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Can one person’s voice change the world? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Supporting Questions 

1. Who was Ida B. Wells? 

2. How did the journalistic work of Ida B. Wells show resistance to the powers that governed 

society during her lifetime? 

3. What is Ida B. Wells’ legacy? 
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Inquiry Design Model (IDM) Blueprint 

Compelling Question 
Can one person’s voice change the world? 

North Carolina 
Standards and 
Practices 

8.H.1.4: Use historical inquiry to evaluate the validity of sources used to construct historical 
narratives (e.g. formulate historical questions, gather data from a variety of sources, 
evaluate and interpret data and support interpretations with historical evidence). 

Staging the Question Students will participate in a Socratic Seminar discussion that will explore learning about 
Hard History and the role that an individual can have in cultivating our understanding of 
history. 

 

Supporting Question 1 Supporting Question 2 Supporting Question 3 
Who was Ida B. Wells? 
 

How did the journalistic work of Ida 
B. Wells show resistance to the 
powers that governed society during 
her lifetime? 

What is Ida B. Wells’ legacy? 

Formative Performance Task Formative Performance Task Formative Performance Task 

Create a visual representation that 
explains who Ida B. Wells was and 
what did. 

Create a series of graphic organizers 
to review, evaluate and present 
information hat details Ida B. Wells’ 
accomplishments and how they 
exemplified her resistance to the 
expectations of the communities in 
which she lived. 

Create a RAFT paper that answers the 
supporting question. 
 

Featured Sources Featured Sources Featured Sources 

Source A: Overlooked: Obituaries in 
the New York Times of famous 
historical people 
Source B: Mural of Ida. B. Wells 
Source C: Excerpt from Teaching 
Tolerance activity about Ida B. Wells 
Source D: Short videos about Ida B. 
Wells 

Source A: Backstory: Shattering the 
Glass Ceiling: “Reporting on Strange 
Fruit” section of NEH Media 
Resources  
Source B: Verdict for court case of 
Ida. B. Wells vs. the Chesapeake and 
Ohio Railroad case   
Source C: Chapter 1 from Ida B. 
Wells pamphlet The Red Record  
Source D: Ida B. Wells speech on 
“Lynch Laws in All of its Phases”, 
February 13, 1893  
 

Source A: “Legacy of Ida B. Wells 
Through Her Great-Granddaughter’s 
Eyes” from the Chicago Defender by 
Donna Montgomery, July 19, 2020 
Source B: “Remembering Ida B. Wells’ 
Legacy: An Educator, Feminist, and 
Anti-Lynching Civil Rights Leader” Teen 
Vogue  
Source C: Interview with daughter 
(with audio): Excerpted from an 
interview with Ida B. Wells’ daughter 
 Source D: “Advocacy in Journalism” 
excerpt from Backstory Media 
Resource 

 

Summative 
Performance Task 

Argument 
Can one person’s voice change the world? Construct an argument (e.g. 
detailed outline, drawing or essay) that address this question using specific 
claims and relevant evidence from primary and secondary sources to answer 
the compelling question.  

Extension Research another historical woman and create a museum exhibit that 
celebrates her life and commemorates how and why her voice made a 
difference in her community and the world. 

Taking Informed 
Action 

Research important women in your community and evaluate their contributions and 
accomplishments. Create an op-ed or letter to the editor that lifts the women’s 
accomplishments.  
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Overview 

 

Inquiry Description 

This inquiry provides students with an opportunity to explore how one individual’s voice and 

actions can impact the world in which they live by looking at the life and work of journalist/civil rights 

activist Ida B. Wells. Students will review primary and secondary sources that will detail her life, work 

and legacy in order to answer the compelling question: Can one person’s voice change the world.  This 

inquiry will also provide students with the opportunity to think about the value of learning about “hard 

history” and how those events/concepts contribute to our understanding of different times in history. 

The staging activity for this inquiry lesson requires students to watch a Ted talk that talks about 

“hard history.” When students are done, they will participate in a Socratic seminar to talk about the 

value of learning “hard history” and what lenses they should use to objectively look at those events in 

time. This activity will prepare students for learning about some of Ida B. Wells journalistic work on 

lynching and civil rights issues.  

The formative assessments tasks are designed to provide students with different ways to display 

what they have learned about Ida B. Wells. The first task focuses students’ attention on who Ida B. Wells 

was a person. Students will create a visual representation that will demonstrate what they know about 

her life and influences. The second formative assessment is centered on professional experiences and 

writings from Ida B. Wells. Students will look at a video about her experience on the Chesapeake and 

Ohio Railroad, a speech and media presentation about her lynching reporting and a chapter from her 

Red Record brochure get a sense of how she used her voice to talk about the inequities going on around 

her. Students will utilize a graphic organizer of their choosing to identify, organize and analyze the 

information that they learn. The third formative assessment will ask students to read some documents 

about Ida B. Wells’ legacy and create a speech to share their thoughts with other students their age.  

 The sources include primary sources (speech, mural, excerpts from Ida B. Wells’ writings) and 

secondary sources (obituaries, media resources, videos). All of them provide information into the life 

and work of Ida B. Wells and provide different perspectives about her life.  The obituary from the New 

York Times celebrates Wells and her work in a way that an obituary written for her in the 1930s would 

not. The videos will provide students with several different lenses to view the Wells’ life’s work and the 

hard history found in reporting about lynching.  All of them share Ida B. Wells’ voice in one way or 

another, whether through her words or words created about her.  

 This inquiry lesson is designed for eight grade students or high school students who are taking 

an American History or African American History course. Students will need between six and eight forty-

five-minute class periods to complete the requested tasks. Additional resources are shared with each of 

the supporting questions, so teachers can differentiate text as needed to provide scaffolding and 

support for the students within their classrooms.  
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Content Background 

 

 Ida B. Wells was born into a world still reeling from the battle over slavery and the ensuing Civil 

War. She was born into slavery and grew to adulthood in the post-Civil War south. Her parents, who 

were politically active during the Reconstruction period, encouraged her to become educated and use 

that education for the betterment of African Americans. She was outspoken even then as evidenced by 

her expulsion from college because of a disagreement with a school administrator.  

In her early twenties, Ida B. Wells had an altercation with a white train conductor on the 

Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad when she refused to give up her first class seat and go to the train car 

designated for African American train passengers.  Not being one to step back from a challenge, she 

took the railroad to court and won, but her victory was later overturned by the Tennessee Supreme 

Court. Even as she went through her court experience, she found opportunities to write and share her 

experiences in local newspapers inequality.  

As the evil hand of Jim Crow began to grab hold of the south and how African Americans were 

treated in all aspects of life, Wells left the classroom, permanently, and became a full-time journalist 

who traveled and reported on race, politics and segregation in the south.  She began to report on 

violence and lynching when three friends were killed in this manner. She researched and reported on 

these happenings across the south. She would spread her anti-lynching message far and wide using the 

newspapers that she owned, The Memphis Free Speech and Headlight and Free Speech.  She also wrote 

articles about e about segregation in public schools in other publications. Eventually, she married and 

moved north with her family in an effort to be safe from those who were displeased by her writings.  

The world was changing, and African Americans were looking for more equal treatment and 

better ways of life.  During this time, The NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People) was founded, with Wells’ support, with the hope of creating more opportunities and better 

lives. This was also true for women. In addition to her civil right writing, Ida B. Wells worked to improve 

the lives of women through her suffragette work. She founded the National Association of Colored 

Women and the Alpha Suffrage Club to support women’s right to vote.  Her support helped to propel 

women’s rights to vote in Illinois, despite her dissatisfaction with the way that African American women 

were allowed to participate in the movement.  
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 This inquiry was created to provide opportunities for students to make connections between 

state Social Studies standards and Social Studies literacy skills. Students will have the opportunity to 

read, analyze and think critically about primary and secondary sources. They will be exposed to a variety 

or perspectives about a single person, Ida B. Wells, and use those perspectives to create a picture of her 

life, accomplishments and legacy. Because context is so important to cultivating students’ 

understanding, they will read/view a few sources that will help them to make connections between the 

happenings in Ida B. Wells’ life and the world going on around her. Once they gain an understanding of 

Wells and her legacy during these turbulent times, they will be able to look at other historical figures 

who lived during this time and compare and contrast their actions. They can expand their investigation 

into those figures’ contribution to “hard history” and American History to evaluate the value of their 

voices. Finally, students will be able to use the  information  that they learned to decide if one person’s 

voice can really make a big difference in the lives of many and look for examples in their own 

communities of women who are making a difference today.  

 Through the life of Ida B. Wells, students will learn about the end of the Civil War, 

Reconstruction and the rise of Jim Crow. These periods of time have had a huge impact on how 

American Society is organized still today. Because they can focus on one person’s experiences, they will 

be able to focus on the challenges and possibilities of each time and thing critically about their 

importance. The supporting questions are designed to lead students down the proverbial rabbit hole 

and challenge them to think about Wells and her life as one with long-lasting impact. The first challenges 

them to take the information they learn about her life and represent it in a visual way. The second task 

requires students to think critically about one aspect of Wells’ life and organize it in a way that allows 

them to make decisions about how she resisted the status quo of her surroundings. The last task asks 

students to connect what they learned in the other tasks with new information about Wells in order to 

create a synthesis of her legacy. The summative performance task asks students to craft a via argument 

to answer the lessons compelling question and the Informed Action task will encourage students to 

create their own criteria for a strong, influential voice and select one from their location community.  

 Students will work within North Carolina Essential Standards for eighth grade Social Studies and 

History standards from the C3 Framework. These standards include: 

• NC Essential Standards 

o 8.H.1.4: Use historical inquiry to evaluate the validity of sources used to construct 

historical narratives (e.g. formulate historical questions, gather data from a variety of 

sources, evaluate and interpret data and support interpretations with historical 

evidence). 

o 8.H.3.3: Explain how individuals and groups have influenced economic, political, and 

social change in North Carolina and the United States. 

o 8.C&G.2.3: Explain the impact of human and civil rights issues throughout North 

Carolina and United States history. 

• C3 History Standards 

Content, practices and literacies 
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o D2.His.3.6-8: Use questions generated about individuals and groups to analyze why 

they, and the developments that they shaped, are historically significant. 

o D2.Civ.10.6-8: Explain the relevance of personal interests and perspectives, civic virtues, 

and democratic principles when people address issues and problems in government and 

civil society. 
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Staging the Compelling Question 

Compelling Question 
Can one person’s voice change the world? 

Featured Source Source A: Confronting hard history, Hasan Kwame Jeffries at TEDx Ohio State 

University 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A9Lhhsd9EB8  

 

Staging the Task 

To being this inquiry unit, students will first need to think about the idea of one’ person’s voice 

making a difference in the community and the idea that there are some parts of the American story are 

hard learn and understand. Because Ida B. Wells lived and worked during some of those times, it 

important for students to begin the inquiry with some understanding about hard history.  

After watching the Tedtalk, students will participate in a Socratic Seminar discussion that will 

explore learning about Hard History and the role that an individual can have in cultivating our 

understanding of that history. Before watching the video, students should complete the pre-seminar 

question. Students should be encouraged to take notes during the video in preparation for the three 

rounds of questions to follow.  

Possible questions to ask during the seminar: 

Pre-Seminar Questions 

• How do you define “hard history?” 

Round 1 (Opening) 

• What does Hasan Jeffries say about “hard history?” 

• What is one word that you would use to describe the tone of this Ted Talk? (Be prepared to 

explain your answer.) 

Round 2 (Core) 

• Hasan Kwame Jefferies talks about the importance of place. Why do you think this is so 

important to him? 

• What is the racial wealth gap? 

• How does history impact wealth? 

• What prevented Hasan Kwame Jefferies’s from gaining wealth? 

Round 3 (Closing) 

• Why must we confront hard historical truths? 

• Why is it important to have conversations about hard history at home and in the classroom? 

• How can you confront hard history in your everyday lives? 

• What would Hasan Kwame Jefferies say about the impact of person’s voice in making change? 

• What does it mean to “act on truth?” 

 

*The National Paideia Center provides resources to help create and facilitate Socratic Seminars. 

https://www.paideia.org/our-approach/paideia-seminar  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A9Lhhsd9EB8
https://www.paideia.org/our-approach/paideia-seminar


Rebecca McKnight 

9 
 

Featured Source Source A: Confronting hard history, Hasan Kwame Jeffries at TEDx Ohio State 

University 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A9Lhhsd9EB8  

 

 

 

This TedEx video talks about the importance of learning about “Hard History.” 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A9Lhhsd9EB8
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Supporting Question #1 

Supporting 

Question 

Who was Ida B. Wells? 

Formative 

Performance Task 

Create a visual representation that explains who Ida B. Wells was and what she 

did during her lifetime.  

*Series of Hexagons 

Featured Sources Source A: Ida. B. Wells obituary from NYT: 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/obituaries/overlooked-ida-b-

wells.html 

 

Source B: Mural of Ida. B. Wells 

https://www.thedustyrebel.com/post/58428855608/ida-b-wells-mural-of-ida-

b-wells-who-was-born 

 

Source C: Excerpt from Teaching Tolerance activity about Ida B. Wells 

https://www.tolerance.org/sites/default/files/2018-03/TT-Handout-POE-

Before-Rosa-Parks--Ida-B-Wells-March2018.pdf  

 

Source D: Short videos about Ida B. Wells 

• The courageous life of IDW: https://feministfrequency.com/video/the-

courageous-life-of-ida-b-wells/  or   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Ip-

SEYvRTA&list=LLY1ZuZgA7fvcT-gpO4MgzCg&index=3276  

• Video: How one journalist risked her life to hold murderers 

accountable (video and transcript) 

https://www.ted.com/talks/christina_greer_how_one_journalist_riske

d_her_life_to_hold_murderers_accountable/transcript?language=en 

• Women’s History Minute: 

https://www.womenshistory.org/resources/video/womens-history-

minute-ida-b-wells 

 

 

Supporting Question 

The support question will provide students with the opportunity to get to know an important 

African American journalist, suffragette and civil rights leader. Before they can determine how her work 

was an example of resistance, they need to know who she was, where she came from and what she did 

with her life.  

