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PROLOGUE
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A NOTE TO READERS


This is a book of truth. So we’ll start by telling you the stone-cold fact that there are many people who do not want you to read it.


They may say that the stories found in these pages could be dangerous to your mental health. That readers will feel victimized or collapse in a puddle of guilt. Some of those people will undoubtedly try to ban this book. Please know that what they are trying to ban is the truth.


All of this may sound unreal. We have a hard time imagining that anyone would want to make history illegal in the United States of America. But that’s exactly what’s been happening in 2021.


And why now? It’s no accident, we think, that this new attempt to whitewash history follows the largest protest movement in American history—a movement for racial justice and equality that had white supremacy back on its heels. The forces of inequality and white supremacy in America have always been afraid of history, because the truth is not on their side.


The real story of racial inequality—and resistance to it—is the prologue to our present. You can see it in where we live, where we go to school, and where we work. It’s reflected in our laws, in our system of government, and in who gets to call the shots. It’s even in the water we drink and in the soil we till. It’s why George Floyd died on a sidewalk in Minneapolis. It’s why Breonna Taylor was shot in her own bed in Louisville, Kentucky. And it’s why millions of Americans turned out in the streets in 2020 and 2021 to push America in a new direction and to change its history for good.


History seems like it’s behind us, and sometimes it is. Other times, though, the things that happen in the present are simply the latest episodes in a show that’s been going on for years. We’re surrounded by history’s unfinished business, by story lines that will be wrapped up only when new characters step in—step up—to finish the plot.


After the Civil War, African American people and their allies tried to make genuine equality a reality for all Americans. Long after the war had ended, for the next 150 years, thousands of people, Black and white, dedicated their lives to making the promise of freedom real. Even if we have forgotten their names, their dreams live on.


We believe that all of us should remember the names, and the dreams, of America’s freedom fighters. Unequal is their unfinished story—and our own.


Some people in America, very powerful people, would prefer that you didn’t know this story. They’ve tried for almost 150 years to stop stories like this from getting out, and today they are trying very hard, in cities and states across America, to make it illegal for you to learn about what is contained between these two covers.


These people believe that some knowledge is so dangerous that it should be kept from you at all costs. With knowledge, you may decide to act differently, or to make different choices about your life. You may question the world around you or the things you’ve been told since you were a young child. Perhaps you’d make connections that you wouldn’t have made otherwise—or even join the fight to make freedom and equality real for all Americans.


That’s our hope, at least.
















CHRISTIAN COOPER, a Black man, out for an afternoon of bird watching in Central Park, had asked Amy Cooper to put her dog on a leash in a place where it was forbidden for dogs to roam free. Amy pulled out her cell phone and started to dial.


“I’m taking a picture and calling the cops…. I’m going to tell them there’s an African American man threatening my life.”


Amy had decided to remind Christian where he was. This was a white place.


On April 29, 2018, a white woman named Jennifer Schulte aimed the same message at a Black family picnicking in a park in Oakland, California. Do what she says, she ordered, or she’d call the police. Two Black men in Philadelphia arrested for simply being in a Starbucks. Black people followed in stores, Black drivers trailed by police in white parts of town. No American, Black or white, is surprised when stories like these make the news, because we all take these color-coded places for granted, even though America pretends to be color-blind.


White places are parks, streets, stores, neighborhoods, even schools—anywhere white people decide that they should be in control. Black people are careful to teach their children about color-coded places; being color conscious is a matter of safety for kids who might get mistaken as a threat. Black parents learned it from their parents, who learned it from theirs. Color coding and the battle against white spaces are part of the story of America.
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Mary Church in the 1880s.


Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, Washington, DC




















CHAPTER ONE
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MARY CHURCH TERRELL


Fights Back Against Segregation


Sixteen-year-old Mary Church lingered on the bustling train platform in Bowling Green, Kentucky, clasping a first-class ticket to Memphis. When her train approached, Mary asked a white porter for directions to the first-class car. But after mounting the steps, she discovered that his instructions led her to the wrong place. She found herself on a train car separated by a wooden screen into two parts: the front, where white men sat in the smoking section, puffing on pipes and cigarettes, and the back, where African American men and women squeezed uncomfortably onto crowded benches.


