to fall 
back on to help pay the costs against me. 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. I had always 
been a voracious reader. I had read all the fiction in the Sunday 
school library and in Rust College. In the country schools where I 
had taught many times there was no oil for lamps and there were no 
candles to spare. My only diversion was reading and I could forget 
my troubles in no other way. I used to sit before the blazing wood 
fire with a book in my lap during the long winter evenings and read 
by firelight. I had formed my ideals on the best of Dickens’s stories, 
Louisa May Alcott’s, Mrs. A. D. T. Whitney’s, and Charlotte Brontë’s 
books, and Oliver Optic’s stories for boys. I had read the Bible and 
Shakespeare through, but I had never read a Negro book or any-
thing about Negroes.

In Memphis I first heard of the A.M.E. church and saw a Negro 
bishop—Bishop Turner.1 I worshiped in the first big, fine church 
I had ever seen and watched the crowds, and I wondered why the 
preachers did not give the people practical talks. I had already found 
out in the country that the people needed guidance in everyday 
life and that the leaders, the preachers, were not giving them this 

1  Bishop Henry McNeal Turner was one of the most influential Negroes in the United 
States. He was born near Abbeville, South Carolina, 1 February 1834. After a stormy 
political career, he was elected bishop of the General Conference of the A.M.E. Church 
in 1880. Dictionary of American Biography, vol. 10, part 1, pp. 65–66.



Ida B. Wells (1893), photograph by Sallie E. Garrity of Chicago. 
Courtesy Wikipedia Commons.
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help. They would come to me with their problems because I, as their 
teacher, should have been their leader. But I knew nothing of life 
except what I had read.

The bishops I had known were scholarly, saintly men in the 
Methodist Episcopal church and most of the pastors we had were 
the same. All my teachers had been the consecrated white men and 
women from the North who came into the South to teach immedi-
ately after the end of the war. It was they who brought us the light 
of knowledge and their splendid example of Christian courage.

As a green girl in my teens, I was no help to the people outside 
of the schoolroom, and at first, I fear, I was very little aid in it, since 
I had had no normal training. The only work I did outside of my 
schoolroom, besides hard study to keep up with the work, was to 
teach in Sunday school. I had read the Bible through before I left 
Holly Springs. Indeed, I could read nothing else on Sunday after-
noons at home, because my parents would not permit it.

In Memphis, after becoming a teacher, I joined a lyceum com-
posed mainly of teachers of the public schools. We met every Friday 
afternoon in the Vance Street Christian Church. The literary exer-
cises consisted of recitations, essays, and debates interspersed with 
music. It was a breath of life to me, for this program was like the 
Friday afternoon oratoricals in school. The exercises always closed 
with the reading of the Evening Star—a spicy journal prepared 
and read by the editor. There were news items, literary notes, criti-
cisms of previous offerings on the program, a “They Say” column of 
pleasant personalities—and always some choice poetry.

The editor, who had held a position in the city of Washington 
for a number of years, was a brilliant man. In the course of time, he 
got his job back and returned to Washington, leaving the Evening 
Star without an editor. To my great surprise, I was elected to fill the 
vacancy. I tried to make my offering as acceptable as his had been, 
and before long I found that I liked the work. The lyceum attendance 
was increased by people who said they came to hear the Evening 
Star read. Among them one Friday evening was Rev. R. N. Countee, 
pastor of one of the leading Baptist churches, who also published a 
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weekly called the Living Way.2 He gave us a very nice notice in his 
paper the next week, copying some of my matter, and invited me to 
do some writing for his paper.

All of this, although gratifying, surprised me very much, for I 
had had no training except what the work on the Evening Star had 
given me, and no literary gifts and graces. But I had observed and 
thought much about conditions as I had seen them in the country 
schools and churches. I had an instinctive feeling that the people 
who had little or no school training should have something coming 
into their homes weekly which dealt with their problems in a 
simple, helpful way. So in weekly letters to the Living Way, I wrote 
in a plain, common-sense way on the things which concerned our 
people. Knowing that their education was limited, I never used a 
word of two syllables where one would serve the purpose. I signed 
these articles “Iola.”

It was not long before these articles were copied and commented 
on by other Negro newspapers in the country, and I received letters 
from other editors inviting me to write for them.

In the meantime [1886] my aunt, who had accepted an opportu-
nity to go to California the year before, wrote me to join her there, as 
there was a chance for me to secure a school in the town of Visalia,3 
where she lived. She had taken my two sisters with her as well as 
her own three children. I had made a very pleasant place for myself 
in the life of Memphis by this time and I didn’t want to leave. But my 
aunt Fannie (who was such only by marriage to my uncle) had given 
me help and a home with her when I badly needed it and had cared 
for my two young sisters while I was teaching. I felt that I owed her 
a debt of gratitude and that I ought to go.

An excursion of the National Education Association was taking 
teachers to Topeka, Kansas, and an excursion of the GAR was going 
from there to California, stopping at all the notable places. As I had 
never done any traveling, it would give me a chance to take advan-

2  The Living Way, a religious weekly, was started in 1874, in the interest of Negro 
Americans. John McLean Keating, History of the City of Memphis and Shelby  
County, Tennessee (Syracuse, NY: D. Mason & Co., 1888), 2:223.
3  A small town south of Fresno, in the San Joaquin Valley.
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tage of these excursions and to see my aunt and get her consent 
to come back to Memphis. I went, and wrote letters back to the 
Living Way describing Kansas City, Topeka, the Garden of the Gods, 
Denver, Salt Lake City, San Francisco, and such, all along the line.

When I got to the little town of Visalia, I was persuaded by my 
aunt to sell my return ticket and accept the school offered to me 
there by the superintendent. Not a dozen colored families lived 
there, and although there was plenty of work, it was very dull and 
lonely for my aunt and the five youngsters in the family. There was 
good work and good wages for her, and better health than back in 
Memphis, but no companionship; so I decided to stay with her.

I regretted it almost as soon as I sold my ticket. When I told my 
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, she said that if I returned I must take my two sisters with 
me. She knew very well that I had no money with which to do so.

I thought long over the matter, then wrote a letter to Mr. Robert 
Church of Memphis, Tennessee, asking for the loan of $150 with 
which to return. I told him the circumstances of my condition—that 
although he did not know me he could find out by reference to the 
board of education that I was a teacher in the public schools and 
would thus be able to repay the money. I told him that I wrote to him 
because he was the only man of my race that I knew who could lend 
me that much money and wait for me to repay it. I also told him not 
to send the money unless I had been reelected, as otherwise there 
would be no need for me to come back to Memphis.

I had also told Prof. W. W. Yates of the Kansas City, Missouri, 
schools, who was visiting in San Francisco and came down to see 
me before returning home, that I hoped my friends back east would 
not forget me because, although I had tried to do my duty, I could see 
nothing whatever for me so far away from everyone I knew.

September came on apace. The schools in California opened 
on the first Monday in September; in Kansas City, on the second 
Monday; and in Memphis, Tennessee, on the third Monday. Hearing 
nothing from my friends, I went to school in Visalia on Monday and 
registered eighteen pupils, all the colored contingent of the town.
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This school was a makeshift one-room building. The separation 
of the two races in school had been asked for by the colored people 
themselves, as I learned afterward, and they had been given the 
second-rate facilities that are usual in such cases. All the white, 
Indian, and half-breed Mexican and Indian children went to school 
in a commodious building up on the hill, and I was helping to per-
petuate this odious state of things by staying and teaching at this 
school. I spent an unhappy day as these thoughts kept occurring to 
me. But again I determined to make the best of a situation I could 
not help.

Tuesday morning a telegram was brought me after school had 
begun. It said, “You were elected to teach in the Kansas City schools 
last night. Wire when to expect you. W. W. Yates.” My aunt had fol-
lowed the telegram to school and began again to plead for me to stay 
with her. She knew my Kansas City friends would wire me money to 
travel on, now that I had been elected. She was backed by Mr. Ward, 
who was one of the influential citizens of the town. I yielded to their 
persuasions and again promised to stay. My aunt never left until I 
had written out and sent a reply telegram thanking my friends but 
declining the position.

Another dreary day went by and I tried my best, with no facili-
ties, to get the school material straightened out. Thursday morning 
on the way to school I received a letter from Mr. Church in Memphis 
in reply to mine of three weeks before. In it was a check or draft 
for the money I had requested as a loan. He assured me that I had 
been reelected to teach in Memphis and he was very glad to make 
the loan I had asked.

I didn’t have the strength to go through another scene with my 
aunt. I finished my day’s work at the school and after cashing my 
draft, went to the telegraph office and sent this telegram to Mr. 
Yates in Kansas City, “Leaving tonight. If too late to secure position 
there, will go on to Memphis. Ida B. Wells.” When the storm broke 
at home and I told my sisters, who were eleven and fourteen years 
old, that we must get ready to leave that night, Annie refused to do 
so and our aunt Fannie encouraged her in taking this stand. I did 
not blame her for doing so, because her own daughter, Ida, who was 
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my namesake, would have no friend after Annie, who was near her 
own age, came with me. Besides, I realized that it would be much 
easier for me to manage with one instead of two half-grown girls on 
my hands. So after a promise from my aunt that she would care for 
Annie as if she were her own daughter, I agreed to leave her there.



Ida B. Wells-Barnett at approximately age thirty,  
photographed in Chicago (1893/94).
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IOLA

When I reached Kansas City the following Tuesday, I found that 
school had begun the day before. The school board, on receiving my 
first telegram, had elected a home girl, Miss Callie Jordan, in my 
place. When my second telegram came stating that I was coming, 
the place was again voted me and I had been assigned to the Lin-
coln School. The room had been dismissed on Monday morning 
awaiting my arrival.

Of course all this had made for confusion and division in the 
town. Miss Jordan’s friends resented her treatment and blamed me 
for it. She had been an applicant for the position in the beginning, 
having just graduated from school the June before. The board was 
very eager to have experienced teachers in the school, and knowing 
that she had had none, was quite willing to pass her up for one who 
had received testimonials as to efficiency from Memphis.

I went right to school that day and was given the fourth-grade 
room. The principal and most of the teachers were friends of Miss 
Jordan’s, and they showed themselves to be hostile and resentful. 
Being very sensitive, I was much hurt over their attitude. When I 
thought of how united all these friends had been in entertaining 
the Memphis teachers when we had passed through on the way to 
the National Education Association two months before, I could not 
bear to be a disturbing influence.

I taught through the day, however, and held my room until quiet 
and order had been established; then I dismissed it as if I were 
coming back next day. I went straight to the principal’s office, wrote 
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out my resignation and gave it to him, then went home to face Mr. 
Bowser, Mr. Yates, Mr. Coles, and others. They felt I had deserted 
them, but I stood firm and insisted on leaving for Memphis. I did 
not tell them of the attitude of the teachers. There was no use in 
making them enemies of each other. These men were all principals 
of schools in Kansas City, and I believe they were honestly trying to 
get experienced teachers in the school.

Mr. Bowser, who was the editor of the Gate City Press and Kansas 
City’s leading citizen among the colored people, already had an an-
nouncement in type for that week’s issue of his paper, which said 
that “the brilliant Iola” would be an associate editor in addition to 
her duties as a teacher. I was very sorry to again seem ungrateful 
to friends who had tried to show their appreciation of me, but I felt 
that I was right in so doing, especially when my own position in 
Memphis was still awaiting me.

I left Kansas City that night and walked into the teacher’s 
meeting in Memphis the following Saturday morning, in time to 
receive my assignment for the coming year. My superintendent, 
Captain Collier, was surprised to see me. He told me that he had 
already replied to a letter to Superintendent Greenwood of Kansas 
City, giving me the highest testimonials as to character and effi-
ciency. I thanked him for having done so but reminded him that I 
had sent no resignation to him and therefore he could not consider 
my place vacant until I had done so.

That is how it came about that in the year 1886 I had taught in 
one month in the states of California, Missouri, and Tennessee. 
Four days in Visalia, one day in Kansas City, and the remainder of 
the school year in Memphis. I never cared for teaching, but I had 
always been very conscientious in trying to do my work honestly. 
There seemed nothing else to do for a living except menial work, 
and I could not have made a living at that.

My first call after school started was to see Mr. Church and thank 
him for what he had done for me. I wanted to give him a note for 
the money he had sent me, and pay him interest on it while I paid it 
back in installments. But he would let me do neither, and so I never 
rested until I had paid him in full. My gratitude for his kindly act 
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and his trust in a girl he knew only by reputation warms my heart 
today whenever I think of it.

Although I had made a reputation in school for thoroughness 
and discipline in the primary grades, I was never promoted above 
the fourth grade in all my years as a teacher. The confinement and 
monotony of the primary work began to grow distasteful. The cor-
respondence I had built up in newspaper work gave me an outlet 
through which to express the real “me” and I enjoyed my work to 
the utmost.

Others seemed to like it also. One day I had a caller who said he 
was passing through Memphis and could not resist the opportunity 
to look up “the brilliant Iola” whose writings he had read in various 
papers. He was Rev. William J. Simmons, D. D., who was traveling for 
the American Baptist Home Missionary Society. He was the head 
of their work among the colored people, and was also president of 
the state university of Louisville, Kentucky, organizer and president 
of the National Baptist Convention, and editor of the Negro Press 
Association. He was truly a big man, figuratively and physically.

He wanted me as correspondent of his paper and offered me the 
lavish sum of one dollar a letter weekly! It was the first time anyone 
had offered to pay me for the work I had enjoyed doing. I had never 
dreamed of receiving any pay, for I had been too happy over the 
thought that the papers were giving me space. Dr. Simmons also 
wanted me to come to Louisville next year to represent his paper 
at the press convention.

For the next three years I was on the staff of the American Bap-
tists. I went to Louisville to the first press convention I had ever 
attended and was tickled pink over the attention I received from 
those veterans of the press. I suppose it was because I was their 
first woman representative. I also went as representative of this 
paper to the press convention in Washington, D.C., in 1889, where I 
was elected secretary to the National Press Association. I witnessed 
my first inauguration while there. I saw for the first time Frederick 
Douglass, Bishop Turner, Senator B. K. Bruce, and other important 
men of our race.

In every way he could, Dr. Simmons encouraged me to be a news-



	 30	 c h a pt e r  f o u r

paper woman, and whatever fame I achieved in that line I owe in 
large measure to his influence and encouragement. The following 
extracts from kind friends who wrote about my work at that time 
will show that I had some little success.

The Afro-American Press, published in 1891 by I. Garland Penn, 
who is now and has been for years secretary of the Freedman’s Aid 
Society of the Methodist Episcopal church:

Miss Wells’ first article was a “write-up” of a suit for damages at the re-
quest of the editor of the Living Way, and to which she contributed for 
two years. This introduced her to the newspaper fraternity as a writer 
of superb ability and demands for her services began to come in.1

T. Thos. Fortune of the New York Age, after meeting her at the 
press convention, wrote of her:

She has become famous as one of the few of our women who handle 
a goose quill with diamond point as easily as any man in newspaper 
work. If Iola were a man she would be a humming independent in poli-
tics. She has plenty of nerve and is as sharp as a steel trap.

She is now regular correspondent of the Detroit Plaindealer, Chris-
tian Index, Jackson, Tenn. and the People’s Choice. She edits the Home 
Department of “Our Women and Children,” of which Dr. Wm. J. Sim-
mons is publisher. Decidedly Iola is a great success in journalism and 
we can feel proud of a woman whose ability and energy serve to make 
her so. She is popular with all the journalists of Afro-American con-
nection as was seen by her election as assistant secretary of the Na-
tional Afro-American Press Convention at Louisville two years ago, 
and her unanimous election as secretary of the recent Press Conven-
tion which met in Washington, D.C. March 4, 1899.

In summing up her character as a writer we can but say Amen 
to what Miss Lucy W. Smith says of her in the following:

Miss Ida B. Wells, “Iola” has been called the Princess of the Press, and 
she has well earned the title. No writer, the male fraternity not ex-
cepted, has been more extensively quoted none struck harder blows 
at the wrongs and weaknesses of the race. Her readers are equally di-
vided between the sexes. She reaches the men by dealing with the po-

1  I. Garland Penn, The Afro-American Press and Its Editors (Springfield, MA: Wiley 
& Co., 1891), pp. 407 ff.
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litical aspect of the race question, and the women she meets around 
the fireside. She is an inspiration to the young writers and her success 
has lent an impetus to their ambition. When the National Press As-
sociation, of which she was elected assistant secretary, met in Louis-
ville, she read a splendid paper on “Women in Journalism, or How I 
Would Edit.”

By the way it is her ambition to edit a paper. She believes there is 
no agency so potent as the press in reaching and elevating a people. 
Her contributions are distributed among the leading race journals. 
Since her debut with the Living Way five years ago, she has written for 
the New York Age; the Detroit (Michigan) Plaindealer; Indianapolis 
World; Gate City Press, Kansas City, Mo., Little Rock (Arkansas) Sun; 
American Baptist, Louisville, Ky.; Memphis (Tennessee) Watchman; 
Chattanooga (Tenn.) Justice; Christian Index; Fisk University Herald, 
Nashville, Tenn.; Our Women and Children Magazine, and the Mem-
phis dailies and weeklies.2

2  Henry Davenport Northrop, Joseph R. Gay, and I. Garland Penn, The College of Life; 
or, Practical Self-Educator: A Manual of Self-Improvement of the Colored Race (Chi-
cago: Chicago Publication and Lithograph Company, 1895), p. 100.
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THE FREE SPEECH DAYS

Since the appetite grows for what it feeds on, the desire came to 
own a paper. I was invited to be a writer on the Free Speech and  
Headlight of Memphis. This was in 1889. The paper was owned by 
Rev. F. Nightingale, pastor of the largest Baptist church in town, 
and by J. L. Fleming. I refused to come in except as equal with them-
selves, and I bought a one-third interest. I was editor, Mr. Fleming 
was business manager (collecting upward of two hundred dollars a 
month from the white businessmen of the city for advertising), and 
Rev. Nightingale was sales manager. Since he was pastor of the Beal 
Street Baptist Church, with the largest congregation in the state, 
about five hundred copies were sold every Sunday in this church.

Under this arrangement things went along smoothly for the 
next two years, until I asked Rev. Nightingale to sign an article I 
had written about the city schools. I was still teaching and I wanted 
to hold my position. Yet I felt that some protest should be made over 
conditions in the colored schools. The article was a protest against 
the few and utterly inadequate buildings for colored children. I also 
spoke of the poor teachers given us, whose mental and moral char-
acter was not of the best. It had been charged that some of these 
teachers had little to recommend them save an illicit friendship 
with members of the school board. I was sure that such a condition 
deserved criticism, and that such a protest coming from a man in 
his position would be heeded. The paper was not a paying proposi-
tion and naturally I wanted to keep my position as teacher. I feared 
that unless the editorial was signed by him, it would be charged 
to me.
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When this article, nearly a half column in length, was in type, I 
showed it to Rev. Nightingale with his name attached. He refused 
to father it. It was then too late to substitute something else, as the 
forms were locked up ready to go to press, so I had his name with-
drawn and let it ride. Needless to say, that editorial created a sen-
sation and much comment. Another paper openly stated that the 
charges were true that some of our teachers took walks and rides 
with friends of the other race. My paper made rejoinder demanding 
the names of such teachers, because that statement put all forty of 
our public school teachers under suspicion.

It therefore came as a great shock that not long after one of the 
same public school teachers who taught in the Clay Street School, 
in the room adjoining my own, came strolling past my home one 
bright moonlight evening in company with a young white man who 
was a lawyer for the board of education. She had on a veil, but I rec-
ognized her walk and the clothes which she had had on that very 
day. It is an interesting sidelight on some of the conditions which 
obtained in the South at that time. But this beautiful young girl 
carried on her clandestine love affair with this young white man, 
growing bolder as time went on. One Sunday morning she came to 
her sister’s home after having been out all night and was charged 
by her brother-in-law with immoral practice. In the bitter scene 
which ensued he called her some hard names. She ran to her room, 
snatched a pistol out of her trunk, rammed it as far into her ear as 
it would go and blew her brains out. It was significant to look at the 
floral pieces that were sent to her funeral—the largest and finest 
had the name of her admirer boldly attached to it.

That year, when the time came for election of teachers, the 
school board failed to reelect me as it had done every year for seven 
years. I was not even notified of this until time for the school to be 
opened, too late to seek employment elsewhere. I sent my lawyer to 
the board of education to find out why. The reply was that no fault 
was found with my ability as a teacher or with my character, but 
the board had a copy of the Free Speech on file in the office showing 
criticism of them. They didn’t care to employ a teacher who had 
done this, and for that reason I had been left out.
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Of course I had rather feared that might be the result; but I had 
taken a chance in the interest of the children of our race and had 
lost out. The worst part of the experience was the lack of apprecia-
tion shown by the parents. They simply couldn’t understand why 
one would risk a good job, even for their children. The burden of 
their simple refrain was, “Miss Ida, you ought not to have done it; 
you might have known that they would fire you.”

But I thought it was right to strike a blow against a glaring evil 
and I did not regret it. Up to that time I had felt that any fight made 
in the interest of the race would have its support. I learned then that 
I could not count on that.

I had spent that summer vacation in the Mississippi valley ex-
tending circulation for the Free Speech. This had been done on the 
advice and direction of Isaiah Montgomery, who had just estab-
lished Mound Bayou in Mississippi. He was the only Negro member 
of the famous, or infamous, Mississippi Constitutional Convention 
of 1890.

The Free Speech had criticized him severely for voting for the 
infamous “Understanding Clause” which was adopted and became 
a law of the state. Mississippi was the first southern state to set 
at naught by law the provisions of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth 
Amendments to the Constitution of the United States.1 The state 
spent six months in 1890 choosing a law which would restrict the 
Negro vote without conflicting with the provisions of the Four-
teenth and Fifteenth Amendments.

The Fifteenth Amendment provided that “The right of the citi-
zens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by 
the United States or by any State on account of race, color, or pre-
vious condition of servitude.” The “Understanding Clause” does that 
very thing, but it does it without mentioning race, color, or previous 
condition of servitude. It says that any citizen who can understand 

1  Reference here is to the Mississippi Convention of 1890. The new constitution effec-
tively disfranchised the state’s Negro population. Vernon Lane Wharton, The Negro 
in Mississippi, 1865–1890 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1947), 
pp. 199–215.
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a clause of the Constitution when it is read to him shall be declared 
eligible to vote.

That law was executed by the very white men who passed it. It 
was easy for them to decide that very few Negroes understood the 
clauses of the Constitution which they chose to read to them. Espe-
cially when they asked them to define the meaning of the ex post 
facto law. Of course they saw to it that any white man, no matter how 
illiterate, understood the simple clause which was always read to 
him. In this way they thought they had gotten around mentioning 
race, color, or previous condition of servitude.

The Free Speech stated editorially that Montgomery should 
never have acquiesced; but that it would have been better to have 
gone down to defeat still voting against this outrageous “Under-
standing Clause.” Mr. Montgomery came to Memphis to explain, 
but although we never agreed that his course had been the right 
one, we became the best of friends, and he helped to increase the 
circulation of the paper wonderfully by sending me all through the 
Delta. Mr. Montgomery was just opening up Mound Bayou and I was 
frequently his guest in those early days, so when I lost my job as a 
teacher I determined to strike out and see if I could make a living 
from the paper.

Newspaper folks then rode on passes everywhere, so it was easy 
to get around the country. Building on the start of the summer be-
fore, I went to most of the large towns throughout the Delta, across 
the Mississippi River into Arkansas, and back into Tennessee. 
Wherever there was a gathering of the people, there I was in the 
midst of them, to solicit subscribers for the Free Speech and to ap-
point a correspondent to send us weekly news. Wherever I went 
people received me cordially and gave me their warm support. Of 
course I wrote letters back to the Free Speech describing my trips. 
A woman editor and correspondent was a novelty; besides, Missis-
sippi was my native state.

At Greenville, Mississippi, I attended the state bar association, 
made a short appeal to them, and came out with the subscription 
of every man present. In Water Valley, Mississippi, the state grand 
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master of the Masonic lodge suspended the session for a half hour 
to let me appeal to them for subscriptions. When I came out of that 
meeting I was weighted down with silver dollars and had to go 
straight to the bank. In nine months’ time I had an income nearly 
as large as I had received teaching and felt sure that I had found my 
vocation. I was very proud of my success because up to that time 
very few of our newspapers had made any money.

Rev. Nightingale had, in the meantime, withdrawn from the 
paper. He had trouble with his congregation and he wanted to use 
the Free Speech to flay those who had opposed him and wanted to 
get rid of him. When we objected to the articles he wrote abusing his 
enemies, who were our supporters, he withdrew and we bought out 
his interest. We then moved the office from the church grounds.2 
Every week evidence came from all over Mississippi, Tennessee, 
and Arkansas that the Free Speech was a welcome visitor, a helpful 
influence in the lives of our people, and was filling a long-felt want.

Several incidents happened to illustrate that influence. A min-
ister of the gospel who had gone from his church services one 
Sunday night to the home of one of the members, who was a grass 
widow, had been surprised by her husband, who not only ran him 
out of the house in his night clothes but took possession of the new 
broadcloth suit which the sisters had given him, and also his shoes 
and hat. This husband was an expressman, and he nailed Rev. ——’s 
shoes to the front of his express wagon and the hat to the rear, and 
drove around town exhibiting them in the performance of his duties 
the next week.

The minister remained in hiding until a brother minister could 
furnish him some clothing and money with which to get out of town. 
Of course the Free Speech had a very caustic comment on this par-
ticular incident and that type of minister. The preachers’ alliance at 
its meeting the following Monday morning voted to boycott the Free 
Speech because of that comment and the exposure of that incident. 

2  The office was moved to Hernando Street, near Beale Street. Interview 5 August 
1967, with Fred L. Hutchins, historian of Memphis and author of What Happened in 
Memphis (Kingsport, TN: Kingsport Press, 1965).
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They sent the presiding elder of the district to the office to threaten 
us with the loss of their patronage and the fight they were going to 
make against us in their congregations.

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 
conduct 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 flour-
ished like a green bay tree.

Another instance was when Mr. Booker T. Washington, who 
was just beginning to get recognition for the success of his work at 
Tuskegee, wrote an article in the Christian Register of Boston, Mas-
sachusetts. To illustrate his need for educated leaders, he said that 
it was asserted that “two-thirds of the Negro preachers of the south 
were morally and intellectually unfit to teach or lead the people.”

Although perhaps in the light of the foregoing Mr. Washington 
told the truth, it seemed to me that it was a wrong thing for him to 
have made that criticism in a white paper so far away from home. 
When the people needed such criticism, I felt he ought to have done 
as we did—tell them about it at home rather than tell our enemies 
abroad. Of course I said as much in an editorial, and that was the 
beginning of the acquaintance with Mr. Booker T. Washington. I 
was invited to attend the next meeting of the farmers’ convention, 
but I never got there.

My travels were so successful that I felt I had at last found my real 
vocation. I thoroughly enjoyed my work because the people were 
so kind and helpful. It was quite a novelty to see a woman agent 
who was also an editor of the journal for which she canvassed. The 
Free Speech began to be in demand all up and down the Delta spur 
of the Illinois Central Railroad. So much was this so that the news 
butcher on one of the trains on which I traveled came and asked me 
for a copy of it. He said he had never known so many colored people 
to ask for a newspaper before. I told him we would be glad for him 
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to handle it. Our circulation had increased in less than a year from 
fifteen hundred to four thousand, and my salary came to within ten 
dollars of what I had received as teacher.

We printed the Free Speech on pink paper to make it distinc-
tive to a great many people who could not read. I afterward learned 
that some of the butchers were selling copies of the Police Gazette 
to many of the poor illiterates who wanted the Free Speech—they 
could not read for themselves, so they got to asking for the pink 
paper. I suppose it was human nature for the butcher to take ad-
vantage of their ignorance.

Led by Isaiah Montgomery of Mound Bayou, postmaster James 
Hill of Vicksburg, Mississippi, and such men, I was welcomed and 
assisted everywhere and in every way in the state.3 Being a native of 
the state, which had been the strongest political organization in the 
South, I was handed from town to town from Memphis to Natchez, 
Mississippi, and treated like a queen. I attended the political meet-
ings and church conventions besides the state bar associations and 
the Masonic grand lodge of the state, which suspended its labor to 
let me make an appeal for my paper. I was the daughter of Missis-
sippi and my father had been a master Mason, so it was no wonder 
that I came out of the meeting with paid subscriptions from every 
delegate.

There was only one exception to this pleasant experience, and I 
give it here because of its bearing on an important question. I was 
the guest of a minister in one of those thriving towns while solic-
iting subscriptions for my paper. I will not mention his name, be-
cause he is still living and occupies an honorable position. He and 
his wife made me very welcome as their guest. He had also a young 
sister-in-law visiting him. Both he and his wife were from Ohio and 
were one of its best families; they had met and married while this 
preacher was attending school in that state.

Because of the presence of two visiting young ladies, the eligible 
young men of the town called, and the good times they gave us the 
week I was there are delightful memories even now. It seems that 

3  For sketches of the careers of Montgomery and Hill, see Wharton, The Negro in 
Mississippi, pp. 42, 163.
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after my trip was over, whenever this preacher met the professor, 
lawyer, or mail clerk who had shown us marked attention, he would 
descant on the virtues of northern girls and their desirability as 
wives, saying again and again that that was his reason for marrying 
a northern woman. When these young men, natives of the South, 
loyally insisted that southern girls measured up to the standard 
also, and mentioned my name as an instance, Rev. —— said he would 
like to think so, but his wife had gotten a torn letter of mine out of 
the wastebasket in his home while I was there showing that I had 
lost my position in Memphis and that looked very suspicious. The 
conclusions he drew were to the effect that morally there were no 
virtuous southern girls.

James Hill, who was then postmaster of Vicksburg, who was also 
born in Holly Springs, who had been my father’s friend, and who 
had known me since I was born heard this story. On one of his trips 
to Memphis he called on me. Before leaving he very casually in-
quired when I was coming to Vicksburg again. I told him I was not 
sure, but it would be some time in the near future. He said, “Well, 
when you come do not stop at Rev. ——’s again.”

Of course I wanted to know why. He said I ought to be satisfied 
that he had good reason for so advising me. I insisted upon knowing 
the real reason. Then he told me what the young men had told him 
about the minister’s remarks. James Hill was a bachelor and there-
fore had no home of his own to invite me to, but he promised to look 
up a nice stopping place for me when next I found I had to come to 
Vicksburg.

When I heard what this preacher of the gospel had said, I im-
mediately wrote him telling him that I was to be in his town on a 
certain day and I desired an audience with him touching some re-
marks he had made reflecting on my character. He replied by saying 
he would see me whenever I came. Of course I made a very early trip 
to Vicksburg, and sent him a note asking that he call on me at five 
o’clock that evening.

His wife answered the note saying he was attending a funeral but 
that she was sure he would be back in time to be there. He came and 
when he entered the room he found all five of the close friends to 
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whom he had told the tale reflecting on my character. Postmaster 
Hill was also present. He didn’t attempt to deny it when I charged 
him with having tried to injure my character.

He acknowledged that he had made the derogatory remarks, 
but added that he had only told it to my close friends. He realized 
his error and he begged pardon and stood ready to make amends. 
After thinking the matter over, I finally told him that as far as I knew 
the injury he had sought to do me had not gone beyond the bounds 
of his town. It seems that he had only wished to discredit me in the 
eyes of these young men. I said I would accept his apology provided 
he made it from his pulpit the following Sunday in case anyone else 
in town had heard of his remarks. He agreed to do so and I wrote 
the following statement:

To Whom It May Concern:
I desire to say that any remarks I have made reflecting on the char-

acter of Miss Ida B. Wells are false. This I do out of deference to her as 
a lady and myself as a Christian gentleman.

I handed him this note to read before the others could know what 
was in it, in order to give him a chance to refuse if he chose. But he 
gamely agreed to accept the conditions, and then I read it aloud to 
the others. 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. I also wanted him to know that virtue was 
not at all a matter of the section in which one lived; that many a slave 
woman had fought and died rather than yield to the pressure and 
temptations to which she was subjected. I had heard many tales of 
such and I wanted him to know at least one southern girl, born and 
bred, who had tried to keep herself spotless and morally clean as 
my slave mother had taught me.

Meanwhile these friends who had been my silent bodyguards 
and witnesses advised me after he had gone not to stay to hear him 
fulfill his promise. They thought he had been punished enough. So 
after one of them had been chosen to go to church the following 
Sunday I took the midnight train back to Memphis. He afterward re-
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ported that the pastor kept his word and read the note just as I gave 
it to him. This pastor was already in trouble with his parish, and 
Bishop Turner, who was over him, was a friend of mine. I could have 
denounced him in my paper and made him even more unpopular 
than he was. I could have sued him in the courts; but feeling that 
he had been taught his lesson, I let the matter drop. I felt that I had 
vindicated the honor of the many southern girls who had been tra-
duced by lying tongues.



6

LYNCHING AT THE CURVE

While I was thus carrying on the work of my newspaper, happy in 
the thought that our influence was helpful and that I was doing the 
work I loved and had proved that I could make a living out of it, there 
came the lynching in Memphis which changed the whole course of 
my life. I was on one of my trips away from home. I was busily en-
gaged in Natchez when word came of the lynching of three men in 
Memphis. It came just as I had demonstrated that I could make a 
living by my newspaper and need never tie myself down to school 
teaching.

Thomas Moss, Calvin McDowell, and Henry Stewart owned and 
operated a grocery store in a thickly populated suburb. Moss was a 
letter carrier and could only be at the store at night. Everybody in 
town knew and loved Tommie. An exemplary young man, he was 
married and the father of one little girl, Maurine, whose godmother 
I was. He and his wife Betty were the best friends I had in town. And 
he believed, with me, that we should defend the cause of right and 
fight wrong wherever we saw it.

He delivered mail at the office of the Free Speech, and whatever 
Tommie knew in the way of news we got first. He owned his little 
home, and having saved his money he went into the grocery busi-
ness with the same ambition that a young white man would have 
had. He was the president of the company. His partners ran the 
business in the daytime.

They had located their grocery in the district known as the 
“Curve” because the streetcar line curved sharply at that point. 
There was already a grocery owned and operated by a white man 
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who hitherto had had a monopoly on the trade of this thickly popu-
lated colored suburb. Thomas’s grocery changed all that, and he 
and his associates were made to feel that they were not welcome 
by the white grocer. The district being mostly colored and many of 
the residents belonging either to Thomas’s church or to his lodge, 
he was not worried by the white grocer’s hostility.

One day some colored and white boys quarreled over a game of 
marbles and the colored boys got the better of the fight which fol-
lowed. The father of the white boys whipped the victorious colored 
boy, whose father and friends pitched in to avenge the grown white 
man’s flogging of a colored boy. The colored men won the fight, 
whereupon the white father and grocery keeper swore out a war-
rant for the arrest of the colored victors. Of course the colored gro-
cery keepers had been drawn into the dispute. But the case was 
dismissed with nominal fines. Then the challenge was issued that 
the vanquished whites were coming on Saturday night to clean out 
the People’s Grocery Company.

Knowing this, the owners of the company consulted a lawyer 
and were told that as they were outside the city limits and beyond 
police protection, they would be justified in protecting themselves 
if attacked. Accordingly the grocery company armed several men 
and stationed them in the rear of the store on that fatal Saturday 
night, not to attack but to repel a threatened attack. And Saturday 
night was the time when men of both races congregated in their 
respective groceries.

About ten o’clock that night, when Thomas was posting his books 
for the week and Calvin McDowell and his clerk were waiting on 
customers preparatory to closing, shots rang out in the back room 
of the store. The men stationed there had seen several white men 
stealing through the rear door and fired on them without a mo-
ment’s pause. Three of these men were wounded, and others fled 
and gave the alarm.

Sunday morning’s paper came out with lurid headlines telling 
how officers of the law had been wounded while in the discharge of 
their duties, hunting up criminals whom they had been told were 
harbored in the People’s Grocery Company, this being “a low dive in 
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which drinking and gambling were carried on: a resort of thieves 
and thugs.” So ran the description in the leading white journals 
of Memphis of this successful effort of decent black men to carry 
on a legitimate business. The same newspaper told of the arrest 
and jailing of the proprietor of the store and many of the colored 
people. They predicted that it would go hard with the ringleaders 
if these “officers” should die. The tale of how the peaceful homes of 
that suburb were raided on that quiet Sunday morning by police 
pretending to be looking for others who were implicated in what 
the papers had called a conspiracy, has been often told. Over a hun-
dred colored men were dragged from their homes and put in jail 
on suspicion.

All day long on that fateful Sunday white men were permitted 
in the jail to look over the imprisoned black men. Frenzied descrip-
tions and hearsays were detailed in the papers, which fed the fires of 
sensationalism. Groups of white men gathered on the street corners 
and meeting places to discuss the awful crime of Negroes shooting 
white men.

There had been no lynchings in Memphis since the Civil War, 
but the colored people felt that anything might happen during the 
excitement.1 Many of them were in business there. Several times 
they had elected a member of their race to represent them in the 
legislature in Nashville. And a Negro, Lymus Wallace, had been 
elected several times as a member of the city council and we had had 
representation on the school board several times. Mr. Fred Savage 
was then our representative on the board of education.

The manhood which these Negroes represented went to the 
county jail and kept watch Sunday night.2 This they did also on 

1  There had been a riot, however, in 1866, in which forty-four Negroes and two 
whites were killed. Gerald M. Capers Jr., The Biography of a River Town: Memphis; 
Its Heroic Age (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1939), pp. 177, 178.
2  “The Tennessee Rifles guarded the jail for three nights.” Interview with Thomas 
Jackson of Chicago, Illinois, who was a young man then and remembered vividly 
the events of the lynching and subsequent events on 14 August 1892. “The court . . . 
ordered the sheriff to take charge of the arms of the Tennessee Rifles, a Negro guard, 
whose armory is near Hernando and Union Streets.” See also the Memphis Commer-
cial, 10 March 1892.
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Monday night, guarding the jail to see that nothing happened to 
the colored men during this time of race prejudice, while it was 
thought that the wounded white men would die. On Tuesday fol-
lowing, the newspapers which had fanned the flame of race preju-
dice announced that the wounded men were out of danger and 
would recover. The colored men who had guarded the jail for two 
nights felt that the crisis was past and that they need not guard the 
jail the third night.

While they slept a body of picked men was admitted to the 
jail, which was a modern Bastille. This mob took out of their cells 
Thomas Moss, Calvin McDowell, and Henry Stewart, the three offi-
cials of the People’s Grocery Company. They were loaded on a switch 
engine of the railroad which ran back of the jail, carried a mile north 
of the city limits, and horribly shot to death. One of the morning 
papers held back its edition in order to supply its readers with the 
details of that lynching.

From its columns was gleaned the above information, together 
with details which told that “It is said that Tom Moss begged for 
his life for the sake of his wife and child and his unborn baby”; that 
when asked if he had anything to say, told them to “tell my people to 
go West—there is no justice for them here”; that Calvin McDowell 
got hold of one of the guns of the lynchers and because they could 
not loosen his grip a shot was fired into his closed fist. When the 
three bodies were found, the fingers of McDowell’s right hand had 
been shot to pieces and his eyes were gouged out. This proved that 
the one who wrote that news report was either an eyewitness or got 
the facts from someone who was.3

The shock to the colored people who knew and loved both Moss 
and McDowell was beyond description. Groups of them went to the 
grocery and elsewhere and vented their feelings in talking among 
themselves, but they offered no violence. Word was brought to the 
city hall that Negroes were massing at the “Curve” where the gro-
cery had been located. Immediately an order was issued by the 
judge of the criminal court sitting on the bench, who told the sheriff 

3  Memphis Commercial, 10 March 1892, p. 1.
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to “take a hundred men, go out to the Curve at once, and shoot down 
on sight any Negro who appears to be making trouble.”

The loafers around the courts quickly spread the news, and 
gangs of them rushed into the hardware stores, armed them-
selves, boarded the cars and rushed out to the Curve. They obeyed 
the judge’s orders literally and shot into any group of Negroes they 
saw with as little compunction as if they had been on a hunting trip. 
The only reason hundreds of Negroes were not killed on that day by 
the mobs was because of the forbearance of the colored men. They 
realized their helplessness and submitted to outrages and insults 
for the sake of those depending upon them.

This mob took possession of the People’s Grocery Company, 
helping themselves to food and drink, and destroyed what they 
could not eat or steal. The creditors had the place closed and a few 
days later what remained of the stock was sold at auction. Thus, 
with the aid of the city and county authorities and the daily papers, 
that white grocer had indeed put an end to his rival Negro grocer 
as well as to his business.

As said before, I was in Natchez, Mississippi, when the worst 
of this horrible event was taking place. Thomas Moss had already 
been buried before I reached home. Although stunned by the events  
of that hectic week, the Free Speech felt that it must carry on. Its 
leader for that week said:

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 
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 there-
fore 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.



7

LEAVING MEMPHIS BEHIND

This advice of the Free Speech, coupled with the last words of 
Thomas Moss, was taken up and reechoed among our people 
throughout Memphis. Hundreds disposed of their property and left. 
Rev. R. N. Countee and Rev. W. A. Brinkley, both leading pastors, took 
their whole congregations with them as they, too, went West. Mem-
phis had never seen such an upheaval among colored people. Busi-
ness was practically at a standstill, for the Negro was famous then, 
as now, for spending his money for fine clothes, furniture, jewelry, 
and pianos and other musical instruments, to say nothing of good 
things to eat. Music houses had more musical instruments, sold on 
the installment plan, thrown back on their hands than they could 
find storage for. Housewives found a hitherto unknown scarcity of 
help and resorted to the expedient of paying their servants only 
half the wages due them at the end of the week.

Six weeks after the lynching the superintendent and treasurer 
of the City Railway Company came into the office of the Free Speech 
and asked us to use our influence with the colored people to get 
them to ride on the streetcars again. When I asked why they came 
to us the reply was that colored people had been their best patrons, 
but that there had been a marked falling off of their patronage. 
There were no jim crow streetcars in Memphis then. I asked what 
they thought was the cause. They said they didn’t know. They had 
heard Negroes were afraid of electricity, for Memphis already had 
streetcars run by electricity in 1892. They wanted us to assure our 
people that there was no danger and to tell them that any discour-
tesy toward them would be punished severely.
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But I said that I couldn’t believe it, because “electricity has been 
the motive power here for over six months and you are just now 
noticing the slump. How long since you have observed the change?” 
“About six weeks,” said one of them. “You see it’s a matter of dollars 
and cents with us. If we don’t look after the loss and remedy the 
cause the company will get somebody else who will.”

“So your own job then depends on Negro patronage?” I asked. 
And although their faces flushed over the question they made no 
direct reply. “You see it is like this,” said the superintendent. “When 
the company installed electricity at a cost of thousands of dollars 
last fall, Negro labor got a large share of it in wages in relaying 
tracks, grading the streets, etc. And so we think it is only fair that 
they should give us their patronage in return.”

Said I, “They were doing so until six weeks ago, yet you say you 
don’t know the cause of the falling off. Why, it was just six weeks 
ago that the lynching took place.” “But the streetcar company had 
nothing to do with the lynching,” said one of the men. “It is owned 
by northern capitalists.” “And run by southern lynchers,” I retorted. 
“We have learned that every white man of any standing in town 
knew of the plan and consented to the lynching of our boys. Did you 
know Tom Moss, the letter carrier?” “Yes,” he replied.

“A finer, cleaner man than he never walked the streets of Mem-
phis,” I said. “He was well liked, a favorite with everybody; yet he was 
murdered with no more consideration than if he had been a dog, 
because he as a man defended his property from attack. The colored 
people feel that every white man in Memphis who consented to his 
death is as guilty as those who fired the guns which took his life, 
and they want to get away from this town.

“We told them the week after the lynching to save their nickels 
and dimes so that they could do so. We had no way of knowing that 
they were doing so before this, as I have walked more than I ever 
did in my life before. No one has been arrested or punished about 
that terrible affair nor will they be because all are equally guilty.”

“Why don’t the colored people find the guilty ones?” asked one 
of them. “As if they could. There is strong belief among us that the 
criminal court judge himself was one of the lynchers. Suppose we 
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had the evidence; could we get it before that judge? Or a grand jury 
of white men who had permitted it to be? Or force the reporter of the 
Appeal to tell what he saw and knows about that night? You know 
very well that we are powerless to do any of these things.”

“Well we hope you will do what you can for us and if you know 
of any discourtesy on the part of our employees let us know and we 
will be glad to remedy it.”

When they left the office I wrote this interview for the next issue 
of the Free Speech and in the article told the people to keep up the 
good work. Not only that, I went to the two largest churches in the 
city the next Sunday, before the paper came out, and told them all 
about it. I urged them to keep on staying off the cars.

Every time word came of people leaving Memphis, we who were 
left behind rejoiced. Oklahoma was about to be opened up, and 
scores sold or gave away property, shook Memphis dust off their 
feet, and went out West as Tom Moss had said for us to do.

A large group who were not able to pay railroad fare left with 
their belongings in wagons, as in early years others had hit the trail. 
The men said they would walk, with their dogs and guns, and the 
women and children rode in wagons that were not even covered. 
About three hundred persons were in this particular party. When 
the time came for them to be ferried across the Mississippi River 
a large number of friends were on the bluff to see them go. Many 
silent but observant white men were there and saw that bond of 
quiet, determined people leaving home and friends to seek some 
place in our great democracy where their lives, liberty, and prop-
erty would be protected.

The last person to go aboard the ferry boat was a horny-handed 
son of toil who led a yellow hound. As he started up the gangplank 
the dog pulled back. His master, seeing that he had the center of the 
stage for a moment, yelled, “Come on here—what you want to stay 
back there for; want the white folks to lynch you too?” Needless to 
say the white men who witnessed this incident did not join in the 
laughter which followed.

After a week word came back to Memphis that these people 
were hemmed in by the high water which flooded the Arkansas 
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bottoms every spring. A collection for their benefit was taken in 
every colored church in town the following Sunday. It amounted 
to over four hundred dollars. This money was put in the hands of 
Cash Moseby, a colored railroad agent, and J. L. Fleming, business 
manager of the Free Speech.

They were instructed to use this money in paying railroad fare 
over the high-water zone, so the people would have no excuse to 
come back to Memphis in case any were sighing for the fleshpots 
of Egypt. Two women whom they offered to bring back and care 
for in their approaching confinement refused to come. They were 
willing to take their chances in the wilderness rather than to come 
back to Memphis.

The daily papers, which had helped to make this trouble by fan-
ning the flames of race prejudice which encouraged, aided, and 
abetted the lynching, now sought to stop this westward movement 
by printing tales of hardships undergone by those who had already 
gone West.1 They kept this up for some time, telling of the starva-
tion, and of hostile Indians who had made those who had gone not 
welcome, and urging the colored people who were still in Memphis 
to stay among friends where there were no such dangers.

Hon. I. F. Norris, a former member of the state legislature, whose 
wife was a relative of mine, suggested that I go out to Oklahoma 
and find out the truth for my paper. He had been closing out his 
business affairs and was now ready to leave with his family. I had a 
railroad pass to Kansas City, Missouri, and he thought it would be 
easy to get one to go down to the approaching opening of land in 
Oklahoma to new settlers.

I accepted the suggestion and left Memphis with them. When I 

1  The following are examples of the attempts to dissuade Negroes from leaving: “The 
Negroes of this section who are preparing to go to Oklahoma should bear in mind the 
fact that the weather which has marked the past few days in the vicinity of Memphis is 
not an unusual thing in that country.” Weekly Appeal-Avalanche, 23 March 1892, p. 4.

“The New Promised Land, Unlike Old Canaan. It Doesn’t Flow with Milk and Honey.” 
This was the caption for a long article on the type of land and the discouragement and 
disappointment experienced by those emigrating to Oklahoma. There was also an 
item on a riot in Oklahoma City of the new land-lookers. Weekly Appeal-Avalanche, 
27 April 1892, p. 1.
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got to Kansas City I told the general passenger agent that I wanted 
to go down to get the facts for my people so that they would know 
what to do. He said, “We have two men, one of whom is a preacher, 
getting facts.” I said, “Yes, but the folks say these men are in the 
employ of your road and are being paid to travel over that road.”

“Wouldn’t they say the same thing about you?” he asked. “No, 
sir, they would believe whatever I told them,” I said. Without a word 
more he reached up into a pigeonhole of his desk for a pass, signed 
and stamped it, and gave it to me. That pass enabled me to travel all 
over Oklahoma and return. I spent three weeks and visited Guthrie, 
Oklahoma City, and other points. I saw the rush and opening up 
of government land to settlers, and wrote letters back to the Free 
Speech every week telling my readers exactly what I saw and of the 
chance they had of developing manhood and womanhood in this 
new territory.

Those letters drew people from Memphis, Arkansas, Missis-
sippi, and other sections of Tennessee, so that ten weeks after the 
lynching the colored people of Memphis were as unsettled as the 
first week and still leaving town.

The people already settled in Oklahoma wanted me to bring the 
Free Speech out there. We had already announced that we would 
not stay in Memphis, but had not decided where to go. After seeing 
the opportunities of growth in Oklahoma, I came back and laid the 
proposition before my business manager, who was half-owner of 
the paper. He was not in favor of the idea, and as I had not the money 
to buy his interest I could make no decision just then.

Long before the lynching I had planned to go to the A.M.E. gen-
eral conference in Philadelphia in May. I had never been East or 
witnessed the deliberations of a general conference. Mrs. Frances 
Watkins Harper of that city had visited Memphis the winter be-
fore as my guest and invited me to be her guest in Philadelphia.2 
Bishop H. M. Turner, who was over the Memphis district, had also 

2  Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, 1825–1911, was the most popular poet of her time. 
She was active in the abolition and temperance movements and traveled widely, 
reading her poetry and promoting the causes in which she was interested. Sterling 
Brown et al., The Negro Caravan (New York: Dryden Press, 1941), p. 293.



	 52	 c h a pt e r  s e v e n

urged me to go to the conference without fail. Mr. T. Thomas For-
tune, the brilliant editor of the New York Age, who had often flat-
tered me by copying my articles, had already written to say that 
he hoped I would give the East a look-over before I decided where 
I would cast my lot.

And so on my return from Oklahoma I prepared for the eastern 
trip, feeling that when I returned to Memphis I would then be better 
able to decide where to go. It was rather hard to get away at that 
time, having been in Oklahoma so long. Besides, vacation usually 
came for us in July and August, when it was too hot to do anything 
else. But friends kept writing to say that conference had been in 
session two weeks and I must come at once if I hoped to get there 
before it closed.

So beginning the third week in May I arrived in Philadelphia, 
after writing my editorials for the week. I saw but little of the de-
liberations of the conference, as it lasted only a few days after my 
arrival. I was not very favorably impressed by what I did see, but I 
met all the big guns of the African Methodist Episcopal church, who 
made a lot of fuss over our only woman editor.

It was my first and last meeting with Bishop Daniel A. Payne, who 
fulfilled my every ideal of what I thought a Negro bishop ought to 
be. I sat at the feet of Fannie Jackson Coppin, a veteran teacher in 
the Quaker City, and her husband, who was editor of the A. M. E. Re-
view. I had my interview with Bishop Turner, and then I was ready 
to visit New York to see what it looked like.

On that Tuesday morning after the close of the conference, I had 
breakfast with Dr. and Mrs. Coppin, went to her famous school for 
a visit, and then took the train for New York City.
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AT THE HANDS OF A MOB

Mr. Fortune met me in Jersey City, according to agreement. He 
greeted me with “Well, we’ve been a long time getting you to New 
York, but now you are here I am afraid you will have to stay.” “I can’t 
see why that follows,” said I. “Well,” he said, “from the rumpus you 
have kicked up I feel assured of it. Oh, I know it was you because it 
sounded just like you.”

“Will you please tell me what you are talking about?” I asked. 
“Haven’t you seen the morning paper?” he replied. I told him no. 
He handed me a copy of the New York Sun where he had marked 
an Associated Press dispatch from Memphis. The article stated 
that, acting on an editorial of the Commercial Appeal of the pre-
vious Monday morning, a committee of leading citizens had gone to  
the office of the Free Speech that night, run the business manager, 
J. L. Fleming, out of town, destroyed the type and furnishings of the 
office, and left a note saying that anyone trying to publish the paper 
again would be punished with death. The article went on to say that 
the paper was owned by Ida B. Wells, a former schoolteacher, who 
was traveling in the North.

Although I had been warned repeatedly by my own people that 
something would happen if I did not cease harping on the lynching 
of three months before, I had expected that happening to come 
when I was at home. 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 in-
justice than to die like a dog or a rat in a trap. I had already deter-
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mined 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. 
But fate decided that the blow should fall when I was away, thus 
settling for me the question whether I should go West or East. My 
first thought after recovering from the shock of the information 
given me by Mr. Fortune was to find out if Mr. Fleming got away 
safely. I went at once to the telegraph office and sent a telegram to 
B. F. Booth, my lawyer, asking that details be sent me at the home 
address of Mr. Fortune.

In due time telegrams and letters came assuring me of Mr. Flem-
ing’s safety and begging me not to return. My friends declared that 
the trains and my home were being watched by white men who 
promised to kill me on sight. They also told me that colored men 
were organized to protect me if I should return. They said it would 
mean more bloodshed, more widows and orphans if I came back, 
and now that I was out of it all, to stay away where I would be safe 
from harm.

Because I saw the chance to be of more service to the cause by 
staying in New York than by returning to Memphis, I accepted their 
advice, took a position on the New York Age, and continued my fight 
against lynching and lynchers. They had destroyed my paper, in 
which every dollar I had in the world was invested. They had made 
me an exile and threatened my life for hinting at the truth. I felt that 
I owed it to myself and my race to tell the whole truth.

So with the splendid help of T. Thomas Fortune and Jerome B. 
Peterson, owners and editors of the New York Age, I was given an 
opportunity to tell the world for the first time the true story of Negro 
lynchings, which were becoming more numerous and horrible. Had 
it not been for the courage and vision of these two men, I could never 
have made such headway in emblazoning the story to the world. 
These men gave me a one-fourth interest in the paper in return 
for my subscription lists, which were afterward furnished me, and 
I became a weekly contributor on salary.

The readers will doubtless wonder what caused the destruction 
of my paper after three months of constant agitation following the 
lynching of my friends. They were killed on the ninth of March. The 
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Free Speech was destroyed 27 May 1892, nearly three months later. 
I thought then it was the white southerner’s chivalrous defense of 
his womanhood which caused the mob to destroy my paper, even 
though it was known that the truth had been spoken. I know now 
that it was an excuse to do what they had wanted to do before but 
had not dared because they had no good reason until the appear-
ance of that famous editorial.

For the first time in their lives the white people of Memphis had 
seen earnest, united action by Negroes which upset economic and 
business conditions. They had thought the excitement would die 
down; that Negroes would forget and become again, as before, the 
wealth producers of the South—the hewers of wood and drawers 
of water, the servants of white men. But the excitement kept up, the 
colored people continued to leave, business remained at a standstill, 
and there was still a dearth of servants to cook their meals and wash 
their clothes and keep their homes in order, to nurse their babies 
and wait on their tables, to build their houses and do all classes of 
laborious work.

Besides, no class of people like Negroes spent their money like 
water, riding on streetcars and railroad trains, especially on Sun-
days and excursions. No other class bought clothes and food with 
such little haggling as they or were so easily satisfied. The whites 
had killed the goose that laid the golden egg of Memphis prosperity 
and Negro contentment; yet they were amazed that colored people 
continued to leave the city by scores and hundreds.

In casting about for the cause of all this restlessness and dissat-
isfaction the leaders concluded that the Free Speech was the dis-
turbing factor. They were right. They felt that the only way to re-
store “harmony between the races” would be to get rid of the Free 
Speech. Yet they had to do it in such a way as not to arouse further 
antagonism in the Negroes themselves who were left in town, whom 
they wished to placate.

Months passed after the lynching before the opportunity came 
in which they appeared to be “defending the honor of their women” 
and therefore justified in destroying the paper which attacked that 
honor. I did not realize all this at that time, but I have come to know 
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since that that was the moving spirit which dominated the mob in 
destroying my paper.

Like many another person who had read of lynching in the 
South, I had accepted the idea meant to be conveyed—that although 
lynching was irregular and contrary to law and order, unreasoning 
anger over the terrible crime of rape led to the lynching; that per-
haps the brute deserved death anyhow and the mob was justified 
in taking his life.

But Thomas Moss, Calvin McDowell, and Lee Stewart had been 
lynched in Memphis, one of the leading cities of the South, in which 
no lynching had taken place before, 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.” I then began an investigation of every lynching I read about. 
I stumbled on the amazing record that every case of rape reported 
in that three months became such only when it became public.

Many cases were like that of the lynching which happened in Tu-
nica County, Mississippi. The Associated Press reporter said, “The 
big burly brute was lynched because he had raped the seven-year-
old daughter of the sheriff.” I visited the place afterward and saw 
the girl, who was a grown woman more than seventeen years old. 
She had been found in the lynched Negro’s cabin by her father, who 
had led the mob against him in order to save his daughter’s repu-
tation. That Negro was a helper on the farm.

In Natchez, Mississippi, one of the most beautiful homes of one 
of the leaders of society was pointed out to me. I was told the story of 
how the mistress of that home had given birth to a child unmistak-
ably dark, and how her colored coachman left town on hearing the 
news. The Memphis Scimitar published the story of how a young 
girl who had made a mistake had been awaiting confinement in 
the home kind-hearted women provided for such cases; how she, 
too, had given birth to a colored child, and because she would not 
tell the name of the “rapist” she was bundled out of the home to the 
public ward of the county hospital.
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I also had the sworn statement of a mother whose son had been 
lynched that he had left the place where he worked because of the 
advances made by the beautiful daughter of the house. The boy had 
fallen under her spell, and met her often until they were discovered 
and the cry of rape was raised. A handsome young mulatto, he too 
had been horribly lynched for “rape.” It was with these and other 
stories in mind in that last week in May 1892 that I wrote the fol-
lowing editorial:

Eight Negroes lynched since last issue of the Free Speech. Three were 
charged with killing white men and five with raping white women. No-
body in this section believes the old thread-bare lie that Negro men 
assault white women. If Southern white men are not careful they will 
over-reach themselves and a conclusion will be reached which will be 
very damaging to the moral reputation of their women.

This editorial furnished at last the excuse for doing what the 
white leaders of Memphis had long been wanting to do: put an end 
to the Free Speech. The paper appeared the Saturday after I left 
home. On the following Monday morning the Commercial Appeal 
appeared, reproducing that editorial in the first column on the edi-
torial page, and called on the chivalrous white men of Memphis to 
do something to avenge this insult to the honor of their women. It 
said, “The black wretch who had written that foul lie should be tied 
to a stake at the corner of Main and Madison streets, a pair of tai-
lor’s shears used on him and he should then be burned at a stake.”

This editorial was written by a man named Carmack, who after-
ward became an editor in Nashville, Tennessee, where he pursued 
the same tactics against a white man and was shot down in the 
streets as a mad dog would have been. But the people of Mem-
phis met in the Cotton Exchange Building that same Monday 
evening after the appearance of this heated editorial. There was 
much speechmaking, led by Mr. Carmack and others. As a result a 
committee was sent to the Free Speech office by this gathering of 
leading men. This committee destroyed our type and furnishings, 
and then put up a notice of warning.

Long afterward I learned that one of the leading citizens of Mem-
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phis, who had been a Union man during the Civil War, sent word to 
Mr. Fleming, my business manager, that this committee was coming 
and that he must leave town. That was why the committee did not 
find him.

Mr. Fleming wrote me afterward that he was through with news-
papers. He had been the county clerk at Marion, Arkansas, when he 
first started in the newspaper business, publishing a harmless little 
sheet called the Marion Headlight. He had been run out of Marion 
because of politics in the overthrow of the so-called Negro domi-
nation by white Democrats in 1888. When he came to Memphis he 
joined forces with Rev. Taylor Nightingale and they published the 
Free Speech-Headlight, a combination of their papers.

When they invited me to join forces with them and made me 
the editor, the paper became simply the Free Speech. To lose every-
thing 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. He came 
to Chicago and found many old Memphis friends, who persuaded 
him to start the Free Speech again. With no money and little help 
he soon gave up and went West, connecting himself with a journal 
in Kansas.

He remained in newspaper harness until he was called from 
labor to reward some years later. He left several children, to whom 
he bequeathed a stainless manhood. He was an ideal business man-
ager who looked strictly and honestly after the business end of the 
work and made the paper a success financially.



9

TO TELL THE TRUTH FREELY

Having lost my paper, had a price put on my life, and been made an 
exile from home for hinting at the truth, 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. Accordingly, the fourth week in June the New York Age 
had a seven-column article on the front page giving names, dates, 
and places of many lynchings for alleged rape. This article showed 
conclusively that my editorial in the Free Speech was based on facts 
of illicit association between black men and white women.

Such relationships between white men and colored women were 
notorious, and had been as long as the two races had lived together 
in the South. This was so much a fact that such unions had bleached 
a large percentage of the Negro race, and filled it with the offspring 
of these unions. These children were and are known as mulattoes, 
quadroons, and octoroons.

Many stories of the antebellum South were based upon such re-
lationships. It has been frequently charged in narratives of slave 
times that these white fathers often sold their mulatto children into 
slavery. It was also well known that many other such white fathers 
and masters brought their mulatto and quadroon children to the 
North and gave them freedom and established homes for them, 
thus making them independent.

All my life I had known that such conditions were accepted as a 
matter of course. I found that this rape of helpless Negro girls and 
women, which began in slavery days, still continued without let or 
hindrance, check or reproof from church, state, or press until there 



Ida B. Wells (1920). Courtesy of the University of Chicago Library, 
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had been created this race within a race—and all designated by the 
inclusive term of “colored.”

I also found that what the white man of the South practiced as 
all right for himself, he assumed to be unthinkable in white women. 
They could and did fall in love with the pretty mulatto and qua-
droon girls as well as black ones, but they professed an inability to 
imagine white women doing the same thing with Negro and mu-
latto men. Whenever they did so and were found out, the cry of rape 
was raised, and the lowest element of the white South was turned 
loose to wreak its fiendish cruelty on those too weak to help them-
selves.

No torture of helpless victims by heathen savages or cruel red 
Indians ever exceeded the cold-blooded savagery of white devils 
under lynch law. None of the hideous murders by butchers of Nero 
to make a Roman holiday exceeded these burnings alive of black 
human beings. This was done by white men who controlled all the 
forces of law and order in their communities and who could have 
legally punished rapists and murderers, especially black men who 
had neither political power nor financial strength with which to 
evade any justly deserved fate.

The more I studied the situation, the more I was convinced that 
the Southerner had never gotten over his resentment that the 
Negro was no longer his plaything, his servant, and his source of 
income. The federal laws for Negro protection passed during Re-
construction times had been made a mockery by the white South 
where it had not secured their repeal. This same white South had 
secured political control of its several states, and as soon as white 
southerners came into power they began to make playthings of 
Negro lives and property. This still seemed not enough to “keep 
the nigger down.”

Hence came lynch law to stifle Negro manhood which defended 
itself, and the burning alive of Negroes who were weak enough to 
accept favors from white women. The many unspeakable and un-
printable tortures to which Negro rapists (?) of white women were 
subjected were for the purpose of striking terror into the hearts of 
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other Negroes who might be thinking of consorting with willing 
white women.

I found that in order to justify these horrible atrocities to the 
world, the Negro was being branded as a race of rapists, who were 
especially mad after white women. I found that white men who had 
created a race of mulattoes by raping and consorting with Negro 
women were still doing so wherever they could, these same white 
men lynched, burned, and tortured Negro men for doing the same 
thing with white women; even when the white women were willing 
victims.

It seemed horrible to me that death in its most terrible form 
should be meted out to the Negro who was weak enough to take 
chances when accepting the invitations of these white women; but 
that the entire race should be branded as moral monsters and de-
spoilers of white womanhood and childhood was bound to rob us 
of all the friends we had and silence any protests that they might 
make for us.

For all these reasons it seemed a stern duty to give the facts I 
had collected to the world. The Negro race should be ever grateful 
to T. Thomas Fortune and Jerome B. Peterson of the New York Age 
that they helped me give to the world the first inside story of Negro 
lynching. These men printed ten thousand copies of that issue of 
the Age and broadcast them throughout the country and the South. 
One thousand copies were sold in the streets of Memphis alone.

Frederick Douglass came from his home in Washington to tell 
me what a revelation of existing conditions this article had been 
to him. He had been troubled by the increasing number of lynch-
ings, and had begun to believe it true that there was increasing 
lasciviousness on the part of Negroes. He wrote a strong preface 
to the pamphlet which I afterward published embodying these 
same facts. This was the beginning of a friendship with the “Sage 
of Anacostia” which lasted until the day of his death, three years 
later. I have never ceased to be thankful for this contact with him, 
the greatest man our race has produced in this “land of the free and 
home of the brave.”

As a guest in his home many times afterward, having a chance 
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to know him and his lovely wife, Helen Pitts Douglass, my admira-
tion and love for him deepened and strengthened. I felt then and 
now that he is the biggest and broadest American our country has 
produced. He and his wife suffered criticism from another angle of 
the color question. He, a colored man, and she, a white woman, had 
loved each other and married so that they might live together in 
the holy bonds of matrimony rather than in the illicit relationship 
that was the cause of so many lynchings I had noted and protested 
against. The friendship and hospitality I enjoyed at the hands of 
these two great souls is among my treasured memories.

After my first visit to his home, as Mr. Douglass was driving me 
to the train on which I was to return to my work on the Age in New 
York, he said something which gave me an insight into still another 
aspect of this color question. After saying that my visit had given 
him pleasure and he hoped I would come again soon he said, “I want 
to tell you that you are the only colored woman save Mrs. Grimke 
who has come into my home as a guest and has treated Helen as a 
hostess has a right to be treated by her guest. Each of the others, to 
my sorrow, acted as if she expected my wife to be haughty or dis-
tant, and they all began by being so themselves.”

“But why?” I asked in my youth and inexperience. “Well, they 
seemed to resent her being at the head of my household and felt 
that they should show her their feelings. Many of them were cor-
dial to me but kept Helen outside the pale, simply because she was 
white and had committed the crime of marrying me.

“In other words,” said he, “as many of her white friends had re-
sented her marrying me, so my colored friends showed their re-
sentment even in our home.”

“And you tell me they had the bad taste and worse manners to 
come into Helen Douglass’s home and act so boorishly? Oh, Mr. 
Douglass, I am so sorry to hear that the women of my race com-
mitted such a breach of good manners.”

“Well, my dear,” he said, “I am not criticizing them. I am only 
trying to tell you why we enjoyed your company so much and want 
you to come again. Helen appreciated the courtesy and deference 
with which you treated her and the way you tried to influence Annie 
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to do the same.” (Annie Sprague was Mr. Douglass’s granddaughter 
who lived with them.)

“But Mrs. Douglass was my hostess and more than old enough 
to be my mother. I certainly deserve no credit for what I have been 
taught is ordinary good manners. The fact that Mrs. Douglass is 
white had nothing to do with it,” I said.

“I only wish everyone thought and acted as you do, my dear,” was 
Mr. Douglass’s rejoinder to me.

The conversation gave me an insight into the situation that 
continued until death closed the chapter for them. I, too, would 
have preferred that Mr. Douglass had chosen one of the beautiful, 
charming colored women of my race for his second wife. But he 
loved Helen Pitts and married her and it was outrageous that they 
should be crucified by both white and black people for so doing. The 
more I saw of them, the more I admired them both for the patient, 
uncomplaining way they met the sneers and discourtesies heaped 
upon them, especially Mrs. Douglass, who lived for some years after 
her distinguished husband passed on.

During all these years the bitterness never let up; yet Mrs. Doug-
lass continued her quiet way of living within herself, loved by a few 
friends who knew and were loyal to her. No woman in the world ever 
honored more highly the memory of the man whose greatness she 
had loved. From the day of his death, no one ever sat in the armchair 
from which Mr. Douglass had arisen to cross the room when death 
struck him down. His library and the hut where he wrote were as he 
left them. No one ever sat at his place at the table as long as she lived.

Every mealtime saw his plate laid, his great chair placed just as 
if he were expected to occupy it. Mrs. Douglass herself never broke 
bread until she had gone and stood by this chair and said grace. 
No woman in the world ever showed more honor to her dead hus-
band than this silent, lonely woman all the days that remained to 
her after his passing on.

It is, therefore, a hurt I can never forget to know that at the first 
National Women’s Civil League meeting in Washington in 1896 this 
same feeling was shown again. Mr. Douglass had been dead nearly 
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two years. These women asked and were granted the privilege of 
gathering on the lawn of Cedar Hill, where they had pictures taken, 
were served refreshments by Mrs. Douglass, and were escorted 
through the house and saw all the relics gathered by this great man 
through half a century’s fight for Negroes’ liberty and rights.

As a party of them was leaving, one woman, a Mrs. Jackson, 
stepped up to Mrs. Douglass and said clear enough to be heard by 
all around, “Goodbye, Mrs. Douglass. I want to thank you for permit-
ting us to see Annie Murray Douglass’s home.” Anna Murray Doug-
lass was Mr. Douglass’s first wife, a black woman, the mother of all 
his children, the wife of his youth, and was honored by him until 
she died. She had been dead many years before Mr. Douglass mar-
ried again.1

Cedar Hill was the home of Helen Pitts Douglass. It was she who 
had entertained these women and now the sting of deliberate in-
sult was offered her. Because white people forget Christianity and 
good breeding when dealing with those who belong to the darker 
races is no justification for this dark race to do the same. I cannot 
see it any other way than that the truly Christian, well-bred person 
is always so, no matter with whom they come in contact.

I dwell especially on these incidents so that all may appreciate 
the nobility of character of Helen Pitts Douglass, who kept on her 
steadfast way in spite of what she had to endure at the hands of the 
American people because she had married a colored man. She made 
possible the bequeathing of the Douglass Home to the Negro race. 
The will giving her the home had only two witnesses instead of the 
three required by law; therefore the property became the legacy of 
all the heirs. Mrs. Douglass mortgaged the home in order to get the 
money to buy out the other heirs. At her death the mortgage would 
have been foreclosed but for the vision of Mrs. Mary Talbert, presi-
dent of the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs. Before 
the passing of Mrs. Douglass, the nacwc passed a resolution which 
reads as follows:

1  He married Helen Pitts early in 1884, about eighteen months after Anna Murray 
Douglass died.
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While the Negro race led by its womanhood rejoices in the Doug-
lass Home and honors the memory of Frederick Douglass and Anna 
Murray Douglass who helped him to freedom and inspired him to 
battle for his race, let us not fail to do honor to the second wife, Helen 
Pitts Douglass. She was just as faithful and loyal to his race. She loved 
her husband with as great a love as any woman ever showed. She en-
dured martyrdom because of that love, with a heroism and fortitude 
greater than anything Anna Murray Douglass was ever called on to 
endure. And she it was who made it possible for us to have this shrine 
in honor of Frederick Douglass, the greatest Negro this country has 
yet produced.



