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			For my son,

			Michael,

			and all the women

			who mother him

		

	
		
			
				Introduction
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				“No High Dress Affair”

			
			Lula Patterson was feeling rebellious. It was the summer of 1963, and Lula, a reporter for the Baltimore Afro-American, had received a story assignment that was as intriguing as it was insulting: She was asked to write a puff piece on the unquestionably puff-free 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. It was meant to be a “color job on the women,” as her editor had put it: “how they look…how they dress…the hats.”[1] Lula wasn’t opposed to pomp and circumstance. Like many woman reporters of the early 1960s, she had made her name filling society pages with stories of high teas and cotillions. Her often chatty, sometimes dishy articles were a respite from the serious news items and editorials in the Black press, mostly about the fight for racial justice. And if spray roses and finger sandwiches could bring her readers some levity, then she was happy to serve them. But the March on Washington was just not that kind of event. Weaving through the gathering crowds that Wednesday afternoon in August, she could feel the difference. The march was unlike any other protest, any other demonstration of race pride or political consciousness, she had ever covered. How could she possibly think about the hats?

			Washington, D.C.’s characteristic swampiness had shown up well before the first marchers arrived around 7:00 a.m. Lula followed shortly after to scope out the scene. Her day had started at the west end of the National Mall, near the Washington Monument, a few blocks from where marching was to begin. Male leaders were to travel down Constitution Avenue; woman leaders down Independence Avenue. There, she saw throngs of people huddled around the press tables and the stage known only as Site 3, where the march organizers planned to welcome dignitaries, activists, and celebrities before the masses swelled. Early birds were treated to appearances from Broadway legends like Ossie Davis and Ruby Dee, as well as musical numbers from the folk standouts Bob Dylan and Peter, Paul and Mary. Everything had been accounted for and planned meticulously. There were water trucks, stations handing out sack lunches, and friendly marshals directing people toward their respective routes leading to the Lincoln Memorial. But as the day moved closer to the official procession time of 11:30, the magnitude of the moment became clearer. The march, more than two decades in the making, had drawn more than double its estimated 100,000 participants.[2]

			Lula was wonderstruck by it all. The sheer number of people and the late summer heat could have easily overwhelmed her, but she was doggedly focused. Jotting in her notes, she said she was confined to “six square inches of turf, jammed between bodies on four sides.” The women’s procession was so congested, “if you so much as applauded you jammed the ribs of your neighbor.” But none of that seemed to matter, to Lula or to anybody else. “The ardour of a determined surge toward freedom sent a ripple through the throng with every breath,” she wrote.[3]

			Lula watched the women and girls among the sea of faces as closely as she did the speakers, singers, and stars who breezed across Site 3, and she noted the young women from the Wilmington, North Carolina, chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in their “crisp white blouses,” a staple among the march uniforms. But as the day wore on, Lula began to chafe at the direction of her article. If her editor wanted her to write about glitz and glamour, that was fine. But she was more interested in the grit of the grassroots folk, the organizers and the activists who were the heart and soul of the movement. A Black woman’s sartorial choices were never just a matter of frills and flounces; Lula knew this. The civil rights movement, and the many movements for Black freedom that had come before it, took careful consideration of how its people looked. It was a matter of respectability. Through the years of movement sit-ins, walkouts, and marches, Black activists had used military dress, three-piece suits, and their Sunday best to make a case for equal citizenship.[4] It might never have occurred to Lula’s editor that the women of the movement had more to contribute than just how they sported the latest in trends. But Lula knew better. And by the time she sat down to draft her piece, she was resolved to correct the record with a bit of caustic wit.

			“The women, thousands of them, came in slacks, shorts, cotton frocks and knits,” her rebuke began. “They were bareheaded or wearing babushkas, and the sneakers, sandals, flats and loafers were the vogue in footwear.” But make no mistake, the march was “no high dress affair,” she wrote. “This was a working march.”[5]

			

			—

			The 1963 March on Washington has long been remembered for its crowning moment: the stunning oratory of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech. The often-quoted address spoke to centuries of fighting for Black freedom, and it ended with his vision of interracial harmony and friendship. At the time, King was the leader of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), and as the closing speaker at the march he made it clear why he had become such a sensation. He was undoubtedly the most recognized and revered figure among the cohort of men who organized the march, and among the overwhelmingly male lineup of speakers. King’s leadership during key movement moments—the Montgomery bus boycott, the Birmingham Campaign, the Selma to Montgomery march, and his establishment of the Poor People’s Campaign—has not had the same cultural resonance and historical permanency as his pronouncements at the March on Washington. His assassination in April 1968, nearly five years after his appearance at the march, and his gradual canonization as the greatest of all the movement’s martyrs, have inextricably linked King and his iconic address with that day. His bravery and commitment deserve mountains of reverence, of course. But often, this image of King as the singular hero of the civil rights movement has come at the expense of other stories, and of a more nuanced portrait of the struggle. Few people, for example, know much about the March on Washington beyond King and his legendary speech. Rarely do we talk about the demands that sparked the demonstration, or the organizers who pulled it all together, or the people beyond King who carried the day.

			First among this unsung cohort are the women of the march, who have been all but erased from the record. Although Black women were actively fundraising, strategizing, organizing, sacrificing, and resisting on behalf of the movement since its inception—and for an array of causes, from school desegregation to voting rights to ending police brutality—they were routinely portrayed in the press as appendages to movement leadership, as helpmates and spouses. Feminist historians have striven to right this wrong for decades, publishing biographies and monographs on Black women in civil rights, collecting oral histories of woman activists, and curating and designing public exhibitions to tell their stories to the greater public.[6] The March on Washington is yet to be understood as more than just a reflection of King’s moral imagination. The March on Washington was about the unfinished business of emancipation and Reconstruction. It was a righteous outpouring from an exhausted and exploited people, and it was a test of the fragile bonds that brought so many communities together under the banner of “the movement.” The march was about Black women. It was about their relentless dreams, which so many had fought to make real despite a movement, a nation, and a world that so often belittled them.

			The need for correctives is extensive, and the work is well under way. But it’s a difficult task. In pieces commemorating the anniversary of the march, journalists have sometimes focused on the lack of women’s voices on the day. But these well-meaning retrospectives often rely on inaccurate accounts of the women who were honored that day, as part of the program’s “Tribute to Negro Women Fighters for Freedom.” But the constant publishing and republishing of unexamined histories, coupled with the fact that very little has been written about the lesser-known women who were invited to attend and who were there, renders these articles more confusing than clarifying.