 

 

 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/obituaries/overlooked-ida-b-wells.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/obituaries/overlooked-ida-b-wells.html
https://www.thedustyrebel.com/post/58428855608/ida-b-wells-mural-of-ida-b-wells-who-was-born
https://www.thedustyrebel.com/post/58428855608/ida-b-wells-mural-of-ida-b-wells-who-was-born
https://www.tolerance.org/sites/default/files/2018-03/TT-Handout-POE-Before-Rosa-Parks--Ida-B-Wells-March2018.pdf
https://www.tolerance.org/sites/default/files/2018-03/TT-Handout-POE-Before-Rosa-Parks--Ida-B-Wells-March2018.pdf
https://feministfrequency.com/video/the-courageous-life-of-ida-b-wells/
https://feministfrequency.com/video/the-courageous-life-of-ida-b-wells/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Ip-SEYvRTA&list=LLY1ZuZgA7fvcT-gpO4MgzCg&index=3276
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Ip-SEYvRTA&list=LLY1ZuZgA7fvcT-gpO4MgzCg&index=3276
https://www.ted.com/talks/christina_greer_how_one_journalist_risked_her_life_to_hold_murderers_accountable/transcript?language=en
https://www.ted.com/talks/christina_greer_how_one_journalist_risked_her_life_to_hold_murderers_accountable/transcript?language=en
https://www.womenshistory.org/resources/video/womens-history-minute-ida-b-wells
https://www.womenshistory.org/resources/video/womens-history-minute-ida-b-wells
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Formative Performance Task/rubric 

Students will use a frayer model style graphic organizer to record their thoughts from each of 

the sources that they looked at to learn about Ida. B. Wells. Then, they will use those organizers to 

create a set of hexagons that visually represent the life and actions of Ida. B. Wells. Students can use a 

combination of words and phrases to share what is important from the reading. Students can create 

their hexagons digitally or by hand. This task will provide information that can be used in the summative 

performance task to provide information and insight into Wells life. 

Teachers can have students interact with the sources in a couple of different ways. Students can 

work independently, review all the print resources and select one of the videos to watch. They should 

use the provided graphic organizer to record notes from each of source that they analyzed so that they 

can create their hexagons. Teachers can also divide the class into small groups and each one focuses on 

analyzing one of the sources. Each group can present their source to the class and then the class can 

create their visuals.  

 

 

Featured Sources 

The sources for this first performance task include an obituary from the New York Times, a mural of Ida 

B. Wells, an excerpt from a Teaching tolerance activity and a collection of short videos that talk about 

Ida B. Wells life.  

 

Source A: Ida. B. Wells obituary from NYT: 

This source is part of a series of obituaries written about history-makers and can be found on 

the New York Times website. They are written with the intent of providing a true picture of the figure in 

question, rather than the more limited one that would have been written at the time of their death. Ida 

B. Wells is just one famous, history-making woman to receive this treatment.  

 Source B: Mural of Ida. B. Wells 

 This mural is a depiction Ida B. Wells during her life.  

 

 Source C: Excerpt from Teaching Tolerance activity about Ida B. Wells 

This source is from a lesson that can be found on the Teaching Tolerance Website. There are 

questions that the teacher can use to help scaffold students’ reading of the text.  

 

Source D: Short videos about Ida B. Wells 

 These videos all discuss Ida B. Wells’ life. Each video provides a different perspective of Wells’ 

live based on the research of the entities who created them. All of them are short and straight to the 

point. Students will enjoy watching them. 
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Frayer Model Graphic Organizer 

  

Facts about her 
Civil Rights work

Facts about her 
Journalistice 

work

Facts about her 
Suffragette 

work

General facts 
about her life

Ida B. 
Wells
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Hexagon Template 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Edit 

Edit 

Edit 

Edit 

Edit 

Edit Edit 

Edit Edit 
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Featured Sources 

Source A: Ida. B. Wells obituary from NYT: 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/obituaries/overlooked-ida-b-wells.html 

 

Ida B. Wells, one of the nation’s most influential investigative reporters, in 1920. Chicago History 

Museum/Getty Images 

1 8 6 2 - 1 9 3 1  

Ida B. Wells 

Took on racism in the Deep South 

with powerful reporting on lynchings. 

B Y  C A I T L I N  D I C K E R S O N  

It was not all that unusual when, in 1892, a mob dragged Thomas Moss out of a Memphis jail in his 

pajamas and shot him to death over a feud that began with a game of marbles. But his lynching changed 

history because of its effect on one of the nation’s most influential journalists, who was also the 

godmother of his first child: Ida B. Wells. 

“It is with no pleasure that I have dipped my hands in the corruption here exposed,” Wells wrote in 1892 

in the introduction to “Southern Horrors,” one of her seminal works about lynching, “Somebody must 

show that the Afro-American race is more sinned against than sinning, and it seems to have fallen upon 

me to do so.” 

Wells is considered by historians to have been the most famous black woman in the United States 

during her lifetime, even as she was dogged by prejudice, a disease infecting Americans from coast to 

coast. 

She pioneered reporting techniques that remain central tenets of modern journalism. And as a former 

slave who stood less than five feet tall, she took on structural racism more than half a century before 

her strategies were repurposed, often without crediting her, during the 1960s civil rights movement. 

Wells was already a 30-year-old newspaper editor living in Memphis when she began her anti-lynching 

campaign, the work for which she is most famous. After Moss was killed, she set out on a reporting 

mission, crisscrossing the South over several months as she conducted eyewitness interviews and dug 

up records on dozens of similar cases. 

Her goal was to question a stereotype that was often used to justify lynchings — that black men were 

rapists. Instead, she found that in two-thirds of mob murders, rape was never an accusation. And she 

often found evidence of what had actually been a consensual interracial relationship. 

She published her findings in a series of fiery editorials in the newspaper she co-owned and edited, The 

Memphis Free Speech and Headlight. The public, it turned out, was starved for her stories and devoured 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/obituaries/overlooked-ida-b-wells.html
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them voraciously. The Journalist, a mainstream trade publication that covered the media, named her 

“The Princess of the Press.” 

Readers of her work were drawn in by her fine-tooth reporting methods and language that, even by 

today’s standards, was aberrantly bold. 

Wells wrote about the victims of racist violence and organized economic 

boycotts long before the tactic was popularized. 

“There has been no word equal to it in convincing power,” Frederick 

Douglass wrote to her in a letter that hatched their friendship. “I have 

spoken, but my word is feeble in comparison,” he added. 

He was referring to writing like the kind that she published in The Free 

Speech in May 1892. 

“Nobody in this section of the country believes the threadbare old lie 

that Negro men rape white women,” Wells wrote. 

Instead, Wells saw lynching as a violent form of subjugation — “an 

excuse to get rid of Negroes who were acquiring wealth and property 

and thus keep the race terrorized and ‘the nigger down,’ ” she wrote in a journal. 

Wells was born into slavery in Holly Springs, Miss., in 1862, less than a year before Emancipation. She 

grew up during Reconstruction, the period when black men, including her father, were able to vote, 

ushering black representatives into state legislatures across the South. One of eight siblings, she often 

tagged along to Bible school on her mother’s hip. 

In 1878, her parents both died of yellow fever, along with one of her brothers; and at 16, she took on 

caring for the rest of her siblings. She supported them by working as a teacher after dropping out of high 

school and lying about her age. She finished her own education at night and on weekends. 

Around the same time, the Civil Rights Act of 1875 was largely nullified by the Supreme Court, reversing 

many of the advancements of Reconstruction. The anti-black sentiment that grew around her was 

ultimately codified into Jim Crow. 

“It felt like a dramatic whiplash,” said Troy Duster, Wells’s grandson, who is a sociology professor at the 

University of California, Berkeley, and New York University. “She cuts her teeth politically in this time of 

justice, justice, justice, and then injustice.” 

Observing the changes around her, Wells decided to become a journalist during what was a golden era 

for black writers and editors. Her goal was to write about black people for black people, in a way that 

was accessible to those who, like her, were born the property of white owners and had much to defend. 
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Her articles were often reprinted abroad, as well as in the more than 200 black weeklies then in 

circulation in the United States. 

Whenever possible, Wells named the victims of racist violence and told their stories. In her journals, she 

lamented that her subjects would have otherwise been forgotten by all “save the night wind, no 

memorial service to bemoan their sad and horrible fate.” 

Wells also organized economic boycotts long before the tactic was popularized by other, mostly male, 

civil rights activists, who are often credited with its success. 

In 1883, she was forced off a train car reserved for white women. She sued the railroad and lost on 

appeal before the Tennessee Supreme Court, after which she urged African-Americans to avoid the 

trains, and later, to leave the South entirely. She also traveled to Britain to rally her cause, encouraging 

the British to stop purchasing American cotton and angering many white Southern business owners. 

Wells was as fierce in conversation as she was in her writing, which made it difficult for her to maintain 

close relationships, according to her family. She criticized people, including friends and allies, whom she 

saw as weak in their commitment to the causes she cared about. 

“She didn’t suffer fools and she saw fools everywhere,” Duster, her grandson, said. 

One exception was her husband and closest confidant, Ferdinand L. Barnett, a widower who was a 

lawyer and civil rights activist in Chicago. After they married in 1895, Barnett’s activism took a back seat 

to his wife’s career. Theirs was an atypically modern relationship: He cooked dinner for their children 

most nights, and he cared for them while she traveled to make speeches and organize. 

Later in life, Wells fell from prominence as she was replaced by activists like Booker T. Washington and 

W.E.B. Du Bois, who were more conservative in their tactics, and thus had more support from the white 

and black establishments. She helped to found prominent civil rights organizations including the 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and the National Association of Colored 

Women, only to be edged out of their leadership. 

During the final years of her life, living in Chicago, Wells ran for the Illinois State Senate, but lost 

abysmally. Despite her ebbing influence, she continued to organize around causes such as mass 

incarceration, working for several years as a probation officer, until she died of kidney disease on March 

25, 1931, at 68. 

Wells was threatened physically and rhetorically constantly throughout her career; she was called a 

harlot and a courtesan for her frankness about interracial sex. After her anti-lynching editorials were 

published in The Free Speech, she was run out of the South — her newspaper ransacked and her life 

threatened. But her commitment to chronicling the experience of African-Americans in order to 

demonstrate their humanity remained unflinching. 

https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1895/06/28/102516084.html?pageNumber=1
https://www.amazon.com/Ida-Sword-Campaign-Against-Lynching/dp/0060797363


Rebecca McKnight 

17 
 

“If this work can contribute in any way toward proving this, and at the same time arouse the conscience 

of the American people to demand for justice to every citizen, and punishment by law for the lawless, I 

shall feel I have done my race a service,” she wrote after fleeing Memphis, “Other considerations are 

minor.” 

Correction March 9, 2018 

An earlier version of this article referred imprecisely to voting rights during Reconstruction. Black men 

were able to vote. Women did not get the right to vote until 1920. 

Caitlin Dickerson is a national immigration reporter. More than a century later, she still uses the 

reporting techniques that were pioneered by Ida B. Wells. 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/obituaries/overlooked-ida-b-wells.html  

 

  

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/obituaries/overlooked-ida-b-wells.html
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Source B:  

 

 
https://www.thedustyrebel.com/post/58428855608/ida-b-wells-mural-of-ida-b-wells-who-was-born 

 

 
 

https://www.thedustyrebel.com/post/58428855608/ida-b-wells-mural-of-ida-b-wells-who-was-born
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Source C: Excerpt from Teaching Tolerance activity about Ida B. Wells 

https://www.tolerance.org/sites/default/files/2018-03/TT-Handout-POE-Before-Rosa-Parks--Ida-B-

Wells-March2018.pdf  

 

Before Rosa Parks: Ida B. Wells Discussion and Glossary Handout  

 

Ida B. Wells was born into slavery in 1862 in Holly Springs, Mississippi. Because of the Civil War, her 

family was soon free. Her parents were politically active in the community and she sometimes feared 

that the Ku Klux Klan would kill her father when he went to community meetings at night. 

 

When Wells was 16, her parents died suddenly from yellow fever. She was left alone to support and care 

for her five younger siblings. 

 

Fortunately, Wells’ parents had made sure she got the best education possible. She left school before 

graduation, made herself look older by putting up her hair, passed the teaching exam in her county and 

got a job teaching six miles from her family home. A friend of her mother’s took care of the children 

while Wells fulfilled her teaching duties, and Wells spent her teenage weekends raising her younger 

brothers and sisters.  

 

When she was 22, Wells got a better teaching job in Memphis. She boarded a first-class “ladies” car on 

the train to go to her job. Two conductors tried to remove her to the smoking car because, by 1884, 

southern states were passing Jim Crow laws. Wells refused to go sit with drunken, rowdy men in the 

smoking car. When the conductors tried to drag her, she disembarked from the train and filed a lawsuit 

against the Chesapeake, Ohio and Southwestern Railroad Co—and won. Three years later, the 

Tennessee Supreme Court overturned Wells’ victory, claiming that the railroad cars were “separate but 

equal.” 

 

Wells became a journalist devoted to writing about injustice. Two of her most famous campaigns were 

the anti-lynching campaign and the struggle for woman suffrage. Because she spoke out and refused to 

follow rules she believed were unjust, Wells was considered a non-conformist.  

 

Here are some reflections about Ida B. Wells by her daughter, Alfreda Duster, excerpted from the book 

The Memphis Diary of Ida B. Wells: 

 

 “Even when there was no segregation in Chicago, there were certain places you didn’t go because you 

knew they wouldn’t treat you right. After discrimination intensified, Mother went to Marshall Fields 

department store. She waited and waited, but no clerk would help her. Finally, she took a pair of men’s 

underpants, put them over her arm, and walked toward the door. Immediately, a floorwalker stopped 

her, and so she was able to buy them. “She used to tell about this as a funny incident, Ida Wells-Barnett 

with a pair of underpants dangling over her arm. She was only five feet three or four, and she had grown 

plump in her fifties, but she walked as if she owned the world.” 