It was the fall of 1879. The Civil War had ended fourteen years earlier. Slavery was abolished in 1865, but for most of Mary Church’s young life, Americans—in Congress, in the South, and all over the country—had been arguing and battling over whether Black people like her could finally enjoy the rights and freedoms promised by the Constitution. By 1879, most white Southerners were hell-bent on saying no.


People like Mary’s father, Robert Reed Church, however, were not going to take no for an answer—and he taught the same lesson to his daughter.


Born into slavery, Robert Church survived the Civil War only to be shot in 1866 by a white mob rioting against Memphis’s increasingly prosperous Black community. He survived again, and refused to let the attack slow him down. In a few short years, Robert Church managed to build a thriving business along the Mississippi River, buying up land and attracting customers, to become the South’s first Black millionaire.


Church understood as much as anyone that freedom was not simply the absence of slavery.




• It was about safety and the right to move freely without harassment.


• It was about building a future, through wealth and property.


• It was about the ability to make a living.


• It was about finding decent housing.


• It was about building great schools to educate children.


• It was about standing proudly as equal citizens.




And to secure all that, African Americans needed to represent themselves in the halls of power.


White southerners piled on with other assaults on Black freedom, beyond the attack in Memphis. They founded the Ku Klux Klan in 1866, a vigilante army meant to keep Black people out of politics and to force them back onto white-owned plantations, and they passed the Black codes—a set of state laws that seemed ominously like slavery. But four million free Black people, and their white allies in Congress, weren’t having it. Backed by the federal government in the form of constitutional amendments, new laws, and federal troops, they pushed back hard against white supremacy.


“Reconstruction,” as their new movement was called, upheld the right of all men (it was still restricted to men) to vote, hold office, serve on juries, and perform the other basic responsibilities of citizens—regardless of race. It was a simple idea: For the first time in its history, America approached something like a true democracy by protecting the rights of all people, Black and white. For this reason, some historians have even called Reconstruction the “second American Revolution.”


In Memphis, where Mary Church lived, nearly 40 percent of voters were African American in the 1870s and 1880s, and they elected more Black legislators than would hold office again until the 1990s.


In 1870, Hiram Rhodes Revels of Mississippi became the first Black person to be elected to the US Senate; in 1874, he was joined by Blanche K. Bruce. Since that time, no African American person has held that office in Mississippi.


In total, more than 1,500 African Americans held political office in the South, including Governor P. B. S. Pinchback of Louisiana, the only Black person to hold a governor’s office until well over a century later, when Douglas Wilder was elected governor of Virginia.


To those who lived through it, Reconstruction was like the world turned right side up.


By 1876, however, many white people across the United States had begun to think twice about their commitment to democracy and to protecting equal rights. In 1877, the federal government withdrew the very troops who made sure that Black and white people received equal treatment under the law. Former enslavers and their allies now felt free to launch their counterattack—and when they did, they targeted Black voters.


White supremacists stuffed ballot boxes with fake votes for white candidates. They intimidated African American voters at polling places. And when all else failed, the Ku Klux Klan stepped in to remove democratically elected governments by force.


Reconstruction was not destroyed in a day. Instead, white politicians, planters, and militia chipped away at it, year after year.
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As Mary Church entered young adulthood, Black and white Southerners were locked in a battle of wills—and sometimes battles with actual guns—over whether the South would be governed by democracy or by white supremacy. And the places where Black and white people mixed, especially trains and streetcars, were quickly becoming flash points.


“Instantly I knew this was the Jim Crow coach which I had never seen but about which I had heard,” Mary said, using the common expression for racial segregation. And it was exactly the place that her father had sought to keep his Black daughter away from, by buying her a first-class seat.


As the conductor made his way down the aisle, Mary explained the mistake to him, hoping he might direct her to the first-class car.


Instead, he gave her a look “calculated to freeze the very marrow of my bones,” Mary remembered.


“This is first class enough for you, and you stay just where you are,” the man sneered. She tried to leave the car but the conductor blocked her way.


Mary weighed her options. Her father had paid for a first-class seat, but was it worth the fight?


“As young as I was,” she remembered, “I had heard about awful tragedies which had overtaken colored girls who had been obliged to travel alone on these cars at night.”