			Much of Lula’s writing about the march focused on the tribute, but she couldn’t have known the behind-the-scenes wrangling that made it possible. The decision to include the tribute was made in the eleventh hour, and it was more the result of a concession than a concerted homage. In fact, the presentation was deemed so superfluous that, according to King’s biographer Jonathan Eig, during a conversation just days before the march, King said he was worried about the amount of time it would take for all the speakers to say their piece, so he suggested that they make the day longer, and that they cut “the number of women on the program from four to one.”[7] And on the day of, when it came time for the actual tribute, the labor leader and march’s creator A. Philip Randolph, who served as the official master of ceremonies, struggled to remember many of the women’s names who were listed on the program. These slights and oversights have continued for decades, until now.

			How Bright the Path Grows is a new narrative history of the 1963 March on Washington exploring what has been obscured by the long and looming shadow of King. In the spirit of Lula Patterson, I offer this book as a reminder that there are many ways of looking at the past. By widening our lens, we can more truly appreciate the complexities at the heart of social change, and the idealists who tried so hard to make it happen. How Bright the Path Grows is an opportunity to sort out the facts from the fictions, fantasies, and failures of a famous day in civil rights history, all of which speak volumes to the sexism of the time and the stories we tend to silence. This book centers the lives of those women who were seen, yet hardly heard, at the march, and how they lived their race and gender across shifting eras and terrains of Black struggle, from the terror of Jim Crow’s rise to the sit-ins, boycotts, and antiracism campaigns of the post–World War II era. Some of these women came from big cities; others only knew life in small towns. Some were educated in elite classrooms; others lived by the invaluable lessons you only learn out in the streets. Some walked right toward activism, and others discovered freedom work by accident. They were all so different, yet bound to one another—not simply by their inclusion in the march, but by the violence and the victories that came with being women of the movement writ large.

			How Bright the Path Grows emphasizes different dimensions to seemingly well-known women, like the activist Rosa Parks, whose lifelong financial struggles weighed as heavily on her heart and mind as the liberation of her people. Among the woman entertainers who dazzled the march crowds were famous figures like the Black opera diva Marian Anderson and gospel music’s great Mahalia Jackson. Less famous is the woman maybe most crucial in making the day sing: the choralist Eva Jessye, a musical genius whose story has been lost among the fragmented memories of the march. And still others you will likely meet for the very first time, like Prince Melson Lee, who was invited to the march because she lost her husband to the white racist violence of the 1960s, because he had been a successful Black landowner in Mississippi with the audacity to register to vote. The stories of the tribute’s women are filled with contradictions. Across these stories, these women experienced worldwide celebrity and financial ruin; passionate love affairs and devastating losses; the pangs of parenthood and the thrill of political maneuvering; attacks on the body and triumphs of the soul. These women’s lives diverged according to their talents, ambitions, and circumstances, yet converged around their shared hopes for Black freedom.

			Though it was called a tribute, it was barely a nod. The invitation to appear on the dais of the march held a different meaning for each woman. Whether they saw it as an opportunity or an obligation, their stories illuminate the double bind of racism and sexism, the dangers of shallow hero worship, and the texture of the tapestry of civil rights history. In the end, Lula Patterson recognized that the women of the march each had something distinct to offer. “They came in saris. They came in colorful garb of the women of Africa. They came in uniform,” she wrote. Their choice in styles varied, as did their circumstances, but when all these different women gathered, they were representing the diversity within a movement that desired to create a world unified not by sameness but by a genuine respect for all people. Lula concluded, “No. Sir. This was not a fashion fare. The March on Washington was strictly for Jobs and Freedom.”[8]
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				A March on Washington

			
			Decades before Martin Luther King Jr. mesmerized the world with his reveries, there was meant to be a first march. The plan was announced on January 2, 1941, months ahead of the scheduled march date of July 1. King was only twelve years old then. His hometown of Atlanta was hundreds of miles away from where union champion A. Philip Randolph, head of the highly respected Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters in New York City, first dreamed of sending 100,000 American Negroes to Washington, D.C.’s Pennsylvania Avenue to converge upon the nation’s capital. Their cause would be to demand equal access to “jobs in national defense,” and to “abolish discrimination in [the] defense industry and armed services.”[1]

			A. Philip Randolph—or just Phil, among his friends—had been galvanized by the nation’s hurried preparations to enter World War II. Things were about to change on a global scale. In 1940, President Franklin Roosevelt committed American capital to the fight abroad, allocating millions of dollars to upgrade domestic military bases and calling upon industry to manufacture myriad goods for the enlisted, and soon-to-be-drafted, fighters. The war effort had infused life into the once anemic economy—though mostly for white workers. Precious little of this windfall had graced Black America, which was still sinking under the weight of unemployment from the Great Depression and was shut out of the racially discriminatory relief programs that offered services and job opportunities during the New Deal era.[2]

			According to the labor historian William P. Jones, of the 100,000 Americans “employed in aircraft plants in 1940,” Black workers represented just 0.3 percent. Job discrimination and prohibitions against hiring Black workers were rampant across every part of the war stage, from the union halls and munitions factories that supplied the effort to the front lines in Europe and the Pacific.[3] Phil and his associates knew all too well what these wartime gains could mean for Black laborers and their American dreams. It meant owning a house, and making enough money for their wives to stay home and maintain it, instead of working to keep the family afloat. It meant a full education for their children, who often dropped out of school to do the same. A new economy was on the horizon. Black folk just needed some wind in their sails to get there.

			Phil believed a sea of Negro people gathered outside Roosevelt’s front lawn to air their grievances might make it happen. By the time news of the march plans made it to the president’s offices, Phil had gained considerable support and traction. The group even had the gall to ask Roosevelt’s own wife, First Lady Eleanor, and some of his advisers to speak at their protest. Negro people had taken to protest in Washington before; in 1922, an estimated five thousand people revived an idea from New York City in 1917, and they walked quietly past the Capitol and White House in a silent parade to oppose lynching.[4] But wartime was different. The nation needed to project an image of unity, if not superiority, as a peacemaker in the larger world at war. And a Negro march for basic civil rights risked revealing just how much the United States had in common with some of its sworn, fascist enemies.

