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PREFACE



This is a book about Black women not being killed by batterers.


This is a book about Black women not being railroaded by police or the legal system.


This is a book about Black women not being forced to bear or raise children they did not want.


This is a book about Black women who did not tolerate dishonor.


This book is about Black women lashing back, often violently and not always righteously. It’s about the extremities Black women used to escape total victimization.


They were not always wholly successful. Still, they were exceptional by most metrics. Their efforts sometimes produced surprising outcomes in criminal cases. This was especially unique because many in this small group were wanton, lascivious, intemperate, and generally not the folks most likely to receive the benefit of the doubt. Yet even those who had educations and jobs and held to traditional social mores and middle-class aspirations realized that doing things in respectable ways might not spare them from the state’s attacks, surveillance, or degradation.


After all, this book isn’t about women who fought their battles in the right ways.


This book focuses on Black women in lawless times. It’s about women who seized upon unanswered wrongs in ways that exercised and exorcised fury—a fury at the violence directed at Black womanhood in America, fury at their own powerlessness, fury at having no protection.


These women reacted in ways that reflected their lived experiences. Theirs was not a clinical or dispassionate practice, however. Their embodied eruptions seemed to function as a salvo and its own kind of salvation; like a cooling balm for skin ripped and rubbed raw from deeply cut rope burns on newly loosed hands and feet. Many of their methods might demand reproach and condemnation, yet I can’t help but find some comfort in them. Their existence proves that Black women were not always long-suffering hostages, buffeted around helplessly by the savagery of the systems.1 In their stories, I see not just the spirited need for revenge but also the unexpected space, dialogue, and outcomes created when Black women act on fury in the name of vengeance.


1















INTRODUCTION



On a late October day in 1886, Mary Johnson headed toward the home of Edward Sydnor, the father of her child. Under a sky that portended rain, she probably passed Philadelphia’s Walnut Street Theatre on the way, only four blocks from Edward’s residence at 1204 Clover Street. Perhaps she strode past the famed opera house or the Chestnut Street Theatre, both of which were even closer. He lived in the heart of the city’s theater district, a vibrant if sometimes-seedy locale that could have served as the backdrop for Mary and Edward’s courtship. That Edward remained a married man might have been the primary reason the embers died out. Perhaps the realities of child support tempered a once-steamy affair. Whatever passion led to the birth of their child now ran cold.1


Anxiety and trepidation might have haunted her steps as she moved through the city’s streets, casting a gray pall like the darkening clouds high overhead. Maybe anger animated her steps too.


When she arrived at Edward’s, tensions flared. She asked Edward if he had paid the five dollars owed to their child’s nurse. He said no. Mary asked if he would give her the money, as the nurse needed to be paid somehow. He ignored the question and went out. She followed. He entered a nearby carpenter’s shop, close to a saloon that Edward owned and operated, and announced to the shopkeeper that Mary was following him. The situation was escalating.2


Mary placed her hand on her hatchet. Her possession of the weapon might have reflected her trade, as most Black women labored as servants. Hatchets would have been used around the house for firewood and the like, so it is unsurprising that she owned one. Still, meeting with Edward essentially armed could suggest she anticipated some kind of conflict. Maybe she was threatening him; perhaps she sensed that she would have to defend herself. Whatever the reason, that instinct proved correct, as Edward rained down multiple blows on her head. Striking him back, she sank her teeth into his hands. She would be accused of pummeling him with the hatchet as well.3


Officers brought Mary in for “attempting to kill Edward.” It was a serious charge, one she contested at the arraignment. Edward started the row. All she did was finish it.4 She testified that while she had placed her hand on her hatchet, she hadn’t raised it. Mary told Magistrate Smith, “Sydnor then hit me two or three times on the head. Then I hit him.” Though Black women were usually the ones doing time regardless of claims of self-defense, Mary nonetheless made her case. What’s even more extraordinary is that it worked. The magistrate discharged Mary after hearing her testimony and that of Edward. Magistrate Smith went further, once he learned that Edward had fathered Mary’s child out of wedlock. Edward took Mary’s place in custody. Newspapers reported that he did so to the tune of $1,100 bail—$500 for assault and $600 for unlawful cohabitation, the total amounting to roughly five times a domestic servant’s yearly earnings. According to the trial docket, however, though he stood accused of “Adultery in having carnal knowledge of the deponent he being a married man,” and also with “Assault & Battery on deponent,” Edward was discharged the same day.5


Mary disappears from available records after this, so her ultimate fate is unknown; presumably, she went on as she had before, struggling to make ends meet. Still, what we do know is illuminating. We learn about her financial struggles and what mattered to her, like the care of her child. We know that Mary walked with a weapon, suggesting fears navigating the city as well as her personal life. The hatchet also tells a story about her resolve to protect and avenge herself. On some level, she knew she was in jeopardy, and she had a plan for how she might strike out against it.