10

THE HOMESICK EXILE

Every week from that first remarkable issue I had my regular two 
columns in the New York Age.1 Before leaving the South I had often 
wondered at the silence of the North. I had concluded it was be-
cause they did not know the facts, and had accepted the southern 
white man’s reason for lynching and burning human beings in this 
nineteenth century of civilization. Although the Age was on the ex-
change list of many of the white periodicals of the North, none so far 
as I remember commented on the revelations I had made through 
its columns.

Eventually these facts did get into the white press of the country, 
but through an agency that was little expected. About two months 
after my appearance in the columns in the New York Age, two 
colored women remarked on my revelations during a visit with 
each other and said they thought that the women of New York and 
Brooklyn should do something to show appreciation of my work and 
to protest the treatment which I had received. They thought they 
could get other friends together to talk over the idea. These two 
women were Mrs. Victoria Earle Matthews of New York and Miss 
Maritcha Lyons, a Brooklyn schoolteacher.

The meeting was held and the idea adopted with enthusiasm. 

1  Citizens of Memphis were apprised of the activities of Ida B. Wells. “Since leaving 
Memphis she has gone to New York, where she had connected herself with a paper 
called The Age in which she has continued to publish matter not a whit less scan-
dalous than that which aroused the ire of the whites just prior to her departure. 
This matter has appeared in The Age from week-to-week, and since the same has 
been running, The Age has been put in circulation in this city.” Memphis Appeal-
Avalanche, 30 June 1892, p. 5.
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This led to further meetings, which grew in interest and numbers 
until no house was large enough to hold those who came. They met 
in the lecture rooms of the churches, and the slogan adopted was 
to raise enough to enable Miss Wells to publish her paper again. A 
committee of two hundred and fifty women was appointed, and they 
stirred up sentiment throughout the two cities which culminated 
in a testimonial at Lyric Hall on 5 October 1892.

This testimonial was conceded by the oldest inhabitants to be 
the greatest demonstration ever attempted by race women for one 
of their number. New York, then as now, had the name of being 
cold-blooded and selfish in its refusal to be interested in anybody 
or anything who was not to the manner born, whose parents were 
not known, or who did not belong to their circle. New York looked 
down on Brooklyn, her sister city across the bridge. Yet the best 
womanhood of those two cities, led by the two women named above, 
responded wonderfully to their appeal. It resulted in the most bril-
liantly interesting affair of its kind ever attempted in these United 
States.

The hall was crowded with them and their friends. The leading 
colored women of Boston and Philadelphia had been invited to 
join in this demonstration, and they came, a brilliant array. Mrs. 
Gertrude Mossell of Philadelphia, Mrs. Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin 
of Boston, Mrs. Sarah Garnett, widow of one of our great men, a 
teacher in the public schools of New York City, Dr. Susan McKinner 
of Brooklyn, the leading woman physician of our race, were all there 
on the platform, a solid array behind a lonely, homesick girl who was 
an exile because she had tried to defend the manhood of her race.

The arrangements for that meeting were perfect. An electric 
light spelled “Iola,” my pen name, at the back of the platform. The 
programs were miniature copies of the Free Speech. Mrs. Victoria E. 
Matthews presided, and after a beautiful program of speeches, 
resolutions, and music, I was introduced to tell my story.

When the committee told me I had to speak I was frightened. 
I had been a writer, both as correspondent and editor, for several 
years. I had some little reputation as an essayist from schoolgirl 
days, and had recited many times in public recitations which I had 
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committed to memory. In canvassing for my paper I had made talks 
asking for subscriptions. But this was the first time I had ever been 
called on to deliver an honest-to-goodness address.

Although every detail of that horrible lynching affair was im-
printed on my memory, I had to commit it all to paper, and so got 
up to read my story on that memorable occasion. 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. The women were all back of me on the platform 
and could not see my plight. Nothing in my voice, it seemed, gave 
them an inkling of the true state of affairs. Only those in the audi-
ence could see the tears dropping. At last I put my hand behind me 
and beckoned even as I kept reading. Mrs. Matthews, the chairman, 
came forward and I asked her for my handkerchief. She brought it 
and I wiped my nose and streaming face, but I kept on reading the 
story which they had come to hear.

I was mortified that I had not been able to prevent such an exhi-
bition of weakness. It came on me unawares. It was the only time in 
all those trying months that I had so yielded to personal feelings. 
That it should come at a time when I wanted to be at my best in order 
to show my appreciation of the splendid things those women had 
done! They were giving me tangible evidence that although my en-
vironment had changed I was still surrounded by kind hearts. After 
all these years I still have a feeling of chagrin over that exhibition 
of weakness. Whatever my feelings, I am not given to public dem-
onstrations. And only once before in all my life had I given way to 
woman’s weakness in public.

But the women didn’t feel that I had spoiled things by my break-
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down. They seemed to think that it had made an impression on the 
audience favorable to the cause and to me. Mr. C. S. Morris, who 
had married Frederick Douglass’s granddaughter, was among those 
present, and he said that it did more to convince cynical and selfish 
New York of the seriousness of the lynching situation than anything 
else could have done. He said that if I had deliberately sought a way 
to arrest their attention I could not have done anything more effec-
tive. I had no knowledge of stage business, but I was relieved and 
happy to know that they did not consider that I had spoiled things 
on my first appearance before a New York audience.

The women gave me five hundred dollars and a gold brooch 
made in the shape of a pen, an emblem of my chosen profession. 
The money was placed in the bank against the time when I would 
be able to start my own paper. The brooch I wore for the next twenty 
years on all occasions. So many things came out of that wonderful 
testimonial.

First, it was the real beginning of the club movement among 
the colored women in this country. The women of New York and 
Brooklyn decided to continue that organization, which they called 
the Women’s Loyal Union. These were the first strictly women’s 
clubs organized in those two cities. Mrs. Ruffin of Boston, who came 
over to that testimonial, invited me to be her guest in Boston later 
on. She called a meeting of the women at her home to meet me, and 
they organized themselves into the Woman’s Era Club of that city. 
Mrs. Ruffin had been a member of the foremost clubs among white 
women in Boston for years, but this was her first effort to form one 
among colored women.2 She also made dates for me in other nearby 
cities, where she called the women together and organized them 
into clubs of their own. This was done in New Bedford, Providence, 
and Newport, Rhode Island, and several other towns. Several years 
later, on a return visit to New England, I helped the women of New 
Haven, Connecticut, to organize their first club.

It was during this visit to Boston that I had my first opportu-

2  For an account of Mrs. Ruffin’s activities and difficulties, see Rayford W. Logan, The 
Negro in American Life and Thought: The Nadir, 1877–1901 (New York: Dial Press, 
1954), pp. 236–38.
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nity to address a white audience. Joseph Cook, who was a famous 
preacher at that time, invited me to speak at his Monday morning 
lecture. Dr. Zacshufski, a pioneer woman physician and suffragist, 
had me to address her group. Mr. William Lloyd Garrison, son and 
namesake of the famous abolitionist, used his influence as a busi-
nessman to turn down a loan solicited by Memphis, Tennessee. 
He gave as his reason for that refusal the conditions I pictured as 
existing there. The Boston Transcript and Advertiser gave the first 
notices and report of my story of any white northern papers.

Second, that testimonial was the beginning of public speaking 
for me. I have already said that I had not before made speeches, 
but invitations came from Philadelphia, Wilmington, Delaware, 
Chester, Pennsylvania, and Washington, D.C., besides the ones I 
have already mentioned. In these meetings I read my paper, the 
same one that I had read at the first meeting in New York. The Wash-
ington meeting was held in the Metropolitan A.M.E. Church and 
was very poorly attended. Frederick Douglass was there with his 
wife, his sons, and their wives. Mr. Douglass spoke and apologized 
for Washington’s seeming indifference to the important message 
I brought and invited me to come again, when he would undertake 
to have a larger meeting for me.

In Philadelphia I was the guest of William Still, who wrote The 
Underground Railroad. My meeting was attended by many old 
“war horses.” Miss Catherine Impey of Street, Somerset, England, 
was visiting Quaker relatives of hers in the city and at the same 
time trying to learn what she could about the color question in this 
country. She was the editor of Anti-Caste, a magazine published 
in England in behalf of the natives of India, and she was therefore 
interested in the treatment of darker races everywhere.

She was present at my meeting at the Quaker City and called on 
me at Mr. Still’s home. She was shocked over the lynching stories I 
had told, also the indifference to conditions which she found among 
the white people in this country. 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.
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This interview was held in November of 1892 and began what 
brought about the third great result of that wonderful testimonial 
in New York the previous month. Although we did not know it at 
the time, that interview between Miss Impey and myself resulted 
in an invitation to England and the beginning of a worldwide cam-
paign against lynching. I am very glad at this late day to make ac-
knowledgment of the wonderful results of that initial effort of the 
women of New York and Brooklyn to give me their loyal endorse-
ment and support.
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LIGHT FROM THE HUMAN TORCH

On the third day of February 1893, I was back in Washington, D.C., 
to fill the return date Mr. Douglass had requested. True to his 
promise, he had called together the leading women of Washington, 
and they filled Metropolitan Church with one of the biggest audi-
ences I had ever seen. Mr. Douglass himself presided and had Mrs. 
Mary Church Terrell introduce me. Mrs. Terrell was president of 
Bethel Literary and was just beginning her public career. She was 
the daughter of the Mr. Church who had shown himself a friend 
while I was a teacher in Memphis. Like myself, she seemed to be 
making a maiden speech. Mrs. Anna J. Cooper, principal of the high 
school, Miss Lucy Moten, head of the normal school and most of the 
brilliant women of Washington aided our “grand old man.” That 
meeting ended in a blaze of glory and a donation of nearly two hun-
dred dollars to aid the cause.

The next morning the newspapers carried the news that while 
our meeting was being held there had been staged in Paris, Texas, 
one of the most awful lynchings and burnings this country has ever 
witnessed. A Negro had been charged with ravishing and mur-
dering a five-year-old girl. He had been arrested and imprisoned 
while preparations were made to burn him alive. The local papers 
issued bulletins detailing the preparations, the schoolchildren had 
been given a holiday to see a man burned alive, and the railroads 
ran excursions and brought people of the surrounding country to 
witness the event, which was in broad daylight with the authorities 
aiding and abetting this horror. The dispatches told in detail how 
he had been tortured with red-hot irons searing his flesh for hours 
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before finally the flames were lit which put an end to his agony. They 
also told how the mob fought over the hot ashes for bones, buttons, 
and teeth for souvenirs.

I had said in newspaper articles and public speeches that we 
should be in a position to investigate every lynching and get the 
facts for ourselves. If there was no chance for a fair trial in these 
cases, we should have the facts to use in an appeal to public opinion. 
Accordingly, I felt that the first thing we should do in this case was 
to get the facts.

We had no organization and no funds for that purpose, but the 
women of Washington had just given me $150 the night before. I 
used that to have Pinkerton’s send an honest, unprejudiced man 
from the Chicago office to bring unbiased facts. Instead, a man was 
sent from the Kansas City office, who sent back clippings from the 
local press, rather than personal investigation, and the photograph 
sent was that of an innocent child of tender years.

The man died protesting his innocence. He had no trial, no 
chance to defend himself, and to this day the world has only the 
word of his accusers that he committed that terrible crime against 
innocent childhood. For that reason there will always be doubts as 
to his guilt. There is no doubt whatever as to the guilt of those who 
murdered and tortured and burned alive this victim of their blood 
lust. They openly admitted and gloried in their shame. Miss Laura 
Dainty-Pelham was traveling through Texas a year later and she 
often told how the wife of the hotel keeper kept talking about it as 
if it were something to be proud of. While she talked, her eight-
year-old daughter, who was playing about the room, came up to 
her mother and shaking her by the arm said, “I saw them burn the 
nigger, didn’t I Mamma?” “Yes, darling, you saw them burn the 
nigger,” said the complacent mother, as matter-of-factly as if she 
had said she saw them burn a pile of trash.

The fire lighted by this human torch flamed round the world. 
It was the subject of conversation at a breakfast table in Aber-
deen, Scotland, the next day. Mrs. Isabelle Fyvie Mayo, a Scottish 
authoress, had invited Miss Catherine Impey to visit her. She had 
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read Anti-Caste and wanted to know the woman who, like herself, 
was fighting caste in India as practiced by Great Britain.

Mrs. Mayo’s interest had taken practical form. Her house had 
been a sanctuary for a long while for East Indians who wanted edu-
cation and help. Mrs. Mayo wanted to know of Miss Impey if she had 
learned, when in America the year before, why the United States 
of America was burning human beings alive in the nineteenth 
century as the red Indians were said to have done three hundred 
years before. Miss Impey’s reply was evidently not satisfactory. Mrs. 
Mayo asked if she knew anyone in the states who could come over 
and tell them about it. She thought that if this could be done, they 
might arouse public sentiment against such horrible practices. 
Miss Impey told her about the women’s meeting in New York and 
my story. Mrs. Mayo said, “Write and ask her to come over. If she will 
do so, we will find the money for her expenses and provide oppor-
tunity for airing this intolerable condition.”

Thus it was that I received the invitation to go to England. I was 
a guest in Mr. Douglass’s home when the letter came, forwarded 
from New York. It said that they knew Mr. Douglass was too old to 
come, and that if for that reason I could not come, to ask him to 
name someone else. I gave him the letter to read and when he fin-
ished he said, “You go, my child; you are the one to go, for you have 
the story to tell.”

It seemed like an open door in a stone wall. For nearly a year I had 
been in the North, hoping to spread the truth and get moral support 
for my demand that those accused of crimes be given a fair trial and 
punished by law instead of by mob. Only in one city—Boston—had I 
been given even a meager hearing, and the press was dumb. I refer, 
of course, to the white press, since it was the medium through which 
I hoped to reach the white people of the country, who alone could 
mold public sentiment.
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THROUGH ENGLAND AND SCOTLAND

In one of the little books furnished passengers on the steamships, 
I find in the brief spaces of blank pages left for daily record of the 
passage the following entries:

DIARY

First Day, Wednesday, April 5, 1893
Sailed for England today. First voyage across the ocean. Day is fine 
and trip so far enjoyable. Have four traveling companions bound  
for Africa.

Second Day
No seasickness. Hope to get thru alright. At any rate Miss Patton is 
with me. She is a doctor and will take care of me, but I don’t think I 
am going to need her.

Third Day
Seasick. So is Dr. Georgia E. L. Patton. We have a stateroom to our-
selves and lie in the two lower berths looking at each other. Ugh.

Fourth Day
Seasick still. Am afraid to lift my head. How I hate the sight of food.

Fifth Day
Seasicker.

Sixth Day
Seasickest. Ugh. How I wish I was on land. Got better this evening 
after swallowing half the ship doctor’s medicine chest contents.
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Seventh Day
Have eaten a little something but have no appetite yet. Indigestion 
holds me for its own. I do not advise anybody to start on a sea voyage 
with a disordered system. Wrote a number of letters today.

Eighth Day
We got to Queenstown this morning and our letters back to the 
states were mailed. I also received unexpectedly a letter and tele-
gram from Miss Impey telling me to come directly to her home  
in Somerset. I had cabled her when I sailed. We reached Liverpool 
too late tonight to land.

Ninth Day
Woke up this morning to find out ship standing in the middle of  
the Mersey River opposite Liverpool. Landed about 9:30 a.m. Went 
thru the customs office assisted by the baggage master of Bywater 
Taugery & Co., who directed us to Shaftsbury Hotel where I shall 
stay with Miss Patton until she sails Saturday, then go to Miss Impey.

Miss Patton was a graduate of Meharry Medical College, one of 
its first woman graduates, if not the first. She was early imbued with 
the desire to go to Africa as a medical missionary. The three young 
lads with her were protégés of the Methodist Episcopal church 
who were returning to their home in Monrovia, Liberia, for which 
point Miss Patton was bound. The names they wrote in this little 
book of mine were Harold M. Wood, Monrovia, Liberia, Africa, and 
Gilbert B. Haven. I have never heard of them since and do not know 
if they are still living.

Georgia Patton stayed in Liberia a number of years practicing 
medicine, until her health broke down and she returned to the 
United States. She settled in Memphis, my old home, and built up 
a practice there. She afterward married David Washington, one of 
the most highly respected letter carriers there and one of the few 
substantial citizens who did not leave Memphis when the rest of us 
did. Georgia Patton Washington had one child, which died, and later 
she herself passed away before she had reached the noonday of life.

Miss Impey, her mother, and her sister Kate welcomed me to 
their home in Street, Somersetshire, where I remained a few days to 
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recuperate from my trip. She told me of her new friend, Mrs. Mayo, 
who was so interested in the work and who was going to be a co-
worker in the cause; she said that the first effort was to start from 
her home in Aberdeen in the north of Scotland. Accordingly, we 
journeyed there in a few days and received a most hearty welcome 
from Mrs. Isabella Fyvie Mayo, who was well known in Scotland and 
England under the pen name of Edward Garrett.

Mrs. Mayo’s home was an asylum for East Indians, who enjoyed 
her practical friendship. Dr. George Ferdinands, a native of Ceylon, 
had finished his collegiate and medical course at the University 
of Aberdeen and was practicing his profession of dentistry. An-
other young man, a relative of his, was attending school. The third 
member of the household was a German music teacher, who had 
plenty of music pupils in the town.

These three protégés of Mrs. Mayo 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, which went 
out to inform the British people of the organization of the Society for 
the Brotherhood of Man, with Mrs. Mayo and Miss Impey as leaders 
and co-editors of the little magazine. A happy two weeks were thus 
spent in busily working out plans.

The beginning of my share of the work was a drawing-room 
meeting of the local celebrities in Mrs. Mayo’s home, where, after 
explanations, the audience formed itself into a membership of 
our new society. When introduced to speak, I told the same heart-
stirring episodes which first gained for me the sympathy and good 
will of my New York friends. The facts I related were enough of 
themselves to arrest and hold the attention. They needed no em-
bellishment, no oratory from me. Society, one of the periodicals of 
London, in its issue of 6 May 1893, had the following from one of 
its staff:

A very interesting young lady is about to visit London in the hope of 
arousing sympathy for the Blacks, whose treatment in the United 
States is not seldom fiendishly cruel. Miss Ida Wells is an American 
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Negro lady, who is fortunate enough to have secured as an ally Mrs. 
Isabella Fyvie Mayo, one of our cleverest writers of sound and useful 
literature. Miss Wells has opened her campaign in Aberdeen with a 
drawing-room meeting at Mrs. Mayo’s home.

Besides the meetings arranged for me in Aberdeen, Mrs. Mayo 
took me to a crowded men’s Pleasant Saturday Evening meeting. 
There were an estimated fifteen hundred men there, and we had 
seats on the platform. It is possible that Mrs. Mayo had arranged to 
have me introduced at this meeting, but besides this, the chairman 
came to us during the singing and stated that the speaker sched-
uled could not be present, and asked me to use the fifteen minutes 
allotted to that speaker. This I was glad to do, and I began by telling 
of conditions in the South since the Civil War, jim crow laws, ballot-
box intimidation, and laws against intermarriage. I told how in 
spite of such laws to prevent the mixing of the races, the white race 
had so bleached the Afro-Americans that a race of mulattoes, qua-
droons, and octoroons had grown up within the race, and that such 
laws put a premium on immorality. I also told of the cruel physical 
atrocities vented upon my race, and of the failure of the whites to 
allow a fair trial to any accused.

When I finished I found that I had been talking twenty-five min-
utes instead of the allotted fifteen, and no one had interrupted or 
called time on me. Mrs. Mayo was elated, said that it was the best 
I had done, and urged me to continue along those lines. After this 
successful start in Aberdeen, Mrs. Mayo and I went on to Huntly, 
Glasgow, and Edinburgh, while Miss Impey went on to arrange other 
meetings for us in the United Kingdom, working largely through 
the Society of Friends, of which she and her family were members.

The Peterhead Sentinel and Buchan Journal of 2 May 1893 said:

During the past week meetings have been held in several of the large 
towns of Scotland, at which addresses have been delivered by Miss 
Ada B. Wells [sic], an American Negro lady, who has been accompa-
nied by Mrs. Fyvie Mayo, Aberdeen, and Miss Catherine Impey, who 
resides in Somerset. The object of these meetings is set forth in a little 
pamphlet which lies before me. It is a special number of Anti-Caste, a 
journal which advocates “the brotherhood of mankind irrespective of 
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colour or descent.” This number is made up of some facts respecting 
lynch law occuring [sic] within the past few months in the United 
States; a selection only, drawn from reliable sources by Catherine 
Impey, Editor of Anti-Caste, Somerset, England, and Isabelle Fyvie 
Mayo (Edward Garrett) Aberdeen, Scotland.

The facts that are set forth go to show very clearly that although 
slavery in the southern states of America is believed to have been 
abolished when the American war closed the lot of the coloured people 
in these parts is little better than when slavery was in full force. These 
people are uniformly treated as people of an inferior caste, they are 
subjected to every possible indignity, they are denied all the rights 
of citizens, and when they give any manner of offence to the white 
man, they are tried according to the summary methods of Judge 
Lynch. Some horrible stories are told in this pamphlet, which one 
cannot read without burning indignation. Were it not that the facts 
are spoken to by ladies, whose reputation for truth and carefulness is 
beyond suspicion, one would fain believe that such things could not 
be in these days of civilization and freedom. But a case has been made 
out by these ladies that cannot be ignored by those who care for the 
good name of the United States; and it is no wonder that so much sym-
pathy has gone out to the ladies who have come to tell the people of 
this country how freedom is mocked in the country that boasts her-
self the freest in the world.

And this from the Edinburgh Evening Gazette of 1 May 1893:

Apropos of the recent visit to Aberdeen of Miss Ida B. Wells, the 
American Negro lady who addressed a meeting last Monday evening 
in the Ball Room, Music Hall Building, a correspondent writes me as 
follows:

Miss Wells has been in Edinburgh since Thursday night. On Friday 
afternoon she addressed an influential meeting in the Bible Society 
Rooms, St. Andrew Square. Today, Saturday, she spoke to a drawing-
room meeting convened in the Free Church Manse, Kirkliston (Rev. 
Mr. Lendrum) and afterwards to a crowded assembly in the hall of 
the Carubbers’ Close Mission. She has everywhere been heard with 
deep attention and interest, and has evoked unanimous expressions 
of sympathy. On Monday she spoke in the rooms of the Y.M.C.A., South 
St. Andrew Street, as per enclosed. On Tuesday she goes to Glasgow, 
where she is to find an audience in the Friends’ Meeting House. The 
Society for the Furtherance of the Brotherhood of Man, the proposed 
basis for protests against violence and prejudice, and for expression 
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of sympathy with sufferers therefrom, has already enrolled many 
names, and every post is bringing more.

In Edinburgh we were the guests of Eliza Wigham, an old friend 
of Frederick Douglass’s Anti-Slavery campaign. She was head of 
the new society there and everybody was jubilant over the great 
interest already aroused and the excellent press notices and ready 
response of those asked to join.
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BREAKING THE SILENT INDIFFERENCE

Miss Impey and I then went on to Newcastle, Birmingham, and 
Manchester. The meetings were all largely attended and secured 
good notices from the press. The Newcastle Leader of 10 May 1893 
gave the following account:

Yesterday she addressed public meetings held afternoon and evening 
in the Society of Friends Meeting House, Pilgrim Street, Newcastle. 
At night the audience was so large that two meetings were held, one 
presided over by Mr. David Richardson, and the other by Mr. Thomas 
Hunter, postmaster. Miss Wells, who is a young lady with a strong 
American accent, and who speaks with an educated and forceful style, 
gave some harrowing instances of the injustice to the members of her 
race, of their being socially ostracised and frequently lynched in the 
most barbarous fashion by mobs on mere suspicion, and without any 
trial whatever. These lynchings are on the increase, and have risen 
from 52 in 1882 to 169 in 1891, and 159 in 1892. Up to April, 1893, 93 
black men and women had been lynched, and since April 5th three 
black men have been so treated. Her object in coming to England, 
she said, was to arouse public sentiment on this subject. England has 
often shown America her duty in the past, and she has no doubt that 
England will do so again.

The Birmingham papers gave columns of reports of our meet-
ings, and splendid editorials. The Birmingham Daily Gazette of 
18 May 1893 had a wonderful, full two-column editorial, and an-
other full-column news report of the Birmingham meetings. The 
Birmingham Daily Post of the same date also carried a column re-
port of the meetings under the caption lynch law in america.
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A meeting was held yesterday at the Young Men’s Christian Asso-
ciation assembly room, Needles Alley, to hear addresses upon the 
treatment of Negroes in the southern states of the American Union. 
Among those present were several ministers, members of the Society 
of Friends and ladies and gentlemen interested in local philanthropic 
work. Mr. R. L. Impey presided briefly, introduced Miss Ida B. Wells, 
an American Negro lady, and expressed sympathy with her object in 
coming to England.

Miss Wells in a quiet but effective address said it had been asked 
why she should have come four thousand miles to tell the people of 
Birmingham about something that could be dealt with very prop-
erly by the local authorities in America. She thought her story would 
answer that question . . . . Since 1875 the southern states had been in 
possession each of its own state government, and the privilege had 
been used to make laws in every way restrictive and proscriptive of 
the Negro race. One of the first of these laws was that which made it a 
state prison offense for black and white to inter-marry. That law was 
on the statute books of every southern state.

Another of these restrictive laws had only been adopted within the 
last half dozen years. It was one that made it a crime by fine and im-
prisonment for black and white people to ride in the same carriage. 
(“Shame.”) Some of these laws were only passed last year, so that rec-
ollections of the Civil War could not be pleaded as an excuse.

A Negro woman carrying a white child would be received in a 
railway car, but an educated self-respecting woman with Negro blood 
in her veins, could she get past the sentinel at the door and enter as 
a passenger in her own right, she would be dragged out of the car. 
Her presence would be regarded as contamination. That of the nurse 
would be acceptable. It was the same at hotels and in the churches. 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. 
(“Shame.”) A Christian minister would not even administer the sacra-
ment to a Negro side-by-side with a white communicant. (“Shame.”)

Having given some particulars showing flimsy evidence on which 
people who had afterwards been proved innocent were lynched, 
Miss Wells said that when the woman was black and the man who 
assaulted her was white the offender was not even punished by the 
law. The white men of the South had forgotten entirely that in the war 
when their fathers and brothers were away the white women of the 
South had been in charge of the black men, against whose freedom 
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their masters were fighting and not one black man was accused of be-
traying his trust (“applause”) . . . .

One of the prominent citizens had vowed to shoot Miss Wells 
if she returned to her home at any time within twenty years and a 
well-known Christian woman, though she had disproved [sic] of the 
lynching of the three men, had expressed her approval of the course 
that had been taken in regard to Miss Wells. (“Shame.”)

Having given details of other cases of lynching including three in 
which the victims had been burned to death, and showing that the au-
thorities could not or would not interfere, Miss Wells argued from the 
result of the antislavery agitation that British public opinion if prop-
erly aroused would have good effect upon the people of the United 
States, and strengthen the hand of those in America who were de-
sirous of putting an end to these cruel proceedings.

In conclusion Miss Wells read the resolution which had been sent 
to her unsolicited and which was passed on Sunday night simply in 
consequence of what had appeared in the papers (“applause”) . . . .

In reply to a question Miss Wells said that an attempt had been 
made but without success by representatives of Negroes to ap-
proach the Senate and Congress of the United States on the subject 
of lynching. Also, at a convention of seven governors held a short time 
ago to consider the best means of promoting immigration and the in-
flux of capital into their states, a deputation of Negroes attended but 
were refused admission and told to state their business to the door-
keeper. (“Shame.”) The Southerners appeared totally unable to realize 
the common humanity of the Negroes with themselves, and that was 
why it was desirable that they should learn the views of Englishmen 
whom they regarded as their equals and whose good opinion they 
valued. (“Hear, hear.”)

It is very probable that the appearance of the following corre-
spondence in the Birmingham Daily Post of the week before un-
doubtedly helped to give us the splendid audience we had in Bir-
mingham:

A WEARIED COUNCILLOR’S PROTEST

To the Editor of the Daily Post

Sir:
If Solomon were living now he would say “Overmuch philanthropy is 
a weariness of the flesh.” This morning I got a packet of literature re-
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lating to the prevalence of lynch law in the United States of America, 
and announcing meetings to be held in Birmingham next week on the 
subject.

They appear to be called on the initiative of an American Negro 
lady herself a victim of a Tennessee mob, and an English lady who edits 
a newspaper. A list is appended of Birmingham men who “have ex-
pressed their cordial sympathy with the objects of the meetings,” and 
I am invited to attend.

My time is valuable, my powers are limited and I feel justified in 
asking what possible practical object can be attained by such meet-
ings? I have no wish to disparage the zeal or to question the motives 
of a lady who, having been I presume, ill treated by a Tennessee mob, 
has come four thousand miles to raise a question which could be dealt 
with effectually only on the spot.

But I fail to see what ground there is for Birmingham people to dic-
tate on questions of detail in the local police arrangements of certain 
towns in the United States. As a public man, I cannot find time to do 
all that I should wish for our own city; and I protest against being ex-
pected to give my attention to matters of municipal detail in a civilized 
country at a great distance, any interference with which by English 
people would be an impertinence.

A City Councillor
Birmingham, May 12th

On 16 May, a day before our meetings, the following answer ap-
peared in the same paper:

LYNCH LAW IN THE UNITED STATES

To the Editor of the Daily Post

Sir:
A City Councillor asks in Saturday’s Post what possible practical ob-
ject can be attained by such meetings. He refers to the meeting to be 
held Wednesday in which an exposition of Lynch Law in the Southern 
states of America will be given by the writer.

I beg space to answer that question. Resentment because of the 
freedom and citizenship of the Negro race has been constantly shown 
by southern whites. In the ten years succeeding the Civil War thou-
sands of Negroes were murdered for the crime (?) of casting a ballot. 
As a consequence their vote is entirely nullified throughout the en-
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tire South. The laws of the Southern states make it a crime for whites 
and Negroes to intermarry or even ride in the same railway carriage. 
Both crimes (?) are punishable by fine and imprisonment. The doors 
of churches, hotels, concert halls and reading rooms are alike closed 
against the Negro as a man, but every place is open to him as a servant.

The latest culmination of this war against Negro progress is the 
substitution of mob rule for courts of justice throughout the South. 
Judges, juries, sheriffs, and jailors in these states are all white men, 
and thus makes it impossible for a Negro to escape the penalty for any 
crime he commits. Then whenever a black man is charged with any 
crime against a white person these mobs without disguise take him 
from the jail in broad daylight, hang, shoot or burn him as their fancy 
dictates. A coroner’s jury renders a verdict that “The deceased came 
to his death at the hands of parties unknown to the jury.”

In the past ten years over a thousand black men and women and 
children have met this violent death at the hands of a white mob. And 
the rest of America has remained silent. Not even when three men were 
burned alive in the past twelve months, has she opened her mouth to 
protest against this barbarism. One religious body which met in Phila-
delphia last June refused to pass a resolution condemning lynching 
because it feared to offend the southern delegates present.

The pulpit and press of our own country remains silent on these 
continued outrages and the voice of my race thus tortured and out-
raged is stifled or ignored wherever it is lifted in America in a demand 
for justice. It is to the religious and moral sentiment of Great Britain 
we now turn. These can arouse the public sentiment of America 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 jus-
tice and humanity. If the moral reforms of the age have been brought 
about by Christianity here is one which calls loudly for Christian and 
moral effort. 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.

The horror and amazement with which my story has been re-
ceived in Scotland and England; the prompt and vigorous resolutions 
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of protest and condemnation of lynch law, have convinced me of the 
truth of my supposition. And I believe the people of Birmingham when 
they hear the story, will be not one whit less willing nor too busy to lend 
their moral influence to check what is fast becoming a national evil.

Ida B. Wells
	 of Memphis, Tennessee	 66 Gough Road
	 United States, America	 Birmingham,

May 14

From here we went on to Manchester and had almost the same re-
sult in our wonderfully interesting meetings there. Mr. Axon, whose 
guests we were, was also editor of the Guardian, the leading daily 
paper of Manchester. The reports of the meetings were practically 
the same as those in the Birmingham papers because my subject 
matter was the same in every case. The Guardian had this notice:

Miss Ida B. Wells who is to visit Ashton and to address a gathering in 
Temperance Hall is a Negro lady of great natural ability.

She was being educated at the Rust University when the death of 
her parents called her back to her native place, Holly Springs, Mis-
sissippi, to keep a home for five younger brothers and sisters. Her 
earliest work was that of a school teacher, but having strong literary 
sympathies she became well known as a valued contributor to the 
press. “Iola” is the press name adopted by Miss Wells. She has an un-
bounded popularity with both men and women of the Negro race.

Her brave and outspoken contention for justice and common fair-
ness in the treatment of the Negro race made Miss Wells obnoxious to 
her white neighbors, and she was driven from the State of Tennessee 
by a mob. She will be accompanied on Sunday by Miss Catherine 
Impey, a member of the Society of Friends who is well known for her 
philanthropic and temperance work, and by Mr. W. E. A. Axon, Presi-
dent of the Manchester and Salford Temperance Union, whose guests 
the ladies are.

It was in the home of Mr. and Mrs. Axon that the vegetarian 
propaganda was most forcefully brought to my attention. The few 
days I had spent in Miss Impey’s home in Somersetshire had made 
known to me that her family were vegetarians. Although this was 
true they always had plenty of meat on the table for any visitors or 
friends who might not be members of the cult. Having been some-
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what of a meat eater all my life, I ate roast beef or whatever other 
meat they had on the table. But in Mr. Axon’s home in Manchester 
there was never any meat of any kind served and it all seemed new 
and strange to me.

All our meetings had aroused considerable interest and a good 
deal of newspaper comment. But on account of Mrs. Mayo’s ac-
tivity this ended the meetings which had been arranged by Miss 
Impey before the separation. From there we went to her home in 
Somersetshire.



14

AN INDISCREET LETTER

Mrs. Mayo received a letter one morning while we were in Edin-
burgh planning for the future, which in almost the twinkling of an 
eye changed the entire outlook. She sent at once for Miss Impey to 
join us there, and when she came she put in her hands the letter 
which caused all the trouble.

It was from Miss Impey herself, written to Dr. George Ferdinands 
after we had left Aberdeen. In it she declared that she returned the 
affection she felt sure he had for her; that she was taking this ad-
vance step because she knew he hesitated 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.

The letter was a surprise to Dr. Ferdinands, who had revered 
Miss Impey for her work in behalf of India, but who had never 
dreamed of her in any such connections as her letter indicated. 
Fearing for the success of the work for which they were all making 
sacrifices, he sent the letter to Mrs. Mayo. When Miss Impey came, 
Mrs. Mayo confronted her with this letter and demanded that she 
withdraw from the work. This she refused to do; then Mrs. Mayo 
declared she would not go on with her and insisted on the destruc-
tion of the entire issue of Anti-Caste which had their names jointly 
as editors and a recalling of dates, and demanded that I quit Miss 
Impey and go with her in an effort to carry on the work, which Miss 
Impey would disgrace if she continued with us.
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But I could not see why because she had fallen in love with Dr. 
Ferdinands, and had been indiscreet enough to tell him so, that that 
incident which need not be known by anyone but ourselves would 
harm our work. Then Mrs. Mayo insisted that Miss Impey was the 
type of maiden lady who used such work as an opportunity to meet 
and make advances to men; that if we went on, she was likely to 
write such letters to others who might strike her fancy and throw 
suspicion and ridicule on our cause.

This conclusion I could not accept. I was young and inexperi-
enced, it was true. I had never heard the word nymphomaniac be-
fore Mrs. Mayo used it in that connection with Miss Impey, and 
did not know its meaning until she told me. I had never heard one 
woman talk to another as she did, nor the scorn and withering sar-
casm with which she characterized her. Poor Miss Impey was no 
match for her even if she had not been in the wrong. I really think 
it the most painful scene in which I ever took part. I had spent 
such a happy two weeks in the society of two of the best represen-
tatives of the white race in an atmosphere of equality, culture, re-
finement, and devotion to the cause of the oppressed darker races. 
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 staggering blow.

I spent a sleepless night praying for guidance and in the morning 
told Mrs. Mayo that I could not do as she wished; that I was willing 
to concede that Miss Impey had made a mistake in yielding to her 
feelings and writing such a letter, but I could not see that she had 
committed a crime by falling in love and confessing it—but that I 
did not believe she would do it again anywhere, and I could not be-
lieve her to be the type of woman she had accused her of being. I 
reminded her that Miss Impey was my friend and had proved her-
self a friend of the race years before, that she had sacrificed time 
and money fighting for us, and that I could not be such an ingrate 
as to desert her or accept Mrs. Mayo’s belief, after all these years of 
faithful, honorable service before the public in our behalf. I also re-
minded her that it was through Miss Impey that I came to know her, 
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and that my people at home would never understand if through any 
act of mine they were made to seem ungrateful to her.

Mrs. Mayo, stern upright Calvinistic Scotchwoman 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. I wrote her 
pleading for a more charitable treatment of Miss Impey. I told her 
I did not know one woman could be so cruel to another and begged 
her to have a kinder feeling, but she could not see my point. Dr. Fer-
dinands himself wrote and strongly condemned me for staying with 
Miss Impey. But although I did not answer his letter I often wonder 
if he ever realized his mistake in passing on the offending letter in-
stead of destroying it.
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FINAL DAYS IN LONDON

The time came for going to London to appear at the May meetings. 
There had already appeared in the Ladies Pictorial an announce-
ment of my coming. This magazine was one of the leading women’s 
journals of the country, and it had this following very pleasing 
article in my behalf:

Miss Ida Bell Wells, a negro lady who has come to England on the invi-
tation of Miss Catherine Impey, has been lecturing with great suc-
cess on a subject somewhat new to British audiences, namely, “Lynch 
Law in the United States,” especially as it affects the colored people of 
the South. It is hoped that by this means the moral sentiment of this 
country may be aroused in favor of the just and equal treatment of 
the Negro race throughout the world. Miss Wells comes from Holly 
Springs, Mississippi, and was first engaged in teaching and then in 
journalistic work. She has attractive manners and a pleasant voice, 
and is exceedingly pleased with the reception accorded her in this 
country. The statements she made in a recent interview will probably 
startle some of our readers, who think that the prejudice against the 
colored race has passed away. When asked if the spread of education 
and growth of property among the Negro race was increasing, she re-
plied that “the color line” was as distinctly drawn as ever. For instance, 
no “Afro-American”—whatever his moral, financial, or educational 
standing—can enter a white church, y.m.c.a., school or railway car. In 
the theatres they may only go into the gallery, a part of which is railed 
off to separate them even there. One sign that the feeling is not on the 
decrease is that several Southern states have within the last six years 
passed laws to prevent the admission of Afro-Americans to the same 
railway car as the whites. When asked if she preferred the term “Afro-
American” as a name for her people, she said it accurately described 
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the position and had become a popular designation. “Negro leaves out 
the element of nationality, and we are all Americans, nor has the Re-
public more faithful and loyal citizens than those of our race. Some 
of the ‘colored’ people are not distinguishable from whites, so far has 
their Negro blood been diluted, but they are all Afro-Americans—that 
is, Americans of African descent.”

“Could not an Afro-American obtain damages for breach of con-
tract if a railway refused to give him the accommodation for which 
he had paid and his ticket refused?” said the interviewer. And Miss 
Wells replied that she was herself dragged out of a railway car in Ten-
nessee and on refusing to go into the “Jim Crow car,” was left behind 
in the station, to the great delight of the passengers who stood up 
on their seats and applauded the action of the conductor, baggage-
master, and station-master in expelling her. Any one who has traveled 
through America knows the horrors of the “colored car,” and will sym-
pathise with Miss Wells. The dislike of the South is not to the Negroes 
as laborers or servants, but to the recognition of them as citizens. As 
a servant a Negro may enter places from which, whatever her wealth, 
intellect, education, or refinement, she is still ruthlessly excluded as a 
citizen. Miss Wells seems to think that as the Negro advances in edu-
cation and in the qualities of good citizenship, the disinclination to 
allow him civil rights becomes deeper. Her revelations with regard 
to the lynchings were horrible. “The mob,” she said, “are no longer 
content with shooting and hanging, but burn Negroes alive,” and she 
justly appeals for a fair trial and legal punishment when the offense 
is proven. She maintains that British opinion and protest will have 
great force, and for this reason has determined to hold meetings in 
the principal cities here. She is delighted with the reception hereto 
accorded her, and feels greatly encouraged.”

Every national organization in Great Britain goes up to London 
for its annual meeting in May. Parliament is in session, the society 
season is at its best, and everybody is in town. Mrs. Mayo had pro-
tested against every public appearance of Miss Impey since our 
separation; she declared that she must not appear in London but 
insisted that she send someone with me at her own expense.

Miss Impey acquiesced in this ultimatum and a German maiden 
lady was sent with me. She was a fine companion and chaperon but 
was not well enough known to secure entrance for me at these im-
portant meetings. Guided by the newspapers we went to most of the 



	 94	 c h a pt e r  f i f t e e n

places where different meetings were announced. I was successful 
only in having a few minutes granted me at the British Women’s 
Temperance meeting. This meeting was presided over by Lady 
Henry Somerset, and Miss Frances E. Willard, head of the Women’s 
Christian Temperance Union of the United States, was present as 
her guest. I was given a few minutes by this body at which time 
Lady Somerset herself offered a resolution which she had drawn up.

With this I had to be contented, accepting a few small meetings. 
As the summer was coming on and very few meetings were held in-
doors, I sailed home from Southampton. The invitation which was 
the cause of my going to England said that the committee would 
guarantee all my expenses but could pay me nothing for my ser-
vices. They loyally kept faith with me, since every item of expense 
had been met by them. My duty was to tell the story wherever an 
opening had been made, so when the time came for no more meet-
ings it was the appropriate hour for me to return.

Miss Impey accompanied me to Southampton and stayed with 
me until the sailing of the boat. She blamed herself bitterly for the 
sudden ending of what had promised so well. I too regretted the 
separation, but I never ceased to believe that I had taken the right 
step, and never for a moment did I ever believe that Miss Impey 
had been actuated by any but the purest motives and the highest 
idealism.

I never intended to say anything about this story, but when I 
reached New York I found that Mrs. Mayo had written to Mr. For-
tune, editor of the New York Age, to Frederick Douglass, and to 
Judge Albion W. Tourgee, who was the “Bystander” of the Chicago 
Inter-Ocean. She wrote also to several others of note in the country. 
She was most vindictive against Miss Impey in these letters and let 
them know she blamed me for going along with her. To these corre-
spondents I gave a true version of the matter from my standpoint, 
and was very glad that every one of these experienced men of public 
affairs agreed with me that I had done the right thing. They also said 
that the best appreciation of Miss Impey’s work for humanity was 
to keep the story to ourselves.
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It is now thirty years since all this happened, and even now I 
hesitate long, before setting the facts down here, over whether I 
should tell the story after all these years. So far as I know the princi-
pals, except Mrs. Mayo, are still alive. But the matter has been much 
garbled and I have come to feel that it is only just to Miss Impey 
as well as to myself to set down here the unvarnished truth. Espe-
cially do I feel this way when I remember that in a subsequent visit 
to England I found that many of Miss Impey’s relatives and friends 
seemed to feel that I was in some way to blame for the odium cast 
upon her. They felt this way very naturally because they had never 
heard the whole story.

They knew that something happened to put a stop to the work 
while I was with Miss Impey, and that shortly afterward I had left 
the country and the movement quieted down. Not having heard 
the real facts I suppose that it was the most natural deduction for 
them to conclude that I was in some way to blame. I am quite sure 
that Mrs. Mayo was sincere in her belief that she was doing the best 
thing for the work to which they were both committed, but I am also 
still convinced that she judged Miss Impey too harshly.

While we waited in Southampton for the boat which brought 
me home, Miss Impey took me to call upon Canon Wilberforce, who 
was dean of the cathedral of that town. As he was the grandson of 
the great antislavery agitator, I was especially glad to meet him and 
enjoyed our half-hour’s visit very much. He regretted that there 
was not time to have a meeting in Southampton. After giving me a 
splendid autographed photograph of himself, he bade us farewell, 
wishing me a safe journey across the water.

The only other occurrence of special importance which hap-
pened during this trip had to do with the questions that were asked 
me after each lecture. Almost invariably, when I said that the Chris-
tian and moral sentiment of my own country remained silent in the 
face of these mob outrages, someone would ask, What about Rev. 
D. L. Moody and Miss Frances Willard? Both of these persons were 
well known and highly esteemed by the British people. Rev. Moody 
had visited and preached throughout Great Britain on several occa-
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sions. Miss Willard had been and was still the guest of Lady Henry 
Somerset and as such had traveled all over the United Kingdom 
visiting local temperance organizations.

My answer to these queries was that neither of those great expo-
nents of Christianity in our country had ever spoken out in condem-
nation of lynching, but seemed on the contrary disposed to overlook 
that fashionable pastime of the South. I remembered very clearly 
that when Rev. Moody had come to the South with his revival ser-
mons the notices printed said that the Negroes who wished to at-
tend his meetings would have to go into the gallery or that a spe-
cial service would be set aside for colored people only. I had noticed 
mention of this in colored newspapers printed in the towns where 
Rev. Moody had spoken.

Not in one instance was there ever any word to show that Rev. 
Moody objected to this segregation. In every case he appeared and 
spoke to the segregated gathering. Perhaps he thought it better to 
put over the gospel in this left-handed way than not to preach to 
poor benighted Negroes at all. Or he might have thought that he 
would destroy his influence with the good southern white Chris-
tians if he attempted to rebuke their unchristian attitude. What-
ever the cause, no Negroes had ever heard of Rev. Moody’s refusal 
to accept these jim crow arrangements, or knew of any protest of 
his against lynchings.

As to Miss Willard, I had very keen recollection of her first trip 
throughout the South in her capacity as president of the National 
Women’s Christian Temperance Union. She had been figuratively 
wined and dined by the best white people of the South. She had 
made an opening for and received recognition of her organization 
such as had never occurred before. She was charmed by the culture 
and hospitality of those by whom she was entertained.

When she went back North there appeared an interview in the 
New York Voice, the organ of the temperance forces, in which she 
practically condoned lynchings. Every Negro newspaper in the 
South quoted and criticized that interview. Marked copies of their 
journals were sent to her, my own among the number. But so far as 
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anyone knew, Miss Willard had never retracted or explained that 
interview.

Having this in mind I could not truthfully say that Miss Willard 
had ever said anything to condemn lynching; on the contrary she 
had seemed to condone it in her famous interview after returning 
from her first visit in the South. Of course, my statements were chal-
lenged by temperance followers. Not having a copy of the inter-
view with me, I could not verify my statement. It looked as if I was 
making an attack on the two most noted Americans abroad. But I 
never mentioned the names of these two individuals in my lectures. 
I spoke only in a general way as to conditions among our Christian 
and moral forces. But 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.

My return voyage was most delightful. First, there were few if 
any white Americans on board. Second, there were fifteen young 
Englishmen in one party on their way to visit the World’s Fair. I 
had not met any of them previously, but one of two of them were 
members of the Society of Friends and they had read about my trip. 
They were as courteous and attentive to me as if my skin had been 
of the fairest. It was indeed a delightful experience. We traveled 
together practically all the way to Chicago and they seemed to take 
great pleasure in shocking the onlookers by their courteous and re-
spectful attention to me. All of this I enjoyed 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.
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“TO THE SEEKER OF TRUTH”

Before I knew I was going to England, I had joined hands with Fred-
erick J. Loudin of Jubilee Singer fame and Mr. Douglass in an appeal 
to the colored people of the United States for funds with which to 
publish a pamphlet for circulation at the coming World’s Fair. All 
the world knows that the United States government had invited the 
nations of the earth to take part in celebrating the discovery of this 
country four hundred years before. The nations of the earth had 
been invited to participate in the World’s Fair at Chicago in 1892. 
But because of the inability to finish the buildings in the year 1892, 
it was postponed to the year 1893.

Haiti as an independent republic accepted the invitation ex-
tended to her along with other nations, and erected a building on 
the World’s Fair grounds. She placed Frederick Douglass in charge 
of this building to represent the Haitian government. Mr. Douglass 
had been sent as minister to Haiti from this country a few years 
before this,1 and had so won the confidence of this little black re-
public that it in turn gave him the honor of being in charge of their 
exhibit. Had it not been for this, Negroes of the United States would 
have had no part nor lot in any official way in the World’s Fair. For 
the United States government had refused her Negro citizens par-
ticipation therein.

Haiti’s building was one of the gems of the World’s Fair, and in it 
Mr. Douglass held high court. The peculiar thing about it was that 
nearly all day long it was crowded with American white people who 

1  President Harrison appointed Frederick Douglass minister to Haiti in September 
1889, and he served until July 1891.
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came to pay their respects to this black man whom his own country 
had refused to honor. Needless to say, the Haitian building was the 
chosen spot, for representative Negroes of the country who visited 
the fair were to be found along with the Haitians and citizens of 
other foreign countries.

We had decided before the invitation came for me to go abroad 
that a book should be published and circulated, and I was chosen to 
publish it. The World’s Fair had been in progress some time before 
my return. Having finished my work in England, I went straight to 
Chicago as soon as I landed. The fair was in full blast and Mr. Doug-
lass was on duty daily at the Haitian building.

He had made an appeal to the colored people throughout the 
country while I was away, explaining the object of this volume and 
asking them to send funds for its publication to him as treasurer. 
He told me that he had received no money from his appeal and he 
thought we had better give up the idea. But my trip abroad had 
shown me more clearly than ever the necessity of putting our case 
before the public. So I told Mr. Douglass I believed we could raise 
money from visitors to the World’s Fair and through the colored 
churches in Chicago, although the colored papers throughout the 
country had opposed the idea and refused to open a subscription 
list in their columns for it.

When I told him how ignorant the people of England seemed to 
be about conditions under which we suffered here in America and 
how necessary it was that we should give them something in black 
and white on the subject, both he and Mr. Loudin voted to try my 
plan, or rather to let me try it, since both of them were too busy to 
work out details.

I called the representative women of Chicago together and asked 
their help in arranging a series of Sunday afternoon meetings at 
the different churches—Mr. Douglass to preside and I to speak. 
These women went to work enthusiastically, and as a result we 
had crowded meetings at Bethel, Quinn Chapel, St. Stephen, and 
other churches. In this way we raised the needed five hundred dol-
lars quickly, which, added to the fifty dollars each which had been 
pledged by Mr. Douglass and Mr. Loudin, enabled us to print a cred-
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itable little book called The Reason Why the Colored American Is 
Not in the World’s Columbian Exposition.

It was a clear, plain statement of facts concerning the oppres-
sion put upon the colored people in this land of the free and home of 
the brave. We circulated ten thousand copies of this little book dur‑ 
ing the remaining three months of the fair. Every day I was on duty 
at the Haitian building, where Mr. Douglass gave me a desk and 
spent the days putting this pamphlet in the hands of foreigners.

We had planned to publish it in three languages, English, French 
and German. But owing to the shortness of time and funds, we had 
to content ourselves with a preface in each one of these languages; 
the rest was in English. It is very interesting to record that echoes 
from that little volume have been received by me from Germany, 
France, Russia, and faraway India.

Mr. Douglass was able to render another great service to his race 
when he also gave help to Paul Laurence Dunbar, a young high-
school boy just graduated, who came to the fair with his first little 
volume of poems, called Oak and Ivy. At the close of the fair, Paul 
remarked to me that he had not been able to dispose of many of his 
books and had received little encouragement in his chosen work of 
poetry. He said, “I guess there is nothing for me to do, Miss Wells, 
but to go back to Dayton and be an elevator boy again.”

He could not know that one of his slender volumes had fallen 
into the hands of William Dean Howells, the nestor of American 
literature at that time. Mr. Howells reviewed that little volume a 
few months later in the columns of the Atlantic Monthly, and Paul 
Dunbar’s fame as a poet was established in America. Shortly after-
ward he left his elevator cage never to return. All the world knows 
that although he died at the early age of thirty-one he had estab-
lished an immortal name for himself as one of America’s real poets.

Another great outcome of Negro participation at the World’s Fair 
was what was known as Negro Day. Observing the popularity of the 
Haitian building and the widespread interest of World’s Fair visi-
tors in everything colored, and perhaps deciding to appease the 
discontent of colored people over their government’s attitude of 
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segregation, the authorities came to Mr. Douglass and asked him 
to arrange a Negro Day on the program.

Every other nationality had had its “day,” and so in this way it was 
decided to give the Negroes a place on the program. Many of us dis-
approved of Mr. Douglass’s acceptance. We resented this sop to our 
pride in this belated way, and we thought Mr. Douglass ought not 
to have accepted. I was among those who differed with our grand 
old man. But Mr. Douglass had weathered too many storms in his 
fifty-odd years of fighting; he had gathered wisdom that had not 
been permitted to us, and he thought it better to accept half a loaf 
than to have no bread at all.

He persevered with his plans without any aid whatever from us 
hotheads and produced a program which was reported from one 
end of this country to the other. The American nation had given him 
his opportunity for scoring its unfairness toward Negro citizens 
and he did not fail to take advantage of it in the most fitting way.

As I read a report of it next day in the papers—for I was among 
those who did not even go to the meeting—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 for an effort which had done more 
to bring our cause to the attention of the American people than any-
thing else which had happened during the fair.

Mr. Douglass’s oration was a masterpiece of wit, humor, and 
actual statement of conditions under which the Negro race of this 
country labored. Paul Dunbar read from his poems, and the Negro 
music presented was of a high order. The thousands of people 
gathered at the fair who heard the story were given the opportu-
nity they would otherwise have been denied of hearing our fore-
most orator at his best. It is indeed a great pity that posterity has not 
been given a copy of that speech. Perhaps if Mr. Douglass had lived 
longer we might have had it. The newspapers gave what for them 
was large space to it, but no newspaper report did full justice to it.

It seems strange to me that but for an accident Mr. Douglass 
would have had no part in the World’s Fair because of race preju-
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dice in this country; yet whenever he went out into the grounds 
or visited one of the other buildings or showed himself in the re-
ception room of the Haitian building, he was literally swamped by 
white persons who wanted to shake his hand, tell of some former 
time when they had heard him speak, or narrate some instance of 
the anti-slavery agitation in which they or their parents had taken 
part with Mr. Douglass. Every time I was fortunate enough to start 
out in his company for a visit to some special part of the fair, I had 
no chance whatever to enjoy his company because of such inter-
ruption.

At the close of the fair, in winding up his business in the city, Mr. 
Douglass called on me at the Conservator office one day. At noon-
time he invited me to go to lunch with him. When we got out on the 
street, I remembered that there was a nice lunchroom across the 
street, but I understood they did not serve colored people there. Mr. 
Douglass, in his vigorous way, grasped my arm and said, “Come, 
let’s go there.”

Of course, I was game and we sauntered into the Boston Oyster 
House as if it were an everyday occurrence, cocked and primed for 
a fight if necessary. The waiters seemed paralyzed over our advent, 
and not one of them came forward to usher us to a table. Mr. Doug-
lass walked up to the nearest table, pulled out a chair, seated me, 
then took a seat himself. In the meantime, the proprietor himself 
recognized Mr. Douglass, came forward and greeted him cordially. 
Of course, a waiter came at once to take our order. All during that 
meal the proprietor kept coming and reminding Mr. Douglass of 
some times in his boyhood when he had been in his home town.

When he finally went to another part of the room, Mr. Douglass 
turned to me with a roguish look and said, “Ida, I thought you said 
that they didn’t serve us here. It seems we are getting more atten-
tion than we want and I have had no chance to talk to you about the 
matter I wanted to discuss.”

It was during this summer of active work that what was the be-
ginning of women’s clubs in Illinois was started. The representative 
colored men of Chicago had organized the Tourgee club, named 
in honor of Judge Albion W. Tourgee. Judge Tourgee had been a 
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soldier in the Civil War, had lived in the South during the Recon-
struction period, and was the author of A Fool’s Errand and sev-
eral other books depicting life in the South from a northern white 
man’s point of view.

He was at that time editor of a weekly column in the Inter-Ocean, 
known as the “Bystander’s Notes.” In these he touched almost exclu-
sively upon the civil and political conditions of the Negroes in the 
South and other parts of the country. Because he was recognized 
as the Negro’s best friend, the colored men of Chicago named their 
club for him.

The Tourgee Club opened a clubhouse on Dearborn Street in 
the twenty-ninth block, primarily for the entertainment of distin-
guished race visitors to Chicago and the World’s Fair. They had set 
aside Thursday afternoon as ladies’ day, thus giving the women a 
place and time in which to entertain women visitors. But although 
this had been widely advertised, no women had shown up on ladies’ 
day. It was something new under the sun to them. The manage-
ment, in puzzling over what they could do to secure the attendance 
of women, sent Mr. A. H. Roberts2 to invite me to speak on ladies’ day 
at the club. I very gladly gave my consent to speak, and on that par-
ticular Thursday the women came mostly to hear me speak. I told 
them what an opportunity was theirs in having a clubhouse that 
gave them this opportunity, and urged them to accept it regularly. 
The management had asked me to assure them that no man would 
invade the sacred precincts of the clubhouse during any part of the 
time the ladies were its guests.

I told them of the club movement in the East and how our women 
had started it in an effort to be of help to me. I also spoke of the 
opportunities I had in England to be present at women’s gather-
ings and what it meant to the womanhood of that nation and urged 
them to consider establishing an organization of their own here in 
Chicago.

The idea met with enthusiasm, and I was selected chairman of 
the meetings. I wanted Mrs. John Jones to head the movement be-

2  A. H. Roberts later became an Illinois state senator.
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cause as an old citizen, her husband being the wealthiest colored 
man in Chicago at that time,3 it would lend prestige to have such 
a genteel, high-bred old lady of the race to lead them. Mrs. Jones 
knew that she had no experience along those lines but finally con-
sented to be honorary chairman to please me, after I told her that 
I would do the work.

The club established a new element in the lives of the women of 
this city. Outside of church gatherings, fraternal meetings, occa-
sional literary societies, and a few social clubs, there was no organi-
zation among women. Every week thereafter we met in the Tourgee 
Club on ladies’ day. I brought several English men and women to ad-
dress them, and for a while the women of Chicago talked of nothing 
else except our meeting at the Tourgee Club. Mr. W. T. Stead, editor 
of the Review of Reviews, the leading editor of Great Britain at that 
time, came and made a talk to our women. The outcome was the per-
manent organization of what was called the Chicago Women’s Club.

In the meantime I had decided to remain in Chicago instead of 
returning to New York City. I immediately took work on the Chi-
cago Conservator, the oldest colored paper in the city, and settled 
down to make Chicago my home and develop the newly established 
women’s club.

Not only did we have inspiring addresses from prominent per-
sons, but the women raised money to aid in the prosecution of a 
policeman who had killed a colored man on the West Side. On 
1 January 1894, we had Mr. W. T. Stead deliver an emancipation ad-
dress, for he had come late to visit the World’s Fair and remained 
for three months writing his book If Christ Came to Chicago and 

3  John Jones, born free in 1817 in North Carolina, moved to Chicago in 1837. An ap-
prentice tailor, he taught himself to read and write and became a successful busi-
nessman and one of the country’s wealthiest Negroes. He waged a relentless struggle 
against slavery. A friend of John Brown and Frederick Douglass, Jones made his home 
an underground railroad station. He led the fight to repeal the Illinois Black Laws 
(under which Negroes could not vote or testify in court). Jones was twice elected 
Cook County commissioner, the first Negro in the North to win so important an elec-
tive post, and while in office he helped secure the law that abolished local segregated 
schools. Langston Hughes and Milton Meltzer, A Pictorial History of the Negro in 
America (New York: Crown Publishers, 1947), p. 53.
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welding the civic and moral forces of the town into a practical 
working body.

His address to our people, delivered at Bethel A.M.E. Church, was 
eloquent with plain facts and deductions from those facts as applied 
to our race. Among other things, he said: “During my stay here in 
your city I have been visited by several groups of your people—all 
of whom have recited the story of the wrongs and injustices heaped 
upon the race; all of them appealing to me to denounce these out-
rages to the world. I have asked each delegation ‘What are you doing 
to help yourselves?’ Each group gave the same answer, namely, 
that they are so divided in church, lodges, etc., that they have not 
united their forces to fight the common enemy. At last I got mad, 
and said, ‘You people have not been lynched enough! You haven’t 
been lynched enough to drive you together! You say you are only ten 
millions in this country, with ten times that number against you—
all of whom you say are solidly united by race prejudice against 
your progress. All of you by your own confession stand as individual 
units striving against a united band to fight or hold your own. Any 
ten-year-old child knows that a dozen persons fighting as one can 
make better headway against ten times its number than if each 
were fighting singlehanded and alone.’

“What you need in each community is a solid organization to 
fight race prejudice wherever shown. That organization should be 
governed by a council of your best men and women. All matters af-
fecting your race welfare should be passed on by that council and 
loyally obeyed and supported by all members of your race. Until you 
do that much, it is useless to appeal to others to do for you what you 
can best do for yourselves.”

Our women’s club tried to put Mr. Stead’s advice into practice so 
far as the women were concerned. We met weekly after our formal 
organization in September 1893, and the most prominent women 
in church and secret society, schoolteachers and housewives and 
high-school girls crowded our meetings until we had over three 
hundred enrolled and many new ones at every meeting. On my 
return to England, I left the vice-president, Mrs. Rosie Moore, in 
charge of a live, healthy active women’s club—the first among our 
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group in Chicago and Illinois. During my absence, the club applied 
to the state for a charter and took my name for its own.

It seems that both factions of the Society for the Brotherhood of 
Man felt that the cause had not succeeded as well as they had hoped, 
although they had had two American men who followed me. The 
result of that conclusion was that a third person, Mr. C. J. Edwards, 
had been elected executive secretary, and both factions pooled their 
issues with him. The result of that movement was that I was invited 
to return to England on the same basis as before. I consented to go 
back, made all arrangements to that end, and sailed the following 
February, 1894.
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INTER-OCEAN LETTERS

Before leaving Chicago I called on the editor of the Inter-Ocean, Mr. 
William Penn Nixon, and informed him of my invitation to return to 
England. As I had frequently mentioned that paper as the only one 
in America which had persistently denounced lynching, the edi-
tors of the Inter-Ocean were very friendly to me. Mr. Nixon asked 
me to write for the paper while away, and I very gladly accepted the 
opportunity. I was their correspondent for the whole six months of 
my stay in England in 1894. In that way I became the first, and so 
far as I know, the only one of my group who was a regular paid cor-
respondent of a daily paper in the United States.

I was not seasick on this return voyage, for I had learned the 
secret of how not to be when I came back in 1893. I was met in Liver-
pool by the local secretary of the Society for the Furtherance of the 
Brotherhood of Man. She was a young Englishwoman who took me 
to her home and informed me that although the society had been 
much handicapped by the breach between the two founders, the 
organization, through Mr. Edwards, would supervise meeting ar-
rangements in the province and also in London.

She had already arranged for me to go to lunch at the home of the 
leading pastor of Liverpool after attending services at his church 
next day. He was the Reverend Mr. C. F. Aked of Pembroke Chapel, 
who was the most influential and popular preacher in Liverpool. If 
we could interest him the society felt sure of our success.

I went to church with my hostess next morning and listened to 
the most wonderful sermon I had ever heard in my life. The text was 
“It Is a Fearful Thing to Fall into the Hands of the Almighty God.” 
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He was young, eloquent, and inspired, and it was no wonder that 
he preached to a church full to overflowing.

Mr. Aked had visited the World’s Fair in Chicago the year be-
fore, and while there had read bulletins in the newspapers of a pro-
posed lynching of a Negro.1 This lynching afterward took place, and 
sensational reports of how it was carried out were printed in all 
the papers. Then, before Mr. Aked left the states, it was announced 
through the same newspapers that the Kentucky mob had lynched 
the wrong man!

At the close of the service I was introduced to the pastor and his 
wife, who invited me to their home to dinner. Mr. Aked asked me for 
the story of the year before and the cause of the trouble between 
the two ladies who had organized the work. I told him and his wife 
everything, and from that moment they became my friends and 
ardent supporters. During the whole course of my six months’ stay 
their home was my headquarters, and they knew how and where 
to reach me during every day of that time.

But they did me a greater personal favor. They seemed to sense 
that I did not like, or rather had no confidence in, white people, and 
they set themselves to work to uproot my natural distrust and sus-
picion. The queen of England herself could not have been treated 
with more consideration than I was during the whole course of my 
stay with them.

Perhaps extracts from my little letters to the Chicago Inter-
Ocean will tell the story of this second trip better than my own 
words. The Inter-Ocean was finally merged into the Record-Herald, 
which was later merged into what is now the Herald-Examiner.2 
Although the paper itself has become extinct, I set this story down 
here as proof that one journal in the United States was brave enough 

1  Ida B. Wells, A Red Record: Tabulated Statistics and Alleged Causes of Lynch-
ings in the United States, 1892–1893–1894 (Chicago: Donohue & Henneberry, 1895), 
p. 36.
2  The Chicago Daily Inter-Ocean was published from 1872 to 1914. In 1914 it merged 
with the Record-Herald, which later became the Herald-Examiner. It is the fore-
runner of Chicago Today (until recently, the Chicago American). Franklin William 
Scott, Newspapers and Periodicals of Illinois, 1814–1879 (Springfield, IL: Illinois 
State Historical Library, 1910), 1:110–11.
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to print at length the doings, impressions, and reactions of a colored 
woman who was in another country pleading for justice in her own. 
All articles were headed:

i da  b. w e l l s  a b r oa d

The Nemesis of Southern Lynchers Again in England

w e l c o m e  t o  l i v e r p o o l

Why She Was Invited to Pembroke Chapel

An English Clergyman’s Recollection of What He Heard  
at the World’s Fair

liverpool, england, march 12.3 Directly after the burning alive 
of Henry Smith, at Paris, Texas, February, 1893, the writer received 
a letter inviting her to visit England and enlighten the natives on the 
lynching mania which seemed to prevail in the States. Needless to say 
I accepted the invitation with alacrity and within five days of its receipt 
sailed from New York. Ever since the suppression of my newspaper, 
the Free Speech, in Memphis, Tennessee, in May 1892, I had made un-
successful attempts to be heard in the journals and on the platforms 
of the American people against lynching, which was fast becoming a 
national evil. When the way was opened in Great Britain I accepted 
gladly. Beginning in Aberdeen, Scotland, a tour was made throughout 
the largest cities of Scotland and England, and in each of these cities 
was established a “Society for the Recognition of the Brotherhood of 
Man.” The members of this society subscribe to the following pledge: 
“I, the undersigned, promise to help in securing to every member of 
the human family freedom, equal opportunity, and brotherly con-
sideration.” Hundreds of names were enrolled at each meeting and 
the strongest resolutions of condemnation and protest were passed 
after hearing my narration of the lynchings in the States. They felt it 
to be their duty to express in the strongest terms denunciation of the 
burning alive of human beings and the lawless wholesale hanging of 

3  This dispatch appeared in the Inter-Ocean on 2 April 1894. Hereafter, the captions 
from the newspaper columns will be omitted.
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the same. The leading newspapers of the United Kingdom gave excel-
lent reports of the meetings, and many of them ringing and outspoken 
editorials against this state of affairs. The two months’ tour closed and 
I returned to the United States.

In Pembroke Chapel
The Society for the Recognition of the Brotherhood of Man, feeling 
that my first visit was not as thorough in its results as could be 
wished, invited me again this year to prosecute the work. I landed 
from the Germanic Friday last, and immediately received an invi-
tation to address the congregation of Pembroke Chapel, Sunday 
evening. The pastor, Rev. C. F. Aked, who is my host, is one of the 
most advanced thinkers in the pulpit of today and has the largest 
nonconformist congregation outside of London. He had already 
chosen for his Sunday evening discourse the subject, “An Enemy 
of the People,” and the discussion was devoted to Ibsen’s drama of 
that name and the lessons to be deduced therefrom.

After service he dismissed those who wished to go, and invited 
the others to hear my story. Nearly every one of those 1,200 re-
mained. Rev. Aked then said that when I was in Liverpool last year 
friends of his who had heard me speak in London and other places 
in Liverpool wished him to invite me to speak in his church. He re-
fused because he didn’t know me nor believe what I said was true. 
Since that time he had been to America and was in Chicago to see 
the World’s Fair, the first week in July. He there read confirma-
tion of all I had said in the reports of the Miller lynching in Bard-
well, Ky., July 7. “First,” he said, “came the report that the Ray girls 
had been murdered and a negro was suspected; next that they had 
bloodhounds on his tracks; then they had caught the murderer and 
were going to roast him alive at 3 o’clock that afternoon, although 
he protested his innocence in an earnest, straight-forward ac-
count of his movements. I sat under the shadow of the Statue of 
Liberty in Jackson Park and read these accounts until I was wild. 
I saw that 40,000,000 people read the same horrible story of the 
mob’s hunt and openly expressed intention three days before the 
lynching, and nobody lifted a hand to prevent it. When I read next 
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morning that the mob became impatient and hurried the prisoner 
out and lynched him before 3 o’clock that memorable July 7, I knew 
that what Miss Wells said was true and before I had left the United 
States already there had been enough evidence to show that they 
had lynched the wrong man.”

A Splendid Opportunity
To this confirmation of my story then I owed the hearty recep-
tion and most splendid opportunity to appeal to English people 
to aid us in molding American public sentiment in favor of justice 
to everyone, and a fair trial for life and liberty. Mr. Aked was the 
guest of Mrs. Henry Ward Beecher while in Brooklyn last summer 
and preached three of the four Sundays he was in the United States 
at Beecher’s church.4 It was here in Liverpool, by the way, where 
Henry Ward Beecher was mobbed when he tried to speak on anti-
slavery subjects in the ’40’s. The sentiment in Liverpool was strongly 
pro-slavery for was not Liverpool the greatest cotton market in the 
world, and if slavery was abolished would not that interfere with 
the cotton market? It was with this part of England as with the 
weak-kneed North preceding the war—a disturbance of the insti-
tution meant a possible depletion of their purses, and so they were 
in favor of its continuance. It is related of a London actor who came 
on the stage drunk while in Liverpool that the audience hissed him. 
He straightened up as well as an intoxicated man could and in his 
deepest voice cried out, “What! Have I come from London to be 
hissed by you; you every brick in whose walls is cemented by the 
blood of slaves?” and the hissing ceased long before the scornful 
tones had stopped reverberating.