			As the possibility of the march grew more concrete, President Roosevelt issued an invitation to Phil. It was time for the men to talk. The two had met twice before. In the spring of 1938, while representing the National Negro Congress, Phil and other Black leaders spoke to the president about racial and economic inequality. But little came of it. And in the fall of 1940, Phil and Walter White, his friend from the NAACP, tried to talk Roosevelt into integrating the army. Phil and Walter had collected a bevy of horror stories: Black soldiers being beaten in uniform, or sent to army bases in towns run by the Ku Klux Klan. The disrespect that Black soldiers had to stomach while protecting the country was unconscionable. Phil pleaded for the president to issue some kind of statement and recognize Black sacrifice: “They feel that…they’re not wanted in the various armed forces of the country, and they feel they have earned the right to participate in every phase of the government by virtue of their record in past wars for the nation…. And they’re feeling that they’re being shunted aside, that they’re being discriminated against, and that they’re not wanted now.”[5] But again, little changed.

			When Phil appeared at the White House on June 18, he was hoping a third attempt might charm if not scare Roosevelt into finally taking action. It was only weeks before protesters were set to descend on the District of Columbia, and Phil wasn’t sure he could trust any promises the president made to keep them at bay. It was really the First Lady, after all, who had urged the meeting. Phil and his march colleagues made a case for military desegregation once again, but to no avail. The three-term president was willing to budge on something less politically risky: opening up avenues to federal employment for Black workers. This move demonstrated that the president was willing to do something, but the sensitive issue of desegregating an expanding military labor force remained untouched. One of the key arguments against desegregating the armed forces was that it would hurt morale, white morale, to be clear. Roosevelt promised to bypass Congress and those obstructionist, racist southern Democrats with an executive order to make it happen. But, of course, there was a catch: Phil had to halt the march. A dedicated labor man, Phil knew how to negotiate. The compromise served some if not all of the march’s intent. And the movement would persist, carried by each and every Negro who had attended mass meetings and fundraised and spread the word. One small victory couldn’t extinguish that fire.

			On June 25, 1941, the president signed Executive Order 8802, barring racial discrimination in the defense industry and ostensibly protecting Black workers—mostly men—from Jim Crow on the assembly lines, in union halls, and among the hiring bureaus of the nation’s federal offices. “There is evidence,” the order stated somewhat coyly, “that available and needed workers have been barred from employment in industries engaged in defense production solely because of consideration of race.” Such discrimination was dangerous in a time of war. And it was “to the detriment of workers’ morale and of national unity.”[6] Over the next four years, “morale” and “unity” would become the watchwords of the nation as the war effort consumed every aspect of American life. Meanwhile, Black America tried to make the case that there was a moral imperative to end racist policies and practices across the United States. From Phil’s vantage point, the march had been not so much canceled as put on pause. His dream would have to live on, for now, on paper—in the memos, the pamphlets with notes scrawled across the photographs, all tucked away in file folders as evidence of a historic day that almost was—and in the hearts of those who had toiled alongside him. Planning the first march had connected Phil to some of the savviest political organizers across the country, from Los Angeles to St. Louis to Chicago to New York City. Phil would go on to launch new campaigns over the decades to further codify antidiscrimination. But it was these folk, Phil’s march team, who kept the home fires alive. First among them was his friend Anna Arnold Hedgeman, a political organizer who had helped Phil bring women, and especially women of faith, into the movement. In the decades to come, Anna would remain a stalwart for Phil and the cause. She would be the ace up his sleeve, and the thorn in his side.

			

			—

			On the day the march mission was aborted, Anna was just weeks away from turning forty-two years old. By 1941, she had been a member of Black New York’s political and organizing community for nearly twenty years. But the fair-skinned and dark-haired Anna, known for her à la mode outfits and stylish hats, which she wore cocked slightly to the side atop her head, looked like a born-and-bred member of Harlem’s Black elite. Though she certainly fit the bill, with her sterling education and executive experience, Anna’s comfort among New York City’s upper echelon was far from natural; it was hard-earned.

			Anna Arnold was born the day after Independence Day in 1899 to William James and Marie Ellen Arnold in Marshalltown, Iowa, a town northeast of Des Moines named after a pro-slavery Supreme Court justice whose fortunes were secured by forced laborers—Anna’s elders had also been enslaved—on his properties in the South. Marie had trained in Chicago under a Shakespearean, but life on the stage was not her destiny. William was a talented performer in his own right, a tenor who had traveled with a small troupe that performed songs of the Southland, when he first met Marie. Marie knew she had to abandon her hopes of becoming an actress when she married William, an emerging Prohibition activist. Despite some fond memories of Chicago, the Arnolds didn’t want their children growing up “on city streets.” So, after several years searching for the right Minnesota town to support William’s harness-making business, the family settled in Anoka, a town of just five thousand and one of the oldest in the Land of 10,000 Lakes.[7]

			As a daughter of the Midwest at the turn of the century, Anna was greatly influenced by the temperaments of European immigrants and by her rather peaceful existence in the nearly all-white Anoka. In light of what so many Black people faced in the early twentieth century—the lynchings, the poverty, the restrictions on where you could go and what you could do—the life that the Arnolds had created for themselves in Anoka seems downright idyllic. Yes, there was a dark side to it all. Anoka’s relative peace hinged largely on the fact that there were no other Black families in town to threaten any white resident’s ideas about who was in charge. Even still, the relative kindness of her German, Norwegian, Irish, and Swedish neighbors meant Anna could have believed her country was one in which everyone was treated equally.

			But Anna’s idealism was painfully corrected one day by a three-year-old white girl named Isabel, who wielded a child’s special brand of cruel and oblivious candor. “Anna, are you really a nigger?” Isabel asked her, likely due to some confusion over Anna’s light skin and what was maybe said about her around town. In her memoir, Anna would write about this moment as her initiation into race consciousness—and self-consciousness. It affixed itself to her heart and mind for a lifetime. Young Anna knew enough to recognize the slur, but she wasn’t quite sure why such a small child would use it to ask her a question. In that moment, Anna “discovered the impact of my color.” Isabel might not have realized how sharp the word “nigger” could cut, the weight it carried. But the damage to Anna had been done, instantly and irrevocably. When a bewildered Anna reported the incident to her mother, Marie explained that people are sometimes referred to in “unkind fashion.” The solution, she insisted, was to “forgive…and then forget about it.” Reconciliation might have come easy to Marie, a woman born into a Methodist family whose patriarch was downright puritanical. But Anna could not, and would not, forget. “This was the first time a child ever rejected me,” Anna wrote in her memoir more than half a century after the exchange, “and the scar remains until this day.”[8]

