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			For my children, Theodore and Abigail, and the next generation of activists working to improve our democracy
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			Imagine if only half of the students in your school got to make all the decisions for everybody: what school clubs you could belong to, which sports teams were allowed to play, who could attend dances, who could write for the school newspaper. What if half of your friend group got to decide which kinds of things you could do—which parties you could attend, what clothes you were allowed to wear, what music you could listen to—while the other half just had to go along with those decisions?

			What if only half of the whole country could have a say in how things worked, and made all the important decisions, while the other half could only watch?

			Until 1920, that was the case in the United States of America. It wasn’t until a century ago that women—half of the nation’s population!—were given the right to have a voice in our government. In 1920, the Nineteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution gave American women the most important tool of democracy: the vote. Until then, men had been making decisions for the entire country. Only men had the right to vote. Only they could choose the nation’s lawmakers and elected officials; only they could decide the laws and policies everyone had to follow. Women were excluded from making those choices.

			
			The woman’s suffrage movement changed all of that.
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			The suffrage movement was a long campaign to win the vote for women, but its goals went deeper than just achieving voting rights: it wanted to change society’s attitudes about women.

			Suffragist women weren’t satisfied with being told they were less smart than men, less important, less capable. So they challenged those assumptions and worked to overturn traditional gender roles and the laws that upheld them.

			Women and girls of all ages—daughters and mothers, friends and strangers—came together. They emboldened one another to speak out, to march in the streets, and to protest for the first time. Suffragists were willing to take serious risks to secure a better future for themselves and for generations to come.

			
			It didn’t happen overnight, and it wasn’t easy. Winning the vote for women took seventy-two years of nonstop work. Three generations of dedicated, fearless suffragists—women and men, white and black—rolled up their sleeves to force change.

			Through the decades, the fight to achieve woman’s suffrage—“the Cause”—changed the way that society viewed women, and how women saw themselves. It unleashed a power and a potential that had always existed inside them but had previously been forced to stay hidden and quiet.

			The women who campaigned for the vote faced anger and danger. They were criticized and insulted. They were pelted with rotten eggs and attacked on the street. Many were even imprisoned. Women of color in the suffrage movement faced additional problems: living in a segregated nation, they were too often kept at a distance by white suffragists.

			Bravery and sisterhood motivated them all to keep fighting. They believed in a sense of justice, in democracy and equality. They believed in the intelligence and power of womankind. The suffrage movement developed talented women speakers and writers, organizers and politicians. And it opened up a world of possibility for the next generation of young women and girls.

			

			—

			
			Voting is a form of power, so this book is—as suffrage leader Alice Paul once described her main goal—about women and girls claiming their rightful powers. And it is also about the forces that fought intensely against them. Winning the vote was a breakthrough in American women’s struggle for basic equality and respect. That struggle continues. It’s up to us all to keep fighting.

			And voting is just one way to do it. Even before turning eighteen and earning the right to vote, you have plenty of ways to get involved: join a campaign; write letters to your local and state representatives; become knowledgeable about a cause you care about. Stand up for equal rights for all Americans.

			While reading about the events described in this book, you’re going to encounter some disturbing language and attitudes. These expressions of racism and sexism were unfortunately commonplace in the United States a hundred years ago. Although they are, thankfully, less acceptable in today’s society, the attitudes do persist. And our story’s themes—power and politics, race and gender equality, citizenship rights and voting rights—remain urgent concerns. There is a heartening, even thrilling, lesson to be found here, too: ordinary women and girls banding together as activists, challenging an oppressive system, changing an entire country.

			
			The summer of 1920, when the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution was coming close to approval by the states and woman’s suffrage was on the verge of becoming national law, was a moment of reckoning for the entire country. Both sides—the suffragists and the anti-suffragists—were determined to prevail. The outcome remained in doubt until the very last moment.

			And it all began in July, with three women on their way to Nashville, Tennessee.
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			C arrie Chapman Catt had spent the whole day sitting on a train, clattering over a thousand miles from New York City to Nashville, Tennessee. In the hours she wasn’t reading field reports and legal documents, rimless eyeglasses perched on her nose, she was skimming the newspapers and sneaking in a few pages of a detective novel—she couldn’t help it. Carrie loved a good mystery. She—the president of the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA), Susan B. Anthony’s heir, the woman the suffragists called “the Chief”—had been called one last time to lead the fight to give women the vote. At least, she really hoped this would be the last time.

			Her hair was silver and wavy now, but she had retained the sly smile, piercing blue eyes, and arched eyebrows that had always made her look either amused or annoyed depending on her mood. And she definitely wasn’t amused this evening as her train rattled toward Tennessee in the dusky twilight of July 17, 1920. She was just plain worried.