Mainstream presses were quick to unilaterally assign guilt and criminality to her. Perhaps the best example in this instance being the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin’s piece, simply titled in block capitals, “MARY JOHNSON VIOLENT.” The account made no mention of Edward’s attack on her, or his infidelity, itself a violation at the time, concentrating instead only on her retaliation. That she ended up in police custody offers a glimpse of how the authorities treated women like her.6


Her method of combat is also revealing.


She did not meekly accept abuse or ill treatment. When Edward struck her, something combusted. And he was arguably worse for the wear, as her teeth tore at his flesh, never mind the specter of the hatchet. That violence seemed to comprise and express a fury at the circumstances, such as having to chase this man down for child support, almost as much as it was a response to the physical conflict itself.


Throughout my research into the lives of Black women, I have routinely come across cases like Mary’s. Messy clashes featuring Black women fighting, sometimes even fighting dirty, if necessary, against elements of sexism and racism, including the basic forms of disrespect resulting from them. The numbers are small, but I believe these instances are significant nonetheless, as the ways they lashed back point toward a pattern and ideology not simply of self-defense but also revenge.


In an era when many Black women opted to embrace tactics such as dissemblance and respectability, the actions of these women offer us another form of resistance to consider. Most of these women were not walling off their sexuality or laboring arduously to adhere to white middle-class notions of femininity. The women seemed eager to live in bold, uncompromising ways. They did not necessarily seek out conflict, but they did not appear to be deterred by it either. More often, they seemed to seize upon opportunities to enact vengeance when wronged or otherwise affronted. Because police, prosecutors, justices, and juries routinely failed them, vengeance allowed these Black women to punish wrongs that might otherwise go unaddressed by the state. That these women found ways to protect themselves and enact some measure of retribution might seem unsurprising, but the virulence in how they struck back warrants our consideration.7


Over the course of 2019 and 2020, as I participated in dialogues with other scholars about Black women and feminism, I realized that I hadn’t spent a great deal of time considering the Black women I studied, women embroiled in the criminal justice system, as political actors in a de jure sense, let alone as political theorists. It’s an odd oversight in retrospect, because so much of my work has been about challenging the idea that only certain kinds of figures are worthy of historical study and deep intellectual engagement. I started to ask different kinds of questions: Did the women have their own kind of feminist politics? If so, what was it? What did it look like in practice?8 The answers to those questions startled me, but they also birthed fundamental observations about the uses of Black women’s violence in service of vengeance as a viable, feminist practice—as alarming as that may sound.


I use feminism in ways that are largely aligned with how Beverly Guy-Sheftall defined it in her pioneering anthology on Black feminist writing, Words of Fire—namely, “the emancipatory vision and acts of resistance among a diverse group of African American women” whose work mapped the complexities of Black womanhood as well as “the interlocking nature of the oppression” imperiling it. Much of that writing shows that feminism’s origins in America do not solely lie in white women’s rights activism, particularly those following abolition; rather, they are glimpsed in the earliest forms of struggle when Black women fought against enslavers and would-be rapists and abusers. We see early models in the legacies of freedom fighters such as Harriet Tubman and Sojourner Truth as well as in the political lectures and writings of forerunners such as Maria Stewart in the 1830s. For our purposes, however, the emphasis is on exploring Black women’s vengeful acts against racist oppressors as well as other misogynistic foes.9


More broadly, Black feminism is typically understood as an ideology that seeks to dislodge misogyny, which is the hatred of women, and it aims to dismantle misogynoir, the specific hatred of Black women; it also seeks to embolden women and afford them equitable access. Firmly rooted in the long collective struggle for justice for Black people, Black feminism challenges racism and patriarchy. And at its most expansive and intersectional, especially in more recent decades, Black feminism contests heteropatriarchy as well as mass incarceration, homophobia and transphobia, and poverty. Black feminism has tended to eschew violence as among the “master’s tools,” which in theory will never lead to true liberation for oppressed peoples. Black feminism has also been deeply concerned with structural inequalities and has often mobilized the legal system as a means of redress (though there are groups of Black feminists who did not and do not adhere to the latter, particularly abolitionist feminists). Still, generally defined, Black feminism aims to uphold everything and everyone; often in the noblest of ways—through nonviolent social protest and other forms of civil disobedience, grassroots organizing, petitions, lawsuits, and through art, literature, the uses of the erotic, and scholarship. Under this umbrella, Black feminism is often charged with restoration and repair.10


When I started this project, I envisioned a book that would map a form of feminism undertaken by a band of Black women who took matters into their own hands, because the same legal system that so often moved swiftly to punish them offered little in the way of protection or justice against racist and gendered wrongs. But in encountering Mary’s case and those of other Black women of the era, women who sliced and diced their way out of tight corners, women who lied, robbed, and cheated in the process of enacting a particular kind of revenge, I realized that this book is as much a meditation on Black women’s fury as it is about Black feminism. I use fury more often than rage, partly because of its origins in ancient mythologies, tales of fierce female deities that violently administered justice—goddesses of vengeance. But also because fury and Black feminism have always been inexorably linked, as they represent an anger that is deeply concerned with justice, the lack thereof, and also efforts to find new ways to administer it. Yet it wasn’t until more recently that I came to understand the women I study as some of its key architects and proponents.11