Sir Edward Russell
But Liverpool has long since redeemed herself, and no larger or 
more sympathetic audience will greet me anywhere than in this 
same city. Sir Edward Russell, the editor of the Liverpool Post and 
one of the ablest in the Kingdom, accorded me an interview last year 

4  Henry Ward Beecher had died in 1887.
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and since then has devoted much space in his paper to the subject 
of lynch law. He sent a cordial note of approval to Mr. Aked for his 
invitation to me, and added: “There is no subject upon which the 
civilized world needs more to be aroused than that of lynching.” A 
large meeting in one of the town halls is being arranged for, and Sir 
Edward Russell is to preside.

The question has been asked by Americans why I come abroad 
to tell of the race’s grievances, and if more good might not be done 
in America? Unquestionably, if the same opportunity were af-
forded us to be heard, but we, as a race, cannot get a hearing in the 
United States. The statistics show that lynchings for 1893 were as 
frequent and some of them more shocking than the year previous. 
The press and pulpit of the country are practically silent with a 
silence which means encouragement. The pages of current litera-
ture, when opened to a discussion of the negro question at all, are 
open only to the Southern white man, who is given full license to 
defame the entire negro race as he chooses. Bishop Haygood, Bill 
Arp, and others of their ilk have been given full swing in that direc-
tion and no opportunity accorded the race vilified to defend itself. 
These agencies seem to have redoubled their efforts to murder the 
negro and blast his reputation, and we feel driven to do the same in 
our own defense, and the society for the recognition of the brother-
hood of man in England and Scotland forms the only opening. As 
the English press and pulpit set the example in speaking out plainly 
against such injustice, it is to be hoped that these powerful agen-
cies in the United States will do the same. When they do, sentiment 
will be aroused and laws enacted which will put a stop to America’s 
disgrace.
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IN LIVERPOOL

Liverpool, March 24—Special Correspondence.1 Liverpool was the 
center of slave interests from the days of good Queen Bess to the 
Abolition of slaves by the British in 1807. More than half the slave 
ships which carried human merchandise from Africa to the West 
Indies and America were built in the Liverpool docks and owned 
by Liverpool merchants. The triple voyages of these ships brought 
enormous wealth to the owners of them and to the city. There was 
first the voyage to Africa where hundreds of slaves were captured 
or bought for a few gewgaws; thence to the West Indies where the 
human cargo was sold at a hundred per cent profit, and the ship’s 
hold was then stored with sugar and rum to be taken back to En-
gland. This cargo brought as great a profit in Liverpool as did the 
slaves in the West Indies.

The opposition to the abolition of the slave trade came as a 
matter of course, from those who profited most largely by it. But 
right finally prevailed and Liverpool in 1806 sent as its member 
of Parliament a man who had written the first philippic against 
slavery thirty years before. William Roscoe thus added very ma-
terially in the passage of the bill for the abolition of slavery.2

In 1861, 55 years later, the strongest sympathy evinced for the 
pro-slavery party in the United States was found in Liverpool. After 
the cessation of its own slave trade, the shipping merchants and 

1  This dispatch appeared in the Inter-Ocean, 9 April 1894, p. 8.
2  Frank J. Klingberg, The Anti-Slavery Movement in England (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 1926), p. 31. See also George Chandler, William Roscoe of Liverpool, 
sponsored by the Liverpool City Council (London: B. T. Batsford, 1953), pp. 60, 65.
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cotton mills had gradually built up a flourishing trade in the cotton 
produced by slaves in the southern states. When our war came on, 
the Southern ports were blockaded and no more cotton could be 
sent to England. The ships were idle and the looms empty. Again 
self-interest pointed the way and Liverpool gave their support to 
the South.

Hon. W. E. Gladstone, Queen Victoria’s great Prime Minister, was 
a native of Liverpool, whose wealth had come from slave labor in a 
West Indian plantation and who was then the leader in the House 
of Commons, said concerning secession, “Jeff Davis has created a 
nation.” In the Liverpool docks were built the gun boats, “Florida” 
and “Alabama,” which saw such active service in the Confederate 
cause during the Civil War.3

Here it was that Henry Ward Beecher met the greatest resis-
tance to his attempts to speak in behalf of the Union in 1863. For 
nearly three hours the mob at Philharmonic Hall yelled, hissed, 
hooted and interrupted Mr. Beecher while he was speaking, but he 
managed little by little to get his address all out at last.

What Liverpool Has Learned
But Liverpool has learned that she can prosper without the slave 
trade or slave labor. Her docks are crowded with ships from all parts 
of the world. And the city, with its population of six hundred thou-
sand souls, is one of the most prosperous in the United Kingdom. 
Her freedom-loving citizens not only subscribe to the doctrine that 
human beings regardless of color or condition are equal before the 
law, but they practice what they preach.

To a colored person who has been reared in the peculiar atmo-
sphere which obtains only in free (?) America it is like being born 
into another world, to be welcomed among persons of the highest 
order of intellectual and social culture as if one were one of them-
selves.

Here a “colored” person can ride in any sort of conveyance in 

3  Frank Lawrence Owsley, King Cotton Diplomacy: Foreign Relations of the Con-
federate States of America, 2nd ed. rev. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1959), 
pp. 211–12, 225–26, 228, 337–39.
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any part of the country without being insulted; stop in any hotel 
or be accommodated at any restaurant one wishes without being 
refused with contempt; wander into any picture gallery, lecture 
room, concert hall, theater or church and receive only the most 
courteous treatment from officials and fellow sightseers. The privi-
lege of being once in a country where “A man’s a man for a’ that,” is 
one which can best be appreciated by those Americans whose black 
skins are a bar to their receiving genuine kindness and courtesy 
at home.

I have spent two weeks in Liverpool and have delivered by invi-
tation ten addresses on “Lynch Law in the United States.” These 
meetings have averaged a thousand persons each, and though I 
grieved to have to do so, yet truth compelled me to say that lynching 
is spreading in the states. Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Ohio and Pennsyl-
vania have each had lynchings within the past nine months, and 
nothing more has been done to punish lynchers in these states than 
in the states south of the Mason and Dixon line.

I take the statistics of lynching and prove that according to the 
charges given, not one-third of the men and women lynched are 
charged with assaults on white women, and brand that statement 
as a falsehood invented by the lynchers to justify acts of cruelty and 
outrage. I find that wherever I go we have been deprived of the ex-
pression of condemnation such hangings and burnings deserve, 
because the world believes that Negro men are despoilers of the 
virtue of white women.

A Picture
Unfortunately for the Negro race and for themselves, Miss Fran
ces E. Willard and Bishops Fitzgerald and Haygood have published 
utterances in confirmation of this slander and the magazines of my 
country have published this libel on an entire race to the four cor-
ners of the earth.4 Whatever is lacking in these articles is supplied 

4  Frances E. Willard (1838–1898) was the world-famous leader of the Women’s 
Christian Temperance Union in this country and abroad. Oscar P. Fitzgerald (1839–
1896) was editor of the Christian Advocate when he was elected bishop of the Meth-
odist Church South in 1890. Atticus G. Haygood (1839–1896) was the distinguished 
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by the white American traveling abroad. He draws a picture of the 
isolated district in the South where great hordes of ignorant and 
dangerous Negroes swarm; of the inadequacy and delay of the law; 
and then asks, “What would you do if your wife or daughter were so 
assaulted?” And the person for whose benefit this picture is drawn 
finds himself relenting in judgment and remaining silent when he 
meant to condemn hanging and burning alive.

Finding such a picture is drawn, I am thus forced to draw an-
other and show—

(1) First: That all the machinery of law and politics is in the 
hands of those who commit the lynching; they therefore have the 
amending of the laws in their own hands; and that it is only wealthy 
white men whom the law fails to reach; that in every case of criminal 
procedure the Negro is punished.

(2) Second: Hundreds of Negroes including women and chil-
dren are lynched for trivial offenses on suspicion and in many cases 
when known to be guiltless of any crime, and that the law refused 
to punish the murderers because it is not considered a crime to 
kill a Negro.

(3) Third: Many of the cases of “Assault” are simply adulteries 
between white women and colored men.

The Society for the Furtherance of Human Brotherhood hopes 
first to arouse public sentiment by making known the facts of the 
lynching infamy. Then to appeal to American honor through the 
various Christian philanthropic and temperance organizations of 
this country to remove the stain against Christianity and civiliza-
tion by putting down mob law and establishing it as a fact as well as 
a theory that every man shall be tried by law and punished by the 
same agency for any crime he commits.

I spoke in Pembroke Chapel the first Sunday night of my stay in 
Liverpool. The pastor of the church, Rev. C. F. Aked, presided. Last 
Sunday afternoon to an audience of fifteen hundred men in the Con-

president of Emory University when he became a Methodist bishop in 1890. The con-
troversy regarding Miss Willard’s position on lynching is discussed in Mary Earhart, 
Frances Willard: From Prayers to Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1944), pp. 360–62.



	 i n  l i v e r p o o l 	 117

gregational church. Sunday night at the Unitarian church, Rev. R. A. 
Armstrong presided. The Lord Mayor of Liverpool is a member of 
this congregation and consented to preside at my meeting but was 
prevented at the last minute from doing so.

At a monster meeting in honor of the 90th birthday of Gen. Neal 
Dow, Thursday, March 20th, I spoke again and the storms of ap-
plause which greeted me convinced me of the sympathy of the audi-
ence. Every newspaper in the city has contained full accounts of the 
meeting and several strong editorials have been written.5 When 
our own newspapers, in season and out do the same thing, lynch 
law will soon become infamous.

Not only have the daily and weekly newspapers given much 
space to the subject, but the editor of the Daily Post, Sir Edward 
Russell, presided over the large meeting held at Hope Hall Thursday 
night, March 22nd. This gentleman is the most prominent and in-
fluential citizen in Liverpool today. And his time is fully occupied 
with his literary, social and political pursuits. Yet he has taken deep 
interest in this subject ever since he saw a cut of the photograph of a 
lynching sent to Judge Tourgee nearly three years ago by the Chris-
tians (?) of Clanton, Alabama. It will be remembered that a Negro 
was lynched in that town August, 1891, that the mob ranged itself 
under the body of the man as he hung and was photographed and 
that photograph was sent to Judge Tourgee with the following mes-
sage written across the back: “This —— —— was hung in Clanton, 
Alabama, Friday, August 21, 1891, for murdering a little white boy 
in cold blood for 35-cents cash. He is a good specimen of your black 
Christians hung by white heathens. With the compliments of the 
committee.”

5  Examples of accounts in London papers telling of Miss Wells’s speeches in 1894: 
Times, 29 April 1894; Florence Balgarnie to Governor of Alabama, 8 September 1894, 
printed in Times, 6 October 1894; J. K. Jackson to Anti-Lynching Committee, 21 Sep-
tember 1894, printed in Times, 6 October 1894. Mr. Jackson was private secretary to 
the governor of Alabama. William Lloyd Garrison, letter, 23 October 1894, printed 
in Times, 9 November 1894; Charles F. Aked, “A Blot on a Free Republic: The Horrors 
of Lynching,” Christian Literature and Review of Churches 9 (May–October 1894); 
Christian Register 73 (12 April 1894): 227; Hayden’s Dictionary of Dates and Uni-
versal Information Relating to All Ages and Nations, 24th ed. (New York: Putnam, 
1906), p. 830; Cyclopedic Review of Current History 4 (1894): 647.
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Lynchers Against Lynchers
This photograph represented boys from about ten years old up-
ward standing under the ghastly object. An English lady who pub-
lished a little journal called the Anti-Caste had a cut made from 
this photograph and reproduced it in her paper. When Sir Edward 
Russell saw a copy of it he wrote an editorial protesting against it 
as an illustration drawn from the imagination. He was horrified to 
be told that it was a photograph taken from life and sent out by the 
lynchers themselves. From that moment dates his interest in the 
subject. He thinks it is the one subject upon which the sympathies 
of the world need arousing.

The following account is taken from the Daily Post next morning. 
It is submitted here because the full text of Sir Edward Russell’s ad-
dress is given, together with the resolution, which is the same in 
tenor as those passed by other meetings:

Last evening in Hope Hall on Hope Street, Miss Ida B. Wells, colored 
editress of Free Speech, lectured to a large and enthusiastic audience 
on the subject of American atrocities. Sir Edward Russell presided and 
in introducing the lecturer after devotional exercises said it was the 
function of those who like himself were not especially informed upon 
the subject to hear rather than speak. They were present to listen to 
the testimony of a distinguished lady. (Applause.) It was important 
to know whom they were to hear and why; and when they heard Miss 
Wells he hoped they would say that she was adorned by every grace 
of womanhood and justified by her abilities the public duty which 
they must all deplore, and of which they should be glad to make some 
people ashamed. (Applause.) At the outset they were confronted 
with the objection that it was scarcely a fit thing for the people of one 
country to pronounce upon the misdeeds of another country. He was 
afraid however that it was rather late in the day for English people to 
stop short at such an objection as that. We had our own faults, but it 
had never been one of these to hold our tongues about the inequities 
of other people. (Laughter.)

English Sacrifïce
We had an honorable pre-eminence in this matter of the war of 
the races, because this country made an unexampled sacrifice by 
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an heroic declaration, expression and enactment of its will which 
had entitled Great Britain to speak on the subject of the colored 
races wherever their liberties were interfered with. They were 
glad to believe also that they had many friends in America, and 
that there were many consciences in that country which were not 
unwilling to listen to the testimony of the English race when di-
rected against things which had an iniquitous aspect; in reference 
to the colored race for many years the sympathy of the English na-
tion for those who wished to emancipate the colored race was the 
one great strength of the abolitionists of America, and now that the 
old days of slavery had passed away, but had left behind them lia-
bilities to injustice and even to bloodshed, they might fair step into 
the arena again, to see if they could not yet accomplish something 
for the good old cause. They had in this matter two things to con-
sider. The first was the existence of lynch law in a civilized country 
and the second, the special application of it to the colored people of 
America. Either of these things was a very fair subject for protest. 
For his own part, he would say without qualification that he could 
not imagine a crime so great that it would need be avenged by lynch 
law in any country in the world; and what was more he did not be-
lieve that crime ever was avenged by lynch law without the lowering 
of the moral tone of the community, and without the introduction 
of worse evils than were attempted to be suppressed. (Applause.)

The Worst Phase
The worst phase of it was that lynch law was directed against per-
sons very largely defenseless and more or less under social ban, af-
flicted by disability and always under the fatal disadvantage of race 
prejudice. It would therefore be a very great thing if everybody in 
that hall, and those who came to know of their proceedings, were 
to form a resolution that from now to the day of their death any in-
justice founded upon prejudice against race should be dismissed 
from the mind as beneath contempt, inconsistent with Christian 
character, and even incompatible with civilization. (Applause.)

Miss Wells who was very cordially received, narrated in her own 
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quiet and unimpassioned but earnest and forcible way, her tale of 
lynching atrocities perpetrated in recent years against the people 
of her race in America and the operation of the social prejudices 
directed against them. In the course of her address she paid Chi-
cago the tribute of being the freest city in America in expression 
of opinion in favor of the Negro. (Applause.) Rev. C. F. Aked moved:

This meeting having heard from Miss Ida B. Wells, with the deepest 
pain, recital of the wrongs done to the colored people of the southern 
states of America by lawless mobs, and having in mind the confirma-
tion of Miss Wells’ story supplied with lamentable frequency by the 
press of the United States and Great Britain, expresses the opinion 
that the perpetration of such outrages, unchecked by the civil power, 
must necessarily reflect upon the administration of justice in the 
United States and upon the honor of its people. (Applause.)

In advocating the cause Mr. Aked said a lynching, however bad 
for the Negro, was still worse for those who did it.

The Results of War
Mr. Celestine Edwards, a colored man, in seconding the proposi-
tion, maintained that war had never ended anything so as to per-
manently satisfy both the conquered and the conquerer. The South-
erners of America had never been satisfied with the defeat they 
had sustained at the hands of the Northerners and the loss of their 
property in Negroes. This had been a thorn in their flesh for years, 
and he held that they would never succeed in ameliorating the con-
ditions under which his race labored until the remnant of the old 
Abolitionists of America began the work where they had left it off, 
when the Civil War began. The Northerners, he acknowledged, had 
always been tolerant of Negro competition but the Southern whites 
could never abide it. They had white friends working in their cause 
in America and British sympathy would greatly strengthen them 
and hasten the time when Negroes would be properly emancipated.

Mr. W. W. Howard in supporting the motion spoke of the Liverpool 
Daily Post as having been the first to take up the questions of temper-
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ance and social purity and now it was taking up another great ques-
tion. The resolution was carried with great enthusiasm.

The Liverpool Mercury, which is the other leading daily of this 
city, contained a strong leader of more than a column on this sub-
ject. From Liverpool I go to Manchester where many large meetings 
have been arranged.



19

IN MANCHESTER

Manchester, England, April 4—Special Correspondence:1 Until the 
first of this year Manchester had been an inland town thirty-five 
miles from the sea. By means of the short canal she is now in direct 
communication with the seashore, and, therefore, independent of 
Liverpool, her great rival in point of size, wealth, etc. Liverpool has 
few manufacturing interests. Her importance is derived from her 
situation as a seaport; her life is purely commercial, and her wealth 
is derived from handling the produce of other towns and countries, 
so the citizens of Manchester will tell you.

Manchester on the other hand is an enormous manufacturing 
center. There are nearly five hundred cotton spinning firms in and 
about the city, and these own over eighteen million spindles, more 
than one-third of all those in Great Britain. There are chemical 
works and great engineering factories, and the export and import 
trade of these industries is of great magnitude. Liverpool and the 
railroads made their burdens too grievous to be borne, besides di-
verting this trade from Manchester, and the ship canal is the result.

The largest ships bringing produce, cotton and iron to the mar-
kets and mills, need not now wait in vexatious delay outside Liver-
pool to be docked but steaming up the canal, reach Manchester as 
quickly as they can be unloaded from vessels and on to the rail-
roads in Liverpool. In return manufacturers can ship machinery 
and cotton goods to all parts of the world, direct from Manchester 
factories at far less cost and delay. Manchester is jubilant over its 

1  Appeared in the Inter-Ocean, Monday, 23 April 1894, p. 10.
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emancipation, and Liverpool consoles itself for the loss of this great 
trade by speaking contemptuously of the “Big Ditch.”

The Great Canal
It is more than a big ditch as will be seen by the most skeptical 
person who takes a ride along its thirty-five miles of water way, and 
observes what engineering skill and patient plodding have accom-
plished. Where there was formerly a small stream of water winding 
in and out toward the sea, there is now a broad deep canal, twice 
the width of the Suez Canal, and any two of the largest vessels afloat 
can sail together abreast along its waters.

This canal which has been open to traffic only three months is 
the realization of an idea nearly one hundred and eighty years old, 
and it was first suggested in 1710. The plan came up for consider-
ation from time to time until in 1871 it assumed concrete shape, and 
in 1882 a bill was laid before Parliament by a committee of mer-
chants and manufacturers for permission to construct the canal. 
This bill was bitterly opposed by the dock and railway companies 
of Liverpool. It took three years to overcome the opposition and 
secure sufficient capital to undertake the work, and the remaining 
five years in which to actually do the work and realize the dreams 
of the promoters. Not only is the Canal dotted with ships bearing 
freight from all parts of the world but passenger steamers also. The 
America and Australia go up and down its length, and when the 
smell is less suggestive of the Chicago River, the ride on this arti-
ficial waterway will be much more pleasant than it is at present.

The Queen to Open the Canal
Her Gracious Majesty, Queen Victoria, appreciating the success of 
this, one of the most gigantic of modern undertakings, will come to 
Manchester in June to formally open the Canal. Manchester people 
are making huge preparation to celebrate the completion of what 
has cost them seventy-five million dollars and the celebration 
promises to be the success so magnificent an undertaking deserves.

The city proper of Manchester claims nearly six hundred thou-
sand inhabitants. Her immediate suburban towns, especially Sal-
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ford, give her a population of a million and a half souls. Though each 
one maintains its own city government, one cannot easily tell where 
Manchester ends and Salford, Rusholme, Ancots and Ashton begin. 
The main streets are named after London, for Piccadilly and Pall 
Mall are as familiar Manchester localities as London.

Her public buildings like those of most English towns have stood 
for years and are black with the centuries of smoke and dust, for 
very few know the use of paint. Her art galleries are so arranged 
that the name of every picture is plainly seen and one has no need 
of a catalogue to pick out the name and the artist. This is a conve-
nience to the general public, which other art galleries, which shall 
be nameless, might copy to advantage. To her treasure of art Man-
chester has added Mr. Watts’ latest picture, the Good Samaritan.

American Lynching Condemned
The feeling which developed in Liverpool during the American Civil 
War, was shared in large measure and for the same reason (the in-
jury to the cotton trade) by the people of Manchester. In this city 
also Rev. Henry Ward Beecher fought one of his hard-won battles 
on the lecture platform with the mob of pro-slavery and seces-
sion sympathizers. But that is all past. The freedom of her public 
halls, churches, platforms and the press is cheerfully granted to 
those who speak for justice and fair play to the oppressed. From the 
Bishop of Manchester, the Society of Friends, Unitarian, Methodist 
and Congregationalists, American lynching has received not only 
strong words of condemnation but earnest resolutions have been 
passed in a spirit of Christian love, calling upon the people of the 
United States to remove the blot upon their good name and put a 
stop to “our national crime.”

A LETTER TO THE CHRISTIAN REGISTER

The following letter addressed to the Christian Register, the leading 
Unitarian organ of the United States, was published in a daily paper 
here this week:
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Dear Sir:
Last Sunday evening after our usual services Miss Ida B. Wells told 
my congregation the story of lynchings in your southern states. My 
church is the historic church of James Martineau and William Henry 
Channing and we believe that we were on the line of our best traditions 
in giving the platform to a lady who told us that she wished to plead 
for justice and mercy.2 She spoke with singular refinement, dignity 
and self-restraint, nor have I ever met any “agitator” so cautious and 
unimpassioned in speech. But by this marvelous self-restraint itself, 
she moved us all the more profoundly. When she sat down we resolved 
with solemn unanimity—“That we who are this evening assembled in 
Hope Street Church, learn with grief and horror of the barbarities of 
lynch law as carried out by white men on some of the colored citizens 
in the United States, and that in the name of our common humanity, we 
call on all lovers of justice, of freedom, and of brotherhood among our 
kinsmen in the states to determine that these things shall not more be.”

We know dear New England brothers and sisters that remonstrance 
addressed by members of one nationality to the people of another can 
only be justified in the rarest cases and there is always danger that 
such remonstrance will rather stir up resentment rather than achieve 
its purpose. Yet in the face of the terrible facts we cannot do other than 
plead with you to bestir yourself to save the good name of your nation.

When I think of the strong men and gracious ladies I met in Boston 
and their generous culture, of their wide and noble views on social 
problems, of their high and pure Christianity, of their devoted lives, 
I am bewildered to be told that people such as these will not listen to 
the pleadings of those who are denied the ordinary security of law; 
that they are passive in the face of sickening brutalities; that they are 
silent when their fellow citizens are scourged and flayed and burnt 
without trial or appeal.

I know well what you of the North have suffered for the slave. Was 
it for this that with so supreme a courage you carried through your 
colossal war? I know, too, the jealousy with which states’ rights are 
guarded and your reluctance to interfere with the domestic usages of 
sister states. Yet I cannot believe that free murder is among those state 
rights with which the national legislature cannot concern its ear or the 
national conscience be aroused.

2  James Martineau (1804–1900) was a distinguished English Unitarian minister, 
and William Henry Channing (1810–1884), a leader in the American abolitionist 
movement, was likewise a Unitarian clergyman.



	126	 c h a pt e r  n i n e t e e n

What are you doing, men and women of Boston? Are you so busy 
laying wreaths on the tombs of Channing and of Parker, of brave John 
Brown and your immortal Garrison, that you have no time to heed the 
seizure of untried men and women, their execution with every device 
and torture, and acquiescence of all the guardians of the law, the in-
stilling into the boys and girls of the United States of the lust of cruelty 
and callousness to murder?

What meant the marvelous parliament of religions at Chicago with 
its astounding manifestations of a world-wide human brotherhood if 
the Negro of your own home soil (nay the mullatto [sic] in whose veins 
flows as much Anglo Saxon blood as African) can find beneath your 
national flag no security against the brutality of lawless mobs and the 
nameless horrors of the amateur scaffold, the branding iron, and the 
stake?

In great disturbance of soul, I am, Sir

Faithfully yours,
Richard Acland Armstrong3​

Liverpool, March 21

Twelve Lectures in Ten Days
The same matter will be brought before the National Confer-
ence of Unitarians which meets in Manchester next week. I have 
spoken twelve times during my ten days’ stay in Manchester. Three 
of these were drawing-room meetings in the homes of as many of 
Manchester’s wealthy citizens. One was in the town hall, three in 
churches and five in public halls. There were accounts of recent 
lynchings in the afternoon papers which were read at two of my 
meetings as emphasis to what I had told them. I had seen the ac-
count of a colored woman who was found hanging to a tree in Little 
Rock, Arkansas, about which nobody, as usual, seemed to know any-
thing.4 But I did not know of the horrible case of the woman in San 
Antonio, Texas, who had been boxed up in a barrel with nails driven 
through the sides and rolled down a hill until she was dead.

A gentleman who was principal of the city school rose and 
read the account from his paper, after my address. He had bought 

3  Richard Acland Armstrong was pastor of Hope Street Unitarian Church, Liverpool.
4  From the Chicago Tribune, 1 January 1895, listing the lynchings of 1894 as pub-
lished by Ida B. Wells in A Red Record: “March 6, unknown woman, near Marche, Ark.”
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the afternoon paper to read on his way to the meeting, and this 
lynching was the first thing he saw after he opened the paper. And I 
sat there as if turned to stone, with the tears rolling down my cheeks 
at this new evidence of outrage upon my people, and apathy of the 
American white people.

Mr. Axon Speaks on Slavery
My first big meeting in this city was presided over by Mr. W. E. A. 
Axon, one of the editors of the Manchester Guardian, who was a 
visitor to the World’s Fair last year and delegate to the Vegetarian 
Congress. He is my host and had found sad confirmation of all I 
had said last year when he was in the states. At the next important 
meeting the chair was taken by Rev. S. A. Steinthal, well known in 
Boston as a friend of Garrison and a member of the Anti-Slavery 
Society.

He was a delegate to the Parliament of Religions at Chicago 
during the Fair, and in his address on introducing me, he told how 
surprised he was to find people in the North excusing and con-
doning lynching. He said he was at a railway station called Win-
netka, a few miles out of Chicago, when a fresh lynching was being 
discussed and he was astounded to find every white man present 
approving of it! So much so that, stranger as he was, he was com-
pelled to express himself to those advocates of lawlessness and to 
say to them that nothing justified it.

A Leader in the Guardian
The Manchester Guardian of March 30th contained the following 
significant leader on the encroachment of the mob in northern ter-
ritory:

Lynch law has long been an unenviable characteristic of the southern 
states of America, but it appears to be affecting the North also. There 
were lynchings in Illinois, whilst the Chicago Exposition was inviting 
the attention of the world to the products of American civilization. In 
the present month not only Tennessee, but Pennsylvania has shown 
the ghastly spectacle of human beings put to an ignominious death 
without any form of trial. The victims of these outrages are usually 



	128	 c h a pt e r  n i n e t e e n

persons of Negro blood. As the whole machinery of law and justice is 
in the hands of the whites, there can be no pretense of any likelihood 
of the escape of those whose guilt could be reasonably established.

These ghastly murders are in fact the outcome of the race preju-
dice which has survived from the days of slavery. The average 
American protests that all men are born free and equal, but denies in 
practice the commonest rights of humanity to all American citizens 
who have any Negro blood in their veins.

How the matter appears to the intelligent and educated Afro-
American may be seen by the public utterances of Miss Ida B. Wells, 
who is now on a second visit to England. Her indictment is all the 
more telling from the absence of rhetoric. The Negro race has made 
great progress since the war, in intelligence, refinement and wealth, 
but everywhere the brazen wall of prejudice shuts him out from the 
common inheritance. The “color line” is sharply drawn in the church, 
the professions, the trade, and industries of America.

In the South he may not enter the white man’s church, school, col-
lege, or even railway carriages. There is perhaps a contemptuous 
kindliness for him so long as he remains a hewer of wood and a drawer 
of water, with aspirations carefully suppressed. But so soon as he 
claims the position of a citizen of a free country, the whole force of so-
cial pressure is exerted to keep him down. The hangings, shootings, 
burnings of Negroes who have not been convicted of any crime bring 
disgrace upon the American Nation, and those who take part in these 
murders or condone them, are the deadliest foes of those free institu-
tions of which America claims to be in a special sense the home.

The Voice of the Bystander
Will the American Nation heed these utterances made by those who 
love her and are proud of her achievement? It is earnestly hoped so, 
since I can point to nothing which has been done on this score, save 
the voice of the Bystander, which has been heard so long through 
the columns of the Inter-Ocean. He only had insisted on justice full 
and free to every American citizen.

I have been asked as to the attitude of the Rev. Dwight L. Moody 
and Miss Frances E. Willard, both well known in Great Britain, 
on this subject of the Negro’s rights. I have been compelled in the 
interest of truth to say that they have given the weight of their influ-
ence to the southern white man’s prejudices. Mr. Moody has encour-
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aged the drawing of the color line in the churches by consenting to 
preach on separate days and in separate churches to the colored 
people in his tours throughout the South.

Miss Willard’s Attitude toward the Colored People
Miss Willard has gone even farther in that she has put herself on 
record as approving the southerner’s method of defying the Con-
stitution and suppressing the Negro vote; has promised that “when 
I go North there will be no word wafted to you from pen or voice 
that is not loyal to what we are saying here and now”; has unhesi-
tatingly sown broadcast a slander against the entire Negro race, 
in order to gain favor with those who are hanging, shooting, and 
burning Negroes alive. This she did in an interview published in 
The Voice, New York City, October 23rd, 1890. In it she speaks of 
“great dark faced mobs whose rallying cry is better whiskey and 
more of it. . . . The grogshop is their center of power. The safety of 
women, of childhood, of the home is menaced in a thousand locali-
ties at this moment, so that men dare not go beyond the sight of 
their own roof-tree.”

The South Encouraged in Cruelty
Because of such utterances the South is encouraged and justified 
in its work of disgracing the Nation, and the world is confirmed in 
the belief that the Negro race is the most degraded on the face of 
the earth. Those who read and accept this last quoted statement 
forget that these same white men were not afraid to go beyond the 
sight of their roof trees during the Civil War, and leave the safety 
and honor of their homes, their wives, daughters and sisters in pro-
tection only of the Negro race.

But I do not need here to declare the statement a false one. Hon-
orable Frederick Douglass has already done that. I am only to tell 
here what truth has compelled me to say as to the words and actions 
of some of our American Christians and temperance workers, when 
asked by British friends to do so.
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IN BRISTOL

Newcastle, April 23—Special Correspondence.1 Since my last letter 
from Manchester I have been so constantly traveling and speaking 
that I could not write. From Manchester I went to Southport and 
spoke to an audience of nearly two thousand persons. Rev. J. J. Fitch 
presided, the three newspapers gave an extended report, and the 
audience passed a strong resolution of condemnation of lynching, 
and some strong speeches were made. The resolution was sec-
onded by Mrs. Callender Moss, a charming speaker and a promi-
nent member of the British Women’s Liberal Association. I was the 
guest of an able English authoress, “Evan May.” I could only stay 
one night so I am to return in June and speak for the Women’s Lib-
eral Association, and another meeting arranged by Mrs. Riley, the 
wealthiest woman in the town and whose guest I am to be. From 
Southport I went to Bristol that old historic town and spent a week 
and spoke on an average of twice a day.

Horrifïed at the Negro Lynchings
There were two drawing-room meetings in the homes of wealthy 
and influential persons. In these drawing rooms, in which there 
were one hundred persons each, were gathered the wealthiest and 
most cultured classes of society who do not attend public meetings. 
One was presided over by Dr. Miller Nicholson, the pastor of the 
largest and most influential Presbyterian church in the city, and the 

1  This dispatch appeared in the Inter-Ocean, 19 May 1894, p. 16.
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other by Mrs. Coote, president of the Women’s Liberal Association 
of Bristol. Their shock on being told the actual conditions of things 
regarding lynching was painful to behold.

Most of them, as they said in their speeches, had imagined that 
since emancipation Negroes were in the enjoyment of all their 
rights. It is true they had read of lynchings and while they thought 
them dreadful had accepted the general belief that it was for ter-
rible crimes perpetrated by Negro men upon white women. I read 
the account of that poor woman who was boxed up in the barrel into 
which nails had been driven and rolled down hill in Texas, and asked 
if that lynching could be excused on the same ground.

The Troublesome Question Ignored
Again the question was asked where were all the legal and civil au-
thorities of the country, to say nothing of the Christian churches, 
that they permitted such things to be? I could only say that despite 
the axiom that there is a remedy for every wrong, everybody in 
authority from the President of the United States down, had de-
clared their inability to do anything; and that the Christian bodies 
and moral associations do not touch the question. It is the easiest 
way to get along in the South (and those portions in the North 
where lynchings take place) to ignore the question altogether; our 
American Christians are too busy saving the souls of white Chris-
tians from burning in hell-fire to save the lives of black ones from 
present burning in fires kindled by white Christians. The feelings 
of the people who commit these acts must not be hurt by protesting 
against this sort of thing, and so the bodies of the victims of mob 
hate must be sacrificed, and the country disgraced because of that 
fear to speak out.

Negro Communicants Refused Seats
It seems incredible to them that the Christian churches of the South 
refuse to admit Negro communicants into their houses of worship 
save in the galleries or in the back seats. When I told of a young mu-
latto named James Cotton who was dragged out of one of the leading 
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churches in Memphis, Tennessee, by a policeman and shut up in 
the station house all day Sunday, for taking a seat in the church, 
one lady remarked that it was easy to believe anything after that.

I was asked if Northern churches knew of this discrimination 
and continued fellowship with the churches which practiced it. 
Truth compelled me to reply in the affirmative, and to give in-
stances which showed that in every case the Northern churches, 
which do not practice these things themselves, tacitly agreed to 
them by the southern churches; and that so far as I knew principle 
has always yielded to prejudice in the hope of gaining the good will 
of the South.

I had especially in mind the National Baptist Convention which 
met in Philadelphia in June 1892. An effort was made to have a 
resolution passed by that convention condemning lynching, as 
the Methodist Episcopal Conference had done at Omaha in May. 
The committee on resolutions decided that it could not be done as 
they had too many southern delegates present and did not wish to 
offend them.

The YMCA Has No Colored Delegates
A clergyman of the Church of England who was present stated that 
while he was in America a few years ago visiting at Mr. Moody’s 
home, Northfield, Massachusetts, he attended a national conven-
tion of the ymca. After it was over, having seemingly been disap-
pointed in not seeing any colored delegates present, he asked if 
there were none who were members. He was told that there had 
been a few in previous meetings, but this particular year (I forget 
which one) special effort had been made to have southern white 
delegates present, so no colored ones had been invited.

These were the only terms upon which the ymca and the wctu 
had obtained a foothold in the South, and they had consented to the 
arrangement which shut the Negroes out. The South was continu-
ally declaring the Negro to be degraded, intemperate, and wicked 
and yet denied him access to all influences which might make him 
better. The American press was but little better. Now and then when 
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a particularly horrible case of lynching was reported there were 
strong editorials against it and then the subject died away. The New 
York Independent and the Forum had symposiums lately on the 
subject in which the southern white man had vented his opinion 
fully and freely. The Independent had been good enough to give the 
Negro also a voice in the discussion.

The Inter-Ocean Gives Fair Play
Only the Inter-Ocean among the dailies and Judge A. W. Tourgee as 
an individual, had given any systematic attention and discussion 
to the subject from the standpoint of equal and exact justice to all 
the condemnation of lynching.

I spoke ten times in Bristol during my week’s stay. Two con-
gregations, two Baptist and two Wesleyan churches and a large 
public meeting in the ymca Hall. This meeting was presided over 
by the Rev. G. Arthur Sowter, rector of the largest parish in Bristol, 
a Church of England clergyman. Young, ardent and enthusiastic 
he made a most glowing speech after leading me on the platform. 
I spoke an hour and a half and not a person in that vast audience 
moved.

White Cap Outrages
I forgot time and place for again news had reached me of the work of 
the mob known as white caps, on Alex Johnson and of the lynching 
of the little thirteen-year-old Negro boy who was charged with 
killing the sheriff. The American dispatches in the English press tell 
how members of Congress, prominent citizens, women and legal 
authorities are exercising themselves on behalf of the “Coxeyites”2 
and other agitators. Nobody is moving a finger to stay outrages 
upon the Negroes. No wonder the Liverpool Daily Post of April 19th 
devotes a column and a half editorial to surprise at this apathy and 
condemnation of lynchings which take place with such regularity.

2  Coxeyites refers to Jacob Coxey’s army that marched on Washington, D.C., in 1894 
to demand government relief of unemployment. Dumas Malone and Basil Rauch, Em-
pire for Liberty (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1960), 2:122–23.
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Great Nations Shame Others
Sir Edward Russell in that editorial said:

Certain fears seem to be entertained that if we as a nation rebuked 
the Americans too plainly for their tolerance of lynch law, they might 
turn upon us with the retaliation that we still permit the sweating 
system here. Let them. It is an essential part of the business of great 
nations to shame each other, and if sweating is a preventable evil—
which does not quite appear—let the Americans shame us into pre-
venting it. They are in the meanwhile horrifying the whole of the civil-
ised world by allowing the law to be ignored, justice to be disgraced 
and humanity outraged by continuous exhibitions of reckless popular 
brutality, which to all appearances in five cases out of ten, do not even 
correspond with the rough justice of the case.

Quoting Mr. Aked’s article in the Christian World last week, anent 
the C. J. Miller3 case, the Post continues:

Such things as these curdle the blood when read about in books of ad-
venture and sensation that have been written about the lawless West. 
But when one reflects that they will happen while we in this country 
are sending missions to the South Sea Islands and other places, that 
strike to our hearts much more forcibly, as we turn over in our minds 
whether it were not better to leave the heathen alone for a time and 
send the gospel of common humanity across the Atlantic which is now 
a five days’ journey.

A Movement Condemning Lynching
An effort is being made by the great Dr. Clifford to pass a resolu-
tion condemning lynching before the National Baptist Union which 
meets in London this week. The Christian World, the leading reli-
gious journal of the Kingdom, gives notice of the resolution and 
says editorially:

It is earnestly to be hoped that the Voice of England will help the better 
feeling of America so to exert itself as to bring to a speedy end a state 
of things which if the public reports be correct, would disgrace a na-
tion of cannibals.

3  “Lynched as a Scapegoat,” the story of the lynching in 1893 of C. J. Miller in Bard-
well, Kentucky, was told in A Red Record by Ida B. Wells, published in Chicago in 1895. 
This lynching occurred when Rev. C. F. Aked was visiting in the United States.
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I spoke also before the Bristol Congregational Ministers’ Union. 
And the quarterly meeting of the Quakers from the two counties. 
That was a large gathering of five hundred persons and as the men 
and women meet separately to transact their business, I was given 
an opportunity to speak after dinner in the long dining hall be-
fore they left the tables. They then decided to have a joint meeting 
and in that meeting recommended me to the Yearly meeting at 
London and asked that mention be made in the yearly epistles to 
the American Quakers advising them to take some step to put down 
lynching, especially as one of the race lynchings was reported from 
Pennsylvania, the Quaker state.

Afternoon Tea at Lady Jeune’s
Here through the good influences of the major who drove me out 
to her ladyship’s country seat, I met Lady Jeune, wife of Sir Francis 
Jeune, one of the most eminent jurists on the bench of the United 
Kingdom. Mr. Elliot tells me that her ladyship is one of the most 
influential and cultured women of the British aristocracy. It was 
Saturday evening and Lord Randolph Churchill and other nobles 
had just gone—having been Lady Jeune’s guests for the week. She 
had given orders that she was not at home but when the footman 
took in Mr. Elliot’s card she came to the door to welcome us, invited 
us to tea with herself and children, and had me tell her all about 
it. She too was glad to be enlightened on the lynching mania. And 
seemed very much shocked in the name of humanity.

When I go up to London next week she will have a drawing-room 
meeting of her friends, for she thinks they ought to know that the 
Negro race is not the degraded one she had been led to believe.
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NEWCASTLE NOTES

London, April 28—Special Correspondence.1 In Newcastle there 
lives an old Quaker lady named Ellen Richardson who was well 
known to the old abolitionists for her sympathy and practical help 
to the cause. She was head mistress of a girls’ school back in the 
forties when Frederick Douglass first came to Newcastle a fugitive 
slave. Like most British people, her heart went out in intense sym-
pathy for him, away from wife and children and fearing to return 
to Free America (?). The fugitive slave law was in force with the 
consent of the nation and he was an exile. All Britain sympathized 
with him, but it was through Ellen Richardson’s inspiration that 
he became free.

In a visit to her the day before I left Newcastle she told me how 
she came to do it. The privilege of an interview was a rare one, as 
Miss Richardson is nearly 85 years of age. Her hearing is impaired, 
her health poor, and she rarely sees visitors at all, but I spent the 
whole of the morning with her. She said that Mr. Douglass, her 
brother and herself were at the seaside; that while sitting on the 
sand listening to the fugitive slave’s talk and observing his sadness, 
she suddenly asked him, “Frederick, would you like to go back to 
America?” Of course his reply was in the affirmative and like a flash 
the inspiration came to her. “Why not buy his freedom?”

John Bright Aided Douglass
She said nothing of this thought to him, because she knew he be-
longed to the Garrisonian party which refused to recognize man’s 

1  This dispatch appeared in the Inter-Ocean, 28 May 1894, p. 6.
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right to barter in human flesh. And that dearly as he might wish to 
be free, he could not concede the principle. But the idea had taken 
possession of her and being entirely ignorant of how to proceed 
she consulted a lawyer friend, who told her that as a means to an 
end so noble, he thought there could be no objection to her buying a 
human being. Strengthened by this opinion, without saying a word 
to her relatives, she wrote letters to different influential persons 
throughout the Kingdom asking their aid to her project.

The responses were many and prompt. She was only a school 
mistress in moderate circumstances and was not able to advance 
the sum herself. A letter from John Bright containing a check for 
fifty pounds was especially reassuring. She thought that what John 
Bright approved could not be wrong. Not until she had received many 
subscriptions did she reveal the secret to her own sister. She knew of 
no way of communicating with Mr. Douglass’ so-called master, and 
she could not tell him her reason for wishing to know. It so happened 
that her sister’s husband was then in correspondence with a Phila-
delphia lawyer. Her sister not only approved the plan but entered 
into enthusiastic correspondence with this lawyer on the subject.

Ellen Richardson’s Noble Work
This lawyer was authorized to get the needed information. Mr. 
Hugh Auld of Baltimore, Maryland, was approached and found very 
willing to take English gold for his fugitive slave, and he named 
the sum he wanted (I believe it was eight hundred dollars). This 
sum was paid over to him, the free papers were made out, sent to 
England and Miss Richardson still preserves them.

Mr. Douglass had all along asserted his right to be free, and theo-
retically he was. Practically, he was still liable to be arrested as long 
as he was in the United States and that was why he was enjoying the 
freedom of Great Britain at that time. When the good news was told 
him that he was indeed free, and he was presented with the bill of 
sale for himself, he was only told that it was through the generosity 
of English friends. Needless to say, he returned home at once, and 
established Frederick Douglass’ Paper with money that had been 
given him by the English people for that purpose.
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So modest was Miss Richardson that not until years after the 
emancipation, when Mr. Douglass was again on a visit to this 
country, did he know to whom he was most indebted for his freedom. 
In the same way Miss Richardson was instrumental in purchasing 
the freedom of Dr. William Wells Brown, who died some years 
ago in Boston. No mother could be prouder of her child than Miss 
Richardson is of Mr. Douglass and his achievements, and nearly 
her whole conversation was about him. Like other British people 
who have talked over the matter, she cannot understand how the 
American Government could ignore such a man on the World’s Fair 
Commission.

Douglass Ignored by the Lady Managers
They take the ground that such a man, a product of American civili-
zation, was a more wonderful tribute to America’s greatness than all 
the material exhibits stored in the white city. They were perfectly 
amazed that, commissioner though he was, representing Haiti in 
the World’s Fair, the Board of Lady Managers at their numberless 
receptions, soirees, etc., made Mr. Douglass the single exception 
when inviting American and foreign commissioners. This caste 
based on color, so entirely foreign to them, is especially absurd 
coming from America which has always boasted so loudly of her 
democracy. The Negro still hopes that some day the United States 
will become as great intellectually and morally as she is materially.

Rev. Charles F. Aked Speaks
The National Baptist Union holds its yearly meeting in London 
every May. This organization is composed of the leading Baptist 
ministers and laymen of the Kingdom and there were over five hun-
dred delegates at the meeting which has just closed. Notices had 
been published in all the papers that resolutions against lynching 
would be offered, and I was telegraphed to be present to reply to 
any questions which might be asked. This was done because at the 
Unitarian Conference in Manchester two weeks ago, a similar reso-
lution was defeated because Dr. Brooke Herford had said it was a 
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“terrible misrepresentation” to say that the press and pulpit of the 
South encourage lynching.

Owing to a previous engagement at Bristol I could not be at that 
convention, but it was thought better that I should cancel engage-
ments in the North of England and be in London prepared to re-
fute similar objections. But I was not needed. There was not a single 
objection expressed or a dissenting vote. Rev. Charles F. Aked, the 
mover of the resolution, had the utterances of Bishops Fitzgerald 
and Haygood on the subject, in which they excused and condoned 
lynching on the grounds of defending the honor of white women.

Bishop Haygood on Lynching
No other construction can be placed on Bishop Haygood’s articles 
in the Forum of last October in which he vigorously condemns 
lynching in one breath and with the next quotes Dr. Hoss’s “belief” 
that three hundred white women had been assaulted by colored 
men, and adds his “opinion” that this is an under-statement. No 
mob would wish greater encouragement than this statement, based 
solely on “beliefs” and “opinions.” Mr. Aked also had the New York 
Independent of February first, containing Rev. J. C. Calloway’s en-
couragement to the same effect, who is a South Carolina minister, 
as well as that of Dr. Hoss who has a similar statement in the same 
number of that excellent journal. He is a Nashville Doctor of Divinity 
and editor of a great church organ.

Clippings from the daily papers of Memphis, and Nashville, Ten-
nessee, Atlanta, Georgia, New Orleans, Louisiana, Paris and Dallas, 
Texas, where in many cases the mob was influenced by the edito-
rials and reports of lynchings to do these deeds of lynching. Mr. 
Aked had these in great number. It was only the rarest exception 
that a Southern or Northern paper had taken an uncompromising 
stand for the exercise of law no matter what the crime charged. 
Where these papers had failed to do this it was an encouragement 
to mobs. As for the churches, had there not been the above quota-
tions to use, their very silence in the face of the hanging, shooting 
and burning which are of weekly occurrence is an encouragement.
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An Appeal to the American Church
Mr. Aked had also the published tabulated list of The Chicago Tri-
bune for January 1, 1894, where it was shown despite Bishop Hay-
good’s “opinion” to the contrary, that only forty of the 158 Negroes 
lynched last year were charged with outrages upon white women. 
Mr. Aked was received with great applause, and in a thrilling, 
eager, impassioned voice began with a statement of Negro prog-
ress. Then touched with regret upon the practice of the American 
people whose genius he admired and urged the necessity of the 
Christian church to do what it could in an appeal to the conscience 
of the American church to put down this great evil.

It was an eloquent speech, a noble effort, and a brave thing to 
do to champion the cause of the weak and defenseless. He is, as I 
stated in a former letter, the young and popular minister of Pem-
broke Chapel, Liverpool, in whose church I made my first address 
on coming to this country. The shocking lynching of C. J. Miller 
which occurred while Mr. Aked was in Chicago last year made a 
lasting impression on his mind, and put the first check on his in-
tense admiration for American institutions.

Dr. John Clifford
Mr. Aked’s speech carried weight with it, and the effect might have 
been credited to his oratorical powers and his impetuosity set down 
to the ardor and fire of youth. But the man who rose to second the 
resolution was his very opposite in all these respects. Dr. John Clif-
ford is 58 years of age, of magnificent scholarship, a judicial mind, 
and the strongest individual influence in London today. After Spur-
geon he was considered the greatest of living Baptists.2 Now that 
Spurgeon is dead, Dr. Clifford occupies first place in the love of his 
denomination, the people of London and the country abroad.

He has one of the largest and most active churches today at West-
bourne Park Chapel, and he is the head of the Polytechnique Insti-

2  Charles Haddon Spurgeon (1834–1892) was one of the greatest British preachers of 
his time. He joined the Baptist Church in 1850 and began preaching near Cambridge. 
His clear voice, rich command of language, and dramatic ability attracted enormous 
crowds wherever he went. Dictionary of National Biography, 18:​841–43.
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tute, which has a membership of over fifteen thousand young men 
and women. He is an M.A., LL.D., and a D.D., all rolled into one. Yet he 
is one of the most unassuming and lovable of men. The knowledge 
that Dr. Clifford approves a movement is an earnest of its success. 
When, therefore, he rose to second this resolution and in calm, dis-
passionate language pointed out the duties of the churches toward 
each other, and the conviction that their American Brethren only 
needed encouragement to speak out on this great wrong, and con-
tinue speaking until lynching was put down, his endorsement was 
greeted with applause and the resolution was unanimously carried.

Resolution Condemning Lynching Passed
A feeble brother who declared that he had traveled with Mr. Doug-
lass throughout this country nearly fifty years ago, stayed the 
putting of this resolution to express his approval of the step taken 
by the Baptist Union and the hope that the National Baptist Associa-
tion of America would not only pass a similar resolution, but work 
to have lynching become a thing of the past. There was a fervent 
amen to that from one person at least.

All the London dailies published the resolution, together with 
the Christian World, Review of the Churches, and the Baptist  
organ, the Freeman. The Daily Chronicle had also an admirable 
leader in commendation of the Union’s action and has honored me 
with a lengthy interview which appears today.

I am to speak in Dr. Clifford’s church Sunday night, and hope to 
write next time of that great place, and the great congregation of a 
great man and a greater preacher.

From Newbury to Newcastle in the North of England, is a long 
journey of ten hours, as English journeys go. But there are impor-
tant engagements which must be filled before I go to London. Here 
again I meet the terrible impression that the Negro race is such a 
terribly degraded one, that only burnings will effect the result of 
striking terror to the hearts of the evil-doers. These people, too, are 
aghast that more than ten Negro women and children have been 
lynched during the past nine months, and that two-thirds of the en-
tire number lynched were not even charged with the crime of rape. 
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They, too, are more than willing to join with us in asking of our free 
Republic that we shall be given a trial by law for all charges against 
us, full opportunity in which to prove our guilt or innocence, and 
punishment for all crimes of which the law finds us guilty.

Interview by Reporters
It is not “Carrying coals to Newcastle” to tell them these things, for 
to them all the facts are received with the greatest surprise, horror 
and indignation. One woman said she blushed for her race when 
thinking of these outrages. Rev. Walter Walsh, to whose congre-
gation of more than a thousand persons I spoke to last night, an-
nounced that a perusal of the facts contained in my pamphlet had 
made him ill with horror. There were five daily newspapers in the 
town and every one of them has interviewed me and given most 
extended accounts of the meetings. I have been here four days and 
spoken four times already. I shall address another meeting today, 
and one at the Friends Meeting House tomorrow night. In the after-
noon I shall have a drawing-room meeting, cards for which have 
been issued by Mrs. Lockhart Smith, one of the wealthiest ladies 
in the town. Her husband is most enthusiastic over the meetings. 
When my own country men and women take hold of this lynching 
matter in the same vigorous way, a means will be found to free our 
country of mob murder and lynching disgrace.

“A Negro Adventuress”
I see the Memphis Daily Commercial pays me the compliment of 
calling me a “Negro Adventuress” and violently abuses the English 
people for listening to me. If I am become an adventuress for stating 
facts when invited to do so, by what name must be characterized 
those who furnish these facts, and those who give the encourage-
ment of their silence to them. 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. If the same 
zeal to excuse and conceal the facts were exercised to put a stop 
to lynching, there would be no need for me to relate, nor for the 
English people to give ear to these barbarities. If the South would 
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throw as much energy into an effort to secure justice to the Negro 
as she has expended in preventing him from obtaining it all these 
years, if the North would spend as much time in an unequivocal 
and unceasing demand for justice as it has in compromising and 
condoning wrong against the Negro, these problems would soon be 
solved. Will it do so? Eight million of so-called free men and women 
await the answer, and England waits with them.
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MEMORIES OF LONDON

London, June 6—Special Correspondence.1 The thermometer has 
been at freezing point several times the past week in town and there 
has been frost in the country. Last May when I was here, everybody 
said there had not been such a mild and lovely spring for twenty 
years; this time it is said there has not been a time within memory 
of the oldest inhabitant when May was so cold and rainy as now. 
I fully agree with the American tourist who, when asked about 
the English climate, remarked that “they had no climate—only 
samples.” The only other English thing I do not like is the railway 
carriage. They can change the one if they cannot the other. To me, 
the narrow railway compartments, with seats facing each other, 
knees rubbing against those of entire strangers, and being forced 
to stare into each other’s faces for hours, are almost intolerable 
and would be quite so, were the English not uniformly so courteous 
as they are, and the journeys comparatively short. But primitive 
as are these railway carriages, I as a Negro can ride in them free 
from insult or discrimination on account of color, and that’s what 
I cannot do in many States of my own free (?) America. One other 
thing about English railways must strike the American traveler, the 
carefulness with which human life is guarded. The lines of railway 
are carefully inclosed on both sides by stone wall or hedge the entire 
length, and never cross a roadway as they invariably do in America. 
The railway always goes under the roadway through a tunnel or 
over it on a bridge. Passengers are never allowed to cross the track 

1  This dispatch appeared in the Inter-Ocean, Monday, 25 June 1894, p. 10.
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from one side of the station to the other—there is always a bridge 
or subway. As a consequence, accidents to human life are most rare 
occurrences, and I begin to understand how aghast the Britisher 
was to see our railway and streetcar tracks laid through the heart 
of our towns and cities and steam engines and cable cars dashing 
along at the rate of thirty miles per hour. Even in London the only 
rapid steam or cable locomotion is under ground.

The Story of the Tram
They call the streetcars here tramways, or tram-cars, and I puzzled 
over it very much until I learned that a man named Outram first 
hit upon the experiment of rolling cars or trucks on tracks—this 
was before the invention of the steam engine—and all cars so pro-
pelled without the aid of steam were called Outram cars. This has 
since been shortened. The first syllable of the name of the inventor 
has been dropped, and they are known as trams. I have found many 
Englishmen who do not know the origin of the word, yet are sur-
prised that the green American does not at first know what he 
means by trams.

London has been in the throes of a cab strike for two weeks, but 
beyond making it safe for pedestrians there seems little notice 
taken of it. The hansom is the only rapid means of general loco-
motion in London, save the Underground Railway, and there were 
thousands plying every hour of the day and night. They never 
slacken the pace when crossing the street, because there are so 
many streets they would always be stopping. So that between the 
omnibuses and cabs, persons took almost as much risk in crossing 
a street as they do in Chicago from the cable cars. The strike has 
taken more than half the usual number of cabs off the street, and 
the pedestrian is enjoying the result; for this two-wheeled friend 
of the weary—the hansom—has rubber tires and as it rolls along 
the asphalt pavement, there is only the sound of the horses’ hoofs, 
and the cab is upon you before you know it.

London is a wonderful city, built, as everybody knows, in 
squares—the residence portion of it. The houses are erected gener-
ally on the four sides of a hollow square, in which are the trees, seats, 
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grass and walks of the typical English garden. Only the residents of 
the square have the entree to this railed in garden. They have a key 
to this park in miniature, and walk, play tennis, etc., with their chil-
dren, or sit under the trees enjoying the fresh air. The passerby has 
to content himself with the refreshing glimpse of the green grass 
and inviting shade of these trees which make such a break in the 
monotony of long rows of brick and stone houses and pavements. 
The houses are generally ugly, oblong structures of mud-colored 
brick, perfectly plain and straight the entire height of the three or 
four stories. This exterior is broken only by the space for windows. 
The Englishman cares little for outside adornment—it is the in-
terior of his home which he beautifies.

Charm of Antiquity
There is also the charm of antiquity and historic association about 
every part of the city. For instance, I am the guest of P. W. Clayden, 
Esq., editor of the London Daily News. His house is near Blooms-
bury Square, in the shadow of St. Pancras Church, an old landmark, 
and from where I am now writing, I look out the windows of the 
breakfast-room across to Charles Dickens’ London home. We are 
also only a few squares—five minutes’ walk—from the British Mu-
seum.

I have been too engrossed in the work which brought me here to 
visit the British Museum (although I pass it every day), the Royal 
Academy or Westminster Abbey, which every American tourist does 
visit. I have been to the Houses of Parliament twice, and also to Cam-
bridge University. My first visit to the British Parliament was under 
the escort of Mr. J. Keir Hardie, M.P. Mr. Hardie is a labor member 
and he outrages all the propriety by wearing a workman’s cap, a 
dark flannel shirt and sack coat—the usual workingman’s garb—
to all the sittings. He is quite a marked contrast to the silk-hatted, 
frock-coated members by whom he is surrounded. The M.P.’s sit in 
Parliament with their hats on, and the sessions are held at night. 
A great deal of ceremony must be gone through to get a glimpse 
of the British lawmaking body at work. A card of permit must be 
issued by a member for admission to the galleries, and it is a mark 
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of honor to be conducted over the building by one. Mr. Hardie him-
self had to secure a card to permit me to enter the House of Lords 
and look upon a lot of real live lords, who, according to the trend of 
public opinion, should no longer be permitted to sit upon their red-
feathered sofas and obstruct legislation. There is a special gallery 
for women, and the night I stood outside the door and peered into 
the House of Commons I noticed about the speaker’s chair a wire 
netting which extended to the ceiling. Behind this there were what 
I took to be gayly dressed wax figures, presumably of historic per-
sonages. Imagine my surprise when I was told that was the ladies’ 
gallery, and it was only behind this cage that they were allowed to 
appear at all in the sacred precincts hitherto devoted to men.

Ladies in Parliament
The question of removing the grille was again brought up in Par-
liament this year, as it has been for several years past, but nothing 
came of it. An amusing incident happened two weeks ago when two 
ladies, strangers, had applied for permission to visit the House. A 
member of Parliament left them, as he thought, at the door while he 
went into the chamber for the necessary card. Unaware that women 
were never permitted to enter, and the doorkeeper being for the 
moment off guard, they followed the member of Parliament up the 
aisle nearly halfway to the speaker’s chair, when they were discov-
ered and hurriedly taken out. They are said to be the first ladies who 
were ever on the floor of the House during a sitting.

Mr. Hardie interviewed me for his paper, the Labor Leader, and 
explained much that was strange while we had tea on the beautiful 
terrace overlooking the Thames at 6 o’clock that evening. British 
M.P.’s are not paid to legislate and unless they are gentlemen of 
means they pursue their different avocations meanwhile. An M.P. 
does not necessarily reside in the district he represents; he may be, 
and most always is, an entire stranger to his constituents until he 
“stands” for election. M.P. Naoriji, a native of India, is representing a 
London constituency. He is the gentleman about whom Lord Salis-
bury said: “The time has not come yet for a British constituency to 
be represented in Parliament by a black man.” The English people 
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resented this attempt to draw a color line and promptly returned 
Naoriji to Parliament, and Lord Roseberry, the present Prime Min-
ister, gave him a dinner on the eve of his election.

My second visit to the House of Commons was purely social, 
and especially enjoyable, because I met again that staunch friend 
of the colored people, Mr. H. H. Kohlsaat, of Chicago.2 Mr. William 
Woodall, M.P., financial secretary to the War Department of her 
Majesty’s government, was the host of the occasion and tendered 
a delightful dinner party to Mr. and Mrs. Kohlsaat, Miss Maud 
Hambleton, and your humble servant. Beside the host and our-
selves, there were present Miss Florence Balgarnie, and English 
speaker and journalist, Mr. Byles, M.P., proprietor of the Bradford 
Observer; M. G. W. E. Russell, M.P., a member of the Duke of Brad-
ford’s family, and an official in the office of Home Secretary, and 
Mr. Edmund Robertson, M.P., Civil Lord of the Admiralty. I have 
been told that we were specially honored to have as host and fellow 
guests three members of Queen Victoria’s Cabinet. Mr. and Mrs. 
Kohlsaat, their children and Miss Hambleton, left London last week 
for Paris.

The Agitation against Lynching
The agitation against lynching has received fresh impetus from 
the reports of the burning alive of the Negro who had smallpox in 
Arkansas and the shameless way it was confessed by the perpetra-
tors who have not yet been punished or even apprehended. Reso-
lutions against lynching have been passed by the National Bap-
tist, Congregational, Unitarian, and temperance unions at their 
annual meetings in this city. The Aborigines Protection Society 
passed a similar resolution with Lord Northbourne in the chair. I 
have spoken before the Protestant Alliance, the Women’s Protestant 
Union, to the congregations of Bloomsbury Chapel, Belgravia Con-
gregational Church and several smaller congregations. These have 
all passed strong resolutions and sent them to the American Min-

2  Herman H. Kohlsaat (1853–1924) was a well-known restaurateur and editor. He 
was part owner of the Inter-Ocean from 1891 to 1894. Dictionary of American Biog-
raphy, vol. 5, part 2, pp. 489–90.
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ister, Mr. [Thomas F.] Bayard.3 I have addressed clubs, drawing-
room meetings, breakfast and dinner parties. I have spoken not 
less than thirty-five times at different gatherings of different sorts 
during my six weeks’ stay in London and find more and more invita-
tions than I can fill from people who are anxious to know the facts. 
Again I cannot help wishing that our own people would give the 
same opportunity for open discussion on this subject. In no other 
way can it be conquered save to meet it fairly. At the Democratic 
Club in this city a most interesting discussion of the subject pro 
and con took place. Mr. Herbert Burrows, who took part in the 
labor congress at Chicago last summer, presided, and the resolu-
tion was passed unanimously after I replied to the objectors. The 
same thing happened at South Place Ethical Institute, where Mon-
cure D. Conway presided. Mr. Conway is a Virginian who was ban-
ished from his home fifty years ago because of his opposition to 
slavery. He called on me and arranged the details of the meeting 
at his chapel and when an American objected to the passage of the 
resolution Mr. Conway asked his reason. He produced the utter-
ances of Henry W. Grady, which appeared in the Century Maga-
zine some years ago in argument with George W. Cable, in which 
Mr. Grady was left hors du combat. I happened to know as much 
about those articles as the reader, and gave Mr. Cable’s reply to Mr. 
Grady’s specious arguments.

At the Ideal Club
At the Ideal Club last Monday night a large and influential con-
course gathered for my last London address. Lady Jeune bore the 
expenses of the meeting, and Mr. Percy Bunting, editor of the Con-
temporary Review, presided. He said that many good people who 
condemned lynching still felt a delicacy about a public expres-
sion of that condemnation on the ground of interference. For his 
part, the cry of humanity knew no such thing as boundary lines; 
the English people had expressed themselves about Bulgaria, the 
Siberian convicts, the Russian Jews, and the Armenian Christians. 

3  Bayard was the first American to hold the rank of ambassador in London.
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They could, with greater hope of success, appeal to the conscience 
and humanity of the other great English-speaking race with which 
there was a greater bond of union. Miss Frances E. Willard, said he, 
has come over to teach us how to prosecute temperance work. We 
have welcomed her with open arms and have been glad of her vig-
orous blows against drunkenness, and if she had said London con-
tained more drunkenness than any city in the world we would not 
have called it interference. In the same way, he felt sure, there were 
hundreds of Americans who would not call their protest against 
the hanging, shooting, and burning alive of human beings interfer-
ence. Even if they would, it would still be the duty of great nations 
to shame each other, and they were most kind when they pointed 
out the other’s faults. After an address of an hour and a quarter, Mr. 
Alfred Webb, member of Parliament, moved the resolution. He also 
asked permission to arrange a breakfast for me, to which mem-
bers of Parliament would be invited, with the hope to hear me. I 
was only too glad to grant that permission, and this morning at 
9:30 o’clock breakfast was served to sixteen members of Parliament, 
their wives, and one or two other friends.

A Notable Gathering
Sir Joseph W. Pease was chairman and he occupied himself during 
breakfast with questioning me as I sat at his right. After his intro-
duction I gave an address of forty minutes and then the great tem-
perance advocate, Sir Wilfred Lawson, spoke for England, Mr. John 
Wilson for Scotland, and Mr. Alfred Webb for Ireland, expressing 
horror of lynching and promising to do all they could to bring in-
fluence to bear to have Americans move in this matter. The photo-
graph of the lynching of C. J. Miller, which was reprinted in The 
Inter-Ocean last summer and which I have in my possession, went 
around the beautifully decorated tables as I talked.

Besides the chairman there were four baronets and their wives 
present. They were filled with amazement and then amusement 
when I told them that such a gathering for any purpose tendered to 
a colored person could only happen in monarchical England—that 
it would be impossible in democratic America.
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I am to speak at the Pioneer Club Thursday next and Mrs. Annie 
Besant will preside. The Pioneer is the first woman’s club ever estab-
lished in London. It has outlived the days of ridicule, and most of 
the brainy women of London belong to it. There is a membership of 
nearly 500, and the club occupies lovely suites of rooms in Bruton 
Street. They gave a swell reception a few weeks ago, and everybody 
and her husband, father, brother, or lover was there. The Writers’ 
Club is another woman’s organization, and the Princess Christian 
opened their building a few weeks ago. I spent a most pleasant 
afternoon there, and, as usual at these gatherings, was talked 
hoarse on America’s lynching and race prejudice. The ubiquitous 
and (so far as I am concerned) almost invariably rude American 
was in evidence there. In a strident voice she pronounced my state-
ments false. I found that she had never been in the South and was 
a victim to her own imagination. I heard an Englishwoman remark 
after the encounter was over that she had seen a side of Mrs. ——’s 
character which she never knew before.

At Sarah Grand’s
Through the courtesy of a most cultured and charming member 
of these clubs I was bidden to visit the home of Sarah Grand on her 
reception day. The author of “The Heavenly Twins” welcomed me 
most cordially, and, like everyone else, made me talk of myself and 
the treatment of my people when I wished to hear her talk and take 
observations of the distinguished persons in her drawing room. 
There was no chance to get any impressions about her, for she only 
listened silently and closely, with a quiet question now and again. 
She is coming to America next year.

But beyond all expectation has been the attention accorded me 
by the London press. I have quite lost count of the number of times 
I have been interviewed. The Daily Chronicle, the Daily News, the 
Westminster Gazette, the Sun, the Star, and the London Echo, all 
dailies, have devoted columns of space to interviews and discussion 
of the subject. The Labor Leader, the Methodist Times, the Chris-
tian World, the Independent, the Inquirer and the Westminster 
Budget, all weeklies, have had interviews on the same line. The Re-
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view of the Churches for May, the Contemporary Review for June, 
and the Review of Reviews for June, all monthlies, have had tren-
chant articles anent lynching. The Economist and the Spectator 
have each more than a column on the subject.

But the closing movement by the London people shows how real 
their interest, how anxious they are to help the agitation of this sub-
ject. At an evening party given by my host last night a committee, 
including the editors of the daily journals named above, has volun-
tarily concluded to form a nucleus to aid the work in any way. As an 
evidence that America is waking up an open letter sent me by the 
citizens of California, inviting me to come there and lay the subject 
before the town, was read. And much was said in praise of Califor-
nia’s progressive spirit as compared with Boston, New York, and 
Philadelphia, which are older centers of law and order.
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“YOU CAN’T CHANGE THE RECORD”

London, June 23—Special Correspondence.1 The seven weeks’ agi-
tation in this city against lynch law has waked up the South. Besides 
[Georgia’s] Governor Northern’s letter of general denial and request 
that the English people get their facts from a “reputable” source, 
the southern press has been very active along the same line. The 
Memphis [Tenn.] Daily Commercial exceeds them all in the vigor, 
vulgarity and vileness of its attack, not upon lynching but upon me 
personally. In its issue of May 26th it devoted nearly four columns 
to traducement of my character, in language more vulgar and ob-
scene than anything the Police Gazette ever contained. It wound 
up all by giving space for the first time in its history, to an inter-
view with a colored man, T. Thomas Turner, who claimed that “the 
respectable colored people of Memphis utterly repudiated Ida B. 
Wells and her statements.”

This is the only reply the Commercial can make touching my 
statements that three respectable colored men were lynched in cold 
blood in Memphis, Tenn., March 9th, 1892; that as a direct result of 
the Commercial leader and the actions of the leading citizens of 
Memphis, May 25, 1892, my newspaper business was destroyed, 
my business manager run out of town, and myself threatened with 
death should I ever return; that on July 22, 1893, a second lynching 
took place upon the streets of Memphis with the full knowledge and 
connivance of the authorities; that the columns of the Commercial 
told how Lee Walker was hanged, half burned, and then the half 

1  This dispatch appeared in the Inter-Ocean, Saturday, 7 July 1894, p. 13.
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grown boys and men dragged his body up Main Street and again 
hanged it before the courthouse; that a telegram was sent from 
the office of the Board of Trade ten hours previous to the lynching, 
apprizing the Inter-Ocean of the fact that the burning would take 
place and invited that journal to send me down to write it up.

Statements Not Disproved
The Commercial has not disproved a single one of these statements, 
nor can it do so. It vainly imagined that a foul tirade against me, and 
the “repudiation” of a Negro sycophant who “bent the pliant hinges 
of the knee that thrift might follow fawning,” would be a sufficient 
refutation of my narration of Memphis’ terrible lynching record.

The editors of the Commercial have flooded England with 
copies of that issue of their paper with more detriment to them-
selves than harm to me. The tone and style of that paper have 
shocked the English people far more than my own recital could do. 
It has given them an insight to the low moral tone of a community 
which supports a journal that outrages all sense of public decency, 
that no words of mine could have done. That Commercial article 
has brought warmer friends and stronger supporters to the anti-
lynching cause than it perhaps would have had otherwise.

