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Chapter One



The Mikado


February 1886


Ida perched languorously on the banister at the opera house, waiting for the curtain to rise. The Mikado, a new comic opera by Gilbert and Sullivan, had come to Memphis.


There were, officially, no segregated sections—only a tacit understanding that Black people and white people might attend the theater together if they kept mindfully to their places. But when the calcium limelights were dim, it was possible to move forward and get a better view—and when Ida could, she did. That night at The Mikado was no exception.


Ida had moved as far forward in the theater as she felt safe doing. The front of the mezzanine provided a much better view than the upper balcony.


Her friend Fanny said, “Ida, I think you might be the most courageous woman in all of Memphis.”


Ida beamed, but her friend’s words revealed the chasm that would always be between them. Fanny was amusing, but she was built to fit into society. Ida was fun, but she was always determined to go her own way.


Despite what her friend thought, Ida was not fearless. She was intimate with fear. It greeted her every morning before the sun rose. It sat heavy on her chest, a fat, lazy cat that refused to move, impervious to her pleas, in the name of all that was good and holy, for it to shoo.


But the opera house was not a place that required bravery of Ida. For her there was no corner of the opulent structure that did not delight the senses. If she could, she would enter the grand building early and wander the place, touching it all, from the cool marble to the thick velvet curtains to the ornate golden sculptures that curved up the walls on the orchestra level.


She wondered who had painted the gods and angels on the ceiling frescoes and if they had considered, even for a moment, giving one of the angels brown skin.


She longed to stand at the top of the elaborate staircase and descend as if she were a great diva with a four-octave range. Ida always dressed as if she were going to be seen, and on this particular occasion, she was wearing her favorite dress—a pale blue number with a candy-red underpinning. She had swept her tousle of curls into an elegant bun, and though no one could see her in the dark, she felt beautiful enough to be on the stage. Fanny, who was in all things more understated, wore a pretty pink dress with leaf-green embroidery. Ida would have loved to have a carte de visite of the two of them dressed for the opera. A memory to keep and hold for always.


Ida loved all kinds of live theater, but comic operas were among her favorites. She knew nothing about Japan before she saw The Mikado, and some would say she knew even less about what the country was really like after it. But the musical by Gilbert and Sullivan had been an international hit, and the cast that night in Memphis seemed to delight in the broad, campy humor and the roller coaster of melody they were given to work with.


Ida could see that, beneath all the comedy, there was a great deal of craft. It wasn’t just that there was an exquisite harmony between the tenors and altos, the sopranos and mezzo-sopranos. She felt lifted, as if on a hot-air balloon, by the way the singers bobbed and weaved between their chest voices and head voices.


Although some of the lyrics were purposefully nonsensical, Ida noted how the performers sang the staccato verses, making each word perfectly clear:




Three little maids who, all unwary,


Come from a ladies’ seminary,


Freed from its genius tutelary.





She could gather the meaning from the context, but she vowed to look the word up—tutelary. Ida took elocution classes, because attending the theater in Memphis had taught her that diction was vital. She wanted her words to be understood, not just in her writing, but every time she spoke.


Ida was the daughter of parents who had been enslaved. When she was still just a girl, her parents died. Now there was no one to stand between her and all the pain the world had to offer an orphaned Black girl without connections or means. If fear was insistent on shackling itself to her side, then it had better be prepared to go all the places Ida intended to go.


Each day, her Lord made a decision; He decided whether she would live or die.


Each day, Ida had her own decision to make: to live—really live—or shrivel and rot in the husk of constraints society intended to assign her based solely on her gender and race. Ida intended to live. Really live. She came to the theater as much as she could. She got as close to the stage as she physically could because for her this was not merely entertainment. The drama onstage was a tonic, a tincture of bravery, a reminder of the boldness she needed to realize her dreams. This was what she was obliged to do with the days she had been given: take her life and put it center stage.


She was young and Black and free. A war had been fought for her liberty. A president had been assassinated for his commitment to justice. More than six hundred thousand men had laid down their lives in the bloodiest battles their nation had ever known.


As she set out in the world, Ida B. Wells did not have parents to warn her to tread lightly, that the Reconstruction South had many perils for Black people still. She had no family name to polish or protect. Day by day, scene by scene, she had to craft a life and cast herself at the center of it. Not as a bit player or a caricature of a hateful past but as a woman of tomorrow—a woman who did not ask or need permission. The blank page was her only dowry, and she intended to take that gift and make herself a writer.