Although predicated upon many of the same core beliefs as traditional Black feminism, particularly the veneration of Black womanhood and bodily sanctity, this type of feminism rotated on baser axioms. There was an immediacy to it, as it helped women act quickly to address everyday wrongs on the ground while at the same time, as much as possible, avoid punishment and other adverse repercussions from a corrupt legal system. It was not concerned with community uplift or institutional reform—that’s not where these women lived. These were everyday Black women confronting crises—those that burst forth spontaneously and yet still somehow also touched upon a chronic, collective kind of pain.


Many of these Black women’s crimes in late-nineteenth-century Philadelphia bore distinct feminist logics, but it’s complicated. How they affirmed their womanhood far exceeded anything that I had ever learned about or considered within traditional definitions of white or Black feminist activism.12 Black women have been so castigated and caricatured for being angry that many of us have been trained not to express it, let alone act upon it, even when it is warranted. Scholarship documenting and decrying the angry Black woman trope is wide and deep at this point, so I won’t belabor it here, except to say that it was refreshing and instructive to explore histories of Black women who not only refused to swallow their anger but rather drew decisively upon it.13


The women employed a kind of Black feminist violence or vigilantism, sometimes for self-defense but also to avenge outrages that uniquely affected or offended them as Black women.14 We have a growing body of literature that attests to Black women’s extraordinary abilities to collectively organize and wring out effective strategies to push back against myriad injustices. After enslavement, we know they hustled hard, working multiple jobs and toting pans to provide extra food for their families. They formed one of the first civil rights organizations and raised funds to help protest racial and sexual violence. They founded newspapers, schools, and clubs and pressed for democracy in the face of the nation’s lawlessness. Lawlessness, in this work, references misogynoir erected and sustained by biased laws and their antiblack enforcement through unequal policing, adjudication, and confinement.15


But some Black women resisted in a different way. With razors, pistols, hatchets, blackjacks, and balled-up fists. With loud hollering and trembling tears, playacting for courts and crowds and racist marks. They resisted and took revenge. The tactics fall across individual actors and their respective calamities, yet when taken together, a method in the melees comes to the fore.


While much of their violence revolved around their attempts to attain a kind of justice, it also seemed to exorcise their rage at misogynoir. Yet rather than running from racist or misogynistic stereotypes, some managed to weaponize and repurpose the attributes—they leveraged these disadvantages for their own benefit. Others appeared to have largely let go of mainstream notions of respectability and morality, too, particularly regarding premarital sex and reproduction. They could be brazen, cold, and often brutal. The patterns were shocking but also seemed to give more than just a rare sounding to the anger and frustration that Black women felt and likely continue to feel as a politically, economically, and socially marginalized group; one especially vulnerable and yet far removed from equitable access to formal protection and justice. Their stories serve as potent examples of Black women who acted on fury and offer some extraordinary outcomes when they did.


I have taken to calling their actions and the underlying principles structuring them vengeance feminism. In the pages that follow, I map its characteristics and contemplate the importance and urgency of its legacy.16


I must caution readers: vengeance feminism was often violent and extralegal. And yet, it’s imperative that we engage with these women where they were. Let me also say for the record that my aim in pondering vengeance feminism is not to glorify wholesale acts of violence against misogynists, nor is it to suggest that every criminal act a Black woman committed in the past can or should be interpreted as feminist activism. Rather, first and foremost, it’s to recognize this as a type of Black feminism, and to stress that it largely served its proponents’ needs during a period when they were subjected to gross racist and gendered double standards. It is also about exploring the advantages of female fury, as it allowed the women guided by it to create spaces for themselves where they weren’t constantly powerless victims; where they were not always the only ones forced to cope with unanswered violations.17


Vengeance feminism is most closely aligned with those strands of Black feminist theory that engage anger and the need for retribution. From both a historical and ideological standpoint, Nikki M. Taylor’s Brooding Over Bloody Revenge serves as an important examination of enslaved women’s deliberate killing of enslavers and their kin, which she posits as a Black feminist practice of justice. In many ways, her discussion of their violence situates these enslaved women as potential forerunners for key aspects of what I observe in the post-Reconstruction period and beyond. Works that explore rage and anger from a more contemporary context would be Black Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman, for example. Michele Wallace’s 1978 critical intervention powerfully voiced Black women’s frustration with sexism and patriarchy in society certainly but also within the Black Power movement and the Black community. Audre Lorde’s rousing 1981 essay, “The Uses of Anger,” excoriated the silencing of Black feminist rage and that of women of color; it championed the productivity that comes from anger as a response to racism and the limitations of white feminism. bell hooks’s work, too, channels Black feminist rage and fashions it as a potent weapon against racism, sexism, homophobia, and racial capitalism. More recent scholarship has emerged revisiting Black feminist rage. An evocative collection of essays appeared in a 2019 special issue of Signs. In it, the authors “theorize rage, harness rage as a resource, and use academic work to help foment the productive rage that forces change.”18