Since the appearance of that paper in England, the Parliamen-
tary Breakfast was given me in the Westminster Palace Hotel and 
the London Anti-Lynching Committee has been formed. The object 
of this committee is to aid the ventilation and agitation of the sub-
ject and bring all moral means to bear to assist the United States to 
put down lynch law. The Duke of Argyll whose son is married to one 
of Queen Victoria’s daughters heads this anti-lynching committee. 
The editors of the London Daily News, Echo, Chronicle, and West-
minster Gazette were all present at the party given in my honor and 
all readily consented to be members of the committee. Mr. Mon-
cure D. Conway, Rev. C. F. Aked, Mrs. Helen Bright Clark, Miss Kate 
Ryley and Mr. Percy Bunting, editor of the Contemporary Review, 
England’s leading monthly magazine, are also on the committee. 
Miss Florence Balgarnie is secretary.
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Fell Flat in England
The London papers would not touch the Commercial ’s articles with 
a pair of tongs. So far as I have been able to learn, only one journal to 
which it was sent, the Liverpool Daily Post, has taken any notice of 
the Commercial ’s foul attack. In its issue of June 13th the Post says:

We have received copies of the Memphis Commercial of May 26, con-
taining references to Miss Ida B. Wells and her mission. Both the 
articles are very coarse in tone, and some of the language is such as 
could not possibly be reproduced in an English journal. Moreover if 
we were to convey an idea of the things said we should not only in-
fringe the libel law, but have every reason to believe that we would do 
a gross and grotesque injustice. Happily it is not necessary for us to 
consider the element in the Memphis Commercial ’s case to which we 
have just referred, because whatever that journal might prove against 
the champion of the colored race would fail all together to justify the 
existence of lynch law.

The occurrence of lynching is freely admitted by the Memphis 
Commercial and is attributed to certain abundant misdemeanors of 
the black races; and we certainly have not been led to believe by his-
tory that the men of the southern states have always proved in their 
relations with the Negro, “the most chivalrous and gentlemanly in the 
world.” A civilized community does not need lynch law, and it is per-
fectly obvious that a country in which lynch law is resorted to, with 
the approval of public opinion and the concurrence of respectable 
citizens, as the Commercial alleges, is one in which any crimes com-
mitted by the black race could be effectually dealt with by legal pro-
cess of law.

This is what has been demanded by the large number of represen-
tative bodies in this country, which have passed resolutions against 
the practice of lynching in the southern states, and this is sufficient 
reason for their interposition, and the acknowledged existence of 
lynching is a sufficient justification of the resolutions that have been 
passed. All else is irrelevant, and we even include under this descrip-
tion a declaration quoted from a colored journalist named Thomas 
Turner.

It is idle for men to say that the conditions which Miss Wells de-
scribes do not exist when the Memphis Commercial admits the exis-
tence of lynching, which is one material accusation of English jour-
nalists and English public meetings. Doubtless it is true that many 
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Negroes realize that the welfare of the colored race depends almost 
entirely upon amicable relations with the whites; morever [sic], we 
can well believe that “the right thinking elements of the colored 
people do not believe that it is right to condone vice in members of 
their race, or justify crimes committed by them.” The colored editor 
asserts that Miss Wells has preached that kind of doctrine. It is abso-
lutely certain that she has not preached that kind of doctrine in this 
country.

The writer of this editorial, Sir Edward Russell, is one of the 
leading editors in the Kingdom and he it was who presided at my 
Liverpool meeting.

The Liverpool Weekly Review adds:

We have recounted the horrors and injustices common to the perse-
cution of the blacks in their naked truth, gleaning them from other au-
thorities than Miss Wells. They constitute a lamentable, sickening list, 
at once a disgrace and a degradation to 19th century sense and feeling. 
Whites of America may not think so; British Christianity does and 
happily all the scurrility of the American press won’t alter the facts.

It is gratifying, that denied any chance to get redress for these 
gross attacks on my good name at home, such powerful molders of 
public opinion on this side have come to my defense unsolicited. I 
have sent a letter through Great Britain in reply, of which the fol-
lowing is an excerpt.

A Woman’s Answer
This is the third time the Commercial has so honored me. When a 
Boston newspaper gave a ten-line leader on the occasion of my visit 
there five months after my exile from Memphis, the Daily Com-
mercial published a half column editorial of the vilest abuse of the 
Boston paper and myself. When I spoke in Scotland last year and 
sent the Commercial a marked copy of the Aberdeen Daily Free 
Press containing an account of my address there, again the Com-
mercial and other Memphis papers broke forth into foul language 
concerning me, and sent heavily marked copies to those places.

Now as then, it’s only reply to my statements about lynching is 
not proof of their falsity, but detraction of me personally. This the 
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Commercial can safely do. There is no court in the state in which 
the editor would be punished for these gross libels, and so hard-
ened is the southern public mind (white) that it does not object to 
the coarsest language and the most obscene vulgarity in its leading 
journals, so long as such is directed against a Negro.

No amount of abuse can alter the fact that three respectable 
colored men were taken out of jail and horribly shot to death in 
Memphis for firing on white men in self-defense; that the Daily 
Commercial ’s inflammatory editorials were greatly responsible 
for that lynching, and that the authorities connived at it. Not even 
the Commercial ever charged these men with assaults on white 
women. That paper openly advised the lynching of the editor of the 
Free Speech for protesting against mobs and false charges brought 
against their Negro victims, and to its utterances on that occasion, 
I owe the destruction of my newspaper and my exile from home.

Can’t Change the Record
All the vile epithets in the vocabulary nor reckless statements cannot 
change the lynching record of 1893. There were lynched in different 
parts of the State of Tennessee 14 Negroes. Three were charged with 
assault on white women; one was lynched on suspicion; one by “mis-
take” at Gleason; 8 for murder; and one, Charles Martin near Mem-
phis, for no offence whatever. He failed to stop when ordered to do 
so by a mob which was hunting another Negro, and was shot dead in 
his tracks. One of the three who were lynched for the nameless crime 
was only charged with attempted assault. He jumped in a wagon in 
which white girls were riding and frightened them. He was caught, 
put in jail and the following telegram was sent to the Inter-Ocean 
ten hours before the lynching took place! “Lee Walker colored man 
accused of raping white woman in jail here. Will be taken out and 
burned by whites tonight. Can you send Miss Ida Wells to write it up? 
Answer R. M. Martin with Public Ledger.”

The Commercial and other dailies told in detail on May 23, 
1893, how the mob took this man from jail, kicked him, cut his flesh 
with knives, hanged his body to a telegraph pole, then placed his 
corpse on a fire, and men, women and boys stood by to see it burn; 
how these half-grown boys dragged the half-charred trunk up the 
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streets, and after playing a game of football with it, hanged it again 
in front of the court house, from whence the coroner cut it down and 
found the usual verdict.

A Protest
Even the Daily Commercial which had previously incited mobs, 
protested against this lynching in these words: “Already the press 
and pulpit of Britain are thundering against us and Memphis has 
been held up to them as an illustration of barbarism and savagery, 
and such scenes as that of last night only tend to confirm such an 
opinion.” The editor went on to state that he had heard a white 
youth under seventeen boast that he had assisted in three “nigger” 
lynchings and expected to take part in as many more. This is in the 
Daily Commercial of July 23, 1893, after my first tour of England.

The following is from a letter of mine published two weeks ago 
in the Inter-Ocean:

I see the Memphis Daily Commercial pays me the compliment of 
calling me a ‘Negro Adventuress’. If I am become an adventuress for 
simply stating facts, by what name must be characterized those who 
furnish these facts? However revolting these lynchings, I did not per-
form a single one of them, nor could the wildest effort of my imagina-
tion manufacture one to equal the reality. If the same zeal to excuse 
and conceal the facts were exercised to put a stop to these lynchings, 
there would be no need for me to relate nor for the English press to 
give ear to these tales of barbarity.
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LAST DAYS IN BRITAIN

The Inter-Ocean letters are given here in sequence because they 
are a bird’s-eye view of that memorable trip in 1894 and show how 
loyally one American newspaper stood by the cause and gave its 
readers detailed account of that wonderful campaign. The Chris-
tian, moral, and social forces of Great Britain had nobly responded 
to our appeal, and caused the whole civilized world to acknowledge 
that it was the duty of civilized nations to exert moral force against 
the lynching evil.

From one end of the United States to the other, press and pulpit 
were stung by the criticism of press and pulpit abroad, and began 
to turn the searchlight on lynching as never before. As a result the 
lynching record of 1893 began steadily to decline and has never 
since been so high. Nor have there been the reckless statements 
by prominent persons in defense or condonation of lynching there 
were before this crusade began. The universally accepted state-
ment that lynching was necessary because of criminal assaults of 
black men on white women has almost entirely ceased to be be-
lieved.

This was because of the power of truth which the British people 
afforded me opportunity to present. They gave a press and a plat-
form from which to tell the Negro’s side of the gruesome story of 
lynching, and to appeal to Christian and moral force for help in the 
demand that every accused person be given a fair trial by law and 
not by the mob.

Not all was smooth sailing. I had many a set-to with the ubiqui-
tous Americans traveling or living abroad. There were also many 
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cultured English persons who had visited our shores and had been 
splendidly entertained by our best people who found it hard to be-
lieve that the best ignored and condoned lynching by their silence 
or their excuses. Many such were met at the smaller meetings and 
hardly a day passed without letters in the daily papers attacking 
and discrediting my assertions. Some of the most important I men-
tion here.

In the London Inquirer of 28 April appeared the following. The 
Inquirer is the national organ of the Unitarian faith. In this issue 
it says editorially:

The subject of the southern lynchings proved a troublesome one at 
our National Conference. A great part of the trouble arose from fact 
that many of those present felt disinclined to do anything decisive 
upon the conflicting evidence laid before them. But of one thing we 
are sure: If our people become persuaded that the case is anything 
like as horrible as it is understood to be by Mr. Steinthal and Mr. Arm-
strong, the mover and seconder of the resolution which gave rise to 
the debate, there will be no lack of indignant protests and urgent ap-
peals from them to our American brethren.

We print two lengthy communications on the subject from the 
pens of Miss Wells and Mr. C. C. Elliot respectively presenting the facts 
in somewhat different lights. These facts must be their own argument 
as the majority of our readers are anxious to know what those facts 
are.

As a contribution to our knowledge on the subject we welcome 
an article from the Christian Register for April 12th written in re-
sponse to the protest sent by Mr. Armstrong and his congregation 
to the journal. Our Boston contemporary says:

Every justice-loving American will blush for his country that any such 
protest is necessary. We cannot say that our English friends have been 
misinformed. They are simply telling the truth and they call our atten-
tion to the fearful and barbaric atrocities which from week-to-week 
are committed against colored men in the South.

The article goes on to admit that while American people have 
been recently raising their voices on behalf of Armenians and have 



	 l a s t  days  i n  b r i ta i n 	 161

often pleaded for the oppressed of every land they have left undone 
many home duties of justice and charity. The weight of the sen-
tences which we have quoted from the Register will be duly recog-
nized, and unless some strong counter-evidence is supplied, we 
shall have no other course than to concur in the most strenuous 
remonstrances on the subject.

Miss Wells Maintains Her Accusations of Pulpit and Press
The Manchester Guardian of Saturday, April 14th, containing an 
account of how the resolution condemning lynching in America was 
lost at the conference held there last week, has been forwarded to 
me. I had been indulging in the belief that Christian bodies on this 
side of the water needed only to know that over a thousand black 
men, women and children had been hanged, shot and burned to 
death by white mobs in America, to be willing to do what they could 
to put a stop to such infamy. All they can do is to condemn these 
things. To the Unitarian and Free Church Conference was made the 
first appeal, with the result that not only was the resolution lost or 
modified so as to lose its meaning, but the statements I had made 
by letter (as I could not be present) were cooly and deliberately 
characterized as “terrible misrepresentations.”

As such published utterances from Christian ministers are cal-
culated to do me and my work great harm, I beg space in the organ 
of the denomination to reply to those who succeeded in drawing the 
attention of the Conference away from the woes of those who suffer 
the lynching outrages, to a consideration of the feelings of those 
who permit these things to be, by casting doubt upon my asserta-
tions. The report in the Manchester Guardian says:

LYNCH LAW IN AMERICA

The Rev. C. Roper read a communication from Miss Ida B. Wells on 
this subject. She stated that over one thousand Negro men and women 
and children had been murdered by irresponsible mobs on all sorts 
of charges during the past ten years. They were given no opportunity 
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to defend themselves, and in many cases were absolutely innocent of 
crime. Miss Wells gave a vivid description of the horrors practiced on 
Negroes in the Southern states.

The Rev. S. A. Steinthal moved, and the Rev. Armstrong seconded 
the following resolution: “That the members of this National Confer-
ence of Unitarian and Free Christian Churches, have learned with 
grief and amazement from Miss Ida B. Wells of the prevalence of lynch 
law in the southern states of the United States of America, especially 
as practiced against the colored population; that they regard the exe-
cution of men accused of crime without due trial, as an abandonment 
of the first principle of justice and liberty; that they contemplate with 
horror the barbarity with which these executions are perpetrated, 
and the corruption of the white population which must result from 
familiarity with such excesses.”

A long discussion in regard to the advisability of the resolution 
followed.

The Rev. Brooke Herford protested against a statement in a letter of 
Miss Wells’ to the effect that press and pulpit in the southern states 
encouraged the outrages. This, he said, was a “terrible misrepresen-
tation.”

The Rev. W. Renolds moved as an amendment that the Conference 
express regret at the prevalence of lynch law in the southern states, 
trusting that the Christian churches of the United States would suc-
ceed in raising such a force of public opinion as would repress the law-
lessness. It was not true, he said, that the Christian churches had re-
frained from condemning the outrages.

The Rev. W. Blazeby seconded the amendment.
Mrs. Ormiston Chant said the resolution and the statements made 

were unjust to their Unitarian brethren in America.

To these three distinct charges of untruthfulness I wish to reply. 
Rev. Brooke Herford says it is a terrible misrepresentation to say 
press and pulpit in the southern states encourage lynching. The 
Chicago Tribune, one of the leading dailies of that city, on the first 
day of January 1894 printed a list of the lynchings for the year 1893, 
giving name and color of victim, place, alleged cause and date of 
lynching. Out of two hundred lynchings, 183 had taken place in the 
South, many of them in broad daylight and in the leading towns. 



	 l a s t  days  i n  b r i ta i n 	 163

This fact alone is justification for my statement that lynching was 
so encouraged, for if press and pulpit had exerted the power which 
we are led to believe they possess, some of the lynchers would have 
been punished for these murders, or the lynchings would have been 
prevented in the many cases where the mob’s intention was known 
beforehand.

The Methodist Episcopal Church North had been brought by 
great effort on the part of Judge A. W. Tourgee, author of The Fool’s 
Errand, to pass a resolution of condemnation when two human 
beings had been burned alive; this was in May 1892. Numberless 
editorials were immediately published in the leading daily papers 
of the South justifying lynching. Bishop Fitzgerald of the Meth-
odist Church South preached a sermon the Sunday morning fol-
lowing the passage of this resolution, in which he said: “Those who 
condemn lynching show no sympathy for the white woman in the 
case,” thus deliberately misrepresenting an entire race in an effort 
to shield lynchers and condone lynching. That sermon was printed 
throughout the length and breadth of the southern states, and the 
lynchers (who well knew that five women lynched that year could 
not be charged with rape, and that not one-third of the men lynched 
were so charged) took heart of grace to continue their nefarious 
work.

Dr. E. E. Hoss, editor of the Christian Advocate, Nashville, Ten-
nessee, the organ of the Methodist Episcopal Church South, in one 
breath condemns lynchings, but in another issue of his paper says: 
“We have every good reason to believe that since the beginning of 
1893 nearly, or quite three hundred white women have been out-
raged and many of them murdered by Negro men in the southern 
states.” When asked to prove this belief by facts he took refuge in 
the statement that “These facts could be given, but they were of 
such nature as ought not to be published in detail in the columns 
of a journal that goes to private families.”

Please observe that not one case in detail was published by Mr. 
Hoss, yet Bishop Haygood, a bishop of the South who has posed as a 
friend of the Negro, in an article in the Forum of last October quotes 
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Dr. Hoss’s “belief” and adds: “It is my opinion that this is an under-
estimate.” Here again we have the printed “opinion” of a powerful 
prelate of the South against an entire race which is justification and 
encouragement of lynching.

In the New York Independent of February first, the Rev. J. G. 
Galloway, a Presbyterian minister of South Carolina, makes the 
same justification for lynching only he does add that persons are 
lynched in that state for murder and house burning also. But he says 
“When a state is thrown into excitement every few days by crimes 
against helpless white women, it is not very surprising that natu-
rally hot blood soon boils over. It is the heat and passion inflamed by 
this beastly offense that leads on to lynching for murder and house 
burning.” These men have not hesitated to give their “belief” and 
“opinions” as authority, in their eagerness to have the world believe 
only one species of crime is so punished, and therefore lynching is 
to be excused. The Chicago Tribune and the writer have kept daily 
and weekly tally of all lynchings that were reported last year and 
causes therefor. We find the record against the states of each min-
ister quoted above to be as follows:

South Carolina had thirteen lynchings last year, ten were 
charged with assault on white women, one with horse stealing and 
two with being impudent to white women.

The first one of the ten charged with rape, named John Peterson, 
was declared by the white woman in the case to be the wrong man; 
but the mob said a crime had been committed and somebody had to 
hang for it. So John Peterson, being the available “somebody,” was 
hanged. At Columbia, South Carolina, July 30th, a similar charge 
was made, and three Negroes were hanged one after another be-
cause they said they wanted to be sure they got the right one.

Bishop Haygood’s state of Georgia had sixteen lynchings last 
year. Three were charged with assault on white women, four with 
attempted assault, one with assault and battery, and three with 
murder.

As for Dr. Hoss’s state, Tennessee indulged in fourteen last year. 
Three were charged with assault on white women, one lynched on 
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suspicion, one by mistake at Gleason, eight lynched for murder, 
and one, Charles Martin, near Memphis, Tennessee, for no offense 
whatever. He simply refused to stop when ordered to do so by a 
mob which was out hunting for Lee Walker and was shot dead in 
his tracks.

I think Alabama is Bishop Fitzgerald’s state, but I am not sure. 
If so that state led the lynching record with twenty-seven lynch-
ings last year. Seven of these were charged with assaults on white 
women; four with burning a barn (one of them a woman); four 
were suspected of robbery; four were suspected of murder; and 
the remaining eight with murder. This is the record of the states 
in which reside the Christian ministers whose public utterances I 
have quoted above. I could give others of lesser note, but these are 
taken from the columns of leading journals and can be easily veri-
fied by those who still believe my assertions to be “terrible misrep-
resentations.”

As to the secular press of the South, it is enough to say that all 
of them agreed when Henry Smith was burned alive in Texas “that 
the punishment fit the crime.” The Daily Appeal of Memphis, Ten-
nessee, published the following editorial, June 23, 1893: It was 
headed “The Unwritten Law” and says that “a mob of determined 
men in the heart of the largest city in Tennessee should within a 
few hours of the arrest of the culprit break into the public jail and 
wreak vengence [sic] on the lecherous villain whose crimes smell to 
heaven, means that as long as such brutes exist and roam abroad to 
do their devilish work, so long will be found who will break over the 
bars which the law throws about the ordinary criminal, and make 
of them the victims of a reprisal at once public and personal. No 
matter where it happens, the issue is always the same.”

The Negro lynched in this case had jumped up in a wagon driven 
along the road by some white girls and frightened them. He said 
he wanted something to eat and thought they had some food in 
a basket. Their screams frightened him away and brought some 
white men to the spot who immediately began to search for him. 
It was they who killed the Charles Martin referred to above. When 
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Lee Walker, the man who was charged with frightening those girls, 
was found and put in jail at Memphis twenty miles away, a wire was 
sent to the Chicago Inter-Ocean. It ran as follows:

Lee Walker in jail here for assaulting white women will be burned 
by the whites tonight. Can you send Miss Ida Wells to write it up? 
Answer R. M. Martin, with Public Ledger.

This was a taunt to the only paper in the United States which had 
done anything in a systematic way to expose the lynching infamy. In 
season and out, it had denounced the mob and opened its columns to 
me for an exposition of lynching methods after my return from En-
gland last year. There had been occasional leaders in the northern 
papers and sermons in northern churches, when some particular hor-
rible lynching took place in the South. But when lynchings took place 
in New York, Ohio, Minnesota, Illinois, and Pennsylvania, as was done 
in the past twelve months, no more has been done to prevent them or 
to punish the lynchers than had been done in the South. The Christian 
bodies North and South remain inactive in the face of these great out-
rages which all know are taking place.

The facts which I have given were quoted by Senator William E. 
Chandler in the United States Senate in February of this year which 
ought if anything to convince the skeptic of their accuracy. The na-
tion receives them in silence, and it is because of the moral cowardice 
shown by the Christian bodies of my own country, that I come to En-
gland and ask her to do what Unitarians and other Christian bodies in 
America have failed to do—speak out against this great evil, which the 
New York Independent calls “The National Crime” and put a stop to it. 
If the Christian bodies of this country follow the example set by the 
Unitarian Conference last week I shall be very disappointed. If I have 
succeeded in convincing the objectors that I have not been guilty of 
“terrible misrepresentation,” I shall not have labored in vain.

Ida B. Wells

As a result of this protest published in their national organ, it 
was not long before the Unitarian Conference in session remedied 
the mistake made by the National Conference. Not only this, but Dr. 
Brooke Herford afterward entertained me as his guest and gave 
me an evening in his pulpit in which to address his London con-
gregation.

Another expression on this same controversy came from the 
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Women’s Era Club, a colored organization in Boston, which ad-
dressed the following letter to Mrs. Ormiston Chant:

Dear Mrs. Ormiston Chant:
A year ago this month the members of the Women’s Era Club of Boston, 
Massachusetts, were privileged to have you address them as a body. 
The occasion was the first public meeting of the club, and besides your-
self Mrs. Louise Stone, Mrs. Cheney, Mrs. Diaz, and Mrs. Spaulding 
spoke. It is safe to say that of all of these noble women and fine speakers 
no one did more than yourself in strengthening the impulse to good 
work; in giving fresh inspiration toward right living. Your name and 
that speech have been to us a refreshing memory. Think then the shock 
it has occasioned us to hear that through your efforts a resolution at 
the National Conference of the Unitarian Church denouncing lynching 
was defeated.

We feel assured and do truly believe that you opposed the resolu-
tion from a high moral standpoint, but we also feel assured that your 
position on this subject is the result of influences entirely one sided 
and that you will at least be interested to hear the other side.

We, the members of the Women’s Era Club, believe we speak for 
the colored women of America. We have organized as have our women 
everywhere to help in the world’s work. Not only by endeavoring to up-
lift ourselves and our race but by giving a helping hand and an encour-
aging word wherever they may be called for. As colored women we have 
suffered and do suffer too much to be blind to the suffering of others, 
but naturally we are more keenly alive to our own suffering than to 
others. We therefore feel that we would be false to ourselves, to our 
opportunities and to our race should we keep silent in a case like this.

We have endured much and we believe with patience; we have seen 
our world broken down, our men made fugitives and wanderers or 
their youth and strength spent in bondage. We ourselves are daily hin-
dered and oppressed in the race of life; we know that every opportu-
nity for advancement, for peace and happiness will be denied us; that 
in most sections Christian men and women absolutely refuse not only 
to live beside us and to eat with us, but also to open their churches to 
us; we know that our children, no matter with what tenderness they 
may have been reared, are considered legitimate prey for insult; that 
our young girls can at any time be thrust into foul and filthy cars and, 
no matter their needs, be refused food and shelter.

We feel deeply the lack of opportunities for culture brought by the 
Public Libraries, the Concert and Lecture Halls, which are everywhere 
denied us in the South. We view these things with amazement, but 
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realizing that prejudice can only be eliminated by time and our gen-
eral progress, we have tried to bear these indignities put upon us by 
a professedly Christian people with the fortitude and dignity of real 
Christians.

All this we have borne and do bear with more or less patience but 
in the interest of common humanity, in the interest of justice, for the 
good name of our country, we solemnly raise our voice against the hor-
rible crimes of lynch law as practiced in the South, and we call upon 
Christians everywhere to do the same or be branded as sympathizers 
with the murderers. We here solemnly deny that the black men are the 
foul fiends they are pictured; we demand that until at least one crime 
is proved upon them that judgment be suspended.

We know positively of case after case where innocent men have died 
horrible deaths. We know positively of cases that have been made up. 
We know positively of cases where black men have been lynched for 
white men’s crimes. We know positively of black men murdered for 
insignificant offenses. All that we ask for is justice—not mercy or pal-
liation—simply justice. Surely that is not too much for loyal citizens 
of a free country to demand.

We do not pretend to say there are no black villains. Baseness is not 
confined to race. We read with horror of two different colored girls who 
recently have been horribly assaulted by white men in the South. We 
should regret any lynchings of the offenders by black men but we shall 
not have occasion. Should these offenders receive any punishment at 
all, it will be a marvel.

We do not brand the race because of these many atrocities by white 
men, but because lynch law is not visited upon this class of offenders, 
we repudiate the claim that lynching is the natural and commendable 
outburst of a high-spirited people. We do not expect that white women 
shall feel as deeply as we. We know of good and high-minded women 
made widows, of sweet and innocent children made fatherless by a 
mob of unbridled men and boys “looking for fun.” In their names we 
utter our most solemn protest. For their sakes, we call upon workers of 
humanity everywhere, if they can do nothing for us, in mercy’s name 
do not raise their voices against us.

Florida Ruffïn Ridley
Corresponding Secretary

This, sent as an open letter to England, was given wide publicity 
and was indeed a great help in supporting all the contentions I had 
made as to the evils of lynching. It was all the more gratifying be-
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cause it came from one of the women’s clubs which I helped to orga-
nize in 1892, directly after the testimonial given me by the women of 
New York and Brooklyn. As Mrs. Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin’s guest 
in Boston, it will be remembered that earlier in this narrative I told 
of her calling the women of Boston together and organizing the 
Women’s Era Club as a result of my visit to her city.



25

A REGRETTABLE INTERVIEW

In my letters in the Inter-Ocean I had mentioned Miss Willard 
several times. Almost invariably questions were asked about the 
interest shown by the people of the North. They found it hard to 
believe my statements about the silence of the Christian and moral 
influences. And on several occasions I was pointedly asked of the 
attitude of the Reverend D. L. Moody and Miss Frances E. Willard. 
Both these persons were well known in England. Rev. Moody had 
made several trips through Great Britain on evangelistic tours.

Miss Frances E. Willard, our great temperance leader, had been 
the guest of Lady Henry Somerset and the British Women’s Tem-
perance Association for nearly two years. She too had traveled all 
over the kingdom and made wonderful addresses in the interest of 
temperance. It seems that when Lady Henry Somerset decided to 
accept the presidency of the British Women’s Temperance Union, 
she came to America, and as the guest of Miss Willard, traveled to 
meetings of the National Women’s Christian Temperance Union, 
learning how to do similar work in her own country.

At the time of my first visit, Miss Willard had already been in 
England a year. When I returned in 1894 she was still Lady Henry’s 
guest and enjoying to the full the honors which were being be-
stowed upon her. Mr. W. T. Stead, editor of the Review of Reviews, 
had already printed a lengthy article touching her wonderful cru-
sade in the interest of temperance and headed the article, “The Un-
crowned Queen of American Democracy.”

Knowing that she was at the head of an organization in this 
country it was natural for my audience to ask her attitude on the 
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subject of lynching. When I replied that the only public expression 
about which I knew had seemed to condone lynching, my statement 
was promptly challenged by temperance workers in my audience. 
This was on my first trip. I could not then give the exact wording of 
her interview, but I remembered very distinctly how all the Negro 
editors in the country protested against its injustice when it first 
appeared.

On my return to Great Britain, remembering those challenges I 
made it a point to get a copy of the New York Voice containing that 
interview. When again I was challenged, I not only quoted the inter-
view but gave it to the editor of Fraternity to be published. After it 
was published I showed a copy of Fraternity containing it to Miss 
Florence Balgarnie. She immediately said that she regretted for 
Lady Henry Somerset’s sake that the interview had been printed. 
She said that since Miss Willard was Lady Henry’s guest, she would 
instantly resent what might seem to be an attack on her.

Miss Balgarnie was quite sure that Lady Henry would buy up the 
entire edition of Fraternity rather than for that article to appear. 
She asked me to go with her to the office of Fraternity to appeal to 
the editor not to send out the May edition until she could talk with 
Lady Henry. This the editor consented to do and Miss Balgarnie 
took me to Lady Henry Somerset’s London office. Finding she had 
already gone to her home at Reigate Priory, Miss Balgarnie called 
her up at her home and said she had advised me to come out and 
see her that evening, and asked her to receive me.

When Lady Henry Somerset demanded what I wanted, Miss 
Balgarnie asked me to talk to her over the phone. This I refused 
to do, since the proposition was Miss Balgarnie’s and not mine. I 
have always been very glad that I did so. I knew that coming from 
me, a stranger, the proposition would sound like blackmail. Be-
sides I never would have thought of making such suggestion to 
her or anyone else. Miss Balgarnie then proceeded to tell her over 
the phone about the interview already published, and about her 
suggestion that that issue of Fraternity be held up until she could 
know about it.

Instantly there came over the phone, so I was afterward in-
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formed, the statement from Lady Henry that if that interview ap-
peared in print, she would use her influence to see that I got no fur-
ther opportunity to be heard in Great Britain. She asked the name 
of the editor and the address of the paper, and hung up. “So you 
see, Miss Balgarnie, you have only brought me here to be insulted. I 
would never have come, only you seemed so sure that I ought to give 
Lady Henry Somerset information and opportunity to take action.”

Miss Balgarnie insisted that Lady Henry did not understand and 
begged me to write to her that evening giving her the complete 
story as to how the interview came to be published. This I did, and 
hearing no more, concluded that she thought the matter not worth 
further consideration. Fraternity went out to its subscribers as 
usual. About two weeks later the Westminster Gazette, the leading 
London afternoon daily, appeared with a double-column article 
interview with Miss Willard written by Lady Henry Somerset. In 
it she attempted to cast doubt upon me and to carry out her threat 
by intimating that the British public should be very careful about 
accepting my statements.

The interview was headed:

w h i t e  a n d  b l ac k  i n  a m e r i ca
— An interview with Miss Willard —

by
Lady Henry Somerset

The remarkable interview that appeared in the Westminster Gazette 
on May 10th and the speech made on the previous day by Miss Ida B. 
Wells, the subject of that interview before the Council of the National 
British Women’s Temperance Association, was certainly calculated to 
produce an arrest of thought. For my own part my uppermost desire 
was to hear what answer would be made to such startling accusations, 
by a northern abolitionist who represents a reform, the sequel of which 
was such an outpouring of blood and treasure as the people, who in 
this country are now applauding Miss Wells’s statements, have never 
sacrificed in any cause.

I was the more determined to gain this information when I read 
in a periodical called Fraternity the astounding assertions from Miss 
Wells that “There was no movement being made by American white 
Christians toward aiding public sentiment against lynch law in the 
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United States.” And that “Not only was this true, but the actions and 
utterances of certain well-known Christian workers had served to 
give encouragement to the practices of the southern states of America 
toward the Negro.” “I mention,” she says, “both the Rev. Dwight L. 
Moody and Miss Frances E. Willard in this country.”

It seemed to me that no thoughtful person who read such an ar-
raignment of two Americans whose names are the symbols of Fra-
ternity could fail to be impressed by the exaggeration of a mind that 
could think and a pen that could express such an opinion. It was so 
evidently the outcome of the same race hatred that caused Miss Wells 
to begin her interview with the words, “I tell you if I have any taint to 
be ashamed of at all it is the taint of white blood,” that I determined to 
interview Miss Willard concerning her position on the subject of Miss 
Wells’ mission. I therefore sought the first opportunity of a quiet hour 
with her under the trees of my garden at Reigate.

“You have often told me,” I said, “that your family for generations 
back were all abolitionists; that your father and mother were edu-
cated in the famous Abolition College founded by the Congregation-
alists in Oberlin, Ohio; that you yourself learned to read out of a little 
book called ‘The Slave’s Friend.’ How does it seem to you to be made 
now to appear as one of the prime causes of the terrible lynching and 
burnings of colored people in the South?”

“Oh,” Miss Willard laughingly replied, “I am like the eel of whom 
the legend is, that he was skinned so often that he learned to like it.”

“But is it true?” I asked, “that Christian workers in America are in-
different to these outrages upon colored people?”

“I wondered a little,” said Miss Willard, “that Miss Wells did not 
mention the fact that two years ago at its Quadrennial Conference the 
Methodist Church, the largest in America, numbering over two mil-
lions, passed a strong resolution expressive of the profound horror 
which everybody must feel in the presence of such cruelty. I am not 
informed as to the official acts of other denominations but my own 
in the well nigh two years that I have been absent from home during 
which the outrages have greatly multiplied; but I know that the con-
current 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.”

“Are these outrages confined to the southern states?” was my 
natural question.

“No, I do not think they originated there but rather on the borders 
as we called it between civilization and savagery in far West; nor do I 
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think these methods are by any means confined to my own country. 
It is well known that in the early history of Australia and in the gold 
fields of Africa, as in the gold and silver mines of the Rockies and 
Sierras, the people constituted themselves both judge and jury, and 
woe betide the offender who violated the rough standards of conduct 
which were the outcome of the selfishness of the majority.

“From the manner in which the subject is being presented to 
British audiences and conveyed to us by cablegram I think the impres-
sion might naturally enough be given, that Negroes are being burned 
and butchered to make a New York or Chicago holiday.”

“Well,” replied Miss Willard, “it is difficult for those who hear these 
things, to understand that they are dealing with sixty-five millions of 
people scattered over a continent, and it is really much the same as 
though London was being held responsible for outrages in Bulgaria. 
It is needless for me to say,” continued Miss Willard, “that neither by 
voice or pen have I ever condoned, much less defended any injustice 
toward the colored people. To do so would violate every instinct of my 
nature and habit of my thought, and I am simply one representative 
of the nation in which I belong and of whose record as a whole, every 
one of its children has a reason to be proud.”

“Miss Wells,” I observed, “quotes an interview with you that ap-
peared in 1890 in a New York temperance paper called The Voice, and 
which she has caused to be printed in a little London periodical called 
Fraternity. In her comments in the same paper on this interview, Miss 
Wells has said that you have condoned fraud, violence, murder at the 
ballot box, rapine, shooting, hanging and burning; for all these things 
are done and are being done now by the southern white people. What 
do you think of that for the record of a philanthropist?”

Miss Willard paused a moment and then replied, “I am sorry that 
she made such a statement, for I fear it may injure her mission.” “You 
see,” she continued, “the interview that Miss Wells has quoted did not 
in any wise relate to what our paper at home calls the southern out-
rages, but on my return from a temperance tour through the South 
four years ago I was interviewed as to the colored vote, and I frankly 
said that I thought we had irreparably wronged ourselves by putting 
no safeguard on the ballot box in the North that would sift out alien 
illiterates, who rule our cities today with the saloon as their palace, 
and the toddy stick as their scepter.

“It is not fair that they should vote, nor is it fair that a plantation 
Negro who can neither read nor write, whose ideas are bounded by 
the fence of his own field and the price of his own mule should be 
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entrusted with the ballot. We ought to have put an educational test 
upon that ballot from the first. Would-be demagogues are leading the 
colored peoples to destruction; half-drunken white roughs murder 
them at the polls or intimidate them so they do not vote. That is what 
I said.”

“I suppose you believe,” I continued, “that you would be justified 
in withholding the vote from alien illiterates and illiterate colored 
people on the same ground that the English refuse practically all par-
ticipation in the Government to the native races in India, only there 
we make no distinction between ignorance and knowledge. In short, 
we draw far more distinctly the color line.”

“Yes,” replied Miss Willard, “but I ought to add that which I had 
been told by the best people I knew in the South—and I knew a great 
many ministers, editors and home people—that the safety of women, 
of children, is menaced in a thousand localities so that the men dare 
not go beyond the sight of their own roof trees. If this be not true then 
the well nigh universal testimony of white people in the South is un-
worthy of credence, but even if all that they say, and tenfold more be 
true, I hold, and have held, 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.

“I think Miss Wells must be perfectly aware of my position,” con-
tinued Miss Willard, “as from the first hour that I know of her pres-
ence in this country I tried to help her, for I believe in the fraternity 
of nations and that we ought to help each other to a higher plane by 
mutual influence.”

“Yes,” I answered, “it was through your efforts I well remember, 
that I asked Miss Wells a year ago to speak in Prince’s Hall; it was by 
your request that I urged her claims upon the executive committee 
of the Women’s Liberal Federation; and you drew up the resolution 
which I presented after she had spoken by your request before the 
Council of the Temperance Women. It is hardly fair, I think, to quote 
an interview four years old, and which did not touch the subject of 
lynching, as indicative of your opinion under present circumstances.”

“No, it is not,” Miss Willard answered. “I should be sorry to have my 
words thus construed but I think that British justice may be trusted to 
guard my reputation in that particular as in all others.”

Of course, when this interview appeared, all of us thought that 
an unfair advantage had been taken of the situation. It was bad 
enough for Lady Henry Somerset to threaten me through Miss 
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Balgarnie. It was even worse that she wrote a letter to the editor of 
Fraternity the next day in which she again threatened that if the 
interview appeared, she would use her influence to see that I got no 
further opportunity to be heard in Great Britain. Notwithstanding 
those threats I had yielded to the advice of my friend and wrote her 
a clear statement as to why the interview was published. Of course, 
when her interview came out in the Westminster Gazette, it simply 
served notice on us that she was proceeding to carry out her threat 
to do me injury.

Immediately, the following letter was written and appeared in 
the same paper, the Westminster Gazette, the very next day.

LADY SOMERSET’S INTERVIEW WITH MISS WILLARD

To the Editor of the Westminster Gazette:

Sir:
The interview published in your columns today hardly merits a reply, 
because of the indifference to suffering manifested. Two ladies are 
represented sitting under a tree at Reigate, and, after some prelimi-
nary remarks on the terrible subject of lynching, Miss Willard laugh-
ingly replies by cracking a joke. And the concluding sentence of the 
interview shows the object is not to determine how best they may help 
the Negro who is being hanged, shot and burned, but “to guard Miss 
Willard’s reputation.”

With me, it is not myself nor my reputation, but the life of my people 
which is at stake, and I affirm that this is the first time to my knowledge 
that Miss Willard has said one single word in denouncing lynching 
or demand for law. The year 1890, the one in which her interview in 
The Voice appears, had a larger lynching record than any previous 
year, and the number and territory of lynchings have increased, to say 
nothing of the human beings burned alive.

If so earnest as she would have the British public believe her to be, 
why was she so silent when five minutes were given me to speak last 
June at Prince’s Hall, and in Holborn Town Hall this May? I should say 
it was because as president of the Women’s Christian Temperance 
Union of America she is timid, because all these unions in the South 
emphasize the hatred of the Negro by excluding him. There is not a 
single colored woman admitted to the Southern wctu, but still Miss 
Willard blames the Negro for the defeat of prohibition in the South! 
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Miss Willard quotes from Fraternity, but forgets to add my immediate 
recognition of her presence on the platform at Holborn Town Hall, 
when time was granted to carry an anti-lynching resolution. I was so 
thankful for this crumb of her speechless presence that I hurried off 
to the editor of Fraternity and added a post-script to my article bla-
zoning forth that fact.

Any statements I have made concerning Miss Willard are confirmed 
by the Honorable Frederick Douglass (late minister to Hayti), in a 
speech delivered by him in Washington in January of this year, which 
has since been published in a pamphlet. The fact is, Miss Willard is no 
better or worse than the great bulk of white Americans on the Negro 
question. They are all afraid to speak out, and it is only British public 
opinion which will move them, as I am thankful to see it has already 
begun to move Miss Willard.

Ida B. Wells

Although this altercation was very much to be regretted from 
one point of view, it only served to prove to the British people that 
I had not misrepresented any of the great ones of my own country. 
For Miss Willard herself had to acknowledge in that famous inter-
view that she had said just what I had claimed; that her only words 
on this subject had seemed rather to condone and excuse mobs on 
the basis of what had been told her by the many high-class southern 
white people whom she met on her first trip throughout the South.

Still to me it seemed that the greater object of the interview was 
to cast suspicion and doubt upon my mission. Had not this attack 
been made upon me, there was no way in the world by which I could 
have told the English people of the drawing of the color line by Miss 
Willard’s organization. This she could not deny and at the hour of 
her supreme triumph this revelation of what seemed like hypocrisy 
simply stunned the British people.

This woman had won the admiration and respect of the people 
by her courageous fight against intemperance and the narration of 
the successes which had attended her efforts in the United States. 
But when it was asserted that in no wctu in the South had a colored 
woman been admitted as a member, and still Miss Willard acknowl-
edged that she had blamed illiterate Negroes for the defeat of pro-
hibition in the South, it was a staggering revelation.
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But somehow this attack was not only a boomerang to Miss 
Willard; it seemed to appeal to the British sense of fair play. Here 
were two prominent white women, each in her own country at the 
head of a great national organization, with undisputed power and 
influence in every section of their respective countries, seeming 
to have joined hands in the effort to crush an insignificant colored 
woman who had neither money nor influence nor following—
nothing but the power of truth with which to fight her battles.

Without making the slightest reference to this battle the friends 
of London seemed to rise even more vigorously to my support. The 
reporter of the Westminster Gazette immediately came to the 
rescue by denying that I had begun my interview with him with 
an expression of race hatred. The parliamentary breakfast at the 
Westminster Hotel was given very soon thereafter, and a dinner 
was also tendered me my Mr. William Woodall in the House of Par-
liament itself. Last but by no means least came the formation of this 
wonderful committee which pledged itself to do all in its power to 
help me carry on the war against lynching. I was indeed made most 
happy by the strong moral support given me by all the wonderful 
friends that have been raised up in my behalf.

Having already spoken of the parliamentary breakfast in my 
letter to the Inter-Ocean, I think I can dwell a little on the mag-
nificent dinner that was given me by Mr. William Woodall. I had a 
speaking engagement that same evening, but it was early and it was 
arranged that I should come straight from the lecture to the House 
of Commons. As stated elsewhere, the British Parliament holds its 
session at night, and the members of Parliament are in the habit 
of having their dinner parties there, where all facilities in the way 
of dining rooms and restrooms, especially for the members of the 
cabinet, are furnished.

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 
hurried to Mr. Woodall’s private dining room. When I entered the 
room, the guests were all seated and rose at my entrance.
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Already there were present Mr. and Mrs. H. H. Kohlsaat and the 
young lady who was traveling with them. During the day I had re-
ceived a letter from Mr. Woodall in which he stated that a party had 
letters of introduction to him from friends in the United States. He 
inquired whether I would have any objections to his inviting them 
to the dinner already arranged for me. It so chanced that I was  
glad to be able to write back that Mr. Kohlsaat was one of the best 
friends to our people on this side, as he was also one of the editors 
of the Inter-Ocean, which had given such recognition to my cam-
paign, and I would be very pleased to have him present. Of course, 
I had not met Mrs. Kohlsaat or the young lady accompanying them, 
since there was no social association in our country between white 
and black.

When I entered the dining room that night Mrs. Kohlsaat was 
sitting on the left of Mr. Woodall and I was seated on his right. When 
my host arose at my entrance, of course Mrs. Kohlsaat rose also. Not 
to have done so would have been discourtesy to her host. We had a 
gay dinner party and Mr. Kohlsaat was as courteously attentive in 
resting my coat on the back of a chair and seating me at the table as 
if we had always been accustomed to doing that very thing.

When the dinner was over, we adjourned to Mr. Woodall’s sitting 
room and coffee and cigarettes were served there. Every woman 
present except Mrs. Kohlsaat and myself smoked, we American 
women not having yet reached that period in our development. I 
don’t know about Mrs. Kohlsaat, but I was very much shocked at 
the first sight of high-bred women smoking with as much compo-
sure as the men themselves. It is significant that every newspaper 
in London had an account of this dinner party in its columns next 
day, as a matter of course.

It was indeed the most enjoyable feature of my nearly two years’ 
association with the British people—the absolute courtesy with 
which they treated those whom they considered worthy of being 
their guests. It was such an absolutely new thing to be permitted 
for once to associate with human beings who pay tribute to what 
they believe one possesses in the way of qualities of mind and heart, 
rather than to the color of the skin.



26

REMEMBERING ENGLISH FRIENDS

I had been sent to one of the temperance hotels to stop when I first 
reached London in May. But at almost the first meeting arranged 
for me, a lady came up afterward and introduced herself. She in-
quired where I was stopping and on learning that I was practically 
alone at the hotel, she immediately invited me to become her guest, 
and for the rest of my stay in London I was the honored guest of Mr. 
and Mrs. P. W. Clayden. I did not know when I accepted the invita-
tion that he was editor of the London Daily News, the second largest 
morning paper in London. Mrs. Clayden had no children and per-
haps because of that had more time and disposition to mother me.

Nothing could have been more delightful than the way in which 
she and her friends and the maids in her home took pleasure in 
ministering to my wants. After every meeting the committee pur-
chased not less than one hundred copies of whichever paper had the 
best report. The next morning’s work was to gather around the table 
in the breakfast room and mark and address these newspapers. 
They were sent to the president 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. In that way the 
United States was kept fairly well informed as to the progress of 
the “Negro Adventuress and her movements.”

Among those who came every morning to help in this work was 
a young African. His name was Ogontula Sapara. I had received a 
letter from him shortly after going to London in which he asked to 
be permitted to call and also bring some other Africans who were 
studying in London. As a result, seven African students called on me 
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at the hotel. Two of them were women. Such excitement you never 
saw, and several of the residents of the hotel said they had never 
seen that many black people in their lives before. Most of them had 
finished their courses and were ready to leave for their homes. Dr. 
Sapara had another year’s work to do in the hospital.

He therefore put himself at our disposal to help in the clerical 
work of mailing out the newspapers. He told me several amusing 
stories of how patients, who had never seen a black man, were too 
frightened to let him minister to them. He didn’t mind, because 
he knew that it was an innocent fear, that there was nothing of the 
hatred and prejudice in it which were shown in my country by white 
people. Indeed, Mrs. Clayden often remarked that she thought that 
my success would have been much greater if I had been a few shades 
blacker. For it was a remarkable fact that after English people got to 
know black people they seemed to prefer their company.

Mr. Clayden was a man of few words, but he evidently approved 
of all he and his wife did in my behalf. I owe to him a distinction in 
words about which I had not given thought. At the dinner table one 
night a remark was made about someone being sick. Mr. Clayden 
said, “You mean ill?” and I asked, “What is the difference?” “You 
mean sick when you are nauseated, and the word ought never to 
be used except in that connection.” I silently thanked him and have 
tried to remember the difference all these years. One other remem-
brance I have of Mr. Clayden is that he steadily refused to take sides 
with any political party. He held that an editor should hold himself 
absolutely free from bias so that he could conscientiously render 
his opinion.

After my return to this country, a little book was gotten out by a 
friend. The title was Afro-American Women and Their Progress. It 
was written by Mrs. N. F. Mossell of Philadelphia. In it she was gen-
erous enough to give large space to the work I had been able to do 
in England. All of her information had been gotten from the news-
papers, and, of course, did not give full credit to the friends who had 
been most helpful, simply because she did not know these facts, and 
I was not at hand to give them to her. She mailed a copy of the book 
to the Claydens, and I received from him a most vigorous protest 
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because there had been no mention of their many kindnesses to me. 
I had to bear the reproach in silence because it would do no good to 
explain to him that I had nothing whatever to do with the writing 
of the article, or the publication of the book.

Both of those dear friends have passed into the great beyond, 
before I had either time or inclination to write these reminiscences. 
I could very much wish that it will be possible some way that those 
long years of silence could be crossed, and that both of these dear 
friends could know that in all the years that have intervened I have 
never failed to appreciate every moment of the many happy weeks 
spent in their home and with the protection of their moral support.

On the last night of my stay in their home, they gathered together 
a most brilliant company in honor of my presence and my leaving. 
At the conclusion of an evening of social pleasure, they formed an 
Anti-Lynching Committee. Some of the names of that committee 
formed some of the most brilliant in the British Kingdom. I think 
I could do no better than to give that list right here. This list was 
headed by the Duke of Argyll, K.G., K.T.; Rev. C. F. Aked, Liverpool; 
Mr. W. G. Allan, M.P., Gateshead-on-Tyne; Mr. William E. A. Axom, 
Manchester, editor, Manchester Guardian; Rev. Richard Arm-
strong, Liverpool; Mrs. Thomas Burt, M.P., Morpeth; Hon. Jacob 
Bright, M.P., Manchester; Mrs. Jacob Bright; Mr. William Byles, 
M.P., Bradford, editor, Bradford Observer; Mrs. Byles; Mr. W. Blake, 
Odgers; Mr. E. K. Blyth; Mr. Percy Bunting, editor, Contemporary 
Review; Mr. Robert Burrows; Mr. P. W. Clayden, editor, London 
Daily News; Mrs. P. W. Clayden; Rev. John Clifford, D.D., London; 
Sir Charles Cameron, M.P., Glasgow; Mr. Francis A. Channing, M.P., 
Southampton; Rev. Ellin Carpenter, Oxford; Mr. Moncure D. Conway 
and Mrs. Moncure D. Conway of the United States of America and 
London; Mr. William Crosfield, M.P., Onaghan; Mr. T. E. Ellis, M.P., 
Nottingham; Mr. A. E. Fletcher, editor, Daily Chronicle, London; 
Miss Isabella Ford, Leeds; Sir T. Elden Gorst, M.P., Cambridge Uni-
versity; Mr. Frederick Harrison; Mr. Justin McCarthy, M.P., Long-
ford; Mr. D. Naoriji, M.P., India and London; Rev. Newman Hall, D.D.; 
Rev. Robert Horton, D.D.; Mr. T. A. Long, London; Miss Kate Ryley, 
Southport; Lady Stevenson, London; Dr. and Mrs. Spence Watson, 
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Gateshead-on-Tyne; Mr. J. Murray McDonald, M.P.; Mr. Tom Mann, 
London; Rev. W. F. Moulton, D.D., Cambridge; Sir Joseph Pease, 
M.P., Durham; Sir Hugh Gilzwn Reid, Birmingham; Mrs. Henry 
Richardson York; Sir Edward Russell, editor, Daily Post, Liver-
pool; Mr. O. Sapara, Africa and London; Mr. C. P. Scott, Manchester; 
Prof. James Stuart, M.P., London; Mrs. James Stewart; Mr. Charles 
Schwann, M.P., Manchester; Miss Charman Crawford, Ulster; Rev. 
Canon Shuttle-worth, London; Rev. Alfred Steinthal, Manchester; 
Mrs. Stanton Blatch, the United States of America and Basingstoke; 
Alderman Ben Tillett, London; Mr. Alfred Webb, M.P., Waterford W.; 
Mr. S. D. Wade, London; Mr. Mark Whitwill, Bristol; Miss Wigham, 
Edinburgh; Mr. William Woodall, M.P., Hanley; Mr. J. Passmore 
Edwards, treasurer; Miss Florence Balgarnie, secretary.

Later on the Philadelphia Press published this list and added 
the names of a number of influential Americans. Among other 
Englishmen were Sir John Gorst, member of Parliament from the 
University of Cambridge and student of social phenomena; Sir John 
Lubb; Willis Ashley Bartlett; Right Reverend Edward White Ben
son, Archbishop of York and Primate of all England; Mrs. Humphrey 
Ward, president of the Women’s Auxiliary Branch of the League; 
Lady Henry Somerset, the countess of Aberdeen; the Countess of 
Meath, founder of the Ministering Children’s League; and J. Keir 
Hardie.

There were some American names added, among them, Richard 
Watson Gilder of the Century Magazine; Samuel Gompers, labor 
leader; Miss Frances Willard; Archbishop Ireland; Dr. John Hall; 
W. Bourke Cochran; Carl Schurz; Mgr. Ducey; Bishop David Les-
sums of the Protestant Episcopal diocese of Louisiana; Archbishop 
Francis Jansens of the Roman Catholic diocese of Louisiana; Bishop 
Hugh Miller Thompson of Mississippi; Bishop A. Van de Vyer of Vir-
ginia. These names were added by the committee, left in London, 
who went to work to aid in the propaganda against lynching. How-
ever, it added that Mr. J. Passmore Edwards had about five thousand 
pounds on hand to aid in carrying on the work.

In all this propaganda there was no financial contribution from 
my own people in the States. But among the first donations that the 
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committee received was fourteen pounds, or nearly seventy dollars 
sent by a dozen Africans who were residing at that time in London.

The English people felt that having done all that they could in the 
way of propaganda, I should return home and follow up the advan-
tage which their moral support had given the work. They insisted 
that there must be many of the descendants of the old Abolitionists 
who would be now willing to help carry on the war against lynching.

Thus I set sail in July in the company of Mr. and Mrs. Moncure D. 
Conway, who were returning to America for a visit. They advised 
that I take passage with them on one of the ships which made the 
longest trip, since I needed the rest so much. Accordingly, we came 
by way of the Gulf of Saint Lawrence and then I took the train to New 
York.1 When I arrived there, the people of New York held a rousing 
meeting for me at Fleet Street A.M.E. Church, New York City. At 
that meeting representatives of every newspaper in New York were 
present, and they sent reports of my first address throughout the 
country. It was stated at that meeting that “the Afro-American has 
the ear of the civilized world for the first time since Emancipation.”

At that meeting I announced that we, the colored people, in 
appreciation of what the English people had done for us, should 
form the same sort of organization and carry on the propaganda 
throughout our own country, thus following up the entering wedge 
which had been driven by our English friends. I rededicated myself 
to the cause and announced that I would give the year to carrying 
the message across the country if I could get the financial support 
of my own people.

Not only this, but Mr. Fortune, W. T. Dixon, W. L. Hunter, Rev. A. G. 
Henry, Rev. W. H. Dickerson, Mr. S. R. Cottron, Rev. Lawton, Drs. W. A. 
Martin, Coffee, and Harper and Mr. Rufus L. Perry, a lawyer, formed 

1  Miss Wells arrived in New York approximately 24 July 1894. An editorial in the New 
York Times of 27 July says, “Immediately following the day of Miss Wells’ return to 
the United States a Negro man assaulted a white woman in New York City ‘for the pur-
pose of lust and plunder.’” The editorial sarcastically commented on the crusader’s 
stumping the British Isles to set forth the brutality of white men and the unchastity 
and untruthfulness of white women. “The circumstances of his fiendish crime,” it 
concluded, “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, inopportune.”
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the Central Executive Council, which undertook the work of orga-
nizing our people for this purpose. They issued a call through the 
newspapers and in the mass meeting called upon our people every-
where to contribute to a fund which would bear the expenses of the 
campaign. I told these friends that for the nearly two years I had 
been in England every cent of the expense connected with the cam-
paign had been met by the English friends; that although they had 
paid me no salary they had provided for every need. I thought that it 
was up to us to show that we could do as much for ourselves as they 
had done for us; that if they would be responsible for raising the 
necessary funds for the expenses of traveling, and personal needs, 
I would gladly donate another year to the cause.

I waited in New York nearly a month for the response from the 
appeal of this committee, but somehow it seemed that the neces-
sary funds were not forthcoming. In the meantime, I began to re-
ceive invitations from my own people to visit different cities and lec-
ture. These invitations I accepted, and I charged a fee for so doing at 
each place I visited. After delivering my lectures I would remain in 
town long enough to make a personal appeal to the newspapers, to 
ministers of leading congregations, and wherever an opportunity 
was presented. For after all, it was the white people of the country 
who had to mold the public sentiment necessary to put a stop to 
lynching.

I could fill a book with the interesting experiences of my visits 
to each one of the cities that invited me to come. I kept my word 
about giving one year to the cause and went from the Atlantic to the 
Pacific in the endeavor to follow the good work our English friends 
had begun for us. In every town I called together the representative 
colored people and organized anti-lynching leagues whose busi-
ness it would be to crystallize sentiment and raise money for the 
cause.

My first big meeting of any consequence was held in Brooklyn, 
New York, in the Academy of Music, and was presided over by Hon. 
Stewart Woodford, ex-minister to Spain. We had a crowded house 
and a splendid meeting; no speaker in England had been stronger 
or more outspoken against lynch law than were the friends who 
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were gathered on that occasion. I spent nearly two weeks in an 
endeavor to get a chance to speak in Plymouth Church. This was 
Henry Ward Beecher’s historic congregation, presided over by Rev. 
Lyman Abbott. I ought to say that in addition to this powerful com-
mittee that was left in Great Britain, I brought back to this country 
an appeal to the Christian ministers of the United States to give me 
the same opportunity for speaking from their pulpits as had been 
given me by the English clergymen. This appeal had been signed 
by the leading ministers of all denominations in Great Britain, so 
that when I sought an interview with an American minister he was 
presented with this appeal. 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.

However, it was not until Deacon White of Plymouth Church 
interested himself in the matter that Dr. Abbott finally consented 
to give me fifteen minutes at the close of a Sunday morning service.

The newspapers by this time continued many articles on the 
subject of my presence, as well as interviews. Indeed, when it was 
known I was to be interviewed by the New York Sun, 3 August 1894, 
I was waited on by a delegation of the men of my own race who asked 
me to put the soft pedal on charges against white women and their 
relations with black men. I indignantly refused to do so. I explained 
to them that wherever I had gone in England I found the firmly ac-
cepted belief that lynchings took place in this country only because 
black men were wild beasts after white women; that the hardest 
part of my work had been to convince the British people that this 
was a false charge against Negro manhood and that to forsake that 
position now, because I was back in my own country, would be to 
tacitly admit that the charge was true, and I could not promise to 
do that.

When the Sun reporter came I gave him facts just as I had done 
for the English papers. And those facts were published in the Sun. 
That article created a furor. The subject was mentioned on the 
floor of Congress, and passionate letters in protest were written. 
Mr. Richard Henry Dana himself sent for me and questioned me 
on the subject. I asked him if he ever read Burton’s Arabian Nights. 
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When he said that he had, my reply was “then you know that I tell 
of no new thing under the sun.” Not only this, but he let me make 
that same statement in reply to a letter published in his columns 
which attacked me for “defaming the honor of the white women of 
the country.” In that letter I said, just as I had told Mr. Dana, “those 
who have read Burton’s Arabian Nights know that I tell of no new 
thing under the sun when I say white women have been known to 
fall in love with black men, and only after that relationship is dis-
covered has an assault charge been made.

The Brooklyn Daily Eagle said that it would pay Memphis to 
send for me and pay me a salary to keep silent; that as long as I was 
living in Memphis and publishing only a “one-horse” newspaper 
few people outside of my district knew about me; but after they had 
driven me out of that town the whole world had a chance to know 
about conditions which had been unknown until that time.

After New York my next visit was to Philadelphia. The people of 
that city had formed an organization and invited me over, at which 
time I delivered an address to a crowded house. They also had Mr. 
Douglass come over from Washington to speak with me, on the 
same platform. We had a wonderful meeting. Mr. Hiram Bassett, ex-
minister to Haiti, was the moving spirit of that meeting. Here, too, 
I remained for more than two weeks appearing at white churches 
and gatherings.

On the Monday morning following my address, I visited the 
white Methodist ministers’ meeting, the Baptist ministers’ meeting, 
and the Congregationalists. I then went to the A.M.E. ministers’ 
meeting, where they were awaiting my arrival. After being intro-
duced and making a short talk, I took my seat. Immediately there-
after one of the ministers arose and offered a resolution of en-
dorsement of me and my work. I thought they intended it as an 
expression of appreciation of the work that had been accomplished, 
but the Reverend Dr. Embry objected to the resolution’s passage on 
the ground that they ought to be careful about endorsing young 
women of whom they knew nothing—that the A.M.E. church had 
representative women who ought to be put before the public and 
whom they could endorse unhesitatingly.
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That sentiment was echoed by one or two others of lesser note. 
By this time I had somewhat recovered from my amazement, and 
rose to a question of personal privilege. I indignantly asked if that 
was why they had invited me there, to hear them discuss whether 
or not they could afford to endorse me. I told them that I had cut out 
one of the four meetings to which I had been invited that Monday 
morning in order to show my appreciation of the courtesy they had 
extended me. That at every meeting in which I had appeared that 
morning, the announcement of my presence had been greeted with 
applause, and I had been instantly given opportunity to appeal to 
them to use their influence to help put a stop to lynching in this 
country. First, by giving me a chance to address their congrega-
tions; second, by passing the resolutions against lynchings which 
had been passed in every one of my meetings in Great Britain.

This, I said, had been immediately done and glowing words of 
commendation had come from every one of those white gatherings 
on the work they said that I had done; it had remained for the min-
isters of my own race to bring me before them to hear them discuss 
whether they could afford to endorse me. “Why, gentlemen,” I said, 
“I cannot see why I need your endorsement. Under God I have done 
work without any assistance from my own people. And when I think 
that I have been able to do the work with his assistance that you 
could not do, if you would, and you would not do if you could, I think 
I have a right to a feeling of strong indignation. I feel very deeply 
the insult which you have offered and I have the honor to wish you 
a very good morning.” With that I walked out of the meeting and 
left them sitting with their mouths open. That was the beginning 
of a great deal of the same sort that I received at the hands of my 
own people in the effort to follow up the splendid work which the 
English people had begun for us.
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SUSAN B. ANTHONY

From Philadelphia I came on to Chicago. The city made great prepa-
ration to receive me. The Ida B. Wells Club, which was then nearly a 
year old, took a leading part in helping to arrange what was a won-
derful program. Before 7:30 there was not standing room in Quinn 
Chapel A.M.E. Church, Twenty-fourth and Dearborn Streets. Mrs. 
Elnora Dunlap, an active member of the Ida B. Wells Club and an 
old citizen of Memphis, delivered a most wonderful address of wel-
come. Mr. F. L. Barnett presided. I thanked the people of Chicago 
for their welcome and pointed out to them the work yet to be done. 
It was very gratifying to have this splendid audience pass ringing 
resolutions of endorsement of the work which, under God, I had 
been able to accomplish.1 An influential anti-lynching league com-
posed of some of our leading citizens was immediately organized.

At the close of this meeting, a slender, gray-haired white 
gentleman, who I afterward learned was Mr. Slayton, head of the 
Slayton Lyceum Bureau, came to the platform and made an engage-
ment to see me the next day. He was most enthusiastic in describing 
me as an effective public speaker. He wanted, immediately, to close 

1  Ida B. Wells arrived in Chicago on 6 or 7 August 1894. The Chicago Inter-Ocean, 
8 August 1894, p. 2, had this item: “Ida B. Wells, the noted colored woman who has 
been working in England for the past five months to array Christian sentiment 
against lynch law and mob rule in the South, was tendered a public reception by 
the colored people of Chicago last night at Quinn Chapel, Twenty-fourth Street and 
Wabash Avenue. This public testimonial was given to Miss Wells to show the high 
appreciation in which she is held for her invaluable service to her race and the un-
selfish character of her work. The large auditorium of Quinn Chapel was crowded to 
overflowing and hundreds were unable to gain admittance.” See also the Daily Inter-
Ocean, 13 August 1894.
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a contract with me to deliver lectures for his Lyceum Bureau the fol-
lowing winter. This was in August. He drew up a contract in which 
they guaranteed to give me four engagements a week at fifty dollars 
a night, over and above expenses. But I was to leave out any talks 
on lynching! I told him that there was no other excuse for my being 
before the public except to tell about the outrages upon my people; 
that I regarded myself an instrument that had been chosen to do 
this and that I could not accept his offer. “But the American people 
will not pay to hear you talk about lynching, Miss Wells, and now is 
the time to capitalize on the interest which you have aroused.” He 
said that if I felt that I could not make a speech on any other sub-
ject except lynching he would have a speech written for me in his 
office which I could commit to memory. He thus intimated that it 
did not matter much what I said so long as they could book me to 
appear on that circuit.

I was too inexperienced and unappreciative of the great oppor-
tunity he was offering me with which to make some money for my-
self, and therefore positively refused to consider the proposition for 
a moment. I felt that having been dedicated to the cause it would be 
sacrilegious to turn aside in a money-making effort for myself. Not 
only that, in the first eagerness of my endeavor with a crusade, I felt 
that my people would rally to my support and hold up my hands in 
the fight I was making for them. So not only this, but at least a half 
dozen other offers which were good from a money-making stand-
point were made to me and were given no more consideration than 
Mr. Slayton’s.

After resting for a month here in Chicago, which I had already 
begun to consider my home, I began to map a campaign. [A page 
of the manuscript is missing here. Miss Wells was writing about a 
speaking engagement she was filling in Rochester, New York. She 
was a guest of Miss Anthony, following this meeting.]

At the close of my address a young man in the audience, whom 
we afterward learned was a southerner, sneeringly asked, “If the 
colored people were so badly treated in the South, why was it that 
more of them didn’t come North?” Before I could answer, Miss 
Anthony sprang to her feet and said, “I’ll answer that question. It 
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is because we, here in the North, do not treat the Negroes any better 
than they do in the South, comparatively speaking.”2

She then went on to tell that she had been visiting me the week 
before and that a little girl of my colored hostess came in and asked 
her mother for ten cents with which to attend the school dance that 
afternoon. The mother gave her the dime and had her put on her 
best dress, and she went away very happily. When the child went 
up to give her dime to the teacher so that she, too, could go into 
the room where the school dance was being held, the teacher said, 
“Why, Rosa, I didn’t mean you,” and let the child know that because 
she was colored she could not take part in that social recreation.

Of course Miss Anthony’s statement created quite a sensa-
tion, and it was in all the daily papers of Rochester next morning. 
And when Miss Anthony’s sister and I went out to do some shop-
ping Monday morning, the proprietor, recognizing Miss Anthony, 
stepped up and asked me if I was the Miss Wells who had spoken 
the night before. When I said yes, he said that he and his wife had 
read the account that morning at the breakfast table and they both 
agreed that Miss Anthony had been very unjust to the North. Miss 
Anthony, all this time, was over at the counter attending to her 
shopping, but she came up in time to hear a very spirited defense 
of her famous sister’s position; for I, too, could tell of much segrega-
tion that was going on in the North—in school, in church, in hotels, 
to say nothing of social affairs.

Nor was this the only incident by which Miss Anthony strove to 
inform her fellow townsmen on this subject. One morning she had 
engagements in the city which would prevent her from using the 
stenographer whom she had engaged. She remarked at the break-
fast table that I could use the stenographer to help me with my cor-
respondence, since she had to be away all the morning, and that she 
would tell her when she went upstairs to come in and let me dictate 
some letters to her.

When I went upstairs to my room, I waited for her to come in; 
when she did not do so, I concluded she didn’t find it convenient, 

2  This incident is also related in Ida Huster Harper, The Life and Work of Susan B. 
Anthony (Indianapolis: Brown Merrill Company, 1898), 2:815–16.
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and went on writing my letters in longhand. When Miss Anthony 
returned she came to my room and found me busily engaged. “You 
didn’t care to use my secretary, I suppose. I told her to come to your 
room when you came upstairs. Didn’t she come?” I said no. She said 
no more, but turned and went into her office. Within ten minutes 
she was back again in my room. The door being open, she walked in 
and said, “Well, she’s gone.” And I said, “Who?” She said, “The ste-
nographer.” I said, “Gone where?” “Why,” she said, “I went into the 
office and said to her, ‘You didn’t tell Miss Wells what I said about 
writing some letters for her?’ The girl said, “No, I didn’t.” “Well, why 
not?” Then the girl said, “It is all right for you, Miss Anthony, to 
treat Negroes as equals, but I refuse to take dictation from a colored 
woman.” “Indeed!” said Miss Anthony. “Then,” she said, “You needn’t 
take any more dictation from me. Miss Wells is my guest and any 
insult to her is an insult to me. So, if that is the way you feel about 
it, you needn’t stay any longer.” Miss Anthony said the girl sat there 
without moving, whereupon she said, “Come, get your bonnet and 
go,” and the girl got up and went.

Miss Anthony tells about this incident in the history of her own 
life so that you can see it was not a star chamber proceeding. Those 
were precious days in which I sat at the feet of this pioneer and vet-
eran in the work of women’s suffrage. She had endeavored to make 
me see that for the sake of expediency one had often to stoop to 
conquer on this color question. This was when we discussed Miss 
Willard’s attitude, and of course I could not see what she was trying 
to make clear to me. She added that she supposed she, too, belonged 
to Miss Willard’s class, for she had done that very same thing in the 
Women’s Equal Suffrage Association. She said when women called 
their first convention back in 1848 inviting all those who thought 
that women ought to have an equal share with men in the govern-
ment, Frederick Douglass, the ex-slave, was the only man who came 
to their convention and stood up with them. “He said he could not do 
otherwise; that we were among the friends who fought his battles 
when he first came among us appealing for our interest in the anti-
slavery cause. From that day until the day of his death Frederick 
Douglass was an honorary member of the National Women’s Suf-
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frage Association. In all our conventions, most of which had been 
held in Washington, he was the honored guest who sat on our plat-
form and spoke in our gatherings. But when the Equal Suffrage 
Association went to Atlanta, Georgia, knowing the feeling of the 
South with regard to Negro participation on equality with whites, 
I myself asked Mr. Douglass not to come. I did not want to subject 
him to humiliation, and I did not want anything to get in the way 
of bringing the southern white women into our suffrage associa-
tion, now that their interest had been awakened. Not only that,” 
said Miss Anthony, “but when a group of colored women came and 
asked that I come to them and aid them in forming a branch of the 
suffrage association among the colored women I declined to do so, 
on the ground of that same expediency. And you think I was wrong 
in so doing?” she asked. I answered uncompromisingly yes, for I felt 
that although she may have made gains for suffrage, she had also 
confirmed white women in their attitude of segregation.

I suppose Miss Anthony had pity on my youth and inexperience, 
for she never in any way showed resentment of my attitude. She 
gave me rather the impression of a woman who was eager to hear 
all sides of any question, and that I am sure is one of the reasons 
for her splendid success in the organization which did so much to 
give the women of this country an equal share in all the privileges 
of citizenship.

On another point we were not always in agreement. 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 really believe that 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 
that it is right that they should have the vote, I do not believe that 
the exercise of the vote is going to change women’s nature nor the 
political situation.” Miss Anthony seemed a little bit startled, but 
she did not make any contention on that point.

Such a dear good friend I found her to be, and she had many such 
just like her there in Rochester. The social atmosphere was more 
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like that of Boston and England than anywhere else in America. 
I have many pleasant memories of Rev. Lewis Gannett and his 
charming wife, and the many pleasant hours spent in their beau-
tiful family circle. He was the Unitarian minister of the city and one 
of its foremost men, and I found ready welcome and an open pulpit 
in his church. Rochester had been the home of Frederick Douglass 
for many years before, and during the Civil War. That of itself may 
have accounted for much of the warm welcome and the courteous 
treatment I received at the hands of its leading citizens. His body 
lies buried there, as well as those of his two wives. There stands on 
one of the public squares of the city a monument to him erected by 
the citizens of Rochester, who are proud to do honor to his memory.