When the train approached the next stop, Mary told the conductor that she was getting off. It was a huge risk for an African American girl, at nighttime, in the South. “But of the two evils,” she thought, “I decided that leaving the train was the less.”


“I am getting off here,” she said, “to wire my father that you are forcing me to ride all night in the Jim Crow car. He will sue the railroad.”


Mary’s stubborn protest angered the conductor, and he struggled to pull her suitcase from her hands. “I held on to it with a vise-like grip,” she said. But when their tug-of-war began to attract the notice of the few passengers remaining on the car, the conductor relented at last.


“You can go into that car if you want to,” he begrudged her.


Mary Church made it home safely, but her first encounter with Jim Crow changed her. She returned to Oberlin College after break, and three years later became one of the first Black women in American history to graduate from college. While at Oberlin, she met the legendary civil rights activist Frederick Douglass, and she followed his example into a life of speaking up against the forces of white supremacy.
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For most of Mary’s young adulthood, white people enforced racial segregation erratically on trains, in streetcars, and in other public spaces. White southerners believed that this patchwork left too many holes open where Black people—people like the proud Robert Church and his well-educated daughter—might squeeze through. By the 1890s, the time had come, they believed, to close the gaps.


Segregation didn’t just happen naturally: It was part of a plan by white supremacists to return Black people to a second-class status, one as close to slavery as possible, and to unravel the last remaining accomplishments of Reconstruction.


What finally turned the tide fully against Black people, not only in the South but everywhere in the United States, was the very institution whose job it was to uphold the rule of law.


In 1896, the nine justices on the US Supreme Court handed down their decision in a case titled Plessy v. Ferguson. The case had originated with a Black plaintiff named Homer Plessy, who attempted to ride a whites-only streetcar in New Orleans and was arrested, tried, and convicted for this “crime.” Plessy’s lawyer, Albion W. Tourgée, appealed that decision and argued before the court that segregation’s “only effect is to perpetuate the stigma of color.” The court affirmed Plessy’s conviction and ruled that, despite the promises of the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution (declaring “equal protection of the law” to all citizens, regardless of race), it was perfectly acceptable for states to establish racial segregation. From then on, “separate but equal” would be the law of the land.


Before the court’s decision, Black people could at least attempt to claim their constitutional right to equality: equal schools, equal homes, equal employment opportunities, and more. But after Plessy v. Ferguson, the nation swapped its patchwork of laws and customs for the ironclad rule of racial inequality.
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With the law on their side, white southerners leapt at the chance to clamp down on Black people’s desire for freedom and independence. Segregated streetcars and trains were only the beginning. White schools fired Black teachers. Black students, where they could attend school at all, met in drafty, unheated structures. Hospitals turned away Black patients, and libraries closed their doors to Black borrowers. Theaters created separate entrances for Black people, forcing them to sit apart, in the worst seats. Restaurants hung signs that read WHITES ONLY. Laundries were segregated by race.


They even tried to make God co-sign white supremacy: Black people had to swear on separate, segregated Bibles in southern courtrooms.


Outdoor spaces offered no refuge. John W. Brown recalled that as a child in Virginia, “anything that was public was also white. For example, the public park, the public playground, they were white.” Especially in the hot summer months, pools and beaches kept Black people away, often under the threat of violence.


As the campaign to exclude Black people heated up, segregation seeped into even the smallest crevices of daily life.


“The Jim Crow law made friends into enemies overnight,” Mamie Garvin Fields recalled. As a young girl growing up in South Carolina, Mamie played marbles and ate lunch with her white neighbors from across the street. Their families helped one another: “When they didn’t have sugar, or they didn’t have tea or coffee, they’d send over to borrow some.”


“Now here comes Jim Crow,” she said. When the first segregation laws passed, her neighbors took to calling her “ni—–.” White children threatened to shove her off the sidewalk. Fights broke out between Black and white students from the local school.


“The law made it that we weren’t really neighbors anymore,” she said.


Black people learned that segregation demanded a new kind of etiquette—from Black people only. When the legendary Black intellectual W. E. B. Du Bois, a northerner, accidentally bumped into a white woman on the street in Nashville when he was a student at Fisk University, he removed his hat and apologized sincerely. The woman screamed at him in response, leaving Du Bois, the first Black person to earn a PhD from Harvard, at a loss for words.