Plus, a bevy of newer works has been published that recognize the need for alternative forms of Black feminism; works that map Black women’s activism around food insecurity and the ongoing struggle for better housing and quality education for their children. Books like Brittney Cooper’s Eloquent Rage: A Black Feminist Discovers Her Superpower, which is a love letter to the complex range of Black women’s emotional and sociopolitical responses to injustice; mapping conflicting tensions, she tackles poverty, middle-class status, and Black women’s difficulties finding partners while still somehow managing to find joy and to thrive. Still, other new works call for holistic, principled ways forward as we continue battling for civil rights, use feminism as a catalyst for prison abolition, explore queer feminism, and work to continue Making All Black Lives Matter. All this scholarship, past texts, and more recent works are phenomenal and have created a rich and vital archive of Black feminist history, theory, scholarship, and activism. These works are incredibly valuable for advancing Black women’s equality, and this book is not intended to detract from them.19


But here is precisely where vengeance feminism diverges.


This feminism was about hitting back—not always figuratively, and not necessarily nobly either. Vengeance feminism is not healing or productive in the conventional sense. Typically, when we refer to those kinds of outcomes, it is with the expectation that Black women are undertaking reparative work in a manner that benefits the Black community if not the whole of American society itself. This isn’t that. Vengeance feminism is defined by Black women defending themselves against dishonor, violence, and lawlessness, and taking control of their own bodies with respect to reproduction by whatever means necessary. With volatile blends of anger, fear, desperation, and acrimony powering their approaches to achieve those ends, they mobilized physical violence but also, intellectually, they leveraged their deficits, manipulated misogynistic stereotypes, and used chicanery and anything else at their disposal to avoid formal punishment. Vengeance feminists grasped those tools that were available to extract payback when wronged and to privilege their own safety and sanctity; sometimes they worked collectively to achieve those aims, but more often than not, women struck out on their own. Normally, as a historian, I would not deign to call the women something that they did not choose or identify for themselves. However, since the phrase is derived from their specific histories of revenge against racist and gendered wrongs, I think we can respectfully do so here.20


And we need to be clear: theirs was not an eye for an eye—Black women’s relative low status did not permit such a thing. Theirs was a finger for an eye. Such a metric allowed them to counterpunch and take vengeance in a way that was painful for the objects of their ire, even as the women themselves did not have the status or resources or physicality to respond exactly in kind.


It was not justice, because that didn’t exist for Black women. It was retributive, anarchic. Navigating the vicissitudes of American justice demanded nothing less.21


On that end, the narrative of this book is at times unwieldy and uneven, as vengeance feminism resists clean lines and linear thinking. The latter is likely worsened by my own wayward penchant for periodically dropping in and out of the writing. Some of this is down to my own by-now-obvious adoration for all manner of unruly Black women, women who knew the deck was stacked against them (from floor to ceiling, quite frankly) but managed to strike out in ways that built new spaces and avenues to inhabit. The other part is a disorderly by-product of the fact that I continue to wrestle with the full import of vengeance feminism.


I know the expectation is that scholars should have all the answers, but for me, there is a richness in wrangling with ideas, stories, and all manner of Black women’s mysteries. Even as Black women’s history, and studies on Black women more broadly, continue to grow, there is still so much that we don’t yet know. Given this, this project also endeavors to center and weave Black women’s stories together in a way that animates their lives, as much as it punctuates the tenets of vengeance feminism and the historical context in which it is studied, primarily Philadelphia in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.


Throughout the book, I introduce new historical cases and revisit some of my favorite old ones. I must confess now that in instances where the sources permit, I have been rather indulgent in recounting the gory details. I do my best to make sense of conflicting evidence, and where documentation is wanting, I strive to provide as accurate a retelling as possible. I use speculative and descriptive prose to give readers a better sense of the context. So, for example, when I discussed the weather on the day Mary was arrested, I did so based off a weather report printed in the paper that day. I had information about where both Mary and Edward lived and, using maps for the period, speculated on what her journey may well have looked like as she made her way to his home. Also, given that the stories and details about them are extracted from nineteenth-century papers, periodicals riddled with racist caricatures and inaccuracies, I scrutinize accounts, corroborate as many details and aspects as possible, and often read against the grain.