			Most of Anna’s Anoka memories, which included “living in an old country house with twelve to thirteen rooms,” were markedly different from her run-in with Isabel. In an era of school segregation, the Arnold children were permitted to attend Anoka schools with white children, and Anna proved herself to be a star student all through elementary and high schools.[9] The Arnolds were respected members of the community, after all. And like so many members of the Black elite, from coast to coast, they often relied on the lightness of their skin tone to sidestep the color line. Anna described her father as white passing: “His lightness of skin gave him an advantage in his initial contacts.” William never fully committed himself to passing as white, which would have required him to sever some family ties and perhaps create a new identity altogether. But William was discreet in disclosing his race. When asked, he would discuss his “origin freely.” But as Anna recalled, this only ever happened “when the occasion demanded.” Anna never reported making an effort to pass for white, either. But she took great interest in understanding the variations in her family’s color and phenotype. She knew enough about history to recognize where certain features likely came from—that enslavers had assaulted Black women with impunity, and some distant ancestor in her family was likely a product of one such attack. Even when the wretched institution of slavery had ended, the prevailing racial order valued even the slightest glimmer of whiteness. Anna wasn’t immune to this worldview. She prized the looks of her siblings, who seemed to even more resemble their European neighbors. She described her younger sisters as prettier than her: Blanche was blue-eyed with “golden hair and an attractive blue vein on her cheek.” Grace had “long black silk curls.” Meanwhile, Anna described herself as “plain and a bit solemn.”[10]

			For Anna’s incredibly strict parents, a solemn-looking daughter was something to celebrate. They were clear on the rules of the household: no listening to secular music, no dancing, and no courting without the parents’ sanction. The Arnold daughters were expected to focus on God, family, and school with no deviations or distractions. Growing up too far from bustling Minneapolis and St. Paul, Anna rarely had occasion to meet other Black Minnesotans outside her family, so the threat of the Arnold girls being unduly influenced by young love was low. An interracial relationship never even crossed the Arnolds’ minds, because the legal and social barriers to love across the color line were made clear to their girls.

			Anna might have thought herself plain, but she could be cunning when she wanted. Independence was something she would have to steal for herself. When Anna was a senior in high school, her mother allowed her to travel to St. Paul to spend time with some family friends. There, she learned her hosts were planning an Easter weekend “social mixer” for the children of prominent Black families in the Twin Cities. Anna was elated. The promise of a party where boys and girls were free to mingle—and in the big city, no less—was as exhilarating as it was anxiety inducing. Thank heavens she had packed the most elegant pieces of her newly purchased springtime wardrobe—a pair of gray lace-up, high-heeled boots made from fine kid leather, and a gray dress with rose-colored trim and a matching hat. All this, accented by her new green spring coat, boosted her confidence as she joined the other young guests for the post–Easter dinner festivities.

			Anna had never been in the company of such sophisticated and smart Black peers. She wasn’t overly chatty, but she marveled at Edith Ella Adams, the attractive daughter of John Quincy Adams, editor of the St. Paul Appeal, the city’s Black newspaper. A color-conscious Anna noted that Edith looked a lot like one of the Irish girls from school. She also took notice of a handsome young man named Roy Wilkins, a transplant to St. Paul from St. Louis. Roy’s tumultuous life story stood in stark relief to the calm of Anna’s early biography.[11] The lanky, long-faced Roy came to Minnesota after his father had fled Missouri. Roy’s father was afraid he would be lynched after a heated confrontation with a white pedestrian, an all-too-common form of retaliation back then. He was a single father; Roy’s mother had succumbed to tuberculosis when he was only four. So his father’s flight to safety meant the Wilkins children had to move up north to live with relatives. Roy was a shining star at St. Paul’s Mechanic Arts High School, an athlete who was also known for his choral singing. Though their paths diverged after the mixer ended that night, Anna would remember Roy as “the most outgoing person you ever met.”[12] She couldn’t have known it, but they would meet again. Apart from Roy, Anna didn’t find any of the boys too captivating. She was just thrilled to have done something a little forbidden beyond her parents’ watchful eyes. When she returned to Anoka and reported the details of the weekend’s events to her mother, her father was eavesdropping. He disapproved of “society life,” as he called it, and he wasn’t happy with her small act of rebellion. But there were bigger issues ahead for the Arnolds. Anna was soon to graduate, and a whole world was going to open before her.

			For the Arnolds, education was just as important as comportment. Anna graduated from Anoka High School in 1918. The school had been christened hardly more than a decade earlier, in 1904, and it was meant to educate only white students. Anna’s parents expected her to attend college, and they would ultimately make the choice of where she would go. She was among a small subset of Black women, born within a generation of the end of slavery, who had the option to do so—and as a second-generation college student, no less. Most families would have made arrangements for Anna to attend an esteemed, historically Black college, like the all-women’s Spelman Seminary in Atlanta. But the Arnolds couldn’t fathom sending their girl so far away. Minneapolis was the state’s largest and wealthiest city, but it had no Arnold-approved options for a respectable young Negro woman, either. A young Black woman named Scottie Primus Davis had graduated from the University of Minnesota in 1904, and she followed in the footsteps of a Black man who had completed his degree decades earlier in 1882. But the Arnolds bristled at the thought of their daughter attending a secular school in a major metropolis. St. Paul would have to be the compromise. Anna would attend Hamline University there, once again the only Black student in her class.

			Hamline was the state’s oldest institution of higher education. It was established in 1854, four years before Minnesota even became a state. A Methodist bishop had donated $25,000 to build a school in what was then known by settlers as the Minnesota frontier, and the college boldly opened its doors to women upon its founding.[13] When Anna arrived some sixty years later, Hamline wasn’t quite ready to receive a Black woman. Anna had always learned in classrooms with no other Black students. But without the benefit of being surrounded by white people who knew her parents, and who recognized her as one of “the good ones,” Anna spent much of her time at Hamline alone and on the margins. If she hadn’t been so obedient, she might have spent her weekends exploring the nightclubs and restaurants of the small Black enclaves in the Twin Cities, like St. Paul’s Rondo neighborhood.[14] Or maybe she would have attended a fraternity sweetheart party at the University of Minnesota, where she would have run into Roy. He was studying sociology and became a founding member of the school’s Omega Psi Phi fraternity chapter, one of a handful of Black Greek-letter organizations founded in the early twentieth century. At these mostly white schools, fraternities and sororities sometimes provided housing to the small clusters of Black students barred from the dormitories due to their race. Anna might have even preferred that option to her current accommodations. Her color also kept her from Hamline’s housing, so she was forced to live in the guest room of a Methodist pastor and his family.