			
			Carrie’s life’s mission was to fight for freedom. American women still didn’t have the most basic right of democracy: the vote. For more than seventy years—ever since the first women’s rights meeting in Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848—generations of her suffrage sisters had faced public scorn as they campaigned, marched, and pleaded for their simple right to vote.

			Now, finally, woman’s suffrage was within sight.

			The Tennessee legislature would be called into special session in a few weeks. Legislators—all men, of course—would gather to vote on ratifying the Nineteenth Amendment. If they ratified it, it would enter the U.S. Constitution and become the law of the land.
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					A legislature is a group of lawmakers. Each state has its own legislature and its own state laws.

				Legislators are lawmakers. They are the individuals who make up a legislature.

				Legislatures meet, or are in session, at a specific time each year. A special session is when a legislature meets outside of its usual time frame.

				To ratify an amendment is to pass it and make it officially U.S. law.
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			The Nineteenth Amendment was just one simple sentence, stating that a citizen’s right to vote could not be denied on account of sex. Nothing revolutionary, according to Carrie Catt. It was only what she thought women—citizens of the United States—truly deserved.

			
			A year earlier, in June 1919, the amendment had finally been pushed through both houses of the U.S. Congress after forty whole years of delay. Carrie had been overjoyed—and relieved—when that news arrived.

			
				
					
						[image: ]
					

				

				
					The U.S. Congress makes laws for the entire United States of America. Congress is divided into two groups (known as chambers): the House of Representatives and the Senate. Both chambers must pass an amendment in order to ratify it.
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			But passing through Congress was just the first step. The amendment then moved to the states for ratification. Carrie knew it would be a tough fight: suffragists had to convince at least thirty-six state legislatures to accept the amendment. By July 1920, thirty-five states had ratified the amendment. Nine had rejected it. Three were refusing to even consider it.

			That left only Tennessee as a possible thirty-sixth state—the very last state needed to make American women’s dreams of voting come true.

			If the Suffs could only persuade the Tennessee legislature to pass the amendment, woman’s suffrage would become American law. That meant every woman, in every state, would get to vote in every single election. That included local elections—like those for mayors, governors, and senators—as well as the election of the nation’s president. It would spell victory at last—and just in time for the presidential election in a few months.

			
			That is, assuming the suffragists could convince the state of Tennessee to support their cause.

			Carrie’s young assistant, Marjorie Shuler, had already arrived in Nashville to see what the Suffs were up against. Marjorie had met with the Tennessee suffrage leaders, talked to politicians, skimmed the newspapers, and eavesdropped on talk in the hotel lobbies. It hadn’t taken her long to realize that Nashville was a hornet’s nest. Word had it that the legislature was corrupt and that these politicians could be easily bribed. Plus, the governor, Albert Roberts, was caught in a nasty fight to hold on to his job and win his next election. Getting all tangled up with the amendment’s ratification was the last thing he wanted to do.

			Marjorie wasn’t optimistic about the fight in Tennessee. She had sent a wire to NAWSA headquarters in New York that read, “Regard outlook hopeless under present conditions.”

			Carrie had bought her ticket to Nashville as soon as she received that message. For the past two weeks, she’d given her suffragist peers stern directions, warning them to get ready for an ugly fight: “The Anti-Suffs will flood Tennessee with the most outrageous literature it has ever been your lot to read,” she told them, drawing from her experience in the other southern states. “It will contain outright lies, innuendoes, and near truths, which are more damaging than lies.” Furthermore, she added, the race issue would be “put forth in the ways to arouse the greatest possible prejudice.”

			
			

			—

			Carrie had been battling for woman’s suffrage for so long. As her train sped past rural, tree-lined landscapes, she could still feel the sting of the very first time she had confronted injustice. Back then, she hadn’t yet known women’s rights was a “Cause” she could fight for.
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				Woman’s suffrage or women’s suffrage? In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—the era of the suffrage movement—Americans used the singular woman’s suffrage rather than the plural women’s, which is the term in use today. Woman’s may look strange to us now, but it’s historically accurate!
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			Carrie grew up a pigtailed Iowa farm girl, curious and a bit of a bookworm. She often borrowed her father’s newspapers, and she liked to chime in when her parents talked politics at the dinner table. Carrie’s mother, especially, was well read and informed about so many important topics. Carrie wanted to be just like her.

			But on Election Day 1872, with Ulysses Grant facing off against newspaper publisher Horace Greeley for the seat in the White House, thirteen-year-old Carrie had watched, confused, as her father prepared to ride into town to vote for the president while her mother remained home.

			
			Shouldn’t you be getting ready to go vote with the other grown-ups? Carrie had asked her mother. The whole family laughed. She still remembered the embarrassment, the hot tears welling up. Women weren’t allowed to vote, her father explained, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. Only men were allowed. Voting was much too important to be left to women!