 

https://www.tolerance.org/sites/default/files/2018-03/TT-Handout-POE-Before-Rosa-Parks--Ida-B-Wells-March2018.pdf
https://www.tolerance.org/sites/default/files/2018-03/TT-Handout-POE-Before-Rosa-Parks--Ida-B-Wells-March2018.pdf
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Source D: Short videos about Ida B. Wells 

• The courageous life of IDW: https://feministfrequency.com/video/the-courageous-life-of-ida-b-

wells/  or   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Ip-SEYvRTA&list=LLY1ZuZgA7fvcT-

gpO4MgzCg&index=3276  

• Video: How one journalist risked her life to hold murderers accountable (video and transcript) 

https://www.ted.com/talks/christina_greer_how_one_journalist_risked_her_life_to_hold_mur

derers_accountable/transcript?language=en 

• Women’s History Minute: https://www.womenshistory.org/resources/video/womens-history-

minute-ida-b-wells 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.womenshistory.org/resources/video/womens-history-minute-ida-b-wells 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://feministfrequency.com/video/the-courageous-life-of-ida-b-wells/
https://feministfrequency.com/video/the-courageous-life-of-ida-b-wells/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Ip-SEYvRTA&list=LLY1ZuZgA7fvcT-gpO4MgzCg&index=3276
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Ip-SEYvRTA&list=LLY1ZuZgA7fvcT-gpO4MgzCg&index=3276
https://www.ted.com/talks/christina_greer_how_one_journalist_risked_her_life_to_hold_murderers_accountable/transcript?language=en
https://www.ted.com/talks/christina_greer_how_one_journalist_risked_her_life_to_hold_murderers_accountable/transcript?language=en
https://www.womenshistory.org/resources/video/womens-history-minute-ida-b-wells
https://www.womenshistory.org/resources/video/womens-history-minute-ida-b-wells
https://www.womenshistory.org/resources/video/womens-history-minute-ida-b-wells
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Additional Resources 

These are some additional resources to use to talk about the life of Ida B. Wells. They can be used 

instead of some of the featured sources if they are more accessible to the students in your class.  

 

• http://www.mshistorynow.mdah.ms.gov/articles/49/ida-b-wells-a-courageous-voice-for-civil-

rights 

• http://people.duke.edu/~ldbaker/classes/aaih/caaih/ibwells/ibwbkgrd.html 

• https://www.biography.com/activist/ida-b-wells 

• National Park Service 

o https://www.nps.gov/people/idabwells.htm 

o https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/suffrage60seconds_ida_b_wells.htm video 

o https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/places-of-ida-b-wells.htm 

• Library of Congress 

o https://blogs.loc.gov/headlinesandheroes/2020/02/ida-b-wells-and-the-activism-of-

investigative-journalism/ 

o https://www.loc.gov/collections/african-american-perspectives-rare-books/articles-

and-essays/daniel-murray-a-collectors-legacy/ida-b-wells-barnett/?loclr=blogser 

o https://blogs.loc.gov/loc/2020/02/truth-is-mighty-and-will-prevail-ida-b-wells/ 

• Playlist: 

o  https://www.biography.com/video/ida-b-wells-playlist-5336039333001 

 

 

Resources to create Hexagons 

• https://lindsayannlearning.com/low-prep-hexagonal-thinking/ 

• https://app.education.nsw.gov.au/digital-learning-selector/LearningActivity/Card/579 

• https://www.classtools.net/blog/using-hexagon-learning-for-categorisation-linkage-and-

prioritisation/  

• https://www.cultofpedagogy.com/hexagonal-

thinking/#:~:text=Each%20hexagon%20can%20connect%20to,created%20intersections%20bet

ween%20key%20hexagons.  

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.mshistorynow.mdah.ms.gov/articles/49/ida-b-wells-a-courageous-voice-for-civil-rights
http://www.mshistorynow.mdah.ms.gov/articles/49/ida-b-wells-a-courageous-voice-for-civil-rights
http://people.duke.edu/~ldbaker/classes/aaih/caaih/ibwells/ibwbkgrd.html
https://www.biography.com/activist/ida-b-wells
https://www.nps.gov/people/idabwells.htm
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/suffrage60seconds_ida_b_wells.htm
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/places-of-ida-b-wells.htm
https://blogs.loc.gov/headlinesandheroes/2020/02/ida-b-wells-and-the-activism-of-investigative-journalism/
https://blogs.loc.gov/headlinesandheroes/2020/02/ida-b-wells-and-the-activism-of-investigative-journalism/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/african-american-perspectives-rare-books/articles-and-essays/daniel-murray-a-collectors-legacy/ida-b-wells-barnett/?loclr=blogser
https://www.loc.gov/collections/african-american-perspectives-rare-books/articles-and-essays/daniel-murray-a-collectors-legacy/ida-b-wells-barnett/?loclr=blogser
https://blogs.loc.gov/loc/2020/02/truth-is-mighty-and-will-prevail-ida-b-wells/
https://www.biography.com/video/ida-b-wells-playlist-5336039333001
https://lindsayannlearning.com/low-prep-hexagonal-thinking/
https://app.education.nsw.gov.au/digital-learning-selector/LearningActivity/Card/579
https://www.classtools.net/blog/using-hexagon-learning-for-categorisation-linkage-and-prioritisation/
https://www.classtools.net/blog/using-hexagon-learning-for-categorisation-linkage-and-prioritisation/
https://www.cultofpedagogy.com/hexagonal-thinking/#:~:text=Each%20hexagon%20can%20connect%20to,created%20intersections%20between%20key%20hexagons
https://www.cultofpedagogy.com/hexagonal-thinking/#:~:text=Each%20hexagon%20can%20connect%20to,created%20intersections%20between%20key%20hexagons
https://www.cultofpedagogy.com/hexagonal-thinking/#:~:text=Each%20hexagon%20can%20connect%20to,created%20intersections%20between%20key%20hexagons
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Supporting Question #2 

Supporting Question 
How did the journalistic work of Ida B. Wells show resistance to the powers 

that governed society during her lifetime? 

Formative 

Performance Task 

Create a series of graphic organizers to review, evaluate and present 

information hat details Ida B. Wells’ accomplishments and how they 

exemplified her resistance to the expectations of the communities in which 

she lived. 

Featured  

 Sources 

Source A: Backstory: Shattering the Glass Ceiling: “Reporting on Strange 

Fruit” section of NEH Media Resources https://edsitement.neh.gov/media-

resources/backstory-shattering-glass-ceiling 

 

Source B: Verdict for court case of Ida. B. Wells vs. the Chesapeake and Ohio 

Railroad case  https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/ead/pdf/ibwells-0008-011-

01.pdf 

 

Source C: Chapter 1 from Ida B. Wells pamphlet The Red Record 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/14977/14977-h/14977-h.htm  

 

Source D: Ida B. Wells speech on “Lynch Laws in All of its Phases”,  February 

13, 1893 https://voicesofdemocracy.umd.edu/ida-b-wells-lynch-law-in-all-of-

its-phases-13-february-1893/ 

 

Supporting Question 

 This question asks students to dive more deeply into the professional life of Ida B. Wells. What 

types of actions did she take to resist the narratives that were part of the post-Reconstruction/Jim Crow 

South? How did her work as a journalist shed light on the violence and inequities that characterized life 

the African Americans in the South as the Jim Crow period began to take hold?  How did she impact the 

political landscape of the early twentieth century?  

 

Formative Performance Task/rubric 

Students should use one of the primary source templates found on the Library of Congress site 

or National Archive site to analyze each of the sources. Both sites have graphic organizers that are 

specific to different types of primary sources. Teachers can access these materials at the following site:  

• https://www.loc.gov/programs/teachers/getting-started-with-primary-sources/guides/ 

• https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets 

Many students will need scaffolding and support to maximize their understanding of these rich 

sources. Several of the sources for this task are very dense. Only the most able readers should be given 

one of the texts to work through on their own.  In order to support student comprehension, the text 

could be read as a class to ensure student understanding. Teachers can lead students through a close 

reading lesson that would require multiple readings of the text to promote students’ comprehension 

https://edsitement.neh.gov/media-resources/backstory-shattering-glass-ceiling
https://edsitement.neh.gov/media-resources/backstory-shattering-glass-ceiling
https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/ead/pdf/ibwells-0008-011-01.pdf
https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/ead/pdf/ibwells-0008-011-01.pdf
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/14977/14977-h/14977-h.htm
https://voicesofdemocracy.umd.edu/ida-b-wells-lynch-law-in-all-of-its-phases-13-february-1893/
https://voicesofdemocracy.umd.edu/ida-b-wells-lynch-law-in-all-of-its-phases-13-february-1893/
https://www.loc.gov/programs/teachers/getting-started-with-primary-sources/guides/
https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets
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and analysis. Another strategy that could be used is that of text “jigsawing.”  (See Reading Rockets for 

more information: https://www.readingrockets.org/strategies/jigsaw)   

Teachers can also select two or three of these sources and focus on supporting students as they 

read them.  If there is a concern about the length or density of the texts, there are several alternative 

suggestions listed under additional resources. Pre-teaching vocabulary will also be very important. 

Students should be reminded that the sources were written when African Americans may have been 

called “Negroes.” Creating a glossary of terms may help to scaffold students’ comprehension as they 

read.   

After reviewing and analyzing the various sources and using the provided primary source graphic 

organizers to collection information, students will compile and connect what they have learned on a 

graphic organizer of their choice that divides the information into the categories of racial politics and 

violence, civil rights and women’s suffrage.  Students can use one of the following four options to 

organize their information:  

• Concept Map 

• Tree Chartmap 

• Spiderweb  

• Brace 

 

Students can work on their selected graphic organizer independently or work in small groups 

and present to the class. If students are presenting to the class, each student will need to use their 

graphic organizer (Concept map, tree chart map, spider web or brace map) to collect the needed 

information as groups present. The information in this assessment will be used in conjunction with the 

information for task 3 and in the writing that students will do for their summative performance task.  

Featured Sources 

The sources for the second performance task include a media story from the NEH, a synopsis of 

a court case, in interview transcript, a chapter from one of Ida B. Wells’ writings and a speech that she 

gave in 1893. A few of them are very long, so teachers should review each one before sharing with 

students to determine which ones will be best of their class.  

 

Source A: Backstory: Shattering the Glass Ceiling: “Reporting on Strange Fruit” section of NEH Media 

Resources  

 This source is a media story from the National Endowment of the Humanities. This story focuses 

on women who have made a different in U.S. History. The segment of the story titled Reports of Strange 

Fruit” talks about Ida B. Wells and her reporting on lynching and violence.  There is a transcript available 

so students can listen, follow along and annotate as they learn about Ida B. Wells and her life.  

 

Source B: Verdict for court case of Ida. B. Wells vs. the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad case   

 This source will provide students with information about the court case that Ida B. Wells was a 

plaintiff in. The case was about the issue of “Separate but Equal” and occurred before Plessy vs. 

Ferguson went to the Supreme Court. Wells purchased a first-class ticket but was not allowed to sit in 

her seat because she was an African American woman.  

Examples of all four maps 

can be found at: 

https://visme.co/blog/grap

hic-organizer/  

https://www.readingrockets.org/strategies/jigsaw
https://visme.co/blog/graphic-organizer/
https://visme.co/blog/graphic-organizer/
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Source C: Chapter 1 from Ida B. Wells pamphlet The Red Record  

 This source is the first chapter from Ida B. Wells’ Red Record brochure on lynching that was 

written in 1895. This first chapter sets the stage the stories and statistics that she shares in the rest of 

the brochure. This is a long reading. It can be excerpted to give students an idea of what Ida B. Wells 

was writing about without overwhelming them with its density and length. After revisiting the 

conversation with Hasan Jefferies about “hard history topics.” This is a very sensitive topic that students 

may find difficult.   

 

Source D: Ida B. Wells speech on “Lynch Laws in All of its Phases”, February 13, 1893  

This source is a speech that Ida B. Wells gave in 1893 about lynching laws in Tennessee. This 

source is also very long and would be a great one for students to jigsaw.  

 

Featured Sources 

 

Source A: Backstory: Shattering the Glass Ceiling: “Reporting on Strange Fruit” section of NEH Media 

Resources https://edsitement.neh.gov/media-resources/backstory-shattering-glass-ceiling  

 

 
 

 

Transcript of the segment about Ida B. Wells is available at: 

https://www.backstoryradio.org/shows/shattering-the-glass-ceiling-in-america/#segments   

https://edsitement.neh.gov/media-resources/backstory-shattering-glass-ceiling
https://www.backstoryradio.org/shows/shattering-the-glass-ceiling-in-america/#segments
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Source B: Verdict for court case of Ida. B. Wells vs. the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad case  

https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/ead/pdf/ibwells-0008-011-01.pdf 

 

https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/ead/pdf/ibwells-0008-011-01.pdf
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Source C: Chapter 1 from Ida B. Wells pamphlet The Red Record 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/14977/14977-h/14977-h.htm  

 

 

1 

THE CASE STATED 

The student of American sociology will find the year 1894 marked by a pronounced awakening of the 

public conscience to a system of anarchy 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. 

Beginning with the emancipation of the Negro, the inevitable result of unbribled power exercised for two 

and a half centuries, by the white man over the Negro, began to show itself in acts of conscienceless 

outlawry. During the slave regime, the Southern white man owned the Negro body and soul. It was to his 

interest to dwarf the soul and preserve the body. Vested with unlimited power over his slave, to subject 

him to any and all kinds of physical punishment, the white man was still restrained from such punishment 

as tended to injure the slave by abating his physical powers and thereby reducing his financial worth. 

While slaves were scourged mercilessly, and in countless cases inhumanly treated in other respects, still 

the white owner rarely permitted his anger to go so far as to take a life, which would entail upon him a 

loss of several hundred dollars. The slave was rarely killed, he was too valuable; it was easier and quite as 

effective, for discipline or revenge, to sell him "Down South." 

But Emancipation came and the vested interests of the white man in the Negro's body were lost. The 

white man had no right to scourge the emancipated Negro, still less has he a right to kill him. But the 

Southern white people had been educated so long in that school of practice, in which might makes right, 

that they disdained to draw strict lines of action in dealing with the Negro. In slave times the Negro was 

kept subservient and submissive by the frequency and severity of the scourging, but, with freedom, a new 

system of intimidation came into vogue; the Negro was not only whipped and scourged; he was killed. 