The citizens of Providence, Rhode Island, next united to have a 
monster meeting there. Not only was I one of the chief speakers, 
but they sent to Washington for Mr. Douglass—who came and gave 
great honor to the occasion. As we sat in the anteroom waiting for 
the meeting to begin, Mr. Douglass said: “Ida, don’t you feel ner-
vous?” and I said, “No, Mr. Douglass.” He said, “For the fifty years 
that I have been appearing before the public I have never gotten 
over a nervous feeling before I have to speak.” And I said, “That is 
because you are an orator, Mr. Douglass, and naturally you are con-
cerned as to the presentation of your address. With me it is dif-
ferent. I am only a mouthpiece through which to tell the story of 
lynching and I have told it so often that I know it by heart. I do not 
have to embellish; it makes its own way.” That’s exactly how I felt 
about the matter and that to my mind at least explained my utter 
lack of nervousness from that day way back in Aberdeen, Scotland, 
when I was unexpectedly thrust on the platform without my manu-
script.

I never saw Mr. Douglass alive again. This was in November of 
1894; he died 20 February 1895. I was then on the Pacific Coast in 
San Francisco, too far away and too full of engagements to make 
it possible to be present at his funeral. It seems that he had been 
that day an honored guest on the platform of the National Women’s 
Council, of which he was also an honorary member. On his return 
home to Cedar Hill, in Anacostia where he lived, he had rested for 
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a while in his great armchair. When he got up to cross the room he 
fell, never to rise again.

We had a beautiful memorial meeting in San Francisco which 
was given large space in the San Francisco papers. I was the chief 
speaker and voiced the sentiments which I have never yet changed, 
that in the death of Frederick Douglass we lost the greatest man 
that the Negro race has ever produced on the American continent.



28

UNGENTLEMANLY AND UNCHRISTIAN

My first attempt in Chicago to reach public sentiment was an ap-
peal to Rev. Frank Gunsaulus, pastor of Plymouth Congregational 
Church. Dr. Gunsaulus was supposed to have the most liberal pulpit 
in Chicago. He was a most eloquent speaker, the president of Ar-
mour Institute of Technology, which he had influenced Philip Ar-
mour to establish. Dr. Gunsaulus was well known in London, where 
he made many trips on summer vacations and had frequently 
spoken from London pulpits. He readily consented when our local 
Anti-Lynching Committee approached him for an opportunity for 
me to speak on the subject of lynching, and set aside a Sunday eve-
ning for me to do so.

When we reached the church that evening, we found the en-
trance very poorly lighted and no one about to receive us. After we 
had waited some time in the pastor’s study a young man appeared 
who said he was the son of the pastor and that his father had sent 
him to say we could go right on with the services but that he him-
self would not be present. I immediately refused to enter the church 
and carry on our services ourselves. Within a very short time and 
before we could leave, Dr. Gunsaulus himself appeared, ushered 
us into the church, and carried on the services as it was his place 
to do, as pastor. He made no explanation, but his introduction was 
hearty enough and his denunciation of lynching was all that could 
be expected.

Miss Mary Krout, editor of the women’s page of the Chicago 
Inter-Ocean, invited me to be present at a meeting called by the 
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women to organize for the election of a woman to the trustee board 
of the state university. The women insisted that, as I had been doing 
public speaking, and they needed public speakers, I should be one 
of their speaker’s bureau. We met in the Palmer House and orga-
nized what was doubtless the first political movement on the part 
of the white women of Chicago. Several dates were made for me in 
different parts of the state, and I joined very heartily in the move-
ment, even though the women could only vote for the three trustees 
elected by the state for the University of Illinois. That took up a great 
deal of time until the election in November 1894.

My next trip out of town on this anti-lynching agitation was in 
Saint Louis, Missouri. Here we had a wonderful meeting, and at 
its close, a white gentleman came to the platform and introduced 
himself as the editor of the St. Louis Republic. He remarked that he 
had been to great pains in sending persons throughout the South 
where I had lived in the effort to get something that he could pub-
lish against me. He said, “I didn’t succeed in finding anything, I am 
sorry to say. I didn’t succeed in finding anything although I spent a 
pretty penny in the effort to do so.” “You are sorry to say,” I replied. 
“Well,” he answered, “you were over there giving us hail columbia, 
and if I could have found anything to your discredit I would have 
been free to use it on the ground that all is fair in war.”

I have never forgotten that conversation, because I was not really 
aware until then that a great many of the editors of the country had 
been spending time trying to find something to my discredit. It is 
needless to say that I felt very happy over the fact that although they 
had been to every place in which I had spent any part of my life, they 
had not succeeded in finding anything.

I was not able to do much propaganda work in Saint Louis; the 
sentiment was too strongly southern. But when I reached Kansas 
City, I was more successful, possibly because Kansas City was a 
newer town. After the first successful meetings among my own 
people, I also succeeded in getting a hearing before the Methodist 
ministers’ meeting, at which time a very warm session was held. 
The daily paper of the following day had this account of it:
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DR. NEEL BALKED IDA B. WELLS

Southern Born Minister Halts the Negro Agitator. Ministerial Alli-
ance of Kansas City was Shocked to Such Degree that only the Hymn, 
“Bless Be the Tie That Binds” could Restore Order.

Dr. S. M. Neel of Kansas City is an old time resident of Memphis. 
He held a pastorate there and besides is related to some promi-
nent and influential people in this city. In Kansas City there is main-
tained an association of these evangelical ministers known as the 
Minister’s Alliance. And the following extract from the news col-
umns of Kansas City Times of Tuesday shows how Dr. Neel saved 
his brother ministers in the interest of the southern people, whom 
he saved from insult in the interest of the Negro agitator, Ida B. 
Wells.

The Times reporter says:

The skeleton of the Ministerial Alliance walked forth from its closet 
again at yesterday’s meeting and had more bones rattling than ever. 
It was all on account of the conservative resolution which Rev. J. M. 
Cromer moved to have drawn up at the last meeting to satisfy mem-
bers of the Alliance who endorsed the speech of Ida Wells, the sensa-
tional Negro lecturer, on lynching in the South.

The secretary, Rev. C. L. Closs, called for a reading of his resolu-
tion yesterday morning. Dr. Neel rose on the instant and objected. He 
moved that the resolution be laid on the table and while still on his feet 
took occasion to speak on his motion. He said that the question had no 
place in the business of the Alliance and that as the members were not 
unanimously in favor of it, it should not be considered.

Dr. Neel’s motion was put and the moderator, Rev. C. P. Brice, de-
clared it carried. A division was called for, whereupon the motion was 
found to be lost. Dr. Neel’s objections were also overruled. The resolu-
tions were then read. They were short, occupying about twenty lines 
on ordinary note paper. In substance they stated that the Alliance 
had heard Ida Wells with pleasure. They condemned lynching in the 
South and recommended that the agitator be given a fair and impar-
tial hearing wherever she may go.

As soon as the reading was concluded, Rev. T. R. Hill arose and 
began to object to them. Rev. Dr. Lowry interrupted to ask to be al-
lowed to make a motion. Mr. Hill yielded the floor. Mr. Lowry moved 
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that the resolution be laid on the table. He said he did this to satisfy 
all of the members. That it was not one of the objects of the Alliance 
to let sectional discussions arise. Dr. F. R. Hill and another clergyman 
seconded that motion. Discussion followed. Dr. Neel said he hoped his 
position would not be mistaken. He would never support for a mo-
ment, mob rule or deeds of violence in contravention of law. He did not 
believe in lynch law whether North, South, East or West. Nor do any 
other good citizens, but he objected to the manner in which the sub-
ject had been brought up by this Negress, who was, he maintained, by 
her intemperance, doing more harm to her race, and plainly stirring 
up the very passions she claimed to be anxious to subdue. Further-
more the constitution of the Alliance forbade the discussion of such 
matters except by unanimous consent. If any of the members wanted 
to endorse the agitation it was always their privilege to do so at a 
meeting which they could call for the purpose at any time or place 
that they saw fit.

All this time Ida Wells had been listening to the discussion with 
manifest excitement. She now arose and in spite of objections, in-
sisted 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 to table was finally declared carried by acclamation. 
A division was called for and the decision of the chair was sustained 
by a vote of 22 to 15. Rev. Cromer who had voted on neither side, arose 
and severely censured the conduct of the Alliance. He said he deplored 
the condition that had arisen, that they were out of all accord of the 
original fraternal objects of the Union and that he disapproved of the 
present trouble over a sectional subject. He declared he had noticed a 
good deal of ungentlemanly behavior, and he was sorry to say he had 
seen the same before. He had kept himself calm in spite of unkind, un-
gentlemanly and unchristian remarks, but in the future he proposed 
to resent them.

After some further repartee the Alliance settled down to its regular 
business after singing “Blest Be the Tie That Binds.” After the Alliance 
adjourned, Rev. Dr. Henry Hopkins asked all ministers to remain who 
wanted to consider the resolution. Some 16 left the room. To the re-
maining 22, Dr. Hopkins then stated that he had opposed bringing up 
the matter of lynching condemnation in the Alliance, but that some 
people had said that most of the ministers were not interested in the 
subject. He then asked for all who were interested to arise. All present 
arose, and were counted.
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Rev. J. M. Cromer told a reporter that there were 37 present by 
actual count. The resolutions which were passed stated that there 
were 40. Just where the 40 ministers of Kansas City mentioned in the 
resolution came from, the public can decide for itself. Dr. Hopkins 
made a brief speech. He said he didn’t believe in being conservative. 
He said if his native New York state had done wrong he would be for 
resolutions condemning it, then he offered again the resolution which 
the Alliance had rejected. Some discussion followed. Rev. S. Lewis 
Cromer and Altman moved to follow the agitator’s own suggestion 
and strike out her name. They said it was her wish. This brought the 
woman to her feet in jig time. It wasn’t her wish at all now, she said. 
“I asked that my name be withdrawn when it was before the Minis-
ter’s Alliance,” she went on, “because I though it gave southern sym-
pathizers a chance to oppose the resolution against lynching, but now 
the resolution is before a body of men in favor of law and order and I 
take it as a high compliment that they want to put my name in it.”

The meeting was inclined to be surprised, but a colored brother 
of generous proportions arose and told how he had lost his health 
in battle for the Union and the other colored clergymen present ap-
plauded him. With that the resolution went through with a rush, the 
agitator’s name staying where it was.

This is a sample of the way in which the newspapers of the 
country gave out the reports of the different gatherings held in 
many of the large cities of the country. I had a trunk full of such clip-
pings which would be of great interest now, but unfortunately they 
were all destroyed. This is sufficient, however, to show the way in 
which this important matter was written up, especially throughout 
the central and middle western states.

My next collision with a ministerial body came in San Fran-
cisco, where we had two successful meetings on the subject and 
where ministers gathered together almost came to blows over both 
the wording of the resolutions against lynching and whether they 
should be presented at all. Dr. Charles O. Brown, the leading Con-
gregational minister of San Francisco, at that time led the forces in 
the determination to have an expression condemning the practice 
of lynching throughout the country.

And so it went on until I had rounded out almost the whole year; 
at the end of which time I found myself physically and financially 
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bankrupt. I felt that I had done all that one human being could do 
in trying to keep the matter before the public in my country and in 
trying to find that righteous public sentiment which would help to 
put a stop to these terrible lynchings. I had gone from the Atlantic 
to the Pacific in this endeavor, earning every dollar of my expenses 
connected with the trip by addresses delivered to my own people. 
Thus it seemed to me that I had done my duty. So, when at last I 
came back to Chicago, in June 1895, it was to accept the offer of a 
home of my own which had been made to me before my last trip to 
England.



29

SATIN AND ORANGE BLOSSOMS

On 27 June 1895 I was married in the city of Chicago to Attorney F. L. 
Barnett, and retired to what I thought was the privacy of a home. 
The newspapers all over the country gave a good deal of space in 
mention of this fact. The following account appeared in the New 
York Age and was largely copied in the Negro papers throughout 
the country:

Thursday evening at 8 o’clock there was solemnized at Bethel Church 
the marriage of Miss Ida Wells to Mr. Ferdinand L. Barnett. The church 
was crowded with friends of the contracting parties and the Ida Wells 
Club under whose auspices were the arrangements.

While Miss Gertrude Johnson played Lohengrin’s Wedding 
March, the bridal party formed at the northeast door. First came the 
two bridesmaids, Misses Annie and Lilly Wells, the bride’s sisters, 
who were beautifully attired in lemon crepe, white ribbons, slippers 
and white gloves. Then the little flower girl, Betty Womack, followed 
carrying a basket of flowers, scattering them right and left. The bride 
followed dressed in white satin en train, trimmed with chiffon and 
orange blossoms and walked the length of the church down the left 
aisle.

At this moment the two groomsmen Messrs. R. P. Bird, editor of the 
Conservator, and S. J. Evans followed by the groom who came down 
the right aisle and met the bride and maids at the altar. Here Rev. 
D. A. Graham, pastor of the church, performed the ceremony making 
the two man and wife while the organist softly played “Call Me Thine 
Own.”

At the conclusion of the ceremony the little flower girl led the way 
down the left aisle keeping time with Mendelssohn’s march. The re-
ception was held in the residence of Mrs. A. H. Brown with whom Miss 
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Wells made her home. The large double parlors had been turned into 
a bower of beauty with ferns and palms and roses by the ladies. Here 
the bridal party received the congratulations of hundreds of friends 
and many strangers from different parts of the country who had come 
to the city to attend the wedding. Mrs. Robert C. Wilson came from San 
Francisco; Miss Mary Ransom from Columbus, Ohio; Miss Mattie R. 
Jackson from Chattanooga, Tenn.; Richard Shucraft from Detroit, 
Michigan.

There were present also Mr. and Mrs. William Penn Nixon and Miss 
Bertha Nixon, Mr. Nixon being editor of the Inter-Ocean; Mr. J. Love 
Balgarnie and Miss Nellie McArdine; Mr. Robert Summerville, General 
Passenger Agent of the Chicago & Alton Railroad, and wife; W. Allicon 
Sweeney, editor of the Indianapolis Freeman; Mrs. Harriet Loomis; 
and a committee of the Women’s Republican State Central Committee, 
consisting of Mrs. Alice Asbury, Mrs. Rufus Cope, Miss Mary H. Krout.

Three different dates had been set for the wedding and every 
time a call had come to go someplace to deliver an address. When 
the announcement was made in the daily papers and through the 
Associated Press out to the country on 12 June, I was in Kansas de-
livering addresses nightly and spoke up to within a week of the day 
on which I was married. The first plan was to marry in church, but 
since I had no relative, either to give me away or to tender me a re-
ception, we had no plans along that line. But when the Ida B. Wells 
Club knew about it, they asked for the privilege of giving me a re-
ception and managing the whole affair. This I was very glad to grant.

When the Women’s Republican State Central Committee saw by 
the newspapers that the wedding was to take place, the president 
wrote and said that the committee would be glad to attend the wed-
ding in a body if I cared to invite them, but to disregard the letter if 
we did not feel so inclined. Of course my committee was very glad 
to send them an invitation. These women did attend in a body, ac-
companied by their husbands, and were dressed in honor of the 
occasion in evening attire, just the same as if they had attended a 
wedding among themselves. This we considered a very great honor.

The interest of the public in the affair seemed to be so great 
that not only the church filled to overflowing, but the streets sur-
rounding the church were so packed with humanity that it was al-
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most impossible for the carriage bearing the bridal party to reach 
the church door. So many members of the club naturally desired 
that young relatives of theirs should be in the bridal party that I 
could not choose among them. Although it meant additional ex-
pense, I felt it far safer to send to California for my sisters and let 
them be the bridesmaids.

Strange as it may seem, after word was sent out to the country, 
there arose a united protest from my people. They seemed to feel 
that I had deserted the cause, and some of them censured me rath-
erly severely in their newspapers for having done so. They were 
more outspoken because of the loss to the cause than they had been 
in holding up my hands when I was trying to carry a banner. How-
ever, I felt that as they did not understand it would seem rather out 
of place for me to try to make them do so. I did not know how utterly 
worn out I was physically until I reached the place when I could 
rest quietly 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.

This feeling was so strong that when Mrs. Josephine St. Pierre 
Ruffin of Boston issued a call for a gathering of women’s clubs 
which had been organized, I was unable to attend. This meeting 
was to issue a protest against one Mr. Jacks, who, in his capacity as 
president of the Missouri Press Association, in his annual address, 
had libeled not only me, but the Negro womanhood of the country 
through me. These women met and the gathering was presided 
over by Mrs. Booker T. Washington. They issued the strongest kind 
of letter and protests against the insult to Negro womanhood as well 
as to myself. They sent out to the country a unanimous endorse-
ment of the course I had pursued in my agitation against lynching.

The Associated Press dispatches, which appeared in all the 
papers next day, said that this was done at a meeting in Faneuil 
Hall at which there were present an estimated three thousand per-
sons. Nor was this all. The women present decided to form a Na-
tional Organization of Colored Women’s Clubs, reminding them-
selves that there were already in existence a few clubs originating 
from a club started by Mrs. John F. Cook of Washington, D.C. The 
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women adjourned to meet in the city of Washington the following 
year and there put the proposition up to the women of Mrs. Cook’s 
club to unite their forces so that work for the women of the country 
could be prosecuted as a whole. This was the beginning of what is 
now known as the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs.

Having always been busy at some work of my own, I decided to 
continue work as a journalist, for this was my first, and might be 
said, my only love. I had already purchased the Conservator from 
Mr. Barnett and others who owned it, and the following Monday 
morning, after my marriage, I took charge of the Conservator office. 
My duties as editor, as president of the Ida B. Wells Woman’s Club, 
and as speaker in many white women’s clubs in and around Chicago 
kept me pretty busy. But I was not too busy to find time to give birth 
to a male child the following 25 March 1896.

When the meeting of the Association of Colored Women’s Clubs, 
which had been founded in Boston the summer before, was called 
in Washington, I was present with my four-months-old baby. The 
Ida B. Wells Club had sent me as a delegate, and my husband sent 
a nurse along to take care of the baby.1 It was at this time that the 
union of the two wings of women’s clubs consolidated, and Mrs. 
Mary Church Terrell was elected president.

It was a famous gathering of famous women. There were present 
Mrs. Rosa Douglass Sprague, only daughter of Frederick Douglass, 
Harriet Tubman, famous antislavery worker, Victoria Earle Mat-
thews, the New York woman who was largely responsible for the first 
testimonial given me in New York City back in 1892; Mrs. Booker T. 
Washington, who was doing her maiden work as a presiding officer; 
Mrs. John M. Langston, wife of Congressman Langston, and many, 
many others. Mrs. Terrell, a graduate of Oberlin College who had 
been a teacher in Washington High School for a number of years, 
herself being the wife of a prominent attorney in Washington and 
believed to be the most highly educated woman we had in the race, 
was chosen president of the consolidated organization.

1  The baby, Charles Aked Barnett, was named by the delegates “Baby of the Federa-
tion.” Historical Records of the Conventions of 1895–96 of the Colored Women of 
America, p. 54.
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After the convention was over, I spent a week at Anacostia as the 
guest of Mrs. Douglass, the widow of our grand old man. Returning 
home in September, I found the political pot beginning to boil. The 
forces were getting ready for the national campaign. One day I had 
a visit from a member of our Women’s State Central Committee, 
who said that they wanted to arrange for me to travel throughout 
the state again, as I had done in 1894. I said I would be very glad to 
do so, provided the committee would employ a nurse to take care 
of my nursing baby, who was only six months old.

I thought that settled the matter, because I knew the committee 
had no money. But a few days later she returned and said that the 
committee could not afford to employ a nurse to travel with me, 
but that if I would go, the local committee at every place where we 
held meetings would have a nurse on the job ready to take care of 
the baby. They had called my bluff and forced me to accept, since 
they had only one other woman speaker they could present and re-
quests had already come in from many of the cities of the central 
and southern parts of Illinois asking that I be sent to them.

And so I started out with a six-month-old nursing baby and 
made trips to Decatur, Quincy, Springfield, Bloomington, and many 
other towns. At all of these places there was a nurse on hand to take 
care of the baby while I went to the hall and delivered the address. I 
have often referred to it in my meeting with the pioneer suffragists, 
as I honestly believe that I am the only woman in the United States 
who ever traveled throughout the country with a nursing baby to 
make political speeches.

Everything went on very smoothly with the exception of one 
town. Here we had an afternoon meeting, and the local chairman 
asked if I had any objection to the nurse bringing the baby to the 
meeting. Of course I had none. When we got to the hall I sat on the 
seat on the platform next to the nurse. We were the only colored 
persons in the hall.

When the time came for me to speak I rose and went forward. 
The baby, who was wide awake, looked around, and failing to see 
me but hearing my voice, raised his voice in angry protest. Almost 
unconsciously I turned to go to him, whereupon the chairman, who 
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instantly realized the trouble, put someone else in the chair, went to 
the back of the platform, and took the baby out into the hall where 
he could not hear my voice and kept him there until I had finished 
my task. This she did in order that the nurse, who had expressed 
very great desire to hear me speak, should not be deprived of the 
opportunity to do so.

I greatly enjoyed these meetings and the opportunity to show 
the women of the state why they should organize their forces and 
show their appreciation of this crumb which the Republican party 
offered to us. I regretted that the trip was so hurried that in only a 
few instances did I see any of my own people, for if the white women 
were backward in political matters, our own women were even 
more so.



30

A DIVIDED DUTY

My duties as editor of the Conservator and president of the Ida B. 
Wells Club and the care of a young baby kept my time so filled that 
I had not much contact with my English friends. The Reverend Mr. 
Aked, whose home in Liverpool had been my headquarters, told 
me when I left England that he contemplated another visit to this 
country. We ardently hoped he might come in time to marry us, 
but he did not reach America until the following November. He was 
the guest minister at the University of Chicago and preached the 
Thanksgiving sermon there in the fall of 1895. He touched most elo-
quently upon the things for which we should be thankful, as well as 
those we should labor against, and of course lynching came under 
that head.

I was present with a party of friends in the chapel, and at the con-
clusion of the service, Mr. Aked left the platform and came over to 
meet me and my friends. After promising to give us an evening at 
our home, he invited me to be his guest at the football game which 
was to follow immediately after the services. Of course I went. As 
the English guest, Mr. Aked had choice seats with President Harper 
and his party, and the president and faculty of Michigan University. 
Mrs. Aked did not like football and so Mr. Aked insisted that I see the 
game with him. Although I did not understand football and did not 
especially fancy sitting out in the cold November wind, I could not 
resist the opportunity to aid in giving a lesson in real democracy to 
our American friends, who know so little about us here in America. 
He pointed out that white Americans were not altogether to blame if 
their impressions of our people were based upon the contact which 
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they had only with the menial class. He thought that when we could 
do so without sacrificing self-respect, we should make it a point to 
be seen at lectures, 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. I 
had always had the same feeling, and after nearly two years of such 
delightful association with white people in England I was more than 
confirmed in his viewpoint.

President Harper and his party were far too well-bred to show 
the surprise which I am sure they felt when they found that their 
noted English guest had invited a colored woman to share his box. 
It was a more splendid demonstration of the doctrine of actual 
equality which the English practice than many pages of writing, and 
the occasion was greatly enjoyed, even though wherever I looked on 
that acre of faces I could not see another brown skin among them. 
I am quite sure that the democratic attitude of our English friends 
not only then, but all the rest of their stay, is what determined my 
husband to name our first-born after this distinguished English 
preacher—Charles Aked Barnett.

Although I tried to do my duty as mother toward my first-born 
and refused the suggestion not to nurse him, I looked forward to 
the time when I should have completely discharged my duty in that 
respect. It was because I had to nurse him that I carried him with 
me when I went over the state making political speeches. Just as the 
time came for him to be weaned, I found that I was not to be eman-
cipated from my duties in that respect; for eight months afterward 
I gave birth to another son.

I was thoroughly convinced by this time that the duties of wife 
and mother were a profession in themselves and it was hopeless to 
expect to carry on public work. I therefore gave up the newspaper 
and very shortly thereafter resigned from the presidency of the 
Ida B. Wells Club, after five years of service. Before I did so, however, 
our club established an innovation in what was then the Negro dis-
trict by opening a kindergarten at Bethel Church.

At that time kindergartens were in their experimental stage. 
There were only a few private ones, and the only one in our district 
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was at Armour Institute. Although they had two separate kinder-
garten classes there, the waiting list was such that there was little 
hope for many of the colored children who needed this training. 
A young colored woman, who had graduated from the Chicago 
Kindergarten College, came to us for help in trying to open such 
a school in our district. We already had a young woman belonging 
to our club who had taken this training years before, but had found 
no place to employ her talents. She was, at that time, doing dress-
making work, and we thought that a splendid beginning could be 
made with these two women.

The Ida B. Wells Club resolved to try out the experiment of estab-
lishing such a kindergarten among us. We called a meeting of our 
leading citizens at Bethel Church, and received the surprise of our 
lives. With only one or two exceptions the people gathered were 
united against the movement. They insisted that if we established a 
kindergarten in a colored district it would be drawing the color line, 
and would make it impossible for colored children to be accepted 
at the Armour Kindergarten.

To say that I was surprised does not begin to express my feeling. 
Here were people so afraid of the color line that they did not want to 
do anything to help supply the needs of their own people. The rea-
soning was that it would be better to let our children be neglected 
and do without the kindergarten service than to supply the needs 
of our own. We had a battle royal, but the club was very loyal in its 
support of the view taken by its president and proceeded to give an 
entertainment with which to raise funds to equip a kindergarten.

The next effort was to get the board of trustees of the church to 
let us use the lecture room without pay. There was some opposition 
at first, but we were strongly supported by Rev. R. C. Ransom, then 
the pastor. It was indeed a happy day when we opened with a room 
full of children gathered from the district immediately surrounding 
the church. We had said nothing about colored children. We had 
simply notified the mothers surrounding the church that on a cer-
tain day they could send their little ones into the lecture room at 
Bethel for a half-day’s training in kindergarten work.

The daily papers thought the movement was so auspicious that 
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they gave a good deal of space to the movement and credit to the 
club. Since that time the public schools have taken over the kinder-
garten system; almost every one has that department attached to 
it and kindergarten training is as free now as any other part of the 
public school system.

With the birth of my second son, 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. I fully agreed with the Catholic priest 
who declared that if he had the training of a child for the first seven 
years of its life, it would be a Catholic all the rest of its days. I felt 
then, and still feel, that if the mother does not have the training and 
control of her child’s early and most plastic years, she will never 
gain that control.

In other words, I had already found that motherhood was a pro-
fession by itself, just like school teaching and lecturing, and that 
once one was launched on such a career, she owed it to herself to 
become as expert as possible in the practice of her profession. In-
deed, I had not entered into the bonds of matrimony with the same 
longing for children that so many other women have. 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.

My mother had eight children. I was the oldest of the eight, and 
from the time I was old enough to help nurse them, I had my share 
of that responsibility. When Saturday night came, the oldest girl 
had the job of seeing that all the brood had the Saturday night bath, 
shoes blacked and ready for Sunday, and all clothes in good shape. 
My father and mother died before I was fifteen [seventeen] years 
old, leaving six sisters and brothers ranging in age from twelve 
years to nine months. I had to be the breadwinner.

After teaching a country school all week, I came home Friday 
afternoon, six miles out from town, and spent the time from then 
until Monday morning washing clothes, cooking food, and pre-
paring things so they could do without me until the end of the 
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next week. The responsibility of helping care for these sisters and 
brothers lasted until I was able to somewhat emancipate myself 
when I became a schoolteacher in Memphis. And somehow I felt 
entitled to the vacation from my days as nurse after that time.

What I am trying to say now is that I had to become a mother 
before I realized what a wonderful place in the scheme of things 
the Creator has given woman. She it is upon whom rests the joint 
share of the work of creation, and I wonder if women who shirk their 
duties in that respect truly realize that they have not only deprived 
humanity of their contribution to perpetuity, but that they have 
robbed themselves of one of the most glorious advantages in the 
development of their own womanhood. I cannot begin to express 
how I reveled in having made this wonderful discovery for myself 
or how glad I was that I had not been swayed by advice given me on 
the night of my marriage which had for its object to teach me how 
to keep from having a baby.

Even though I was quite content to be left within the four walls 
of my home, it seems that the needs of the work were so great that 
again I had to venture forth. Lynching continued ever and anon 
throughout the country, and on every such occasion we called 
meetings in our town and passed resolutions protesting against 
the latest outrages. And these resolutions were always sent to the 
president of the United States and our members of Congress. Al-
most invariably the reply was the federal government had no au-
thority to punish lynching in the several states in which these out-
rages occurred.

However, in the spring of 1898 the horrible lynching took place 
in Anderson, South Carolina; the victim this time was the post-
master at this place,1 and we thought that now the federal gov-
ernment could step in and punish the perpetrators of this outrage 

1  This was, perhaps, Frazier B. Baker, a Negro Republican of Florence, who was ap-
pointed postmaster of Lake City, South Carolina, in February 1898. “On February 21, 
a mob of three to four hundred gathered outside Baker’s home and set it afire. As 
members of the family tried to escape they were shot down. Baker was killed inside 
the house and his body remained inside the burning building.” George Brown Tin-
dall, South Carolina Negroes, 1877–1900 (Columbia: University of South Carolina 
Press, 1952), pp. 255–56.



	 a  d i v i d e d  d u t y 	 213

against a federal officer. The citizens of Chicago, Illinois, held a mass 
meeting in which the usual resolutions of denunciation were passed 
and a collection was taken for the purpose of sending me to Wash-
ington to present the demand of the citizens of Chicago that the 
government should act.

Accordingly, again I took a nursing baby and fared forth to do the 
bidding of the colored citizens of Chicago. My second son, Herman, 
was then five months old, and we landed in Washington shortly be-
fore the declaration of war against Spain. Senator William E. Mason 
and the seven congressmen from the Chicago district accompanied 
me to an interview with President McKinley. I also had some of the 
leading citizens of Washington, D.C., to join in the delegation.

President McKinley received us very courteously, listened to my 
plea, accepted the resolutions which had been sent by the citizens 
of Chicago, and told me to report back home that they had already 
placed some of the finest of their secret service agents in the effort 
to discover and prosecute the lynchers of that black postmaster.

I spent five weeks in Washington going daily to the Capitol in the 
effort to have Congressman George E. White, the lone Negro con-
gressman in the House of Representatives at that time, withdraw 
a bill he had already presented in which he asked one thousand 
dollars indemnity for the widow and children of the burned Negro 
postmaster. Congressman White said that he had reduced the 
original bill from fifty to one thousand dollars because he thought 
the southern congressmen would not object to that sum. Where-
upon my reply to him was that he did not know the South as well 
as I had hoped for; if he did, he would know that they would object 
to the compensation of five dollars not because of the amount, but 
because of the principle of the thing.

Senator William E. Lorimer of Chicago pointed out that it 
would be impossible for him to offer a bill calling for a larger 
amount as long as Congressman White’s bill was before the com-
mittee to which it had been referred. As a courtesy due another 
congressman, the only thing which could be done would be to get 
Mr. White’s bill reported out of committee so it could be disposed 
of, then Congressman Lorimer was prepared to offer a more ade-
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quate bill. Both he and I felt that coming from him, it would stand 
a greater show of being passed. And so day after day I was up on 
the hill interviewing the chairman of the committee which had Mr. 
White’s bill in its keeping and trying to get connections and Mr. 
White’s cooperation.

While this was being done Congress declared war upon Spain, 
and Congressman Lorimer advised that it would be hopeless to ex-
pect any action now that all this excitement was up. He advised me 
to return home, get my forces in order and come back to Congress 
the following December, at which time he assured me that he would 
do all in his power to put that bill through.

I returned home and found that the publicity which had come to 
me by reason of this effort militated against the cooperation which 
I had hoped for among my own people, and the matter was never 
brought up again. Here again was an illustration of how our own 
people seem to stand in the way of any accomplishment of federal 
intervention against lynching. They failed to take up the subject 
of organizing their forces and raising money for the purpose of 
sending me back to lobby for the desired results.

My five weeks’ stay in Washington had far exceeded the amount 
which the mass meeting had given with which to defray expenses. 
The excess my husband and I had to supply ourselves. And again I 
was made to moan over the inability of our people to unite in their 
own behalf and hold up the hands of those of us who were doing 
the pioneer work.

On my return home, we very eagerly assisted in the movement to 
get the Eighth Regiment mobilized. Governor Tanner had promised 
to send them to Cuba as a state unit if the full quota was reached. All 
of us were anxious that they should have the opportunity of helping 
to furnish a part of the national guard of the state. I went to Spring-
field with my children and stayed with the regiment until finally it 
was mustered into the service, and I saw them entrain for Cuba.

The following fall a call was issued by Mr. T. Thomas Fortune of 
the New York Age to resurrect a national movement which he had 
started some years before under the head of the Afro-American 
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League.2 I was especially urged by him as well as citizens of Chi-
cago to attend that meeting. This I very gladly did, as the second 
baby was just being weaned and I could safely leave him with his 
grandmother.

Again I was the guest of Susan B. Anthony. I had been with her 
several days before I noticed the way she would bite out my married 
name in addressing me. Finally I said to her, “Miss Anthony, don’t 
you believe in women getting 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 all 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 distracted over the thought that 
maybe he is not being looked after as he would be if you were there, 
and that makes for a divided duty.”

Although it was a well-merited rebuke from her point of view, I 
could not tell Miss Anthony that it was because I had been unable, 
like herself, to get the support which was necessary to carry on my 
work that I had become discouraged in the effort to carry on alone. 
For that reason I welcomed the opportunity of trying to help unite 
our people so that there would be a following to help in the arduous 
work necessary.

I was not sorry that I had gone, although Mr. Fortune, who called 
the meeting together, spent more time trying to point out the short-
comings of the race than in encouraging us to unite. Many white 
people of Rochester were at our initial meeting and seemed to be 
willing to help us. But the pugnacious attitude of Mr. Fortune did 
not win their support.

When we returned to the afternoon service, the nominating 

2  For an account of the Afro-American League’s various phases of development, see 
Emma Lou Thornbrough, “The National Afro-American League, 1887–1908,” Journal 
of Southern History 27 (February 1961), 494–512.



	216	 c h a pt e r  t h i rt y

committee which had been appointed in the morning brought in a 
report making Mr. Fortune permanent chairman. When the motion 
was put to adopt the committee report I halted it. I called atten-
tion to the fact that Mr. Fortune had said in his morning address 
that he had no confidence in the race’s ability to unite its forces in 
its own behalf and that he for one was through making sacrifices 
in its behalf. I wished to know if he planned to accept the presi-
dency of this organization after having made such a declaration. 
He arose and answered that he did mean what he had said in the 
morning—that he did not have any confidence in the race’s sup-
port and that he declined to accept the presidency. It seems very 
clear, notwithstanding his declaration, that if I had not asked those 
pertinent questions he would have permitted himself to be elected 
president of an organization in which he had no confidence.

Someone immediately nominated Bishop Alexander Walters of 
the A.M.E. Zion Church to be president in his stead. That motion 
prevailed and Bishop Walters became president of what was known 
as the Afro-American Council. Your humble servant was made sec-
retary.

So despite my best intentions, when I got back home to my family 
I was again launched in public movements.



31

AGAIN IN THE PUBLIC EYE

The Afro-American Council had a call meeting in Washington 
immediately after President McKinley had read his Message to 
Congress and had failed in that message to say one single word 
in condemnation of the terrible race riot that had taken place in 
Wilmington, North Carolina.1 There was a large attendance of the 
council and very strong resolutions passed condemning the presi-
dent of the United States for ignoring that terrible affair. Strange 
to say, there was objection to the passage of this resolution, and it 
finally developed that the president had been advised by some of 
the so-called leaders of the Negro race whom he had called into 
consultation to make no reference to the affair. When the Afro-
American Council adjourned not only the president of the United 
States but the entire country knew that the men who had so advised 
him did not represent the best thought of the race.

The first annual meeting of the Afro-American Council was 
called here in Chicago in 1899.2 Mrs. Mary Church Terrell had 
also called the convention of the National Association of Colored 
Women’s Clubs to meet in Chicago at the same time. Although Mrs. 
Terrell, who was closing the second term of her presidency of the 

1  The Wilmington race riot, in which eleven Negroes were killed, occurred on 10 
November 1898, two days after the elections. Helen G. Edmonds, The Negro and 
Fusion Politics in North Carolina, 1894–1901 (Chapel Hill: University of North Caro-
lina Press, 1951), pp. 158–77.
2  Chicago Tribune, 14 August 1899, reported that the meeting of the Afro-American 
Council would be held “beginning Wednesday and lasting until Saturday,” August 
16–19, and that resolutions would be presented condemning President McKinley for 
failure to use his powers to stop lynching.
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new National Association, was an old acquaintance of mine, strange 
to say she did not ask my cooperation in making local arrangements.

However, I was very busy with my own arrangements for the 
entertainment of the Afro-American Council and did not at first 
notice the omission. But when the husband of one of the local com-
mittees was overheard to make a statement that Mrs. Barnett was 
not going to be on the program or even on the committee on ar-
rangements, I did not at first understand why this was done. But 
later on I was shown that the ever present spirit seemed to be rife 
even in our own organization. When Mrs. Terrell reached the city 
she informed me that the reason she had not put me on the pro-
gram or asked my assistance in making local arrangements was 
because she had received letters from women in Chicago declaring 
that they would not aid in entertaining the National Association if 
this was done.

It was a staggering blow and all the harder to understand be-
cause it was women whom I had started in club work, and to whom 
I had given all the assistance in my power, who had done this thing. 
Mrs. Terrell claimed not to understand why. Even so, she had obeyed 
their bidding. I told her that although I was very much surprised 
at the action of the women of Chicago, I was still more surprised 
that she had obeyed the dictates of women whom she did not know 
against one she did know, who had come from her own home in 
Memphis, Tennessee. And that since she had done this I would 
promise not to inflict my presence upon the organization.

Nor did I do so until Thursday of the week following, when Miss 
Jane Addams of Hull House read about the meeting in the daily 
papers. Knowing my association with club work here in the city, 
she called me up and extended through me an invitation to the offi-
cers of the National Association to lunch with her. I did not tell Miss 
Addams that I had no part or lot with the organization, but prom-
ised her that I would extend the invitation and let her know at once.

I was too proud of the opportunity that had come unsolicited 
from one whom I regarded as the greatest woman in the United 
States to allow my personal feeling to prevent them from accepting 
the honor. Accordingly, I went to Quinn Chapel, where the national 
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meeting was in progress, for the first time, although it had been in 
session three days. Mrs. Terrell spied me in the lobby and invited me 
on the platform. I declined and told her that I was there to bear the 
message from Miss Addams. Whereupon she said she had to find 
out from the officers if they could go and I took a seat in the rear of 
the church awaiting the necessary information.

The women of the Memphis delegation, having spied me, im-
mediately arose to demand that I be invited to the platform. That 
motion was seconded by Mrs. Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin of Boston, 
Mrs. B. K. Bruce, widow of the ex-senator from Mississippi, Mrs. 
McCoy of Detroit, and several others.3 Mrs. Terrell very graciously 
announced that she had already invited me to the platform and ap-
pointed a committee to escort me there.

I went onto the platform and told the ladies that I came as the 
bearer of an invitation from Miss Addams to the officers to lunch 
with her and to the National Association as a whole to visit Hull 
House. I closed by giving them the directions how to get there and 
left the platform. The women accepted the invitation and I con-
ducted them to Hull House where Miss Addams awaited them with 
a number of representative white women whom she had invited to 
be present.

It seems that Mrs. Terrell wanted to be elected for a third term 
as president of the association and used the narrow-minded atti-
tude of my own home women to ignore me lest I might become a 
contender for the position which she wanted again. The constitu-
tion of the National Association, which was adopted at the conclu-
sion of Mrs. Terrell’s first term as president, especially stated that 
no president was to serve more than two years.

The point her friends made was that she had served only one 
term after the adoption of the constitution, and was therefore eli-
gible to another term under the provision. Those who opposed 
her insisted that the constitution was intended to be retroactive; 
in this way the construction would be that she had already served 

3  Mary Delaney McCoy was the wife of Elijah McCoy, the noted Negro inventor. Eliza-
beth Lindsey Davis, Lifting as They Climb: History of the National Association of 
Colored Women (n.p., 1933), p. 219.
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two terms, even though one of those only had been served since 
the adoption of the constitution. There was great excitement over 
the whole matter and although Mrs. Terrell won out and was again 
elected president, it somehow seemed to kill her influence; for she 
has never again had the opportunity to serve in that capacity.

In some respects this was a great loss, because Mrs. Terrell was 
by all odds the best educated woman among us and had proved 
herself an able presiding officer and parliamentarian. She had in 
the beginning the undivided affection of all the women who formed 
that organization, and it seemed such a pity that selfish ambition 
should destroy her opportunity to have led the organization to even 
greater heights.

The Afro-American Council convened at the close of that same 
week, and invitations were extended to the representative women 
of the National Association to be guests of the council at a banquet 
given to our own presiding officers at the Sherman Hotel. It was 
the first time in the history of Chicago that colored women had 
partaken of a dinner in one of the Loop hotels. The men had been 
given dinner from time immemorial in the Palmer House and other 
places when they entertained Douglass, B. K. Bruce during those 
days when he was senator, and other leading men.

Mr. Pierce, the proprietor of the hotel, not only helped in every 
way possible to provide for our comfort and pleasure, but he ex-
pressed his disappointment to me afterward because I did not invite 
him to speak. I was presiding officer of the occasion and presented 
our president, Bishop Walters, Bishop H. M. Turner, W. E. B. Du Bois, 
and other representative men who had come to Chicago to attend 
the meeting of the Afro-American Council.

Mrs. Terrell, as president of the National Association of Colored 
Women’s Clubs, Mrs. Booker T. Washington, and other notable offi-
cers were also our guests. When Mrs. Washington was called on to 
make a talk, she surprised us all by saying that although she was 
glad to be present at a dinner of the Afro-American Council, she 
could not say that she had approved of the attack that had been 
made upon her husband in our meeting, as reported by the daily 
press the day before.
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The Afro-American Council had not made any attack upon 
Booker T. Washington, but a statement had been made in the 
meeting referred to that Bishop Walters, our president, had gone 
from the meeting to the Palmer House to confer with Mr. Wash-
ington. Some delegate then rose and asked why the president of our 
meeting had to go to Mr. Washington for a secret conference and 
why Mr. Washington would not appear in our meeting. The speaker 
went on to state that he had been informed that Mr. Washington had 
been sent to Chicago to hold the Afro-American Council in check so 
that no expression against the president of the United States would 
emanate therefrom, as it had done in Washington the winter before.

No one could answer that question and the incident passed. 
But a reporter who happened to be present rushed to an afternoon 
paper and in big headlines announced to the public that the Afro-
American Council had condemned Booker T. Washington.4 Bishop 
Walters rose at once at the banquet and assured Mrs. Washington 
and those present of the facts as I have stated them.

Dr. Du Bois, who had worked very earnestly with us at this 
meeting of the council, had been placed on our program because 
as a coming young man just back from his studies in Germany, we 
thought we should encourage him and give him the opportunity 
to take hold in the work.5 He rendered splendid service and we felt 
amply repaid for the fight we had made in the executive committee 
to have him with us. Dr. R. C. Ransom, who was then the pastor of 
Bethel A.M.E. Church, where our meetings were held, was also an 
invaluable aid in the prosecution of the work. Dr. Ransom has since 
been elevated to the bishopric of the A.M.E. church.

Bishop H. M. Turner, who was one of the senior bishops of the 
A.M.E. church, was also a commanding figure in this effort to unite 
our race in a national movement. In his sermon in Quinn Chapel, 
the Sunday following, he especially commended the dinner at the 

4  “Colored Leader Is Denounced: Booker T. Washington and Wife Scored by the 
Council. Radical Report,” Chicago Journal, 19 August 1899, p. 1.
5  William E. B. Du Bois had studied and traveled in Europe from 1892 to 1894 on a 
grant from the Slater Fund. Elliott M. Rudwick, W. E. B. Du Bois: A Study in Minority 
Group Leadership (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1961), pp. 26, 27.
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Sherman Hotel, at which our race made a wonderful showing. At 
this meeting I asked for the creation of an anti-lynching bureau in 
connection with the council and resigned the secretaryship in order 
to head that bureau. The council adjourned to meet the following 
year in Indianapolis.

Nineteen hundred was again the year of the national election. 
My husband, Mr. Barnett, had again been placed at the head of the 
Negro Bureau, with offices in the Auditorium Hotel along with the 
other members of the Republican National Committee. Although 
women did not yet have the vote, Dr. Crossland of Missouri felt that 
I could be of assistance to him in that state in the campaign because 
I was well known among the people for my anti-lynching activities. 
He mapped out a campaign with Mr. Barnett and set certain dates 
in which I was to appear in Missouri towns.

According to schedule, I was sent by the national committee to 
fill the first of these dates, only to find on my arrival that Dr. Cross-
land, who was campaigning in other parts of the state, had ne-
glected to inform the committee chairman of my coming. Being 
unable to get in touch with him, I wanted to return at once to Chi-
cago, but the county chairman prevailed on me to stay over another 
day and let him drum up a meeting. This I did.

In the meantime he communicated with the state chairman in 
Saint Louis and was told that the Negro politicians of the state ob-
jected to my presence there on the ground that my assistance was 
not needed and that they very strongly doubted if it would be worth 
the state committee’s while to pay the expenses of my trip to the dif-
ferent meetings already scheduled.

Of course the state chairman did not know me; neither did the 
county chairman of this town of Boonville in which I was to make my 
start. Both of these were white men and thought that they had to be 
guided by the colored men whom they knew as leaders. However, 
there had been no meeting in Boonville and the county chairman 
thought that it would not hurt to try the experiment of making a 
start with me, since I was already on the ground.

We had a packed meeting and the county chairman, whose 
name I have forgotten, was so pleased with the result that he called 
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his committee together immediately afterward and wrote a letter 
to the chairman of the next county urging that they keep me in the 
state by all means, and that so strongly was he convinced that it 
would be beneficial to the party that his committee was paying my 
expenses from there to the next town. He urged that they do the 
same thing and asked that under no circumstances would they let 
me leave the state, since the result of my talk to the Negro voters 
themselves, an added stimulus to the interest of Negro women as 
to how they could use their moral influence to see that their men 
voted and voted right, was so great that he believed it would be a 
great loss to the party if they let me leave the state.

So in this way I was handed from one town to another, each 
county chairman paying the expenses of the trip, until I had covered 
many of the towns and cities of the state, ending with a monster 
meeting in Kansas City. Mr. Richard Kerrens, national commit-
teeman from Missouri, came into the Chicago headquarters later 
and made personal acknowledgment of the good my visit to Mis-
souri had been to the party.

When the Afro-American Council met in Indianapolis in 
the summer of 1900, we were met with the information that Mr. 
Booker T. Washington had called a meeting of the businessmen of 
the country to be held in Boston, Massachusetts, at the same time 
the council was meeting in Indianapolis. This was the birth of what 
is now known as the Business Men’s League.

It seems that, having gotten the idea of what it would mean 
to have a national organization of his own people at his back, he 
had taken a leaf out of our book to organize what would be a non-
political body and yet would give him the moral support that he 
had begun to feel he needed in his school work. In his many visits to 
the North soliciting funds for the aid of Tuskegee, the white people 
had begun to ask what interest colored people were showing in the 
work, and what support he was getting from them. Of course he 
had nothing that he could show until the idea of establishing the 
business league was born. Some of us felt it was unfortunate that 
he chose the same time as our meeting, and as a matter of course, 
drew from our members.
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However, 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. Our policy was to de-
nounce the wrongs and injustices which were heaped upon our 
people, and to use whatever influence we had to help right them. 
Especially strong was our condemnation of lynch law and those who 
practiced it.

Mr. Washington’s theory had been that we ought not to spend 
our time agitating for our rights; that we had better give attention 
to trying to be first-class people in a jim crow car than insisting 
that the jim crow car should be abolished; that we should spend 
more time practicing industrial pursuits and getting education to 
fit us for this work than in going to college and striving for a college 
education. And of course, fighting for political rights had no place 
whatsoever in his plans.

Naturally it was the best policy for him, so he thought, to steer as 
far as possible away from the radical group. This he felt he ought to 
do in the interest of his school work, and thus prevent antagonism 
from the white people by whom he was surrounded in Tuskegee.

President McKinley was reelected and Mr. Theodore Roosevelt 
came in as vice-president. When later on President McKinley was 
assassinated [in 1901], Theodore Roosevelt became president in his 
stead. It is a matter of history that Booker T. Washington became 
his political adviser so far as the colored people of this country were 
concerned. There were those of us who felt that a man who had no 
political strength in his own state and who could do nothing what-
soever to help elect a president of the United States was not the 
man to be the adviser as to the political appointment of colored 
men from states which not only could, but did cast votes by which 
the Republican president had been placed in office.

The following summer the Afro-American Council was called to 
its annual session in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania [1901]. On account 
of an anticipated visit from the stork, it was impossible for me to 
be present. Mr. Barnett, who had not been East, went in my place to 
make a report for the work which had been done during the year. 
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When he returned home my daughter, Ida, was born. The National 
Business League was also in session in Chicago and I was not able 
to be present at its deliberations. However, one particular incident 
of that session was brought to my bedside, and the consequences 
of it were indeed far-reaching.

It seems that during the session of the Business League a human 
being was being burned alive in Alabama. Mr. I. F. Bradley, a dele-
gate from Kansas, offered a resolution of condemnation and that 
resolution was referred to the committee on resolutions. Mr. Wash-
ington went into the committee and forbade the committee’s re-
porting it back to the national body. He gave as his reason that 
it might endanger his school if he, as president of the Business 
League, permitted such a resolution to be passed.6

Whereupon Mr. T. Thomas Fortune, who had become an ardent 
convert to Mr. Washington’s views, violently disagreed with him 
in the committee room and left the meeting. Both he and Judge 
Bradley came to my home and narrated the above incident. Both 
of them were very indignant, but there was nothing they could do 
about it, since Mr. Washington controlled the Business League abso-
lutely. The Chicago Tribune the next morning stated that Mr. Wash-
ington gave as his reasons for not permitting the resolution’s pas-
sage that he did so out of consideration for his school.

Very soon thereafter came the Atlanta, Georgia, riot [1906] in 
which three innocent Negroes were lynched by the frenzied mob 
which disgraced that city. It was lashed to fury because some white 
woman had made the same charge of being assaulted by some un-
known Negro. The Atlanta Journal, edited by John Temple Graves, 
issued bulletins which fanned the flame of race prejudice to such 
heights that not only were three innocent Negroes lynched and 
much property destroyed, but the heads of schools, lawyers, and 
doctors were humiliated and made to march like criminals up the 
streets at the behest of the mob. Again attention was directed to 
the fact that in all this country we had no organization which was 

6  Chicago Daily News, 23 August 1901, p. 11.
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really national in character, and which was numerically and finan-
cially strong enough to do the work which was so badly needed for 
making an organized fight upon this growing calamity.

At this time Mrs. Josephine S. Yates, who had been elected 
president of the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs 
to succeed Mrs. Terrell that same eventful summer of 1901, came 
through Chicago on her way East. I entertained her at my home at 
a small luncheon at which were present an equal number of white 
and colored club women. An invitation was then extended to Mrs. 
Yates that on her return one of the white women would give a lun-
cheon for her, at which time she would meet some of the presidents 
of the leading white clubs.

In the meantime an article appeared in one of the daily papers 
which stated that members of the Chicago Women’s Club were 
being approached to find out if they would accept an invitation to 
meet a colored woman president of colored women’s clubs. As soon 
as Mrs. George W. Plummer saw this article she immediately wrote 
me a letter and begged me to assure Mrs. Yates that the article was 
untrue, that her home was small and that she had only sought to in-
vite the women who held the largest positions in the white women’s 
clubs and that the writer of that article had not been included. She 
begged me to pay no attention to it and to assure Mrs. Yates that 
there was nothing to it.

Of course, hoping that Mrs. Yates in the East would know nothing 
about it, I did not trouble to tell her anything at all. I was therefore 
very much surprised upon her return to the city to find that women 
of our race had seen to it that she had been informed of the news-
paper article. Mrs. Yates calmly informed me that she would not 
attend the luncheon, and I had to spend much time in the effort 
to show her how she would humiliate those women who were try‑ 
ing to break down the barrier of race prejudice if she took that 
stand; that it was not the women who had been invited who con-
sidered that they were stooping to meet her; and that she must not 
forget that white women who try to be our friends risked friend-
ships and social prestige by so doing and that we ought not to add 
to their burdens by taking a narrow viewpoint ourselves.
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The luncheon was a great success socially, with six of the leading 
white women in club circles present as guests, and Mrs. Yates was 
extremely pleased to have been the guest of honor at such a de-
lightful affair. She was indeed grateful that I had insisted on her 
attending. From there we came to the Social Economics Club, in 
which she delivered a very forceful address and gave that group of 
white women an opportunity to see and hear one of the ablest black 
women of the country.

The reporters of the daily papers, looking for sensation, waylaid 
my steps and begged that I give them the names of the women who 
were present at Mrs. Plummer’s luncheon. This I refused to do, be-
cause neither our hostess, Mrs. Plummer, nor I felt that we ought 
to cater to the sensationalism which wanted to make a story out 
of colored and white women lunching together. When one woman 
reporter insisted on the ground of friendship, I asked her what she 
would think of me if I violated my hostess’s confidence in such a 
fashion. Only then did she desist.
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NEW PROJECTS

The agitation in the club life of white and colored women had 
reached a crucial stage about this time [1898–1900]. As colored 
women grew more experienced in the exercise of club life, having 
formed their own state and national organizations, they naturally 
expected recognition in clubdom. The Chicago Women’s Club had 
almost been rent in twain a few years before because of the admis-
sion of a lone colored woman to its membership.

From that time on the question became a very serious one. It 
came up in the State Federation of Illinois, and colored women 
were turned down by a subtle evasive clause put in the constitution 
making it impossible for applicants from colored clubs to become 
members. This could easily be done in state clubs, but the General 
Federation of Clubs was not so alert on the subject.

When application was made by the Women’s Era Club of Boston, 
which was already a member of the Massachusetts Federation, it 
was admitted to membership in the General Federation, dues 
were accepted, and a very charming letter of congratulations and 
welcome was sent by the secretary of the General Federation. But 
when Mrs. Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin presented herself as a dele-
gate from the Women’s Era Club there was again this furor, and 
Mrs. Ruffin was refused admission.1 Again the club women of the 
country became excited over the idea that their darker sisters were 
knocking at their federation doors for admission. Again evasion was 

1  This was at the National Convention in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, in June 1900. Ray-
ford W. Logan, The Negro in American Life and Thought: The Nadir, 1877–1901 
(New York: Dial Press, 1954), p. 236.
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resorted to by wording the constitution in such a way that colored 
women were barred from membership.

Not only this, but the organ of the General Federation carried 
a story which attracted a good deal of attention about this time. It 
was called “The Rushing in of Fools.” The gist of the story was that 
a prosperous colored family moved into a certain city and a friend-
ship resulted between the colored family and the white neighbor, 
who happened also to be the president of the local club. This friend-
ship progressed to such an extent that the white president pro-
posed her darker neighbor as a club member. She was received and 
settled down to a very pleasant club and social life.

The darker neighbor, who by the way was only a few shades 
darker than her white neighbor, had a son who was even fairer than 
his mother; yet he too had the “invisible drop,” since his father, who 
was dead, was a mulatto. The son was a highly educated physician, 
a handsome and cultured gentleman. The daughter of the white 
neighbor fell in love with and married him, consent being giving 
thereto by the white president, who believed in living up to her pro-
fession.

The couple moved to another town and settled down to house-
keeping. According to the story, a year later the mother of the 
young wife was hurriedly sent for. She had been informed that 
her daughter had passed away during confinement. When she ar-
rived at the home of the couple and was admitted to the house of 
mourning, she was given all the details leading up to her daugh-
ter’s death. She was informed that when the baby was born and 
presented to the mother it turned out to be a jet black baby! The 
shock was so great that the young mother turned her face to the 
wall and died.

The daily papers of the city had a résumé of the story and drew 
the obvious conclusion that was intended. It seemed absurd to let 
a contention of that sort pass unchallenged, knowing as I did that 
it was propaganda pure and simple, intended to keep white women 
from letting colored women join their clubs because of the social 
contingency that would arise.

I dashed off a letter in reply, the substance of which was to point 
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out to the white friends that they were giving more power to one 
drop of Negro blood than to ninety drops of white blood; that there 
were plenty of marriages right here in Chicago and nobody had 
ever heard that the result of these unions were jet black babies; that 
I had seen hundreds of babies born to couples that were known to 
be colored, and in very few instances, even when the parents were 
both black, was a newly born baby jet black in complexion.

This letter was published in the Chicago Tribune the following 
day. I fully expected the reporters to come running to ask me to 
name instances of such marriages here in Chicago. Strange to say, 
none did so. This led me to believe that situations such as I had 
named were well-known in the city. Indeed, one of the mayors of 
our city had contracted such a marriage and everyone knew about 
that also. Shortly after this the Ida B. Wells Club received an invita-
tion to join with a club of women who were trying to effect an orga-
nization of all the women’s clubs in Cook County. Mrs. George W. 
Plummer, who had been our staunch friend and at whose home 
the luncheon mentioned heretofore had been given, was one of 
the moving spirits in founding what was afterward known as the 
League of Cook County Clubs. So strong was Mrs. Plummer’s friend-
ship for her colored sisters that she donated to the Ida B. Wells Club 
a course in parliamentary law, coming every week to our meetings 
until she had instilled into our minds a working knowledge of par-
liamentary procedure.

She did not know when the invitation was extended through me 
to the Ida B. Wells Club that I was no longer president. When I told 
her that I had resigned and that a new president was in the chair, 
and that our club would have no meeting before this movement was 
inaugurated, she urged that I get one other member of our club and 
be present to represent the only colored women’s club we had in the 
city. She said, “We never want the color question to come up in this 
organization and the only way to prevent its doing so is to start out 
with our colored club as a charter member.”

Accordingly Dr. Fannie Emanuel [a chiropodist] and myself 
went down to the Chicago Women’s Club on the following Saturday 
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morning and paid in the dues for the Ida B. Wells Club, which was 
immediately voted a member. When the election of officers took 
place I was one of the nine persons elected on the first board of di-
rectors and received the largest vote of any of the nine.

None of us had telephones at that time, so that it was necessary 
for me to go to the home of the president, Mrs. Agnes Moody, and 
explain the situation to her. I fully expected to be commended for 
what I had done in the name of the club. To my surprise she was vio-
lently angry, regarding my action as an usurpation of her preroga-
tives. When I saw the spirit in which she received the matter and 
the added threat that she was going to inform the league that my 
individual action had not been authorized by the club, I was very 
sorry that I had acted too precipitately.

My only thought at the time had been that we must not fail to re-
spond to the invitation extended by our white sisters, especially as 
there was so much opposition and prejudice existing. Mrs. Emanuel 
was already downtown in an office with her husband, and I had gone 
down hurriedly and explained the situation to her, pointing out how 
it must be acted upon immediately, and the two of us agreed to put 
in the membership fee. Now to have Mrs. Moody spoil this and re-
buff the good ladies who were extending us the right hand of fel-
lowship on equal terms with all other clubs in Cook County would 
be a very serious blow.

I therefore spent the next four days in visiting and explaining 
to the members of the club the exigencies which made my action 
necessary. They promised to be on hand and vote an endorsement 
of my action. They were present in full force and did pass a reso-
lution to endorse what I had done, whereupon Mrs. Moody left the 
chair, declaring that the club had two presidents and that that 
action ignored her. I begged the women not to accept her resigna-
tion and they followed my advice.

At the conclusion of the meeting I asked the secretary, Mrs. 
Mollie Taylor, if she would write a letter to the new league, stating 
that the club had ratified my action. She said she had no letterhead 
paper at the meeting, but would write it that night and mail it to me 
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the next morning. It did not come in the morning mail, so I went to 
her home to get it. She informed me that she had not written it be-
cause Mrs. Moody had forbidden her to do so.

Realizing that our president meant mischief and that it would 
block all I had done to get our club recognized on the same basis 
with others in this town, I went to the home of the corresponding 
secretary and asked her to write the letter. The corresponding 
secretary, Mrs. Margaret Anderson, had not been present at the 
meeting the day before and knew nothing about the turmoil. I re-
lated to her all that had passed, the antagonism which our president 
had shown to the matter, and my desire to have the letter written 
informing the league of the club’s ratification to be sent before Mrs. 
Moody could do anything to block it. She had already blocked the 
recording secretary’s writing the letter, and I wanted her to know 
that she would probably offend them by writing it. As the corre-
sponding secretary it was her business to do this, but I did not want 
her to act blindly so the women could make her believe that I had 
taken advantage of her ignorance of the facts.

I was very glad that she took sides with me in declaring that it 
was only fair to inform the League of Cook County Clubs of what we 
had done, since it had been done in open meeting. She could not see 
anything to be gained by refusing to give that information to the 
public. I did not leave her house until I had the desired letter, and 
only breathed easier after it had been posted.

It was about that time [1900] that the Chicago Tribune came 
out with a series of articles tending to show the benefits of a sepa-
rate school system for the races in Chicago. For a period extending 
over two weeks interviews were printed, first with parents of chil-
dren who had struck in one of the schools of Chicago against having 
a colored teacher. Second, articles were written containing inter-
views from superintendents of separate school systems in Saint 
Louis, Baltimore, Washington, D.C., and other places of smaller 
note. The only places from which there were no interviews on the 
subject were those in which the mixed school system prevailed. And 
not a single colored person was quoted on the subject.

Mr. Barnett came home one Saturday afternoon very much ex-
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asperated over the last one of such articles. He said, “The Tribune is 
laboring to abolish the mixed school system of Chicago, and I would 
be willing to wager that within the next five years it will achieve 
its object.” “Meanwhile,” said I, “just what do you all propose to do 
about it? Surely you are not going to sit still and allow such a thing 
to come to pass without making some effort to prevent it.” “What 
can we do?” said he. “That is exactly what we should find out,” was 
my reply. “There must always be a remedy for wrong and injustice 
if we only know how to find it.”

Thinking over the matter, I addressed a letter to the editor of the 
Tribune, pointing out that everybody had been quoted on the sub-
ject of separate schools except those most vitally concerned—the 
Negroes. I asked if he would receive a delegation of representative 
colored citizens and hear their views on the subject even if he was 
not willing to publish them. The days went by and no answer was re-
ceived, nor was the letter published in the column usually reserved 
for the “Voice of the People.”

Therefore, I betook myself to the office. When Mr. Robert W. 
Patterson came in I walked up to him and stood waiting for him 
to finish reading a letter before he entered his private office. He 
glanced up and said, “I have nothing for you today.” I replied that I 
did not understand what he meant and told him who I was and why 
I was there. He said, “Oh, I thought you were one of the women from 
one of the colored churches coming to solicit a contribution, as they 
very frequently do.”

I laughed and said, “It therefore seems natural that whenever 
you see a colored woman she is begging for her church. I happen 
to be begging, Mr. Patterson, but not for money.” I then said that, 
not hearing from my letter, I had come down to have a talk with him 
about the matter. We had quite a chat, in which he let me see that 
his idea on the subject of racial equality coincided with those of the 
white people of the South with whom he had been in constant asso-
ciation at his winter home in Thomasville, Georgia.

He said that he did not believe that it was right that ignorant 
Negroes should have the right to vote and to rule white people be-
cause they were in the majority. My reply to him was that I did not 
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think it was any more fair for that type of Negro to rule than it was 
for that same class of white men in the First Ward flophouses who 
cast a ruling vote for the great First Ward of the city of Chicago. 
Even so, I was not disposed to condemn all white people because 
of that situation nor deprive the better class of them of their rights 
in the premises.

Mr. Patterson further informed me that he did not have time 
to listen to a lot of colored people on the subject but that he would 
publish as much of my letter as he could find space for, when they 
got around to it. I told him that the delegation of Negroes whom I 
had hoped to bring to him would not waste his time, because they 
too were busy at their different occupations and could ill afford to 
waste their time or his own in fruitless discussion.

That was as much as I could get out of him, and I came away 
feeling that with the destiny of the race in Chicago in the hands 
of the young grandsons of Joseph Medill, young fellows who had 
not been long out of college, and who were entirely out of sym-
pathy with us as a race, the case indeed looked bad. There seemed 
nothing we could do, because the Negro had neither numerical nor 
financial strength which could be used in the race’s behalf. I knew 
that if every Negro in Chicago taking or advertising in the Tribune 
should fail to take it, the result would be so small it would not even 
be known. Therefore it was up to us to get somebody whose opinion 
and influence the Tribune would respect to interest themselves in 
our behalf.

I went to the phone and called up Miss Jane Addams of Hull 
House and asked if she would see me. When I called upon her and 
explained the situation I said, “Miss Addams, there are plenty of 
people in Chicago who would not sanction such a move if they knew 
about it. Will you undertake to reach those of influence who would 
be willing to do for us what we cannot do for ourselves?”

She very readily agreed to do so, and the following Sunday eve-
ning there were gathered at Hull House representative men and 
women of the white race, who listened to my story. There were edi-
tors of other daily papers in the city, ministers of the gospel, and 
social service workers. Rev. Jenkin Lloyd Jones of All Souls Church 
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was there; Rev. R. A. White, at that time a member of the board of 
education, was present, as well as Rabbi Emil Hirsch, Mr. Edwin 
Burritt Smith, one of the leading lawyers of Chicago, Judge Arbor 
Waterman, Mrs. Celia Parker Wooley, and a number of others whose 
names I cannot remember.

It was understood that there were no reporters present and 
there would be no mention in the daily papers of that gathering. I 
stated the case plainly, and told how separate schools always meant 
inferior schools for Negro children while at the same time making a 
double tax burden. I also told of my interview with the editor of the 
Tribune and how I had been made to realize that there was absolute 
indifference to whatever the Negro thought or felt about the matter; 
that the Tribune knew it ran no risk of loss in influence or in finan-
cial strength from us; that I had asked Miss Addams to call them 
together and ask if the influential white citizens of Chicago would 
do for us what we could not do for ourselves. It was their civic and 
financial influence which the Tribune respected; it was monetary 
patronage to which it catered. Would they use that power to help us, 
the weaker brothers, secure here in Chicago an equal chance with 
the children of white races?

At the conclusion of my talk there was general discussion, the 
predominant note of which was surprise that there was such a 
movement on foot. Many expressed doubt as to the gravity of the 
situation and wondered what they could do. Mrs. Celia Parker 
Wooley especially asked just what I thought they could do about it. 
I told her that that was not for me to say. I had an abiding faith that 
it was my duty to bring the situation to them, and I felt sure that 
they would find a way to help.

At this juncture one of the speakers arose and said, “I have left 
an important engagement to come here tonight because I wanted 
to tell you that there is great need for some such movement as the 
speaker has indicated. I can say no more.” Since he was a member 
of the board of education, his words had great weight with those 
present. Edwin Burritt Smith arose at this juncture and said that 
he was obliged to us for bringing the matter to their attention; that 
he thought a committee ought to be appointed to wait upon the 
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Tribune and let them know that the citizens of Chicago would not 
stand for such a movement; and that if the Tribune would not then 
heed that they would hire the Auditorium and send forth, such a 
blast of disapproval that it would be compelled to heed and desist.

As a result of this conference a committee of seven persons was 
appointed to wait upon the Tribune, and Miss Jane Addams was 
made chairman of that committee. 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 school-
children on the basis of race.
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CLUB LIFE AND POLITICS

The winter following [1903] I had a visit one day from Mrs. Celia 
Parker Wooley. Mrs. Wooley was a Unitarian woman minister who 
had pastored a church of that faith on the North Side for a number 
of years and then had moved to the South Side in the Chicago Uni-
versity colony. She had been present at the gathering at Hull House. 
From time to time I had been her guest at different affairs, besides 
having met her in the Chicago Women’s Club, in which she was quite 
a factor.

The object of Mrs. Wooley’s visit was to say that she had decided 
to establish a center in which white and colored persons could 
meet and get to know each other better. She had decided to call it 
the Frederick Douglass Center after our greatest man. She knew 
only three colored families in Chicago, the Charles E. Bentleys, the 
S. Lang Williamses and the F. L. Barnetts. She wanted to know our 
opinion about the venture.

I told her that she must have had an inspiration on the subject 
because her outline was exactly the thing I had mentioned in the 
famous conference at Hull House a few months before. We pledged 
our support and from that day became her most ardent supporters. 
Mrs. Wooley tried to rent a building on Wabash Avenue, which 
would be between the two races, since most of the colored people 
then lived west of State Street and Michigan Avenue was the resi-
dence district of many of our most wealthy white citizens.

To her surprise she found she could not rent a building in which 
she proposed to have Negro aides unless they were servants! She 
thereupon looked about for a building which could be purchased. 
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She found such a house at 3032 Wabash Avenue, and secured the 
aid of white friends in making the first payment.

I called together a group of our women, laid the matter before 
them, and urged them to form an organization to raise some money 
to go in on that first payment. We raised $150 simply by subscrip-
tion among the women themselves. We were very glad to turn this 
over to Mrs. Wooley and show that we proposed to have some of our 
money in every one of the payments on the building.

About this time there appeared W. E. B. Du Bois’s book The Souls 
of Black Folk.1 Mrs. Wooley had a gathering of the literati at her 
home near the university to discuss it. Again there were only six 
colored persons present whom she knew. And we were given the 
privilege of opening the discussion. Most of it centered around that 
chapter which arraigns Mr. Booker T. Washington’s methods.2

Most of those present, including four of the six colored persons, 
united in condemning Mr. Du Bois’s views. The Barnetts stood al-
most alone in approving them and proceeded to show why. We saw, 
as perhaps never before, that Mr. Washington’s views on industrial 
education had become an obsession with the white people of this 
country. We thought it was up to us to show them the sophistry of 
the reasoning that any one system of education could fit the needs 
of an entire race; that to sneer at and discourage higher education 
would mean to rob the race of leaders which it so badly needed; and 
that all the industrial education in the world could not take the place 
of manhood. We had a warm session but came away feeling that we 
had given them an entirely new view of the situation.

It was at this meeting that Mrs. Wooley announced her deter-
mination to give up her pleasant residence, surrounded by literary 
friends, and come over to Macedonia to help black folks with their 
problems. As it was a new venture, our ministers, who were our only 
leaders, naturally opposed it, and Mr. Barnett and I had to become 
militant champions in the effort to put the movement over.

