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Dedication

To the women who marched

for equality and justice,

and those who are marching still





Prologue

October 19, 1912

BROOKLYN, NEW YORK

Wilson

On behalf of the Democratic Campaign Committee of Kings County,” declared the tall, fair-haired Scotsman behind the podium at center stage, his powerful brogue rising dramatically over the cheers of the assembled throng, “it is my great honor and privilege to welcome the former president of Princeton University, the current governor of New Jersey, and the future president of the United States, the honorable Woodrow Wilson!”

The cheers rose to a roar as Wilson emerged from the curtained wing and crossed the stage to meet Chairman McLean at the podium, the smells of tobacco, damp wool, and perspiration wafting from the audience almost as blinding as the glare of the footlights. The venerable theater was packed to the rafters, attesting to McLean’s ability to muster up voters as well as Wilson’s own renown as an orator and statesman. When he and his entourage had arrived at the Brooklyn Academy of Music not long before, their driver had been obliged to halt half a block away, the automobile’s progress impeded by a crowd of hundreds holding tickets aloft and pushing their way into the packed front vestibule. A team of police officers had been obliged to clear a path from the automobile to a side entrance. As Wilson shook McLean’s hand and murmured his thanks, he noted with satisfaction that those same eager men now filled every seat and spilled over into the aisles, applauding, waving their hats in the air, shouting his name.

He hoped their enthusiasm would carry them to the polls come November 5—not only these wildly applauding men, but also vast droves of voters of a similar temperament, all dissatisfied with the incumbent, hankering for change, but wary of radicals. Wilson was their man.

He took the podium, raised his hands, and nodded to one section of the house and then another, modestly acknowledging their ardent welcome while also seeking order, mildly surprised to see a few ladies scattered among the gentlemen. As soon as his audience had settled down, he launched into his stump speech—well practiced by now, so late in the campaign, but even more urgent than when he had first announced his candidacy. Their democracy was failing ordinary Americans, he warned. All governmental power was monopolized by a few corrupt men who controlled the system utterly and for their own benefit. Yet an even greater monopoly, rarely mentioned elsewhere in the campaign, threatened to—

“What about votes for women?” someone interrupted from the balcony. It was a woman’s voice, full and musical, with an Irish lilt.

Wilson abruptly fell silent as heads craned and murmurs arose, a ripple of confusion and annoyance and disgust. Stepping out from behind the podium and approaching the front of the stage, Wilson scanned the upper seats until his gaze fell upon a fair, auburn-haired woman dressed in a purple shirtwaist and a hat adorned with a yellow feather. She awaited his response, her gaze fixed on his, determined and utterly devoid of deference. And yet there was something warm and appealing in her expression too; slender and apparently in her midthirties, she would probably be quite pretty if she smiled.

“What is it, madam?” he called up to her over the grumbles of the crowd.

“You say you want to destroy monopolies?” Her eyebrows rose, signifying the innocence and eminent rationality of her query. “I ask you, what about woman suffrage? Men have a monopoly on the vote. Why not start there?”

The audience snickered. “Sit down,” someone groused loudly from the back.

“Woman suffrage, madam, is not a question for the federal government,” Wilson explained patiently, clasping his hands behind his back. He felt almost as if he were back at Bryn Mawr, addressing a class of lovely but tragically uncomprehending female pupils. “It is a matter for the states. As a representative of the national party, I cannot speak to this issue.”

“But I address you as an American, Mr. Wilson,” the woman persisted. “Since you seek to govern all these united states, surely you can tell us where you stand.”

The crowd’s growing dissatisfaction manifested in mutters and glares, in impatient shifting in seats. “Let us not be rude to any woman,” Wilson reminded them, silently adding, No matter how unwomanly she may be. To the offender herself, he replied firmly, “I hope you will not consider it a discourtesy if I decline to answer those questions on this occasion.”

“But I do consider it discourteous, Governor, and worse.” She put her head to one side, curious. “Unless you mean to say that you have no opinion whatsoever?”

“Throw her out!” a deep voice bellowed just beyond the footlights, cutting off Wilson’s reply.

A few rows behind that fellow, another man rose from his seat, cupped his hands around his mouth, and shouted toward the balcony, “Why don’t you go to your own meeting, girlie?”

A roar of laughter followed.

“Go home and mind the babies!”

“Put her out! Where are the police?”

Wilson could have answered that. From his ideal vantage point, he easily spotted three grim-faced, gray-uniformed officers working their way down the aisles of the crowded balcony toward the woman. With them was a man in a well-cut dark suit, perhaps in his fifties, with Germanic features and an imperious manner, as if he were accustomed to having his orders obeyed. He said something to the woman and made a cutting gesture with his forearm; she threw him a retort over her shoulder. Then her gaze returned to Wilson’s and held it, despite the jostling of the increasingly disgruntled men surrounding her.

This could get ugly, Wilson realized. It would play very badly in the press.

“Now, gentlemen, let us remain civil,” he urged, concealing his own rising annoyance. Why did she not simply sit down? “I’m sure the lady will not persist when I positively decline to discuss the question now.”

He gestured for her to take her seat—and yet still she stood, waiting for him to satisfy her question, as if he had not made it perfectly clear that no answer would be forthcoming. Just then the policemen reached her. To Wilson’s consternation, they seized her by the arms and waist, lifted her roughly, and wrestled her from the hall through a fire exit against a backdrop of jeers, hisses, and blistering insults.

“Gentlemen, it is very much against my wishes that the lady has been ejected,” Wilson protested, although he doubted he could be heard above the din. “I respect her right to put questions to me, however inopportune.”

Inopportune? Better he should say potentially disastrous. He of all men did not quake before difficult questions, but he simply could not afford to answer that particular one, not with Taft and Roosevelt and Debs snapping at his heels, ready to drag him down at the first sign of weakness. Of course he had an opinion on woman suffrage, one shared by the vast majority of southern men: he was definitely and irreconcilably opposed to it. The social changes woman suffrage would entail would not justify whatever small gains might be accomplished. But he could not say so aloud, not with the press standing by with pencils hovering over pads and so many voters yet undecided. Better to evade the question by insisting it was a matter of states’ rights, beyond the purview of a presidential candidate.

“I would like to have your attention,” Wilson addressed the restless audience, raising his voice but refusing to shout, “while I recover the thread of what I was saying.”

The crowd soon settled down, and Wilson continued his speech precisely where he had left off, describing what he considered to be the worst monopoly of all, the influence of powerful interests upon the government. Thereafter the only interruptions were welcome bursts of applause.

When he finished speaking, he barely had time to take a few dignified bows before the candidate for lieutenant governor replaced him at the podium. A moment later his aides were hustling him off the stage, into his topcoat, and outside to the automobile, which waited, engine rumbling, to speed them off to his next engagement.

“Who was that obnoxious woman?” he asked irritably as they settled themselves in the vehicle and the driver swiftly set off for Carnegie Hall, across the East River and north to midtown Manhattan. Women who spoke in public gave him a chilled, scandalized feeling. Thankfully, his own wife and daughters understood that a woman’s place was in the home.