Not all nor nearly all of the murders done by white men, during the past thirty years in the South, have 

come to light, but the statistics as gathered and preserved by white men, and which have not been 

questioned, show that during these years more than ten thousand Negroes have been killed in cold blood, 

without the formality of judicial trial and legal execution. And yet, as evidence of the absolute impunity 

with which the white man dares to kill a Negro, the same record shows that during all these years, and for 

all these murders only three white men have been tried, convicted, and executed. As no white man has 

been lynched for the murder of colored people, these three executions are the only instances of the death 

penalty being visited upon white men for murdering Negroes. 

Naturally enough the commission of these crimes began to tell upon the public conscience, and the 

Southern white man, as a tribute to the nineteenth-century civilization, was in a manner compelled to 

give excuses for his barbarism. His excuses have adapted themselves to the emergency, and are aptly 

outlined by that greatest of all Negroes, Frederick Douglass, in an article of recent date, in which he shows 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/14977/14977-h/14977-h.htm
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that there have been three distinct eras of Southern barbarism, to account for which three distinct excuses 

have been made. 

The first excuse given to the civilized world for the murder of unoffending Negroes was the necessity of 

the white man to repress and stamp out alleged "race riots." For years immediately succeeding the war 

there was an appalling slaughter of colored people, and the wires usually conveyed to northern people 

and the world the intelligence, first, that an insurrection was being planned by Negroes, which, a few 

hours later, would prove to have been vigorously resisted by white men, and controlled with a resulting 

loss of several killed and wounded. It was always a remarkable feature in these insurrections and riots 

that only Negroes were killed during the rioting, and that all the white men escaped unharmed. 

From 1865 to 1872, hundreds of colored men and women were mercilessly murdered and the almost 

invariable reason assigned was that they met their death by being alleged participants in an insurrection 

or riot. But this story at last wore itself out. No insurrection ever materialized; no Negro rioter was ever 

apprehended and proven guilty, and no dynamite ever recorded the black man's protest against 

oppression and wrong. It was too much to ask thoughtful people to believe this transparent story, and the 

southern white people at last made up their minds that some other excuse must be had. 

Then came the second excuse, which had its birth during the turbulent times of reconstruction. By an 

amendment to the Constitution the Negro was given the right of franchise, and, theoretically at least, his 

ballot became his invaluable emblem of citizenship. In a government "of the people, for the people, and 

by the people," the Negro's vote became an important factor in all matters of state and national politics. 

But this did not last long. The southern white man would not consider that the Negro had any right which 

a white man was bound to respect, and the idea of a republican form of government in the southern 

states grew into general contempt. It was maintained that "This is a white man's government," and 

regardless of numbers the white man should rule. "No Negro domination" became the new legend on the 

sanguinary banner of the sunny South, and under it rode the Ku Klux Klan, the Regulators, and the lawless 

mobs, which for any cause chose to murder one man or a dozen as suited their purpose best. It was a 

long, gory campaign; the blood chills and the heart almost loses faith in Christianity when one thinks of 

Yazoo, Hamburg, Edgefield, Copiah, and the countless massacres of defenseless Negroes, whose only 

crime was the attempt to exercise their right to vote. 

But it was a bootless strife for colored people. The government which had made the Negro a citizen found 

itself unable to protect him. It gave him the right to vote, but denied him the protection which should 

have maintained that right. Scourged from his home; hunted through the swamps; hung by midnight 

raiders, and openly murdered in the light of day, the Negro clung to his right of franchise with a heroism 

which would have wrung admiration from the hearts of savages. He believed that in that small white ballot 

there was a subtle something which stood for manhood as well as citizenship, and thousands of brave 

black men went to their graves, exemplifying the one by dying for the other. 

The white man's victory soon became complete by fraud, violence, intimidation and murder. The franchise 

vouchsafed to the Negro grew to be a "barren ideality," and regardless of numbers, the colored people 

found themselves voiceless in the councils of those whose duty it was to rule. With no longer the fear of 

"Negro Domination" before their eyes, the white man's second excuse became valueless. With the 
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Southern governments all subverted and the Negro actually eliminated from all participation in state and 

national elections, there could be no longer an excuse for killing Negroes to prevent "Negro Domination." 

Brutality still continued; Negroes were whipped, scourged, exiled, shot and hung whenever and wherever 

it pleased the white man so to treat them, and as the civilized world with increasing persistency held the 

white people of the South to account for its outlawry, the murderers invented the third excuse—that 

Negroes had to be killed to avenge their assaults upon women. There could be framed no possible excuse 

more harmful to the Negro and more unanswerable if true in its sufficiency for the white man. 

Humanity abhors the assailant of womanhood, and this charge upon the Negro at once placed him beyond 

the pale of human sympathy. With such unanimity, earnestness and apparent candor was this charge 

made and reiterated that the world has accepted the story that the Negro is a monster which the Southern 

white man has painted him. And today, the Christian world feels, that while lynching is a crime, and 

lawlessness and anarchy the certain precursors of a nation's fall, it can not by word or deed, extend 

sympathy or help to a race of outlaws, who might mistake their plea for justice and deem it an excuse for 

their continued wrongs. 

The Negro has suffered much and is willing to suffer more. He recognizes that the wrongs of two centuries 

can not be righted in a day, and he tries to bear his burden with patience for today and be hopeful for 

tomorrow. But there comes a time when the veriest worm will turn, and the Negro feels today that after 

all the work he has done, all the sacrifices he has made, and all the suffering he has endured, if he did not, 

now, defend his name and manhood from this vile accusation, he would be unworthy even of the 

contempt of mankind. It is to this charge he now feels he must make answer. 

If the Southern people in defense of their lawlessness, would tell the truth and admit that colored men 

and women are lynched for almost any offense, from murder to a misdemeanor, there would not now be 

the necessity for this defense. But when they intentionally, maliciously and constantly belie the record 

and bolster up these falsehoods by the words of legislators, preachers, governors and bishops, then the 

Negro must give to the world his side of the awful story. 

A word as to the charge itself. In considering the third reason assigned by the Southern white people for 

the butchery of blacks, the question must be asked, what the white man means when he charges the black 

man with rape. Does he mean the crime which the statutes of the civilized states describe as such? Not 

by any means. With the Southern white man, any mesalliance existing between a white woman and a 

colored man is a sufficient foundation for the charge of rape. The Southern white man says that it is 

impossible for a voluntary alliance to exist between a white woman and a colored man, and therefore, 

the fact of an alliance is a proof of force. In numerous instances where colored men have have been 

lynched on the charge of rape, it was positively known at the time of lynching, and indisputably proven 

after the victim's death, that the relationship sustained between the man and woman was voluntary and 

clandestine, and that in no court of law could even the charge of assault have been successfully 

maintained. 
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It was for the assertion of this fact, in the defense of her own race, that the writer hereof became an exile; 

her property destroyed and her return to her home forbidden under penalty of death, for writing the 

following editorial which was printed in her paper, the Free Speech, in Memphis, Tenn., May 21,1892: 

Eight Negroes lynched since last issue of the Free Speech one at Little Rock, Ark., last Saturday morning 

where the citizens broke(?) into the penitentiary and got their man; three near Anniston, Ala., one near 

New Orleans; and three at Clarksville, Ga., the last three for killing a white man, and five on the same old 

racket—the new alarm about raping white women. The same programme of hanging, then shooting 

bullets into the lifeless bodies was carried out to the letter. Nobody in this section of the country believes 

the old threadbare lie that Negro men rape white women. If Southern white men are not careful, they will 

overreach themselves and public sentiment will have a reaction; a conclusion will then be reached which 

will be very damaging to the moral reputation of their women. 

But threats cannot suppress the truth, and while the Negro suffers the soul deformity, resultant from two 

and a half centuries of slavery, he is no more guilty of this vilest of all vile charges than the white man who 

would blacken his name. 

During all the years of slavery, no such charge was ever made, not even during the dark days of the 

rebellion, when the white man, following the fortunes of war went to do battle for the maintenance of 

slavery. While the master was away fighting to forge the fetters upon the slave, he left his wife and 

children with no protectors save the Negroes themselves. And yet during those years of trust and peril, 

no Negro proved recreant to his trust and no white man returned to a home that had been dispoiled. 

Likewise during the period of alleged "insurrection," and alarming "race riots," it never occurred to the 

white man, that his wife and children were in danger of assault. Nor in the Reconstruction era, when the 

hue and cry was against "Negro Domination," was there ever a thought that the domination would ever 

contaminate a fireside or strike to death the virtue of womanhood. It must appear strange indeed, to 

every thoughtful and candid man, that more than a quarter of a century elapsed before the Negro began 

to show signs of such infamous degeneration. 

In his remarkable apology for lynching, Bishop Haygood, of Georgia, says: "No race, not the most savage, 

tolerates the rape of woman, but it may be said without reflection upon any other people that the 

Southern people are now and always have been most sensitive concerning the honor of their women—

their mothers, wives, sisters and daughters." It is not the purpose of this defense to say one word against 

the white women of the South. Such need not be said, but it is their misfortune that the chivalrous white 

men of that section, in order to escape the deserved execration of the civilized world, should shield 

themselves by their cowardly and infamously false excuse, and call into question that very honor about 

which their distinguished priestly apologist claims they are most sensitive. To justify their own barbarism 

they assume a chivalry which they do not possess. True chivalry respects all womanhood, and no one who 

reads the record, as it is written in the faces of the million mulattoes in the South, will for a minute 

conceive that the southern white man had a very chivalrous regard for the honor due the women of his 

own race or respect for the womanhood which circumstances placed in his power. That chivalry which is 

"most sensitive concerning the honor of women" can hope for but little respect from the civilized world, 
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when it confines itself entirely to the women who happen to be white. Virtue knows no color line, and the 

chivalry which depends upon complexion of skin and texture of hair can command no honest respect. 

When emancipation came to the Negroes, there arose in the northern part of the United States an almost 

divine sentiment among the noblest, purest and best white women of the North, who felt called to a 

mission to educate and Christianize the millions of southern exslaves. From every nook and corner of the 

North, brave young white women answered that call and left their cultured homes, their happy 

associations and their lives of ease, and with heroic determination went to the South to carry light and 

truth to the benighted blacks. It was a heroism no less than that which calls for volunteers for India, Africa 

and the Isles of the sea. To educate their unfortunate charges; to teach them the Christian virtues and to 

inspire in them the moral sentiments manifest in their own lives, these young women braved dangers 

whose record reads more like fiction than fact. They became social outlaws in the South. The peculiar 

sensitiveness of the southern white men for women, never shed its protecting influence about them. No 

friendly word from their own race cheered them in their work; no hospitable doors gave them the 

companionship like that from which they had come. No chivalrous white man doffed his hat in honor or 

respect. They were "Nigger teachers"—unpardonable offenders in the social ethics of the South, and were 

insulted, persecuted and ostracised, not by Negroes, but by the white manhood which boasts of its 

chivalry toward women. 

And yet these northern women worked on, year after year, unselfishly, with a heroism which amounted 

almost to martyrdom. Threading their way through dense forests, working in schoolhouse, in the cabin 

and in the church, thrown at all times and in all places among the unfortunate and lowly Negroes, whom 

they had come to find and to serve, these northern women, thousands and thousands of them, have spent 

more than a quarter of a century in giving to the colored people their splendid lessons for home and heart 

and soul. Without protection, save that which innocence gives to every good woman, they went about 

their work, fearing no assault and suffering none. Their chivalrous protectors were hundreds of miles away 

in their northern homes, and yet they never feared any "great dark-faced mobs," they dared night or day 

to "go beyond their own roof trees." They never complained of assaults, and no mob was ever called into 

existence to avenge crimes against them. Before the world adjudges the Negro a moral monster, a vicious 

assailant of womanhood and a menace to the sacred precincts of home, the colored people ask the 

consideration of the silent record of gratitude, respect, protection and devotion of the millions of the race 

in the South, to the thousands of northern white women who have served as teachers and missionaries 

since the war. 

The Negro may not have known what chivalry was, but he knew enough to preserve inviolate the 

womanhood of the South which was entrusted to his hands during the war. The finer sensibilities of his 

soul may have been crushed out by years of slavery, but his heart was full of gratitude to the white women 

of the North, who blessed his home and inspired his soul in all these years of freedom. Faithful to his trust 

in both of these instances, he should now have the impartial ear of the civilized world, when he dares to 

speak for himself as against the infamy wherewith he stands charged. 

It is his regret, that, in his own defense, he must disclose to the world that degree of dehumanizing 

brutality which fixes upon America the blot of a national crime. Whatever faults and failings other nations 
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may have in their dealings with their own subjects or with other people, no other civilized nation stands 

condemned before the world with a series of crimes so peculiarly national. It becomes a painful duty of 

the Negro to reproduce a record which shows that a large portion of the American people avow anarchy, 

condone murder and defy the contempt of civilization. These pages are written in no spirit of 

vindictiveness, for all who give the subject 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 terrible 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 result of compilations made by white men, of reports sent over the civilized 

world by white men in 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 journals of America, has made a 

specialty of the compilation of statistics touching upon lynching. The data compiled by that journal and 

published to the world January 1, 1894, up to the present time has not been disputed. In order to be safe 

from the charge of exaggeration, the incidents hereinafter reported have been confined to those vouched 

for by the Tribune. 
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Source D: Ida B. Wells speech on “Lynch Laws in All of its Phases”, February 13, 1893 

https://voicesofdemocracy.umd.edu/ida-b-wells-lynch-law-in-all-of-its-phases-13-february-1893/ 

 

IDA B. WELLS, “LYNCH LAW IN ALL ITS PHASES” (13 FEBRUARY 1893) 

[1] I am before the American people to-day through no inclination of my own, but because of a deep-

seated conviction that the country at large does not know the extent to which lynch law prevails in parts 

of the Republic, nor the conditions which force into exile those who speak the truth. I cannot believe 

that the apathy and indifference which so largely obtains regarding mob rule is other than the result of 

ignorance of the true situation. And yet, the observing and thoughtful must know that in one section, at 

least, of our common country, a government of the people, by the people, and for the people, means a 

government by the mob; where the land of the free and home of the brave means a land of lawlessness, 

murder and outrage; and where liberty of speech means the license of might to destroy the business 

and drive from home those who exercise this privilege contrary to the will of the mob. Repeated attacks 

on the life, liberty and happiness of any citizen or class of citizens are attacks on distinctive American 

institutions; such attacks imperiling as they do the foundation of government, law and order, merit the 

thoughtful consideration of far-sighted Americans; not from a standpoint of sentiment, not even so 

much from a standpoint of justice to a weak race, as from a desire to preserve our institutions. 