After the center was settled in its new home, Mrs. Wooley orga-

1  The Souls of Black Folk was published in April 1903.
2  Chapter 3 is titled “Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others.”
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nized a woman’s club in connection with it. She called at my home 
and said that at the suggestion of Mrs. Plummer they wanted to 
utilize the group of our women who had aided in raising the money 
for the payments for the center. She had, therefore, drawn up by-
laws and wanted my judgment on them. We went over the situa-
tion carefully and it was agreed that within the next few days the 
meeting should be called.

Just before closing the interview she said, “What do you think 
of having a white woman for president of the club and how would 
Mrs. Plummer do?” My reply was, “If you plan to place a white 
woman at the head, Mrs. Plummer would be the best choice, since 
the women know her and love her for the interest she has taken in 
them.” “Well,” said Mrs. Wooley, “that’s settled. Now what do you 
want?” And I looked her in the eye and said, “Not a darn thing.”

I saw very clearly that she had determined not only that I should 
not be president but that she wanted a white woman. So I said my 
baby was young and that I had my hands full with my home duties. 
She insisted that I be present, as she wanted me to preside, since 
she had to be on the floor to put over her plans. I presided. Mrs. 
Wooley put over her program even to the extent of having Mrs. 
Plummer elected president, although she was absent at the time 
in her summer home in Pennsylvania.

The colored women who were present seemed perfectly sat-
isfied. When the time came to elect a vice-president, Mrs. Wooley 
thought we should have a colored woman and I was nominated. I 
declined for the same reason I had given her. But when nobody else 
would take it, she urged that I let them use my name until they had 
a larger membership and could find someone else to take the place 
if I did not care to keep it.

I assented and the Douglass Women’s Club was launched, but 
no further meetings were held until fall. Mrs. Plummer, back in 
the city, threw herself heart and soul into the movement. The best 
speakers in Chicago were secured, and every effort was made to 
arouse the interest of the members, most of whom were colored 
women.
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One day about three months later, Mrs. Plummer wrote to say 
it would be impossible for her to be present next meeting and that 
the speaker whom she had engaged had notified her that he could 
not be present. Would I, on such short notice, supply a program? 
This I proceeded to do. First I sent out one hundred postcards in-
viting women to be present whom I knew would be interested, and 
second, I prepared a symposium on “What It Means to Be a Mother.”

It was my reentry into club life, and I felt that the experience I 
had gained as a mother should be passed on to the young women 
of our race who had the idea that they should not have children. We 
had a glorious meeting. An artist told what it meant to be a mother 
from an artist’s standpoint. I spoke from a mother’s outlook, and a 
minister and a lawyer from their different points of view.

Just before closing Mrs. Wooley sent me a note saying she 
wanted to say a few words. I would have asked her anyway, for there 
were many women present who had never been there before and I 
wanted them to both see and hear Mrs. Wooley and break down the 
barriers which seemed to be between her and our women.

When she arose to speak, her first expression was, “Well, there 
isn’t so much in the mere physical fact of being a mother. Some of 
the most influential women workers for humanity have not been 
mothers.” She mentioned Jane Addams, Mary McDowell, Susan B. 
Anthony, and others. All of what she said was true, but it seemed like 
a dash of cold water on the enthusiasm I had succeeded in arousing.

From that time on Mrs. Wooley never failed to give me the im-
pression that she did not propose to give me much leeway in the af-
fairs of the center. I felt at first that she had been influenced by other 
colored 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.

That was the beginning of what proved to be a very splendid 
year, for Mrs. Plummer, from that time on, insisted on sharing the 
responsibility of the club with me. Our relations were most pleasant 
until the episode of the Atlanta riot.
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Mr. J. Max Barber, editor of the Voice, a race magazine which he 
had published in Atlanta, was in our town as a refugee and he was 
invited to address the Douglass Center Women’s Club.3

He told of the harrowing details of that outrageous affair and 
when he closed, Mrs. Plummer, the president, said, “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.” Her reason for giving that advice was that 
she knew two colored men who had deserted their families and left 
their children on the cold mercy of the town; yet they had not lost 
caste with their people because of it.

I arose at this juncture and said that it seemed like giving a stone 
when one asked for bread to offer that advice to this man who had 
lost his home and property simply because he was a colored man; 
that the two men whom she had quoted were not criminals and 
therefore their cases could not apply in this instance; that what we 
should do was pass a stronger resolution condemning that outra-
geous Atlanta riot and call on the authorities to act. Mrs. Plummer 
showed clearly that she did not like the implied rebuke.

Immediately two other colored women arose and insisted that 
they had such confidence in Mrs. Plummer that we knew she would 
not say anything that was not for the best interest of the race. Mrs. 
Edward H. Wright said that one didn’t have to be a criminal to be 
lynched in the South, and told of the three young men who had been 
lynched in Memphis, and the abuse I had suffered at the hands of 
the white people because I denounced it.

The meeting broke up without passing the resolution suggested. 
I went to Mrs. Plummer afterward, and said, “Why Mrs. Plummer, 
to think that after all these years and all that I have told you about 
lynching that you should take this position.” She said, “Have you 
forgotten that 10 percent of all the crimes that were committed in 
Chicago last year were by colored men? Anyway every white woman 

3  For J. Max Barber’s account of the Atlanta riot, see Herbert Aptheker, A Documen-
tary History of the Negro People in the United States (New York: Citadel Press, 1951), 
pp. 866–67.
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that I know in the South has told me that she is afraid to walk out 
after dark. I hope some day to find out for myself if that is true.”

“But,” I said, “I have told you of my experiences and investiga-
tions so often, Mrs. Plummer; I thought you knew the situation, and 
that those charges are false.” She laughed and said, “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.”

Of course there was nothing more for me to say. I had believed 
in Mrs. Plummer and her entire freedom from this detestable race 
prejudice and her absolute sincerity as my personal friend as I had 
no other white woman in America. I simply could not get over this 
slap in the face. My husband told me that I had to learn to take my 
friends as I found them, making allowances for their shortcomings, 
and still hold on to their friendships.

I wrote Mrs. Plummer a letter on the subject, showing my desire 
to do this, but her reply showed me very clearly that I had sinned 
beyond redemption with her when I had dared to challenge a state-
ment of hers in public. Later on when she decided that she did not 
care to run again for the presidency, the members of the board in-
sisted that I ought to stand for it. For two years I had been the vice-
president and had done practically all the work. We had a member-
ship of over two hundred persons.

I refused to consent until I had consulted Mrs. Wooley. It so hap-
pened that she called me at my home a few days later and I told her 
that Mrs. Plummer had declined to run again and that the mem-
bers of the board had asked me to stand; that somehow I had the 
feeling that she didn’t care to have me as president and since she 
was the head of the work I wanted to confer with her before giving 
my answer.

Mrs. Wooley sat for a few minutes without saying anything. At 
last she said, “Mrs. Plummer hasn’t told me that she was not going 
to run.” “But,” I said, “she has assured the board that she would not 
change.” “Well,” she said, “when she tells me that she is not going 
to run, why of course I’ll be for you, but understand, you have ene-
mies who might not agree.”
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I told her I was only concerned about her opinion, since all those 
who were heads of departments must of necessity work in unison 
with her.

Mrs. Wooley went home, sent for Mrs. Hodges, who was 
chairman of the nominating committee, and asked her whom they 
were going to recommend for president. Her reply was, “Mrs. Bar-
nett, of course.” Mrs. Wooley said, “Well you know Mrs. Barnett has 
enemies, and the thing to do is to nominate two persons so those 
who are not in favor of her will have another choice.” She suggested 
they name a white woman also and gave her the names of two or 
three who were members of the club.

Mrs. Hodges, a very nice woman who had had no experience 
whatever in organizations of this character, a woman of no literary 
or executive ability, was plainly confused by this advice. She came 
to me to know what she ought to do about it.

It seemed to me such a clear case of double-dealing that my 
temper, which has always been my besetting sin, got the better of 
me. I went at once to the telephone, called Mrs. Wooley, and asked 
her if she had given such advice, well knowing that a nominating 
committee was supposed to bring in only one slate. She said, “Well, 
now, I should think you would want those who might be opposed 
to you, Mrs. Barnett, to have a chance to vote for another if they so 
wished.” “It is not what I want, Mrs. Wooley, that concerns me now, 
it is what has seemed to me to be double-dealing on your part. If you 
are the opposition you ought to be frank enough to say so, instead 
of giving this simpleminded woman advice that confused her. I am 
very sure now of your attitude and I say to you that I have finished 
with trying to help you carry on the center and that if in the future I 
ever lift a finger, you yourself will have to come and beg me to do so.”

I went to the meeting next day because I had to preside in the 
absence of the president, who had again gone away to her summer 
home. The report of the nominating committee was called for. They 
had no recommendation for president or vice-president. On the 
motion to adopt the incomplete report the point was made that the 
bylaws provided a different course for the election of officers. That 
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section stated that nominations should be made from the floor; the 
names should be written on a blackboard and ballots should be pro-
vided.

I had to rule that the point was well taken and called for a black-
board. Mrs. Wooley rose to object to my ruling. I asked her if she de-
sired to appeal from the decision of the chair, and if so I was sure she 
knew the method by which this could be done. Her face reddened 
and she sat down. The blackboard was brought and I announced 
that nominations were in order. Mrs. Wooley went about the room 
speaking to the different women and I felt sure she was lobbying 
against me, but I offered no objection.

The first nomination made was for me. It was greeted with 
such applause that everybody in the room was sure that I would be 
elected. I waited until the applause died away then called for other 
nominations. There were none. I then announced that only on one 
condition could I allow my name to be voted upon for the presi-
dency, that that condition had not been complied with, and I was 
therefore compelled to decline.

Nobody in the room knew that I declined because of her oppo-
sition; that I had said over the phone that I would not accept any 
office in the center unless she begged me to do so. She was not only 
not begging me to do so but she was actually trying to find another 
candidate! Dr. Fannie Emanuel finally accepted it.

I retained the chair, announced the result of the election, re-
ceived a present for the absent president in her name—a very hand-
some percolator—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. Poor Mrs. Wooley struggled 
along for another two years trying to keep the center going, but the 
attendance fell off, and those who had so illy advised her were not 
themselves active in making up for the loss of the woman who had 
labored so hard to make it a success.

Two years later I had a letter from Mrs. Wooley in which she said 
how much she missed me and asked me to come back. I had then 
become interested in other work which absorbed all my time and 
could not go back if I had wanted to. I wrote her, however, and said 
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that I valued the letter because it was the only expression of appre-
ciation which I had ever received at her hands and that I could not 
help but regret that I had not had such a token when I was there; 
that had it come earlier, I need never have left the center. I am very 
sure that Mrs. Wooley regretted her action all the rest of the short 
life that was left to her, because the center never again reached the 
heights that it had enjoyed the first two years of its existence.



34

A NEGRO THEATER

It was while the Douglass Center was in bloom that I received an 
invitation one day from Mr. Robert T. Motts inviting me to attend 
the opening of the Pekin Theater. Mr. Motts had maintained a saloon 
at the corner of Twenty-seventh and State Streets for a number of 
years. Only a short time before he had added a sort of an amuse-
ment hall in connection therewith. I had met Bob Cole in Buffalo 
the winter before when I had been called to deliver an address. He 
was with the team of Cole and Johnson that was doing vaudeville, 
and they stopped at the same place at which I was quartered. In the 
course of conversation Mr. Cole remarked that Chicago had an insti-
tution of which we ought to be proud. He spoke of Motts’s Amuse-
ment Hall in connection with this saloon, and he said the decorum 
of the place was what had attracted his attention, and the acts put 
on there he thought quite creditable.

I had never been to Mr. Motts’s Amusement Hall and this was 
the first complimentary criticism I had ever heard about it. When 
I, therefore, received an invitation announcing that he had aban-
doned the saloon and was turning the place into a theater, I was very 
glad. I at once went to his place and saw Mr. Motts for the first time 
to my knowledge and told him that I had come to congratulate him 
on the change of business—that the reports I had from his place 
had given me many a heartache and that we would be very glad to 
cooperate with him in his new venture. He seemed very glad when 
Mr. Barnett and I attended his initial performance. Strange to say, 
very few of his whilom friends whom he had expected to support the 
venture showed up. Realizing his disappointment, I told him that 
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if he would give me the use of the place in which to have a benefit 
for the Douglass Center, I was sure I could bring to him the sup-
port he ought to have, and at the same time make some money for 
the center.

This he gladly consented to do and I called together a group of 
the representative women and we proceeded to arrange for the 
benefit. When some of them objected, I said that now Mr. Motts 
was engaged in a venture of a constructive nature, I thought it our 
duty to forget the past and help him; that if he was willing to invest 
his money in something uplifting for the race we all ought to help. 
I described the beautiful little gem of a theater which he had cre-
ated; told of the stock company of colored actors he had gathered 
together; of the Negro orchestra composed entirely of our own mu-
sicians, and how all employees from the young man in the box office 
were members of our race, and how proud I was to see a payroll up-
ward of a hundred persons employed by him.

I felt that the race owed Mr. Motts a debt of gratitude for giving 
us a theater in which we could sit anywhere we chose without any 
restrictions. One of the women shrugged her shoulders and said 
it would be a great advertisement for Mr. Motts and I said that I 
for one, was quite willing to give him the benefit of all the adver-
tising we could do. We decided on asking one hundred women to be 
patronesses. The price of the tickets was raised from twenty-five, 
thirty-five, and fifty cents to $1.50 to $2.00 for box seats. Being a 
novel idea, it became very popular.

Some of our ministers helped to make it even more so. Rev. A. J. 
Carey, Sr., then pastor of Bethel A.M.E. Church, preached a sermon 
which he prefaced by saying that members of his church had re-
ceived invitations to be patronesses at the benefit at the Pekin The-
ater and had asked his advice. He then launched out into a denun-
ciation of the movement, the theater, and the owner.

When members of the congregation came to tell me about it, I 
said that Mr. Carey was serving splendidly as a press agent for the 
benefit. He wrote a synopsis of this sermon which he sent to every 
Negro newspaper on the South Side. He began by saying “Perhaps 
no sermon ever preached in Bethel Church had received the com-
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mendation of the one which had been preached the Sunday before.” 
He then proceeded to describe what he had said.

The editor of one newspaper brought the manuscript to me, re-
marking that he had no intention whatever of publishing it. The 
editor of the Chicago Conservator had it already in type when he 
learned about it, and said he didn’t wish to offend Rev. Carey by 
refusing it since he could always get help from him in getting his 
paper out.

Mr. Barnett, to whom this statement had been made, called up 
Mr. Edward H. Wright and asked him to serve as attorney for the 
center. Mr. Wright thereupon prepared a notice which was served 
upon the owner of the Conservator, the editor, and the Western 
Newspaper Union which printed it. The notice declared that if the 
article denouncing the benefit appeared all three would be sued 
for damages in the name of the center. Of course it did not appear.

The next Sunday Rev. Carey gave us another hour’s denuncia-
tion from his pulpit. He read the notice which had been served on 
the editor, signed by Ida B. Wells-Barnett and Robert T. Motts. His 
comment thereon was: “would-be race leader and the keeper of a 
low gambling dive.” Not only this, but the same Sunday afternoon 
Rev. Carey preached a sermon at Olivet Baptist Church for some 
fraternal order. He took occasion there to make references deroga-
tory to the movement.

The Olivet Baptist Church was just across the street from the 
Pekin Theater. It is reported that Rev. E. J. Fisher, then the pastor of 
Olivet, followed Rev. Carey’s remarks with a similar criticism and 
wound up by saying that his people ought not to go to this benefit, 
and if he ever went there he hoped that his tongue would cleave to 
the roof of his mouth and his right hand forget its cunning.

Next morning Rev. Carey brought the matter up before the 
Ministerial Alliance. Acting on his suggestion, a committee was 
appointed to wait upon Mrs. Wooley and protest against the cen-
ter’s fostering a theater which was against all the rules of the A.M.E. 
church. The committee visited Mrs. Wooley and made its earnest 
protest. It went further; it promised to set aside a Sunday and take 
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a collection for the benefit of the center if it really was in need of 
money.

Mrs. Wooley heard them through, reminded herself of their 
opposition to the establishment of the center itself, and that at no 
time during its existence had the ministers ever visited her in a 
body before, simply told them that she had asked Mrs. Barnett to 
give some one big thing, out of which money might be made for the 
needs of the center and that she did not feel justified in interfering 
with the plans I had made. She also declined to accept their offer of 
a collection, reminding them that their churches all were in debt 
and she thought they would need their offering for themselves.

The next opposition came from the Daily News, to which I had 
sent an account of the affair and asked their help. Mr. Charles Fay, 
then the editor, said to me over the phone that because of the past 
reputation of the Pekin Theater he could not insert my notice. 
When I tried to tell him of the changes that had taken place, he 
said, “I know all about the Pekin Theater, Mrs. Barnett, and you 
will have to excuse me now. San Francisco has just been destroyed 
by an earthquake and we are busy receiving the dispatches con-
cerning it.”

Last, but by no means least, Miss Anna Morgan, who had a fa-
mous studio in the Fine Arts Building, and who had promised to 
have that year’s graduating class give us a play, sent me a letter can-
celing the engagement. This was after tickets and some literature 
had been printed. She offered to reimburse me for the expense we 
had incurred, and said she was compelled to take this action be-
cause she had learned of the Pekin’s notorious reputation; that the 
young ladies in her school of acting had come from the best fami-
lies of the city and that she could not afford to take them into such 
a place. My reply to Miss Morgan was not very diplomatic, I grant, 
but I said to her that her young ladies could not have a very secure 
hold on their reputations if giving one night’s performance would 
cause them to lose them.

In spite of all the opposition the benefit was a huge success. The 
society leaders vied with each other in their box parties and the 
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house was filled with the most representative members of our race. 
It gave them a chance to see what perhaps they would have been 
years in realizing, what a very auspicious effort was being made 
right here in our town by a man who sincerely wanted to do better 
things. We cleared five hundred dollars in cash for the benefit of the 
center and started the Pekin Theater on its upward march.

It has been a very great pleasure to remember that many of the 
leading actors and actresses in the race got their first training in 
Bob Motts’s stock company. The same is true of musicians. When 
Arnold Bennett, the English novelist, paid a visit to Chicago a year 
later and came out in the black belt on a tour of observation, he 
mentioned the Pekin Theater as the greatest sign of progress he 
had found among us.

George W. Walker of Williams and Walker paid his personal 
tribute to its establishment, and better than all, other parts of the 
country encouraged by our success also established theaters of 
their own among our people and many of them were called Pekin 
Theaters.

Charles Gilpin, the man who made such a wonderful success of 
“The Emperor Jones,” had given testimony to the fact that he got 
his training in the Pekin Theater Stock Company.

The immediate aftermath was that the following year Mr. Bar-
nett was placed on the ticket of the first municipal judges to be 
elected in Cook County. One day during the campaign he received 
an invitation to appear before the Ministerial Alliance. This he did 
and made an appeal to them for their support. Rev. Carey, who was 
present, asked him how he squared his effort to secure their sup-
port with the fact that he had upheld his wife in flying in the face 
of the discipline of the A.M.E. church the year previous in fostering 
a theater in a low gambling dive, backing a man who had been a 
notorious saloon keeper, or words to that effect.

Mr. Barnett’s reply was that if the Pekin Theater had been or was 
still a low gambling dive it was up to Rev. Carey to prove it; that he 
was quite sure that his wife would not have given her time and effort 
to support a movement of such degraded character. The result was 
a very lukewarm support, where there was not direct opposition 
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led by Rev. Carey. As a consequence, Mr. Barnett was the only one of 
twenty-seven municipal judges who ran and was defeated. He was 
also the first and only colored man running, but if he had had the 
overwhelming support that he deserved at the hands of the minis-
ters and their congregations in the black belt, he, too, would have 
been overwhelmingly elected.

Another aftermath of that Pekin Theater fight was that several 
years after Bob Motts had passed on, and his theater had become 
a thing of the past, a political meeting was staged in the building 
and Rev. E. J. Fisher was one of the speakers. It was a significant fact 
that he was stricken with paralysis while on that stage and never 
recovered. He, too, very shortly after passed away, and there are 
people in Chicago today who recall that he had said a few years be-
fore that if he ever went into that theater he hoped that his tongue 
would cleave to the roof of his mouth and his right hand forget its 
cunning.



Ida B. Wells and children (1909). From left: Charles Aked, Ida B. 
Wells Jr., Alfreda Marguerita, and Herman Kohlsaat. Courtesy of the 
University of Chicago Library, Special Collections Research Center.
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NEGRO FELLOWSHIP LEAGUE

My church activities up to this time had been centered most in Be-
thel A.M.E. Church under Rev. R. C. Ransom, who had been trans-
ferred to a new church known as the Institutional Church, where he 
planned to establish social service features. We kept our member-
ship in Bethel Church under the new minister until scandal began 
to develop. Articles touching upon these scandals appeared in the 
Conservator. Bishop Abraham Grant, then in charge of this district, 
came to town to investigate.

He told me that the conference year was so near its end that 
it would be impossible to make a transfer, but that if we would be 
patient the Rev. A. L. Murray would be moved at the end of the year. 
This was agreed to and when the A.M.E. conference convened at 
Saint Stephen’s A.M.E. Church I went over on the day the appoint-
ments were to be read.

Bishop Grant put someone in the chair when I entered and re-
tired to the study. He then sent for me. He said, “Mrs. Barnett, I 
promised to remove Murray at this conference but I have spent all 
day Sunday out at the church and was told by his congregation, in-
cluding the trustee board, that the church would withdraw from 
the connection if he was not retained. I am therefore compelled to 
let him go back, for I cannot have the responsibility of the loss of 
that fine congregation.”

I thanked the bishop for letting me know his decision and why he 
had made it. He said that he hoped that I would continue my activi-
ties in the church; but I told him that I was afraid that he had lost me 
as a member; that it was a shock to be told by one of the heads of the 
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church that he was compelled to condone such immoral conduct; 
that I thought he had done more harm to the church by sending 
that minister back to them than would have happened if the church 
had withdrawn from the connection. I was sorry but that there was 
nothing left for me to do but withdraw; I had a family of growing 
children and all my teaching would be null and void if I continued 
in a church with a man who had become so notoriously immoral.

I went to Grace Presbyterian Church and told them I was looking 
for a church home in which to rear my children; that I had been 
brought up in a Christian home under the influence of the Sunday 
school and church and that I wanted to bring my children up the 
same way. That I was not a Presbyterian by doctrine, but since all 
Christian denominations agreed on a standard of conduct and right 
living it seemed to me to matter very little what name we bore.

I told them that if they would accept me with that confession of 
faith I would like to come in. They did accept me, and I and my two 
daughters united with the church. Shortly after I was asked to ac-
cept the position of teacher to the men’s Bible class by the mem-
bers themselves.

I thus began that which to me was one of the most delightful 
periods of my life in Chicago. I had a class of young men ranging 
from eighteen to thirty years of age. The average attendance was 
twenty-five to thirty a Sunday, and we had an enrollment of over 
one hundred. Every Sunday we discussed the Bible lessons in a plain 
common-sense way and tried to make application of their truths to 
our daily lives. I taught this class for ten years.

During this time [in 1908] the riot broke out in Springfield, Illi-
nois, and raged there for three days. Several daily papers called me 
up to know if we were going to hold an indignation meeting or what 
action, if any, was to be undertaken by us. The only church in which 
we had been wont to have such meetings would not, I was sure, give 
permission for me to hold one there and I felt sure that no one else 
would undertake it.

Three Negroes were lynched under the shadow of Abraham Lin-
coln’s tomb during those three days. Not one of them had any con-
nection whatever with the original cause of the outbreak. One of 
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them was an old citizen of Springfield who had been married to a 
white woman for twenty years and had reared a family of children 
by her. When the mob could do nothing else, they went to his home 
and dragged him out, and hanged him in his own yard.

I had such a feeling of impotency through the whole matter. Our 
race had not yet perfected an organization which was prepared to 
take hold of this situation, which seemed to be becoming as bad in 
Illinois as it had hitherto been in Georgia. As I wended my way to 
Sunday school that bright Sabbath day, brooding over what was 
still going on at our state capital, I passed numbers of people out 
parading in their Sunday finery. None of them seemed to be wor-
ried by the fact of this three days’ riot going on less than two hun-
dred miles away.

I do not remember what the lesson was about that Sunday, but 
when I came to myself I found I had given vent to a passionate de-
nunciation of the apathy of our people over this terrible thing. I told 
those young men that we should be bestirring ourselves to see what 
could be done. When one of them asked, “What can we do about it?” 
I replied that they could at least get together and ask themselves 
that question. The fact that nobody seemed worried was as terrible 
a thing as the riot itself.

One of the young men said our leaders ought to take some action 
about it, and I said, “That does not absolve you from responsibility.” 
He replied, “We have no place to meet,” and I quickly answered, “If 
there are any of you who desire to come together to consider this 
thing, I here and now invite you to my home this afternoon.”

Three out of those thirty responded to my invitation! We dis-
cussed the situation from every angle and decided that we ought 
to try to get an organization among the young men which would 
undertake to consider such matters. Every one of the three was 
doubtful as to whether we could get such an organization going, 
but I urged them to try and see if each could report next Sunday 
with at least one other person.

That was the beginning of what was afterward to be known as 
the Negro Fellowship League. The young men became interested 
and it gradually came to be quite the thing to bring their young lady 
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friends to my home on a Sunday afternoon. Here we discussed mat-
ters affecting the race and invited prominent persons who might be 
in the city to address us. It was during this time that the lynching 
took place in Cairo, Illinois, about which I will tell in a future chapter.

After many months of such pleasant association and theoretical 
study of the Negro situation, I told these young men that we ought to 
begin some practical studies which would bring us in closer touch 
with those of our race who were swelling the criminal records. I told 
them of several trips to Joliet in response to invitations from pris-
oners and the many interesting stories I had gotten from young 
men who came to Chicago, some of them from good homes, most 
of whom had been well educated.

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 into trouble in these places. With no friends they were 
railroaded into the penitentiary somewhat like the first two young 
men who had attracted my interest. I told them I thought it was our 
duty to try to see that some sort of a light-house was established 
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.

To this all were agreed, but as we had no money, they could not 
see how it could be brought about. I told them that if we could find 
a consecrated young man who would be willing to undertake this 
work, I thought it ought to be possible to get hold of the money with 
which to establish such a place.

Very soon thereafter I was invited to be one of the speakers at 
a dinner given by the Congregational Union at the Palmer House. 
One of the speakers was Dr. J. G. K. McClure, afterward head of the 
Chicago Theological Seminary. His subject was “The White Man’s 
Burden.” He stated that the Negro was that burden and gave statis-
tics from all over this country to prove his contention. He wound 
up by saying, “Even here in free Chicago, which is the black man’s 
heaven, although he is less than 3 percent of the population, last 
year he furnished 10 percent of the crime.”

Dr. Frederick A. Noble, presiding officer, at whose right I sat, 
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leaned over and said, “I expect you to refute that statement, Mrs. 
Barnett.” “I am sorry I cannot do so,” I said, “for that is what the 
figures seem to indicate. And besides, doctor, I am here to talk on 
lynching and can’t very well attack someone else’s speech.” Dr. 
Noble seemed so shocked that notwithstanding my disclaimer, I 
felt that I ought to say something on this subject. I thought I could 
understand why race prejudice seemed to be growing in Chicago 
if that was the sort of addresses being given them. There were up-
ward of five hundred of the representative members of the Congre-
gational church present on that night.

When my turn came, after giving the statistics showing the 
causes of lynchings and making a plea for a fair trial of every ac-
cused person no matter what the crime charged, I said, “The statis-
tics which we have heard here tonight do not mean, as it appears to 
mean, that the Negro race is the most criminal of the various race 
groups in Chicago. It does mean that ours is the most neglected 
group. All other races in the city are welcomed into the settlements, 
ymca’s, ywca’s, gymnasiums and every other movement 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 wel-
comes the Negro, and that is the saloon. Ought we to wonder at the 
harvest which we have heard enumerated tonight?”

At the close of the meeting a lady stepped up and asked me if 
she had understood me to say that the ymca did not admit colored 
men. I assured her that she had not misunderstood me and that it 
was a fact; that on several occasions I had known them to be refused 
admittance. She said, “I am so surprised to hear this. I am sure my 
husband does not know it, and only last year he gave several thou-
sand dollars to that organization.”

It was several months after this before one day I had a telephone 
call. I had told of this conversation to a woman who was a mani-
curist for the woman with whom I had spoken. I also told her how 
I hoped this lady would bring influence to bear to have the Young 
Men’s Christian Association open its doors to colored men. I do not 
know just how she managed it, but one morning I had a telephone 
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call from the lady in question asking if she could come over and talk 
with me about the matter we had discussed at the dinner.

She came and told me that her husband had gone to the general 
secretary of the ymca, expecting him to deny my statement that 
colored young men were not admitted to that institution. He was 
very greatly surprised when Mr. Loring W. Messer began to excuse 
and explain why they were drawing the color line in the ymca. Her 
husband responded by saying, “I never knew this was being done 
until Mrs. Barnett told my wife so, and I will never give you another 
dollar until you do something for colored men.”

The speaker was Victor F. Lawson, owner and publisher of the 
Daily News, and it was his wife who had accosted me on the sub-
ject on the night of the Palmer House dinner. I told her of many in-
stances of rebuff that had been handed to colored men who wanted 
to take the training and how great was the need for some such place 
out in our district. She asked me what I thought ought to be done 
and I told her how my thought crystallized after hearing the story 
of numbers of unfortunate young men whom I had visited at the 
Joliet prison.

There was not a single uplifting influence along the whole length 
of State Street and I did not think that our Christian forces should 
leave State Street to the devil. If we could have a modern, up-to-
date reading room set down there in the midst of all those temp-
tations, and a consecrated young man in charge of it, whose duty 
it would be to visit the saloons and poolrooms several times a day 
distributing cards to the young men he found therein, inviting them 
to this reading room, it would be a splendid beginning in the way 
of having something that would help the young men who came to 
the city.

I went further. I said that if we could set such a place down in the 
midst of this district as an object lesson, I believed it would become 
self-sustaining within a year. Mrs. Lawson asked what it would cost 
and I told her that I had not got far enough along to compute the 
cost and that we had no money with which to carry it out; that a club 
of young men had the matter under discussion for some time and 
that was as far as we had gotten.
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Mrs. Lawson was so interested that she asked that we go over on 
State Street and see if we could find a location. We found only one 
empty building at 2830 State Street, and I was sent to inquire what 
the rental would be. Mrs. Lawson then left for home after warning 
me not to build too great hopes but saying that she would have to 
take the matter up with her husband. When again I saw her she in-
formed me that they were willing to help establish such a place and 
pay the expenses for a year. This would include the salary of a young 
man to take charge. Her one restriction was that under no circum-
stances was anybody to know where the money came from. She had 
helped an organization at one of the colored churches some time 
previous, and had been so beset by others soliciting her aid that she 
put this restriction in for her own protection. At that time I thought 
it was such a small thing to request that I readily gave the promise.

When I reported to the Negro Fellowship League the following 
Sunday that I had received this offer and wanted them to name a 
young man to take charge of this work at a salary of seventy-five 
dollars a month, they found it not so easy to secure the type of man 
needed. However, on the first day of May 1910, the Negro Fellow-
ship League Reading Room and Social Center for men and boys 
was opened at 2830 State Street.

There was great objection among some of our members to 
going there. Some of them took the ground that State Street was 
beneath their consideration. Others felt that those who were over 
there followed their various inclinations and were there because 
they wanted to be there, and still others were dubious about the 
continuation of the money with which to maintain it. As for myself 
I was lifted to the seventh heaven and cheerfully went about the 
work of helping to select the library which we installed and making 
plans for meetings.

Our first secretary was a man who had done ymca work in 
Georgia. He brought letters of recommendation which made us feel 
that he was just the man for the place. I afterward found that the 
writers of those letters, realizing it was a good opportunity to get 
rid of the man who had not fitted in with them, passed him on to us.

However, we opened in a blaze of glory in spite of the objections 
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of the members of the league. I told them that I was convinced that 
they needed State Street as much as State Street needed them. Most 
of my young men had come from good families and other sections 
of the country. Many of them were well educated. Some were taking 
courses in law and medicine while they earned their daily bread by 
night work in the post office.

They had never come in contact with that type of our people who 
had no advantages and among whom none of our better class of 
people were doing any missionary work. Mrs. Lawson had left the 
choice entirely up to me and I had decided on what, at that time, 
was a very questionable section of State Street.

We opened on Sunday with a widely published program. It at-
tracted a large number of those who lived in the immediate neigh-
borhood. It was a warm day and the back door was left open. Every 
now and then noises were so great that it became a disturbance. I 
asked the janitor to step out and see what it was. He returned after a 
little while and whispered that he was going for the police. A bunch 
of drunken men, he said, were out in the next yard shooting craps 
and paid no attention to him when he asked them to be quiet.

I said, “Oh, no, 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.” I went out in the back yard myself, and looking through 
the fence into the other yard saw about a dozen dirty, disreputable-
looking men seated on the ground shooting craps.

There was a bucket of beer near and they were so intent on their 
game that they had not heard me come up. Finally I said, “I thought 
if I came out and told you gentlemen you were disturbing our 
meeting, you would be a little more quiet.” Instantly every one of 
them got up except one man who was too drunk to do so. They im-
mediately assured me that they would make less noise, and one or 
two of them offered to go away.

I said, “I would rather you would come into the meeting. We 
have come over here to be your neighbors and we will hold meet-
ings every Sunday. Do come in.” Each of them said, “Oh, no lady, 
we are too dirty. We would not think of coming in like this. But we 
will go away.” They answered too readily that they would. I said, 
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“Will you shake hands on it?” and I stretched my hand through the 
fence. They all said that they didn’t want to dirty my white gloves 
by shaking hands but reiterated that they would go away and also 
repeated their promise to come next Sunday.

When I asked the man who was still on the ground he said, “Well, 
I am drunk and I know it, I am going to do as I please but I won’t make 
any more noise, lady. I’ll go away.” I stayed on State Street ten years 
with that reading room, three years right there, and I was never 
again disturbed or molested in all that time.

Very shortly we added a men’s lodging house upstairs where 
men could get a bed for fifteen cents and a place partitioned off for 
twenty-five cents. It was the first venture of the kind on State Street 
and very liberally patronized. At the end of our first year we had a 
registration average of forty or fifty persons a day who came in to 
read or play checkers or hunt jobs.

Without having any facilities for doing so we found that at the 
end of the year we had placed one hundred and fifteen young men 
in places of employment. Persons hunting for help came making in-
quiries from the young men who were seated at the reading tables; 
somebody was always found to take the job.

During this time the daily papers of Chicago had given us a good 
deal of space and I was invited by the Men’s Bible Class in Oak Park 
to come out and deliver an address touching this work. At the close 
of my talk a fine looking gray-haired gentleman came up to me and 
asked if he had understood me to say that the ymca refused admis-
sion to colored men. My reply was the same as that to Mrs. Lawson.

During the recital his eyes filled with tears and in a voice which 
trembled with indignation he said, “I will tell Messer tomorrow that 
I will never give him another dollar until he does something for 
colored men. I never knew before that they were refused. But now 
that you mention it, although I am a director, I remember now that 
I have never seen a colored man there.” He took the address of our 
place and went away.

My little son who was with me said, “Mother did you see tears in 
that man’s eyes?” And I said, “I thought I was mistaken, but if you 
saw them it must be true.” That man was Judge Jesse A. Baldwin, 
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who was at that time the chief justice of the criminal court. He be-
came a lifelong friend of ours and later on sent me a most beautiful 
letter in which he said that had it not been for our place he would 
have been at a loss many times for where to send young men who 
came into his court and needed friends and advice. Mr. H. H. Kohl-
saat was a man who had years before established the cheap restau-
rants in the Loop. He had been an employer of hundreds of colored 
men, who waited on dinner meals in his establishments. He, too, 
had opened a reading room for the benefit of his employees years 
before, farther downtown. He was greatly interested in the work 
and offered to see if we could secure trained young men from the 
ymca to take charge.

I told him that the ymca had refused to cooperate in any way; 
that for years they had said it would be impossible for them to come 
out and do anything in our district until somebody gave them one 
hundred thousand dollars with which to erect a building. Since no 
one had done this, we hoped that they would be willing to furnish 
us the services of one of their trained workers, as the man we had 
showed his inability to cope with the situation.

Mr. Kohlsaat asked me to write him a letter stating our needs. 
This letter was sent to Mr. Messer with his personal request that 
he do something about it. Mr. Messer answered by showing how 
impossible it would be for the ymca to take any part in our venture 
unless they controlled it. Whereupon Mr. Kohlsaat told him that 
he had helped him to get many thousands of dollars for his yearly 
budget but that he would do nothing more for him until something 
was done by the ymca for colored men.



36

ILLINOIS LYNCHINGS

Directly after the Springfield riot, at the next session of the legis-
lature, a law was enacted which provided that any sheriff who per-
mitted a prisoner to be taken from him and lynched should be re-
moved from office. This bill was offered by Edward D. Green, who 
had been sent to Springfield to represent our race. Illinois had had 
not only a number of lynchings, but also a three days’ riot at Spring-
field.

In due course of time the daily press announced that a lynching 
had taken place in Cairo, Illinois. The body of a white woman had 
been found in an alley in the residential district and, following the 
usual custom, the police immediately looked for a Negro. Finding 
a shiftless, penniless colored man known as “Frog” James, who 
seemed unable to give a good account of himself, according to 
police, this man was locked up in the police station and according 
to the newspapers a crowd began to gather around the station and 
the sheriff was sent for.

Mr. Frank Davis, the sheriff, after a brief conversation with the 
prisoner, took him to the railroad station, got on the train, and took 
him up into the woods accompanied by a single deputy. They re-
mained there overnight. Next morning, when a mob had grown to 
great proportions, they too went up into the country and had no 
trouble in locating the sheriff and his prisoner. He was placed on 
a train and brought back to town, accompanied by the sheriff. The 
newspapers announced that as the train came to a standstill, some 
of the mob put a rope around “Frog’s” neck and dragged him out of 
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the train and to the most prominent corner of the town, where the 
rope was thrown over an electric light arch and the body hauled up 
above the heads of the crowd.

Five hundred bullets were fired into it, some of which cut the 
rope, and the body dropped to the ground. Members of the mob 
seized hold of the rope and dragged the body up Washington Street, 
followed by men, women, and children, some of the women pushing 
baby carriages. The body was taken near to the place where the 
corpse of the white girl had been found. Here they cut off his head, 
stuck it on a fence post, built a fire around the body and burned it 
to a crisp.

When the news of this horrible thing appeared in the papers, 
immediately a meeting was called and a telegram sent to Governor 
Deneen demanding that the sheriff of Alexander County be dispos-
sessed. The newspapers had already quoted the governor as saying 
that he did not think it mandatory on him to displace the sheriff. 
But when our telegram reached him calling attention to the law, he 
immediately ousted him by telegram.

This same law provided that after the expiration of a short time, 
the sheriff would have the right to appear before the governor and 
show cause why he ought to be reinstated. We had a telegram from 
Governor Deneen informing us that on the following Wednesday 
the sheriff would appear before him demanding reinstatement. Mr. 
Barnett spent some time urging representative men of our race to 
appear before the governor and fight the sheriff ’s reinstatement.

Colonel Frank Dennison and Robert Taylor had been down in 
that county hunting at the time of this occurrence, and they were 
reported as saying they had seen signals being wigwagged between 
the mob which was hunting “Frog” James and the sheriff who had 
him in charge. Colonel Dennison was asked to appear. He refused, 
saying that the whole episode was going to be a whitewash and he 
wasn’t going to have anything to do with it. When he and others 
were reminded that it was their duty to fight the effort to reinstate 
the sheriff, they still refused.

This information was given us at the dinner table by Mr. Barnett, 
and he wound up his recital of his fruitless efforts that Saturday 
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afternoon to get someone to appear by saying, “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. And your train 
leaves at eight o’clock.” I objected 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.

It was not very convenient for me to be leaving home at that time, 
and for once I was quite willing to let them attend to the job. Mr. 
Barnett replied that I knew it was important that somebody gather 
the evidence as well as he did, but if I was not willing to go, there 
was nothing more to be said. He picked up the evening paper and I 
picked up my baby and took her upstairs to bed. As usual I not only 
sang her to sleep but put myself to sleep lying there beside her.

I was awakened by my oldest child, who said, “Mother, Pa says it 
is time to go.” “Go where?” I said. He said, “To take the train to Cairo.” 
I said, “I told your father downstairs that I was not going. I don’t see 
why I should have to go and do the work that the others refuse.” 
My boy was only ten years old. He and the other children had been 
present at the dinner table when their father told the story. He stood 
by the bedside a little while and then said, “Mother if you don’t go 
nobody else will.”

I looked at my child standing there by the bed reminding me 
of my duty, and I thought of that passage of Scripture which tells 
of the wisdom from the mouths of babes and sucklings. I thought 
if my child wanted me to go that I ought not to fall by the wayside, 
and I said, “Tell daddy it is too late to catch the train now, that I’ll 
go in the morning. It is better for me to arrive in Cairo after night-
fall anyway.”

Next morning all four of my children accompanied my husband 
and me to the station and saw me start on the journey. They were 
intensely interested and for the first time were willing to see me 
leave home.

I reached Cairo after nightfall, and was driven to the home of the 
leading A.M.E. minister, just before he went into church for his eve-
ning service. I told him why I was there and asked if he could give 
me any help in getting the sentiment of the colored people and in-
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vestigating facts. He said that they all believed that “Frog” James 
had committed that murder. I asked him if he had anything upon 
which to base that belief. “Well,” he said, “he was a worthless sort 
of fellow, just about the kind of a man who would do a trick like that. 
Anyhow, all of the colored people believe that and many of us have 
written letters already to the governor asking the reinstatement 
of the sheriff.”

I sprang to my feet and asked him if he realized what he had 
done in condoning the horrible lynching of a fellowman who was 
a member of his race. Did he not know that if they condoned the 
lynching of one man, the time might come when they would have 
to condone that of other men higher up, providing they were black?

I asked him if he could direct me to the home of some other 
colored persons; that I had been sent to see all of them, and it 
wouldn’t be fair for me to accept reports from one man alone. He 
gave me the names of one or two others, and I withdrew. I had ex-
pected to stop at his home, but after he told me that I had no desire 
to do so. One of the men named was Will Taylor, a druggist, whom 
I had known in Chicago, and I asked to be directed to his place. The 
minister’s wife went with me because it was dark.

Mr. Taylor greeted me very cordially and I told him what my 
mission was. He also secured me a stopping place with persons by 
the name of Lewis, whom I afterward found were teachers in the 
colored high schools, both the man and his wife. They welcomed 
me very cordially and listened to my story. I told them why I was 
there; they gave me a bed. The next morning Mrs. Lewis came and 
informed me that she had already telephoned Dr. Taylor that she 
was sorry she could not continue to keep me. I found afterward that 
after they heard the story they felt that discretion was the better 
part of valor.

Mr. Taylor and I spent the day talking with colored citizens and 
ended with a meeting that night. I was driven to the place where 
the body of the murdered girl had been found, where the Negro 
had been burned, and saw about twenty-five representative colored 
people of the town that day. Many of those whom I found knew 
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nothing whatever of the action that had been taken by the citizens 
of Chicago.

The meeting was largely attended and in my statement to them I 
said I had come down to be their mouthpiece; that I correctly under-
stood how hard it would be for those who lived there to take an 
active part in the movement to oust the sheriff; that we were willing 
to take the lead in the matter but they must give me the facts; that it 
would be endangering the lives of other colored people in Illinois if 
we did not take a stand against the all too frequent lynchings which 
were taking place.

I went on to say that I came because I knew that they knew of my 
work against lynching for fifteen years past and felt that they would 
talk more freely to me and trust me more fully than they would 
someone of whom they knew nothing. I wanted them to tell me if 
Mr. Frank Davis had used his great power to protect the victim of the 
mob; if he had at any time placed him behind bars of the county jail 
as the law required; and if he had sworn in any deputies to help pro-
tect his prisoner as he was obliged by law to do until such time as he 
could be tried by due process of law. Although the meeting lasted for 
two hours, and although most of those present and speaking were 
friends of Frank Davis, some of whom had been deputy sheriffs in 
his office, not one of them could honestly say that Frank Davis had 
put his prisoner in the county jail or had done anything to protect 
him. I therefore offered a resolution to that effect which was almost 
unanimously adopted. There was one single objection by the ubiq-
uitous “Uncle Tom” Negro who seems always present. I begged the 
people, if they could do nothing to help the movement to punish 
Frank Davis for such glaring negligence of his duty, that they would 
do nothing to hinder us.

Next morning before taking the train I learned of a Baptist min-
isters’ meeting that was being held there and decided to attend for 
the purpose of having them pass the same resolution. I was told that 
it would do no good to make the effort and that it would delay me 
until midnight getting into Springfield. But I went, got an opportu-
nity to speak, offered the resolution, told of the men who had sent 



	268	 c h a pt e r  t h i rt y- s i x

letters to the governor, showed how that would confuse his mind 
as to the attitude of the colored people on the subject, and stated 
clearly that all such action would mean that we would have other 
lynchings in Illinois whenever it suited the mob anywhere.

I asked the adoption of the resolution passed the night before. 
There was discussion pro and con, and finally the moderator arose 
and said, “Brethren, they say an honest confession is good for the 
soul. I, too, am one of those men who have written to the governor 
asking Frank Davis’s reinstatement. I knew he was a friend of ours; 
that the man who had taken his place has turned out all Negro 
deputies and put in Democrats, and I was told that when the mob 
placed the rope around “Frog” James’s neck the sheriff tried to pre-
vent them and was knocked down for his pains. But now that the 
sister has shown us plainly the construction that would be placed 
upon that letter, I want her when she appears before the governor 
tomorrow to tell him that I take that letter back and hereby sign 
my name to this resolution.” By this time the old man was shed-
ding tears. Needless to say the resolution went through without 
any further objections.

Mr. Barnett had told me that he would prepare a brief based 
upon what had been gleaned from the daily press, which would be in 
the post office at Springfield when I got there Wednesday morning; 
that if I found any facts contrary to those mentioned I could easily 
make the correction. There had been no precedent for this proce-
dure, but he assumed that the attorney general would be present 
to represent the people.

When I entered the room at ten o’clock that morning I looked 
around for some of my own race, thinking that perhaps they would 
journey to Springfield for the hearing, even though they had been 
unwilling to go to Cairo to get the facts. Not a Negro face was in 
evidence! On the other side of the room there was Frank Davis, and 
with him one of the biggest lawyers in southern Illinois, so I was 
afterward told, who was also a state senator.

There was the parish priest, the state’s attorney of Alexander 
County, the United States land commissioner, and about half a 
dozen other representative white men who had journeyed from 
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Cairo to give aid and comfort to Frank Davis in his fight for re-
instatement.

The governor said that they had no precedent and that he would 
now hear the plea to be made by the sheriff; whereupon this big 
lawyer proceeded to present his petition for reinstatement and 
backed it up with letters and telegrams from Democrats and Re-
publicans, bankers, lawyers, doctors, editors of both daily papers, 
and heads of women’s clubs and of men’s organizations. The whole 
of the white population of Cairo was evidently behind Frank Davis 
and his demand for reinstatement.

In addition to this there were read these letters from Negro min-
isters and colored politicians. Special emphasis was laid upon them. 
Just before reading one of them the state senator said, “Your Ex-
cellency, I have known the writer of this letter since I was a boy. He 
has such a standing for truth and veracity in the community that if 
he were to tell me that black was white I would believe him, and he, 
too, has written to ask that Frank Davis be reinstated.”

And then he presented the names of nearly five hundred Negro 
men that had been signed to petitions circulated in three Negro 
barbershops. I had heard about these petitions while I was in Cairo 
and I went to the barbershops and saw them myself. Of course, there 
were only a few signers present when I was there, but to the few who 
happened to be standing around I gave the most blistering talk that 
I could lay my tongue to.

When the gentlemen had finished, Governor Deneen said, 
“I understand Mrs. Barnett is here to represent the colored people 
of Illinois.” Not until that moment did I realize that the burden de-
pended upon me. It so happened that Attorney A. M. Williams, a 
Negro lawyer of Springfield, having heard that I was in town, came 
over to the Capitol to invite me to his home for dinner. Finding me 
by myself, he immediately camped by my side and remained with 
me all through the ordeal. I was indeed thankful for this help, since 
never before had I been confronted with a situation that called for 
legal knowledge.

I began by reading the brief which Mr. Barnett prepared in due 
legal form. I then launched out to tell of my investigation in Cairo. 
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Before I had gotten very far the clock struck twelve, and Springfield 
being a country town, everything stopped so people could go home 
to dinner, which was served in the middle of the day. I did not go with 
Mr. Williams to his home but urged him to do so.

I went to his office and stayed there, getting the balance of my 
address in shape. At two o’clock he came for me and we went back 
to the Capitol. I resumed the statement of facts I had found—of 
the meeting held Monday night and of the resolution passed there 
which stated Frank Davis had not put his prisoner in the county jail 
or sworn in deputies to protect him although he knew there was 
talk of mob violence.

I was interrupted at this point by Mr. Davis’s lawyer. “Who wrote 
that resolution?” he asked. “Don’t answer him,” said Mr. Williams, 
“he is only trying to confuse you.” “Isn’t it a fact,” said Mr. Davis’s 
counsel, “that you wrote that resolution?” “Yes,” I said, “I wrote the 
resolution and presented it, but the audience adopted and passed 
it. It was done in the same way as the petition which you have pre-
sented here. Those petitions were signed by men, but they were 
typewritten and worded by somebody who was interested enough 
in Mr. Davis to place them where the men could reach them. But 
that is not all, Governor; I have here the signature of that leading 
Baptist minister who has been so highly praised to you. I went to 
his meeting yesterday and when I told him what a mistake it was to 
seem to condone the outrage on a human being by writing a letter 
asking for the reinstatement of a man who permitted it to be done, 
he rose and admitted he had sent the letter which has been read in 
your hearing, but having realized his mistake he wanted me to tell 
you that he endorsed the resolutions which I have here, and here is 
his name signed to them.”

And then I wound up by saying, “Governor, the state of Illinois 
has had too many terrible lynchings within her borders within 
the last few years. If this man is sent back it will be an encourage-
ment to those who resort to mob violence and will do so at any time, 
well knowing they will not be called to account for so doing. All the 
colored friends in Cairo are friends of Mr. Davis and they seem to 
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feel that because his successor, a Democrat, has turned out all the 
Republican deputies, they owe their duty to the party to ask the re-
turn of a Republican sheriff. But not one of these, Mr. Davis’s friends, 
would say that for one moment he had his prisoner in the county jail 
where the law demands that he should be placed or that he swore in 
a single deputy to help protect his life until he could be tried by law. 
It looked like encouragement to the mob to have the chief law officer 
in the county take that man up in the woods and keep him until the 
mob got big enough to come after him. I repeat, Governor, that if 
this man is reinstated, it will simply mean an increase of lynchings 
in the state of Illinois and an encouragement to mob violence.”

When I had finished it was late in the afternoon, and the gov-
ernor said that as he wanted to leave town next day he would sug-
gest that both sides get together and agree upon a statement of 
fact. He asked that we return that evening about eight o’clock. The 
big lawyer was very unwilling to do this. He and his party expected 
to go through the form of presenting that petition and taking the 
afternoon train back to Cairo, arriving there in time for dinner.

Instead we had to have a night session which would necessitate 
their remaining over until the next day. He angrily tossed the peti-
tion across the table like a bone to a dog and insisted that there was 
nothing else to be considered. But the governor held firm, and I was 
quite willing to go home and get something to eat. I was quite sur-
prised when the session adjourned that every one of those white 
men came over and shook my hand and congratulated me on what 
they called the wonderful speech I had made. Mr. Frank Davis him-
self shook hands with me and said, “I bear you no grudge for what 
you have done, Mrs. Barnett.” The state’s attorney of Alexander 
County wanted to know if I was not a lawyer. The United States land 
commissioner, a little old man, said, “Whether you are a lawyer or 
not you made the best speech of the day.” It was he who told me that 
the state senator who had represented Mr. Davis, whose name I have 
forgotten, was the biggest lawyer in southern Illinois.

When we returned to the night session, there was all the differ-
ence in the world in the attitude of those white men. The state’s at-
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torney and the big lawyer had already drawn up what they called an 
agreed statement of fact and were waiting for my ratification of the 
same. When I picked up the pen and began to draw a line through 
some of the phrases which described the occurrence in Cairo, the 
state’s attorney asked what I was doing.

I told him that although I was not a lawyer, I did know a state-
ment of fact when I saw one, and that in the description of the things 
which had taken place on the day of “Frog” James’s arrest, he had 
said that “the sheriff, fearing an outbreak by the mob, had taken 
‘Frog’ to the railroad station.” I had drawn a line through the words 
which said, “fearing an outbreak by the mob,” because that was his 
opinion rather than a fact. His face grew red, but he let it ride.

By the time we had finished it was ten o’clock. The governor had 
been waiting in the room across the hall while we argued back and 
forth over this agreed statement of fact. He then suggested that it 
was too late to go on, and asked that we return next morning. This 
we did and when I walked up the Capitol steps next morning every 
one of those white men with whom I had been in battle the day be-
fore swept off his hat at my approach. The big lawyer said, “Mrs. 
Barnett, we have decided that if you are willing we won’t make an-
other argument over this matter but will submit it all for the gover-
nor’s action.” I replied that whatever my lawyer advised, that I would 
do, and turned to Mr. Williams, who was still with me.

After scanning the papers he, too, agreed to their suggestion. 
We went into the governor’s office and submitted the case without 
further argument, bade each other adieu and left for our homes. Mr. 
Williams said as we went down the steps, “Oh, the governor’s going 
to send him back. I don’t see how he can help it with such terrific 
pressure being brought to bear to have him to do so. But, by george, 
if I had time to dig up the law I would have furnished him so much 
of it that he wouldn’t dare do so.” I said, “We have done the best we 
could under the circumstances, and angels could do no more.”

The following Tuesday morning Governor Deneen issued one of 
the finest state papers that emanated from him during his whole 
eight years in the Capitol. The summary of his proclamation was 
that Frank Davis could not be reinstated because he had not prop-
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erly protected the prisoner within his keeping and that lynch law 
could have no place in Illinois.

That was in 1909, and from that day until the present there has 
been no lynching in the state. Every sheriff, whenever there seem 
to be any signs of the kind, immediately telegraphs the governor 
for troops. And to Governor Deneen belongs the credit.1

1  Chicago Defender, 1 January 1910, carried the following account of the manner in 
which Mrs. Barnett followed up the Cairo investigation: “The Bethel Literary and 
History Club held its first meeting under the leadership of newly elected officers 
last Sunday. Mrs. Ida B. Wells-Barnett gave a report of her investigation of the re-
cent Cairo, Illinois, lynching which was commendable in every detail. If we only had 
a few men with the backbone of Mrs. Barnett, lynching would soon come to a halt in 
America. A collection of $13.25 was taken and turned over to the citizens committee 
to apply on money spent by Mrs. Barnett in making her investigation.”
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The year before this occurrence, 1909, was the one hundredth anni-
versary of the birth of Abraham Lincoln. Just before his birthday, a 
round robin had been sent through the country for signatures and 
was then given to the press. It called attention to the fact that while 
the country was preparing to celebrate Lincoln’s one hundredth 
anniversary, the Negro race, whose history was inseparably linked 
with that of Lincoln, was still far from emancipation. It spoke of 
lynchings, peonage, convict lease systems, disfranchisement, and 
the jim crow cars of the South.

It suggested that the finest celebration of Lincoln’s one hun-
dredth anniversary would be one which put forth some concrete 
effort to abolish these conditions. That appeal was signed by Jane 
Addams and myself, representing Chicago, and by many represen-
tative thinkers in other parts of the country.

The immediate celebration of this centenary which took place 
in Chicago was held in Orchestra Hall on the night of 12 February, 
at which time an address was delivered by Dr. Du Bois, and a chorus 
of one hundred voices sang Negro spirituals. It was the first pre-
sentation of Negro music in the Loop and was led by Mr. James A. 
Munday of the Negro Fellowship League. That presentation made 
such a profound impression that Mr. Munday was encouraged and 
almost every year since there has been such a chorus presentation 
in the Loop.

Miss Jane Addams headed a committee of citizens who arranged 
this celebration and raised the money with which to pay the neces-
sary expenses. There were only two colored members of this com-
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mittee, one of which was myself, and I was very proud of the fact 
that the Negro chorus of one hundred voices singing the spirituals 
was my idea and was carried so splendidly by the members of our 
league.

Not long after that came a summons from New York, asking a 
conference of those who had signed the round robin which had 
been sent out in January. Following this a group of representative 
Negroes met in New York City in a three-day conference, deliber-
ating on the form which our activities ought to take. It was called 
the National Negro Committee, although many white persons were 
present. There was an uneasy feeling that Mr. Booker T. Washington 
and his theories, which seemed for the moment to dominate the 
country, would prevail in the discussion as to what ought to be done.

Dr. Du Bois had written his The Souls of Black Folk the year  
following the fiasco of the Afro-American Council in Saint Paul.1 
Although the country at large seemed to be accepting and adopting 
Mr. Washington’s theories of industrial education, a large number 
agreed with Dr. Du Bois that it was impossible to limit the aspi-
rations and endeavors of an entire race within the confines of the 
industrial education program.

Mr. Washington had a short time before held a conference of rep-
resentative Negro men from all sections of the country, whose ex-
penses had all been paid by some unknown person, and the feeling 
prevailed at our conference that an effort would be made to tie us to 
the chariot wheels of the industrial education program. Mr. Oswald 
Garrison Villard, the grandson of William Lloyd Garrison, was very 
active in promoting our meeting. He had been an outspoken ad-
mirer of Mr. Washington, and the feeling seemed general that an 
endorsement of his industrial education would be the result.

Mr. Washington himself did not appear. But this feeling, like 
Banquo’s ghost, would not down. I was among those who tried to 
allay this feeling by asserting that most of those present were be-

1  Mrs. Barnett regarded the Saint Paul meeting as a fiasco because it was dominated 
by Booker T. Washington, who succeeded in having the council elect a slate of offi-
cers friendly to him. Emma Lou Thornbrough, “The National Afro-American League, 
1887–1908,” Journal of Southern History 27 (February 1961): 504.
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lievers in Dr. Du Bois’s ideas. It was finally decided that a committee 
of forty should be appointed to spend a year in devising ways and 
means for the establishment of an organization, and that we should 
come together the following year to hear its report. It was to be 
known as the National Negro Committee.

The subcommittee which had been appointed to recommend the 
names of persons to be on that committee included Dr. Du Bois, who 
was the only Negro on it. It was also decided that the reading of that 
list should be the last thing done at the last session of our confer-
ence. Excitement bubbled over and warm speeches were made by 
William Monroe Trotter, editor of the Guardian, Boston, Massachu-
setts, Rev. R. C. Ransom, pastor of Bethel A.M.E. Church, New York 
City, Dr. J. W. Waldrom, pastor of the big Baptist church in Wash-
ington, D.C., and Dr. J. W. Mossell of Philadelphia and his good wife, 
Mrs. Gertrude Mossell.

Last but not least came T. Thomas Fortune and many others. 
They were all my personal friends, and I went from one to the other 
trying to allay the excitement, assuring them that their fears were 
groundless; that I had seen the list of names; that I had been elected 
as one, and that Mr. Washington’s name was not only not on the list, 
but that mine was, along with others who were known to be opposed 
to the inclusiveness of Mr. Washington’s industrial ideas.

When at last the moment arrived at which the committee was 
to make its report, Dr. Du Bois had been selected to read it. This 
was a compliment paid him by the white men who had been asso-
ciated with him in the work, and I thought it gave notice of their 
approval of his plan and their disposition to stand by the program 
of those who believed that the Negro should be untrammeled in his 
efforts to secure higher education. Dr. Du Bois read the forty names 
chosen, and immediately after a motion to adopt was carried and 
the meeting adjourned.

Then bedlam broke loose; for although I had assured my friends 
that my name had been among those chosen, when Dr. Du Bois fin-
ished his list my name had not been called. I confess I was surprised, 
but I put the best face possible on the matter and turned to leave.
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Mr. John Milholland, a warm friend of the Negro, was the man 
who had led the fight against President Roosevelt for his dis-
charge of the Negro soldiers who wouldn’t tell on their comrades 
when Brownsville, Texas, was shot up. President Roosevelt called 
it “a conspiracy of silence” and had all that company dishonorably 
discharged. Senator Foraker of Ohio, who fought that action in Con-
gress and was afterward politically destroyed because he dared to 
oppose President Roosevelt’s action, was ably supported by John 
Milholland, of the organization which he founded for that purpose. 
Mr. Milholland met me in the aisle as I was leaving the building and 
said, “Mrs. Barnett, I want to tell you that when that list of names 
left our hands and was given to Dr. Du Bois to read, your name led 
all the rest. It is unthinkable that you, who have fought the battle 
against lynching for nearly twenty years single-handed and alone 
when the rest of us were following our own selfish pursuits, should 
be left off such a committee.”

I merely replied that it was very evident that someone did 
not want my presence on it, and that so far as I was concerned I 
would carry on just as I had done; that I was very glad that there 
was going to be a committee which would try to do something in a 
united and systematic way, because the work was far too large for 
any one person. As I reached the sidewalk on my way home, Miss 
May Nerney, the secretary, came running out and said, “Mrs. Bar-
nett, they want you to come back.”

The friend who was escorting me objected to my doing so, but 
finally consented to go back himself and see what was wanted. As I 
stood on the sidewalk waiting for his return, Miss Mary Ovington, 
who had taken active part in the deliberations, swept by me with 
an air of triumph and a very pleased look on her face. Mr. Harvey 
Thompson came back for me, and I returned to the building, where 
a great number of the friends were still discussing the personnel 
of that committee.

There were Mr. Milholland, Mr. William English Walling, Mr. 
Charles Edward Russell, and the other members of the committee 
who selected the names, all standing and awaiting my return. Dr. 
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Du Bois was with them. He walked up to me and said, “Mrs. Barnett, 
I knew that you and Mr. Barnett were with Mrs. Wooley in the Doug-
lass Center and that you would be represented through her. And I 
took the liberty of substituting the name of Dr. Charles E. Bentley for 
yours, Dr. Bentley to represent the Niagara Movement.” “But,” I said, 
“Dr. Bentley did not think enough of your movement to be present.” 
“Well,” he said, “nobody excepting those who were present in this 
room tonight knows that any change was made, and if you will con-
sent I will go at once to the Associated Press office and have your 
name reinstated.” I refused to permit him to do so. I told him that 
as he had done this purposely I was opposed to making any change.

Of course, I did a foolish thing. My anger at having been treated 
in such fashion outweighed my judgment and I again left the 
building. Those white men had done all they could to rectify the 
deliberate intention of Dr. Du Bois to ignore me and my work. I was 
too furiously indignant at him to recognize my obligation to try to 
hold up their hands. Mr. Milholland did not stop there. He went 
to the office of Mr. Villard next day and told him that a great mis-
take had been made and that it would not do to let the public know 
that I had been left off this committee. Mr. Villard told him that the 
conference had adopted the forty names presented; it had now ad-
journed and he had no power to add to the number.

Mr. Milholland called me up and said that he had offered to re-
sign himself in order that my name should appear; that he had told 
Mr. Villard it would be a calamity to the work if I were not named 
and asked my consent to his doing this. I refused to permit him to 
do so, this time not out of a spirit of resentment, but because I knew 
that the new movement would need men of Mr. Milholland’s type 
to initiate the work that we had planned to do. And so I definitely 
refused to accept his offer.

I learned afterward that Mrs. Celia Parker Wooley, who was 
present and had been named on the committee, had also gone to 
Mr. Villard and told him that a mistake had been made. She said that 
she had made the same mistake herself and she did not want him 
to do the same. I came away from New York steadfast in my refusal 
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to permit any change, but somehow before the committee sent out 
its letterhead they added my name to the list.2

The following fall the incident concerning the sheriff occurred. 
Mr. Milholland said that the committee regarded that as the most 
outstanding thing that had been done for the race during the year. 
I wrote back promptly to say that I was sorry that I would be finan-
cially unable to make the trip. Back came his reply assuring me that 
the committee was prepared to pay all expenses in connection with 
my coming, thus leaving me no choice but to accept.

I went back to that next meeting, had one of the leading places on 
their program at Cooper Union, was domiciled at the Henry Street 
Settlement House and was shown every courtesy and attention pos-
sible. It was at this time that the name National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People was chosen. Dr. Du Bois was taken 
from Atlanta University and put in charge of publicity and research.

At the meeting of the executive committee the discussion came 
up as to whether we should try to have articles representing our 
cause appear in periodicals already established, since to attempt a 
publication would be expensive, to say the least. Miss Addams was 
very much in favor of the opinion that the former was the better 
plan. When asked for my views I said that by all means I favored 
establishing our own organ, for then we could publish whatever 
we chose whenever we wished; whereas if we sent articles to other 
magazines we would have to depend upon their good will to say 
nothing of the disposition to change our views to suit their own 
ideas. This view prevailed, and the Crisis was born almost immedi-
ately.

Thus was launched the movement which now has the national 
reputation as the naacp. This movement, which has lasted longer 
than almost any other movement of its kind in our country, has 
fallen far short of the expectations of its founders. The reason is 
not far to seek. It has kept Miss Mary White Ovington as chairman 

2  For a detailed account of the founding of the naacp, see Charles Flint Kellogg, 
NAACP: A History of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People, Vol. 1: 1909–1920 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1967).
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of the executive committee. Miss Ovington’s heart is in this work, 
but her experience has been confined solely to New York City and 
Brooklyn, and a few minor incidents along the color line.

It is impossible for her to visualize the situation in its entirety 
and to have the executive ability to seize any of the given situations 
which have occurred in a truly big way. She has basked in the sun-
light of the adoration of the few college-bred Negroes who have sur-
rounded her, but has made little effort to know the soul of the black 
woman; and to that extent she has fallen far short of helping a race 
which has suffered as no white woman has ever been called upon 
to suffer or to understand.

I cannot resist the conclusion that, had I not been so hurt over 
the treatment I had received at the hands of the men of my own 
race and thus blinded to the realization that I should have taken the 
place which the white men of the committee felt I should have, the 
naacp would now be a live, active force in the lives of our people all 
over this country.

The following summer, thanks to a suggestion of mine adopted 
at the board meeting of the newly organized naacp, Miss Frances 
Blascoes journeyed to Louisville, Kentucky, to attend the meeting 
of the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs. Miss Eliza-
beth Carter of New Bedford, Massachusetts, was president of the 
National Association at this time, and she had urgently insisted that 
I attend that meeting. It was my first visit to the meeting since the 
one which was held in Chicago in 1899, and I was greeted with a 
great deal of applause.

Before the meeting adjourned, however, I again ran across that 
spirit which seems to dominate every organization we have. Mrs. 
lone Gibbs, chairman of the executive committee, had recom-
mended that the office of editor of the National Notes be an elec-
tive one. At the close of the session, I went up to compliment her on 
the very splendid report presented, and asked when that report 
would be acted upon. She said it was up to the delegates, whereupon 
I called for the adoption of the report by sections.

It was decided to give us five minutes in which to discuss them. 
When we got to the section calling for the election of an editor, I led 
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the discussion and moved its adoption. This was objected to. Then 
I turned to the delegates and reminded them of the complaints 
they had made about the irregularity of the National Notes, about 
its failure to publish matter sent, about the dissatisfaction of sub-
scribers who had never received the paper. I reminded them that 
this was the time and place to change the situation by electing an 
editor who would be responsible to the body. I called for a rising 
vote, which showed that the motion prevailed. Miss Carter then 
ruled that the motion had been out of order because the recom-
mendations of the executive board could not be acted upon until 
the next session, two years later.

An appeal from the decision of the chair was demanded on the 
ground that the ruling was not made until after the motion to adopt 
was passed. This brought down upon my head a storm of disap-
proval. Mrs. Lucy Thurman stepped to the front of the platform 
and said the delegates ought to resent action of one who challenged 
the decision of the chair, and came down there attempting to teach 
them. The women hissed me from the floor. I went home and went 
to bed instead of appearing at the big banquet which was given to 
the delegates that night.

I had already been made chairman of the committee of resolu-
tions. I went to the meeting next morning, read my resolutions, had 
them adopted, and withdrew from the meeting. I learned afterward 
that Miss Carter was very much upset, insisting that I was her spe-
cial guest, and that she had never dreamed that her partisans would 
go to such extremes.

I also learned that Mrs. Washington’s friends had construed 
my activity to mean that I wanted the paper to be taken away from 
her, and to be elected editor myself. Always the personal element. 
It seems disheartening to think that every single move for progress 
and race advancement has to be blocked in this way. Mrs. Wash-
ington had started the Notes on her own motion, and out of her 
enthusiasm, in an effort to give the National Association an organ 
of its own. Of course as long as she paid the expense out of her own 
pocket and had it printed at Tuskegee, the women felt a delicacy in 
finding fault with anything about it. Mrs. Gibbs saw that the only 



	282	 c h a pt e r  t h i rt y- s e v e n

way out of the dilemma was to adopt the recommendation of the 
executive board, and this they refused to do.

I wended my way back to Chicago and again took up the work 
of the Negro Fellowship League. The effort we had made to secure 
jobs for the young men who frequented our reading room brought 
forth a demand from the state department and private employment 
agencies that I take out a license. The complaint had been made by 
private employment agencies of my encroachment on their busi-
ness, and so I was forced to pay the state fifty dollars a year for a li-
cense to permit me to help in furnishing work for these young men.

Although the membership did not flourish as we had hoped, we 
still had an average daily attendance of from forty to fifty persons. 
Our lodging house was also filled most of the nights in the week. 
Several men who are now prosperous practicing physicians in this 
town took advantage of several occasions to rent a bed at twenty-
five cents a night. The secretaries whom we employed were averse 
to visiting the poolrooms, saloons, and street corners in order to 
find and invite young men and distribute cards.

I very soon found it necessary to be on the job every day, although 
my secretary was receiving a salary of seventy-five dollars a month. 
We greatly needed a visitor to get around among the people of the 
neighborhood, but we had no money with which to employ one. Yet 
our simply being there in the neighborhood in which the patrol 
wagon had previously been making two or three trips a day had 
some effect, because the business people and others told us that it 
had gotten to be a rare thing to see a patrol wagon there.

A woman who lived above us in the next building came to do 
a day’s work for me and said that she had been mortified the day 
before because I had met her carrying a pail of beer. She said, 
“You don’t know how it makes me feel to hear you all sing Sunday 
school and church hymns down there every Sunday.” She said, “The 
woman who lived up in front of me and had been running a good 
time house moved out. She too felt that your very presence down 
there was too much of a reproach to her conscience.”