“Was it because I showed no submissiveness?” he wondered. “Did I fail to debase myself utterly and eat spiritual dirt? Did I act as equal among equals? I do not know. I only sensed scorn and hate; the kind of despising which a dog might incur.”


Reminders of their new legal status haunted Black people everywhere. Black people could not enter a white home through the front door. They had to step off the sidewalk if a white person passed by. At a local post office in Mississippi, postal workers scratched out the words “Mr.” or “Mrs.” on letters addressed to African American recipients.


No Black person believed for a moment that “separate” could ever be “equal.” Racial segregation was meant to demoralize, dehumanize, and destabilize Black people.


When African Americans found life in the South suffocating, a train trip to the North, even in a segregated car, offered some breathing space for people who had grown tired of daily slights and injustices.


The North, however, had its own racial rules, although they were not always written into law. In fact, white people in the North pioneered discrimination against free Black people before 1865, and many of these lessons were simply imported by the South after the Civil War.


Black people in the North endured racist insults and violence. In the summer of 1919, a Black teen went swimming in Lake Michigan and accidentally crossed an invisible color line on a Chicago beach. Before he could turn around, a group of young white men hurled stones at him until he drowned. A young boy named Dempsey Travis recalled how this terrifying event affected his family. “I was never permitted to learn to swim,” he said. “For six years, we lived within two blocks of the lake, but that did not change [my parents’] attitude. To Dad and Mama, the blue lake always had a tinge of red from the blood of that young black boy.”


Beaches from Boston to Los Angeles were no safer. Pools routinely barred Black swimmers, except, in rare cases, on specially designated days. Amusement parks like Cincinnati’s Coney Island were off-limits to Black children.


Away from the big cities, “sundown towns” lurked in nearly every state. These all-white places required African Americans to leave before sundown, some posting signs warning Black people to stay out—a practice that continued as late as the 1970s. (One of us vividly remembers being warned against getting caught after dark in suburban Dearborn while growing up in Detroit in the 1960s and 1970s.) In 1909, the town of Anna, Illinois, became all-white after a nearby lynching; in 2018, residents of the town openly admitted that its name stood for “Ain’t No N—–Allowed.”


Black people were extra careful when traveling anywhere by car; a wrong turn could mean running out of gas too far from a friendly gas station, sleeping on the back seat, or worse. Many Black people traveling any distance depended on the Negro Motorist Green Book, a special travel guide that listed hotels, gas stations, restaurants, and other establishments that welcomed African American guests.


Segregation steamrolled the nation, forcing Black people into tighter and tighter spaces. But still they found ways to push back. The growing restrictions were concrete evidence of how hard African Americans resisted the new limits on their freedom.


In 1905, the resistance took shape when Black leaders, including W. E. B. Du Bois and newspaper publisher William Monroe Trotter, organized the Niagara Movement to advocate for equal rights for Black people. By the time an anti-Black riot erupted in Abraham Lincoln’s hometown of Springfield, Illinois, three years later, the Niagara Movement had swollen to 170 members in thirty-four states. The violence in Springfield convinced the Niagara Movement’s leaders that it was time to forge an interracial alliance of people to fight white racism. In 1909, Black leaders from all over America joined with white allies to found the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).


Mary Church (by now Mary Church Terrell) was one of the NAACP’s founding members. Through the darkest days of Jim Crow, NAACP activists—and ordinary people across the country—took extraordinary risks to resist white supremacy.
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On January 27, 1950, seventy years after challenging the train conductor in Bowling Green, Mary Church Terrell waited her turn at the entrance to Thompson’s Restaurant in Washington, DC.


At eighty-six years old, Mary was one of a dwindling number of people who could remember the days before segregation. She had spent her entire adult life under Jim Crow. But all around her, the segregated city buzzed with thousands of white government workers, politicians, taxi drivers, and streetcar operators, all of them insensitive to the racial inequalities that still afflicted the capital of the world’s largest democracy. Even the restaurant in the US Capitol building refused to serve African American diners.