“That harridan? Maud Malone,” one of his aides replied. “She’s a militant suffragist librarian and a notorious heckler. Just last week she interrupted Governor Johnson’s speech at a Bull Moose meeting. She interrupted Roosevelt on the night before the primaries.”

Wilson was tempted to ask how Roosevelt had responded, but he could well imagine how the former Republican president, now leader of the breakaway self-proclaimed Progressive Party, would have appeased the harasser with promises he was powerless to fulfill.

“What will become of this Miss Malone?” Wilson asked. The type of woman who took an active part in suffrage agitation was totally abhorrent to him, and yet he did not like to see any lady so roughly handled.

“She’ll be escorted to the nearest police station and arraigned, I imagine.” His aide offered a reassuring grin. “Don’t worry about her. She’ll pay her bail and be back home with her piles of books and innumerable cats by midnight.”

The youngest of Wilson’s aides chuckled, but the most experienced of the three did not even smile. “Don’t let this incident concern you, Governor,” he said. “Miss Malone, like all those other suffragettes with a penchant for public spectacle, is an irritant, nothing more. She doesn’t even have the power to vote against you.”

Yes, there was that. Wilson settled back against the soft leather seat and turned his thoughts from the unsettling Irishwoman to his next speech. He was due to take the stage again in less than an hour, and with only seventeen days until the election, he could not allow himself to be distracted by pretty hecklers and their ludicrous propositions.
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January 1910

PHILADELPHIA, PENNSYLVANIA

Alice

A bracing, icy gust of wind threatened to snatch away Alice’s wide-brimmed black hat and cast it into the churning wake of the steamship SS Haverford as it slowly cruised up the Delaware River, but she clasped her hand to the crown just in time and kept it atop her mass of long black hair, coiled into a loose bun at the back of her head. A few stray wisps tickled her face as she secured the hat pin and returned her hand to the warmth of her fur muff, but her gaze never left the distant pier as the ship approached the Port of Philadelphia. Despite the wintry bluster, Alice would not dream of abandoning her spot at the railing for the comfort of the upper deck’s salon, not when she was so close to her destination and the welcoming embraces of those she loved best in all the world.

The Haverford had departed Liverpool on January 5, and now, after a stormy, uncomfortable fortnight at sea, it was about to arrive, four days late, on the snow-dusted shores of Alice’s homeland. After nearly three years abroad, she wanted nothing more than to bask in the generous affection of her loved ones and to indulge in the comforts of Paulsdale, her family’s 173-acre farm in Moorestown, New Jersey, an idyllic, pastoral haven fifteen miles east of the bustling city of Philadelphia, on the opposite side of the Delaware. She had promised her mother and herself that once she was safely home, she would rest, fully recover her health—which had suffered greatly during her last stint in prison—and sort out how to resume her graduate studies. She would be the first to admit that in recent months, she had neglected her formal education in favor of her suffrage work, her life’s true cause and calling.

As the ship came into harbor, Alice scanned the crowd gathered on the pier below for her mother and siblings, not knowing who, precisely, had come to meet her, but confident that some beloved family members stood among the throng. The ship’s horn bellowed overhead, two long blasts; while sailors and dockworkers tossed ropes and deftly secured knots, the passengers shifted in anticipation as the ramps were made ready for their descent.

Alice was the last passenger to disembark. Although her legs trembled and her gray wool dress, white linen blouse, and black coat felt heavy and loose upon her thin frame, her heart lifted and her footsteps quickened at the thought of the joyful welcome awaiting her ashore. Searching the upturned faces as she descended, she glimpsed her mother, clad in the plain dark dress, dark cloak, and white cap of their Quaker faith. Her fourteen-year-old brother, Parry, stood at their mother’s side; catching her eye, he grinned and waved his arm high overhead, rising up on his toes. He must have grown four inches since she had last seen him, and he resembled their late father so keenly that her breath caught in her throat.

Overcome with happiness and relief, Alice made her way through the crowd and surrendered herself to her mother’s and youngest brother’s warm embraces—but the moment was quickly spoiled when a swarm of reporters descended, shouting her name, gesturing for her attention, interrupting their family reunion with a dizzying onslaught of questions.

“Shall I clear a path through them to the car?” Parry asked eagerly as their mother drew closer and took his arm. She barely managed a tentative smile for the reporters.

Weary and longing to get out of the cold, Alice was tempted to accept the offer, but she shook her head. Emmeline Pankhurst and her daughters—in fact, any of the courageous, daring British suffragists with whom she had campaigned and suffered during her three years abroad—would have gladly seized the opportunity to promote the cause, so how could she refuse? As much as Alice dreaded public speaking and longed for a warm fire and a hot meal, if an interview would evoke sympathy and understanding for the woman suffrage movement, it would be time well spent.

“Miss Paul,” shouted one eager fellow over the clamor of questions, “how does it feel to be back in America?”

“Quite lovely indeed,” she replied, with a fond smile for her mother and brother. She longed to see their two middle siblings, Helen and Bill, and hoped they were waiting for her at Paulsdale.

“Tell us, Mrs. Paul,” the same reporter queried, turning to Alice’s mother, “how does your daughter look?”

“If I’m to be honest—” She ran an appraising glance over her eldest daughter. “Not so well as when she left us to go abroad, I’m sorry to say.”

“I’m perfectly fine,” Alice answered for herself, gently resting a hand on her mother’s arm. “I’m as physically able to wage an equally active campaign in this country as I did abroad, if I find it necessary.”

“By ‘active campaign,’” another reporter broke in, pencil at the ready, “do you mean the same outlandish tactics you learned with the Brits, breaking windows and wearing disguises and such?”

“Perhaps, perhaps not,” Alice replied. “Over there, you have to stand on your head or do some other foolish thing just to attract attention. Suffragettes tried everything to present the cause before the political powers that be, but each attempt met with failure until we resorted to more militant tactics.”

“Miss Paul,” called another reporter, a woman this time. “Why do you say ‘suffragette’ instead of ‘suffragist’? Dr. Anna Shaw and Mrs. Carrie Chapman Catt prefer the term ‘suffragist.’”

“We all called ourselves suffragists once,” said Alice. “Eventually the British authorities began referring to those of us with a more activist bent as suffragettes, disparagingly, to distinguish us from our demurer, better-behaved sisters. We’ve chosen to embrace the title. We understand, as others may not, that we had to resort to unusual tactics to force the authorities to acknowledge the movement. England is reluctant to accept suffrage, and had the suffragettes gone along quietly, we would have been entirely ignored.”

A reporter with gray threaded in his dark hair frowned. “Once you were in prison, though, why didn’t you just follow the rules? So you suffered in Holloway. Big deal. You brought it upon yourself.”

Alice regarded him calmly, unfazed by his hostile tone. “We suffragettes decided more than a year ago to resist prison passively by taking no food and by refusing to obey any of the regulations. Our purpose was to make the situation more acute, and consequently, bring it to an end sooner.” Turning to her mother, she added in an undertone, “It is simply a policy of passive resistance, and as a Quaker, thou ought to approve.”