She knew there were some of her race who thought that if they shrank themselves—their dress, their courage, their joy, and their ambition—their playing small would protect them from the whims and furies of the majority race. But Ida thought the notion that there was anything a colored person could do to truly armor themselves against any wrongdoing was a paper-thin folly, an ahistorical illusion.


When the gaslights of the theater dimmed and she was no longer fearful of being caught sitting outside the Black section, there was something else—something that captured her attention more than the singing and dancing and the madcap antics of the players on the stage who bumbled and lurched toward love.


Ida noticed that she and her fellow theatergoers laughed in unison and gasped with a single breath, as if they were musicians in an orchestra being directed by the same maestro. It was almost like a sociology experiment testing the theory that there really was only one race—the human race.


Later, in her diary, Ida would remark of The Mikado, “It is a delightful jumble of ridiculous and laughable; a comic combination of songs, speeches and actions, and dress.” As the performance roared on, Ida continued to lean over the banister. And Fanny continued to feel what she always felt around Ida, a surge of admiration and just a smidgen of terror. What if they got caught?


Mark Twain called the period they lived in the Gilded Age. Ida had read that it was his belief that America, as it neared the end of the century, sparkled on the surface but was corrupt and lawless underneath.


He was not, of course, referring to the society of Black elites. Theirs was a world he did not know and could not imagine. If there was one thing that made Ida seethe, it was the cloak of invisibility that was constantly thrown over the best of their race—the hardworking, the moral, the educated, the prodigiously brilliant. If she ever met Mark Twain, she would bend his ear and let him know that among the darker hue of American society, there was no pass from the call for justice, no opting out of the quest for equality. As their sister Frances Ellen Watkins Harper so passionately declared in 1866, “We are all bound up together in one great bundle of humanity.”


Ida did not yet know how much Harper’s vision for universal rights would become the blueprint for her own life’s work. She knew only how deeply her head and her heart called out—Amen!—as she read Harper’s words: “Society cannot trample on the weakest and feeblest of its members without receiving a curse in its own soul.”


She had much to say and many worries, but that night, as Yum-Yum sang in her sweet soprano, “The sun whose rays are all ablaze,” there was nothing to do but let the music wash over her and let the laughter of the audience lift her soul.
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Chapter Two



A New Life in Memphis


Six months before The Mikado, Ida had started a new career as a teacher in Memphis. She met the young men and women who would become her colleagues and friends at the New Central House, where the newly elected teachers of the Memphis school district first gathered. It was a bright September day, and the teachers, as well as members of the school board, had gathered for coffee, then a welcome lunch.


In Memphis, there were two classes of young and unmarried Black women. The vast majority worked as domestics and laundresses. Ida passed them in the street, these women holding bags of other people’s dirty laundry who dressed up for work in fresh-pressed whites and grays to clean and serve.


Ida belonged to an upper class of men and women barely out of their teens. It was a club, an elite cadre of twenty Black schoolteachers. Only twenty. It was lucky, dream work.


She had come to Memphis alone from Holly Springs, Mississippi, her hometown. After her parents’ death when she was sixteen, her brothers had moved in with family in rural parts of Tennessee. Her aunt Fanny had moved to California in search of better job opportunities, taking her own daughter and Ida’s little sisters Annie and Lily with her.


The afternoon had been organized by Tommie Moss, a young man who worked at the New Central House as a manager and who Ida liked immediately. She sat at the table between two women named Fanny: Fanny Thompson and Fannie Bradshaw.


“The sun in Memphis is punishing and exacting. Don’t let it catch you without a dress that’s pressed and clean,” Fannie Bradshaw said, as if Ida needed to be reminded of something as pedestrian as looking sharp.


A stylish young woman who introduced herself as Virginia Broughton reminded her, “White gloves and a parasol are a must on Beale Street.”


Fannie Bradshaw, who was quickly becoming Ida’s least favorite of the Fannies, clucked, “You’re a schoolteacher. Each year, you must be reelected to your post by the school board. I don’t know what it was like in Mississippi, but a Memphis schoolteacher must be above reproach.”


It had always seemed to Ida that, while it was a man’s world, women were the wasps you had to watch. One whispered word at teatime and you could spend the whole year in a futile attempt at darning your reputation, with no guarantee that you’d be able to suture the wound.