None of this was new to Mary Church Terrell; she understood that America’s capital city was also the capital of American racism. In February 1915, in the White House, President Woodrow Wilson hosted the premier of the wildly popular silent film The Birth of a Nation, which celebrated the triumph of white supremacy over Reconstruction—and depicted African American men (played by white actors in blackface) as rapists. In 1919, white mobs attacked the city’s Black neighborhoods; Black veterans of World War I joined local citizens to prevent a massacre. It took a daring First Lady named Eleanor Roosevelt to finally desegregate the White House in the mid-1930s, but she was in a distinct minority of white people. In the 1930s and 1940s, spectators in the gallery of the US Senate could hear the likes of Mississippi senator Theodore Bilbo, who hurled racial epithets openly while his colleagues looked on and said nothing.


Backed up by the highest court in the land and by America’s most powerful politicians, Jim Crow backed down only when a movement of brave citizens decided not to give up on democracy.


Three companions joined Mary that afternoon as she crossed the threshold into Thompson’s: Reverend William Jernagin, Geneva Brown, and David Scull. The small band made their way through the cafeteria line, picking out cake, salad, and other bites to eat. When they reached the cashier, a waitress standing nearby called over a man in a white uniform. He introduced himself to the group as the restaurant manager.


Then he told Terrell and her friends they could not eat there.


“Why not?” Jernagin demanded.


“Because we don’t serve colored people here,” the manager replied.


“Do you mean to tell me that you are not going to serve me?” Mary asked.


Terrell’s question was a carefully rehearsed ploy. She had remained an activist into old age, looking for every opportunity to undermine the power of Jim Crow.


With the help of two lawyers, Mary and her friends had staged the episode in order to file a lawsuit, one that would strike at the heart of the city’s segregated society. The real drama would play out not in Thompson’s segregated dining room but in a Washington, DC, courtroom.


Harking back to an earlier era—a time when Mary was still a young child—Mary’s legal team revealed that Washington still had two laws in force that no one seemed to remember. Passed in the 1860s and 1870s, the laws stated that all restaurants, theaters, bars, and hotels had to admit “any respectable, well-behaved person without regard to race, color or previous condition of servitude.”


Defenders of segregation liked to argue that keeping the races separate was only natural—a practice that reflected people’s desire to live apart. But DC’s “lost laws” revealed that the opposite was true: that white supremacists had imposed segregation’s unequal rules on people who longed to live as equal citizens.


On June 8, 1953, the US Supreme Court ruled that Mary Church Terrell—and all people—could eat, sit, or ride anywhere they wished. It was a quiet victory, compared with the momentous decision the court would hand down eleven months later, when Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, declared “separate but equal” unconstitutional, overruling Plessy v. Ferguson once and for all.


Mary Church Terrell lived just long enough to learn about Brown v. Board of Education, drawing her last breath at ninety years of age, two months after witnessing the last gasp of legal segregation in the United States.
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Seventy years after Mary’s quiet victory, the ghosts of Jim Crow still stalk America’s public places. Legal segregation is long dead, but Black people are still watched, followed, and policed in spaces that are designed for relaxation but expose them to discrimination.


Instead of relying on laws to do the work of segregation, America has built an ever more elaborate system for maintaining America’s white places. Police harass Black motorists and pedestrians. Real estate agents steer Black buyers away from white neighborhoods—a practice that also serves to keep neighborhood schools segregated. White people call the police whenever a Black person seems “out of place,” which usually means anywhere that is majority white. Color coding is as real and as dangerous as it was more than a century ago.


Black Americans today, no less than Mary Church Terrell as she boarded her train in Kentucky, understand the intended message of these encounters with police, businesses, and their own neighbors. When people respond by declaring that Black Lives Matter, their words echo the arguments of Terrell, the early NAACP activists, and thousands of other people who have devoted their lives to banishing segregation’s long shadow.


They know that the promise of Reconstruction—of a nation where race plays no role in how Americans are treated—is still an American dream.
















AHMAUD ARBERY liked to run. His days as a high school football star were behind him, but he kept fit with long workouts that trailed through the neighborhoods near his home on the outskirts of Brunswick, Georgia.


It was hot on that February afternoon in 2020. Did Ahmaud stop for a drink of water? A video camera in a nearby house, which was under construction and empty, showed a man passing through and back again, tracing a path to an outdoor faucet.