			Carrie was immediately angry: her mother knew as much about the candidates and the “important” issues as her father did, maybe even more! She deserved to vote for the president, too. And, worst of all, this meant that one day Carrie wouldn’t be allowed to vote, either. Carrie didn’t take kindly to rules that made it seem she was less important, less smart, or less capable than boys were. Those rules weren’t fair.

			So Carrie dedicated her life to changing the laws that barred women from voting. She became the famous leader of a giant army: nearly two million women and men were members of local NAWSA groups. Millions more were supporters of their movement. They all looked up to Mrs. Carrie Catt.

			
			

			—

			The train conductor called the next stop as Carrie flipped a newspaper open on her lap. She sighed as she read headline after headline spelling bad news. The country was facing a number of problems, and the entire world was still struggling to rebuild two years after World War I had ended. Seventeen million people had been killed in the war. And though many had hoped the end of the war would finally bring peace, Russia was invading Poland and advancing across Eastern Europe. Ottoman Turks were fighting the Greeks while continuing to massacre Armenians. Irish and British troops were fighting. Mexico was spiraling into civil war. A famine was spreading through China.
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			And on the home front, things were worse than before the war had begun! Underpaid steel mill, coal, railroad, and shipbuilding workers were striking all over the country. Acts of racism were increasing in many cities. Protests erupted in response. And throughout the whole country, the economy was faltering. People were having trouble making ends meet.
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				After World War I, the League of Nations was created to settle clashes between different countries and maintain world peace.
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			To top it all off, the U.S. Senate had recently rejected President Woodrow Wilson’s plan to join the League of Nations to settle international disputes. Carrie thought the league was the only good thing to come out of the horrible war. It was an opportunity to bring countries together in the name of peace. Carrie believed in world peace as much as she believed in freedom. She’d written and spoken in favor of the League of Nations—the backlash against it disgusted her.

			Despite all her hard work, Carrie knew that change only happened really slowly. She had hung a large “Suffrage Map” of the United States on the wall of her office. Different colors and patterns marked the types of suffrage available to women in each state. In some states, women were already able to vote in all elections; in others, they had “limited suffrage” and could vote only in certain types of elections, for school board or in other local elections. Colored in black on the map were the states where women couldn’t vote at all. The federal amendment was the only way to change the election laws in every state at once—and change the entire map into an amazing, uniform design.
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				State governments make laws for their own states. As such, states make their own election laws. Federal laws (laws for the whole country) take precedence over state ones, though.

				The federal government makes laws for the whole country—all fifty states. So a federal amendment applies to the entire United States.
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			Carrie’s train pulled into the station at about half past eight that Saturday evening. Reporters swarmed her as she made her way to the Hotel Hermitage. “Suffrage supporters feel certain that Tennessee will rise to the occasion and use its decisive vote for the women,” Carrie told them confidently. “The eyes of the country and the world are centered here at Nashville.” Carrie Catt was demonstrating the same brave, optimistic attitude that she encouraged the Tennessee Suffs to adopt—whether she believed it or not.

			

			—

			Soot was flying in through the train’s open windows, but Josephine Pearson had too much on her mind to care about dirtying her dress. She set her sharp eyes on the landscape ahead and tucked her wiry gray hair under her hat. Josephine couldn’t get to Nashville soon enough. Earlier that day, she’d received a telegram alerting her that Carrie Catt was coming to Tennessee. “Our forces are being notified to rally at once. Send orders—and come immediately.”

			
			Josephine was the proud leader of the Tennessee Antis, formally known as the Tennessee State Association Opposed to Woman Suffrage. She was a professor and had been giving lectures and writing articles on the topic for years. The summons to Nashville thrilled her. This was the Antis’ chance to destroy the woman’s suffrage amendment, once and for all.

			Josephine was fifty-two years old, and all her training—college, graduate degrees, and her years as a teacher—had prepared her for this mission. She knew she was following God’s will. After all, the Bible said a woman’s place was in the home as wife and mother. What was the point in disturbing the peace of a home by giving a woman the right to vote? Tennessee men knew what was best for their wives and daughters and would protect them. Josephine felt there was no need to question the wisdom of the men in charge, or the laws they had created. A woman’s life was complicated enough, raising children, taking care of the home, supporting her husband—why add politics to the mix?

			But Josephine wasn’t just concerned with what the Bible said about women. Giving women the right to vote could destroy the white southern way of life, she feared. After the Civil War and the mayhem of Reconstruction—when black men had been granted the right to vote (and some were even elected to office)—the southern states had finally, Josephine felt, suppressed black people with Jim Crow laws. But if all women were allowed to vote, that would have to include black women, too. Then Washington could demand that black men be allowed to vote, and that was totally unacceptable to her.
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				Jim Crow laws enforced racial segregation throughout southern states until 1965.

				After the Civil War, the Fifteenth Amendment gave black men the right to vote, but restrictive Jim Crow laws prevented black men from voting in the southern states. Voting rights for black men and women in the South were restored by the Voting
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