			Anna’s own closed-mindedness certainly played a part in her isolation at Hamline. She was a lot like her parents. Anna became upset one day when she saw a group of female students gathered to listen to music and dance. She was offended by the sight of a pregnant faculty member. She had internalized so much of her parents’ conservative edicts it took her some time to feel out her own wants and beliefs. Like many an undergraduate student, with time, Anna loosened up and reconsidered her snap judgments. She started to appreciate the freedom that living away from home had given her, and the space she needed to think about the world on her own terms. She was even able to make a good friend, a white friend, named Mary Poston, who had come from a small town in northern Minnesota called Thief River Falls. In Mary, Anna found an adult friendship in which “color was still incidental.”[15] But beyond the confines of that cherished relationship, color was still very much instrumental. When Mary and Anna shared a public speaking class, their professor put them in separate groups and informed Mary’s circle that “it was right for Negroes to attend college, but unnecessary for anyone to be friendly.”[16] Mary paid a price for being loyal to Anna. She was passed up for membership in the literary society that her own sister belonged to at Hamline. There surely must have been other moments like this. But whatever they were, Mary didn’t share them with her dear friend Anna.

			Anna began to think more and more about color—not just the slights, like her incident with Isabel or the repercussions Mary was facing. Anna was coming to an awareness that color was going to determine everything in her life. Her parents had never told her this. They wanted her to believe that her work ethic, her faith, and her intellect were what mattered most—that her color and tone were just details, small facts. As she matured, the reality of race gripped her hard, and it wrapped itself around her, and it threatened to suffocate her and everything she wanted.

			Whether in her classes, at her makeshift home in St. Paul, or in her new church, few if any people discussed this: the totality of American racism. Anna, meanwhile, couldn’t turn away from it. She finally found a voice that confirmed and articulated everything she had been feeling in the form of a visitor to campus. Until then, Anna’s college had mostly invited speakers like the Methodist bishop Charles Bayard Mitchell, or researchers like one Howard Musser, who had dubbed himself “the jungle man” of India.[17] So the announcement that Dr. William Edward Burghardt Du Bois was scheduled to visit Hamline took Anna by surprise. Du Bois had just attended the Pan-African Conference in Paris, a gathering of “the Darker Races” of the world that hoped to unite and uplift all colonized peoples.[18]

			Du Bois had achieved international acclaim for his writings. The gentleman scholar had earned undergraduate degrees from Fisk and Harvard Universities, and completed a doctoral degree in history at Harvard. He had published the exhaustive sociological study The Philadelphia Negro and the ethereal, multidisciplinary collection The Souls of Black Folk, in which he famously declared the color line “the problem of the twentieth century.” During Anna’s college years, Du Bois was best known for his role in helping to establish the NAACP, and he was soon named the editor of the NAACP’s journal The Crisis, which published the latest in civil rights news, editorials on global affairs, and announcements from the expanding network of local NAACP chapters. Du Bois had reported on major race riots in the United States himself. He advocated for Black World War I veterans, and he made passionate pleas for the kind of liberal arts education Anna was receiving at Hamline. His career was resplendent in the humanities, and he believed himself to be a testament to the profound capacities of Negro thinkers.

			The fashionable and erudite Du Bois never disappointed. That day, he wore a full tie and tails to deliver his lecture. He was the embodiment of the New Negro movement, the creative and political zeitgeist that was rushing through Anna’s generation. Writers like Alain Locke, Jessie Fauset, and Nella Larsen were writing provocatively about the racial dynamics of the modern era. They captured the political and economic power struggle between white and Black, as well as the taboo sexual relationships that flourished across the racial divide behind closed doors and (increasingly) out in the open, in vice districts and slumming zones. And they dispensed with injurious images of the African continent. This energetic current of Black culture convened literary clubs and societies in Chicago, while the Black arts sparkled under Los Angeles’s sunny skies. But no place had captured the joy and the hope of the New Negro more than New York City’s Harlem. That day, absorbing Du Bois’s message, Anna started to imagine what Black life could look like beyond the confines of Minnesota. “I came away deeply stirred,” she remembered years later. “[I] couldn’t wait to get to class the next morning where his presentation was discussed.”[19] But it was hardly even mentioned. And when she went to the college library to check out more of Du Bois’s writings, she found nothing of him there. Anna had just had her entire worldview turned upside down by an intellectual giant who seemed to hardly exist in the world that had made her. Hamline operated as if the Negro, let alone the New Negro, barely existed. Anna, for her part, wondered for how much longer she could exist there.

			As soon as Anna had found a way to live at Hamline, it became time for her to leave it. As an aspiring Black teacher, Anna couldn’t complete her student-teacher requirements in St. Paul. The local schools didn’t allow a Black student-teacher to train in their communities. She could try for a position at one of the all-Black schools in Minneapolis, of course. But she would be competing with older, more experienced Black women, all of whom had to vie for too few promising opportunities. If Anna was going to be a teacher, she would have to go where she was wanted—where she was needed. She would head south. Anna, a daughter of the unforgiving winters of Minnesota, would teach at Rust College in Holly Springs, Mississippi.

			

			—

			Anna’s sojourn to Rust started with a stay in Chicago, the crown jewel of the Midwest, to visit her mother’s family. Outfitted in what she described as a puritanical traveling costume—a blue dress with a white collar and a monogrammed trunk gifted to her by her nervous father—Anna left home for good. By the fall of 1922, Chicago was well known as a destination for the Great Migration, the mass exodus of Black southerners out of their rural communities and up to the urban locales of the North and West. The city practically thrummed with that New Negro energy Du Bois had brought to Hamline. Not nearly as restrictive as Anna’s home state, Illinois had been a promising place for Black communities for generations. Illinois had been Abraham Lincoln’s political base, and it was historically a hub for antislavery sentiment. Chicago’s Black communities had long-established churches, business districts, and cultural venues. Anna was maybe most impressed by the city’s world-class architecture. She visited the luxurious shopping emporium Marshall Field’s on the hunt for blue-and-white-patterned Spode china—her cousin Bernice’s favorite. The two Black women could enter the store and look all they wanted. Holly Springs would be nothing like Chicago. But even still, a sense of optimism and adventure quieted Anna’s doubts about moving south.