Before her mother could reply, another reporter called out a question. More queries followed, most of them about forced feedings and the more lurid aspects of her experiences, but when Alice’s voice began to falter, her mother firmly bade them farewell and Parry hefted her two suitcases by the handles, brandishing them like shields, or so it seemed to Alice, as they made their way through the crowd. Flanking her protectively, her mother and brother escorted her away from the docks and out to the street, where Frank Stout, a kindly neighbor whose farm abutted theirs, waited to carry them home in his black Ford Runabout.

“Bill and Helen are waiting for thee at home,” Alice’s mother said as Mr. Stout started the engine, answering Alice’s unspoken question. Alice and her siblings used the formal “thee” and “thou” within the family and with others in their Quaker community, but used the less formal address with people of other faiths.

“I can’t wait to see them,” said Alice fervently. It had been far too long, and her siblings’ letters, while essential to easing her homesickness, had conveyed only a fraction of the happiness and affection she felt in their company. The four siblings had always been close, and they had acquired a deeper appreciation of one another after they had lost their strict but beloved father to pneumonia eight years before. A bank president as well as a gentleman farmer, William Paul had required an orderly and disciplined household in the Quaker tradition, and although Alice could not say that they had been as close as some fathers and daughters, she did not doubt that he had loved her.

At the time of her father’s passing, Alice had been a sophomore at Swarthmore College, her mother’s alma mater, a Quaker institution where the “thee” and “thy” of the plain people was still spoken, just as it was among her family. Even so, at college Alice had discovered new freedoms: She had been permitted to wear colorful clothing, unlike the somber, monochromatic dresses and white caps she had grown up with. Music was allowed, and not only hymns; she and her classmates could even dance, albeit only with one another, never with young men. She had begun her freshman year as a biology major, a discipline she had chosen because she knew nothing about the subject and was curious. Eventually she found her interest waning, and by the start of her junior year, a wise and kindly professor had guided her toward social work.

It seemed a natural fit, for Alice had been taught to revere education and social justice almost from birth. After graduating from Swarthmore, she had moved to Manhattan to study social work at the New York School of Philanthropy. A summer toiling on behalf of the suffering indigent at the settlement house on the Lower East Side convinced her that the need was great, but the work was not for her. “I help only one person at a time, one day after another,” she lamented to her mother. “It feels like sculpting a block of granite with a hairpin. My best efforts seem to make little difference. I can’t truly change anything this way.”

Adjusting course, that fall she had enrolled at the University of Pennsylvania to pursue her master’s degree in sociology with a minor in political science and economics. After she had completed her degree, the local Quaker community awarded her a scholarship to study at Woodbrooke, a Society of Friends institution in Birmingham, England. Grateful for the opportunity and determined to make the most of it, she spent a few months in Berlin to improve her German before moving to England to begin her classes at Woodbrooke, to volunteer at the Friends’ settlement house, and to enroll in the commerce department at the University of Birmingham, the first woman ever to do so.

It was in Birmingham that she met the woman who would irrevocably change her life.

Though only twenty-seven, Christabel Pankhurst had already won infamy as a firebrand suffragist, interrupting politicians’ speeches, provoking the police to arrest her, and invigorating the movement through the Women’s Social and Political Union, which she had founded with her mother, Emmeline. On a cold December evening in 1907, when Miss Pankhurst was scheduled to speak on woman suffrage at the University of Birmingham, curiosity compelled Alice to attend. As Miss Pankhurst took the stage, Alice observed that she was the very antithesis of the usual cruel caricature of the suffragette—delicately beautiful, with fair skin, rosy cheeks, wide-set blue eyes, a sweet expression, and softly curling dark hair. As to the quality of her voice, Alice learned nothing. To her shock and indignation, when Miss Pankhurst took the podium, she was greeted by a chorus of deep bellows and jeers from the mostly male audience. Unable to make herself heard, she was obliged to quit the stage.

The male students had little time to savor their triumph. Appalled by their lack of decorum, the university administration invited Miss Pankhurst back to campus, but for her return engagement, a revered professor introduced her with a profound apology for the rude welcome she had received on her previous visit. The abashed young men remained silent throughout, but whether they were truly contrite or merely afraid to provoke their professor’s ire, Alice did not know.

As for herself, she was enthralled.

Miss Pankhurst’s insightful, affecting discourse illuminated the connection between women’s disenfranchisement and the vast host of ills that tormented their sex, from forced dependence to poverty to sexual exploitation and on and on. Her truths stirred something deep within Alice’s heart, something that as a Quaker she recognized as a Concern, the same heightened awareness that had compelled her forebears to embrace nonviolence and abolition.

From that day forward, Alice was a heart-and-soul convert to the cause.

She joined the militant suffragists in frequent marches, demonstrations, and demands for an audience with the prime minister. She participated in outdoor rallies and distributed handbills. On a beautiful, sunny Sunday in June 1908, she donned a white dress and striped sash—purple for dignity, green for hope, and white for purity—and traveled to London to join the largest suffrage demonstration in the city’s history. Suffrage advocates in seven one-mile processions strolled and sang and held banners proclaiming VOTES FOR WOMEN as they wound through the streets and converged on Hyde Park, where Christabel and Emmeline Pankhurst and others addressed the crowd from seven platforms. Tens of thousands turned out for the event, which was almost universally regarded as a tremendous success.

And yet Prime Minister Asquith was unmoved. Though the suffragists expected some substantial response to the overwhelming evidence of public support for the cause, instead he declared that he had no plans to add equal suffrage measures to an upcoming reform bill.

Outraged and indignant, the women refused to be deterred.

Soon thereafter, a pair of suffragists hurled rocks through the windows of 10 Downing Street and were arrested. Similar provocative acts led to more arrests. Alice threw no stones, but she attended rallies, worked as a street newsie selling the WSPU’s newspaper, and delivered impromptu speeches in parks, on street corners, and on tube platforms. Though she struggled to overcome her stage fright, to make ends meet, and to balance her studies with her activism, she was absolutely certain that the sacrifices were justified.

Her work for the cause impressed the movement’s leaders, but she did not realize how much until she received a letter inviting her to join a special deputation to Parliament led by Emmeline Pankhurst. “It is quite probable that you would be under some danger of being arrested and imprisoned,” the letter warned, “so you must not accept this invitation unless you were willing to do this.”

Alice had heard dreadful tales of Holloway Prison from sister suffragists who had been confined there, and the thought of its horrors made her heart pound and her mouth go dry. The uncomfortable uniforms of coarse, scratchy fabric worn over pinching antique corsets. The rough, forcible body searches by belligerent matrons. The wooden planks that served as beds in the small, cramped, cold, stifling cells. The foul, repulsive meals of watery gruel, thin slices of bread, lard pudding, and greasy potatoes. Outdoor exercise limited to slow marches around the prison yard three times a week, with a distance of nine feet between each prisoner and conversation absolutely forbidden. Yet as terrible as enduring such trials would be, what Alice dreaded most was the effect upon her friends and family back in the States, especially her mother. They would consider her arrest a shocking disgrace. How could Alice risk inflicting such shame and embarrassment upon them? And yet, how could she not agree to pursue equality and justice wherever her heart led her?