[2] The race problem or negro question, as it has been called, has been omnipresent and all-pervading 

since long before the Afro-American was raised from the degradation of the slave to the dignity of the 

citizen. It has never been settled because the right methods have not been employed in the solution. It 

is the Banquo’s ghost of politics, religion, and sociology which will not down at the bidding of those who 

are tormented with its ubiquitous appearance on every occasion. Times without number, since invested 

with citizenship, the race has been indicted for ignorance, immorality and general worthlessness 

declared guilty and executed by its self-constituted judges. The operations of law do not dispose of 

negroes fast enough, and lynching bees have become the favorite pastime of the South. As excuse for 

the same, a new cry, as false as it is foul, is raised in an effort to blast race character, a cry which has 

proclaimed to the world that virtue and innocence are violated by Afro-Americans who must be killed 

like wild beasts to protect womanhood and childhood. 

[3] Born and reared in the South, I had never expected to live elsewhere. Until this past year I was one 

among those who believed the condition of the masses gave large excuse for the humiliations and 

proscriptions under which we labored; that when wealth, education and character became more 

general among us, the cause being removed the effect would cease, and justice be accorded to all alike. 

I shared the general belief that good newspapers entering regularly the homes of our people in every 

state could do more to bring about this result than any agency. Preaching the doctrine of self-help, thrift 

and economy every week, they would be the teachers to those who had been deprived of school 

advantages, yet were making history every day–and train to think for themselves our mental children of 

a larger growth. And so, three years ago last June, I became editor and part owner of the Memphis Free 

Speech. As editor, I had occasion to criticize the city School Board’s employment of inefficient teachers 

and poor school-buildings for Afro-American children. I was in the employ of that board at the time, and 

at the close of that school-term one year ago, was not re-elected to a position I had held in the city 
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schools for seven years. Accepting the decision of the Board of Education, I set out to make a race 

newspaper pay–a thing which older and wiser heads said could not be done. But there were enough of 

our people in Memphis and surrounding territory to support a paper, and I believed they would do so. 

With nine months hard work the circulation increased from 1,500 to 3,500; in twelve months it was on a 

good paying basis. Throughout the Mississippi Valley in Arkansas, Tennessee and Mississippi on 

plantations and in towns, the demand for and interest in the paper increased among the masses. The 

newsboys who would not sell it on the trains, voluntarily testified that they had never known colored 

people to demand a paper so eagerly. 

[4] To make the paper a paying business I became advertising agent, solicitor, as well as editor, and was 

continually on the go. Wherever I went among the people, I gave them in church, school, public 

gatherings, and home, the benefit of my honest conviction that maintenance of character, money 

getting and education would finally solve our problem and that it depended on us to say how soon this 

would be brought about. This sentiment bore good fruit in Memphis. We had nice homes, 

representatives in almost every branch of business and profession, and refined society. We had learned 

that helping each other helped all, and every well-conducted business by Afro-Americans prospered. 

With all our proscription in theatres, hotels and on railroads, we had never had a lynching and did not 

believe we could have one. There had been lynchings and brutal outrages of all sorts in our own state 

and those adjoining us, but we had confidence and pride in our city and the majesty of its laws. So far in 

advance of other Southern cities was ours, we were content to endure the evils we had, to labor and to 

wait. 

[5] But there was a rude awakening. On the morning of March 9, the bodies of three of our best young 

men were found in an old field horribly shot to pieces. These young men had owned and operated the 

“People’s Grocery,” situated at what was known as the Curve–a suburb made up almost entirely of 

colored people–about a mile from city limits. Thomas Moss, one of the oldest letter-carriers in the city, 

was president of the company, Calvin McDowell was manager and Will Stewart was a clerk. There were 

about ten other stockholders, all colored men. The young men were well known and popular and their 

business flourished, and that of Barrett, a white grocer who kept store there before the “People’s 

Grocery” was established, went down. One day an officer came to the “People’s Grocery” and inquired 

for a colored man who lived in the neighborhood, and for whom the officer had a warrant. Barrett was 

with him and when McDowell said he knew nothing as to the whereabouts of the man for whom they 

were searching, Barrett, not the officer, then accused McDowell of harboring the man, and McDowell 

gave the lie. Barrett drew his pistol and struck McDowell with it; thereupon McDowell, who was a tall, 

fine-looking six-footer, took Barrett’s pistol from him, knocked him down and gave him a good 

thrashing, while Will Stewart, the clerk, kept the special officer at bay. Barrett went to town, swore out a 

warrant for their arrest on a charge of assault and battery. McDowell went before the Criminal Court, 

immediately gave bond and returned to his store. Barrett then threatened (to use his own words) that 

he was going to clean out the whole store. Knowing how anxious he was to destroy their business, these 

young men consulted a lawyer who told them they were justified in defending themselves if attacked, as 

they were a mile beyond city limits and police protection. They accordingly armed several of their 

friends not to assail, but to resist the threatened Saturday night attack. 
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[6] When they saw Barrett enter the front door and a half dozen men at the rear door at 11 o’clock that 

night, they supposed the attack was on and immediately fired into the crowd, wounding three men. 

These men, dressed in citizen’s clothes, turned out to be deputies who claimed to be hunting another 

man for whom they had a warrant, and whom any one of them could have arrested without trouble. 

When these men found they had fired upon officers of the law, they threw away their firearms and 

submitted to arrest, confident they should establish their innocence of intent to fire upon officers of the 

law. The daily papers in flaming headlines roused the evil passions of the whites, denounced these poor 

boys in unmeasured terms, nor permitted them a word in their own defense. 

[7] The neighborhood of the Curve was searched next day, and about thirty persons were thrown into 

jail, charged with conspiracy. No communication was to be had with friends any of the three days these 

men were in jail; bail was refused and Thomas Moss was not allowed to eat the food his wife prepared 

for him. The judge is reported to have said, “Any one can see them after three days.” They were seen 

after three days, but they were no longer able to respond to the greetings of friends. On Tuesday 

following the shooting at the grocery, the papers which had made much of the sufferings of the 

wounded deputies, and promised it would go hard with those who did the shooting, if they died, 

announced that the officers were all out of danger, and would recover. The friends of the prisoners 

breathed more easily and relaxed their vigilance. They felt that as the officers would not die, there was 

no danger that in the heat of passion the prisoners would meet violent death at the hands of the mob. 

Besides, we had such confidence in the law. But the law did not provide capital punishment for shooting 

which did not kill. So the mob did what the law could not be made to do, as a lesson to the Afro-

American that he must not shoot a white man, no matter what the provocation. The same night after 

the announcement was made in the papers that the officers would get well, the mob, in obedience to a 

plan known to every prominent white man in the city, went to the jail between two and three o’clock in 

the morning, dragged out these young men, hatless and shoeless, put them on the yard engine of the 

railroad which was in waiting just behind the jail, carried them a mile north of city limits and horribly 

shot them to death while the locomotive at a given signal let off steam and blew the whistle to deaden 

the sound of the firing. 

[8] “It was done by unknown men,” said the jury, yet the Appeal-Avalanche, which goes to press at 3 

a.m., had a two-column account of the lynching. The papers also told how McDowell got hold of the 

guns of the mob, and as his grasp could not be loosened, his hand was shattered with a pistol ball and all 

the lower part of his face was torn away. There were four pools of blood found and only three bodies. It 

was whispered that he, McDowell, killed one of the lynchers with his gun, and it is well known that a 

policeman who was seen on the street a few days previous to the lynching, died very suddenly the next 

day after. 

[9] “It was done by unknown parties,” said the jury, yet the papers told how Tom Moss begged for his 

life, for the sake of his wife, his little daughter and his unborn infant. They also told us that his last words 

were, “If you will kill us, turn our faces to the West.” 

[10] All this we learned too late to save these men, even if the law had not been in the hands of their 

murderers. When the colored people realized that the flower of our young manhood had been stolen 
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away at night and murdered, there was a rush for firearms to avenge the wrong, but no house would 

sell a colored man a gun; the armory of the Tennessee Rifles, our only colored military company, and of 

which McDowell was a member, was broken into by order of the Criminal Court judge, and its guns 

taken. One hundred men and irresponsible boys from fifteen years and up were armed by order of the 

authorities and rushed out to the Curve, where it was reported that the colored people were massing, 

and at point of the bayonet dispersed these men who could do nothing but talk. The cigars, wines, etc., 

of the grocery stock were freely used by the mob, who possessed the place on pretence of dispersing 

the conspiracy. The money drawer was broken into and contents taken. The trunk of Calvin McDowell, 

who had a room in the store, was broken open, and his clothing, which was not good enough to take 

away, was thrown out and trampled on the floor. 

[11] These men were murdered, their stock was attached by creditors and sold for less than one-eighth 

of its cost to that same man Barrett, who is to-day running his grocery in the same place. He had indeed 

kept his word, and by aid of the authorities destroyed the People’s Grocery Company root and branch. 

The relatives of Will Stewart and Calvin McDowell are bereft of their protectors. The baby daughter of 

Tom Moss, too young to express how she misses her father, toddles to the wardrobe, seizes the legs of 

the trousers of his letter-carrier uniform, hugs and kisses them with evident delight and stretches up her 

little hands to be taken up into the arms which will nevermore clasp his daughter’s form. His wife holds 

Thomas Moss, Jr., in her arms, upon whose unconscious baby face the tears fall thick and fast when she 

is thinking of the sad fate of the father he will never see, and of the two helpless children who cling to 

her for the support she cannot give. Although these men were, law-abiding citizens of this country, we 

are told there can be no punishment for their murderers nor indemnity for their relatives. 

[12] I have no power to describe the feeling of horror that possessed every member of the race in 

Memphis when the truth dawned upon us that the protection of the law which we had so long enjoyed 

was no longer ours; all this had been destroyed in a night, and the barriers of the law had been thrown 

down, and the guardians of the public peace and confidence scoffed away into the shadows, and all 

authority given into the hands of the mob, and innocent men cut down as if they were brutes-the first 

feeling was one of utter dismay, then intense indignation. Vengeance was whispered from ear to ear, 

but sober reflection brought the conviction that it would be extreme folly to seek vengeance when such 

action meant certain death for the men, and horrible slaughter for the women and children, as one of 

the evening papers took care to remind us. The power of the State, country and city, the civil authorities 

and the strong arm of the military power were all on the side of the mob and of lawlessness. Few of our 

men possessed firearms, our only company’s guns were confiscated, and the only white man who would 

sell a colored man a gun, was himself jailed, and his store closed. We were helpless in our great 

strength. It was our first object lesson in the doctrine of white supremacy; an illustration of the South’s 

cardinal principle that no matter what the attainments, character or standing of an Afro-American, the 

laws of the South will not protect him against a white man. 

[13] There was only one thing we could do, and a great determination seized upon the people to follow 

the advice of the martyred Moss, and “turn our faces to the West,” whose laws protect all alike. The 

Free Speech supported by our ministers and leading business men advised the people to leave a 

community whose laws did not protect them. Hundreds left on foot to walk four hundred miles between 
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Memphis and Oklahoma. A Baptist minister went to the territory, built a church, and took his entire 

congregation out in less than a month. Another minister sold his church and took his flock to California, 

and still another has settled in Kansas. In two months, six thousand persons had left the city and every 

branch of business began to feel this silent resentment of the outrage, and failure of the authorities to 

punish the lynchers. There were a number of business failures and blocks of houses were for rent. The 

superintendent and treasurer of the street railway company called at the office of the Free Speech, to 

have us urge the colored people to ride again on the street cars. A real estate dealer said to a colored 

man who returned some property he had been buying on the installment plan: “I don’t see what you 

‘niggers’ are cutting up about. You got off light. We first intended to kill every one of those thirty-one 

‘niggers’ in jail, but concluded to let all go but the ‘leaders-‘ ” They did let all go to the penitentiary. 

These so-called rioters have since been tried in the Criminal Court for the conspiracy of defending their 

property, and are now serving terms of three, eight, and fifteen years each in the Tennessee State 

prison. 

[14] To restore the equilibrium and put a stop to the great financial loss, the next move was to get rid of 

the Free Speech,-the disturbing element which kept the waters troubled; which would not let the 

people forget, and in obedience to whose advice nearly six thousand persons had left the city. In casting 

about for an excuse, the mob found it in the following editorial which appeared in the Memphis Free 

Speech,-May 21, 1892: “Eight negroes lynched in one week. Since last issue of the Free Speech one was 

lynched at Little Rock, Ark., where the citizens broke into the penitentiary and got their man; three near 

Anniston, Ala., and one in New Orleans, all on the same charge, the new alarm of assaulting white 

women-and three near Clarksville, Ga., for killing a white man. The same program of hanging-then 

shooting bullets into the lifeless bodies was carried out to the letter. Nobody in this section of the 

country believes the old threadbare lie that negro men rape white women. If Southern white men are 

not careful they will overreach themselves, and public sentiment will have a reaction. A conclusion will 

then be reached which will be very damaging to the moral reputation of their women.” Commenting on 

this, The Daily Commercial of Wednesday following said: “Those negroes who are attempting to make 

lynching of individuals of their race a means for arousing the worst passions of their kind, are playing 

with a dangerous sentiment. The negroes may as well understand that there is no mercy for the negro 

rapist, and little patience with his defenders. A negro organ printed in this city in a recent issue 

published the following atrocious paragraph: ‘Nobody in this section believes the old threadbare lie that 

negro men rape white women. If Southern white men are not careful they will overreach themselves, 

and public sentiment will have a reaction. A conclusion will be reached which will be very damaging to 

the moral reputation of their women.’ The fact that a black scoundrel is allowed to live and utter such 

loathsome and repulsive calumnies is a volume of evidence as to the wonderful patience of Southern 

whites. There are some things the Southern white man will not tolerate, and the obscene intimidation of 

the foregoing has brought the writer to the very uttermost limit of public patience. We hope we have 

said enough.” 