For three years we stayed at 2830, keeping the reading room 
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and employment office open every day in the week and the lodging 
house open every night, and holding meetings on Sundays. I tried 
so hard to make a good showing, because I hoped for a continua-
tion of the help which we were receiving. An appeal was made to Mr. 
Julius Rosenwald to help us. Mr. Rosenwald sent an investigating 
committee to visit the place. After looking us over, the committee 
was invited to be seated. Mr. Sachs said that he had heard Booker T. 
Washington the night before at the Standard Club. He said, “He told 
us a very funny story about an old man who said his wife had left 
him; that he did not mind her going so much, but she had left the 
chicken coop door open and all the chickens had gone home, too.”

He laughed very heartily as he told the story, but when he saw I 
didn’t laugh he asked me if the colored people accepted Mr. Wash-
ington as their leader, and if they didn’t believe in his doctrine. I 
said, “We have very great respect for Mr. Washington’s ability to 
reach the influential people of this country and interest them in his 
theories of industrial education and secure their help for the same. 
We don’t all agree entirely with his program.

“As to his being our leader, I will answer your question by asking 
one. Rabbi Hirsch is your leading Jew in Chicago. He is constantly 
invited to appear before representative gentile audiences, and be-
cause of his wonderful eloquence is a general favorite. But I am won-
dering if you Jews would acclaim him so highly if every time he ap-
peared before a gentile audience he would amuse them by telling 
stories about Jews burning down their stores to get their insur-
ance?” His face turned very red, and I said, “I am sure you would 
not, and a great many of us cannot approve Mr. Washington’s plan of 
telling chicken-stealing stories on his own people in order to amuse 
his audiences and get money for Tuskegee.” Needless to say, the 
conversation ended there.

At the end of three years the ymca building was completed, and 
I am told a delegation waited upon Mr. Lawson and informed him 
that they were now ready to take over the work which the Fellow-
ship League had been doing. He therefore notified us that his con-
tribution would cease at the close of the month. Mrs. Lawson had 
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passed away in the meantime, and it became necessary at once to 
seek smaller quarters and cut down expenses, for I was sure that 
the ymca would never take over the work that we were doing.

Already it had announced that the membership fee was to be 
twelve dollars a year and that only those paying would be admitted 
to the privileges. I knew there were hundreds of young men coming 
to Chicago who were financially unable to take advantage of their 
opportunity, and I was sure that the need for continuing our work 
was greater than ever. I felt somehow that if we kept on, the way 
would be opened.

Judge Harry Olson, chief justice of the municipal court, called a 
committee to consider ways of continuing our work. The summer 
season had begun and many people were already on their vacations, 
and the committee was appointed to visit Mr. Lawson and ask if he 
would continue paying the running expences until the fall. His reply 
was that he and his wife had spent upward of nine thousand dollars 
the three years of maintenance of our reading room and he felt that 
others ought to be willing now to assume the burden.

Of course we had to move. The building at 2830 cost $175 a 
month. We gave up the lodging house and moved to a store at 3005 
State Street. Our rent there was $35 a month. The quarters were 
much smaller and very cramped. We stayed there seven years. Very 
soon after our removal there, Judge Olson recommended me for 
election as adult probation officer. The position paid $150 a month 
and I was on duty in the court from nine o’clock in the morning until 
five o’clock in the afternoon.3

Judge Olson had told me I could carry on the work in connection 
with the social center, and I accepted with this understanding, be-
cause I could see how the $150 a month would help me meet the cur-
rent expenses of the place. My probationers reported to me there 

3  “The first woman adult probation officer whom he [Chief Justice Harry Olson] ap-
pointed was Mrs. Ida Wells Barnett, who held the position for three years. There have 
been other colored probation officers, but none have been as aggressive in race mat-
ters as Mrs. Barnett.” Harold F. Gosnell, Negro Politicians: The Rise of Negro Politics 
in Chicago (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1935), p. 204.
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and many an evening found me at nine and ten o’clock at night still 
wrestling with their problems.

With a regular employment office established, the place was 
open to all seeking jobs from seven o’clock in the morning, and 
a man was installed to take special charge of the employment 
office. We were so busy doing the work that we kept no record of 
the number of persons who were aided, and we would have had no 
money with which to print such a record if we had preserved it. All 
I can say of that ten years I spent on State Street is that no human 
being ever came inside the doors asking for food who was not given 
a card to the restaurant across the way. No one sought a night’s 
lodging in vain, for after his case was investigated, a card to the 
Douglass Hotel was given to him. And nobody who applied for a 
job was ever turned away. Very few had the price to pay for the job, 
but they always promised to come back. I am sorry to say that very 
few of them came back, and so we took what satisfaction we could 
out of the fact that we had helped a human being at the hour of his 
greatest need and that the race would get the benefit of our action 
if we did not.



38

STEVE GREEN AND  
“CHICKEN JOE” CAMPBELL

It came to be the regular work of the Negro Fellowship League to 
take up all matters affecting the interest of our race. I read in the 
paper one morning that a colored man held in one of the police sta-
tions had eaten ground glass in an effort to commit suicide. A req-
uisition had been made to the governor of the state asking his re-
turn to Arkansas. He was charged with murder and the report in 
our daily papers said that he knew he would be lynched if he was 
taken back.

I called up one of our attorneys and asked him to look into the 
matter. When he repaired to the Harrison Street Station he found 
the man had already been taken away South. An appeal was made 
to Mr. Edward H. Wright, who went at once to the state’s attorney’s 
office and got permission to offer a reward for the return of this 
man. Mr. Wright called up every sheriff along the line of the Illinois 
Central Railroad and offered a reward to any one of them who would 
arrest Steve Green, the prisoner, and bring him back to Chicago. 
When asked on what authority, he replied, “with the authority of 
the state’s attorney’s office of Cook County.” While waiting the re-
sults Mr. Wright called up various colored men in town, told them 
what he had done and asked their contribution to the one-hundred-
dollar reward.

By the time he had secured it, word came from Alexander County 
that Steve Green had been arrested and that the sheriff was on his 
way to Chicago with him. The case was argued before Judge Tuthill, 
who found the requisition defective and discharged the prisoner. 
Mr. Wright advised us that the sheriff would be back, after having 
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his requisition amended, and that we would have to get ready for 
his return.

Steve Green told us that he had been a tenant on a farm in Ar-
kansas, and being dissatisfied with the result of his year’s work he 
attempted to move. He said the owner of the plantation threatened 
to kill Green because he was moving, and that when he made the 
attempt Green beat him to it. The man was killed as a result. He es-
caped, and when they found he was in Chicago they had sent for him.

He said that as he sat on the train on his way to the South the 
deputy had said to him, “Steve, by this time tomorrow you will be 
the most popular man in Arkansas, for a thousand men will be 
waiting to burn you alive for killing your employer.” Green says that 
just about this time he said to himself, “Lord, you know all about it—
that I couldn’t help myself. I believed in you all my days but if you 
let those white men burn me alive, I’ll never believe again in God.”

The train had stopped, preparatory to being ferried across the 
Mississippi River. Just at that moment a man came up, placed his 
hand on Steve Green’s shoulder and said, “I arrest this man in the 
name of the great state of Illinois.”

He was brought back to Chicago and hidden away while we 
waited to hear what action would be taken by the deputy sheriff. 
When word came that this man was again to appear before Gov-
ernor Deneen with an amended requisition, some of us met in the 
bedroom of one of our leading lawyers, who was at home ill. A col-
lection was taken and placed in my hands, and I was ordered to 
get Green out of town, since the governor would have no choice in 
honoring a properly presented requisition.

Steve Green was sent out of town that night, and remained away 
until the sheriff gave it up as a hopeless job. Green came back to 
town, got some night work, and slept all day in the lodging house 
of the Negro Fellowship League. The last I heard of him he was still 
here in Chicago. He is one Negro who lives to tell the tale that he was 
not burned alive according to program.1

1  Crisis 1 (November 1910): 14. Although the Crisis does not give credit to her, it is 
clear that Mrs. Barnett managed the Steve Green case in Chicago. Kellogg, History 
of the NAACP, p. 63n73.
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The next case of the kind which attracted the league’s attention 
was that of a man known as “Chicken Joe” Campbell. Campbell was 
in Joliet penitentiary as a trusty when the fire broke out in which 
Mrs. Allen, wife of the warden, was burned to death.2 Although 
there were a number of persons who had access to the warden’s 
quarters, they picked out the only colored man around. Bulletins 
were sent out telling of the feeling that had been aroused and that 
he had been put in solitary.

I had never heard of Joseph Campbell before this thing came 
out, but because he was a colored man we were especially inter-
ested. On Tuesday afternoon the evening papers told that he had 
been in solitary for forty hours on bread and water. As I sat down 
to my dinner, it seemed as if the food would choke me. When asked 
by my family what was the matter, I replied, “When I think of that 
poor devil being persecuted down there in the penitentiary, the 
reports assuming that he was the guilty party without giving him 
a chance to defend himself, I can’t eat. The whole plan is to shape 
itself into proving him guilty, and here we are, seventy thousand 
Negroes sitting up here in Chicago enjoying ourselves, and giving 
no concern whatever to his plight.”

I excused myself from the table and went upstairs to my room. 
As I lay across the bed turning the situation over in my mind, I 
wondered which way I could turn for help. I remembered that the 
Record-Herald had a new editor and I thought perhaps he might 
be willing to help. Just at this moment my doorbell rang and two 
women friends came in to tell me that they had just been to see The 
Birth of a Nation and agreed with me that it was an outrage which 
ought never to have been perpetrated, nor allowed to be shown 
here.

I said to them, “I am not worrying about that any more, so long as 
permission has been given and it is now being shown. I am worrying 
about that colored man down in Joliet, and have just decided to go 
down and see the editor of the Record-Herald.” I invited them to go 
along. When we called at the Record-Herald office building it was 

2  Chicago Defender, 26 June 1915.
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about 10:​30 at night. The editor was not in his office and as we went 
back to the elevator a man stepped out.

I asked the elevator man if he could tell us where to find Mr. 
James Keeley. He said, “That was he who just got off the elevator.” 
We went back to his room and knocked on the door. When he saw 
that we were only three colored women, a look of annoyance came 
into his face and he asked with some impatience what we wanted.

I said, “I am Mrs. Barnett, Mr. Keeley, and I and my friends have 
come to ask if there is not something you can do to help that poor 
devil who is being coerced into confessing that he murdered Mrs. 
Allen.” A look of relief came into his face and he said, “Come in.” 
After we were seated he talked at length about the case and asked 
what I knew about it. I said, “Not a thing. I just have a feeling that 
this man did not kill the woman who was going before the board of 
pardons for him the next day. I only want somebody to see that he 
gets protection until such time as he can prove his guilt or inno-
cence and not be railroaded by the mob there in the penitentiary 
which is hunting a scapegoat.”

Mr. Keeley said, “Why don’t you write something, Mrs. Barnett?” 
And I said, “The 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 that they try to put into my mouth.” He said, “I’ll print 
anything in reason that you want to write,” and seemed so relieved 
that we had come on that mission. He took us into the city editor’s 
room and told him to give me pencil and paper and to print in a 
conspicuous place the appeal I wanted to make on behalf of Joseph 
Campbell. He suggested that we send a lawyer down there in Camp-
bell’s behalf.

And so while the presses were rumbling and the reporters were 
running in and out with copy and the typewriters were clicking all 
around me, I wrote an appeal to the people of this state to suspend 
judgment until that Negro should have a chance to prove whether 
he was guilty or innocent of the horrible crime of which he was ac-
cused, and declared that the Negro Fellowship League was going 
to send a lawyer down to represent him.

The Record-Herald came out next morning with my appeal pub-
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lished in the center of the second page. It had a border all around 
it which couldn’t fail to attract attention. The first result of that ap-
peal was that Governor Dunne sent a representative from Spring-
field who took Campbell out of the penitentiary and placed him in 
the county jail of Joliet.

Mr. Barnett went down as our representative, but was told at the 
prison that Campbell already had a lawyer, and so he returned to 
the city without seeing him. I was not satisfied, but wrote a letter 
myself to Campbell asking if it was true that he had a lawyer, and 
if not, would he like to have us furnish him one. This I did after Mr. 
Barnett met the man who was said to be his lawyer on the street 
and this man told him that he was not Campbell’s lawyer but that 
he happened to be in Joliet and had advised him to plead guilty.

The next day I was invited by the colored people of Joliet to come 
down on Sunday to address a meeting which had been arranged 
after they saw my article in the paper. As I got off the car, I asked the 
committee which met me if any of them had seen Campbell. They 
replied in the negative, stating that the papers had said he couldn’t 
be seen and they had accepted that statement. My answer was that 
if the sheriff was Republican and they helped to elect him, some-
body in the Negro race in Joliet ought to have been able to have had 
an audience with Campbell before this, and found out whether he 
needed their help.

As we went on to the church one of the men dropped back and 
went over to the jail. In a little while he came in while we were 
waiting for the Sunday school to end and asked, “Did you write a 
letter to Campbell offering to get him a lawyer?” I said, “Yes.” He 
said, “The sheriff is out of town, but the jailer says that if you are 
the person who wrote the letter, you can see Campbell.” I bounced 
up at once, and went with him to the county jail.

The jailer who came to the door asked my name, the name of the 
organization I represented, and if I had written a letter to Campbell 
offering to help him get a lawyer. As I answered these queries he 
took my letter out of his pocket and compared what I had told him 
with the name on the letterhead and my name there as president. 
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He told the man who accompanied me that he would have to remain 
downstairs, but he took me upstairs and I saw Campbell.

The fellow told me a straightforward story, every word of which 
I believed. He also told me how they had tortured him in the effort 
to make him confess. He said what to me was the most painful of all, 
that in all the torture he had undergone I was the first person of his 
own race who had either written to him or had come to see him. He 
had no lawyer nor any money to get one. I told him we would help 
him to get one and came away with my mind made up to that effect.

From that moment we began the work of trying to secure the 
money to pay the necessary expense of his case. We had much help 
from what they call the common people, who gave their mite to help 
a man whom they believed to be an innocent victim. We put a man 
in the field who canvassed all of our leading politicians, doctors, 
lawyers, and prominent people, not one of whom gave a dollar to 
help this man prove his innocence.

Mr. Barnett took the case, expecting to be down at Joliet a week 
at the most. The case lasted six long weeks. He had to leave home 
at seven o’clock every morning in order to be in court in Joliet by 
nine o’clock. After laboring there all day, he would leave for home at 
the close of court in the afternoon, and reach Chicago about seven 
or eight at night. In this six weeks, he never had his feet across the 
threshold of his office here in Chicago, and many cases of his own 
had to be turned over to other lawyers and many fees had to be re-
turned. Only the recording angel knows what the Barnett family 
lost in helping to save one poor devil’s neck from the noose.

I am very glad to report that although the jury sentenced him to 
be hanged, Mr. Barnett took the case to the supreme court and won 
a commutation of sentence to life imprisonment. Joseph Camp-
bell is today in the prison at Menard, Illinois, for we insisted that 
he be removed from the influences at Joliet. Someday, if he lives 
long enough and we do, we hope to see that he is given his freedom. 
The warden himself, Mr. Edmund Allen, who redoubled his efforts 
to have Joseph Campbell hanged, and who many people believed 
knew more about his wife’s death than has ever appeared, has gone 
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to his long reward. Dr. Cleminson, whose vicious testimony was ac-
cepted, has himself been pardoned and is now a free man. He was 
in prison for killing his wife and had been sentenced for life. He was 
Mrs. Allen’s physician and had the run of her quarters. He testified 
on the stand that he was able to find that Mrs. Allen had been as-
saulted before she was burned. He said he was able to discover that, 
even though he did not make a microscopic examination. If there is 
a just God, surely Joseph Campbell, the innocent victim of a most 
awful combination of circumstances in order to fasten a crime upon 
a black man, will yet be able to obtain his freedom.

I referred earlier in this chapter to the showing of The Birth of 
a Nation. It has always been a very sore spot with many of us that 
here in free Chicago The Birth of a Nation won out in an injunction 
against the city and showed here for many weeks. There are many 
places in this country today which have never permitted a showing 
of The Birth of a Nation. And if the case had been properly man‑ 
aged here it would not have been shown in this city.

When it was known that the case was to be argued in the courts, 
several of the representative lawyers in the city offered their ser-
vices to assist the corporation counsel. These services were declined 
with thanks. Mr. George Requier said that he had the assistance of 
Mr. S. A. T. Watkins, a colored lawyer who was in the department, 
and they felt they could adequately handle the situation. We had 
a Democratic administration at that time under Mayor Edward F. 
Dunne.

Mr. Requier did say that he would be glad if we would have a 
number of our colored people in court next day. Mr. Watkins, who 
was present, doubted if that would be a wise move on the ground 
that too many of our people might prejudice the situation. I very 
promptly informed him that that would not be true of the type 
whom I would endeavor to have present.

The case was called in Judge Cooper’s court, and the judge called 
for some of those present who had seen the film to take the witness 
stand and state why they considered it a menace to the dignity and 
peace of the city. Not one of the persons present had seen the film 
or could give testimony as to why it ought to be suppressed. The 
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naacp, which was supposed to be functioning in the matter, had 
failed utterly to prepare itself to make the showing.

Mr. D. W. Griffith, the creator of the film, took the stand and de-
nied that there was anything in The Birth of a Nation which could  
be objected to. He made Mr. Requier look like thirty cents, for when 
he asked if it were not true that he had called “Gus,” one of the char-
acters in the film, a “renegade,” Griffith wanted to know what a 
renegade was. And Requier scratched his head and said, “I don’t 
know.”

It was a veritable farce of a trial, with a number of persons at-
tempting to do something about which they knew nothing and re-
fusing to call into conference those who had made a business of 
such things. Mr. Watkins did not open his mouth during the whole 
course of the trial. He spent most of his time bringing law books to 
Mr. Requier, and he realized it as his opportunity to be in the picture 
and he refused to share that opportunity with others who would 
have been better prepared to prosecute the matter.

Not only this, but it was thought that colored people were so 
aroused about the thing that the courtroom would be overrun with 
them. A number of bailiffs had been sworn to do extra duty, but not 
over a dozen colored persons showed up in the courtroom all day. 
One could not blame Judge Cooper for refusing to grant an injunc-
tion against The Birth of a Nation when no case had been made 
out to show him why he should do so, and especially when so little 
interest had been shown by the colored people themselves.

I sat in the courtroom all day and was disgusted at the poor 
showing made. Mr. Watkins inquired whether the city was paying 
me my salary to stay in the courtroom all day. In the effort to get 
some action on the part of our citizens against the film, which 
had shown our race in such a despicable light, I appealed to Mr. 
Edward H. Wright and said to him, “Mr. Wright this is something 
in which a woman cannot function, but it seems to me that it is up 
to you to call your following down in the Loop and show the mayor 
and the judge that the colored people of this city resent the showing 
of that diabolical picture.”

I told him what had been done about it in Philadelphia and urged 
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him to take the leadership in doing the same thing here. But he evi-
dently could not see it as I did, and nothing further was done about 
the matter.

The same question had come up in Philadelphia as to whether 
it would be a menace to the peaceful relationships of the citizens 
to show it. Dr. N. F. Mossell undertook to show them. He communi-
cated with every Negro pastor in Philadelphia and told them to send 
delegations of their congregations down in front of the theater in 
which The Leopard Spots, out of which The Birth of a Nation had 
been made, was showing.

They gave strict orders that there was to be no rioting, but just 
peaceful, quiet massing in and around the theater. This was done, 
and the colored people surrounded the theater to such an extent 
that there was no passage of streetcars or other traffic. The mayor 
of the town and the chief of police immediately called the colored 
leaders into conference and urged them to disperse the crowd.

Upon the mayor’s assurance that he would withdraw the permit 
for the play, the people were dispersed and the play was prohibited. 
That could have been done as a last resort here in Chicago as easily 
as it had been done in Philadelphia, if only we had had leadership 
with a vision and with a mind concentrated on the principle of de-
nouncing attacks upon our racial integrity.

D. W. Griffith was a great artist and one of the leading geniuses 
in presenting photo plays. That he should prostitute his talents in 
what would otherwise have been the finest picture presented, in an 
effort to misrepresent a helpless race, has always been a wonder 
to me. I have often wondered if his failure to establish himself as 
a moving picture magnate is not because he chose to prostitute 
his magnificent talents by an unjust and unworthy portrayal of the 
Negro race.



39

SEEKING THE NEGRO VOTE

It was about this time [1914] that the Illinois legislature was consid-
ering the question of enfranchising the women voters of the state. I 
had been a member of the Women’s Suffrage Association all during 
my residence in Illinois, but somehow I had not been able to get very 
much interest among our club women.

When I saw that we were likely to have a restricted suffrage, and 
the white women of the organization were working like beavers to 
bring it about, I made another effort to get our women interested.

With the assistance of one or two of my suffrage friends, I orga-
nized what afterward became known as the Alpha Suffrage Club. 
The women who joined were extremely interested when I showed 
them that we could use our vote for the advantage of ourselves and 
our race. We organized the block system, and once a week we met to 
report progress. The women at first were very much discouraged.

They said that the men jeered at them and told them they ought 
to be at home taking care of the babies. Others insisted that the 
women were trying to take the place of men and wear the trousers. 
I urged each one of the workers to go back and tell the women that 
we wanted them to register so that they could help put a colored 
man in the city council.

This line of argument appealed very strongly to them, since we 
had already taken part in several campaigns where men had run in-
dependent for alderman. The work of these women was so effective 
that when registration day came, the Second Ward was the sixth 
highest of the thirty-five wards of the city.

Our men politicians were surprised because not one of them, 
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not even our ministers, had said one word to influence women to 
take advantage of the suffrage opportunity Illinois had given to her 
daughters. At the next primary campaign for alderman, because of 
the women’s vote, Mr. W. R. Cowan, who was running independently, 
came within 167 votes of beating the ward organization candidate, 
Mr. Hugh Norris.

This happened on Tuesday. When the Alpha Suffrage Club con-
vened for its regular meeting Wednesday night, we found present 
Mr. Samuel Ettelson and Mr. Oscar De Priest. These gentlemen 
came representing the ward organization and asked a chance to 
say a few words. Mr. Ettelson was hoarse with campaigning and 
Mr. De Priest was delegated spokesman. The gist of his remarks 
was to urge the women not to support an independent candidate 
for alderman since it was feared if they did so, the Democratic can-
didate might win.

He told us how much they admired the splendid work that had 
been done by us and assured us that if we would turn in and give 
our support to the organization candidate, who had won by only 167 
votes the day before, the organization, having realized that there 
was now a demand for a colored man, would itself nominate one at 
the next vacancy. Mr. Ettelson nodded his head in agreement and 
asked me to tell the women that Mr. De Priest represented the orga-
nization in what he said.

The women began to fire broadcast at him. They wanted to know 
when there would be another vacancy and were informed that Mr. 
George Harding, who was our second alderman (for at that time 
every ward in the city had two aldermen) had said that he was 
going to try for something else during the year. If he did so, this 
would make his place vacant for next spring. Another question was 
asked—How could we be sure that the organization would keep its 
promise as made by Mr. De Priest? Mr. De Priest suggested that a 
committee be named, which would include some of our represen-
tative people outside of the Suffrage Club, to wait upon the ward 
organization and get its assurance to that effect.

After a most interesting session the gentlemen withdrew and 
the club proceeded to act on their suggestions. We sent out letters 
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to representative organizations asking them to name someone to 
be part of a committee which was to wait upon the Second Ward 
organization. Most of them ridiculed the idea that the organiza-
tion meant to do any such thing as suggested and thought we were 
wasting our time.1

In due course of time Mr. Harding was elected state senator 
which, of course, did make his position as alderman vacant. The 
very next day after the November election, Mr. Oscar De Priest 
called together a group of colored men to a dinner, and informed 
them that he had already received the endorsement of the Second 
Ward organization for Mr. Harding’s place until the following Feb-
ruary and election in April.

For that entire eight months Mr. De Priest interviewed every 
person of any influence, ringing doorbells and asking their support. 
Of course he won at the primaries.2 The next day afterward Mr. 
Edward H. Wright called a meeting of the Political Equality League 
executive committee, when Mr. Cowan announced that he had been 
visited at two o’clock in the morning after the primary and asked 
to run independently against Mr. De Priest, and that if the parties 
met his conditions, he was going to run. Evidently the matter was 
so unpopular that the gentleman gave up the idea.

I was present at the meeting and challenged both Mr. Wright and 
Mr. Cowan on their action. I told them that the action of this name-
less white man had not been prompted by the desire to “secure a 
better man for the nomination.” It simply was to get two colored 
men to fight against each other, and the result would be that neither 
one of them would secure the place. Thanks to the loyalty of the 
women, Mr. De Priest won out hands down. But it was not long be-
fore we found that he had quite forgotten those who had helped 
him to win.

He had asked my support and I had told him that I would give it 
to him with the understanding that if he won he would use his in-
fluence to see that Mr. Barnett realized the dream of his life and was 

1  Alpha Suffrage Record, 18 March 1914.
2  The vote was Oscar De Priest, 3,195; Louis B. Anderson, 2,632; Charles Griffin, 
1,432. Chicago Defender, 27 February 1915.
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elected judge. “You know that he was elected before, Mr. De Priest, 
and that he did not have the active support of his own race in order 
to make that election sure.” He promised me solemnly that he would 
do this, but strange to say, from the day Mr. De Priest was elected 
until the day he was removed from his office, he never made the 
slightest effort to keep his promise.

In the meantime Mr. William Hale Thompson decided that he 
would try to be elected mayor of the city. One Sunday morning I had 
a telephone call asking if I would be one of a number of persons to 
meet in the First National Bank building to consider the establish-
ment of an orphanage for colored girls. Because I knew none of the 
persons named who were to be present, I said I could not promise 
to be present unless I knew more about the movement.

The speaker then asked if he could come out to see me. He 
came and spent two hours. His remarks simmered down to this, 
that Commodore William Hale Thompson wanted to be mayor of 
the city; that he thought he could win the nomination if he had the 
labor vote and the Negro vote. He had the labor vote cinched and the 
speaker was scouting in the Second Ward all summer in the effort 
to find out who the masses of colored people accepted as leader. He 
said that he had found that it was not a man but a woman, and that 
I was that woman.

I inquired what Mr. Thompson proposed to do for colored people 
in return for their vote, but Mr. Hulit could not answer that ques-
tion to my satisfaction. He ended up inviting me to attend a meeting 
at the Sherman Hotel the following Tuesday evening. He said that 
Commodore William Hale Thompson’s friends had set out to get 
one hundred thousand pledge cards signed, and that Mr. Thompson 
would not give his consent to allow his name to be used until that 
number of persons had been pledged to vote for him. The meeting 
every week was to report progress.

The next day, when I reached home, the girl who lived with 
me said that the same gentleman would be back again that after-
noon. He came and was greatly excited to let me know that when 
he went back and told Mr. Thompson of his interview with me, Mr. 
Thompson was very pleased because he said that my reputation 
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among the people would be a great help to him if they could get me 
to come in with them. And his mission there was not only to bring 
me tickets for the meeting at the Sherman Hotel but to tell me that 
they would want me to speak.

Mr. Barnett and I both attended the meeting and I was called on 
to speak, though I had said the night before that I could not promise 
to do so until I had better acquainted myself with the situation. 
When called upon I made that same statement and told them that it 
would be impossible for me to make any pledge as had been done by 
the other speakers until I knew what Mr. Thompson’s program was 
with reference to colored people; that I was tired of having white 
men come out in the Second Ward just before 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.

I had always felt that the man who bought votes was just as much 
to be condemned as the man who sold them, but the world at large 
did not look upon it in that way. Speaking for those whom I rep-
resented, I was sure that we needed greater interest taken in our 
welfare; that we needed better chance for employment in the city 
work; and that we especially desired that representation be given 
us commensurate with our voting strength.

Mr. William Hale Thompson was seated in the rear of the room 
and always wound up his speech by touching upon points made by 
the speakers of the evening. He came forward and launched at once 
into an answer to the questions I had asked. Nothing could have 
been stronger than his endorsement of my views and his promise 
that if we helped him to win the election he would assure us that no-
body would be a better friend to our best interests than he.

That was the beginning of our acquaintance, and for the next six 
months I threw my heart and soul into the movement. The Second 
Ward added very largely to the result of securing those one hun-
dred thousand names by the first week in December. We had over 
twenty thousand pledge cards signed in the Second Ward alone. I 
sent an appeal to every woman’s club and to the heads of other orga-
nizations throughout the city assuring them that I believed we had a 
true friend in this man Thompson and advising them to get pledges 
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for him all over the city. This was done, and when the city woke up 
William Hale Thompson had two hundred thousand voters pledged 
to his nomination. This had been accomplished without machine 
organization and without newspaper assistance.3

Things seemed to be going smoothly. It was understood that if 
Mr. Thompson won, our reading room and social center was to be 
made an auxiliary of the city, and through our employment agency, 
colored men were to be given street-cleaning jobs and work in other 
departments of the city. The Alpha Suffrage Club was the very first 
organization to endorse Mr. William Hale Thompson for mayor.

Just about the time we felt that the sun was going to shine on 
our side of the street, and that we were going to have a friend in 
court who believed in working for the benefit of our people, the 
regular Republican organization of the city drafted Chief Justice 
Olson to make the race for mayor against Mr. Thompson. I went at 
once to Judge Olson’s office and asked him why he didn’t tell me he 
was planning to run against Mr. Thompson. I told him I had made 
speeches all over the town for Mr. Thompson and had gotten every-
body I knew to pledge themselves to vote for him; and I had been at 
this work for six months.

Judge Olson didn’t seem to think much of the pledge card idea, 
and remarked that he had been known to voters for over fifteen 
years. I did not see how he could overcome Mr. Thompson’s lead in 
three weeks, but I did see that I could make no more speeches for Mr. 
Thompson and take no more part in his campaign. I called Mr. Fred 
Lundin and told him of my predicament. He said, “Mrs. Barnett, no 
one has done more for our cause than you. If you want to go with 
us to the end there will be no one who will have greater influence 

3  “In the 1915 mayoralty primary Thompson reaped the benefit of many contacts he 
had made in the South Side community. In the early part of the campaign he had the 
support of Mrs. Ida Wells Barnett, the militant crusader whose anti-lynching agi-
tation, woman suffrage activities, and social work has already been described. Six 
months before the election her organization of women was active in securing pledges 
for Thompson. When Olson came out for mayor she was in a dilemma because she 
was a Deneen office-holder. She then ceased her work for Thompson, but what she 
had already accomplished could not very well be undone.” Harold F. Gosnell, Negro 
Politicians: The Rise of Negro Politics in Chicago (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1935), p. 50.
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with Mr. Thompson’s administration than you.” “I cannot do it, Mr. 
Lundin,” I said. “To continue to make speeches for Mr. Thompson I 
will have to discredit Judge Olson. All my life I have been the victim 
of ingrates. I have constantly affirmed that I agree with the old time 
Spartans in spirit, anyhow, when they put ingrates to death.

“Judge Olson gave me the place I hold in the courts on a silver 
salver and I can neither say nor do anything against him; so I am 
notifying you that you will have to take my name off your speakers’ 
list. I have told him I don’t believe he can overcome the six months’ 
work that we have done for Mr. Thompson in so short a time. My 
work is done and I can go no further with it. I would like, however, 
to select the person to carry on the hard work I have done.” “Any-
body you suggest,” said Mr. Lundin, “will be acceptable with us.”

After consulting with my husband I asked Mr. Edward H. Wright 
if he would take the place. Mr. Wright had fallen out with the orga-
nization when he ran a few years before for alderman against the 
organization’s candidate. He had also been at loggerheads with the 
Deneen organization, because Governor Deneen had not in the eight 
years of his incumbency in the state house appointed a colored man 
to any representative position. Mr. Wright gave me permission to 
offer his name. I called up Mr. Lundin and told him about our choice 
and he seemed gratified, for he knew of Mr. Wright’s ability and his 
political strength.

I made an appointment for Mr. Wright to see him the next day 
at three o’clock in the Union Hotel. The appointment was kept and 
Mr. Wright took over the management of the affairs of William Hale 
Thompson among the colored people. From that time his political 
career rose again. Mr. Thompson won at the primary with the help 
of the Second Ward, and all of our leading politicians proceeded to 
get on the bandwagon, with the result that William Hale Thompson 
was elected to the office of mayor with the largest vote that had 
ever been cast.

It was also the first time that women had voted for mayor. But 
from the time he was elected, not only Mr. Thompson but all our 
leading politicians proceeded to ignore those of us who had helped 
to make it possible for him to realize his ambition. I have been told 



	302	 c h a pt e r  t h i rt y- n i n e

that when some suggestion was made about keeping a promise to 
put me on the school board, our men told the mayor that “he didn’t 
owe Mrs. Barnett anything because she did not go with them to the 
end.”

I have also been reminded hundreds of times that I was foolish 
not to have continued with him, since Judge Olson was not able to 
keep me in the adult probation office to which he had appointed 
me. In less than six months after Mayor Thompson’s election, I had 
lost my job. And the Negro Fellowship Reading Room and Social 
Center had again to fall back on what we could make from our em-
ployment office.



40

PROTEST TO THE GOVERNOR

Although the Methodist Episcopal Church is one of the oldest Prot-
estant denominations in Chicago, it has not taken the rank it de-
serves among colored people. Since Chicago is the headquarters 
for much of its auxiliary work, I felt that they would get behind the 
movement we had been able to build and make it the greatest so-
cial service work in the country. The Freedman’s Aid Society was 
among the first in the field at the close of the Civil War in estab-
lishing schools of higher education for the Negroes throughout the 
South. It was one of their schools, now known as Rust College at 
Holly Springs, Mississippi, in which I was given the education that 
schools were able to give me.

Coming to the North, I was greatly disappointed to find that no 
specific attention was being paid to the Negro communicants of the 
church. Even the routine church work was of a very poor quality, 
and the leading church it had in Chicago, the Saint Mark’s Meth-
odist Episcopal Church, was worshiping in a storefront when I first 
came to Chicago.

In college work and in law, dentistry, the ministry, and medi-
cine, the church was turning out hundreds of graduates every year. 
The professional men, of course, found their own fields. But not all 
the college graduates wanted to be teachers or could be if they so 
desired. In all the school system there was no department which 
recognized social service as the new profession, or provided any 
school in which to secure necessary training.

I had a vision of building on the foundation we had already estab-
lished at the reading room and social center. We had not only been 
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the Hull House for our people on the South Side and for those who 
came to us from all over the country, but we had also—as Hull House 
had done—provided a place for practical training of young men and 
women who wanted to do social service work. I knew the church had 
money. They knew I had the vision.

Bishop Thomas Nicholson, who was then over the district, be-
came enthusiastic over the matter, and I felt that at last I was going 
to see the fruit of my labor. The matter was referred to Rev. G. E. 
Bryant, who was then the district superintendent over the colored 
churches. Rev. Bryant said that it could only be done by permitting 
the use of the place for church service on Sunday. I told him that was 
just what we desired, as we had held services there every Sunday 
since the place had been opened.

The next report I had about the matter was that the church 
would take over the work provided I would step aside and turn it 
over to a young minister whom they had in mind; he was studying 
at Garrett Biblical Institute and had made a wonderful record as a 
Greek and Hebrew scholar at the institute. It was there decided that 
his qualifications would make him the ideal person to take over the 
work. At first I was very much grieved over the thought that I was 
not to be permitted to continue the work I had started.

I spent a sleepless night over it, and determined that if my elimi-
nation was the price of its continued success I would be willing to 
step down. A committee was appointed to appraise what we had, 
to pay me a fair price, and to assume charge. As I owed six months’ 
rent, there seemed no other way but to let them buy what there 
was, and have me to use the money in liquidating the debts. It was 
put to a vote and the few faithful members of the league who still 
remained unanimously agreed that I should do this.

When everything was ready for the transfer the chairman of 
the committee asked me to send across the street for my landlord, 
who was a saloon keeper, so I could pay him the money I received for 
the rent due. Mr. Miller, my landlord, was not in, and the chairman 
let me see that he was afraid to trust me with the check for fear I 
might change my mind after receiving it and leave the six months’ 
indebtedness on their hands.
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I was already heartbroken over their willingness to shut me out 
with no consideration for my ten years’ work. The chairman said, 
“Why, do you know, Mrs. Barnett, I was amazed when I found out 
that you had no leading people of the race with you in the league.” 
“Yes,” I said, “well I would like to have had them, I certainly have 
done all I could to get them interested, but for some cause or other 
they refused to come in. But then,” I said, “neither did Jesus Christ 
have any of the leading people with him in his day when he was 
trying to establish Christianity. If I remember correctly, his twelve 
disciples were made up of fishermen, tax collectors, publicans, and 
sinners. It was the leading people who refused to believe on him and 
finally crucified him.”

“Yes, I know,” he said with his face red, “but you ought to have 
some of the names of the leading people.” “Why,” he said, “I have told 
the story of the Marshall Field incident a hundred different times 
in lectures.” “Well,” I said, “it seems to me if we were able to make 
so much noise and were yet so few in number, I think we ought to 
be given credit rather than disparagement.” “Well,” he said, “as a 
matter of fact who have you associated with you?” “The secretary 
of our organization is an elevator man in the Boston Store. He is not 
one of our ‘most leadingest.’ The treasurer is a redcap at the Illinois 
Central Station. He does not figure as one of the leading colored citi-
zens, either, but he is faithful in his attendance and contributes his 
mite every Sunday. The leader of my Bible class is a rag picker. I see 
him every time I go downtown on the streetcar with a large bag of 
dirty rags on his back—junk, I take it. But he believes in the Negro 
Fellowship League with all his heart and is here every Sunday to 
take a leading part in our Bible lessons.

“It is bad enough that our leading people refuse to take part in 
work of this character or to know men of this type. But to me it is 
still worse that they not only refuse themselves to help, but they are 
doing everything that they can to disparage and to sneer at those of 
us who are struggling that they may keep this effort going.”

When I realized that he did not want to give up the check until 
he was sure it would be turned over to Mr. Miller, I lost control of 
myself and told him that I wouldn’t go on with the deal. And so that 
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effort at securing help failed and I struggled along as best I could 
until I found that the men who were in charge of the employment 
office were double-crossing me.

It was during this time that the Illinois legislature convened in 
1913. The year before had seen a Democratic landslide. Because the 
Republican party had split into two wings, Woodrow Wilson be-
came president of the United States. Illinois also went Democratic 
and Governor Edward F. Dunne, a Democrat, was in the chair.

When the legislature convened for its first session in 1913, the 
Democrats signalized their victory by immediately offering several 
bills against the Negro. Jack Johnson, champion a few years before, 
was then in the high tide of his prosperity. He was already married 
to a white woman, and it seems that in his theatrical engagements 
which followed after his victory he was accompanied by another 
white woman who had fallen under his spell. Seeing their chance to 
get even, racially prejudiced persons brought a charge against him 
under the Mann Act. He was accused of transporting the woman in 
the case into the different states where he gave shows.

Before this happened, however, he had opened a saloon on 
Thirty-first Street called the Cafe DeChampion. This place became 
the resort of the kings and queens of the pugilistic world, and while 
the common people were served on the first floor, the leading sports 
and their lady friends of the white race were entertained upstairs, 
with Jack Johnson as the bright particular star.

I was publishing a little paper called the Fellowship Herald  
at that time and my comment on the opening of this saloon with 
its “gold” cuspidors was that “what Mr. Johnson should have done 
with his money was to open a gymnasium in which the colored boys 
would have the chance to develop themselves physically. He, better 
than anyone else, knew under what difficulties he had succeeded in 
getting his training. He also knew that even as champion, the owner 
of the white gymnasium in the city felt that they were doing him a 
favor to allow him to give exhibitions therein.”

In a gymnasium of his own he would be the king bee and would 
draw unto himself all of the white fans of high and low degree, while 
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at the same time he would be aiding young fellows of his own race 
in developing their muscles. Instead Mr. Johnson chose to open a 
saloon to cater to the worst passions of both races. When he was 
not on the road, he spent most of his time there, entertaining the 
wildest of the underworld of both sexes and especially of the white 
race.

His neglect of his white wife was so marked that she committed 
suicide during this time. Very soon thereafter came his arrest and 
imprisonment. When he was found guilty and sentenced to the 
penitentiary he did a fade away and was gone two or three years in 
other lands, but ultimately had to come back and do his time in the 
government prison at Leavenworth.

It was shortly after these occurrences that the Illinois legisla-
ture convened, and among the first bills offered were four against 
intermarriage between races. It was clearly stated that these were 
the aftermath of the Jack Johnson episode. Following this example, 
three other anti-Negro bills were offered in this same legislature. 
Of course colored people were very much aroused. A meeting was 
called in Springfield which was attended by representative groups 
of club women from different parts of the state to protest against 
this anti-Negro attitude on the part of the legislature.

The women visited committee rooms to which the several 
bills had been referred and made their protest to the committees 
in charge, with the result that every one of those seven bills was 
killed in committee, including even the so-called full crew bill. This 
bill was aimed at the Negro porters on the railway trains, and al-
though almost all the labor men in the legislature had pledged to 
vote for it, when they were shown that the joker in the bill meant 
the elimination of the Negro porter they very readily promised to 
vote against it.

I was spokesman for the women on this momentous occasion. 
Our delegation was reinforced by citizens of Springfield, and the 
winding through the capitol building of two or three hundred 
colored women was itself a sight that had never been witnessed 
before. The legislature got the impression that the Negro woman-
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hood of the state was aroused, and the visible massing of hundreds 
of them did as much even as the arguments presented to impress 
the members of the legislature with the seriousness of the situation.

I am bound to acknowledge that the idea did not originate with 
the women. There was at this time residing in Chicago a shrewd sol-
dier of fortune named Thomas Wallace Swann. Mr. Swann was from 
Philadelphia, where he had put through several slick measures with 
the aid of other influences. I do not yet know whether Mr. Swann 
sicced us on the legislature with the idea of using this incident to 
further plans of his own, or whether the determination grew out 
of the result of our efforts. I do know that he suggested the idea to 
the president of our state federation and had her call delegations 
of women to meet in Springfield.

At an evening meeting held after our first demonstrations, he 
said the Democrats were willing to do something which would re-
move the bad feeling engendered among colored people; that he 
thought if the women would make the request that the legislature 
appropriate money to enable us to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary 
of Negro freedom it would be done. I was asked to lead out with this 
demand, but I refused on the ground that a matter of that impor-
tance should be deliberated upon by our organization. Mrs. Sarah 
Shepherd of Peoria, Illinois, was, however, drafted to do so. It thus 
appeared that our women had made the demand on the legislature 
for this concession.

Mr. Swann himself was a Democrat, and it can easily be seen how 
he thus used our women to pull his chestnuts out of the fire. For the 
legislature really passed a bill appropriating twenty-five thousand 
dollars for the celebration of fifty years of Negro freedom, and au-
thorized the governor to appoint a commission of eight persons to 
carry it out. When the legislature had adjourned, Governor Dunne 
announced his appointment of the commission. Three white men, 
one white woman, and four colored men were on the commission.

Bishop Samuel Fallows, an old war veteran and a high churchman 
in the Reformed Episcopal church, who was made chairman, State 
Senator Medill McCormick, and Senator John Daily were the three 
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white men, and Mrs. Jorgan Dahl was the one white woman. The 
Negro members of the commission were the Rev. A. J. Carey, Cap-
tain John Ford, and two others.1

It will thus be seen that although the Women’s Federation was 
used to bring this about by reason of its show of indignation before 
the legislature over the jim crow bills, when the commission was ap-
pointed, no Negro woman’s name appeared as one of the commis-
sion! It so happened that the morning on which I read in the daily 
paper the names of this commission, I was already pledged to speak 
at a breakfast of the city federation. Instead of giving my scheduled 
address I lectured about the appointment of that commission and 
how Negro women, who were the only organized force in the state 
for civic work, had been ignored.

When I finished, the women had been aroused to such fever heat 
that they immediately drafted a protest to Governor Dunne, calling 
attention to the fact that one-half of the Negro race, in whose honor 
the celebration was supposed to be, had been deliberately ignored. 
When Governor Dunne received the resolution he immediately 
communicated with Bishop Fallows and urged him to see and pla-
cate the Negro women.

Bishop Fallows returned to the city and called me on the phone 
and made an appointment to meet me at my husband’s office down-
town. Conferring in the meantime with the colored members of the 
commission, of which Mr. Thomas Wallace Swann had been made 
executive secretary, he reported about the conference with the gov-
ernor. Bishop Fallows was told that it was Mrs. Barnett’s doing and 
that she had stirred the women up because she had not been ap-
pointed on the commission. He was assured that, left to themselves, 
the women never would have thought of such action.

So when Bishop Fallows came into the office that afternoon 
he walked up to where I was sitting and said, “Well, what is it you 
want?” I said, “I do not understand you, I am here because you asked 
me to meet you here, but I didn’t think the purpose of the meeting 

1  The two other Negro members were Hon. R. R. Jackson, state representative, and 
Major George W. Ford. Chicago Defender, 3 April 1915.
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was to offer me an insult. The women of the city and state feel that 
they have been slighted and I agree with them that they have been, 
and we have no apologies to make for this protest.”

“Well,” he said, “I have seen women who were members of both 
the state and national federations, and they say they do not agree 
with you; that they are perfectly willing to work with the commis-
sion as it has been appointed.” He gave me the names of the women 
and I immediately saw that I had perhaps been foolish to expect 
that they would support me in the contention that had been made. 
Bishop Fallows wound up by saying that he was a Civil War veteran; 
that he had spent a good portion of his life in helping work for the 
benefit of the Negro; and that he looked forward to his work as head 
of this commission as being the capstone of his life. And he asked 
me to use my influence to help make it a success.

Not only this, but the state federation met very soon there-
after in Springfield, the home of the white woman member of this 
commission. She had been placed on it because she was a wealthy 
woman whose mother before her had helped to establish the only 
Negro orphanage in the state. Mrs. Dahl gave a reception for the 
state federation in her beautiful home, and our women went im-
mediately from her home back to their place of meeting and passed 
a resolution endorsing the commission that had been appointed by 
Governor Dunne and pledged themselves to do all in their power 
to make it a success.

I was not present at that meeting, but I asked the president of 
the city federation, on her return to the city, how she could sit in the 
state meeting and let that resolution of endorsement pass without 
defending the action of the city federation which had started the 
agitation. She replied, “Well, Mrs. Barnett, you weren’t there, and 
I didn’t know what to do.” I realized the hopelessness of the situa-
tion, and in a figurative sense I made up my mind “to go way back 
and sit down.”

Governor Dunne had made a very courteous reply to the letter 
that had been sent by the city federation. In it he said the legisla-
ture had only created a commission of eight persons; that those 
eight places had been filled, and that he had no power to enlarge 
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the commission, since the legislature had adjourned. He also sug-
gested that had the women presented the name of one of their own 
before that commission had been named, he would have been very 
glad to consider their nominee.

Two years went by. The commission reported that the original 
twenty-five thousand dollars appropriated was not sufficient to 
give an exhibition which would do justice to the progress of the 
Negro, and asked for another appropriation to enable it to make a 
truly national showing. That same summer the National Associa-
tion of Colored Women’s Clubs met in Wilberforce, Ohio. A delega-
tion was sent from the commission to ask the endorsement of our 
national gathering of the proposed fair.

I had become so discouraged over the failure of the previous 
effort that I had already announced that I would not go to the na-
tional meeting. But one morning at the breakfast table I read that 
Mrs. Jorgan Dahl, the white woman member of the commission, had 
resigned because of illness in her family. Immediately I saw that 
here was a chance to secure the appointment of a colored woman 
in her place.

I took the train for the national meeting, and on the morning 
when the subject was to be discussed I took part in the deliberations 
for the first time. Speaking on the subject of endorsement, I told the 
women all that I have narrated here and said to them, “I have come 
to this meeting for the sole purpose of informing you that there is 
now a vacancy on that commission. And since they had been ap-
pealed to, to aid in making the exposition a success, they could not 
be true to their motto if they did not send back a demand to the 
commission to put a colored woman in that vacancy.

“They say that I am interested because I want to be that Negro 
woman. That is not my reason. I do not care who is appointed so long 
as it is a woman of character and ability; but I do not see how colored 
women can be true to themselves unless they demand recognition 
for themselves and those they represent.”

Of course when I finished the house was with me. I drafted the 
resolution, which called on the commission to place a colored 
woman in the vacancy which now obtained and said that when 
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that was done, our president would be authorized to appoint a com-
mittee of seven women from the national group to cooperate with 
the commission in making that exposition a success. On the way 
home I said to the Illinois women, “Now don’t half a dozen of you 
apply to the governor for appointment. If you do he will be confused 
and will have a good excuse for not choosing among you. When you 
go down to the state meeting next week, endorse some one woman, 
and when the governor sees that the women of the state have gotten 
behind her, he will not hesitate to appoint her to the vacancy.” I did 
not go to the state meeting because my leave of absence was up and I 
did not believe that the women would have chosen me for the place. 
I wanted them to see that I was honestly interested in representa-
tion rather than in being the woman.

I had a telephone call about 7:30 in the morning, by which Dr. 
Mary Waring informed me that she had been endorsed by the state 
federation for the place. I congratulated her and advised that she 
write the secretary of the governor asking an audience with him 
the next time he came to Chicago, at which time she would have her 
committee in readiness and her credentials, and I predicted that the 
governor would have no hesitancy in giving her the appointment.

Dr. Waring carried out the program as suggested and was un-
hesitatingly appointed by Governor Dunne to fill the vacancy. Thus 
after two years I had succeeded in helping the women get a woman 
of our own race on this commission. The fact that she did not show 
me any recognition of the work I had done did not destroy the force 
of what had been done in her behalf.
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WORLD WAR I AND  
THE NEGRO SOLDIERS

Nineteen seventeen, the year our country went to war, found Chi-
cago and Camp Grant alive with soldiers and with those who had 
been drafted. Some had already gone overseas and the boys of the 
regular army were in Texas awaiting transportation. Word was 
flashed through the country that they had run amuck and shot up 
the town of Houston, just as a few years before the Negro soldiers 
were accused of shooting up Brownsville and had been discharged 
by President Roosevelt for doing so.

The result of the court-martial of those who had fired on the 
police and the citizens of Houston was that twelve of them were 
condemned to be hanged and the remaining members of that im-
mediate regiment were sentenced to Leavenworth for different 
terms of imprisonment. The twelve were afterward hanged by the 
neck until they were dead and, according to the newspapers, their 
bodies were thrown into nameless graves. This was done to placate 
southern hatred.

It seemed to me a terrible thing that our government would take 
the lives of men who had bared their breasts fighting for the de-
fense of our country. I felt that a protest ought to be made about 
it, and I feared that unless the Negro Fellowship League did it, it 
would not be done.

Accordingly, we decided to hold a memorial service for the men 
whose lives had been taken and in that way utter a solemn protest. 
We felt that the government itself could not help but heed if we 
had a crowded outpouring of our people, at a meeting which would 
reflect dignity and credit upon us as a race. My first act was to put 



Ida B. Wells-Barnett wearing the controversial button:  
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in an order with a button manufacturer downtown in order to have 
the buttons ready for distribution at our coming memorial service.

I then called the pastors of several of our large churches and 
asked which one of them would donate us the use of a church for 
the Sunday afternoon. I had imagined that they all felt as I did about 
the matter but was again given one of the many surprises of my 
life when every single pastor refused to let us have the use of the 
church. I felt it all the more keenly because almost every church in 
town had military services urging the boys to go to war and every 
congregation had done its bit by organizing nurse training classes, 
by meeting trains with cigarettes and sweets to give our boys who 
were passing through, by patriotic demonstrations, by Liberty Loan 
drives, by every sort of means which could fire the hearts of our 
young men to offer their lives if need be in defense of this govern-
ment. The churches all did their bit along that line; yet they couldn’t 
see that it was a duty which they owed to the youth of our race to 
protest to the government when they had been badly treated.

Of course when I could not get a church in which to have the kind 
of meeting we wanted to stage, there was nothing for me to do but 
distribute the buttons to those who wanted to buy them and thus 
reimburse us for the money we had spent in having them made.

One morning very soon after we began distributing those but-
tons, a reporter for the Herald-Examiner came into the office and 
asked to see one. I gave it to him and told him that the purpose was 
to give every member of our race who wanted to wear one in protest 
an opportunity to do so. I did not tell him that I was distributing 
them in this way because I was unable to get a church in which to 
hold a meeting. I didn’t want the white people to know that we were 
so spineless as to not realize our duty to make a protest in the name 
of the black boys who had been sacrificed to race hatred. And I am 
telling it here for the first time.

The reporter went away with a button, and in less than two 
hours two men from the secret service bureau came into the office 
with a picture of the button which I had given to the reporter. They 
inquired for me, showed me the button, and told me that they had 
been sent out to warn me that if I distributed those buttons I was 
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liable to be arrested. “On what charge?” I asked. One of the men, 
the smaller of the two, said, “Why, for treason.” “Treason!” said I. 
“I understand treason to mean giving aid and comfort to the enemy 
in time of war. How can the distribution of this little button do that?” 
“Why,” he said, “if you were in Germany you would be shot; and we 
have to have your assurance that you are not going to distribute any 
more of them.” I said, “I can’t give you any such promise because I 
am not guilty of treason; but if you think I am, you know your duty—
only you must be very sure of your facts.”

The other fellow said, “Well, we can’t arrest you, Mrs. Barnett, 
but we can confiscate your buttons. Where are they? Weren’t you 
showing one to a man as we came in?” “Yes,” I said, “but he has gone 
and he must have taken the button with him.” He said, “I told my 
partner on the way out here that I thought I knew you people and 
that we would have no trouble with you. Will you give us the but-
tons?” I said no. “Why,” he said, “you have criticized the govern-
ment.” “Yes,” I said, “and the government deserves to be criticized. 
I think it was a dastardly thing to hang those men as if they were 
criminals and put them in holes in the ground just as if they had 
been dead dogs. If it is treason for me to think and say so, then you 
will have to make the most of it.”

“Well,” said the shorter of the two men, “the rest of your people 
do not agree with you.” I said, “Maybe not. They don’t know any 
better or they are afraid of losing their whole skins. 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 consider it an 
honor to spend whatever years are necessary in prison as the one 
member of the race who protested, rather than to be with all the 
11,999,999 Negroes who didn’t have to go to prison because they 
kept their mouths shut. Lay on, Macduff, and damn’d be him that 
first cries ‘Hold, enough!’”

The men looked at me as if they didn’t know what to do about it, 
but finally asked me to consult my lawyer, for he would probably 
advise me differently. They went away, but they didn’t take the but-
tons with them.
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Both of the daily papers came out next day with a most respectful 
notice touching this incident. The Herald-Examiner had repro-
duced the picture of the button, and both of them said that Mrs. 
Barnett said anybody who felt as she did about it and wanted to wear 
a button in protest of the treatment the government had meted out 
to those soldiers could get one from her. The men did not come back, 
and I continued disposing of the buttons to anybody who wanted 
them; and strange to say, I was never molested and no further refer-
ence was made to the incident.

While the reporters and secret service men were in my office, 
I took them back and showed them tables filled with candy boxes, 
cigarettes, pipes, tobacco, and other things which we were pre-
paring to send to Camp Grant for gifts for the Negro soldiers.

Major General Barnum had me come to Camp Grant and had 
asked if I would undertake to see that the colored soldiers there 
would have some Christmas remembrances. He said the white ones 
had already been taken care of; but that some of the colored boys 
had come from far South and that Christmas would be a very blue 
day for them unless someone could be interested to see that they 
too had some Christmas.

I laid the matter before the City Federation of Colored Women’s 
Clubs and asked the appointment of a committee to work with me 
in seeing that twelve hundred soldier boys of the regiment each 
had a Christmas token. Our committee found that we had bitten off 
more than we could chew, for to get each one of those twelve hun-
dred men a half-pound box of candy netted six hundred pounds. 
The estimated cost for that one item, candy and cartons was nearly 
two hundred dollars.

While we were worrying over this problem, an appeal was made 
through the Chicago Tribune for help. The first response came 
from Miss Fannie R. Smith, dean of girls at the Wendell Phillips 
High School, in which she tendered us one hundred dollars of the 
money that had been raised by a bazaar at the school. With this help 
and that of a few others, we were able to send three large boxes of 
Christmas cheer to the men at Camp Grant.

That was Christmas of 1917. The influx of so many of our people 



	318	 c h a pt e r  f o rt y- o n e

from the South about this time was attracting a great deal of at-
tention. They arrived in Chicago in every conceivable state of un-
preparedness, and so great was the confusion at the station, and 
so many of them were taken advantage of by unscrupulous taxi 
drivers and lodging-house keepers, that the matter was taken up 
by our league. We appealed to the ministers’ meeting for help, and 
the result was the appointment of a man of our own race to meet 
the trains at the Illinois Central Station to see that our people were 
given proper information and protection.

To our great surprise, the Travelers Aid objected to our having a 
man down there, and insisted that the police should drive him out 
of the station. An interview with Mr. Meservey followed. He was the 
executive head of the Travelers Aid and couldn’t understand why 
anybody should want to encroach on the Travelers Aid preserve. I 
told him we had no desire to do any such thing, but that so many 
complaints had come about the treatment of our people that there 
seemed nothing else to do but to send some one down there to help 
look after them.

We did not know that the Travelers Aid had a monopoly on the 
station. In fact, I had listened to an address by one of the officials of 
that organization the winter before at the meeting of the League 
of Cook County Clubs, who said in his appeal for aid to that body 
that the Travelers Aid was unable to take care of the many persons 
who came into the different stations because they were not able to 
employ enough help.

Mr. Meservey resented the fact that we hadn’t asked his organi-
zation for permission to put a man there, and suggested that he be 
under the control of that body. When I asked if he would put him on 
the payroll, he couldn’t give me any satisfaction as to that. He then 
suggested that we call a meeting of the different organizations in 
Chicago among our people and if they agreed with me in my con-
tention, they would have no more to say. He said further that Mr. 
T. Arnold Hill, head of the recently established Urban League, was 
quite in accord with his program and was working in cooperation 
with them.

The long and short of the matter was that because of the Trav-
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elers Aid opposition, backed by Mr. Hill, our man not only was not 
given financial support after the first two weeks, but was laid off 
altogether.

It seemed that the Urban League was brought to Chicago to sup-
plant the activities of the Negro Fellowship League. The ymca had 
been functioning for nearly four years. But it was not reaching the 
boys or men who were farthest down and out. At several meetings 
of the committee, statements had been made that the Negro Fel-
lowship League storefront working down on State Street was doing 
more to meet the real need of the down-and-outer than the ymca 
with all its backing and its handsome endowment.

When Mr. T. Arnold Hill came to town as the Urban League rep-
resentative, he appeared before many of the organizations among 
our people asking their cooperation. In the strange way we have 
of taking hold of the new to the detriment of the old, almost every 
organization among the women’s clubs promised its support to Mr. 
Hill. He also made the rounds of the employers of labor, informing 
them of the presence of the Urban League and deprecating any sug-
gestion that the Negro Fellowship League employment office was 
filling the bill.

Dr. George Cleveland Hall was chairman of the board of directors 
of the ymca. He was also president of the Douglass Center Associa-
tion. Since Mrs. Wooley’s death left the center without a head, he 
installed the Urban League at the Douglass Center home and there 
it has remained until the present day. The Douglass Center building 
is a three-story structure. The Urban League occupied only the first 
floor, the other two floors being vacant.

When Amanda Smith School burned down and upward of forty 
children were made homeless, I appeared before the City Federa-
tion of Colored Women’s Clubs and offered a resolution that we ask 
Dr. Hall and the Urban League to give those children temporary 
shelter at the Douglass Center. Mr. T. Arnold Hill very strongly ob-
jected to that and called a meeting of the federation women to meet 
downtown with the officials of the Children’s Home and Aid Society.

At this meeting Miss Amelia Sears descanted beautifully on the 
idea of having no institution but of finding homes in families for 
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orphan children where they could receive the love and care which 
was their due. Again I had the privilege of seeing the advice I had 
given my women disregarded and an enthusiastic acceptance of 
Miss Sears’s idea. Eventually two or three colored women were em-
ployed by the Children’s Home and Aid Society for the sole purpose 
of finding homes among colored people for those little colored chil-
dren. Very few of the right sort of homes were reached and many 
people took those children for the money there was in it for them-
selves. It was a makeshift plan which has never proved satisfactory. 
Perhaps the story of the Amanda Smith Home ought to be incorpo-
rated in this book and that will be considered in another chapter.



42

THE EQUAL RIGHTS LEAGUE

In the fall of 1915 a committee appointed to wait upon President 
Wilson in Washington D.C. called his attention to the segregation 
enforced in the departments of the government, and asked him to 
use his influence as president of the United States in abolishing 
discrimination based on the color line. I was a member of the com-
mittee, which was led by Mr. William Monroe Trotter of Boston, ex-
ecutive secretary of the National Equal Rights League.

President Wilson received us standing, and seemingly gave 
careful attention to the appeal delivered by Mr. Trotter. At its con-
clusion he said he was unaware of such discrimination, although 
Mr. Trotter left with him an order emanating from one of his heads 
of the department, which forbade colored and white clerks to use 
the same restaurants or toilet rooms. The president promised to 
look into the matter and again expressed doubt as to the situation.

As the only woman on the committee I was asked to make some 
comment, but I contented myself with saying to the president that 
there were more things going on in the government than he had 
dreamed of in his philosophy, and we thought it our duty to bring 
to his attention that phase of it which directly concerned us.

The year went by and no word was received from the president, 
nor was any action taken by him on the matter. Again I was asked 
to be one of the committee to visit him, but it was not convenient 
for me to do so. However, Mr. Trotter and his committee made their 
visit. It seems that the president became annoyed over Mr. Trotter’s 
persistent assertion that these discriminations still were practiced 
and that it was his duty as president of the United States to abolish 
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them. President Wilson became very angry and he told the com-
mittee that if they wanted to call on him in the future they would 
have to leave Mr. Trotter out.1

The Associated Press sent the incident throughout the country, 
and many papers heralded the assertion that “Mr. Trotter had in-
sulted President Wilson.” I knew very well that there had been no 
breach of courtesy, but that President Wilson had simply become 
annoyed at Mr. Trotter’s persistence. Many of our colored news-
papers followed the lead of the white ones and condemned Mr. Trot-
ter’s action. The Negro Fellowship League extended him an invita-
tion to visit Chicago and deliver our emancipation address.

We thought that the race should back up the man who had had 
the bravery to contend for the rights of his race, instead of con-
demning him. Mr. Trotter had never been West; and I thought that 
he needed to get out in this part of the country and see that the 
world didn’t revolve around Boston as a hub, and we were very glad 
to give him an opportunity to do this.

We engaged Orchestra Hall and were forced to charge an admis-
sion fee to pay that three-hundred-dollar rental. Again I believed 
that the loyalty of our people would assert itself and that the encour-
agement we would give to this young leader would be of great ser-
vice to him and to the race. We did this all the more readily because 
the city of New York, which had already engaged him to appear, had 
recalled its invitation. It so happened that our celebration fell on 
Saturday night, the first of January being Sunday.

It also happened to be one night in the year in which all our 
churches have watch night meetings. Some of the ministers urged 
their congregations not to attend the Orchestra Hall meeting be-
cause they were having services in their churches. One of the 
leading ministers had announced that he too had a national speaker 
and they would not have to pay anything to hear him.

1  For an account of the “delegation’s visit to the White House,” see Arthur S. Link, 
Wilson: The New Freedom (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1956), p. 252. 
Link says that the delegation called on President Wilson on 12 November 1914. It 
would seem, therefore, that the visit of the delegation of which Mrs. Barnett was a 
member was in 1913.
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Still others announced that Mr. Trotter was a Democrat and that 
they owed him no support. Suffice it to say that the meeting was 
a failure in attendance. Had I not been able to have a white friend 
stand for the rent I would have been unable to open the doors of 
the hall. We held our meeting, however, and both Mr. William 
Thompson and Chief Justice Olson, tentative candidates for mayor, 
also made short addresses.2

Mr. Trotter was my guest for ten days. Through the efforts of 
friends he was invited to other meetings, and thus we succeeded in 
giving him the one hundred dollars I had promised. Not only this, 
but we made engagements for him as far north as Saint Paul, Min-
nesota; as far west as Omaha, Nebraska; as far south as Saint Louis, 
Missouri. When Mr. Trotter returned East it was with the assurance 
that the West had approved his course and upheld his hands.

The National Equal Rights League met in New York City, 20 
September 1917,3 and I was the guest of Madam C. J. Walker when 
I went on as a delegate. Nothing startling took place in this ses-
sion except that Madam Walker entertained the entire delegation 
royally. She was a woman who by hard work and persistent effort 
had succeeded in establishing herself and her business in New York 
City. She already had a town house, beautifully furnished, and had 
established beauty parlors and agents in and around New York City, 
thus giving demonstration of what a black woman who has vision 
and ambition can really do.

Madam Walker was even then building herself a home on the 
Hudson at a cost of many thousands of dollars. We drove out there 
almost every day, and I asked her on one occasion what on earth 
she would do with a thirty-room house. She said, “I want plenty of 
room in which to entertain my friends. I have worked so hard all of 
my life that I would like to rest.”

I was very proud of her success, because I had met Madam 
Walker when she first started out eleven years before. I was one 
of the skeptics that paid little heed to her predictions as to what 

2  Chicago Defender, 9 January 1915, p. 1.
3  The meeting convened in New York on 20 September 1917. Chicago Defender, 29 
September 1917.
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she was going to do. She had little or no education, and was never 
ashamed of having been a washerwoman earning a dollar and a 
half a day. To see her phenomenal rise made me take pride anew in 
Negro womanhood.

She maintained a wonderful home on 136th Street, and she had 
learned already how to bear herself as if to the manner born. She 
gave a dinner to the officers of the Equal Rights League and left 
the meeting a short time before it adjourned, in order to oversee 
dinner arrangements. When we were ushered into the dining room, 
Madam sat at the head of her table in her decollete gown, with her 
butler serving dinner under her directions.

I was indeed proud to see what a few short years of success had 
done for a woman who had been without education and training. 
Her beautiful home on the Hudson was completed the next year, 
when Madam took possession, surrounded by prominent people 
from all over the country. It is a great pity to have to remember 
that she was permitted to enjoy its splendors less than a year after 
she moved in. Seven months from the day in which its doors were 
opened, they laid her away in her grave. The life had been too 
strenuous and the burden had become too heavy.

The next year the Equal Rights League came to Chicago for its 
annual meeting at my invitation. The trend of events seemed to 
show that the world war would not last much longer, and a motion 
prevailed that we call a national meeting to be held in Washington 
in December to arrange to send delegates to France to attend the 
Peace Conference which must follow the close of the war.

The idea met with great favor among the people of the country. 
And delegates were sent to Washington, at which time delegates 
and alternates were elected to go to Versailles, for the Armistice had 
already been signed between the close of the National Equal Rights 
League meeting in Chicago and the meeting of the Democracy Con-
gress in Washington in December. Madam Walker and myself were 
the two women elected to go, and there were seven other persons. 
But none of us got to go because President Wilson forbade it.

The committee which was chosen to bring in nominations at 
first left out Mr. Trotter, on the ground that his presence would be 
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objectionable to President Wilson. I asked the committee if they 
were going to allow President Wilson to select our delegates, and 
whom did they think deserved the right to go if not the man whose 
brain had conceived the idea. When the committee’s report was 
brought in Mr. Trotter’s name was included among those whose ex-
penses were to be paid. Madam Walker and myself had been chosen 
as alternates with the distinct understanding that we would have 
to pay our own expenses.

I got the floor on a question of personal privilege and thanked 
the congress for the honor it had done me, but I regretted that the 
years I had spent in fighting the race’s battles had made me finan-
cially unable to accept the honor which they had offered me. I there-
fore declined with thanks. Immediately a clamor arose; the commit-
tee’s report was halted and an amendment was made by which both 
of the women named were included on the list of regular delegates.

Only Mr. Trotter got across after all, and he did so by subterfuge. 
He disguised himself as a cook and went across on a ship after he as 
well as the rest of us had been refused a passport.

Not only had I been elected by the Democracy Congress as a dele-
gate, but Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Associa-
tion had already elected me in New York nearly a month before the 
convening of our congress. Mr. Garvey had visited Chicago a few 
years before, when he had recently come from Jamaica to accept 
an invitation that had been extended him by Booker T. Washington 
to visit Tuskegee.

Mr. Washington had passed away before he came; so Mr. Garvey 
was traveling from place to place to arouse the interest of other 
West Indians who were living in the United States to assist him in 
establishing an industrial school in Jamaica. He visited my hus-
band’s law office, and Mr. Barnett brought him home to dinner.

In the course of his conversation he said that ninety thousand of 
the people on the island of Jamaica were colored, and only fifteen 
thousand of them were white; yet the fifteen thousand white people 
possessed all the land, ruled the island, and kept the Negroes in 
subjection. I asked him what those ninety thousand Negroes were 
thinking about to be dominated in this way, and he said it was be-
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cause they had no educational facilities outside of grammar-school 
work. He wanted to return to his native home to see if he could not 
help to change the situation there.

Instead he went to New York, began to hold street meetings, and 
got many of his fellow countrymen as well as American Negroes 
interested in his program of worldwide Negro unity. For a time 
it seemed as if his program would go through. Undoubtedly Mr. 
Garvey made an impression on this country as no Negro before him 
had ever done. He has been able to solidify the masses of our people 
and endow them with racial consciousness and racial solidarity.

Had Garvey had the support which his wonderful movement de-
served, had he not become drunk with power too soon, there is no 
telling what the result would have been. Already the countries of 
the world were beginning to worry very much about the influence 
of his propaganda in Africa, in the West Indies, and in the United 
States. His month-long conference in New York City every August, 
bringing the dusky sons and daughters of Ham from all corners of 
the earth, attracted a great deal of attention.

It was during this time that he sent me an invitation to come to 
New York to deliver an address. I accepted the invitation and was 
met by him at the train on the afternoon of the evening on which I 
was to appear. The Universal Negro Improvement Association no 
longer met on the streets. It was housed in the Manhattan Casino, 
and I talked to an audience of nearly three thousand persons that 
evening.

Before this Mr. Garvey had spent a couple of hours acquainting 
me with his idea of establishing what he called the Black Star Line. 
He wanted me to present the matter that night, but I told him that 
it was too big an idea and would require more thought and prepara-
tion before it should be launched. He had shown me the restaurant 
that had been established, the newspaper which was circulating 
regularly each week, and one or two smaller ventures. He had com-
plained that none of them were self-sustaining because they had 
not been able to obtain efficient help.