On the evening of June 29, 1909, Alice joined two hundred suffragists in a march down Victoria Street to the House of Commons. A rider on horseback and a drum and fife band playing “La Marseillaise” led the way past thousands of eager onlookers who lined the pavement in hopes of witnessing a spectacle. The protest had been announced days before, and, noting that there was “a reason to think that an unusually large number of persons may be anxious to come into Parliament-square,” Scotland Yard had issued a warning to the public “of the danger necessarily created by the assembling of a large number of persons in a restricted area.” That very day, the afternoon papers had reported that the House had debated whether to allow the delegation to address them, with one member demanding that the leaders be admitted if they agreed to behave in an orderly manner, and most other MPs retorting that he proposed the impossible. The matter had been dropped, unresolved. Ominously, or so it had seemed to Alice, a related article in the Globe announced that “Large bodies of police, on foot and mounted, will be held in reserve on duty or at hand to prevent any raid on the Houses of Parliament by Suffragettes to-night.”

From some distance away in the middle of the march, Alice saw that the latter report was all too true. Outside the entrance to St. Stephen’s Hall, three thousand police officers stood in precise lines six men deep, awaiting the suffragists’ deputation and their hundreds of companions. When Emmeline Pankhurst and seven other WSPU leaders approached Chief Inspector Scantlebury and requested admittance, he handed Mrs. Pankhurst a letter, explaining that he did so according to the explicit instructions of Mr. Asquith’s private secretary.

Mrs. Pankhurst quickly skimmed the page. “The prime minister sends his regrets,” she said, her mellifluous voice carrying over the crowd, “but he declines to meet with us.” She threw the letter to the ground.

Another officer attempted to come between her and the chief inspector. “You must go away now, madam,” he said.

Mrs. Pankhurst’s brows arched over large, warm, expressive brown eyes. At nearly fifty-one, she was lovely and eloquent, and she delivered her speeches in a low, conversational tone interspersed with humor. “If we agree, Inspector Jarvis,” she said, no trace of humor evident now, “would you carry a message from our deputation to the House?”

“No, I will not.”

“Then we shall not leave.” Then, as the deputation had previously planned, Mrs. Pankhurst slapped Inspector Jarvis lightly on the left cheek.

“You must not do that, Mrs. Pankhurst,” he said grimly. “I ask you again to clear the square.”

She replied with a second slap to his right cheek. Another woman snatched off his cap and flung it to the pavement.

Immediately other officers sprang forward, arrested the eight leaders, and led them away. Alice and her companions recognized this as their signal to rush the police lines. Forward they charged, twelve at a time, one group holding themselves ready while those ahead of them were seized by the shoulders or throats and flung to the ground. Chaos erupted. Mounted police rode into the crowd of women, knocking some aside, trampling others. For more than an hour the women pressed forward, dodging the horses’ hooves, struggling to force their way to the door, crying out as blows rained down upon them. Nearby, other protestors flung stones wrapped in suffrage petitions through the windows of government offices.

The police arrested the women in droves, Alice among them. Bruised, bloodied, their hair in disarray and clothing torn, more than one hundred protestors were dragged off to the Canon Row station house, where they were held for hours, crowded into cells and made to sit on the cold, hard floor until they could be processed. It was after midnight when they were finally released with orders to appear before the magistrate at the Bow Street Magistrates’ Court promptly at nine o’clock that morning.

In the trial that followed, the charges against Alice and most of the other marchers were dropped, but the leaders were fined five pounds apiece and warned that they would be sentenced to a month in prison if they defaulted. They adamantly refused to pay what they regarded as unjust and illegal fees, so off they went to Holloway, where they demanded to be treated as political prisoners and refused to eat. Disconcerted, and unwilling to starve women to death, the authorities soon released them.

All that summer, Alice joined in marches, protests, petition drives, and ingenious albeit unsuccessful attempts to circumvent security and call on the prime minister at Parliament or at 10 Downing Street. On July 30, at a protest in Limehouse where Chancellor of the Exchequer Lloyd George was speaking, Alice was arrested again. This time she was convicted of obstructing the police and sentenced to a fortnight in Holloway Prison.

It was as dreadful as she had been warned.

“Undress,” the warden barked after Alice and twelve fellow protestors were herded into the prison. Trembling, remembering her training, Alice said nothing, but linked arms with the other women and stood with their backs against the wall. The warden raised a silver whistle to his lips, sounded a piercing blast—and suddenly the prison matrons swarmed upon the prisoners, tore off their clothes, and thrust bundles of prison garb at them. The prisoners refused to wear the uniforms, so they sat naked on the ground, shivering and vulnerable, covering themselves with their arms as best they could. Two hours later, two matrons grudgingly distributed blankets.

“We demand to be treated as political prisoners,” said Alice shakily, wrapping herself in the coarse cloth. “We should be permitted to wear our own clothes, to receive mail, to see visitors, to read books and newspapers—”

“Be grateful for what you have,” snapped the older matron. “It could easily be taken from you.”

Alice waited until the two matrons had moved off before glancing over her shoulder in hopes of catching the eye of her friend and comrade Lucy Burns, who was grumbling under her breath and adjusting her own blanket to cover as much of her pale, freckled skin as possible. They had met for the first time at the Canon Row jail, for they both had been among the protestors arrested in the tumult following the WSPU march on the House of Commons.

As the prisoners had milled about the station house awaiting processing and release, Alice’s attention had been drawn first by the unknown suffragist’s red hair and friendly smile, and then by the American flag pin on her lapel. Intrigued, and perhaps a bit homesick, Alice introduced herself, and as the evening passed, the two expatriates sat side by side on a billiards table, sharing stories. Where Alice was dark-haired, pale, and slight, Lucy was tall, robust, and ruddy-cheeked. Alice was the eldest of the Paul siblings, while Lucy was the fourth child of eight of an Irish Catholic family from Brooklyn. Lucy was six years older than Alice and had a warm, generous, ready smile. Alice was reserved and quiet, and she knew, to her regret, that some acquaintances found her aloof or cold. Her family and intimate friends knew better.

For all their superficial differences, Alice and Lucy had much in common, including strong wills, parents who championed education for daughters as well as sons, advanced degrees from prestigious universities, and a steadfast devotion to the suffrage movement.

That same devotion had now landed them in prison yet again.

When Lucy did not glance up, Alice surreptitiously tapped the floor to attract her attention. Much of Lucy’s red hair had come loose from its long, coiled braid, and it spilled over her left shoulder as she glanced up at the sound of Alice’s fingertips on stone. “It’s rather stuffy in here, don’t you think?” Alice murmured.

Lucy regarded her, perplexed. Despite the summer heat outside, the stone floor beneath them was as cold as it was hard, and the walls radiated a dank, gloomy, institutional chill. “It’s oppressive, if that’s what you mean,” she quietly replied, her Brooklyn accent wry.