[15] The Evening Scimitar of the same day copied this leading editorial and added this comment: 

“Patience under such circumstances is not a virtue. If the negroes themselves do not apply the remedy 

without delay, it will be the duty of those he has attacked, to tie the wretch who utters these calumnies 
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to a stake at the intersection of Main and Madison streets, brand him in the forehead with a hot iron 

and-” 

[16] Such open suggestions by the leading daily papers of the progressive city of Memphis were acted 

upon by the leading citizens and a meeting was held at the Cotton Exchange that evening. The 

Commercial two days later had the following account of it: 

ATROCIOUS BLACKGUARDISM. 

There will be no Lynching and no Repetition of the Offense. 

[17] In its issue of Wednesday The Commercial reproduced and commented upon an editorial which 

appeared a day or two before in a negro organ known as the Free Speech. The article was so 

insufferably and indecently slanderous that the whole city awoke to a feeling of intense resentment 

which came within an ace of culminating in one of those occurrences whose details are so eagerly seized 

and so prominently published by Northern newspapers. Conservative counsels, however, prevailed, and 

no extreme measures were resorted to. On Wednesday afternoon a meeting of citizens was held. It was 

not an assemblage of hoodlums or irresponsible fire-eaters, but solid, substantial business men who 

knew exactly what they were doing and who were far more indignant at the villainous insult to the 

women of the South than they would have been at any injury done themselves. This meeting appointed 

a committee to seek the author of the infamous editorial and warn him quietly that upon repetition of 

the offense he would find some other part of the country a good deal safer and pleasanter place of 

residence than this. The committee called on a negro preacher named Nightingale, but he disclaimed 

responsibility and convinced the gentlemen that he had really sold out his paper to a woman named 

Wells. This woman is not in Memphis at present. It was finally learned that one Fleming, a negro who 

was driven out of Crittenden Co. during the trouble there a few years ago, wrote the paragraph. He had, 

however, heard of the meeting, and fled from a fate which he feared was in store for him, and which he 

knew he deserved. His whereabouts could not be ascertained, and the committee so reported. Later on, 

a communication from Fleming to a prominent Republican politician, and that politician’s reply were 

shown to one or two gentlemen. The former was an inquiry as to whether the writer might safely return 

to Memphis, the latter was an emphatic answer in the negative, and Fleming is still in hiding. Nothing 

further will be done in the matter. There will be no lynching, and it is very certain there will be no 

repetition of the outrage. If there should be-Friday, May 25. 

[18] The only reason there was no lynching of Mr. Fleming [,] who was business manager and half owner 

of the Free Speech, and who did not write the editorial, was because this same white Republican told 

him the committee was coming, and warned him not to trust them, but get out of the way. The 

committee scoured the city hunting him, and had to be content with Mr. Nightingale who was dragged 

to the meeting, shamefully abused (although it was known he had sold out his interest in the paper six 

months before). He was struck in the face and forced at the pistol’s point to sign a letter which was 

written by them, in which he denied all knowledge of the editorial, denounced and condemned it as 

slander on white women. I do not censure Mr. Nightingale for his action because, having never been at 

the pistol’s point myself, I do not feel that I am competent to sit in judgment on him, or say what I would 

do under such circumstances. 
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[19] I had written that editorial with other matter for the week’s paper before leaving home the Friday 

previous for the General Conference of the A.M.E. Church in Philadelphia. Conference adjourned 

Tuesday, and Thursday, May 25, at 3 p.m., I landed in New York City for a few days’ stay before 

returning home, and there learned from the papers that my business manager had been driven away 

and the paper suspended. Telegraphing for news, I received telegrams and letters in return informing 

me that the trains were being watched, that I was to be dumped into the river and beaten, if not killed; 

it had been learned that I wrote the editorial and I was to be hanged in front of the court-house and my 

face bled if I returned, and I was implored by my friends to remain away. The creditors attached the 

office in the meantime and the outfit was sold without more ado, thus destroying effectually that which 

it had taken years to build. One prominent insurance agent publicly declares he will make it his business 

to shoot me down on sight if I return to Memphis in twenty years, while a leading white lady had 

remarked that she was opposed to the lynching of those three men in March, but she did wish there was 

some way by which I could be gotten back and lynched. 

[20] I have been censured for writing that editorial, but when I think of the five men who were lynched 

that week for assault on white women and that not a week passes but some poor soul is violently 

ushered into eternity on this trumped-up charge, knowing the many things I do, and part of which I tried 

to tell in the New York Age of June 25, (and in the pamphlets I have with me) seeing that the whole race 

in the South was injured in the estimation of the world because of these false reports, I could no longer 

hold my peace, and I feel, yes, I am sure, that if it had to be done over again (provided no one else was 

the loser save myself) I would do and say the very same again. 

[21] The lawlessness here described is not confined to one locality. In the past ten years over a thousand 

colored men, women and children have been butchered, murdered and burnt in all parts of the South. 

The details of these horrible outrages seldom reach beyond the narrow world where they occur. Those 

who commit the murders write the reports, and hence these lasting blots upon the honor of a nation 

cause but a faint ripple on the outside world. They arouse no great indignation and call forth no 

adequate demand for justice. The victims were black, and the reports are so written as to make it 

appear that the helpless creatures deserved the fate which overtook them. 

[22] Not so with the Italian lynching of 1891. They were not black men, and three of them were not 

citizens of the Republic, but subjects of the King of Italy. The chief of police of New Orleans was shot and 

eleven Italians were arrested charged with the murder; they were tried and the jury disagreed; the 

good, law-abiding citizens of New Orleans thereupon took them from the jail and lynched them at high 

noon. A feeling of horror ran through the nation at this outrage. All Europe was amazed. The Italian 

government demanded thorough investigation and redress, and the Federal Government promised to 

give the matter the consideration which was its due. The diplomatic relations between the two 

countries became very much strained and for a while war talk was freely indulged. Here was a case 

where the power of the Federal Government to protect its own citizens and redeem its pledges to a 

friendly power was put to the test. When our State Department called upon the authorities of Louisiana 

for investigation of the crime and punishment of the criminals, the United States government was told 

that the crime was strictly within the authority of the State of Louisiana, and Louisiana would attend to 

it. After a farcical investigation, the usual verdict in such cases was rendered: “Death at the hand of 
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parties unknown to the jury,” the same verdict which has been pronounced over the bodies of over 

1,000 colored persons! Our general government has thus admitted that it has no jurisdiction over the 

crimes committed at New Orleans upon citizens of the country, nor upon those citizens of a friendly 

power to whom the general government and not the State government has pledged protection. Not 

only has our general government made the confession that one of the states is greater than the Union, 

but the general government has paid $25,000 of the people’s money to the King of Italy for the lynching 

of those three subjects, the evil-doing of one State, over which it has no control, but for whose 

lawlessness the whole country must pay. The principle involved in the treaty power of the government 

has not yet been settled to the satisfaction of foreign powers; but the principle involved in the right of 

State jurisdiction in such matters, was settled long ago by the decision of the United States Supreme 

Court. 

[23] I beg your patience while we look at another phase of the lynching mania. We have turned 

heretofore to the pages of ancient and medieval history, to Roman tyranny, the Jesuitical Inquisition of 

Spain for the spectacle of a human being burnt to death. In the past ten years three instances, at least, 

have been furnished where men have literally been roasted to death to appease the fury of Southern 

mobs. The Texarkana instance of last year and the Paris, Texas, case of this month are the most recent 

as they are the most shocking and repulsive. Both were charged with crimes from which the laws 

provide adequate punishment. The Texarkana man, Ed Coy, was charge with assaulting a white woman. 

A mob pronounced him guilty, strapped him to a tree, chipped the flesh from his body, poured coal oil 

over him and the woman in the case set fire to him. The country looked on and in many cases 

applauded, because it was published that this man had violated the honor of the white woman, 

although he protested his innocence to the last. Judge Tourgee in the Chicago Inter-Ocean of recent 

date says investigation has shown that Ed Coy had supported this woman, (who was known to be of bad 

character,) and her drunken husband for over a year previous to the burning. 

[24] The Paris, Texas, burning of Henry Smith, February 1st, has exceeded all the others in its horrible 

details. The man was drawn through the streets on a float, as the Roman generals used to parade their 

trophies of war, while the scaffold ten feet high, was being built, and irons were heated in the fire. He 

was bound on it, and red-hot irons began at his feet and slowly branded his body, while the mob howled 

with delight at his shrieks. Red hot irons were run down his throat and cooked his tongue; his eyes were 

burned out, and when he was at last unconscious, cotton seed hulls were placed under him, coal oil 

poured all over him, and a torch applied to the mass. When the flames burned away the ropes which 

bound Smith and scorched his flesh, he was brought back to sensibility and burned and maimed and 

sightless as he was, he rolled off the platform and away from the fire. His half-cooked body was seized 

and trampled and thrown back into the flames while a mob of twenty thousand persons who came from 

all over the country howled with delight, and gathered up some buttons and ashes after all was over to 

preserve for relics. This man was charged with outraging and murdering a four-year-old white child, 

covering her body with brush, sleeping beside her through the night, then making his escape. If true, it 

was the deed of a madman, and should have been clearly proven so. The fact that no time for 

verification of the newspaper reports was given, is suspicious, especially when I remember that a negro 

was lynched in Indianola, Sharkey Co., Miss., last summer. The dispatches said it was because he had 
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assaulted the sheriff’s eight-year-old daughter. The girl was more than eighteen years old and was found 

by her father in this man’s room, who was a servant on the place. 

[25] These incidents have been made the basis of this terrible story because they overshadow all others 

of a like nature in cruelty and represent the legal phases of the whole question. They could be multiplied 

without number and each outrival the other in the fiendish cruelty exercised, and the frequent awful 

lawlessness exhibited. The following table shows the number of black men lynched from January 1, 

1882, to January 1, 1892: In 1882,52; 1883,39; 1884,53; 1885, 77; 1886, 73; 1887, 70; 1888, 72; 1889, 

95; 1890, 100; 1891, 169. Of these 728 black men who were murdered, 269 were charged with rape, 

253 with murder, 44 with robbery, 37 with incendiarism, 32 with reasons unstated (it was not necessary 

to have a reason), 27 with race prejudice, 13 with quarreling with white men, 10 with making threats, 7 

with rioting, 5 with miscegenation, 4 with burglary. One of the men lynched in 1891 was Will Lewis, who 

was lynched because “he was drunk and saucy to white folks.” A woman who was one of the 73 victims 

in 1886, was hung in Jackson, Tenn., because the white woman for whom she cooked, died suddenly of 

poisoning. An examination showed arsenical poisoning. A search in the cook’s room found rat poison. 

She was thrown into jail, and when the mob had worked itself up to the lynching pitch, she was dragged 

out, every stitch of clothing torn from her body, and was hung in the public court house square in sight 

of everybody. That white woman’s husband has since died, in the insane asylum, a raving maniac, and 

his ravings have led to the conclusion that he and not the cook, was the poisoner of his wife. A fifteen-

year-old colored girl was lynched last spring, at Rayville, La., on the same charge of poisoning. A woman 

was also lynched at Hollendale, Miss., last spring, charged with being an accomplice in the murder of her 

white paramour who had abused her. These were only two of the 159 persons lynched in the South 

from January 1, 1892, to January 1, 1893. Over a dozen black men have been lynched already since this 

new year set in, and the year is not yet two months old. 

[26] It will thus be seen that neither age, sex nor decency are spared. Although the impression has gone 

abroad that most of the lynchings take place because of assaults on white women only one-third of the 

number lynched in the past ten years have been charged with that offense, to say nothing of those who 

were not guilty of the charge. And according to law none of them were guilty until proven so. But the 

unsupported word of any white person for any cause is sufficient to cause a lynching. So bold have the 

lynchers become, masks are laid aside, the temples of justice and strongholds of law are invaded in 

broad daylight and prisoners taken out and lynched, while governors of states and officers of law stand 

by and see the work well done. 

[27] And yet this Christian nation, the flower of the nineteenth century civilization, says it can do nothing 

to stop this inhuman slaughter. The general government is willingly powerless to send troops to protect 

the lives of its black citizens, but the state governments are free to use state troops to shoot them down 

like cattle, when in desperation the black men attempt to defend themselves, and then tell the world 

that it was necessary to put down a “race war.” 

[28] Persons unfamiliar with the condition of affairs in the Southern States do not credit the truth when 

it is told them. They cannot conceive how such a condition of affairs prevails so near them with steam 

power, telegraph wires and printing presses in daily and hourly touch with the localities where such 
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disorder reigns. In a former generation the ancestors of these same people refused to believe that 

slavery was the “league with death and the covenant with hell.” Wm. Lloyd Garrison declared it to be, 

until he was thrown into a dungeon in Baltimore, until the signal lights of Nat Turner lit the dull skies of 

Northampton County, and until sturdy old John Brown made his attach on Harper’s Ferry. When 

freedom of speech was martyred in the person of Elijah Lovejoy at Alton, when the liberty of free-

discussion in Senate of the Nation’s Congress was struck down in the person of the fearless Charles 

Sumner, the Nation was at last convinced that slavery was not only a monster by a tyrant. That same 

tyrant is at work under a new name and guise. The lawlessness which has been here described is like 

unto that which prevailed under slavery. The very same forces are at work now as then. The attempt is 

being made to subject to a condition of civil and industrial dependence, those whom the Constitution 

declares to be free men. The events which have led up to the present wide-spread lawlessness in the 

South can be traced to the very first year Lee’s conquered veterans marched from Appomattox to their 

homes in the Southland. They were conquered in war, but not in spirit. They believed as firmly as ever 

that it was their right to rule black men and dictate to the National Government. The Knights of White 

Liners, and the Ku Klux Klans were composed of veterans of the Confederate army who were 

determined to destroy the effect of all the slave had gained by the war. They finally accomplished their 

purpose in 1876. The right of the Afro-American to vote and hold office remains in the Federal 

Constitution, but is destroyed in the constitution of the Southern states. Having destroyed the 

citizenship of the man, they are now trying to destroy the manhood of the citizen. All their laws are 

shaped to this end, school laws, railroad car regulations, those governing labor liens on crops, every 

device is adopted to make slaves of free men and rob them of their wages. Whenever a malicious law is 

violated in any of its parts, any farmer, any railroad conductor, or merchant can call together a posse of 

his neighbors and punish even with death the black man who resists and the legal authorities sanction 

what is done by failing to prosecute and punish the murders. The Repeal of the Civil Rights Law removed 

their last barrier and the black man’s last bulwark and refuge. The rule of the mob is absolute. 

