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“Mrs. Ida B. Wells-Barnett.” The Broad Ax (Salt Lake 
City, UT), July 14, 1917

● Ida B. Wells won a Pulitzer Prize 
posthumously for her foundational 
investigative reporting in the 
1890s and 1900s. From the Pulizer 
Board: “For her outstanding and 
courageous reporting on the 
horrific and vicious violence 
against African Americans during 
the era of lynching”



Today’s Topics

- Wells’s writing strategies
- Well’s research strategies
- Strategies for conducting archival research
- Where to access Wells’s archives
- Wells’s ancestral connections in the present



Special Collections Research Center, University of Chicago Library.



The Appeal, March 26, 1892. Via the Library 
of Congress.

"Vintage photo of horse and buggy delivery outside the 
People's Grocery" (date unknown). Via Historic-Memphis.com.



Appeal-Avalanche (Memphis), March 10, 1892.





What disturbed Wells about the incident at the Peoples Grocery, 
as she recounted in a speech delivered in Boston in February 
1893, was not just that the lynching confirmed her “horror” 
that “the protection of the law which we had so long enjoyed 
was no longer ours,” but also that the crime’s naked injustice 
was made possible by a culture of theatrical and absurd 
ignorance.



“It was done by unknown men,’ 
said the jury, yet the 
Appeal-Avalanche, which goes 
to press at 3 a.m., had a 
two-column account of the 
lynching. … ‘It was done by 
unknown parties,’ said the jury, 
yet the papers told how Tom 
Moss begged for his life, for the 
sake of his wife, his little 
daughter and his unborn infant.”

https://www.womenshistory.org/education-r
esources/biographies/ida-b-wells-barnett



Ida B. Wells’s 
research

● Premise:  stereotype of black men being 
lynched for raping white women was almost 
always false

● In two-thirds of mob murders, rape was never 
an accusation

● Interracial sex was frequently consensual 
(extremely controversial in the 1890s!!!)

● Lynching was a response to black economic 
development

Methods

● Local newspaper records of lynching violence
● Eyewitness interviews
● Testimony from victims’ families
● Southern Horrors: Lynch Law in All Its Phases - 

14 pages of statistics on lynching cases 
● White sources (important!)



“There has been no 
word equal to [your 
work] in convincing 
power. I have spoken, 
but my word is feeble 
in comparison.”
Letter from Frederick Douglass (pictured) 
to Ida B. Wells, Cedar Hill, Anacostia, D.C., 
Oct. 25, 1892. (Re-printed in Ida B. Wells’s 
Southern Horrors.)



“Nobody in this section of the country believes the old 
thread-bare lie that Negro men rape white women. If 
Southern white men are not careful, they will overreach 
themselves and public sentiment will have a reaction; a 
conclusion will then be reached which will be very 
damaging to the moral reputation of their women.”

Ida B. Wells, for The Free Speech, May 21, 1892. 





“Directly the conductor returned to me and said that I would have 
to go to the coach in front, that I was in the wrong car. ... To this I 
replied, that I would not ride in the forward car, that I had a seat 
and intended to keep it. He said to me that he would treat me like a 
lady, but that I must go into the other car, and I replied, that if he 
wished to treat me like a lady, he would leave me alone. ... He then 
took hold of me to carry me to the other car. I resisted him - 
holding on to my seat when he called for help, and two white 
passengers helped him to carry me out. I resisted all the time, and 
never consented to go. My dress was torn in the struggle, one sleve 
was almost torn off. Everybody in the car seemed to sympathize 
with the conductor, and were against me.”

A legal brief for Ida B. Wells’ lawsuit against Chesapeake, Ohio, and Southwestern Railroad Company before the state Supreme Court, 1885. Courtest DPLA.



A legal brief for Ida B. Wells’ lawsuit against Chesapeake, Ohio, and Southwestern Railroad Company before the 
state Supreme Court, 1885. Courtesy DPLA.



Key Features of Ida B. Wells’s writing

● Close attention to detail. Collating a broad variety of 
sources. Closely reading white texts in order to produce 
alternative interpretations.

● Unrelenting candor. Unapologetic prose style, which 
sometimes triggered ire from both the black and white 
public.

● Juxtaposition. Using a broad variety of sources to point out 
hypocritical patterns.



Resources and Sources

Ida B. Wells’s Writings

● The Light of Truth: Writings of an 
Anti-Lynching Crusader. 

● Crusade for Justice: The Autobiography of Ida 
B. Wells

● Southern Horrors (1892). Available via Google 
Books.

● The Red Record (1895). Available via Google 
Books.

● Lynch Law in Georgia. Available via Project 
Gutenberg.

● Mob Rule in New Orleans. Available via 
Project Gutenberg.

● The Memphis Diary of Ida B. Wells (Beacon 
Press, 1995)

Bibliographies, Archives, and Digital Archives

Free Speech (Memphis), Headlight (Memphis), 
Conservator (Chicago), New York Age

Danky, James Philip. African-American Newspapers 
and Periodicals: A National Bibliography. Available 
via Archive.org

Chronicling America

Digital Public Library of America

The Ida B. Wells Papers at the University of Chicago

Library of Congress Digital Collections



● Parents: James Wells (1839 - 1878) and 
Elizabeth “Lizzie” “Liza” Arrington (1844 - 
1879)

● Siblings: Eugenia, Edward, James “Jim”, 
George, Annie, Lilian “Lily”, and Stanley Wells

● Spouse: Ferdinand Lee Barnett, Jr (1852 - 
1936)

● Children: Charles Aked Barnett (1896 - 1957), 
Herman Kohlsaat Barnett (1897 - 1975), Ida 
B. Wells Barnett (1901 - 1988), Alfreda 
Marguerita Barnett (1904 - 1983)

● Grandchildren: Troy Duster (sociologist and 
author), Alfreda Ferrell (retired educator)

● Great-Grandchildren: Dan Duster 
(motivational speaker and author), Michelle 
Duster (author, speaker, and educator)

● Great-Great-Grandchildren: Tiana L. Ferrel 
(communications specialist, playwright)

Via the Ida B. Wells Foundation: 
https://ibwfoundation.org/descendants 

https://ibwfoundation.org/descendants