Ida was taking it all in, the ladies’ manual of teaching, when she noticed a young man staring at her. He was tall, almost as tall as her father had been, and he wore a dark gray morning coat and a perfectly pressed white shirt with a high, winged collar. He seemed to have noticed her upon first glance, and he smiled and waved as if greeting an old friend. While the members of the school board made their speeches, he never took his eyes off her.


All throughout the talk of rising above the clouds of ignorance, the ignominy of their enslaved past, and the importance of excellence in character as well as deed, his eyes seemed to be sending a steady message like the clicks of a telegraph: Be mine. Be mine. Be mine. When the formal addresses were at last finished and they were free to mingle and meet their fellow teachers, he approached her and said her name, not his: “Miss Ida B. Wells.”


His name was Isaiah J. Graham, and he seemed to know all about her. She flushed to think that he had learned so much in such a little time.


They talked about books, Ida’s favorite subject, and Ida was impressed that he had his own personal library. She knew by the way he talked about his parents and their educational pedigree that he was a member of what they called the Upper Tenth, the wealthiest Black Americans, many of whom were descended from generations of men and women who had been born free.


When he gave her his card and asked to call on her, she carefully put the card in her small shell-shaped purse and wished for the thousandth time that women’s dresses had pockets.
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Chapter Three



A Breath of Life


A few weeks later, Ida visited the Memphis Lyceum, a literary salon that was one of the most popular social activities in town. The room hushed as Fanny Thompson stepped onto the stage. She wore a chocolate-brown dress with a structured bodice. A lace bib overlay fell across her chest in a deep V; black lace adorned her sleeves and hung like an apron from her skirt.


She smiled at the room of two dozen who had come for the Friday night gathering. The gaslights around them were dimmed, and the room was awash in a saffron glow.


Fanny said plaintively, quoting a line from Ibsen’s A Doll’s House that Ida knew well, “‘But our home has never been anything but a playroom. I’ve been your doll wife—just as I used to be Papa’s doll child.’”


She turned to the front row of women, all Lyceum members, and whispered, “‘And the children have been my dolls. I used to think it was fun when you came in and played with me, just as I think it’s fun when I go in and play games with them.’”


Then, turning to the men, she said, “‘That’s all our marriage has been, Torvald.’”


The audience erupted into applause, and Ida clapped wildly too. As she brought her gloved hands together in ovation, she thought, This is possible. This is something I can and, most certainly, will do.


In the 1880s, lyceums and literary societies flourished in Black middle-class communities across the country. In Memphis, the Lyceum was run by the city’s most prominent Black women, mostly teachers, and their Friday night gathering soon became Ida’s favorite part of the week.


Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton had gained fame and no small degree of fortune by traveling in the postbellum lyceum circuit, but so had Black women such as Sojourner Truth, Maria W. Stewart, and Harriet Forten Purvis. Before coming to Memphis, Ida had heard these names, but she had not seen her female peers perform in front of an audience of enthralled men and women.


Ida had long heard men speak from pulpits, but at the Memphis Lyceum, women commanded the stage. The first night she attended, she took it all in, from the jeremiads calling for safety and opportunity to the dramatic and musical entertainments that brought the words of Tennyson and the music of Verdi into a community whose every action sought to be part of the lyric and melody in the masterful libretto of post-Reconstruction hope.


The Lyceum became the heartbeat of Ida’s life in Memphis. In a letter to her sister, in California, she wrote:






Dear Annie,




Thank you for your last letter. I promise to visit you and L’il in Visalia before the year is over. Right now, Memphis holds me in its thrall. Teaching suits me as I thrill to the world of ideas. And there are suitors who court and send me love letters. (More about them later.) I have also found a community of women friends at the Memphis Lyceum, and it is there I have found what I did not know I was looking for—a breath of life.


The Lyceum is composed mainly of fellow teachers in the Memphis school district. They meet every Friday night in the Vance Street Church. The literary exercises consist of recitations, essays, and debates interspersed with music. It is pure joy to hear the words leap off the page, much the same way we loved Friday-afternoon oratorical speeches when we attended school. The exercises always close with the reading of the Evening Star—a spicy journal prepared and read by the editor. There are news items, literary notes, criticisms of previous offerings on the program, a They Say column of pleasant personalities—and always some choice poetry.