Most of the book—and my scholarship, for that matter—is grounded in Philadelphia’s history. As a native New Yorker, I have long been accused of committing a kind of unforgivable treason because of my affinity for the city. But its importance to this study and the themes explored is unmatched. It was central to the nation’s founding, and as such, it reflects all the highs and lows therein. It suborned slavery while it professed deeply Christian and democratic ideals. It was also among the earliest to end enslavement after it hosted the Constitutional Convention, which would give rise to one of the largest populations of free Blacks in the country prior to the Civil War, and it was among the earliest to witness the launch of equal rights for women. Philadelphia is central to the modernization of justice and punishment and the turn to incarceration.22


One could argue that Philadelphia initiated the long, horrific legacy of the violent overrepresentation of Black people in the criminal justice system, beginning with the establishment of the Walnut Street Prison’s “Penitentiary House” in 1790, the first such penal institution of its kind. More recent history also finds the city without rival when it comes to homicidal antiblack policing. We need only revisit the events on May 13, 1985, when authorities using a Pennsylvania State Police helicopter dropped “military-grade” plastic explosives on the headquarters of MOVE, a Black liberation group in West Philadelphia. The flames that engulfed the house on Osage Avenue also rendered the lives of six adults and five children, as well as sixty-one nearby homes, to ash. The city would be ground zero for the mythology surrounding “crack babies” and the feared lost generation during the late 1980s and early 1990s. Indeed, it figured prominently in the rhetoric that placed Black mothers at the center of renewed caricatures of urban decay—itself an extension of a longer historical pattern of the racist lampooning of Black women, such as those images featured in the cartoons of Edward Clay in the city in the 1820s.23


Yet Philadelphia was also the birthplace of pivotal Black organizations and religious orders, some still operating. The African Methodist Episcopal Church owes its founding to a core group of deeply religious free Black men who refused to be segregated in St. George’s Methodist Episcopal Church in the 1780s. After fundraising and buying land in 1791, their labors eventually resulted in the establishment of Mother Bethel Church, which would go on to serve as a crucial anchor for the city’s Black community. Mother Bethel exists as an early example of the long history of the Black church answering both the spiritual and civic needs of its congregation, as its founders and parishioners were also ensconced in working toward Black freedom and citizenship. The Philadelphia Tribune, founded in 1884, is the oldest consistently running Black newspaper in the country, and W. E. B. Du Bois pioneered ethnographic research with the publication of his 1899 study, The Philadelphia Negro, when he was employed by the University of Pennsylvania. All this to say: Philadelphia history is American history. And Black women’s experiences are central to it.24


At various points in the book, the city itself and its more notorious districts function almost as characters unto themselves as details about cases and their circumstances unfold. Beginning with the wild and chaotic flavor of life on Lisbon Street, the first chapter explores the ways some Black women used feminist violence when they took revenge for physical abuse as well as umbrage at insults about their womanhood. It explores how they navigated their own notions of honor and how the women defended those boundaries when breeched.


The second chapter contextualizes the embers fueling vengeance feminists’ fury by taking stock of key statutes sanctioning enslavement and Black women’s sexual exploitation. It also charts the resulting, loathsome cultural dictums about Black femininity that spread like the fetid pustules of some deadly plague. It shows how that history and those ideas endured and adversely impacted Black women at various points when they encountered the legal system.


From there, Chapter 3 turns to the countermeasures that these Black women deployed, examining their own configurations of survival. It takes stock of the multiple sites of jeopardy as they battled attackers, accusers, and the justice system alike. Specifically, it focuses on two cases where Black women faced death sentences, one for murdering a Black man and one for murdering a white woman, to consider how they mobilized a variety of methods to navigate perilous terrain.


The fourth chapter examines how the women weaponized racist and misogynistic stereotypes through the wily cunning of a distinct group of female thieves. It charts how these women often robbed white men and largely evaded punishment. At the same time, it explores the women’s actions against the wider context of the daily vitriol lobbed at Black women traversing city streets. This chapter also considers cases that are similar to but not completely within the milieu of vengeance feminism, as it fans out to discuss the limits of the ideology.


Chapter 5 considers what might be vengeance feminism’s furthest reaches as it studies instances of abortion and infanticide. Although there were probably myriad reasons why some women chose to end pregnancies as well as why they killed newborns, and many of those motives are largely unknowable, this chapter ponders whether Black women’s actions were also enactments of their own fury at the inequitable stigma assigned to unwed and unwanted pregnancies.


The conclusion shows that while this study of vengeance feminism is situated in the past, in many respects, the concepts and practices are historically porous; there are glimpses further back in Black women’s history, and examples of it exist in our own time. I also contemplate the enduring lessons undergirding it and question whether it holds value for women today.


Vengeance feminism was hewed out of an aggrieved cry for a just reckoning. It was routinely extralegal, volatile, and at times nihilistic. That constellation of words might normally be used in a pejorative sense, but there was power in nihilistic action and volatility was sometimes the only weapon the women had. Their actions outside the bounds of the law were not necessarily unjust. The uncomfortable truth is that it was practically impossible for most Black women to adhere to or trust in the law because it was never universally applied. Vengeance feminism, with all its odious, malevolent, and awesome contours, was a poignant response to the conditions they were under.


It is for this reason that I turn our attention to this sanguine swath of Black women’s history.
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ONE



THEIR HONOR


Black Womanhood on Offense


I think I would be almost glad… if more of our women so treated would do the same thing.