[29] Those who know this recital to be true, say there is nothing they can do they cannot interfere and 

vainly hope by further concession to placate the imperious and dominating part of our country in which 

this lawlessness prevails. Because this country has been almost rent in twain by internal dissension, the 

other sections seem virtually to have agreed that the best way to heal the breach is to permit the taking 

away of civil, political, and even human rights, to stand by in silence and utter indifference while the 

South continues to wreak fiendish vengeance on the irresponsible cause. They pretend to believe that 

with all the machinery of law and government in its hands; with the jails and penitentiaries and convict 

farms filled with petty race criminals; with the well-known fact that no negro has ever been known to 

escape conviction and punishment for any crime in the South still there are those who try to justify and 

condone the lynching of over a thousand black men in less than ten years an average of one hundred a 

year. The public sentiment of the country, by its silence in press, pulpit and in public meetings has 

encouraged this state of affairs, and public sentiment is stronger than law. With all the country’s 

disposition to condone and temporize with the South and its methods; with its many instances of 

sacrificing principle to prejudice for the sake of making friends and healing the breach made by the late 

war; of going into the lawless country with capital to build up its waste places and remaining silent in the 

presence of outrage and wrong the South is as vindictive and bitter as ever. She is willing to make 
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friends as long as she is permitted to pursue unmolested and uncensured, her course of proscription, 

injustice, outrage and vituperation. The malignant misrepresentation of General Butler, the uniformly 

indecent and abusive assault of this dead man whose only crime was a defence of his country, is a 

recent proof that the South has lost none of its bitterness. The Nashville American, one of the leading 

papers of one of the leading southern cities, gleefully announced editorially that ” ‘The Beast is dead.’ 

Early yesterday morning, acting under the devil’s orders, the angel of Death took Ben Butler and landed 

him in the lowest depths of hell, and we pity even the devil the possession he has secured.” The men 

who wrote these editorials are without exception young men who know nothing of slavery and scarcely 

anything of the war. The bitterness and hatred have been instilled in and taught them by their parents, 

and they are men who make and reflect the sentiment of their section. The South spares nobody else’s 

feelings, and it seems a queer logic that when it comes to a question of right, involving lives of citizens 

and the honor of the government, the South’s feelings must be respected and spared. 

[30] Do you ask the remedy? A public sentiment strong against lawlessness must be aroused. Every 

individual can contribute to this awakening. When a sentiment against lynch law as strong, deep and 

mighty as that roused against slavery prevails, I have no fear of the result. It should be already 

established as a fact and not as a theory, that every human being must have a fair trial for his life and 

liberty, no matter what the charge against him. When a demand goes up from fearless and persistent 

reformers from press and pulpit, from industrial and moral associations that this shall be so from Maine 

to Texas and from ocean to ocean, a way will be found to make it so. 

[31] In deference to the few words of condemnation uttered at the M.E. General Conference last year, 

and by other organizations, Governors Hogg of Texas, Northern of Georgia, and Tillman of South 

Carolina, have issued proclamations offering rewards for the apprehension of lynchers. These rewards 

have never been claimed, and these governors knew they would not be when offered. In many cases 

they knew the ringleaders of the mobs. The prosecuting attorney of Shelby County, Tenn., wrote 

Governor Buchanan to offer a reward for the arrest of the lynchers of three young men murdered in 

Memphis. Everybody in that city and state knew well that the letter was written for the sake of effect 

and the governor did not even offer the reward. But the country at large deluded itself with the belief 

that the officials of the South and the leading citizens condemned lynching. The lynchings go on in spite 

of offered rewards, and in face of Governor Hogg’s vigorous talk, the second man was burnt alive in his 

state with the utmost deliberation and publicity. Since he sent a message to the legislature the mob 

found and hung Henry Smith’s stepson, because he refused to tell where Smith was when they were 

hunting for him. Public sentiment which shall denounce these crimes in season and out; public 

sentiment which turns capital and immigration from a section given over to lawlessness; public 

sentiment which insists on the punishment of criminals and lynchers by law must be aroused. 

[32] It is no wonder in my mind that the party which stood for thirty years as the champion of human 

liberty and human rights, the party of great moral ideas, should suffer overwhelming defeat when it has 

proven recreant to its professions and abandoned a position it created; when although its followers 

were being outraged in every sense, it was afraid to stand for the right, and appeal to the American 

people to sustain them in it. It put aside the question of a free ballot and fair count of every citizen and 

gave its voice and influence for the protection of the coat instead of the man who wore it, for the 
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product of labor instead of the laborer; for the seal of citizenship rather than the citizen, and insisted 

upon the evils of free trade instead of the sacredness of free speech. I am no politician but I believe if 

the Republican party had met the issues squarely for human rights instead of the tariff it would have 

occupied a different position to-day. The voice of the people is the voice of God, and I long with all the 

intensity of my soul for the Garrison, Douglass, Sumner, Whittier, and Phillips who shall rouse this nation 

to a demand that from Greenland’s icy mountains to the coral reefs of the Southern seas, mob rule shall 

be put down and equal and exact justice be accorded to every citizen of whatever race, who finds a 

home within the borders of the land of the free and the home of the brave. 

[33] Then no longer will our national hymn be sounding brass and a tinkling cymbal, but every member 

of this great composite nation will be a living, harmonious illustration of the words, and all can honestly 

and gladly join in singing: 

[34] My country! ’tis of thee, Sweet land of liberty 

Of thee I sing. 

Land where our fathers died, 

Land of the Pilgrim’s pride, 

From every mountain side 

Freedom does ring. 

Textual Authentication Information 
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Additional Resources 

These are some additional resources to use to talk about the life of Ida B. Wells. They can be used 

instead of some of the featured sources if they are more accessible to the students in your class.  

• New York Heritage Digital Collection 

o https://cdm16694.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/NYCCH/id/567  

o https://cdm16694.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/NYCCH/id/658/ University of 

Chicago Library 

o https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/ead/pdf/ibwells-0008-008-06.pdf  

o https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/ead/pdf/ibwells-0008-008-05.pdf 

o https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/ead/pdf/ibwells-0008-008-04.pdf 

• Alpha Suffrage Club:  

o https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/ead/pdf/ibwells-0008-009-07.pdf 

• Interview transcript: 

o  https://evekathygean.wordpress.com/interview-ida-b-wells/ 

• Primary Source: Opinion piece from The Courier journal  in Chicago, November 8, 1868  

o https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/ead/pdf/ibwells-0010-004-07.pdf 

 

  

https://cdm16694.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/NYCCH/id/567
https://cdm16694.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/NYCCH/id/658/
https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/ead/pdf/ibwells-0008-008-06.pdf
https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/ead/pdf/ibwells-0008-008-05.pdf
https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/ead/pdf/ibwells-0008-008-04.pdf
https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/ead/pdf/ibwells-0008-009-07.pdf
https://evekathygean.wordpress.com/interview-ida-b-wells/
https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/ead/pdf/ibwells-0010-004-07.pdf
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Close Reading Strategy for Dense Documents: 

https://www.ljhs.org/pdf/Close_Reading_Strategy_parents_guide.pdf  

 

 

  

https://www.ljhs.org/pdf/Close_Reading_Strategy_parents_guide.pdf
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Supporting Question #3 

Supporting 

Question 

What is Ida B. Wells’ legacy? 

Formative 

Performance 

Task 

Students will complete a RAFT task designed to connect their new knowledge 

about Ida B. Wells with the legacy that she has left for people today.  

Featured 

Sources 

Source A: “Legacy of Ida B. Wells Through Her Great-Granddaughter’s Eyes” from 

the Chicago Defender by Donna Montgomery, July 19, 2020 

https://chicagodefender.com/legacy-of-ida-b-wells-through-her-great-

granddaughters-eyes/#/?playlistId=0&videoId=0 

 

Source B: Remembering Ida B. Wells’ Legacy: An Educator, Feminist, and Anti-

Lynching Civil Rights Leader  

https://www.teenvogue.com/story/ida-b-wells-legacy-educator-feminist-anti-

lynching-civil-rights-leader 

 

Source C: Interview with daughter (with audio): 

https://studsterkel.wfmt.com/programs/alfreda-wells-discusses-her-mother-ida-

b-wells-barnett-and-her-book-crusade-justice-0 

 

Source D: Advocacy in Journalism: 

https://edsitement.neh.gov/media-resources/backstory-behind-bylines-

advocacy-journalism-america 

 

 

Supporting Question 

 This supporting question askes students to pull together the knowledge that they gained from 

the first two formative assessments and evaluate Ida B. Wells’ legacy as a journalist and civil right 

leader.  

 

Formative Performance Task/rubric 

This formative assessment will require students to place themselves in the role of speechwriter 

for a member of the Ida B. Wells Society (https://idabwellssociety.org/ ) and  create a digital 

presentation for teenagers about Ida B. Wells’ legacy. Students will complete a RAFT task 

(http://www.readwritethink.org/professional-development/strategy-guides/using-raft-writing-strategy-

30625.html)  designed to connect their new knowledge about Ida B. Wells with the legacy that she has 

left for people today. This activity requires students to understand, analyze and explain their 

understanding of Ida B. Wells and her legacy.  The assignment will have the following structure”  

• Role: Speechwriter for Nikole Hannah Jones or another member of the Ida B. Wells Society  

• Audience: Teenagers 

• Format: 5- 10-minute Flip grid Video to celebration Women’s History Month 

https://chicagodefender.com/legacy-of-ida-b-wells-through-her-great-granddaughters-eyes/#/?playlistId=0&videoId=0
https://chicagodefender.com/legacy-of-ida-b-wells-through-her-great-granddaughters-eyes/#/?playlistId=0&videoId=0
https://www.teenvogue.com/story/ida-b-wells-legacy-educator-feminist-anti-lynching-civil-rights-leader
https://www.teenvogue.com/story/ida-b-wells-legacy-educator-feminist-anti-lynching-civil-rights-leader
https://studsterkel.wfmt.com/programs/alfreda-wells-discusses-her-mother-ida-b-wells-barnett-and-her-book-crusade-justice-0
https://studsterkel.wfmt.com/programs/alfreda-wells-discusses-her-mother-ida-b-wells-barnett-and-her-book-crusade-justice-0
https://edsitement.neh.gov/media-resources/backstory-behind-bylines-advocacy-journalism-america
https://edsitement.neh.gov/media-resources/backstory-behind-bylines-advocacy-journalism-america
https://idabwellssociety.org/
http://www.readwritethink.org/professional-development/strategy-guides/using-raft-writing-strategy-30625.html
http://www.readwritethink.org/professional-development/strategy-guides/using-raft-writing-strategy-30625.html
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• Topic: What was Ida B. Wells legacy for African Americans, women and working journalists 

today? 

 

 

http://www.readwritethink.org/files/resources/printouts/RAFTWriting.pdf    

http://www.readwritethink.org/files/resources/printouts/RAFTWriting.pdf
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Featured Sources 

The sources for the final performance task include a media story from the NEH, an article from 

Teen Vogue and he Chicago Defender and interview from Ida B. Wells daughter.  

 

Source A: “Legacy of Ida B. Wells Through Her Great-Granddaughter’s Eyes” from the Chicago Defender 

by Donna Montgomery, July 19, 2020 

 This article is a quick synopsis of Id’s a B. Wells’ life and talks about her great-granddaughter’s 

thoughts. This article provides students with the opportunity to begin making connections between the 

actions of Ida B. Wells and her legacy.  

 

Source B: “Remembering Ida B. Wells’ Legacy: An Educator, Feminist, and Anti-Lynching Civil Rights 

Leader” 

 This source is an article written for Teen Vogue that talks about Ida B. Wells’ life and 

accomplishments. One of the articles goals is to introduce her to a new generation of teens. The article 

is written by Wells’ great-granddaughter.  

 

Source C: Interview with Ida B. Wells’ daughter (with audio) 

 This source is an audio interview with Wells’ daughter.  

 

Source D: Advocacy in Journalism: 

This source is a media story from the National Endowment of the Humanities that focuses on 

advocacy journalism. The story “Reports of Strange Fruits” details Ida B. Wells contribution to this field 

of journalism.  
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Featured Sources 

Source A: “Legacy of Ida B. Wells Through Her Great-Granddaughter’s Eyes” from the Chicago Defender 

by Donna Montgomery, July 19, 2020 

https://chicagodefender.com/legacy-of-ida-b-wells-through-her-great-granddaughters-

eyes/#/?playlistId=0&videoId=0  

 

 
 

 

This week, Michelle Duster joined Carey Cranston, President of the American Writers Museum, online to 

discuss the legacy of her great-grandmother, Ida B. Wells.  Michelle Duster is an author and educator 

who regularly speaks on the legacy of Ida B. Wells. She has written, edited, or contributed to eleven 

books; and has written for several publications. Wells is the subject of a new book by Duster that is 

coming in 2021. 

Born to enslaved parents in Holly Springs, Mississippi, in 1862, Wells was a brave and tireless warrior in 

her anti-lynching crusade. Her investigative journalism exposed the truth about injustices against African 

Americans. She was willing to give up her life in the process. Wells likely built courage and confidence 

resulted from growing up in a household with a father who was politically active and civically engaged. 

She was also among the first generation of formerly enslaved people who had access to formal 

education. 

After losing her job as a teacher in 1891, Wells poured her energy into journalism. In 1893, threats to 

her life for investigating lynchings forced Wells to move to Chicago. She later married attorney 

Ferdinand Lee Barnett, and together they ran the Conservator, Chicago’s first Black newspaper. Duster 

mentioned how her great-grandmother’s journey motivates her to keep writing in difficult times. 

https://chicagodefender.com/legacy-of-ida-b-wells-through-her-great-granddaughters-eyes/#/?playlistId=0&videoId=0
https://chicagodefender.com/legacy-of-ida-b-wells-through-her-great-granddaughters-eyes/#/?playlistId=0&videoId=0
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Ignored by White newspapers in the north after trying to convince them that lynchings in the south 

were unjustified, Wells went to speak in England in 1893, where she received a favorable response. She 

used her international influence to convince the English people to boycott southern cotton, hoping the 

economic impact would stop the lynchings. Based on the articles she wrote while in England, Wells felt a 

sense of freedom and had a much more significant impact than she did in the U.S. 