Alice inclined her head to indicate a low bank of windows on the opposite wall. “I mean that the ventilation could stand some improvement.”

“That it could.” Lucy offered a small conspiratorial grin. “We could all use a breath of fresh air.”

Keeping a wary eye on the matrons, Lucy reached into her uniform bundle and quietly took out the clogs. Alice did the same with her own bundle, gesturing for the two women nearest her to follow suit. The moment both matrons turned their backs, Alice, Lucy, and their comrades scrambled to their feet, darted across the room, and began smashing the windowpanes. The matrons shouted for them to halt, and when they moved to restrain them, Alice and Lucy dodged their reach, darted to the adjacent wall, and began shattering windows there. Suddenly Alice was struck from behind on the head. She cried out, dropped the clog, and struggled to keep her feet as she was seized around the arms and shoulders and dragged off to solitary confinement.

She refused food, refused to don prison garb, and only lay on her wooden bed wrapped in the coarse blanket, praying and longing for a kind word, for news of her friends. Four days passed. Then, too weak to rise, she was carried to the prison hospital on a stretcher. Two days later, or perhaps three—dazed from hunger, she had lost count—she was given a shot of brandy, bundled into a cab, and escorted home by a grim-faced matron.

A wealthy widow sympathetic to the cause took in Alice and a few others and nursed them back to health. As soon as she felt strong enough, Alice was back at it, marching, protesting, distributing leaflets. Her third arrest came in August, when she and two comrades were charged with inciting a crowd to riot after attempting to break into a meeting in Norwich led by a rising young Liberal Party politician, Winston Churchill. Alice quailed at the thought of returning to Holloway, but rumors that the disconcerted authorities were loath to create any more hunger strikers seemed proven true when they were released with a mere warning. A few weeks later when she and several friends were arrested and charged with creating a disturbance after they attempted to interrupt a speech by Colonial Secretary Lord Crewe at St. Andrew’s Hall, they took no chances. They forfeited their bail and set out for Scotland, where the authorities were more tolerant of protestors.

In early November, an irresistible opportunity beckoned them back to England: the Lord Mayor’s banquet in Guildhall, with all members of the cabinet in attendance. Security was heightened, but despite the vigilance of the patrolling police, Alice, Lucy, and another friend managed to infiltrate the medieval hall, Alice and her companion arriving early disguised as charwomen, Lucy clad in an evening gown and entering with the dignitaries. When they interrupted the prime minister’s speech with shouts of “Votes for women!” they were quickly apprehended and hauled away. Sentenced to a month at hard labor, they followed protocol and demanded to be treated as political prisoners, refusing to wear prison uniforms and to eat.

But Alice soon learned that hunger strikes no longer assured suffragists of an early release.

Twice each day, she was wrapped in blankets, hauled from her cell, and dragged off to an interrogation room, where she was held down in a hard chair by the prison’s largest and strongest matron, who straddled her waist and pinned back her shoulders. Two other matrons restrained her arms while a doctor stood behind her, held a towel tightly across her throat, pulled her head back with one hand, and forcibly lifted her chin with the other. Then another doctor shoved one end of a rubber tube up her nostril—she shrieked from the pain—and wedged it inside until it reached her stomach. A matron placed a funnel at the other end, and into it poured milk and liquefied food while Alice struggled helplessly. Nauseous, gagging, she thought she might lose consciousness when the tube was roughly removed and she was dragged back to her cell, head reeling, blood, tears, and mucus streaming down her face.

Sometimes the doctors did not insert the tube correctly on the first attempt and had to try again and again, until Alice felt as if they were driving a stake into her head. Over time her nostrils grew inflamed and they had to resort to a smaller tube, but the pain only intensified and her throat spasmed. The matrons taunted her with reports that news of her disgraceful behavior had reached the papers back in the States, and that her heartbroken mother was desperately petitioning the American ambassador, Whitelaw Reid, to secure her release. They mocked her anew when Mr. Reid declared himself unable to intervene. “Miss Paul was given a fair and open trial and awarded the same punishment which has been repeatedly awarded to English subjects for similar offenses,” he told one prominent newspaper.

Eventually Alice was permitted to write letters, and her first was to her mother to assure her that all was well, and she ought not to believe the exaggerated reports in the press. The matrons were kind, Alice had plenty of books to read, and she had in fact gained more than two pounds while in prison. But the lies, meant only to reassure, weighed heavily on her Quaker conscience.

Thus she completed her monthlong sentence. On December 9, the Pankhursts met her as she passed through the prison gates and escorted her to a wealthy suffragist’s country estate, where she was tenderly nursed back to health. One glance in her bedchamber mirror discouraged her from taking another. At five foot six, she had always been slender and somewhat fragile in appearance, but she had lost at least ten of her usual one hundred pounds, and her once-lustrous black hair with auburn highlights, though swept back neatly into its usual Quaker bun, looked dull and brittle. Her dark eyes framed by dark brows were as intense and serious as ever, but they were strained and shadowed, and seemed much older than her twenty-four years.

After two weeks in her restful retreat, the outward signs of her grueling ordeal had mostly faded. Only then did Alice feel strong enough to write again to her mother and confess the truth about her horrifying incarceration—the pain, the nausea, the fear, the cold, the loneliness. She also shared the news her family had long anxiously awaited: she was coming home.

And now she was nearly there.

With Mr. Stout behind the wheel, the miles passed steadily, and each glimpse of a familiar landmark—the arched iron bridge over the Cooper River, the red brick schoolhouse she had attended as a girl—made Alice’s smile broaden, her pulse quicken with happiness.

Then, at last, through a light veil of swirling snow, Paulsdale came into view, a stately white stucco home at the top of a small hill that curved gracefully down to a sweeping front lawn, so familiar and welcoming that Alice’s heart nearly burst with gladness to see it. There, she knew, in the days to come, she could rest, recover her strength, and ponder the onerous question that had clouded her skies throughout the Atlantic crossing.

What next?
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May 1910

CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

Ida

Ida studied her reflection in the mirror as she adjusted her black felt hat trimmed with ostrich feathers and mauve silk ribbons. The collar and lapels of her taupe twill striped skirt suit echoed the mauve hue, as did the sash fitted at the natural waist and the double row of buttons down the front of the jacket. When she had the angle of the wide hat brim just right, she stepped back from the full-length mirror and inspected herself ruthlessly from feather plume to hem, which brushed the instep of her polished black leather boots with curved heels. For a moment her attention lingered on her own face—rounded, with large, wide-set brown eyes; a strong, determined jaw with the slightest dimple in the chin; luminous brown skin that belied her nearly forty-eight years; and a keen, unflinching gaze. Satisfied, she allowed her reflection one nod of approval before taking her purse in hand. The press had been invited to the grand opening, and although Ida had absolute confidence in the suitability of her prepared remarks, with photographers present, her appearance too must be equal to the occasion. She would not give the usual cohort of condescending white reporters any cause to ridicule her, not that they ever needed an excuse to belittle a Black woman if the mood struck them.