Two white men, a father and son, grabbed their guns, jumped into a pickup truck, and raced after Ahmaud. A third man joined the fateful chase in his truck to cut off Arbery’s route of escape. When they caught up with him, Ahmaud and the son scuffled. Gunshots echoed through the quiet streets.


One thing was certain. The white men were still alive, and armed. Ahmaud Arbery lay on the sidewalk, dead.


And then nothing happened. The local authorities decided not to charge Gregory and Travis McMichael with a crime. They walked away, free men. It took a video of the killing, national outcry, multiple changes in jurisdiction, and three months for charges to be brought against the three men who were eventually convicted of murder.


Some in the media, and some politicians, argued that Arbery’s killing was a simple accident. But when the same thing happens again and again, in the same ways but with small variations, a pattern starts to emerge. For centuries, Black men and women have been killed for crimes they did not commit. Or for talking back to a white person. For being too proud or too successful. Or, simply, for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. For being thirsty and looking for a drink of water.


There is a uniquely American word for that pattern: lynching.
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Ida B. Wells, circa 1893.


Sallie E. Garrity, photographer, National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC




















CHAPTER TWO
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IDA B. WELLS


Exposes America’s Lynching Epidemic


If she went ahead and published the article, trouble would find her. In the spring of 1892, Black people in the South found themselves jailed, shot, or hanged for less. Ida B. Wells knew this to be true; she was born into slavery in 1862 and had no illusions about white people. But this time she had no choice. This time it was personal.


White people had murdered Ida’s friend Tom Moss.


It all started a few weeks earlier, in the middle of the night of March 9, when seventy-five masked white men surrounded the Shelby County jail in Memphis, Tennessee. Despite the jail’s imposing walls and iron fence, nine members of the mob managed to slip inside and find their three victims. They dragged Calvin McDowell, Will Stewart, and Tom Moss into the muddy street, then hauled them to the nearby Chesapeake and Ohio railroad yards. While newspaper reporters and other witnesses—including the Shelby County judge—looked on, the masked men riddled McDowell, Stewart, and Moss with bullets. McDowell was killed by a point-blank shotgun blast. The bullet aimed at the resisting Stewart lodged in his neck. When Moss was asked if he had any final words before he was shot, he replied: “Tell my people to go west. There is no justice for them here.” The killers then mutilated the dead bodies with a hail of gunshots. Reporters scribbled down every gruesome detail and made sure that the story appeared in the morning papers on March 10.


Like every Black person in the South in 1892, Ida knew the word for what happened: the three Black men had been lynched.


Never one to worry too much about her own safety, Ida started digging into the facts behind the murders. After all, she hadn’t become the first Black woman in America to own a newspaper by hiding in the shadows. Though she was a young Black woman under five feet tall, living in a city ruled by powerful white men, Ida didn’t scare easily.


Once, a railroad conductor in Memphis tried to toss Ida off the ladies’ car, scolding her that it was reserved for whites only. During the tussle that followed, Wells bit the man’s hand. Only when a group of white passengers came to the conductor’s aid did he succeed in ejecting her from the train at the next station. Another person might have simply walked away; Ida responded by filing a lawsuit against the Chesapeake, Ohio and Southwestern Railroad for assault and discrimination. Although she lost, she taught her people a valuable lesson about persistence in the face of bitter odds when she pursued the case all the way to the Tennessee Supreme Court.


The South had a way of throwing obstacles in Ida’s way, dragging her into fights that she didn’t start. And something inside Ida always made her fight back.


Ida had recently invested her every penny in her own newspaper, the Memphis Free Speech. White people may have taken away her right to vote and segregated the streetcars and trains in the city she called home, but Ida was determined to control her own destiny. Under her ownership, the Free Speech’s circulation increased to more than four thousand subscribers. It was enough to make a living. It was enough to keep her independent.


Like Ida, Tom Moss had struggled to carve out a life for himself, out from under the thumb of white people. With his friends Calvin McDowell and Will Stewart, Tom had helped found a successful grocery store in Memphis, the People’s Grocery, that catered to the city’s thousands of Black residents. He also belonged to the Tennessee Rifles, a Black militia and fraternal organization. He often wore a tan uniform emblazoned with the letters TR.