—Emma Rhoads, 1885


I think she is a hero in a true sense of the word and has rid the world of a villain.


—Robert Purvis, 1885


Things had gotten out of hand, but such was usually the case on Lisbon Street. The “malodorous thoroughfare,” dubbed Murderer’s Row, routinely found its denizens at the center of its many bloody calamities. Loud and belligerent arguments were a regular feature, as dice games became deadly, as pugnacious deeds resolved disputes rather than words.1


Anyone brave enough to visit the place after hours would have witnessed such scenes firsthand. They might have run into men such as John Blackston, a notorious figure on Lisbon Street. In 1893, Blackston, who also ran an illicit resort on Lisbon, was already under indictment for keeping a disorderly house after a police raid in August, when he was again arrested three weeks later. This time Blackston attacked a long-standing rival, William Brown, also a resident of Lisbon Street, while the man ate oysters at a nearby saloon. Blackston made good on past threats by submerging a steel blade into Brown’s side. Of Blackston, the Times Philadelphia reported, “No one is better known to the police than this man.”2


And yet on Lisbon Street, John Blackston was but one among many: Young men like twenty-year-old Frank Love, of Hurst and Lisbon, who viciously stabbed another Lisbon street resident, fifty-two-year-old Josiah Elliott; Edward Palmer decided to settle his beef with Frank Howard with a revolver on Lisbon Street late Saturday night, October 14, 1893. He struck his adversary in the neck and thigh; James Elliott of 517 Lisbon, was “accidentally shot in the left hand” while trying to disarm William Turner of 530 Lisbon Street.3


City dwellers wandering down the corridor could expect to be propositioned by bold women, such as Tenie Hogan, also known as Tennie Cornish, of 521 Lisbon Street. Tenie, an enterprising, if notorious, Black woman, ran her own disorderly house that doubled as a fairly active crime scene. In 1890, a man had been stabbed in a drunken fracas in the parlor, and a few days later, an Italian man would be robbed of $200 there. Details vary, but the most consistent telling is that as Domenico Fabrizio walked down the street, Mamie White accosted him for beer money. When he refused, she snatched his hat and ran into Tenie’s spot. He followed and reportedly offered her ten cents for the hat’s safe return. As Fabrizio fished for the coin, he inadvertently revealed a roll of notes he happened to have on his person. Mamie snatched the bills and disappeared. Fabrizio left to summon the police, giving Mamie enough time to divide the plunder with Tenie and two others in the house before hightailing it to New Jersey, where she was later apprehended.4 In all likelihood, Mamie was soliciting under false pretenses—pretending to sell sex so that she could rip off wannabe johns. The city’s slums were rife with such scams, and Lisbon Street was no exception.


But another kind of melee took place at Blackson’s spot on Saturday night, September 16, 1893—one about honor. It involved another Lisbon Street regular named Ida Payton. Even as she and her peers rejected the more restrictive attributes of respectability, such as chastity, temperance, and submissiveness, they seemed to insist upon a basic standard of civility and respect for their womanhood just the same. When breeched, they mobilized characteristics typically associated with male honor, particularly the nerve and gumption to violently defend their pride when injured or when their character had been otherwise besmirched.


Through Ida’s story and those of other Black women like her, such as Annie Cutler, who was tried for murder in 1885, we can begin to understand how otherwise rare and extreme individual acts could nonetheless compel the public to grapple with the larger implications of the sanctity of Black womanhood and the utility of Black feminist violence. This is important because African American women had long been branded as immoral and thusly placed outside patriarchal notions of protection. Yet whether they lived and labored on streets like Lisbon or attended every Sunday service and stayed virgins until marriage, they did not surrender to those damning, exclusionary notions. Many Black women defined honor for themselves, but vengeance feminists defended their own honor.5


Indeed, honor was something that Black women on Lisbon Street took seriously. Perhaps it’s because they knew how the outside world perceived them—they were the Black trash whose very existence W. E. B. Du Bois and his ilk lamented for tarnishing the larger image of the race. Leading figures like Mary Church Terrell, acting in her capacity as the president of the National Association of Colored Women, bemoaned the fact that “the entire black race is compelled to suffer for every crime of its component individuals. The fault of the one becomes the scourge of the many.” But we can’t lay it all on Du Bois or Terrell. In fact, Terrell was among an early group of Black activists decrying peonage and convict leasing. And we can’t pretend that Black reformers didn’t have a point on some level either. Black criminals were held up as proof positive of the race’s inherent degeneracy. Plus, white Philadelphians also traded ugly insults about the women who lived there—those who were especially wanton and reckless, and those who were not. Hurling such insults, however, did not deter them from daily visits to the place in search of alcohol, gambling, and illicit sex. Black men, too, sought out the ladies who worked the corners and lingered on stoops and in doorways. Some of the women were unemployed and too addled with drink, some were well-known hookers and thieves. Some of the women were brawlers.6