Leaving her bedroom, she went downstairs and joined her husband in the front parlor, pleased to see how handsome he looked in his best dark gray suit, plum four-in-hand cravat, and new black bowler hat. Tall and slim, with solemn, intelligent, dark brown eyes; high, elegant cheekbones; a well-shaped, full mouth given to kind words; a tall forehead that suggested wisdom; and a short, neatly groomed beard sprinkled with silver, he looked every bit the distinguished lawyer he was and the judge he aspired to be. He had taken the morning off from work to escort her to the grand opening, a show of support that warmed her heart, for an assistant state’s attorney’s time was a precious commodity indeed.

“You look lovely, my dear,” Ferdinand said, bending to kiss her cheek.

“Thank you, honey,” she replied, smiling, basking in his affection. “You look quite fine yourself.”

It took a strong, confident man not to be intimidated by a strong, fiercely independent woman, and Ida had met her match in Ferdinand Barnett. He was her elder by ten years, born in Nashville to a freewoman and an enslaved blacksmith who had purchased his and his son’s freedom before Ferdinand’s first birthday. The family had moved to Ontario, Canada, to evade the reach of the Fugitive Slave Acts, whose adherents often did not discriminate between freeborn, emancipated, or formerly enslaved Black folks when choosing whom to capture in free states and sell down South for a profit. After the Civil War, while Ida was growing up in far-off Holly Springs, Mississippi, Ferdinand and his parents had returned to the United States and settled in Chicago. There her future husband had attended high school, graduated from law school, and been admitted to the Illinois bar in 1878, only the third Black man to achieve that distinction. He had practiced law and edited the Conservator, a newspaper focused on social justice and equal rights, and in 1896, he had become Illinois’s first Black assistant state’s attorney. Of all his accomplishments and excellent qualities, however, what Ida appreciated most were those that made him a devoted husband and father.

As Ferdinand helped her with her shawl, the children bounded into the room, breathless and grinning, but they promptly slowed to a more appropriate pace at the sight of their mother’s raised eyebrows. The eldest, fourteen-year-old Charles, held his hands behind his back as he approached. “This is for you, Mama,” he said, revealing a lovely white gardenia corsage. “Congratulations.”

“And best wishes for a great first day,” Herman chimed in, one year younger, gesturing proudly to the corsage. “I picked it out. Papa helped.”

“How pretty,” said Ida, admiring the fragrant flower, which was set amid a cluster of baby’s breath and tied with an aubergine ribbon. “Thank you all.”

Nine-year-old Ida Junior offered to help her pin the corsage in place on her lapel, while little Alfreda, all of six years old, looked on intently, a tiny furrow appearing between her brows as she scrutinized her sister’s work. Mindful of the hour, Ida kissed the children and bade them goodbye, reiterating instructions for Charles to see his younger siblings and himself safely to school. Then she and Ferdinand set out, her arm nestled comfortably in the crook of his, to 2830 South State Street, where she would cut the ribbon on the front doors of the Negro Fellowship League Reading Room and Social Center.

The first permanent home for the Negro Fellowship League marked an important milestone in the history of the organization for Black men and boys that Ida had founded about two years before. At the time, she was teaching—and still taught—a Bible study class for young men ranging in age from eighteen to thirty; over one hundred were enrolled, with an average attendance of about twenty-five to thirty week to week. Every Sunday—neatly groomed, shoes shined, and wearing their best suits, their dignity and self-respect evident regardless of their station in life—the young men gathered at Grace Presbyterian Church, where Ida led them in a study of a scripture lesson and a discussion of how to apply its truth to their daily lives.

In August 1908, a race riot had erupted in Springfield, Illinois, after a group of white folks vowed to lynch two young Black men accused of assault and murder. The planned lynchings were thwarted when the white men arrived at the prison only to discover that the sheriff had transferred the alleged culprits out of the city for their protection. Enraged, the vigilantes unleashed their fury upon Black neighborhoods. Over three terrifying days and nights, a mob of five thousand white citizens and European immigrants attacked Black families in their homes, murdered them in the streets, and destroyed their businesses and residences. The state militia was called in to subdue the rioting, but even so, at least sixteen were killed, most of them people of color and white folks accused of being Black sympathizers.

As a longtime anti-lynching activist who had written numerous papers on the scourge and had lectured throughout the United States and Great Britain, Ida was no stranger to the horror of mob violence against her people, yet she was shaken to know that this latest outbreak had taken place in the North, in the hometown of the Great Emancipator, Abraham Lincoln, only two hundred miles southwest of her own home. For reasons she could not fully explain, she was especially haunted by the story of an elderly Black resident who had been married to a white woman for more than twenty years. His distraught wife and children had been unable to prevent a group of angry white neighbors from bursting into their home, hauling their beloved patriarch outside, and hanging him in their own front yard.

For days, Ida brooded over her feelings of helpless impotence, which she hated; her apprehension that lynchings could become as commonplace in the Middle West as they had long been in the Deep South; her frustration that Black folks had no group or organization in place to coordinate a forceful response; and her outrage that no condemnation, no new laws, no response of any kind seemed to be forthcoming from the dithering politicians at the Illinois state capital.

One Sunday, as she walked to Grace Presbyterian Church to teach her class, she had found herself unsettled and angry at the sight of dozens of Black folks parading about in their fine Sunday clothes, carefree and smiling as they enjoyed the summer sunshine, apparently unconcerned about the murderous turmoil unfolding elsewhere in their state. Her emotions spilled over into her lesson, which became a passionate, indignant denunciation of their people’s ostensible apathy. “We should be rousing ourselves to see that something like this never happens again,” she declared. “We can’t allow this unlawful behavior to go unchallenged.”

“Yes, ma’am, it’s terrible,” replied one of the older students as his classmates nodded, “but what can we do about it?”

“You could at least gather together and ask yourselves that question,” she countered. “The fact that no one seems concerned is as terrible a thing as the riot itself.”

“Our leaders should be taking action,” another young man said.

“Indeed they should, but that doesn’t absolve you of your responsibilities.” Ida’s gaze took in the rest of the class. “Or any of you. Don’t leave it up to some other designated leader.”

“It’s not that we don’t care,” a younger student said, “but we don’t even have a place to meet.”

“Well, then, I hereby invite you to meet at my home this afternoon,” said Ida, “if any of you truly do desire to come together.”

Only three of the thirty students who were present to hear the invitation took her up on it, but Ida considered that a promising start. After a long and somber but impassioned discussion, they concluded that they ought to organize a formal group to discuss issues relevant to the Black community, to work out solutions to their common troubles, and to speak with a unified voice when necessary. When one of the students expressed doubts about the feasibility of their plan, Ida urged each of them to bring one additional person to a second meeting in a week’s time. At that meeting, Ida assigned the same task to the six young men in attendance, and did the same the following week to the dozen present. Within a few weeks, the organization that would become the Negro Fellowship League had scores of members, a strong foundation, and ambition to grow.