I cannot wait until I take to the stage to make my oratorical debut. Do not wish me luck, dear Annie. In the theater, the correct term is “break a leg.”




Yours, as ever,


Ida







It was the first week of October, and Ida was still getting settled into her life in Memphis. She was thrilled to be teaching in a big city, not a rural country school, but the classrooms were crowded and the days were long. As she stood in front of the classroom, she wrote the day’s schedule on the board:




9–12: PRAYER AND MORNING LESSONS


12–2: LUNCH


2–5: AFTERNOON LESSONS





“It is a fine day. Let us begin with a hymn,” she said, smiling at the room crammed with nearly fifty students. It was a fourth-grade class, but the students ranged in age from eight to eleven.


“I’ll call out your name, and you sing a verse,” Ida continued. “By now, everyone should know the words.”


She called on one of her favorite students, Patience Cullen. The girl had a voice like an angel. The girl stood up and began to sing:




All things bright and beautiful,


All creatures great and small,


All things wise and wonderful,


The Lord God made them all.





Henry Coleridge stood up next and began to sing in perfect pitch:




The rich man in his castle,


The poor man at his gate,


God made them, high or lowly,


And ordered their estate.





It inspired her. Their beautiful voices, and the fact that she could make a difference in their lives the way the teachers in her small town had done in hers.
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That night, Ida went to the Lyceum filled with a sense of purpose. She felt her mood darken, though, when Lavinia Wormley, one of the Memphis teachers, walked up to her and asked, “Who are your people?”


The question was meant to sting, as it was about class. Tell me who your parents are, did they go to college, were they born free, do you belong?


Who are your people?


Ida tried not to wince. It was the ultimate Upper Tenth question. The subtext was: Tell me your lineage, and I will decide just how much you matter. If the power players in the Black community didn’t know you, it was incumbent on you to show them why they should know you. The question brought with it a whole thunderstorm of emotion. Because the answer was neither straightforward nor likely to provoke the warmest response.


Ida was the proud daughter of Jim and Lizzie Wells. She was the oldest of five living children. Her parents and youngest brother had died of yellow fever in ’78. Her sisters Annie and Lily were living with her aunt in California. Her brothers George and James, who was called A. J., were training to be carpenters, as their father had been. Her sister Eugenia had suffered from spinal tumors as a toddler and been paralyzed. After their parents’ death, Eugenia was sent to an institution and died there. Ida tried not to think about her, the pain and agony of her short life, but Eugenia had been her people too.


Ida had been on her own since she was sixteen. As a child, she read voraciously, the Bible and newspapers and as many novels as she could get her hands on, but she had not been able to fulfill her dream of attending college.


She was a young woman alone in Memphis, and there were times when this made her vulnerable at worst, suspect at best. Who were her people? For Ida, her people went beyond her family. She wanted to say, Frederick Douglass is my people.


Her people were Jane Eyre and every scrappy orphan that literature had to offer. Her people were the heroines of novels, like Meg, Jo, Beth, and Amy—women on a moral, spiritual, and, yes, romantic quest.


Would Lavinia Wormley blink if she named the indomitable Isabel Archer, who kept her company on long winter nights when she read Henry James by lamplight? Ida’s people were the good Lord and His son, Jesus. She hoped. She was, she knew, far from pious. But she aspired to do right, and she hoped that if their God was as almighty as promised, He could see past her temper and indiscretions and into her heart.


She knew she had stood silent, staring at Lavinia for far too long. The woman had asked a simple question; only a simple answer was required.


“My people are the Wellses of Holly Springs.”


Lavinia raised an eyebrow, pretending to search for a connection when she knew there was none. If the Wellses were Upper Tenth, the name would have shone with all the wattage of a skyful of fireworks on the Fourth of July. Still, politeness demanded that she pretend not to dismiss Ida as what was, in those days, known viciously as a “mulatto nobody.”


Light-skinned enough for acceptance, too poor to penetrate the inner circles of the Black elite.


“I don’t believe I know the name Wells,” Lavinia said.


“That’s okay. You will,” Ida said with confidence. And then, as she walked away, she whispered to herself, “You certainly will.”


She had been loved well and raised well for the first two-thirds of her life—it was her intention to take what she had been given to craft a life that would make her parents proud. The Wells name would be synonymous with doing good for their people. She would see to that.