Ida Payton (alias Ida Gibbs, alias Ida Burton) was no stranger to combat, or to strong drink either. And she was well acquainted with the opposite sex. At twenty-four, she was only a year or two older than her victim, Samuel Jackson of 511 Gillis Alley.7 Ida reportedly lived on 318 Trout Street but seems to have maintained a space at 513 Lisbon Street, in Blackston’s resort. This is where she was on the night in question—when she encountered Samuel.8 Samuel and Ida had something fiery between them. She was rumored to have been sweet on him at one point, though word on the street lately was that he had given her “the shake.” Whatever their affiliation, they had an explosive argument in her room—as his two friends would later testify. Some accounts said he insulted her and slapped her face. Then she hit him over the head with a blackjack. Others would later say that she struck him with the blackjack but that “it was only in fun.” Ida herself testified that she used a “whip handle in self-defense” after he hit her first.9


While the start is debatable, the result is not. All parties affirmed that Samuel then flew into a rage. With the din of laughter and craps games, tobacco smoke and fumes of beer and whiskey likely serving as the backdrop, Ida survived a punishing assault. Samuel “pitched into her” before he threw her down and “beat her head against the floor.” Edward Miner and Jacob Lewis, the two other men who had been hanging out with Samuel, intervened. They pulled Samuel off Ida and forced him out of the house. She warned him not to come back. An officer would testify that he overheard Ida say, “If the ——comes back I will shoot him.”10


The same policeman, William J. Holland, had encountered the men as they hung outside afterward at the corner of Hurst and Lisbon. He listened to their conversation, as Samuel grew more riled up about having been struck with a blackjack. Samuel wanted “satisfaction” for the affront. Officer Holland advised him to go home. He did not—Edward headed back inside to borrow a bottle to put whiskey in, and Samuel would soon return to the house as well. Edward cautioned him that Ida had a gun, to which Samuel replied, “Well, let her have the pistol in her hand.”11


Another coarse dispute between Samuel and Ida ensued. Ida declared that it “was all over with him.” Edward and Jacob worked to separate the pair again, with one nudging Samuel to the door while the other coaxed Ida toward the stairs. During her trial, witnesses testified that she was standing on the third step when Samuel insulted her for the last time. It was then, after Samuel Jackson “called her a name,” one that could not be printed in the papers, according to Jacob, that she turned and said, “I’ll mark you for that.” Edward’s testimony concurred: “Then Jackson called her a name and she let him have it.” All testified that it was an “ill name.” From her staircase perch, Ida took aim and fired over Edward’s shoulder, and the scene dissolved into smoke and confusion.12


We should step back for a moment and carefully consider the sequence of events to be clear about what Ida did not do. Ida didn’t try to retrieve the gun and fire in the immediate aftermath of the beating. Ida did not fire on Samuel when he returned to the house, per her original threat. Even as the embers of the first row quickly reignited, she did not shoot. Both parties were retreating. The parting dig, the ill name, the vile affront—that was the final straw. She stood on her honor and ultimately shot Samuel dead.


During her trial, however, Ida rested on something else. The defense first tried to blame the shooting on Edward, particularly as he had priors and had left the city in a rush upon learning of Samuel’s demise. For her part, Ida’s story was that there was so much commotion in the residence that she did not know what happened to Samuel—that she had gone upstairs and couldn’t see how he was shot. The jurors did not buy it. Edward’s version of events had been corroborated by additional eyewitnesses, such as Robert “Grandpop” Edwards, a youth who had been hanging around the parlor that day. And later, another patrolman, a police sergeant, and a doctor who treated the victim all testified that before his death, Samuel said Ida was “the one who had done the shooting.” Ida was convicted of murder in the second degree and sentenced to twelve years on November 1, 1893.13


Once behind bars, she would find herself among other Black women who also answered similar offenses with violence. Women such as Ida Howard, who had stabbed a man to death in 1891 at the corner of Lisbon and Hurst after he rudely stared and cursed at her. She was not in immediate mortal danger and was, according to the Philadelphia Inquirer, “muttering something about his calling her a bad name” when she struck back with deadly fury. The same was true of Ida Payton, who could have walked away from her argument with Samuel. Black women like Ida were afforded so few courtesies, so little consideration. They simply could not countenance disrespect. As fraught as such responses may be, there was something radical about the actions too.14


Ida’s decision to pull the trigger suggests that she was grasping after ideals and protocols typically reserved for men, and generally elite white men at that. Even as duels waned significantly after the Civil War and would increasingly be policed, the deadly contests sporadically took place in the late nineteenth century, and not just in the South. Pennsylvania’s own state representative, Robert Adams Jr., who will be discussed in more detail shortly, had himself participated in a duel with a fellow member of the First Troop Philadelphia City Cavalry on April 10, 1880. Robert especially was a member of the wealthy “old families of the Quaker City,” but both men were regarded as “not only highly respectable but very well known in the best society.” Early accounts reported that an argument over an unnamed woman lay at the heart of the matter. Robert charged that “Dr. White’s course in the affair had been very cowardly.” For this, “Dr. White called him a liar and slapped his face. The usual regulations followed, and the journey for the dueling places made.” Indeed, the fight found the men standing back-to-back with “nine-inch rifled pistols of regulation dueling size” in hand. The two marched the requisite paces, though accounts vary between ten and fifteen steps, and then fired. No one was injured. Robert Adams fired at his target, “without effect.” Dr. White fired in the air. Rather than firing for a second round, the parties agreed that “ample satisfaction had been given.” Their showdown was held in neighboring Delaware, where the law permitted men like Robert and Dr. White to violently avenge dishonor.15