Even though the door seemed to be closing on freedom for Black people in the 1890s, Tom, like Ida, believed that independence was possible, if you fought for it. No wonder the two had become close friends.


Ida’s investigations revealed that the success of the People’s Grocery made Tom enemies among his local white competitors. They couldn’t make a case against such an honest businessman in court.


Ida had seen her share of racism, but Tom Moss’s murder opened her eyes to a completely different reality. She thought that she knew the South. She believed that she understood how to rise, and to help lift up her community. With grit and determination, Black people could get ahead even in places like Memphis, where white people held the upper hand and still longed for the days of slavery.


Now, she realized, all that was changing. Something evil was brewing. Ida called the lynching in Memphis “our first lesson in white supremacy.” In Memphis and throughout the South, Ida wrote in her newspaper, lynching was becoming “an excuse to get rid of Negroes who were acquiring wealth and property and thus keep the race terrorized and ‘the n—– down.’”


The pages of the Free Speech crackled with new revelations, criticisms, and venom aimed at the city’s white leaders, whom she suspected of complicity in the lynchings. She named names. She placed prominent people at the scene of the crime and also later exposed one of Moss’s white competitors as the devious purchaser of the People’s Grocery at a bargain-basement price.


All that spring, she turned up the heat—until, on the eve of a trip North, her enemies believed that she went too far with her accusations.


Ida was on her way to New York City when she learned that a white mob had forced its way into the Free Speech office, ransacked it, and destroyed her printing press. Some of Memphis’s “leading citizens” joined in the attack. And in case she mistook the attackers’ intentions, they left behind a note that read, “Anyone trying to publish the paper again will be punished with death.”


A fellow journalist, T. Thomas Fortune, met her at the station in Jersey City and broke the news. “Now that you are here, I’m afraid you will have to stay.”


Ida would not return to Memphis, or to the South, for thirty years.


The destruction of the Free Speech left Ida penniless. Still, she threw herself into investigating and writing about lynchings. To her surprise, more and more readers eagerly awaited what she had to say.


With the help of her many admirers in the African American press, Ida published articles, pamphlets, and books, which found their way into the hands of readers all over the United States. When Ida wrote a seven-column exposé of lynchings in T. Thomas Fortune’s New York Age, the paper sold ten thousand copies—including a thousand on the streets of Memphis alone. Invitations to speak piled up in her mailbox. She traveled to England and toured the country, giving lectures about the horrors of lynching in America. In a few short years, her campaign made Ida the most famous African American, man or woman, of her generation. And little by little she made sure that no American could ignore the horrors of lynching.


She had her work cut out for her. A region already notorious for violence seemed to turn a dark corner in the 1890s. Mobs of white vigilantes singled out Black people for the smallest perceived offense, torturing and murdering them in broad daylight.


One victim accidentally walked into a room where three white women were seated. Another bumped into a white girl on his way to catching a train. Others spoke back to a boss or dared question a police officer. Almost anything, it seemed, could get a Black person killed. The common denominator was being in the wrong place at the wrong time, and just being Black—which was considered a crime in itself.


Victims of lynching had not been convicted of any crime, and no member of a lynch mob was ever arrested for murder. These murders were not perpetrated under the cover of darkness. Lynchings in the 1890s and 1900s attracted thousands of onlookers, who treated the events as public entertainment.


White spectators snapped pictures of men and women suffering slow and agonizing deaths. Some of these ended up on memorial postcards and became ghoulish items for sale in drugstores and curio shops. In one example, the photos show white parents and their children standing near the charred corpses of victims. A few of these survive to this day, complete with postage, and notes scrawled to friends. One of these reads, “Well John—This is a token of a great day we had in Dallas March 3rd.”


The tormentors cut off victims’ fingers, toes, and ears, and even removed their internal organs, distributing them to the crowd as souvenirs. Men and women were burned alive or dragged through the streets.


Ida struggled to comprehend these almost unimaginable acts of violence. After months of investigation, she discovered that white people hid behind a myth. In many cases, they falsely accused innocent Black men of raping white women and girls. Ida was the first journalist in America to investigate these claims and to show that in nearly every single case, they were lies. “Nobody in this section of the country believes the threadbare old lie that Negro men rape white women,” Ida declared in indignant ink.