At the Lyceum, Ida noted that the skin tones of the women ranged from very fair—those who could nearly pass—to very dark. This made her feel the tent was bigger at the Lyceum than it was in other social circles. In the 1880s, the Black elite began to solidify their ranks—fair skin was often a critical requirement for entry into the most privileged circles. Many of the families could attribute their wealth and education to white fathers who granted them opportunities and sought, in some meaningful way, to acknowledge their paternity. So many of those Blacks who had an elevated status dating, in some cases, to decades before the Civil War shared a commonality of physical features—fair skin, straight hair, light-colored eyes, and aquiline noses—and this mark of privilege morphed into a preferred aesthetic. “Blue veins”—so called because they were Blacks who were light enough that you could see the veins beneath their skin—tightened their ranks lest they be lumped in with the formerly enslaved and bear the punishments that caste of Black people was still made to endure.


Ida knew all of this because her own father, Jim, was the son of a white enslaver. He had been both progeny and property. Yet her white grandfather had sought to do right by his son. It was he who saw to it that Jim trained as a master carpenter. It was because of the connections of his biological father that, in 1870, Jim had the money, $130, to purchase land and build a three-room house near the town square for his young family.


Jim had been light enough to gain entry into any room that the Black elite occupied. Ida’s mother had been darker skinned. Ida and her siblings ranged in skin tone from the youngest, Annie, who could pass for white, to the boys, who were somewhere in the middle, and to Ida and her sisters Lily and Eugenia, who were lighter than their mother but darker than the other children. When the census taker visited their home, he carefully noted that all the Wells children were “mulatto.”


Ida was particularly aware that the issue of skin color was one of the ways in which men evaluated potential wives. The men of the Black elite, no matter how dark their own skin, almost always leaned toward whiter-looking wives, with the hopes of producing whiter-looking children. Blanche K. Bruce, the second Black man elected to the US Senate and a social climber of “unconquerable ambition,” was said to have sealed his spot in the Upper Tenth with his marriage to Josephine Beall Willson, a woman often described as “fairer than many a Caucasian belle.”


Ida saw nothing wanting in her own café au lait visage, but she was a keen observer of society’s mores. While these upper-class Blacks did not want to pass for white, one only needed to take in the uniformity of their complexion when entering a room to know how much it mattered.
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Two weeks after that “Who are your people?” question, Ida returned to make her stage debut at the Lyceum. She was to perform as Mary, Queen of Scots, opposite Virginia Broughton, who was to play Queen Elizabeth. The two women took to the stage to perform the story. Virginia, dressed in a bright tomato-red costume, played the virgin queen, who never married and ruled England for nearly fifty years. Ida played Mary, the cousin of Elizabeth, who ruled Scotland for twenty-five years and who many thought to be the true heir to the British throne. She dressed in a royal-blue overdress and black breeches, as it was known that Mary wore pants under her dresses to assist in riding horses as she went into battle against her cousin.


The scene Ida and Virginia performed took place after Mary’s rebellion had failed and Elizabeth ordered that her cousin be imprisoned. Virginia appeared onstage, and Ida began the monologue she had rehearsed dozens of times: “‘Is this Elizabeth, oh God, from out of these features speaks no heart.’”


Embodying Queen Elizabeth’s icy chill with what Ida thought was considerable ease, Virginia stared at her haughtily. Ida continued: “‘I turned to thee for aid and thou trampling on the rights of a nation and of hospitality hast cruelly treated me, abandoned me and finally exposed me to trial. But no more of the past. We are now face to face. Display thy heart. Tell me the crimes of which I am accused.’”


At the end of the performance, there were hoots and hollers and the clapping lasted so long that Ida felt flush. She and Virginia hugged each other and then, holding hands, took a bow.


The next day, a local correspondent for Cleveland’s biggest newspaper gave the performance a rave, declaring it “the crowning literary event” of the night.
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Chapter Four



The Evening Star


Right before the holidays, Virginia Broughton unexpectedly stepped down from her post as editor of the Lyceum’s literary magazine, the Evening Star. The day of the election for the new editor, Ida went to the meeting eager to see who would be chosen to take Virginia’s place. Fanny Thompson and fellow Memphis teachers Julia Hooks and Stella Butler were all natural choices. But as the meeting commenced, Julia stood up and announced, “We have chosen one of our newest members to be our new editor.…”


Ida felt the room begin to spin around her. She did not actually hear her name, so Fanny had to push her to stand and take the stage. For once, Ida did not know what to say. Somehow, her new peers had seen to the core of her—her dedication to self-learning and the glimmer of raw talent that she knew she possessed. There was emotion, too, behind the flurry of reasoning her brain was engaged in. The election was a sign that despite Ida’s sometimes prickly exterior, her peers had embraced her as one of their own.