			Having graduated from college, Anna would now do some life learning. Her first lesson: Nothing could strip you of your dignity like a Jim Crow train car. Black passengers headed south stepped onto train cars filled with cigar smoke, and chose the cleanest of various filthy seats, many of them replete with exposed springs. Looking down at the floors, they would find a healthy layer of chewing tobacco and grime. Anna had ridden in one of the nicer cars as far as the segregation policy permitted. But in Cairo, Illinois, a Black employee escorted her to a soot-filled train car, packed with noisy men, crying babies, and rambunctious children—and even a few farm animals. Cairo was a fitting place for Jim Crow to bare his fangs. Despite Black folk comprising nearly half the town, there was little room for Black economic or social mobility. Two men had been lynched in Cairo back in 1909.

			Anna, wearing her finest gloves and hat, might have been unaware of those spirits that haunted the town as her train pulled in to the station. And her home training mandated that she keep her judgment to herself, no matter how appalling she found her fellow passengers. Eating in public! Lying on train seats, as if they were beds! When Anna felt the first of many hunger pangs, she asked the conductor to guide her to the dining car. “Niggers don’t use the diner,” he replied. She now understood why so many passengers hauled picnic baskets and shoe boxes stuffed with food onto the train. At one point, a man approached Anna and began chatting with her. She hadn’t mustered the slightest smile for her fellow travelers, all of whom seemed to know each other. Later, Anna would come to understand the concept of southern hospitality. But in the moment, she was confused by the man’s friendliness, and she suspected ill intent. “Lady, I think you ought to get off at this spot,” he told her. “There’s an insane asylum down the road and I think you belong there.”[20]

			When Anna finally arrived at Rust in a battered taxicab, the campus matron served the famished new teacher a breakfast of “fatback,” a choice cut of pig that Anna had never tasted before, and “biscuits that weren’t beautifully brown and done.” She had no grounds to complain, so she ate her meal and finished her cup of “undrinkable” coffee before settling into the small room assigned to her.[21] It was going to be a long year.

			Despite its southern roots, Rust College wasn’t entirely foreign to Anna. It had been born of the Freedmen’s Aid Society, an initiative created by the American Missionary Association, which was funded in part by the Arnolds’ beloved American Methodist Episcopal Church.[22] Its mission was to train educators and establish schools for the newly emancipated all across the South. Rust was founded in the fall of 1866, barely a year after the Civil War had ended, by a group of mostly northern-born-and-bred missionaries who settled on the western border of what is now the Holly Springs National Forest. Filled with upland hardwoods and thick pines, the campus’s barrier was as much a warning as it was a gift. At times it was a protective force, keeping Rust safe from the hostilities of the outside world. But as racial violence swept across the South during Reconstruction, the woods beyond the school’s perimeter were lawless country, a hiding place for those who would rather see a Negro dead than free. Anna wasn’t sure what to make of Rust, once she had settled there. But without the church and its many experiments in Black education, she would have had next to no job prospects. Black colleges were not only for the benefit of the students; they gave Black professionals whole careers. In the early 1920s, where else could a Black educator hope to eventually become a college president? Anna called this movement toward more Black leadership “the surge.”[23] As she unpacked her bags in Holly Springs, she did so at a college with only three white staff left on campus. She was in an almost totally Black world. Yet even still, she felt she didn’t quite fit in.

			Anna thought her parents had run a tight ship. But they were nothing compared with Rust. The students had to be accompanied if ever they left campus, lest they get into trouble, which meant Anna had to constantly shepherd young men and women around Holly Springs’s small town square. “Why did students have to be chaperoned if they were going shopping?” Anna wondered, bemused.[24] Shopping was on her to-do list, in fact, as she quickly discovered she would need a whole new wardrobe. Her stylish middy blouses with their large collars and long fabric ties were deemed inappropriate for an educator. Alice Vera Armstead Davage, the first lady of Rust, had herself informed Anna, “Teachers don’t wear blouses like that.”[25] Anna’s outfits weren’t her only problem; there was also the matter of her accessories. Anna had been scolded by the dean of women for forgetting to wear a hat into town while on escort duty. The dean found out about the transgression only after the students reported their teacher once they were all back on campus. Anna’s hatless traipse about town became the gossip du jour at Rust. Anna, meanwhile, had had enough. “I am being criticized for a whole lot of things I don’t understand, and I resent it very much,” she told the college’s first Black president, Matthew Davage.[26] Anna had lost all inhibitions. But she had found, for maybe the first time, a sympathetic ear. “You haven’t done anything wrong,” Davage answered, amused by the young teacher’s indignation. But his tone quickly changed.[27] Rust insisted that women students and faculty wear hats—a sign of their social status—to “keep them from being approached by white men,” he told her. The hats signified Rust itself. They let the world know that its women had “some power behind them,” that they weren’t to be trifled with or harmed.[28] Anna didn’t need to hear another word. Her conversation with President Davage didn’t make Rust feel any less alien. But she understood that she would need to make a few friends and take a few notes if she was going to survive the South.

			In her lonelier moments, Anna found a friend in one faculty member who hailed all the way from Montana. He was a chemistry teacher; he had started his training as a physician in Chicago, but he couldn’t afford medical school. He and Anna commiserated over their dashed hopes at Rust, how they had expected a whole postgraduate world to open up before them, only to now feel it getting smaller by the hour. They would travel to the local train station on their off-hours to just watch people, to guess the hopes and ambitions of the Holly Springs locals who boarded segregated trains to someplace else. When President Davage heard about their trips, he cautioned Anna against hanging around the railroad station. It wasn’t proper. At Rust, there was no time or tolerance for anything other than work.[29]

			Anna’s fellow faculty and administrators were some of the finest Black educators in the nation. But Anna felt she learned more from her students, and from the people of Holly Springs, than from her colleagues. Rust students were nothing like the coeds of Hamline. They were enrolled in a wide range of classes, from the primary and high school level to actual college courses—a common occurrence at Black institutions, which accepted students from an array of backgrounds to meet the crisis of Black education. Rust families would often go without food just to collect enough cash to cover their students’ transportation to Holly Springs. Mothers sometimes appeared with fresh eggs or milk, or maybe the best of the vegetable harvest, in hopes that these goods could settle a tuition bill when they no longer had enough money. Students, meanwhile, would arrive carrying paper bags with just a few tattered dresses or pants in bad need of hemming and pressing. They often came to campus for the semester fresh from the early fall picking, and with little more than the hopes of their elders, the steadfastness of prayer, and the well-wishes of their hometowns, where hats were passed on behalf of the town’s best and brightest.[30]