On the whole, Ida found that the young men of the League were ambitious and hardworking, determined to make the most of themselves in a world often set against them. Although they hailed from different parts of the country, most came from good families and many were well educated. Some studied medicine or law by day and earned their keep by working night shifts at various menial jobs.

After months spent in comradeship and theoretical discussion, Ida urged the young men to turn their attention to practical applications, such as the increasing number of young men of color who stumbled or were pushed into Chicago’s criminal justice system. Black men had begun to fill prisons in such disproportionate numbers that Ida, increasingly concerned and skeptical, made multiple trips to the Illinois State Penitentiary in Joliet to interview incarcerated men of color. She learned that many of those unfortunates had been newcomers to Chicago, migrants who had fled the oppressive Jim Crow South for the promise of a better future in the North. When they had first arrived in the city, penniless and friendless, with no jobs and no place to call home, they had gravitated to State Street and its saloons and gambling dens, where too many eventually ran afoul of the authorities. The police never lost an opportunity to haul the Black men away and thrust them before unsympathetic juries and merciless judges.

“How differently their lives might have turned out if they had found a warmer welcome in our city,” Ida reflected at a meeting of the Negro Fellowship League in her parlor, which could no longer comfortably accommodate the gatherings, though no one complained. “We need to build some sort of lighthouse on State Street, where we can keep watch for these lost newcomers and extend them a helping hand.”

“It sounds like a fine idea,” said one young man, an aspiring lawyer. “Almost like the YMCA, not that I’d know that from personal experience.”

A wry chuckle went up from the group. Ida knew that many of them had tried to cross the thresholds of various branches of the Young Men’s Christian Association, only to be promptly shown that they were not welcome.

“Our lighthouse would be more than that,” said Ida. “Amid all the temptations of State Street, we could establish a comfortable, up-to-date library and put a consecrated man in charge of it. One of his duties would be to visit the saloons and pool rooms several times a day, distributing cards to the young men he found there and inviting them to the reading room, where they could spend their idle hours in self-improvement. We could provide them with inexpensive meals and lodgings, and help them find work. Think of how meaningful this assistance would be, how much it would help these young men find their footing before they go too far down the wrong path.”

“I agree that the need is great,” one of the longtime members said, “but how would we pay for this sanctuary?” He glanced around the room for confirmation as murmurs of reluctant agreement rose. “We don’t have that kind of money.”

“We wouldn’t have to do everything at once,” Ida pointed out. “We could start with the reading room and grow from there.” Judging from their expressions that they were warming to the idea, she added, “If you can find the right man to run our center—and I’d strongly recommend a young minister—I’m confident that I could raise the money.”

The consensus was that they should proceed.

Over the course of several months, Ida found a wealthy benefactor who agreed to pay the rent, operating expenses, and director’s salary for one year, after which Ida intended for the center to be self-sustaining. She located a suitable building for rent on South State Street and signed the lease, over the objections of some members who believed the neighborhood was unsavory and beneath their dignity. “Where else should we be,” countered Ida, “but where the need is greatest?”

She knew from firsthand experience that people could not always get to the places where they could find education, guidance, and all the other things folks needed to climb out of poverty and improve their lives. Often, even the distance of a mile or two was too vast to cross, and the resources had to be brought to the people who needed them, where they were. From the time Ida was quite young, she had seen how bridging that gap often meant the difference between struggle and success.

Like Ferdinand, Ida had been born into slavery—in Holly Springs in July 1862—but unlike her husband, she had lived as a slave until slavery’s end. Her father, Jim, had been born on a plantation in Tippah County, the son of the master and one of the women he enslaved, Peggy. Mr. Wells and his wife, whom the enslaved called Miss Polly, had no children, so Mr. Wells directed his paternal attention toward his firstborn son, perhaps even loving him, in his way. Although Miss Polly was considerably less fond of Jim, he was spared the worst of slavery’s cruelties, and was never beaten or threatened with the auction block.

As the years passed, Jim became his father’s most trusted companion. When he was eighteen, Mr. Wells apprenticed him to Spires Boling, a master builder and architect, to train as a carpenter. Mr. Boling enslaved nine people on his Holly Springs estate, in a home he himself had designed, a white two-story Greek Revival residence with five bays and octagonal columns on the portico. His enslaved staff included a gifted cook, Elizabeth Warrenton, born in Virginia to an enslaved mother and, so she had been told, a freeborn half-Indian father. Lizzie was still very young when she and two of her sisters had been sold to slave traders and taken to Mississippi, where they had been auctioned off to three different masters. Lizzie was a devout Christian, and she had memorized so many Bible verses from hearing them at services that maybe she didn’t really need to be able to read the scriptures, but she longed to nonetheless.

In time, the carpenter and the cook fell in love and married in the manner of their people, and married again at the courthouse when freedom came. After the war Mr. Boling urged his skilled apprentice to stay on as a tenant and paid employee, an agreement Jim kept until they had a falling-out two years later, when Ida was five years old. By that time, Black men had been granted the vote, and Mr. Boling adamantly insisted that Jim vote as he himself did. Jim refused. He went off to the polls to cast his ballot as he saw fit, and when he returned, he found himself locked out of the carpentry shop. Rather than beg his employer for forgiveness, Jim bought a new set of tools, rented the house across the street, settled his young family into it, and opened his own carpentry business, never again to call any man boss or master.

From a very early age, Ida and her siblings understood that their duty was to go to school and learn all they could, the better to make something of themselves when they were grown. A year after the war, the Freedmen’s Aid Society had established Shaw University, a school for colored folks only a few blocks from their home. Ida’s father was one of the trustees, and all the Wells children attended as soon as they were old enough. Ida’s mother did too, so she could at last learn to read her beloved Bible. Lizzie was a loving mother but a strict disciplinarian, enforcing Sunday School attendance and devotions on the Sabbath and assigning chores around the house, tasks the children were expected to perform promptly and to perfection. Sometimes she would tell them about the beatings and hunger she had endured in slave times, and of the perpetual loneliness of not knowing where her people were or how to find them. As harrowing as her stories were, Ida always had the sense that her mother was holding back the worst of it.

In contrast, Ida’s father confided little about his slavery years, except to explain his parentage. Perhaps he thought his children were too young to understand. Perhaps he thought his wife’s stories were enough, especially since the children only had to look across the street to the Boling residence to see where much of his history had unfolded.

A single incident was burned into Ida’s memory, one scene from which to extrapolate and reconstruct her father’s first thirty years. Ida was ten years old when her father’s mother, Peggy, came to Holly Springs for her annual visit. Peggy and her husband had acquired a sizable plot of land during Reconstruction, and every year after the harvest, they brought their corn and cotton to market. Peggy also brought small gifts for her grandchildren, and sausages and cured meats from the season’s hog butchering for her son and daughter-in-law.

One afternoon, Ida was studying her history schoolbook in the shade of a tree when she overheard her father and grandmother speaking as they strolled nearby, unaware of her presence. “Jim,” her grandmother said, “Miss Polly wants you to come and bring the children. She wants to see them.”