Over the next few months, Ida poured every spare moment into her work with the Lyceum and the Evening Star. She wrote to Annie that “to my great surprise, I was elected to fill the vacancy. I tried to make my offering as acceptable as hers had been and before long I found that I liked the work. The Lyceum attendance was increased by people who said they came to hear the Evening Star read.”


It was a providential time for Ida to enter journalism. This was the heyday of the Black press, and readers supported hundreds of newspapers across the country. The Evening Star would become Ida’s entry into a freelance journalism career that would, within a few years, have her work read nationwide. It was also during this period that she decided to use a pen name: Iola. A thoroughly Victorian single-name moniker that was a play on her first name. She could not remember how she had gotten the nickname. Ida was already a short name and easy to pronounce. But to her siblings, she was always Iola. So, to her readers, who she hoped to hold just as close, she would be the same.


In addition to her work on the Evening Star, Ida began to write letters that were increasingly accepted and published by Black weeklies in other cities. J. Dallas Bowser, the publisher of the Gate City Press in Missouri, was an Iola fan, as was Reverend L. J. Coppin, the editor of the wildly popular AME Church Review. Ida received a letter from Bishop Benjamin Tanner saying he would welcome a missive from “her brilliant pen” for his newspaper, the Christian Recorder. Each month, the post brought opportunities for Ida to write, but Ida would not partake in every one.






Miss Ida B. Wells


Memphis, Tennessee




You being one of the most powfull voices of our age and the Arkansas Little Rock Sun being a new paper, it occurs to me that teaming up is surely the way to go.


Will you start a branch of our paper in Memphis? You could keep 50 percent of every copy you sold—and of course, we’d feature your own writing, prominently, on a weekly basis.




Very truly yours,


Henry Fulton







Powfull? Ida scoffed; what was the use of writing for an editor who called her writing “powfull”?


As Ida began to organize her teaching clothes for the week, she considered the offer again. It was tempting, being the Memphis editor of a new paper, but having to sell the papers to make money—in addition to teaching and her own writing? That sounded like a losing scheme. She would have to write to him and tell him thank you for the offer, but no.


A few weeks later, Reverend Robert Countee, a pastor of one of the leading Baptist churches who also published a weekly called the Living Way, began publishing some of Ida’s work from the Evening Star and invited her to contribute original essays to the paper on a regular basis. There was no pay, but the paper was highly respected and had readers throughout the country.


“All of this, although gratifying, surprised me very much,” she wrote in her journal one evening after teaching school. “I had had no training except what the work on the Evening Star had given me, and no literary gifts and graces. But I had observed and thought much about conditions as I had seen them in the country schools and churches. I had an instinctive feeling that the people who had little or no school training should have something coming into their homes weekly which dealt with their problems in a simple, helpful way.”


For the Freeman, Ida wrote an article called “Woman’s Mission.” The Freeman was the most prestigious Black paper in the nation, and its editor, T. Thomas Fortune, was a lauded member of the Upper Tenth. Ida was still a very young woman, just twenty-three, when she wrote the article asking the question “What is, or should be, a woman?”


Her answer was that a woman was “not merely a bundle of flesh and bones, nor a fashion plate, a frivolous inanity, a soulless doll, a heartless coquette—but a strong, bright presence, thoroughly imbued with a sense of her mission on earth and a desire to fill it.”


In the early days, Ida often felt like her writing was rushed, squeezed into the late-night hours between her teaching work, the Lyceum, and the Evening Star. But the “Woman’s Mission” essay shone with the confident thoughtfulness of an up-and-coming writer who had read widely and thought deeply about the world and her place in it. A new century was approaching, and Ida believed that the potential for women was “boundless.” She boldly proclaimed that “only the ages of eternity will serve to show the results of woman’s influence.”