			Anna knew Rust would present challenges. But she did not fully understand what the work would do to her teaching ambitions, or to her spirit. The job was dismal because the world was pervasively unfair. In the early twentieth century, the Black illiteracy rate in the United States was estimated to be about 25 percent.[31] But in rural areas like Holly Springs, most adults struggled to read and write. They fumbled through mail-order catalogs, or aspired to one day be able to write a letter to a friend. They learned their Bible passages by ear, and they recited them by memory. Anna once recalled a fifteen-year-old student named Judy Mae sitting in a third-grade classroom looking to improve her reading skills. Anna often had to accommodate students arriving late from the fall cotton harvest and leaving early to work the spring blooms.[32] “Just when I thought I was teaching something important,” she remembered, “they had to leave to plant.” Her students were scarred by the racial violence that had stalked them long before their journey to Holly Springs. Once, while Anna was leading a group on a hike, the pop of a discharged bullet sounded in the woods—likely just a hunting rifle. But one student let out a bone-chilling scream. Anna was confused; surely a country girl should know the sound of a gun, she thought. But as she consoled her student, the young woman revealed the sound had taken her back to the day a white man threw a stick of dynamite at her father, killing him. “Whenever she heard that kind of sound,” Anna recalled, “she went to pieces.”[33]

			Judy Mae and the other students had a place in Anna’s heart. But the weight of such work had become too much to bear. By the end of her sophomore season at Rust in 1924, Anna had to come to terms with “the overwhelming difficulties against which a Negro had to work, study and live in the South.”[34] She couldn’t do it any longer. The days started at seven in the morning and they didn’t end until nine at night. There was no library open to Black folk in town, and nothing like Chicago’s Tivoli Theatre to help you forget your troubles. There was only one store, Levy’s, where Negroes could try on clothes. And anyhow, going off campus never felt safe—hat or no hat. Anna loathed the way white men would look at her, their lascivious stares, like that one lawyer with the office on Holly Springs’s main street. They disgusted her. Then there were those wretched signs—Whites Only, Colored Only. Even nature was unsettling to her. The forests outside Holly Springs were foreboding; if a Black person didn’t stay in their place, they might just disappear into those woods and never come out. Anna could finally name what was wrong around her. “The beauty of the South could turn into a horror at any moment,” she thought to herself.[35] Southern Horrors was the name of a pamphlet that documented lynching in the South; it was written by one of Rust’s most famous graduates, the anti-lynching activist Ida B. Wells-Barnett, who fled to Chicago to save herself from white violence.[36] Wells-Barnett had published her pamphlet thirty years before Anna ever arrived at Rust. Had anything changed at all? Anna certainly had, and that was all she needed to know.

			This Anna Arnold was unrecognizable from the woman who had shown up at Rust just two years earlier. She had a deep, newfound respect for Black folk—for their grit and their resilience. She could feel what Du Bois was talking about in his selections that affirmed New Negro thinking and aesthetics. She had also stoked “a deep hate for southern whites,” after all she had seen in Mississippi. In fact, she believed she “had no choice but to reject all white people.” She needed to get out of Mississippi, and her eyes were trained northward. But she could never return to the North that had raised her. She needed to find her people.

			Anna would take a trove of memories with her. Later in life, whenever someone would ask her about Rust, the recollection would come back to her, gleaming. At her last commencement ceremony at the college that had made her, Anna had surveyed the graduates assembled to celebrate their seemingly impossible accomplishment. The men had donned dark suits, and the women were all dressed in white. In the middle of the festivities, an elderly Black woman approached Anna and asked to see President Davage. Anna looked the woman up and down. She had on a “big ol’ Southern skirt,” and she looked “soiled.” Anna chose to run interference; she told the woman, who she assumed was a student’s grandmother or auntie, that Davage wouldn’t be able to meet with her. The woman then asked Anna to take care of something. She pulled out an old handkerchief from her pocket and carefully untied the small bundle, revealing $2.45 worth of coins. “Give this money to the president,” she said. “I washed and ironed and scrubbed for it. I want some kid to have a chance I ain’t never had.”

			

			—

			After bidding Mississippi adieu, Anna returned home to get her bearings and interview for jobs. She didn’t want to spend a day longer in Anoka than necessary, and she kept the details of her flight from Holly Springs to herself. One day, on a trip to St. Paul to chase any job leads she could find, a chance meeting with her mother’s friend led her to the organization that would launch her political organizing career: the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA).

			Anna landed a job at the West Clark Street YWCA branch in Springfield, Ohio. The YWCA was the sister organization of the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), both of which were founded in the U.K. to tend to urban men’s and women’s needs during the industrial boom. In the States, the YWCA promoted Progressive Era activism and seeded women’s civic networks in urban centers. By the late nineteenth century, the YWCA was fundraising for public parks, kindergartens, and maternal health campaigns. The organization was divided along racial lines; its “colored” and white branches often worked in parallel in the same cities, but rarely in tandem. For Black women like Anna, the YWCA offered accommodations when hotels closed their doors to Black woman travelers, and camaraderie to newcomers to the city looking for work and a social life. Most important, it was one of a few professional spaces that hired educated Black women. These women were often overqualified for the posts they nabbed, and they were as underpaid as they were overwhelmed by the magnitude of the work ahead of them. But so-called clean work, as they referred to white-collar jobs, was still better than the alternative.