“Mother, I never want to see that old woman as long as I live,” he replied, a sting of venom in his voice. “I’ll never forget how she had you stripped and whipped the day after the old man died. I guess it’s fine if you choose to take care of her and forgive her for what she did to you, but if it had been up to me, she would have starved to death.”

Ida froze, thunderstruck, hoping they would say more, but they had walked beyond her hearing. She was not too young to not understand that the old man—the white grandfather she had never met—had taken her grandmother without her consent, as masters had always done in slavery days. She also understood that Miss Polly could not punish her husband for straying, so she had taken her revenge on the unwilling woman, although Miss Polly had been obliged to wait until after his death to do it.

Ida trembled with rage whenever she recalled that accidental glimpse into her grandmother’s past, which she did every time Peggy came to visit, or when Ida, as the eldest grandchild, was permitted to visit her grandparents’ farm on her own. Through the years the temptation to ask about Miss Polly’s hateful vengeance grew, but so too did Ida’s awareness that there were some things the younger generation could not ask their elders, secrets too painful and shattering to share.

In the years that had passed since then, from time to time Ida would find reason to pause and wonder how differently her life might have unfolded if the Freedmen’s Aid Society had not established Shaw University—now a thriving college called Rust University—a few blocks from the family’s home. Would she have acquired an education in some other way? Perhaps, since her parents had so avidly wanted schooling for their children, but their education would have been far more difficult to come by and almost certainly would have been delayed.

The young men who would benefit from the Negro Fellowship League Reading Room and Social Center had never lived a day enslaved, but that did not mean they enjoyed full freedom and equality. Lynching thrived throughout the South and increasingly elsewhere, an insidious and terrible scourge wielded to assert white supremacy. Disgraceful state voting laws made a mockery of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, abridging the rights of Black men, American citizens, by denying them the vote and depriving them of life, liberty, and property without due process of law.

Disenfranchisement and lynching were white supremacy’s cudgel and scythe. To colored folks, education, organization, strength of numbers, and the vote were both shield and sword, and Ida would do all she could to arm her people.
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March 1912

NEW YORK, NEW YORK

Maud

Maud Malone often mused that she learned more about the disparity between privilege and poverty in New York City by walking from her home on West Sixty-Ninth Street to her job on the Lower East Side than from all the books written on the subject—and that was no small thing, for she was a librarian and knew every relevant book worth reading.

Five days a week, she glimpsed millionaires’ pampered wives draped in furs and silks and jewels emerging from storied mansions and gliding gracefully into luxurious automobiles, with drivers, maids, and doormen attending to their every need. She noted clerks in suits, shopgirls in smart dresses, and tradesmen in overalls hurrying eagerly to work on some mornings, trudging resignedly on others. She observed thin, hollow-eyed mothers in threadbare, made-over dresses studying a grocer’s wares with poorly concealed worry and despair, empty market baskets dangling from the crook of an elbow. Other women gathered on stoops gossiping with friends, keeping watchful eyes on packs of children—hair tousled, faces smudged, noses running, clothes patched and repatched—as they played and jumped and shouted on the sidewalks and in the gutters, momentarily forgetting their empty bellies or absent fathers. In a few years, how many of those children would be toiling in sweatshops or stuck inside squalid, fetid tenements laboring over piecework, all to keep bread on the table and coal in the scuttle one day more?

New York City fairly overflowed with abundance, but wealth and opportunity alike were so appallingly, cruelly, lopsidedly distributed that it defied understanding. As for herself, Maud was certain that even if she sank into the most comfortable featherbed, her belly stuffed with the finest quail and wine and cake, she would never be able to sleep at night knowing that she had spent the day overindulging every appetite while others scrounged for crumbs and shivered in the cold.

Not that Maud was in any danger of suffering from excessive wealth. Her own apartment at 231 West Sixty-Ninth Street was comfortable enough, a rare jewel of an affordable two-room flat incongruously tucked away in a neighborhood of lovely town houses well beyond her means. Her librarian’s salary was just enough to cover her rent, utilities, and food for herself and her two cats, Scylla and Charybdis, and the occasional night at the theater or a first edition of a beloved classic novel.

Yet for all its cozy simplicity, her apartment was the grandest place she had ever called home. Her elder siblings pursued more lucrative careers and enjoyed more gracious residences, but none of the five living Malone siblings ever forgot that they had grown up in one small, overcrowded rowhouse on South Second Street in Brooklyn. Their late father, an Irish immigrant, had been a doctor; their late uncle had been a beloved neighborhood priest and longtime rector of Saints Peter and Paul Parish. The two brothers had received classical educations back in Ireland, and after immigrating to the United States, both had toiled in their own ways to improve the lives of their less fortunate neighbors, eventually founding the New York Anti-Poverty Society to promote social justice and social change. It was little wonder that the Malone children, sons and daughters alike, had been encouraged to pursue their educations and had chosen careers that served the public good—lawyers, doctors, government workers, and one strong-willed, indisputably independent librarian.

One who would arrive ten minutes early for work that day, Maud noted with satisfaction, glancing at her watch as she took a shortcut through Seward Park. She would be punctual despite a delay crossing Houston at Bowery, slowed by a crowd that had gathered to gawk at a horse-drawn-wagon-versus-automobile collision. Thankfully, the horse had apparently suffered no harm, but the same could not be said for the delivery wagon, which had lost a wheel and had spilled a dozen or more sacks of flour and cornmeal into the street. While the drivers argued, Maud observed a trio of scrawny urchins stealthily heft a twenty-five-pound sack of flour from the gutter and spirit it away. It occurred to Maud only after she crossed the street and had moved on that she probably should have shouted a warning to the grocer instead of admiring the thieves’ pluck. If the boys had not looked so undernourished, perhaps she would have.

When the Seward Park Library—her library—came into view, she felt her mouth curving into a smile, the pangs of her guilty conscience fading. The four-story, red brick Renaissance Revival building, one of sixty-five branches of the New York Public Library founded by the impossibly wealthy industrialist Andrew Carnegie, had become almost a second home to her since it had opened two and a half years before, and she adored its every elegant detail and unexpected quirk. The high ceilings, the curved windows, the abundant stacks, the warren of offices, the busy repair and restoration workshops—nearly every space held a fond memory of books discovered, readers inspired, useful work accomplished, or engrossing conversations shared.

She entered through the employees’ entrance off the alley, slipped out of her coat, and stopped by the staff lounge for a cup of coffee, where she found her good friend Anne on her way out. Tall and slender, with chestnut brown hair and a thin, patrician nose, the senior reference librarian usually wore smart dress suits on a spectrum of dove gray to black, accessorized by a single item in a vivid primary color; today it was a brilliant red silk scarf draped around her neck and tied in a stylish bow on her left shoulder. “Good morning, Maud,” Anne greeted her. “Will you be joining the girls for bridge tonight?”

“I can’t,” said Maud, sipping her coffee. “I hate to miss the fun, but I have a meeting.”

“You don’t say.” Anne crossed her arms and regarded Maud knowingly. “This wouldn’t be a date with Colonel Roosevelt, would it?”
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