Yet in the face of far more vulgar and violent indignities, Black women were expected to swallow their pride and shoulder on. Masses of Black women did—but vengeance feminists couldn’t.


Even as Ida’s decision to pull the trigger was an intensely personal avenging act, it still challenged the notion that honor and its restoration were the province of white people, and men in general. Ida delivered a blistering rebuke of her demoralization. And in that chosen course of action, she was not alone. Annie Cutler found herself in the throes of a similar kind of rupture in 1885. Originally from New England, she had left home for a boy. William Knight had stolen her heart. He relentlessly wooed her and persuaded her to follow him to Philadelphia. She did, as the two planned to wed. Despite the bigotry and poverty and daily perils, owing to the ample and growing size of Philadelphia’s Black community, it was a city where folks could breathe a little. There were parties and dances and outings to the shore. There were churches and jook joints and restaurants where they could buy oysters and tote away pails of beer if they wanted. It probably seemed like the future. For a while, it was. William worked as a waiter, and Annie worked as a cook for the Mettlers, who owned a saloon on 835 Race Street.16


Annie was hopelessly in love with William. And they had sex—they were practically married, after all. Except they weren’t. Despite William’s promise to make her his bride, he had been stepping out on her and married the other woman instead. But that was only part of the problem. The other part is that he did not tell Annie anything about it. For months. In all the time he was a newlywed, he had still been visiting her regularly. When Annie found out, she was beside herself with grief and shame. And rage. She had given him everything—her time, her money, her affection, and her body. Not only had she turned over money to him, expecting that he was preparing a home for them, but so, too, did her mother. Mrs. Emily Cutler “also bestowed many gifts and considerable money upon Knight for the same purpose.”17 Annie lamented the fact that she had been ruined by him. She tried to talk to him, but he was done with her. And when she couldn’t let it go, he roughed her up to make her understand the point.18


Annie mourned the loss of her virginity, and what happened next gestures to the intricacies of vengeance feminism and its relationship to respectability and honor. She had been invested in the prospect of marriage. Yet she still engaged in premarital sex, probably in the hope that it would result in a proposal. When that failed, her actions blended honor and vengeance as she unleashed fury on the man who betrayed her.19


She purchased a secondhand pistol and tested it to make sure it worked. Despite drinking a lot, she managed to write two letters to loved ones days before her fateful encounter with William. One was to her mother. She forewarned of her actions and instructed her mother to bury her in a plain white box when they found her. Annie apologized for letting her down and for bringing shame upon them. A similar letter was sent to the Mettlers.20


Annie waited for William after he got off work. When he attempted to walk past her, apparently without even acknowledging her presence, she pulled the trigger, twice. One bullet struck him under his left eye and exited the back of his skull. The second bullet went to his heart. Passersby disarmed and detained her. One wonders about Annie’s physical state as she fired. If a surge of adrenaline made her body tremble, it didn’t obscure her aim or diminish her resolve.21


The Samaritans who intervened would later testify that she fought with them, entreating them to let her make certain that she had finished the job. Reportedly, she cried aloud, “I hope to God I have killed him. I could kill him twice for the wrong he has done to me.” On the face of it, hers should have been an open-and-shut case. It would be anything but.22


Robert Purvis, the legendary Black abolitionist, is probably the last name that would come to mind in relation to vengeance feminism, but in the Cutler case, his is a name that would feature prominently in the court of public opinion and the discourse itself. Born of mixed ancestry in South Carolina in 1810, Purvis’s father, a white man of considerable means, moved his family to Philadelphia so that his three boys might be educated and enjoy a better quality of life. They did. Robert was well educated and considered quite handsome. He was six feet tall, with dark, wavy hair and thick sideburns, fashionable for his day. Though he could have easily passed and was mistaken for white, he clung to his Blackness. As his biographer noted, Robert’s “identification with his grandmother’s race was perhaps the strongest element in his sense of self.” Dido Badaracka had been captured in Africa at twelve years old and sold on the block in a Charleston slave market. Robert revered her beauty, “crisp hair,” and regal manner.23 When he came of age and wed, it was Harriet Forten who had stolen his heart—the “dark, beautiful, and talented” young woman who was six months his senior. They married in 1832 and remained so until her death in 1875. Throughout their lives together, they were both abolitionists and among the Black elite, as her own father was the well-to-do businessman James Forten.24
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