			Anna quickly learned that what she believed to be a southern sickness was more a national epidemic. After only one week of working in Springfield, she began to resent what she saw as “Northern segregation.”[37] While at a YWCA training, she encountered a white worker from the South who had attended an interracial YWCA summit. She had no qualms, and in fact she had leaped at the chance to break bread with Black woman colleagues. But she was afraid of returning home, where her father was a high-ranking leader in the Ku Klux Klan. She didn’t know how family would receive her after being so “reasonable and honorable and decent” with her Black peers. Anna had no answers for the woman; she simply wasn’t Anna’s priority. Her colleague’s crisis had only confirmed to Anna that all the talk of Christian sisterhood and liberalism was empty, at best. “The difference between the North and the South was not a difference in basic philosophy,” Anna said, in summation of her great awakening. “In the South the weapon was a meat axe; in the North, a stiletto. Both are lethal weapons. It was a long time before I knew that they are as lethal to the wielders as to the victims.”[38]

			In the Bible, Isaiah 54:17 proclaims, “No weapon formed against you shall prosper.” This was a favorite among Black believers, especially those who sought to make sense of their suffering. But the Lord’s promise was feeling a bit dubious of late. White folk were the only people prospering under this system, and their weapons—their sharp tongues and even sharper knives—could cut deep. Anna had been a fool. She started to see her past and present differently. She pondered the humiliation her parents must have endured to remain in Anoka. They were devout Christians, and they wanted to protect their family from the vices that came with the city. But they were also well educated and cosmopolitan. Surely, they must have grown tired with the condescension and rejection they faced whenever someone discovered the family was indeed not white. With hindsight, Holly Springs was even more profound an experience than she first realized. “I had learned…that my ignorance of conditions in the North made me assume that there was a freedom there which many Southerners realized did not exist.”[39]

			There was no real freedom to be found with the YWCA, so Anna just had to make do. She remained focused on establishing herself professionally, hiding her contempt for the white women around her as best she could, and savoring any little respite she could find from the politicking of the group. After the death of a Black YWCA colleague, Anna received an invitation to attend a YWCA seminar in her place, at the organization’s National Training School in Manhattan. She desperately needed a break, and she could barely contain her excitement. Her travel companion, the Columbus YWCA worker Frances Waugh, taught Anna how to play hearts on the eastbound train to New York. Anna could only imagine her parents’ fury: their perfect girl, playing with a deck of cards—and in public, no less! Once the women had settled in the city, they hopped on a streetcar heading north to 138th Street and Lenox Avenue in Harlem. They got out and stood on the corner of 138th Street just to watch all the Harlemites making their way into the night. For Anna, it might as well have been a parade. Harlem’s women had traded in their matching knit sets for flowing dresses with drop waists and intricate beading as they sauntered off to the nightclubs. The men sported high-waisted pants in all the colors of the rainbow, as well as the more traditional black, as they promenaded in and out of cafés and theaters. Anna took note of the style; here, she would never have been reprimanded for a garish blouse or the lack of a proper hat.

			From all outward appearances, Harlem was the land of Black opportunity. Yes, there were places that barred Negroes from entry: the Hotel Theresa and Blumstein’s department store, institutions that had opened before the neighborhood’s complexion had changed, and therefore saw no reason why they should. But New York was nevertheless spectacular. It was beautiful, restorative. As Anna packed up to return to Ohio, she could feel she would be back soon enough. Just a year later, she was offered a job in “New York City’s bedroom”: Jersey City. Anna boarded yet another train headed east, where her next act awaited. For the first time in her life she was traveling light, with every last doubt left behind her.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2
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				Home to Harlem

			
			Anna couldn’t believe her good fortune. After a brief stint in New Jersey, she had been hired over to the Harlem branch of the YWCA and couldn’t wait to move to New York City’s nerve center of Negro life. The moment she settled into her new neighborhood, Anna discovered entire swaths of Black New York that she had never known. There were “West Indian societies,” Old New York families who hosted “debut parties for their young daughters,” and social mavens known for presiding over “dinners, receptions, and teas,” and she read all about them in Black newspapers that sent photographers to cover these exquisite affairs. Anna was stunned by the proud men and women she met and mingled with out and about at business meetings and social calls.[1] First among them was the “slim brown angel” himself, the writer Langston Hughes.[2] Anna marveled at the chic women leaving the hairdressing baroness Madam C. J. Walker’s beauty emporium with perfectly coiffed hairdos. Walker’s monument to her rumored million-dollar business was part of the famed Dark Tower complex: two neighboring town houses on West 136th Street with retail spaces and salons suited for extravagant parties and heady conversations. Harlem’s boldest and brightest artists, some of whom enjoyed generous patronage, loved to assemble at the Dark Tower, especially on someone else’s dime. Sympathetic if not voyeuristic white elites often funded European research trips, signed rent checks for studios, and closed exorbitant bar tabs after long nights out, just so their favorites could paint, print, pen prose and poetry, and produce experimental music without worry.

			When out on the town, Anna and her dear friend Maude Green, another YWCA careerist who worked in girls’ programs, would dart their eyes across and along the sidewalks, hoping to discreetly spot a celebrity. There went the Broadway actress Rose McClendon, who was rapidly becoming a stage legend in the 1920s. The women chuckled when the Yale PhD William Pickens regaled a Sunday evening audience with a story about having to pretend to be a white colleague’s “valet” on a trip down south for the NAACP. And best of all, Harlem had reconnected her with the great W. E. B. Du Bois. The debates about and discussions centered on color took a new tone in New York. Anna still cared deeply about the injustices that were doled out to the race. But the sting of racism wasn’t so keen while she was living in a world by and for her people. In Harlem, she didn’t have to trifle with white people. She would later remember this “era” with fondness, a time when her “contact with the white world was limited to an occasional professional meeting at the Central YWCA.” When she absolutely couldn’t avoid rubbing elbows with a white New Yorker, she “was courteous and withdrawn,” whatever it took to get the job done and get about her way. In those days, Anna “developed no white friends and wanted none.”[3]

			Harlem had briefly felt like a paradise for its devotees—for its Langstons and its Madam Walkers, yes, but also for regular folk like Maude and Anna. But just a few months after Anna celebrated her thirtieth birthday, the perfect storm of a stock market implosion, an unregulated banking industry, and the collapse of domestic manufacturing rocked the nation, and then the world. And the financial prosperity that had trickled down to the Dark Tower regulars disappeared. After the storm, the drought came. Overnight, the Harlem that had entranced Anna had become something else entirely. Along the boulevards, Anna started to see the same kind of hunger and want that she had encountered in Marshall County, Mississippi. The YWCA rallied to respond to the needs of New Yorkers—from leads on jobs to distribution of winter coats—and soon enough Anna’s workload had skyrocketed. From 1929 to 1938, Anna worked with YWCA branches up and down the East Coast. In each city, she found conditions were the same: “A man could need bread and not be able to get it.”[4]

			As a working professional, Anna was grateful to not be among the throngs applying for state relief. Relief—that was rich. President Franklin Roosevelt was decisive in his response to the Depression, unleashing an array of programs, initiatives, bureaus, councils, measures, and mandates to create assistance and jobs. But Black America was rightfully skeptical. As money flooded into states, local administrators, politicians, and bureaucrats controlled
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