I knew that the work involved in a shipping business called for a 
much more complicated program than he had helpers to carry out, 
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and I advised him to defer the matter. This he did not do, but pre-
sented it himself after I had finished my talk, with that eloquence 
for which he was so famous, and it took among the people like wild-
fire.

Perhaps if Mr. Garvey had listened to my advice he need not have 
undergone the humiliations which afterward became his. Perhaps 
all that was necessary in order to broaden and deepen his own out-
look on life. 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—that cause 
which was so dear to his heart.4

4  See Edmund David Cronon, Black Moses: The Story of Marcus Garvey and the  
Universal Negro Improvement Association (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 
1955).
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EAST SAINT LOUIS RIOT

On 1 July 1918, a daily paper announced that a riot had taken place 
in East Saint Louis; that 150 Negroes had been slaughtered in the 
two days’ rioting and nearly a million dollars’ worth of property had 
been destroyed.1 The Negro Fellowship League called a meeting 
at 3005 South State Street to protest against this outrage. The re-
porters for the morning papers were present and published our 
speeches of condemnation and our resolutions.

I presided at that meeting and suggested to the audience that 
while we were waiting for our speakers, they might sing “America” 
or the “Star-Spangled Banner” if they wished, but nobody wished 
to do so. It was moved that a representative from the meeting be 
sent to deliver the resolutions to Governor Lowden in person, and 
I was asked to be that person. I told them that I had no objection to 
going, but it seemed to me that someone ought to go to East Saint 
Louis and get the facts, and that then we would have something to 
present to the governor.

Immediately the audience came forward and put money on the 
table with which to pay my expenses, and I left the next day for East 
Saint Louis. Arriving there on the morning of the fifth, I was in-
formed by the conductor of the great danger it would be for me to 
get off; that they had been locking the porters in the coaches as the 
train ran through East Saint Louis, and that I had better let them 
take me on to Saint Louis, just across the river. “But,” I said, “the 

1  The riot actually occurred on 2 July 1917, not 1 July 1918. For a study of the riot, see 
Elliott M. Rudwick, Race Riot at East St. Louis, July 2, 1917 (Carbondale: Southern 
Illinois University Press, 1964).
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papers say that Governor Lowden made a patriotic speech in East 
Saint Louis yesterday, that there are eleven companies of militia 
there, and that all the workers who had been driven out by the mob 
two days ago have been invited to return and had been assured of 
their safety.”

So when the train stopped, I got off the sleeper in which I had 
traveled from Chicago the night before. It was seven o’clock in the 
morning, and as I walked up to the front of the train where the train 
conductor was standing ready to signal the engineer, I seemed to 
be the only person getting off. The conductor gave a second look at 
me and yelled, “Get back on that train!” I said, “Why should I? This 
is the station where I wanted to get off.” “Have you been reading 
the paper?” I said, “Oh, yes. They tell me that the governor and the 
militia are here, and I want to see him.” The conductor shrugged 
his shoulders, turned and waved to the engineer and hopped on the 
train. It pulled out and left me standing there.

I walked over to a khaki-clad youth who was standing there 
with a gun and asked him what the situation was. He said, “Bad”—
a Negro had killed two white men the night before. I didn’t believe 
him and I suppose my look showed as much. So I asked him if the 
governor was in town and he said, “No, he left last night.” Then I 
asked if Adjutant General [Frank S.] Dickson was there, and he told 
me he was and pointed up the street to where the flag was flying 
over the camp of the national guard.

Although I saw not another colored person, I sauntered up the 
main street just as if everything was all right. When I reached the 
city hall where the militia was encamped, I found that Adjutant Gen-
eral Dickson hadn’t yet come over. I talked with him on the phone 
and then went over to see him. I asked if he remembered me, as we 
had spoken from the same platform the previous February when 
he addressed a Lincoln-Douglass meeting at Quinn Chapel in Chi-
cago. He remembered me, all right, and I told him I had been sent 
down by the colored citizens of Chicago to find out whose fault it 
was that those scores of Negroes had been slaughtered while the 
state national guard was on duty there.

General Dickson was very courteous and promised to give me 
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every aid in his power in order to find out conditions firsthand, and 
he assured me that the danger was over and those who were respon-
sible for the slaughter would be apprehended and punished. He 
also said that as soon as he had his breakfast he would come over to 
the city hall and see that I had an interview with Mayor Moorman,2 
and attend a meeting which was being held at ten o’clock to devise 
further ways of restoring order and punishing those responsible 
for the outbreak.

I went back to the city hall to await General Dickson’s coming. 
I had left my bag there with the only colored person I had seen up 
to that time. He was janitor of the city hall building, and he told me 
that his wife would be there to cook him some breakfast which I 
might share with them. She had refused to sleep in East Saint Louis 
since the riot, but came over every morning to see that he was safe 
and to do what she could for him. When I got back to the city hall I 
saw numbers of colored women all making for the same point. Each 
of them was accompanied by a soldier carrying a gun and many 
rounds of ammunition. These women had on the clothes in which 
they were when they had run out of their homes two days before, 
and they had come back on the assurances of the morning papers 
that it would be safe for them to return to see what, if anything, was 
left of their belongings.

The Red Cross man had commandeered a swift truck, into which 
he piled all the women who had come, and he gave orders that the 
driver was to take them to their former homes. I asked if I might 
accompany them and was given permission to do so. A soldier was 
placed on the front of the truck with his gun and his round of am-
munition, and another one was also on the back. We went to the 
homes of these women and found many of them looted. The things 
that had not been stolen and carried away had been demolished—
pianos, furniture, and bedding. Windows were broken, doors torn 
from their hinges, and several places had been burned.

The women gathered together what they could in the way of 

2  The mayor’s correct name is Fred Mollman.
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clothing and dragged it out to the truck. They received no assis-
tance from either the driver or the soldiers. When the truck was 
filled the driver insisted on going back to the city hall, although 
the women wanted to cross the bridge and take their things over 
into Saint Louis. When we got back to city hall, the Red Cross man 
instructed the driver, who was a white fellow, to take the women 
and their trunks across the river, and he asked me to go along to 
see that it was done.

In this way I spent the entire day going with different delega-
tions of women to their homes, and when the trucks were loaded I 
went across the river with them where they and their trunks were 
dumped in and around the municipal lodging house where thou-
sands of refugees were congregated.

I returned to East Saint Louis to get my bag and to find some-
thing to eat. It was after five o’clock and I had been so engrossed all 
day long that I had had neither bite nor sup and had quite forgotten 
that I had not.

I found the janitor, who gave me my bag and told me that his wife 
had already gone back to Saint Louis. He went out and brought me 
a sandwich and a glass of milk. When I told him that I was too tired 
to go back to Chicago that night, he said there was no place in East 
Saint Louis for me to stay; that all the colored people there were in 
hiding; and that the only reason that his wife was willing for him 
to stay was because she knew that he was there in the station sur-
rounded by the police.

I got on the streetcar to cross the river again, hunting for a place 
to lay my weary head. When I got on the other side, a conductor 
beckoned for me to come that way. I followed him and found myself 
with a number of other colored persons in a little station. I wanted to 
know the reason for such attention, and was told that I and all other 
colored persons who had come across the river were to be taken to 
the municipal lodging house for vaccination.

I was informed that smallpox had broken out in the municipal 
lodging house, and it was therefore supposed that the refugee from 
East Saint Louis who had it being a colored man made it necessary 
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to vaccinate all colored persons who came across the bridge. Not a 
white person who had been in that streetcar in which I had come 
from East Saint Louis had been detained.

But I was told that if I attempted to leave the little station be-
fore the patrol wagon came, I would be arrested. I saw there was 
nothing else to do but submit, since the policeman looked as if he 
would like nothing better than to arrest an obstreperous Negro. 
So I had the unique experience of being piled into a patrol wagon 
and driven clear across the town of East Saint Louis, where I was 
herded with all the rest into the municipal lodging house to await 
my turn at vaccination.

As soon as I got in the building I was accosted by Miss Cum-
mings, a Chicago girl who was a teacher in the high school there. 
She, with other teachers, was on duty helping to register those who 
had been vaccinated. Hundreds stood in line with sleeves rolled up, 
walked up to the doctor, who gave them a scratch and passed them 
on to the nurse who swabbed it, and then went on to one of the tables 
to get a yellow ticket. This ticket certified that they had been vac-
cinated and were no longer a menace to the Saint Louis residents.

Miss Cummings informed me that all of them had to go through 
that ordeal, and she showed me her vaccination ticket. “But,” I said, 
“you were vaccinated by your family physician under sanitary con-
ditions.” As I waited beside her, it was naturally supposed that I, 
too, was one of the helpers at the table, as I had not gotten in line. 
When she got ready to leave she took my bag, showed her vaccina-
tion ticket to the red-necked Irish policemen at the door, and I went 
on out into the street with her.

A delegation of prominent Saint Louis gentlemen, including Dr. 
Curtis, called on me to soothe my wounded feelings over my patrol 
wagon ride, and I was taken to the Poro Home by Mr. Malone and 
given every attention.3

Back home next day, I learned that a delegation of our leading 
citizens had already visited Governor Lowden and assured him that 
he need pay no attention to the resolutions which we had published 

3  James Malone was the husband of Mrs. Annie Turnbo Malone, manufacturer of 
hair and cosmetic preparations.
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in the daily papers, that the Barnetts were radicals, and that they 
knew that Governor Lowden had done all he could do for the citi-
zens. That delegation was headed by Mr. Edward H. Wright, Oscar 
De Priest, Mr. [Louis B.] Anderson and Mr. R. R. Jackson. Mr. Jack-
son’s comment was that he did not agree with our condemnation of 
the state executive, and that anyway these people were hoodlums.

I made my report to a crowded meeting at Bethel A.M.E. Church, 
at which the names of these gentlemen were hissed. Another dele-
gation was appointed to wait on Governor Lowden with my report 
and to urge that something be done. We went to Springfield that 
night, but the governor had early been made to feel that we were a 
lot of sensation hunters and therefore little attention was paid to 
our report.

I learned that a delegation from East Saint Louis itself had waited 
on Governor Lowden a month before, told him of the brewing labor 
troubles, and assured him that an effort was going to be made to 
terrorize Negroes, who were fast being taken on at the industrial 
plants there. They begged him to do something for their protec-
tion. Governor Lowden sent troops all the way from Springfield to 
Chicago for the purpose of breaking up a pacifist meeting, but for 
some strange reason had not used the power of his great office as 
governor to protect the helpless Negroes who appealed to him a 
month before the riot took place.

At our interview with Governor Lowden, when we told him of the 
soldiers standing by and permitting the mob to attack and murder 
helpless Negroes, he said that if we could get him facts upon which 
to work and could find people who were willing to appear and tes-
tify, he would see what might be done; that a sweeping investigation 
was to be made into the whole matter. Accompanied by Mrs. Fallow, 
we returned to Saint Louis and tried our best to find persons who 
could and would so testify.

But already the migration away from that point had been set in 
motion, and hundreds of thousands of Negroes left by every train 
going in other directions. We found that, although the citizens of 
Saint Louis had responded nobly in the effort to take care of refu-
gees, there seemed a strange disinclination to hold any meetings 
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by which we could get facts. There seemed a feeling present that 
we wanted to start something.

Although it was true that no one in Saint Louis had crossed the 
bridge in an effort to help the situation there, as soon as we had 
done so it was decided by the head of the local naacp that Dr. Du 
Bois ought to be on the scene and he was sent for. An investiga-
tion was set on foot, the result of which centered strangely on the 
colored men who had organized for their own protection. It was a 
delegation from their group which had gone to see the governor a 
month before the riot and urged him to throw the power of the state 
in an effort to prevent the outbreak which they feared.

Finding no attention was paid to their request, it is charged 
that they got together ammunition with which to defend them-
selves in case of attack. On Sunday evening, July 1, at about eleven 
o’clock, a large touring car drove through the Negro district out 
in the suburbs. The inmates of the car shot right and left into the 
homes of colored residents. The men felt that this was the begin-
ning of the attack which they had been fearing for a month. The bell 
of the neighborhood church was rung. It is supposed to have been 
a signal agreed upon. When the men responded and this same big 
black touring car came rushing by, firing as it went, that handful 
of colored men fired in return.

It is claimed that their fire killed two of the men in the car, who, 
it turned out, were officers of the law. That was the beginning of the 
riot. When the investigation was held afterward it centered mostly 
on tracing the movements of the colored men who were trying to 
protect themselves and their neighborhood. The result was that fif-
teen men were arrested and jailed and these fifteen men afterward 
bore the brunt of all the investigation made about that terrible riot.

It was charged that Dr. LeRoy C. Bundy, a prominent dentist and 
automobile man of that district, had much to do with fomenting the 
trouble. He had already left East Saint Louis and it was some time 
before he was found in his father’s home in Cleveland, Ohio. A requi-
sition was made on the governor of Ohio for his return to the city. He 
was returned and jailed. He was also tried and later found guilty and 
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sentenced to life imprisonment. The other fifteen men who were 
tried before him had each received sentences of fifteen years.

Attorney General Brundage, who took leading part in prose-
cuting the offenders, also tried about seventy-five white men and 
women. These received various sentences ranging from a few days 
in jail on alleged misdemeanors up to five years in the penitentiary. 
Only ten of the sixty-five white persons convicted received as long 
a sentence as five years in the penitentiary! Yet Attorney General 
Brundage sent a statement to the Congress of the United States in 
which he announced that Illinois had purged herself by punishing 
sixty-five of the rioters. This statement was read by United States 
Senator Lawrence Y. Sherman, who asked leave to place it in the 
Congressional Record.

It will thus be seen that the Negroes, who acted in self-defense 
and tried to protect their homes and their lives when refused pro-
tection elsewhere, received the brunt of the punishment meted out. 
The white rioters and labor union agitators who murdered over 150 
Negroes and destroyed a million dollars’ worth of property received 
very light punishment comparatively.

Many people wonder at the crime wave sweeping over our 
country, at the horrible murders committed by young bandits, 
and the cold-blooded taking of life by the men and women of this 
generation with white skins. Strange they do not seem to realize 
that this is simply a reaping of the harvest which has been sown 
by those who administer justice as was done in the case of the East 
Saint Louis rioters.

That horrible affair occurred over ten years ago, and it was only 
recently that the cases of those fifteen colored men were atoned for. 
It is said that Governor Small, upon his reelection, kept a pledge he 
made by pardoning all of them. But these men had already served 
ten of their fifteen years of imprisonment for firing back at white 
men who were shooting into their homes and recklessly jeopar-
dizing the lives of their loved ones.

Dr. Bundy had the hardest fight of all. It was charged that from 
the governor of the state down, the word had gone out to get Bundy 
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and make an example of him. Had Bundy done what they charged 
him with, he did no more than any red-blooded American would do 
in trying to secure guns and ammunition for use by his group in an 
effort to protect themselves. Yet the most vicious prosecution that 
was ever put on in this state was led by Attorney General Brundage 
in an effort to send this high-spirited young professional man to 
the penitentiary for life, for daring to exercise means for protec-
tion of his group.

About this time letters were being sent from the southern part 
of the state urging that some action be taken to help him in his de-
fense. Word was brought to the Negro Fellowship League by one 
of its members that such letters had been sent to the Chicago De-
fender and other representative organizations asking for help. Mr. 
[Robert S.] Abbott was called upon to verify this report. He said that 
he had received such a letter offering to pay expenses of a represen-
tative from the Defender to come down and write up the situation 
as it affected the Bundy case.

He was asked if he was going to send someone. His reply was that 
he had nobody to send; he couldn’t spare anyone from the office. 
He was then told that Mrs. Barnett, the president of the Negro Fel-
lowship League, would go if he requested her to do so as the De-
fender representative. I had such a request from Mr. Abbott and as 
a result took the next train to East Saint Louis. I was driven twelve 
miles across country to Bell[e]ville, the county seat, where Bundy 
was imprisoned.

When he came into the room and saw me his face lighted up 
with pleasure and he said it was the first ray of hope he had had 
for many a day. After a long talk with him in which he told me of his 
anxiety in the matter, he said that any day he was likely to be called 
into court and no lawyer had yet been to see him or formulate any 
plan for his defense.

His father in Cleveland, Ohio, had turned over two thousand dol-
lars to the naacp, with the understanding that they would under-
take his son’s defense. Representatives from that organization had 
come from New York to see him and assured him that everything 
would be all right. But he said, “Those fifteen men have already 



	 e a s t  s a i n t  l o u i s  r i o t 	 337

been tried and convicted and I have no lawyer ready yet if my case 
should be called.” He wanted us to find out just what the naacp had 
done and let him know what still would be done.

Dr. Bundy referred to the fact that only the year before he had 
seen evidence of what I could do. I had quite forgotten that he had 
gone to Philadelphia to the general conference of 1916 as Rev. 
A. J. Carey’s manager of his campaign for bishop. He said they had 
everything set when along came a letter of mine calling attention 
to the fact that the white politicians had raised money to send a 
committee to the general conference with money in its pocket with 
which to buy votes just as if it were a political organization, and that 
it was enough to make Richard Allen turn over in his grave.

Dr. Bundy said that the publication of that letter turned the trick. 
Dr. Carey shooed his committee, composed of Oscar De Priest, Louis 
Anderson, and Bob Jackson, over to New York, but it was too late. 
The mischief had been done and Rev. Carey came back to Chicago 
disappointed in his hope to be chosen bishop at that conference.

I told Dr. Bundy that what we should do was to call upon the law-
yers who had defended the other colored men, find out the lay of the 
land and to report back to him. Dr. Williams, his friend who drove 
me over, and I went over into Saint Louis next morning to interview 
Mr. Pitman, the president of the local naacp. Mr. Pitman seemed 
somewhat annoyed at our questioning and said that everything was 
all arranged for, and that nobody need worry.

“But,” I said, “Dr. Bundy told us yesterday that no lawyer had 
been to see him and the local lawyer who defended the fifteen men 
said the naacp owed him six hundred dollars on that account and 
that he would not undertake Dr. Bundy’s case unless he was paid a 
cash fee or his money guaranteed from some local individual from 
whom he could collect.” I told Mr. Pitman I was down there repre-
senting the Defender to let the public, who were intensely inter-
ested in the matter, know just what had been done.

Mr. Pitman said that they planned to have Mr. [Charles] Nagle 
sum up the case. Mr. Nagle had been in President Taft’s cabinet and 
was a national figure, and Mr. Pitman seemed to think it was suffi-
cient for us to know that a man of his caliber had been engaged to 
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look after Dr. Bundy’s case. “But,” I said, “unless you have somebody 
to prepare the case and get the evidence all in shape, there won’t be 
anything to sum up, and that is what somebody ought to be doing 
right now and that is what makes Dr. Bundy so anxious.”

Mr. Pitman seemed very annoyed that we did not seem to be im-
pressed with the sufficiency of the preparation for Bundy’s defense. 
That was all he had to offer. We next called upon Mrs. Bundy, who 
said that she had acted on the advice of Dr. Bundy’s father and him-
self in turning the matter over to the naacp, and if LeRoy was not 
satisfied with what she had done in the matter she couldn’t help it.

Dr. Williams and I then called upon two other of the local lawyers 
whose names had been given us by Dr. Bundy. One of them was a 
Democrat, a high-class lawyer who said that he would be willing to 
do everything in his power in Bundy’s defense, but that he would 
want three thousand cold cash dollars to do so, and he would like to 
have a colored attorney to assist him. The other white lawyer, who 
was a prominent Republican, told us that he had been at a dinner a 
few nights before at which were present Governor Lowden, Senator 
Sherman, Attorney General Brundage, and others, at which time 
Governor Lowden assured Mr. Brundage that the full power of the 
state was back of him in his prosecution.

“I know, therefore, Mrs. Barnett, that the state is out to get Bundy 
and it is going to require hard work for me to give him the proper 
defense.” He told us his terms. We decided that the thing to do would 
be to raise some money and go and pay it as a retainer fee to one 
of those lawyers so they would begin to get busy in preparation of 
Bundy’s defense. A meeting was held in Brooklyn, the Negro town, 
that night at which time all these facts were given and the people 
urged to take the bull by the horns, open a subscription list, and 
start in at once to employ a lawyer.

Next day we journeyed again over to Bell[e]ville and had a long 
interview with Dr. Bundy. We told him the result of our investiga-
tion and advised him that when his wife came to see him that day 
to authorize her to go to one of the lawyers we had seen, pay him a 
retainer fee and let him start the ball rolling. This he agreed to do. 
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He thanked me anew for what I had done and said to tell Mr. Bar-
nett that he would like to have him on his case.

On my return to Chicago, all the above was incorporated in an 
article I had in the Defender the next week, which told the people 
that the thing for us to do would be to raise money to aid in the 
Bundy defense. From that issue of the paper, money began to come 
in from all parts of the country, and more than fifteen hundred dol-
lars was sent to the Defender and then paid over to Mrs. Bundy to 
aid in that defense.

It was this widespread national interest which halted the move-
ment which was intended to sacrifice Bundy. He was admitted to 
bail after he had been sentenced, and then he traveled over the 
country himself to augment the interest which had been roused in 
his behalf. Many persons took advantage of these facts to start sub-
scriptions of their own for Bundy, and several unscrupulous per-
sons reaped from the race’s good intentions in Dr. Bundy’s behalf.

Ultimately he was freed and is practicing dentistry today in 
the city of Cleveland, Ohio. But whether or not he appreciates the 
work done by the Chicago Defender in his behalf, the wide publicity 
which was given to his case by the Defender is the largest cause of 
his being a free man today.



Ida B. Wells (1920). Courtesy of the University of Chicago Library, 
Special Collections Research Center.
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ARKANSAS RIOT

The local Equal Rights League had N. S. Taylor as its president. Mr. 
Taylor had been elected the fall before as president of the National 
Equal Rights League. On his return to his home in Greenville, Mis-
sissippi, his life was threatened by white citizens who resented the 
fact that he had accepted the presidency of an organization whose 
outstanding business was to denounce lynching, peonage, and dis-
franchisement. They proceeded to show that resentment, where-
upon Mr. Taylor shook the dust of Greenville off his feet and came 
to Chicago. The local league felt that it should give him the back-
ground and support due his office, and so made him president of 
our local, which held meetings every week. I arrived late at the Sep-
tember meeting, and inquired if any action had been taken about 
the Elaine, Arkansas riot which had taken place the week before.

Mr. Taylor said they had considered it. “But,” I said, “Mr. Presi-
dent, what have you done about it?” He replied, “There is nothing we 
can do.” I said, “We can at least protest against it and let the world 
know that there is one organization of Negroes which refuses to 
be silent under such an outrage. I move, Mr. President, that we ap-
point a committee to send resolutions of protest to the president 
of the United States, Senator McCormick, Congressman Madden, 
and Governor Brough of Arkansas.”

This was done and I was made chairman of the committee which 
sent night letters to each of the officials named. These night letters 
were signed by N. S. Taylor, president of the Equal Rights League, 
Oscar De Priest, president of the People’s Movement and myself, 
president of the Negro Fellowship League.
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When Congressman Madden received his letter, he wired to Mr. 
De Priest asking the names of the men lynched and other details, 
showing that he had not known of the riot. Mr. De Priest sent the 
telegram to me with a request that I answer it. This I did, and I took 
the reply to his office so that he might sign it, which he did. Mr. 
De Priest then invited me to the following Sunday meeting of the 
People’s Movement to tell them about it and bring a good strong 
resolution for them to act upon. I was very pleased to accept this 
first invitation, especially as he said he wanted me to come at once 
to the platform and he would stop the program to enable me to 
present it.

A letter of mine had already appeared in the Chicago Defender 
calling attention to the fact that the riot had been precipitated by 
the refusal of colored men to sell their cotton below the market 
price because they had an organization which advised them so to 
do. I appealed to the colored people of the country to use their influ-
ence and money for those twelve men, who had been found guilty of 
murder in the first degree and then sentenced to be electrocuted.

This letter published in the Defender had a widespread re-
sponse. Many people all over the country sent in contributions 
to assist in securing legal talent. One of the letters received came 
from one of the twelve men who said that they were so glad to see 
“the piece that the people in Chicago had spoke for them in the De-
fender.” They thanked us for what had been said and done, and said 
it was the first word or offer of help they had from their own people. 
The letter ended by saying that if I had anything that I wanted them 
to know to send the reply to a certain address in Little Rock. For 
after scores of helpless Negroes were killed, scores more of them 
were herded into prison in Helena, Arkansas, where the mob tried 
to lynch them and where they were shocked by electricity, beaten, 
and tortured to make them confess they had a conspiracy to kill 
white folks. After the mockery of a trial, twelve of them were sen-
tenced to be electrocuted!

The resolution I offered at the People’s Movement that Sunday 
afternoon said that thousands of Negroes had left Arkansas because 
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of dreadful treatment and were now living in Chicago; and that we 
pledged ourselves that if those twelve men were electrocuted we 
would use our influence to bring thousands more away from Ar-
kansas, which needed Negro labor. There were about a thousand 
persons in that meeting that afternoon, and the resolution was 
unanimously adopted.

It was sent to Governor Brough, and it was the only one of the 
resolutions of protest he received to which he paid any heed. He 
gave out an interview in which he declared that he had paid no at-
tention whatever to the resolutions sent by the naacp and the Na-
tional Equal Rights League. But when he got our resolution he said 
he was going to let his own people there in Arkansas decide the 
matter. Our pledge in it was one that he could not very well ignore.

Accordingly, he called a conference of white and colored people. 
The spokesmen for the colored people were Bishop J. C. Connor of 
the A.M.E. church, Rev. Morris, president of the National Baptist 
Convention, and Dr. J. C. Booker; they were invited to express their 
opinion as to whether those twelve men had received a fair trial. 
Each one was in duty bound to say they had not. Governor Brough 
then announced that he would see that the prisoners had a new 
trial. As a result of this promise, they were not electrocuted on the 
date originally planned, but were removed to the penitentiary at 
Little Rock while awaiting a new trial.

When I arrived at the meeting of the Local Equal Rights League 
the week following the Sunday of the presentation and adoption 
of the resolution at the People’s Movement, I walked in to find the 
members denouncing me because I had taken the resolution of 
our committee work to Oscar De Priest’s meeting before bringing 
it back to my own league. “But,” I said, “action had to be taken at 
once. It would be two weeks before I could accept Mr. De Priest’s 
invitation if I had waited to come to the league meeting before doing 
so. Those men are under sentence of death and there was no time 
to be lost. And Mr. De Priest had asked me to write a resolution for 
his organization’s action. It had the same subject matter but was 
worded differently.”
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One of the members insisted that a bylaw be added to the consti-
tution which would suspend any Equal Rights League member who 
took any work of ours to another gathering before it was acted upon 
by the league, and the chair entertained the motion! I reminded the 
league that a week before they had said nothing could be done about 
the matter, and yet not only had we sent protests to national and 
state officials but our leading newspapers and one of our largest or-
ganizations had acted as the result of our work; that circumstances 
alter cases, and I thought that they would be glad that so much had 
been done in such a short while. Finding the league obdurate in its 
viewpoint, which surprised me greatly, I walked out of the meeting 
and never again attempted to do any work through the medium of 
the Equal Rights League.

I sent a letter to the Defender a week after the receipt of the 
money which came to help employ an attorney for the “rioters” and 
sent it in to be published. It included the names of persons who had 
contributed and the amounts, but not the places from which they 
came, for many of them were from Arkansas. A reply came from the 
managing editor in which he said that the naacp objected to the 
Defender ’s permitting me to start a subscription list in its column 
because the naacp was already doing all the work necessary in the 
matter.

The manager ended his letter by suggesting that I turn over to 
the naacp all money that had been received by me to date. I pro-
tested to the Defender for its course because they should have pub-
lished that list as a matter of news. Each person who had sent a 
dollar would look in the Defender that week to see an acknowledge-
ment of the same. I prepared a circular letter and sent it to them, not 
only explaining why the information was not given in the Defender, 
but asking permission to use the money sent to make an investiga-
tion and find out just what the naacp had done.

That consent being given, I took the train for Little Rock in 
January 1922, arrived there Sunday morning, and went directly to 
the address that had been given me in the letter sent me by one of 
the twelve men. I found the wives and mothers preparing to go up 
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to the penitentiary on a visit to their sons and husbands. I made my-
self look as inconspicuous as possible, joined them, and thus had no 
trouble whatsoever in gaining entrance to the prison. It was my first 
return to the South since I had been banished thirty years before.

When we came into the building in which these twelve men were 
incarcerated, we were readily admitted. Mrs. Moore, the leading 
spirit among the wives, who was well known because of her frequent 
visits, said, “Boys, come and shake hands with my cousin who has 
come from Saint Louis to see me.” The iron bars were wide enough 
apart to enable us to shake hands. The one guard on duty sat about 
fifty feet away reading the Sunday paper. When he looked up, he saw 
only a group of insignificant looking colored women who had been 
there many times before, so he went on reading his newspaper.

When we got up close to the bars, Mrs. Moore whispered, “This is 
Mrs. Barnett from Chicago.” An expression of joy spread over their 
faces, but I put my finger to my lips and cautioned them not to let 
on, and immediately a mask seemed to drop over the features of 
each one. I talked to them about their experiences, asked them to 
write down everything they could recollect about the rioting, and 
what befell each one of them.

I asked them also to tell me the number of acres of land they had 
tilled during the year, how much cotton and corn they had raised, 
and how many heads of cattle and hogs they owned, and be sure to 
say what had become of it all. They told me that since they had been 
moved to Little Rock they had been treated with a good deal of fair-
ness and consideration; but that while they were in jail in Helena 
they were in constant torment. First a mob tried to get into the jail 
to lynch them. Then they were beaten, given electric shocks, and in 
every possible way terrorized in an effort to force them to confess 
that their organization was a conspiracy for the purpose of mur-
dering white people and confiscating their property.

Then Mrs. Moore said, “Boys, don’t you want to sing for my 
cousin?” Whereupon they sang a song of their own composition 
and many others. The warden of the penitentiary heard them 
singing from the outside, and came in and stood with his hands in 
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his pockets listening to them. I sat on a bench a few feet behind him 
and said to myself, “There is something in that singing which has 
never been there before. You don’t know what it is, but I do.”

It was the note of hope which they were voicing for the first time, 
because in me they seemed to see somebody who had come to help 
them in their trouble. The warden went back and brought in com-
pany which he and his wife had for Sunday dinner, and they, too, 
sat and enjoyed the singing until time to go to dinner. I listened to 
those men sing and pray and give testimony from their overbur-
dened hearts, and sometimes the women would take up the refrain. 
They shed tears and they got “happy,” and the burden of their talk 
and their prayers was of the hereafter.

Finally I got up and walked close to the bars and said to them in 
a low tone, “I have been listening to you for nearly two hours. You 
have talked and sung and prayed about dying, and forgiving your 
enemies, and of feeling sure that you are going to be received in the 
New Jerusalem because your God knows that you are innocent of 
the offense for which you expect to be electrocuted. But why don’t 
you pray to live and ask to be freed? The God you serve is the God 
of Paul and Silas who opened their prison gates, and if you have all 
the faith you say you have, you ought to believe that he will open 
your prison doors too.

“If you do believe that, let all of your songs and prayers here-
after be songs of faith and hope that God will set you free; that the 
judges who have to pass on your cases will be given the wisdom 
and courage to decide in your behalf. That is all I’ve got to say. 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.”

I went away and spent nearly all night writing down the ex-
periences of the women who were also put in prison in Helena, 
and within two days I had written statements of each one of those 
twelve men of the facts I had requested. It is a terrible indictment 
of white civilization and Christianity. It shows that the white people 
did just what they accused the Negroes of doing: murdered them 
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and stole their crops, their stock, and their household goods. And 
even then they were invoking the law to put the seal of approval 
on their deeds by legally (?) executing those twelve men who were 
found guilty after six minutes’ deliberation!

In the meantime the lawyers who had been engaged by the 
colored people themselves had included Mr. Scipio Jones, a colored 
lawyer there. Mr. Jones, hearing I was in town, sent for me to come 
to his office. When I got there, he said, “Well, Mrs. Barnett, we have 
to give you credit for starting this whole movement. When the 
matter was first broached, I didn’t believe that we had a ghost of a 
chance. Since then a new trial has been granted, colored people of 
the state themselves are organized, and they are raising money all 
over the United States to help in this case. “I know,” he said, “you 
want to see these prisoners. I’ll get you a permit and have Mrs. Jones 
drive you out.”

When I told him I had already seen them and had spent nearly all 
day Sunday with them, he was a very surprised man. I copied what 
I wanted of the brief which he had prepared, visited the committee 
which had been organized to receive funds and complimented them 
that they had at last gotten a move on themselves in the effort to 
defend and protect innocent men of the race, and said that all the 
world admired those who fought for the rights of the weak.

Having assured myself that they were doing all they could to 
raise needed funds, I offered to cooperate with them by publishing 
facts I had gathered and helping them to circulate them. I came 
back to Chicago, wrote my pamphlet about the Elaine rioters, raised 
the money to print a thousand copies, and circulated almost the 
entire edition in Arkansas, but received no help, no communica-
tion from that committee.

The following winter I came home one Sunday evening and 
knocked on the door for admittance. A strange young man opened 
it. He said, “Good evening, Mrs. Barnett. Do you know who I am?”

“I do not,” I said.
He said, “I am one of them twelve men that you came down to 

Arkansas about last year.”
He was well dressed and had been living in Chicago for three 
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months; he said he had been looking for me all that time. He wanted 
to tell me how much he felt indebted for my efforts.

When my family came in to be introduced, he said, “Mrs. Bar-
nett told us to quit talking about dying, that if we really had faith in 
the God we worshiped we ought to pray to him to open our prison 
doors, like he did for Paul and Silas. After that,” he said, “we never 
talked about dying any more, but did as she told us, and now every 
last one of us is out and enjoying his freedom.”
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THE TIDE OF HATRED

On Sunday, 29 July 1919, the city of Chicago was startled to hear that 
a colored boy who had been bathing at the Thirty-first Street beach 
had been pelted by white hoodlums while he was in the water until 
he was drowned. It was charged that the policemen had refused to 
arrest the white boys who were responsible and a small riot broke 
out. That account, very highly colored, appeared in the Monday 
morning papers. After reading the same, Mr. N. S. Taylor, who was 
president of the Equal Rights League, and I went to the ministers’ 
meeting and urged that some action be taken by that body.

At Quinn Chapel we found the Methodist ministers discussing 
the situation. A message came inviting them to Olivet Baptist 
Church, where the Baptist ministers were in session, and it was 
accepted. When we reached the church at Twenty-seventh and 
Dearborn, we went into a committee of the whole for the purpose 
of forming a permanent organization. This organization met daily 
while the trouble was in progress, and a committee was appointed 
to wait on Mayor Thompson and the chief of police asking protec-
tion for our people.

Next day the streetcar strike was on, which made it harder still to 
get about. Down in the second and third wards (the black belt) there 
was very little rioting; but the outlying districts sent almost hourly 
reports of outbreaks and attacks being made upon our people. A 
“Hindenberg line” was formed by colored men east of State Street 
to repel the hoodlums over in the Stockyards district, who were 
reported to be coming over to annihilate Negro citizens, and the 
police stations were jammed with those arrested by the police.
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A grand jury was impaneled, and Mr. Maclay Hoyne, our state’s 
attorney, promised to see that punishment was meted out to the 
rioters. Mr. Edward J. Brundage, attorney general for the state of 
Illinois, came into the city and offered to assist in the prosecution 
of the rioters.

The reporters of the daily press asked interviews and pub-
lished what I said about the riot. Among other things, I said that 
the colored people did not want Mr. Brundage to take charge; that 
we had a state’s attorney perfectly capable of doing the work, and 
that he should do it so there would be no passing of the buck. We did 
not want Mr. Brundage to do here what he had done in East Saint 
Louis, where after months of trial only five white persons were in 
the penitentiary for that outrage and fifteen colored men had been 
sentenced for years for protecting themselves from attacks by the 
white rioters.

The historian of the future will wonder why the grand jury in-
vited me, among others, to come over and testify. I had seen no 
deeds of violence, although I had been out on the streets every 
day, but I offered to present dozens of persons who had brought 
me stories of their mistreatment. This I did. Some who were afraid 
to go to the criminal courts building came to my home after dark 
and told their stories to members of the grand jury who came out 
to hear them.

After that testimony, they were sent down to Mr. Hoyne’s office 
to give names and addresses of persons in the mob they had recog-
nized to the chief investigator.

We never found that Mr. Hoyne ever confronted these people 
with the defendants and the grand jury refused to indict any more 
colored people because they were not the instigators. A letter in 
protest was sent to the papers asking for Mr. Hoyne’s removal from 
a consideration of the riot cases and demanding that a special 
state’s attorney be employed. The grand jury had already “struck” 
because Mr. Hoyne only brought before them colored men. They 
said that colored men couldn’t have created a riot by themselves and 
refused to hear other cases until some white men were brought in. 
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We also asked that this same grand jury be continued for another 
month so that it might complete its work.

Our Protective Association, which had been meeting daily at the 
New Olivet Baptist Church, took up the consideration of the sugges-
tions in my letter. A motion was passed at the meeting following the 
printing of that letter to appoint a committee of seven to wait upon 
Attorney General Brundage and ask him to take charge of the pro-
posed continued investigation. This after my protest in the daily 
papers had prevented his appointment previously! I pleaded with 
the men not to send this committee; that if they had no regard for 
my position in the matter I urged them to think about the 15 colored 
men that Brundage had put in prison after the East Saint Louis riot, 
and the 150 killed. But led by Rev. L. K. Williams, the motion pre-
vailed to send this committee to Brundage, and Rev. Williams was 
made chairman.

I then rose and laid my membership card on the table and told 
the men that I would not be guilty of belonging to an organization 
that would do such a treacherous thing as to ask the white man who 
had put fifteen of our people in prison to take hold and do the same 
sort of thing here. Rev. Williams said, “Anyhow he is a Republican 
and he would be better for us than Hoyne, who is a Democrat.” As 
I passed out of the room, Rev. Williams said, “Good-bye,” and Rev. 
Branham said, “Good riddance.”

I walked down South Parkway with tears streaming down my 
face, thinking of those so-called representative Negroes asking that 
man to do to us what he had already done in East Saint Louis. It 
seemed like approval of the fact that he had already put in the peni-
tentiary fifteen Negro men and they wanted to give him a chance 
to put more in. I never went back to a meeting of the so-called Pro-
tective Association, and very soon it became a thing of the past.

The city of Chicago has had several suits on its hands as a re-
sult of that riot, many of which have been paid either to the victims 
or to their families. Several efforts were put in motion by our good 
white people to stem the tide of race hatred, and it was at this time 
that the Chicago Inter-Racial was born. A race commission was ap-



	352	 c h a pt e r  f o rt y- f i v e

pointed by Governor Lowden, and they spent weeks taking testi-
mony and published a large book on the subject.1 Many recommen-
dations were made, but few, if any, have been carried out. Chicago 
has thus been left with a heritage of race prejudice which seems to 
increase rather than decrease.

This riot was in August 1919. The burden of keeping the Negro 
Fellowship Reading Room and Social Center open grew heavier 
each day. It came to the place where we were almost entirely depen-
dent upon the receipts of the employment office. It will be remem-
bered that the state of Illinois had forced us to take out a license on 
the ground that other private employment agencies complained 
that we were running a competition against them. Since that time 
the state itself has a free employment agency.

By the time we paid the year’s license and the expense of main-
taining the place, there was not always enough left to pay the rent 
and salary of the man in charge. We had a regular staff of day 
workers who came to us every day for employment, and while they 
were waiting for assignments the women would exchange experi-
ences. Many of them very frankly refused to work for their own 
people who needed help. When I knew this to be the attitude, we 
always refused to send such persons to work for anybody else, in-
sisting that one who had so little race pride as to refuse to work for 
her own did not deserve or need to be given work elsewhere. Espe-
cially was the fact emphasized that more and more white women 
were drawing the color line and refusing to employ colored women, 
and that if they were not careful they would soon have no work at all.

Our employment office had quite a reputation for fair dealing 
with the people, and it was not long before no one refused assign-
ment to a colored woman’s home. Not only this, but we got them to 
the place where they no longer came to the office with boudoir caps 
on by tactfully commenting on the necessity for making good ap-
pearance on the streets. I like to remember that in all that ten years, 
only two women ever seemed to resent our suggestions. Very re-
cently a woman made the statement at a public meeting that Mrs. 

1  Chicago Commission on Race Relations, The Negro in Chicago (Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1922).



	 t h e  t i d e  o f  h at r e d 	 353

Barnett was the cause of the working women’s ceasing to wear bou-
doir caps on the street.

One of the cases brought to us was that of a white woman who 
had beaten and driven out of her home a colored girl who had 
worked for her for years. The girl had lived in Chicago with this 
family a number of years and had been kept away from all associa-
tion with colored people. She therefore knew none of her own people 
in this city; but she spoke to a colored woman whom she met after 
being driven out from the only home she knew, and this lady sent 
her to me. I called on the former mistress and learned that the girl 
had been given to this white woman as a little child and that in all 
these years she had worked for the family she had received no re-
muneration.

Not only this, but this white woman had painted such a terrible 
picture of the colored people who lived in this city that she had suc-
ceeded in keeping the girl to herself. The disagreement came when 
she found the girl talking to a colored man who did odd jobs in the 
neighborhood. When she attempted to beat the girl for this, she left 
the house and feared to go back because she believed the woman 
could have her arrested, although she was twenty-three years old.

This young woman showed she was very much under the domi-
nation of this white woman who had had her for thirteen years! 
She was sure the woman wouldn’t give her her clothes, as she had 
refused her over the phone. She was equally sure that no colored 
person would dare make the demand in person, for her mistress 
had told her many times that no colored person would have the 
nerve to stand and talk back to a white woman.

I called the lady up on the telephone, told her who I was, and 
asked her for the young woman’s clothing, which she promptly re-
fused. I then took the girl and went out to the house, introducing 
myself, and showed her my star as an adult probation officer in 
addition to being president of the Negro Fellowship League; I told 
her that I came in an official capacity to get this girl’s clothes and to 
place her in more congenial surroundings. I told her that since she 
had had the girl’s labor for the five years she had been in Chicago, 
with no remuneration therefor, steps would be taken to see that 
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she got what was due her if it became necessary. She felt very sure 
that matters could be adjusted without the necessity to report the 
matter to the courts, whereupon she paid the girl at the rate of five 
dollars per week for the two years since she had been of age, and I 
gave her a receipt. She also gave the girl her clothes, and we ended 
what was a very pleasant interview, all things considered. The poor 
girl was dumbfounded because she hadn’t dreamed it was possible 
for a colored woman to succeed in getting justice for her.

Another case had to do with a young colored boy named George 
Thomas, who had been sent to me by the judge of the boys court. 
He had beaten his way from Georgia to Chicago and arrived in this 
city dirty and penniless. After wandering around town for some 
hours, he went into a vacant house and lay down on the floor and 
went to sleep. The police had arrested him and taken him before 
Judge Swanson, who sent him to me.

After learning his story, we told him that we could send him to a 
job, but not in those clothes, and that we had no clothing to fit him. 
He said he had other clothes, but that they were back in Georgia 
where he had to leave them because he had no money with which 
to pay his way and bring his clothes along. He said that he wanted 
to better his condition and that he never would have gotten away if 
he had waited to get money to ride on the train.

I called up the ymca and told the young man in charge of boys’ 
work that I had a young fellow about seventeen years old to whom 
I could give a job if he could furnish him with clothes. He told me to 
send him over, which I did. In about a week he came into the office 
again, and again he had a note from the boys court. He said that 
he worked around the ymca for two or three days, washing dishes 
and scrubbing the dining room and kitchen for food, waiting for 
Mr. Stone to give him the promised suit; that he went down to the 
general post office in the evening after work was over, inquiring for 
mail from his mother; that as he came out of the office a man asked 
him if he wanted work and took him over to the Thompson Com-
missary on the North Side to do night work.

He was to be paid twelve dollars a week, but he would not get 
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that until the end of the week. He had no money with which to pay 
room rent, and he rode around on the elevated train when he fin-
ished work, trying to wait until the week was up. Finally one night 
he went back to the same empty house to lie down to sleep and was 
again arrested by the same police officer who had arrested him a 
few weeks before.

When he told the judge the story, he was again sent to me. I gave 
him a card to a woman in the neighborhood, asked her to rent him 
a room and said that I would be responsible for his rent. I called up 
his employer, verified his story and asked if George could have his 
job back again, explaining why he did not report that morning. He 
told me to send him over again, which I did.

I then called up the ymca and demanded to know of Mr. Stone 
why he didn’t keep his word to see that the boy was given clothes. 
He said that he had other matters to look after and hadn’t found 
time to stop everything to go and find clothes for this boy. Lastly, I 
called up the boys court and explained to the judge’s secretary how 
it came about that I seemed not to have taken care of George when 
they first sent him to me.

I heard no more of George for the next two months. One day 
Miss Fugate, secretary in the boys court, called me very excitedly 
to say that the police had again arrested George Thomas and that 
she heard the officer say to the city prosecutor, “This is the third 
time I have brought that ‘nigger’ in and this time we are going to 
send him to the Bridewell.” When she objected to their program, 
they demanded to know why she should be interested in the —— 
—— “nigger.”

I asked where he was and if his case had been called, and she 
said it would not be until the afternoon. I went down to the court 
and back into the room in which the boys were confined, and found 
George’s head all swelled where he had been beaten by the police. 
He said he was again coming from the post office about nine o’clock 
the evening before, and passed this same policeman on the street 
talking to another man. The policeman asked him where he was 
going. He told him it was none of his business, whereupon that 
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police officer seized the boy, beat him shamefully over the head 
and on the shoulders with his billy, and dragged him from State 
Street to the Harrison police station and locked him up.

When the case was called I told Judge Swanson these facts. I also 
asked if a boy who had made his way from Georgia for the purpose of 
having an opportunity to make a man of himself had not been out-
rageously treated in that he had been arrested three times within 
three months by the same officer, and that because he had given a 
smart answer had been shamefully beaten and locked up with the 
threat that he was to be sent to Bridewell. It seemed a determined 
effort to make a criminal out of a boy who had done nothing wrong 
and committed no offense.

I told how I had found work for him and how he was conducting 
himself in a quiet orderly manner and asked the judge if there was 
no way to punish the policeman for persecuting this boy because 
he was black. Judge Swanson made no comment, but he discharged 
the boy and turned him over to my keeping. I immediately took him 
before the police commissioner and filed charges against the officer 
in question. George was told to bring in witnesses and the officer 
would be brought to trial. When he went to get those who witnessed 
the attack on himself, they all refused to come into court, saying 
that if they did so the officer would make them victims of his per-
secution.

George Thomas is now a respected citizen of Chicago. The last 
time I saw him he told me that he had a good job and had sent for his 
mother, and they were keeping house out south. He had run across 
another young boy who was being persecuted as he had been. He 
took him to 3005 South State Street where he had last seen me, but 
found the place was closed and I was nowhere to be found. He did 
find my home, however, and brought the boy all the way over here 
and said I was the only person in Chicago he knew to whom he could 
bring a boy of that kind. I was sorry to tell him that I no longer was in 
the work and therefore could not be of service. Although I had given 
ten years to the work, I had been unable to get the city, the church, 
or the moral forces to help us administer the “ounce of prevention” 
to keep black boys from going wrong.
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Ever since the return of our soldiers from the war, I had made 
a specialty of employing them in charge of the reading room. 
Somehow the move seemed a failure, which added to my burden. 
I then attempted to dispose of the employment office. I put a man 
and his wife in the place, and they ran the business for four months. 
In all that time the rent on the place was not paid and of course the 
landlord held me as signer of the lease. I spent some time there 
every day in the honest endeavor to get enough money to discharge 
the indebtedness.

One week before Thanksgiving the man moved out the back way, 
in the night, taking desks, chairs, stove, and most of the equipment 
of the place, and there were left only the bookcases and the books. 
I moved those out the week following Thanks-giving, and turned 
over the keys to the landlord.

One week from that date I was taken to the hospital. On 15 
December 1920, I was operated on for gallstones and for weeks my 
life was despaired of. After being in the hospital five weeks, I was 
brought home and had a relapse and was confined to my bed for 
another eight weeks.

It took me a year to recover, and during that year I did more 
serious thinking from a personal point of view than ever before in 
my life. All at once the realization came to me that I had nothing 
to show for all those years of toil and labor. It seemed to me that I 
should now begin to make some preparation of a personal nature 
for the future, and this I set about to accomplish.
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THE PRICE OF LIBERTY

Eternal vigilance is the price of liberty, and it does seem to me that 
notwithstanding all these social agencies and activities there is not 
that vigilance which should be exercised in the preservation of our 
rights. This leads me to wonder if we are not too well satisfied to be 
able to point to our wonderful institutions with complacence and 
draw the salaries connected therewith, instead of being alert as the 
watchman on the wall.

The most recent instance of that happened only this past year.1 
There was an organization established known as the American Citi-
zenship Federation.2 This was an organization of beautiful ideals 
as to the fostering of patriotism in our country. All races were to be 
included, and an appeal was prepared and presented asking them 
to join in a two-million-dollar drive. This money was to be used in 
the erection of a peace temple modeled on Faneuil Hall of Boston 
and Independence Hall of Philadelphia. The plan was to incorpo-
rate all the beautiful ideals of liberty and patriotism which had been 
started in those two historic buildings.

A dinner was given on Abraham Lincoln’s birthday at the Vin-
cennes Hotel, to which were bidden most of our leading colored 
people. Officers of the federation were present and outlined a 

Note:  In the original manuscript the first four pages of this chapter are missing.
1  The year was 1927.
2  The principal objective of the federation was to make people more aware of their 
rights and responsibilities as citizens. Its motto was “Good citizenship—a shield of 
protection for our flag and all that it represents.” Chicago Defender, 22 January 1927.
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beautiful program to which all of our leading colored people were 
asked to subscribe, and most of them were happy in the thought 
that colored people were to be taken into this organization as an 
integral part on an equal footing with all others. Ten days later, 
on George Washington’s birthday, this same organization gave a 
dinner on the North Side at the Drake Hotel to which no colored per-
sons were bidden, even though a number had joined the organiza-
tion at the previous dinner. This was not known until an invitation 
had been received and accepted by Mr. Robert S. Abbott, owner and 
publisher of the Chicago Defender. He was also a very ardent sub-
scriber to the American Citizenship Federation, and had promised 
his wholehearted support both as a member of the organization and 
as a member of the “World’s Greatest Weekly.”

Naturally when he received this invitation to the Drake Hotel 
dinner he sent his acceptance. As soon as this acceptance was re-
ceived in the executive office, a messenger was dispatched to ask 
Mr. Abbott to recall his acceptance. The explanation was given that 
the help at the Drake Hotel could not be controlled by the man-
agement, and it was feared that they would refuse to serve the 
black guest who had inadvertently received this invitation. It so 
happened that the very next day following the dinner at the Drake 
Hotel, the colored club women had been invited to a luncheon on 
South Parkway, given by this same American Citizenship Federa-
tion, at which time it was planned to ask for subscribers to the drive. 
Almost accidentally I was told on the morning of that day about the 
Drake Hotel episode, and I decided to attend the luncheon and in-
terrogate the management about it. We had a goodly attendance 
and a most beautiful address by a gentleman who outlined the plans 
for the truer American organization of our country, and an appeal 
was made to the club women to sign a pledge for their clubs as to 
the amount of money each would raise. When the gentleman had 
concluded his address and pledges had been distributed for each 
of the club presidents to sign, I arose and asked the speaker if the 
thing I had heard about the withdrawal of Mr. Abbott’s invitation 
to the Drake Hotel dinner was true. One of the young men present 
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immediately arose to answer the question by saying that he him-
self was the messenger who visited Mr. Abbott and asked him to 
recall his acceptance on the ground that they did not wish him to 
be insulted by the refusal of the help of the Drake Hotel to wait on 
him. He said that after the explanation had been made to him, Mr. 
Abbott not only withdrew his acceptance but promised to give them 
ten thousand dollars to aid in the work.

By this time the women had become very much aroused. Those 
who had already signed the blanks tore them up, and those who had 
not signed refused to do so. One after another of the women arose 
and in earnest, dignified language protested this action. Finally 
a motion prevailed that a committee be appointed to wait on Mr. 
Abbott to find out if he had condoned the insult to himself. This 
motion was also amended to wait upon Mr. Hugh Ellison, the execu-
tive secretary, and demand an explanation from him. This motion 
prevailed, and the committee was subsequently appointed. I was 
made chairman of that committee. We visited Mr. Abbott and heard 
his denial of having made any such promise after his acceptance 
had been recalled. We then visited the offices of the executive sec-
retary and heard his weak statement about the manager’s claim 
that he couldn’t guarantee his help would wait on Mr. Abbott. We 
told him that the time to put into practice the ideals he professed 
was at hand; that if he proposed to wait for some future date and 
started in by condoning the race prejudice which met us every-
where, it seemed that the American Citizenship Federation was no 
different from other organizations, all of which laid down this color 
line proposition.

Mr. Ellison said that if that was the way we felt about it, he 
would rather go on without us and go with other race groups in 
this country, whereupon I told him that there were hundreds and 
thousands of white people in this city and state who would not give 
him a dime toward condoning race prejudice if they knew it, and 
that I proposed to “get them told.”

I went at once to call on Mr. George W. Dixon, one of the members 
of the board of trustees. He said he knew nothing about the seg-
regation idea, but for me to write him a letter. That same week we 
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printed an account of the whole matter in the Chicago Defender.3 
I also wrote a letter to the Chicago Tribune about the segregation 
at the Drake Hotel, which was also answered by Mr. Hugh Ellison, 
who denied he had put the responsibility on the Drake Hotel but 
assumed the burden of the whole thing; he also said that he did not 
tell us that no labor leaders were invited to the meeting, as one of 
the speakers was a labor leader who could not be present.

There are thirty-three members of the board of directors, and 
the following letter was sent to each one, accompanied by the clip-
ping from the Defender. In a few days an item appeared in the Tri-
bune stating that the two-million-dollar drive had been called off. 
I also received some beautiful letters from members of the board 
of directors thanking us for calling attention to what was go [. . .]4

3  Chicago Defender, 19 March 1927.
4  This is the last sentence in the autobiography, which the author never completed.



Alfreda M. Duster receiving a portrait of Ida B. Wells from  
the Reverend Carl Fuqua at the Blue Ribbon Tea in the Parkway 

Ballroom, Chicago (1963). Courtesy of the University of  
Chicago Libraries, Special Collections.



AFTERWORD
MICHELLE DUSTER

I learned at an early age that my great-grandmother was a force to 
be reckoned with. I knew she was a journalist, civil rights activist, 
and suffragist who had challenged the power structure in her fight 
for justice and equality. I was reminded of her legacy often because 
we lived on the South Side of Chicago where the Ida B. Wells Homes 
were located, a block away from her house, later an historic land-
mark. I spent my childhood going to events honoring her, often 
watching my grandmother, father, aunt, and uncles be interviewed 
about her. Honoring my great-grandmother was a normal part of 
our lives. So as I grew older, I was surprised and saddened when I 
met people who had never heard of Ida B. Wells, or only associated 
her name with the Chicago public housing named after her.1

My grandmother Alfreda Barnett Duster was the youngest of 
Ida’s four children. She took it upon herself to edit and publish the 
book you are holding, her mother’s autobiography. She accom-
plished this goal in 1970, almost forty years after her mother died 
in 1931. It took her that long, as I later learned from my father, be-
cause she was looking for a publisher in the 1960s, when the country 
was in the middle of the civil rights movement and many were re-
luctant to publish the autobiography of someone who was consid-
ered “militant.”2

1  Even though the Ida B. Wells Homes complex was a great source of hope and pride 
when it was first built in 1941, it became, over the course of six decades, associated 
with drugs, violence, single motherhood, and unemployment used to typify Black 
people in urban America.
2  In order to ensure that her mother’s work would be protected and preserved for 
future generations to access, Alfreda Barnett Duster donated her mother’s papers 
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The information my grandmother shared with me about her 
mother focused mostly on Ida B.’s work without much detail about 
the level of violence she experienced and danger she faced. I’m 
sure this was partly because I was a child, but I also think she really 
wanted my brothers, all of my cousins, and me to focus on our own 
lives. My father, Donald L. Duster, also downplayed the fact that we 
were descendants of an historic icon and insisted that my brothers 
and I enjoy our childhoods and develop our own interests and skills. 
In addition, we were very close to the large family on our mother’s 
side who had been farmers in Texas for generations, some still 
living on the land. I felt no different than any of my friends who 
were the children of factory and steel mill workers, teachers, bus 
drivers, and parents with other solidly middle- and working-class 
professions.

As we grew into adulthood, my cousins and I pursued a variety 
of professions including finance, business, medicine, informa-
tion technology, and education. I felt no pressure or expectation to 
follow in Ida B.’s footsteps. However, I always enjoyed writing and 
was interested in work that celebrated the achievements of Black 
culture. In high school I was on the newspaper and yearbook staff. In 
college I hosted a radio show where I showcased African American 
music—which was groundbreaking in New Hampshire and Ver-
mont at the time.

As I pursued my education, I became ever more aware of how 
much African American culture was marginalized or even erased 
from mainstream media and public programs. In professional set-
tings, I ran into resistance when I tried to include or highlight people 
who looked like me. These experiences made me more curious to 
learn about how my great-grandmother handled hostility, hatred, 
and danger during her lifetime. I knew that what I was facing was 
only a fraction of what she endured.

Unfortunately, my grandmother died in 1983 before I had the 
chance to ask her about how her mother handled the challenges in 
her life, or even ask about more lighthearted topics like what her 

to her alma mater, the University of Chicago, and her mother’s desk to the DuSable 
Museum of African American History.
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favorite foods were, what her favorite songs were, or what she did 
for fun. Instead I was left searching out this information through 
the writings she left behind.

During the years when I was trying to find my way as a young 
professional African American woman, my father’s generation was 
busy working to preserve, protect, and promote the legacy of their 
grandmother. After creating the Ida B. Wells Memorial Foundation 
in 1988, they provided information to William Greaves for his 1989 
documentary film, Ida B. Wells: A Passion for Justice, and to Paula 
Giddings for her 2008 book, Ida B. Wells: A Sword among Lions. 
They worked with Reverend Leona Harris in Ida B.’s hometown of 
Holly Springs, Mississippi, to provide materials and support for 
the Ida B. Wells-Barnett Museum. They also worked with the United 
States Postal Service on the development of the 25-cent Ida B. Wells 
heritage stamp issued in 1990 and offered insight to Patricia Wat-
wood when she was commissioned by Harvard University to create 
a portrait of Ida B. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Ida B. was in-
ducted into numerous halls of fame; plus schools, buildings, and 
awards were named after her.

I became more directly involved with preserving the legacy of 
my great-grandmother when William Greaves asked me to work on 
the documentary film with him. (I was attending film school at the 
time.) After we worked together in Chicago, he asked me to go to 
Memphis to help with the film crew, and there I saw my first glimpse 
of the Deep South. I saw locations I had only read about; I stood in 
the same space that had shaped my great-grandmother. The heat 
was oppressive to me, and I wondered how anyone could have worn 
the amount of clothing that women wore during her time. I saw the 
Beale Street Baptist Church, where my grandmother originally pub-
lished her newspaper. I saw the historic marker on Beale Street that 
gave a little of her bio. But the incident that affected me the most 
was visiting the field where her three friends Thomas Moss, Calvin 
McDowell, and Will Stewart had been murdered. From the empty 
field, I could see the train tracks in the distance. I could imagine the 
three men being dragged there in the middle of the night and shot 
as the train passed and its whistle masked the gunshots. I felt the 
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emptiness and the rage that I imagined my great-grandmother felt 
when she learned that her friends, who were innocent of any crime, 
had been murdered with impunity. Standing in that empty field, 
I felt the spirits of the slain and disenfranchised and abused and 
mistreated ancestors who had been shackled, beaten, and worked 
to death. I could not help but think that the soil was soaked with 
the blood of humans who had been held in bondage and murdered 
at will. This tragic past of insufferable injustice became real to me 
in that field and made me understand the extent of the atrocities 
Black people had suffered. The idea that their hard-won successes 
inspired such rage and their lives were considered disposable gave 
me a new respect for the way Ida B. turned her loss into a determi-
nation to effect change.

As part of the small film crew, I was the designated driver, and 
one day I got lost and stumbled upon a group of people in a park 
dressed in Confederate army uniforms and hoop dresses. Luckily, 
I was far enough away that they did not see me. But my heart 
thumped as I realized that these people celebrated the days when 
my ancestors were in bondage. I had never before seen a Confed-
erate army uniform in real life, and it gave me a palpable idea of the 
terror that Ida B. must have faced.

The experience of working on that film inspired me to tell stories 
of the beauty, strength, and fortitude of those who lived with un-
speakable violence and oppression. I wanted this country not only 
to be honest about the injustice, but also give a voice to those who 
had fought against it and somehow emerged as leaders. I wanted to 
tell the stories, not only of Ida B., but also of the thousands of people 
who had been written out of the history of our country.

I moved to New York City and worked in advertising, film pro-
duction, and public cultural program production at the Schomburg 
Center for Research in Black Culture. I also earned my MA in media 
studies and built networks among people who shared my interest 
in taking the stories of our ancestors out of the margins and into 
the mainstream.

After a decade, I returned to Chicago, where I got more involved 
with the family foundation. Although my marketing communica-
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tions work in the corporate world had paid decently, it had started 
to feel meaningless. As the only African American woman in many 
of the departments I worked in, I found my interest in my ancestor 
resurfacing; I was curious to know how she handled being the lone 
female in many of her pursuits. What kept her going in the face of 
hostility and danger? I started to read her writings and study her 
techniques. I wanted to know how she could write with such power 
that it caused her life to be threatened.

In the early 2000s, the Chicago Housing Authority had begun 
demolition of the Ida B. Wells Homes. My father, uncle, and I were 
concerned that the demolition of the complex would erase public 
memory of Ida B., so my father and uncle encouraged me to write 
a letter to Mayor Richard M. Daley asking what the city was going 
to do to honor Ida B. Wells in lieu of the homes. At the same time, in 
order to raise money for the foundation, I embarked on a personal 
project to reproduce Ida B.’s original writings.

In 2008 my father and I were invited to join what became the 
Ida B. Wells Commemorative Art Committee, formed at the urging 
of the former residents of the Ida B. Wells Homes, to create a public 
memorial in Ida B.’s honor. Paula Giddings’s biography came out 
that year, and I published Ida In Her Own Words, which included 
Ida B.’s section of The Reason Why the Colored American Is Not 
in the World’s Columbian Exposition pamphlet, distributed at the 
World’s Fair in 1893. I hoped the book would help raise funds for the 
foundation. My cousin Charles Duster Jr. helped with the research, 
and my uncle Troy Duster wrote the foreword; I organized, edited, 
and published the book.

Just as I was finishing the book, my job ended in the midst of the 
Great Recession of 2008, and I decided to throw myself into mar-
keting the book in the same way Ida B. sold subscriptions of the 
Memphis Free Speech after she lost her teaching job. Losing my job 
forced me to think about the direction of my career. I decided to put 
my energy into working on projects that promoted Black culture. 
My aggressive marketing of the book led to interviews and invita-
tions to participate in panels and presentations. I was also featured 
in several publications.
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Within that same time frame, I convinced my relatives at the 
foundation to provide Ida B. Wells scholarships to college students 
at her alma mater, Rust College. I also edited and published Ida from 
Abroad, which includes the newspaper articles Ida B. wrote during 
her 1894 four-month speaking tour in England.

I attended conferences, seminars, workshops, and lectures to 
meet people and get involved with organizations that preserved 
and promoted Black culture. Editing the two collections of Ida B.’s 
writing strengthened my work and made me feel closer to my great-
grandmother. I studied her use of language. I felt her pain through 
her writing, but I also felt her sense of optimism.3

As I faced my own life challenges, I wanted to know more about 
what drove her. I wanted to learn not only about her internal forti-
tude, but also about the people with whom she interacted, the times 
she lived in, and how she used writing and speaking as tools to fight 
against systems of oppression. I was fascinated by how her work 
was intertwined with that of her contemporaries and realized that 
she was part of a community of activists. This made her seem more 
human as I was becoming part of a community of “thought leaders” 
and academics who were facing the challenges of our day.

Over the course of several years, I organized a documentary film 
festival for the Association for the Study of African American Life 
and History. I coedited Shifts: An Anthology of Women’s Growth 
Through Change, cowrote a children’s history book called Tate and 
His Historic Dream, and coedited Michelle Obama’s Impact on 
African American Women and Girls. I conducted writing seminars 
and participated in panels.4 All this time, I had been constantly in-
volved in the Ida B. Wells Commemorative Art Committee, but from 
2011 to 2018, less than 30 percent of the needed funds had been 
raised. The loss of my uncle and father during these years moti-

3  Wells is so well known for her work in the South that sometimes people forget how 
much she achieved even after she married my great-grandfather and had four chil-
dren. Her husband of thirty-six years, fellow activist and attorney Ferdinand L. Bar-
nett, survived her by five years. The two of them are interred together as “Crusaders 
for Justice” in the Oak Woods Cemetery on the South Side of Chicago.
4  Unfortunately, during those years of professional growth, I experienced the deaths 
of my uncle Benjamin C. Duster III in 2011 and my father, Donald L. Duster, in 2013.
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vated me to finish the project quickly, so Ida’s two remaining grand-
children could see it. With the thought that completing a smaller 
project could help gain support for the larger monument project, 
I approached Alderman Sophia King (Chicago’s Fourth Ward) and 
asked if it was possible to have an honorary street name and historic 
marker placed in Bronzeville to remember Ida B. and the former 
residents of the Ida B. Wells Homes.5

Then, in March 2018, awareness of Ida B. Wells skyrocketed 
when the New York Times produced a series called “Overlooked,” 
publishing delayed obituaries for people who had not received that 
honor at the time of their death. One week later, the Times released 
a podcast where I read Ida B.’s writing aloud. Those two pieces re-
sulted in an avalanche of requests for interviews. The fact that 
the country was embroiled in controversy regarding Confederate 
monuments along with the growing #MeToo movement, as well 
as attacks against the media, made Ida B.’s story all the more com-
pelling.

I tweeted about Ida B.’s work in relation to current struggles 
and cited statistics about the lack of monuments honoring African 
American women—less than 1 percent—and I leveraged each 
interview I gave. My efforts caught the attention of the New York 
Times magazine writer Nikole Hannah-Jones and activist Mariame 
Kaba; they both decided to help spread the word about this his-
toric project. Between the three of us, we raised almost the entire 
outstanding amount of money needed for the monument in four 
months, with over $42,000 raised on Ida B.’s July 16th birthday 
alone.

At this time Bryan Stevenson, the executive director of the Equal 
Justice Initiative in Montgomery, Alabama, had been collecting soil 
from lynching sites and putting up markers to tell the stories of the 
people who were lynched; I felt his initiatives complemented my 

5  Around this time, the Smithsonian National Museum of African American History 
and Culture opened, featuring an exhibit on Ida B. Wells. The Ida B. Wells-Barnett 
Museum in her hometown of Holly Springs, Mississippi, had expanded, and highway 
signs were put in place so anyone driving on Highway 78 would learn about the mu-
seum.
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work to honor an anti-lynching crusader. I was finally able to meet 
him in 2018 at a fundraiser in Chicago. He invited me to the April 
opening of the Legacy Museum and National Memorial for Peace 
and Justice. I was surprised and deeply moved to see how well rep-
resented Ida B. was at the museum. Walking through the lynching 
memorial, I saw the names of Moss, Stewart, and McDowell on 
the column for Shelby County. I felt then that these men—whose 
lives meant so much to my great-grandmother and whose deaths 
changed the course of her life—were humanized and honored at a 
national institution.

In Chicago, momentum was growing to honor Ida B. Wells. The 
League of Women Voters of Chicago (LWV) worked with Alderman 
King to have a major downtown Chicago street named after her. 
Alderman Brendan Reilly (Forty-Second Ward) supported the 
effort, and the LWV galvanized over fifty organizations to write 
petitions and letters. It took years of hard work and advocacy, but 
in July 2018, Congress Parkway was renamed Ida B. Wells Drive, be-
coming the first downtown street in Chicago’s history to be named 
after a woman or an African American. Ida B. Wells Drive is a street 
named after a woman who was born enslaved that runs parallel to 
streets named after presidents who enslaved people.

The physical street signs were unveiled at a ceremony in Feb-
ruary 2019, almost eleven years after I started on my journey to 
honor my great-grandmother. At the unveiling ceremony, I had to 
hold back the tears as I thought about how much Ida B. had sacri-
ficed in her battle for equality, how my entire family had worked 
for over eighty years to make sure that this country recognized her 
work, and how my uncles, father, grandmother, and great-aunt had 
not lived long enough to see this amazing honor bestowed upon her.

The fight to have a Black woman recognized in the city where she 
had lived was much tougher than I expected, and it made me realize 
that Black women are still not viewed in this country with the re-
spect they deserve. My great-grandmother sacrificed so much in 
her crusade for justice; three generations later, I am still fighting 
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for some of the same causes. Things are easier for me, but Black 
women still face sexism, racism, and classism.

Ida B. Wells died suddenly before she could finish her autobiog-
raphy, and even though the manuscript stops in the middle of a 
sentence, my grandmother chose to leave her mother’s book in-
complete, because she wanted readers to know Ida B. worked right 
up until the end of her life. The unfinished chapter symbolizes how 
much work has yet to be done.

Four generations of my family have worked for decades to help 
this country remember and honor Ida B. Wells. My grandmother 
worked on the autobiography; my parents’ generation started the 
Ida B. Wells Memorial Foundation; my brother Dan Duster speaks 
about Ida’s work in seminars about life skills for young people; and 
my cousin Tiana Ferrell, a great-great-granddaughter, wrote and 
produced a play, The Ladies Car, about the battle Ida B. fought with 
the Chesapeake, Ohio & Southwestern Railroad in the early 1880s.

Ida B.’s legacy lives on through her family as well as through ini-
tiatives and projects created by others. The Ida B. Wells Homes and 
her own house, designated as a national landmark, were among 
the first memorials. Subsequent honors include Ida B. Wells Drive 
and the Ida B. Wells monument in Chicago; the Ida B. Wells-Barnett 
Museum;6 the Ida B. Wells Society for Investigative Reporting; sev-
eral awards and scholarships, schools, symposiums, and professor’s 
chairs named after her; as well as books and movies. All these re-
mind people of the important contributions she made to the world. 
As we continue the fight for true equality and opportunity regard-
less of race, gender, religion, or economic status, future generations 
will be inspired by the courage and determination of Ida B.

6  My great-grandmother Ida B. Wells-Barnett was ahead of her time in so many ways, 
including that she hyphenated her last name.
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