The New York Times chafed at the notion that white women would willingly consort with “Black brutes,” and tagged her a “slanderous and nasty-minded mulattress.” So much for journalistic objectivity.


Something very different was happening in the 1890s, Ida concluded. Lynching didn’t have to do with punishing crimes committed by Black people; it had to do with suppressing Black power. Like Tom and Ida herself, Black men and women everywhere claimed rights as citizens. They filed lawsuits. They started businesses. They fought back.


Some white people decided that it was time to send Black America a message. The goal of the lynch mob was to strike terror into the hearts of Black people everywhere, telling them that nowhere was safe from the threat of white violence. In all, between the end of Reconstruction and 1950, lynch mobs murdered over four thousand African American people in the South.


Ida realized that she could not turn back this wave of terrorism. But she had weapons of her own. If the white South was going to fabricate a story about Black people, Ida was going to set the record straight. Before cell phones and viral videos, she exposed the truth about the violent mobs that attacked innocent Black men, women, and children. Lynch mobs wielded ropes, guns, and torches. Ida fought back with her razor-sharp pen.


White people argued that lynch mobs brought justice to Black criminals. But Ida corrected that history all by herself, telling the truth about racist violence in America and presenting her evidence in the court of public opinion.
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Vigilantes stalked Black people throughout most of the twentieth century, even when public authorities discouraged lynchings and the killers were forced back into the shadows.


In 1955, they lynched Emmett Till, a fourteen-year-old Black boy, for allegedly whistling at a white girl. They assassinated civil rights activists in the 1960s and buried them in unmarked graves in Mississippi.


Sometimes the murderers wore the white cloaks of Ku Klux Klansmen, but more often they dressed as ordinary citizens—and even as officers of the law.


Today, threats of violence hang over all Black people who find themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time.


A seventeen-year-old boy named Trayvon Martin was visiting his father in Sanford, Florida, in February 2012. One evening he walked out to a nearby convenience store to buy a package of Skittles and a can of iced tea. On his way home, an armed vigilante named George Zimmerman accosted Trayvon on a sidewalk and began following him home.


Shots rang out. Trayvon Martin lay dead on the sidewalk with a bullet wound to the chest.


The police detained but then released George Zimmerman (who had been carrying a handgun that he used to kill the teen), because Zimmerman claimed it was in self-defense. It took a national protest movement for the local prosecutor to reverse course and eventually charge Zimmerman with second-degree murder.


In the months that followed, right-wing bloggers and many news stations went out of their way to depict the unarmed, innocent Trayvon Martin as a dangerous criminal—even though he had no criminal record. The picture they painted of Trayvon was eerily similar to the way lynch mobs depicted Black men a century earlier.


In July 2013, a majority-white jury in Florida declared George Zimmerman innocent of any crime, and he walked away a free man.


The same story is repeated again and again—and as with George Zimmerman and the men who shot Ahmaud Arbery, the perpetrators are charged with a crime only when protesters force the government to act. When a Black person is killed under suspicious circumstances, white people move quickly to assign guilt to the victim, not the perpetrator. These false stories—much as they did in lynching’s heyday—serve to fuel the cycle of white violence.
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Ida B. Wells-Barnett (her married name) died in Chicago in 1931, but her work continues to this day.


On June 30, 2021, a ceremony was held in Chicago to dedicate the Ida B. Wells-Barnett monument, the first one in the city honoring a Black woman. The monument, crafted by renowned artist Richard Hunt, rises from the ground where the infamous Ida B. Wells public housing project was once erected.


In attendance that day was renowned journalist Nikole Hannah-Jones, whose Twitter display name is “Ida Bae Wells” in honor of her pioneering journalist role model. “We are actually fighting against the same type of tyranny and white supremacy that Ida B. Wells was fighting against all those years ago,” Jones noted.


Ida’s work also continues through the National Memorial for Peace and Justice in Birmingham, Alabama, the first memorial and museum dedicated to the memory of lynching victims in the United States. What is sometimes referred to as the “lynching museum” reminds Americans of what Ida uncovered more than a century ago, namely, that the struggle for equality is also a struggle for safety—for the ability of Black people to move without danger through America, free from fear and free from the terror of white supremacy.
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