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While I was thus carrying on the work of my news-
paper, . . . there came the lynching in Memphis
which changed the whole course of my life. . . .

Thomas Moss, Calvin McDowell, and Henry
Stewart owned and operated a grocery store in a
thickly populated suburb. ... There was already
a grocery owned and operated by a white man
who hitherto had had a monopoly on the trade of
this thickly populated colored suburb. Thomas’s
grocery changed all that, and he and his associates
were made to feel that they were not welcome by
the white grocer. . . .

One day some colored and white boys quarreled
over a game of marbles and the colored boys got the
better of the fight which followed. . . . Then the chal-
lenge was issued that the vanquished whites were
coming on Saturday night to clean out [Thomas’s]
Colored People’s Grocery Company....Accor-
dingly the grocery company armed several men and
stationed them in the rear of the store on that fatal
Saturday night, not to attack but repel a threatened
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attack. . . . The men stationed there had seen several
white men stealing through the rear door and fired
on them without a moment’s pause. Three of these
men were wounded, and others fled and gave the
alarm. . . . Overahundred colored men were dragged
from their homes and put in jail on suspicion.

All day long on that fateful Sunday white men
were permitted in the jail to look over the impris-
oned black men. . .. The mob took out of their
cells Thomas Moss, Calvin McDowell, and Henry
Stewart, the three officials of the People’s Grocery
Company. They were loaded on a switch engine
of the railroad which ran back of the jail, carried
a mile north of the city limits, and horribly shot
to death. One of the morning papers held back
its edition in order to supply its readers with the
details of that lynching. . . . The mob took posses-
sion of the People’s Grocery Company, helping
themselves to food and drink, and destroyed what
they could not eat or steal. The creditors had the
place closed and a few days later what remained of
the stock was sold at auction. Thus, with the aid of
city and county authorities and the daily papers,
that white grocer had indeed put an end to his
rival Negro grocer as well as to his business. . . .



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

But Thomas Moss, Calvin McDowell and
Henry Stewart had been lynched in' Memphis,
one of the leading cities of the South, in which no
lynching had taken place before, with just as much
brutality as other victims of the mob; and they
had committed no crime against white: women.
This is what opened my eyes: to what lynching
really was. An excuse to get rid of Negroes who
were acquiring wealth and property and thus keep
the race terrorized and “keep the nigger down.”
I then began an investigation of every lynching I
read about. I stumbled on the amazing record that
every case of rape reported.. . . became such only
when it became public.

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

It was with these and other stories in mind
in that last week in May 1892 that I wrote the fol-
lowing editorial:

Eight Negroes lynched since last issue
of the Free Speech. They were charged
with killing white men and five with
raping white women. Nobody in this
section believes the-old thread-bare lie
that Negro men assault white women.
If Southern white men are not careful
they will overreach themselves and a

conclusion: will be drawn which will be
very damaging to the moral reputation
of their women.

This éditorial furnished af last: the excﬁse for

‘doing what the white leaders of Memphis had

long been wanting to ‘do: put an end to the Free
Speech. .. .. -

Having lost my paper, had a price put on my
life, and been made an exile from home for hint-
ing at the truth, I felt that I owed it to myself and
to my race to tell the whole truth now that I was
where I could do so freely. Accordingly, the fourth
week in June; the New York Age had a seven-
column article on the front page giving names,
dates: and places of many lynchings for- alleged
rape. This article showed conclusively that my edi-
torial in the Free Speech was based on facts of illicit
association between black men and white women.

Such relationships between white men and
colored women were notorious, and had:been
as long as the two races had lived together in the
South. . . . Many stories of the antebellum South
were based upon such relationships. It has been
frequently charged in narratives of slave times
that thiese white fathers often sold their mulatto
children into slavery. It was also well known
that many other such white fathers and masters
brought their mulatto and quadroon children to
the North and gave them freedom and established
homes for them, thus making them independent.

All my life I had known that such conditions
were accepted as a matter of course. I found that
this rape. of helpless Negro girls and women,
which began in slavery days, still continued with-
out. .. hindrance, check or reproof from church,
state, or press until there had been created this
race within a race—and all designated by the
inclusive term of “colored.”

I also found that what the white man of the
South practiced as all right for himself, he as-
sumed to be unthinkable in white women. They
could and did fall in love with the pretty mulatto
and quadroon girls as well as black ones, but they
professed an inability to imagine white women



doing the same thing with Negro and mulatto
men. Whenever they did so and were found out,
the cry of rape was raised, and the lowest element
of the white South was turned loose to wreak
its fiendish cruelty on those too weak to help
themselves. . ..

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

Here came lynch law to stifle Negro manhood
which defended itself, and the burning alive of
Negroes who were weak enough to accept favors
from white women. The many unspeakable and
unprintable tortures to which Negro rapists (?)
[here Wells inserted a parenthetical question
mark to indicate her skepticism of these charges]
of white women were subjected were for the
purpose of striking terror into the hearts of other

Negroes who might be thinking of consorting

with willing white women.

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

That the entire race should be branded as
moral monsters and despoilers of white woman-
hood and childhood was bound to rob us of all the
friends we had and silence any protests that they
might make for us. For all these reasons it seemed

a stern duty to give the facts I had collected to the
world. . ..

About two months after my appearance in the
columns in the New York Age, two colored women
remarked on my revelations during a visit with
each other and said they thought that the women
of New York and Brooklyn should dosomething
to show appreciation of my work and to pro-
test the treatment which I had received....A
committee of two hundred and fifty women
was appointed, and they stirred up sentiment
throughout the two cities which culminated in a
testimonial at Lyric Hall on 5 October 1892.

This testimonial was conceded by the old-
est inhabitants to be the greatest demonstra-
tion ever attempted by race women for one of
their number. . . . The leading colored women of
Boston and Philadelphia had been invited to join
in this demonstration, and they came, a brilliant
array . . . behind a lonely, homesick girl who was
an exile because she had tried to defend the man-
hood of her race.. ..

So many things came out of that wonderful
testimonial.

First it was the beginning of the club move-
ment among the colored women in this country.
The women of New York and Brooklyn decided
to continue that organization, which they called
the Women’s Loyal Union. These were the first
strictly women’s clubs organized in those cities.
Mrs. Ruffin of Boston, who came over to that tes-
timonial . . . called a meeting of the women at her
home to meet me, and they organized themselves
into the Woman’s Era Club of that city. Mrs.
Ruffin had been a member of the foremost clubs
among white women in Boston for years, but this
was her first effort to form one among colored
women. . . .

Second, that testimonial was the beginning
of public speaking for me. I have already said that
I had not before made speeches, but invitations
came from Philadelphia, Wilmington, Delaware,
Chester, Pennsylvania, and Washington, D.C. . ..

In Philadelphia . . . Miss Catherine Impey of
Street Somerset, England, was visiting Quaker




atives of hers in the city and at the same time -
Wa s trying to learn what she could about the color

it estion in this country. She was the editor of
“anti-Caste, a magazine pubhsh:d in England in

half of the natives of India, and she was there-

result of that wonderful testimonial in New York
the previous month. Although we did not know
it at the time, the interview between Miss Impey
and myself resulted in an invitation to England
and the beginning of the worldwide.campaign
against lynching, -