Thomas Fortune was so impressed that he gave the essay a prominent place in the paper and added a subtitle that introduced the piece as “A Beautiful Christmas Essay on the Duty of Woman in the World’s Economy.”


Ida slept with that edition of the Freeman by her bedside for months after Christmas had come and gone. Mr. Fortune would never fully understand the gift he had given her in championing her work in such a vibrant and unquestioning manner. She would continue to write, and she would teach herself to get better with every word she committed to the page.


At night, when she dimmed her gaslight, she imagined that the night sky, with its bejeweled coat of evening stars, was looking over her when she had no parents or family to do the job. These were the same bright lights that had guided Harriet Tubman, Sojourner Truth, and Frederick Douglass. She knew that in these years so close to and so far from the Civil War, there was a new world being made all around her, and she wanted to be part of it, the changing and the shaping of possibility for herself and her people. This new world for Black Americans would not build itself.
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Chapter Five



Uplift the Race


It was a cold, wintry day, and Ida was teaching sonnets to her fourth graders. Booker T. Washington, the esteemed leader of the Tuskegee Institute, had said, “No race can prosper till it learns that there is as much dignity in tilling a field as in writing a poem.” But Ida believed that, in troubled times, poetry had the ability to sustain a soul in a way that the pride of a well-tilled field never could. To that end, Ida had been trying to teach her students, who ranged in age from seven to thirteen, a sonnet by Shakespeare. She thought that if they could learn the poems by heart, that even if they eventually made their living tilling the fields, they would know that the soul-stirring power of verse was always within them, ready to be drawn up by the mere utterance of the words.


She watched her students hunch over their slates with pencils. They were supposed to bring their own cloths for cleaning the boards at the end of each day, but most did the job with spit and the sleeves of their shirts. Smiling at the room of forty-eight students, she asked, “Who can tell me what a sonnet is?”


Only two hands raised. Vincent Timrod and Madrenne Tibbs.


She called on Vincent.


“A sonnet is fourteen lines of verse,” he said proudly.


Ida then turned to the girl, who looked disappointed that she hadn’t been called on. “Madrenne, can you tell the class where the word sonnet comes from?”


Madrenne grinned, clearly pleased that she knew the answer. “Sonnet is derived from sonneto, which is the Italian word for ‘little song.’”


“Very good,” Ida said, pleased. The students did not know that she herself was enjoying memorizing the sonnets alongside them.


“I need to see more hands for the next part of the lesson, which is reading the sonnets aloud,” she said sternly. “I know that more than two of you have memorized this magnificent verse.” A dozen hands were raised, and she called on a boy sitting near the back. “Julian Phillips, rise when you recite so the whole room can hear you.”


As Julian, a tall, thin boy in a shirt that was just a hair too small and pants that were almost comically big on him, stood up, his shoulders swooped down as if he were wearing a tremendously heavy overcoat. Ida did not admonish him to stand straight, though she longed to. She knew he was painfully shy and that raising his hand to recite the verse had taken all the courage that he had.


“Go ahead, Julian. You’ll do fine,” she said encouragingly.


“‘My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun.…’”


“Very good, Julian,” Ida said. “The next line, please.”


“‘Coral is…’”


“Yes.”


“‘Coral is far more red than her lips’ red.’”


There was some snickering at the mention of “lips,” but Ida gave the signal for the class to simmer down and they did. They continued reciting the poem in couplets until the triumphant end.


Bessie Daniels rose and read in a charming Southern drawl:




And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare


As any she belied with false compare.
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Ida enjoyed teaching sonnets because love was very much on her mind. Most of Ida’s suitors lived in other cities. In particular, Nashville, where she had done summer studies at Fisk University, and Washington, DC, capital of the Black elite and where all those who aspired to join their ranks eventually went. Isaiah Graham had the advantage of being the only young man pursuing Ida who actually lived in Memphis.


Isaiah had dark skin and tightly coiled hair, and he was the son of a well-to-do family from Georgia. His father was a carpenter who had trained himself in the craft of architecture and used those skills to build up what was a profitable and well-regarded construction business (construction being a bull market in the age of Reconstruction).