Wells fails to mention in her autobiography that she marched in the 1913 Women’s Suffrage Parade. She 

refused to go to the back of the parade, which was designated for Black women, but joined the Illinois 

delegation instead. Though she was an advocate for women’s suffrage, Wells faced opposition after 

asking to use the platform to fight against lynching due to conflict between the abolitionists and 

suffragists. 

Wells passed away in 1931 before completing her autobiography. Though she was well-known during 

her lifetime, her family feared there was an attempt to erase her from history after her death. In her 

autobiography, Wells even mentions that she took control of her story, concerned that people would 

diminish her work. Over the next few decades following her death, Wells’ youngest daughter, Alfreda 

Barnett Duster, worked on finishing the autobiography. Initially, she had difficulty finding a publisher 

due to the civil unrest and racial tension of the 1960s. Finally, in 1970, the University of Chicago agreed 

to publish the memoir. 

In spring 2020, the second edition of Crusade for Justice: The Autobiography of Ida B. Wells was 

published with updates by the University of Chicago Press following recent acknowledgments of Wells’ 

legacy. Among other things, she was recognized earlier this year with a posthumous Pulitzer Prize 

citation for “outstanding and courageous reporting on the horrific and vicious violence against African-

Americans during the era of lynching.” 

Wells’ writing remains relevant, as we are still dealing with the same issues. Duster describes it as being 

extremely descriptive. “She paints a picture with her words,” she said. She also had a way of using 

people’s writing to incriminate them and build her case against lynching. 

Duster has never felt pressured to follow in her great-grandmother’s footsteps. Instead, she was 

encouraged as a child to develop her sense of identity. She recalled attending a college where she was 

the minority and felt like people misunderstood her. She faced constant misjudgment, being from the 

southside of Chicago. Based on the experience, she knew she needed to change the narrative to reflect 

the African-American experience accurately. 

When I asked how young people can help carry on the legacy of Ida B Wells, Duster said that they should 

live in truth, educate themselves, be their best selves, and speak up. You can see the entire interview 

at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DBKmkzxgvns. Learn about free 

programming https://americanwritersmuseum.org/. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DBKmkzxgvns
https://americanwritersmuseum.org/
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Donna Montgomery is a Community Affairs and Arts Writer in Chicago. Find her on social media at 

@GoldenLadyWrites. 

Source B: “Remembering Ida B. Wells’ Legacy: An Educator, Feminist, and Anti-Lynching Civil Rights 

Leader” 

https://www.teenvogue.com/story/ida-b-wells-legacy-educator-feminist-anti-lynching-civil-rights-leader 

 
NATIONAL PORTRAIT GALLERY, SMITHSONIAN INSTITUTION 

Remembering Ida B. Wells’s Legacy: An Educator, Feminist, and Anti-Lynching Civil Rights Leader 

In this op-ed, author, speaker, and professor Michelle Duster explains the life and legacy of her great-

grandmother, anti-lynching crusader Ida B. Wells. 

BY MICHELLE DUSTER 

SEPTEMBER 20, 2018 

https://www.teenvogue.com/story/ida-b-wells-legacy-educator-feminist-anti-lynching-civil-rights-leader  

 

These days, my great-grandmother, Ida B. Wells, is referred to as a “badass” and a “boss.” She was an 

educator, a journalist, a feminist, a businesswoman, a newspaper owner, a public speaker, a suffragist, a 

civil rights activist, and a women’s club leader. She was a founder of the NAACP, a founder of the 

National Association of Colored Women, a founder of the Alpha Suffrage Club, a founder of the Negro 

Fellowship League. She wrote, she spoke, she traveled, she challenged the racist and sexist norms of her 

time that often involved violence and terror. Although she endured enormous criticism and threats to 

her life, she never shut up. She never gave up. She fought for equality and justice for almost 50 years. 

https://www.teenvogue.com/story/ida-b-wells-legacy-educator-feminist-anti-lynching-civil-rights-leader
https://www.teenvogue.com/contributor/michelle-duster
https://www.teenvogue.com/story/ida-b-wells-legacy-educator-feminist-anti-lynching-civil-rights-leader
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This phenomenal woman was born a slave in Holly Springs, Mississippi, on July 16, 1862, and was 16 

years old when she lost both of her parents and a younger brother in a yellow fever epidemic. She 

decided at that young age to take on the responsibility of taking care of her five remaining siblings and 

started her career as a teacher in rural Mississippi, then moved to Memphis, where she continued to 

teach. While teaching, she started her journalism career by writing for church newsletters. She wrote 

about social and political issues at the time and developed a following. 

While riding a train from work one day in 1884 while in her early 20s, she was asked to move from the 

“ladies car” to the “colored car,” which doubled as the smoking car. She refused and was thrown off the 

train. Rather than cower to the powers that be, she wrote about the incident in the newspaper and sued 

the Chesapeake, Ohio & Southwestern Railroad. She won the case and was awarded $500, though it was 

appealed all the way to the Tennessee Supreme Court. Two years later, the ruling was overturned in 

favor of the railroad company, on the grounds that Wells was harassing the company. 

While still teaching, she became co-owner of the Memphis Free Speech newspaper. She expressed her 

frustration with separate and unequal school systems and wrote about it — then lost her teaching job. 

She got busy traveling around Mississippi selling subscriptions for the newspaper and built up a 

following as a writer. 

My great-grandmother’s life completely changed on March 9, 1892. Three of her enterprising friends 

who owned a grocery store, which rivaled a white-owned store, were lynched. Ida B. Wells knew that 

her friends — Tom Moss, Calvin McDowell, and Will Stewart — were only guilty of being economic rivals 

to a white-owned business. 

The common narrative to justify lynching was that black men violated white women, but she recognized 

that lynching had nothing to do with crime; it was a tool used to keep the black community in an 

economic and socially inferior position. The murder of her friends set her off, and she exposed the truth 

about why her friends were lynched, urging black people in Memphis to boycott streetcars and white-

owned businesses and to pack up their stuff and head to Oklahoma (which was a territory at the time). 

She wrote, “There is therefore only one thing left that we can do; save our money and leave a town 

which will neither protect our lives and property, nor give us a fair trial in the courts, but takes us out 

and murders us in cold blood when accused by white persons.” 

Even though the people from the streetcar company warned her to stop, she continued to lambaste the 

white community. “Nobody in this section believes the old threadbare lie that Negro men rape white 

women. If Southern white men are not careful, they will over-reach themselves and public sentiment 

will have a reaction; a conclusion will then be reached which will be very damaging to the moral 

reputation of their women,” she wrote. Her implication that liaisons between white women and black 

men were consensual set off a fury: While she was out of town in Philadelphia, her printing press was 

destroyed and she was threatened to be killed on sight. She lost everything she owned and never 

returned to Memphis. 

http://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/ref/collection/p15138coll18/id/176
http://teva.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/ref/collection/p15138coll18/id/176
https://www.teenvogue.com/story/lynching-in-the-united-states-explained
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She went on to New York City, where she worked with T. Thomas Fortune on his newspaper, The New 

York Age. She wrote pamphlets about the reality of lynching and started speaking publicly about its 

horrors and was invited to England in 1893. She spoke about the atrocities while overseas, then went to 

Chicago to work on a pamphlet protesting the exclusion of African-Americans from the 1893 World’s 

Fair. She married prominent attorney Ferdinand L. Barnett in 1895 and did what few married women did 

at that time: hyphenated her last name, becoming Ida B. Wells-Barnett. She and her husband had four 

children — their youngest daughter, Alfreda, is my grandmother — together and Wells-Barnett 

continued her work while juggling motherhood. 

She was involved in the suffrage movement, started the first kindergarten in Chicago for black children, 

worked to stop racial segregation of schools, and founded and managed the Negro Fellowship League, 

which provided housing and job assistance to black men who migrated to the city from the South. 

Wherever she saw injustice or inequality, she raised her voice and did what she could to effect change 

until her death at age 68 on March 25, 1931. 

Ida B. Wells spent her life fighting for justice and equality. She truly believed that exposing injustice 

would lead to change. “The way to right wrongs is to turn the light of truth upon them,” she said. It’s 

why I’ve been working with a committee since 2008 to develop a monument in honor of my great-

grandmother, which will be located on the land where the Ida B. Wells Homes once stood in Chicago. 

Between 2011 and the end of 2017, less than a third of the needed budget had been raised, but at the 

beginning of this year, I decided to make appeals to several organizations and go directly to the public 

via Twitter to gain support for the project. This resulted in over $200,000 in donations, raised online 

within a six-month period. The goal is to have the completed work installed in 2019. 

Ida B. Wells did not allow herself to be marginalized or silenced. Even though she faced threats, lost 

property, and endured criticism, she felt what she had to say was important enough to say it. She 

refused to be silent. She refused to make herself small. She stood up. Spoke out. And she made a 

difference for all of us. 

  

http://interactive.wttw.com/a/dusable-to-obama-explore-early-chicago-worlds-fair-1893
http://interactive.wttw.com/a/dusable-to-obama-explore-early-chicago-worlds-fair-1893
https://www.teenvogue.com/story/womens-suffrage-leaders-left-out-black-women
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Source C: Interview with Ida B. Wells’ daughter (with audio): 

https://studsterkel.wfmt.com/programs/alfreda-wells-discusses-her-mother-ida-b-wells-barnett-and-

her-book-crusade-justice-0 

 

  

https://studsterkel.wfmt.com/programs/alfreda-wells-discusses-her-mother-ida-b-wells-barnett-and-her-book-crusade-justice-0
https://studsterkel.wfmt.com/programs/alfreda-wells-discusses-her-mother-ida-b-wells-barnett-and-her-book-crusade-justice-0
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Source D: Advocacy in Journalism: 

https://edsitement.neh.gov/media-resources/backstory-behind-bylines-advocacy-journalism-america 

 

 

Additional Resources 

These are some additional resources to use to talk about the life of Ida B. Wells. They can be used 

instead of some of the featured sources if they are more accessible to the students in your class.  

• https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/collex/exhibits/voice-for-justice-life-and-legacy-ida-b-

wells/legacy-ida-b-wells/  

• https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/collex/exhibits/voice-for-justice-life-and-legacy-ida-b-wells/  

• https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/suffrage60seconds_ida_b_wells.htm?utm_source=article&

utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=experience_more&utm_content=small  

• https://www.history.com/news/ida-b-wells-lynching-memphis-chicago  

• https://iolatheprincessofthepress.weebly.com/ 

• https://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/against-all-odds-65322127/  

  

https://edsitement.neh.gov/media-resources/backstory-behind-bylines-advocacy-journalism-america
https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/collex/exhibits/voice-for-justice-life-and-legacy-ida-b-wells/legacy-ida-b-wells/
https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/collex/exhibits/voice-for-justice-life-and-legacy-ida-b-wells/legacy-ida-b-wells/
https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/collex/exhibits/voice-for-justice-life-and-legacy-ida-b-wells/
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/suffrage60seconds_ida_b_wells.htm?utm_source=article&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=experience_more&utm_content=small
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/suffrage60seconds_ida_b_wells.htm?utm_source=article&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=experience_more&utm_content=small
https://www.history.com/news/ida-b-wells-lynching-memphis-chicago
https://iolatheprincessofthepress.weebly.com/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/against-all-odds-65322127/
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Summative Performance Task 

Compelling Question 
Can one person’s voice change the world? 

Argument task Can one person’s actions change the world? Construct an argument (e.g. 

detailed outline, drawing or essay) that address this question using specific 

claims and relevant evidence from primary and secondary sources to 

answer the compelling question.  

Extension Research another historical woman and create a museum exhibit that 

celebrates her life and commemorates how and why her voice made a 

difference in her community and the world.  

 

Building an Argument 

 Students will be asked to construct a response to the compelling question using the information 

that they have gathered through their work on the three formative performance tasks. Students will 

create an argumentative essay to answer the compelling question for the lesson: Can one person’s voice 

change the world? Students will utilize the Argumentative writing graphic organizer to plan and organize 

their writing. Students should be reminded to use the products from each of their tasks to provide 

supporting evidence for their claims. While each teacher may want to create their own graphic organizer 

and rubric, an example of each is provided in the space below.  

 

Extension  

 If time permits, students can extend their learning by researching another historical woman and 

creating a museum exhibit that tells who she was, how her behavior demonstrated resistance to the 

expectations of her time and shares her legacy for us today. Students can create digital exhibits using 

presentation tools or hands-on exhibits. All the exhibits need to include images, text titles and text that 

lead the “visitor” through the exhibit.  

  



Rebecca McKnight 

60 
 

Graphic Organizer for Argumentative Writing 

https://www.plainlocal.org/userfiles/448/Argument%20graphic%20organizer%20(1)%20(1).pdf  

 

  

https://www.plainlocal.org/userfiles/448/Argument%20graphic%20organizer%20(1)%20(1).pdf
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Possible Rubric for grading 

 

https://www.duplinschools.net/cms/lib01/NC01001360/Centricity/Domain/366/8th-grade-

argumentative-essay-rubric-final-4.pdf  

  

https://www.duplinschools.net/cms/lib01/NC01001360/Centricity/Domain/366/8th-grade-argumentative-essay-rubric-final-4.pdf
https://www.duplinschools.net/cms/lib01/NC01001360/Centricity/Domain/366/8th-grade-argumentative-essay-rubric-final-4.pdf
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Taking Informed Action 

Compelling Question 
Can one person’s voice change the world? 

Taking Informed Action Research important women in your community and evaluate their 

contributions and accomplishments. Write and op-ed or letter to the 

editor that lifts up the women’s accomplishments. 

 

 Students will look for women in their own communities whose voices have been important in 

changing the status quo, research their actions and write an op-ed piece for publication in their local 

newspaper. Students could also write a simple letter to the editor as well.  

 

Directions 

1) Identify a woman in the community whose voice has made a difference. 

2) Research her life and work by: 

• Interviewing her 

• Researching her life in local newspapers or magazines 

• Interviewing her family, friends and colleagues 

• Viewing video from local television stations that captured the woman in question at 

work 

3) Utilize the writing process to create the op-ed or letter to the editor sharing what students 

learned and how the woman in question has changed her community 

4) Send the writing to a local media outlet (newspaper, news website or community magazine) for 

publication 
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