Isaiah had a degree in classical literature from Atlanta University, one of the finest Black colleges in the land. Ida found his personal library to be even more dazzling than the man himself. She marveled at his limited-edition copies of novels by Charles Dickens. Ida felt overcome with emotion when he opened texts in Latin and Greek and translated them aloud to her. How could she not have great expectations of a man as learned as Isaiah? She wrote about him in her diary constantly, referring to him alternately as G, Mr. G, I. J. G., and, when he disappointed her, a cool and distant Mr. Graham.


She went into town to have her picture taken at Greenlee’s photo studio on Beale Street. Ida loved how, on Beale Street, one might encounter any of the Black men who were elected officers of the state. There was Lymus Wallace from the Board of Public Works. Then there were Thomas Cassels and Isaac Norris, just two of the fourteen men who held office in the Tennessee General Assembly. Ida saw them regularly coming to and from meetings at Zion Hall.


Beale Street hummed with opportunity. Building wealth was an essential component of the Reconstruction era for Black Americans. As she walked Beale Street, she imagined the greatness that might one day be her fortune. Just the other day, she had read the story of a tailor in Boston, one Mr. John X. Lewis, who not too long ago had been, as the paper described, “a ragged and barefoot slave,” and who was now the picture of suited elegance with a business that was flourishing.


At the photography studio, Emile Greenlee was dressed impeccably as always, in a dress shirt, a bow tie, and light-colored pants. His studio featured a number of backdrops and tableaus. Ida felt like a theater star when she visited. One was a pastoral scene painted in a cloudlike hue of grays and whites; Ida always thought it looked like the pathway to heaven. Ida favored a backdrop with a lush lake and mountain behind it. Although Greenlee offered ornate posing chairs, she preferred to stand, as she thought it gave her petite frame a bit of a vertical lift.


The new cabinet photographs were larger than the old ones and were printed on a heavier card stock. You could choose different colors for the face and back of the cardboard mounts. Ida selected a violet hue and smiled as she thought about how smart her name would look typeset across the bottom—Ida. B. Wells. Ida advanced her relationship with Isaiah by sending him photographs of herself—a sign that she had deemed his attentions acceptable.


On the way home from Greenlee’s, Ida ran into Tommie Moss coming out of his favorite Beale Street barbershop. Tommie wore freedom like it was a coat cut just for him. He wasn’t arrogant, but confident. Tommie was part of the vanguard who were making Memphis anew—a member of the McLellan Guards. Tommie was going to be something in this world—even if, like Ida—he did not know exactly what that something was yet.


“Good day, Miss Wells,” he said, greeting her warmly.


“It is a good day, Tommie,” Ida said. “I am headed to the telegraph office next. Walk with me?”


“With pleasure,” Tommie said.


They caught up on the latest talk about town; then the conversation turned from banter to dreams.


“I mean to open my own business,” Tommie told Ida as they walked. “I was thirteen when I opened my first account in the Freedman’s Bank. When the bank failed, I lost it all. Only a hundred dollars. But it was my hundred dollars, each painstakingly earned. But I know that won’t be my last hundred. Opportunities are like streetcars in New York City. There’s always another one coming.”


Tommie was naturally good looking. But he was made even more handsome by the spark of imagination in his eyes and the joyful anticipation that punctuated his words. He was the kind of friend she had moved to Memphis to make.


“I’ve been dreaming, of late, of pursuing a position as a postal carrier,” Tommie said.


Ida, who loved letters themselves more ardently than she did the people who had penned them, beamed.


“A federal appointment!” she cried out, encouragingly. “That would suit you well, Thomas Moss.”


“I think it would, but there is a civil service exam and the business of the letter carrier’s union. A few Black fellas have gotten in here and there, but it’s exceedingly rare in this city.”


Ida nodded solemnly. She had not known Thomas Moss long, but she knew he was one of those men who could make a way out of no way. “You’ll figure it out, Tommie,” she said. “It’s the task of our generation—to see just how new the New South intends to be.”


Later, Ida wondered why others took offense when she slipped on confidence like a string of pearls that slid on easily around her neck. As she walked home, she tried to think it through: Hold your head high and people say you are uppity. Pick fault with yourself and others will call your bluff and raise you one more, belting out your faults like they were a poorly dealt hand of cards. And the women are worse critics of each other than the men. And yet, she believed, the women who knew better should do better. They knew what it was like to be vulnerable—to have to play the waiting game for education, for love, for a place in good society. Ida was determined she would strike a different path to success and happiness, with no need to pass judgments on her fellow sisters along the way.
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