
Ida B. Wells: A Life of 
Courage and 
Perseverance
Ida Bell Wells was born into slavery on July 
16, 1862, in Holly Springs, Mississippi. Even 
before she could walk, Ida faced obstacles 
that would have stopped many people. But 
she possessed something special4an 
unbreakable spirit that would carry her 
through a lifetime of fighting for justice.

When Ida was just 16 years old, tragedy 
struck. Her parents and youngest brother 
died in a yellow fever epidemic, leaving her 
to care for her five younger siblings. Most 
teenagers would have felt overwhelmed, but 
Ida refused to let her family be split up and 
sent to different relatives. Instead, she made 
a bold decision: she would become the head 
of her household.

To support her siblings, Ida got a job teaching 
at a rural school, even though she was barely 
older than some of her students. She would 
ride a mule to the schoolhouse each day, 
sometimes traveling dangerous roads alone. 
When people told her she was too young or 
that it was too risky, Ida continued because 
her family depended on her.



Standing Up for Her Rights

In 1884, when Ida was 22, she faced a moment that would 
define her character. While riding a train from Memphis 
to Nashville, the conductor told her to move from the 
first-class ladies' car to the smoking car, simply because 
she was Black. Even though the Civil War had ended and 
slavery was abolished, segregation laws still treated 
African Americans as second-class citizens.

Ida had paid for a first-class ticket and knew she had 
every right to sit where she was. When she refused to 
move, the conductor tried to physically remove her. Ida 
bit his hand and held on to her seat with such 
determination that it took three men to drag her off the 
train. The White passengers clapped as she was removed.

Most people would have felt embarrassed and tried to 
forget such a humiliating experience. But not Ida. She was 
furious, and she decided to fight back. She sued the 
railroad company, and amazingly, she won! The court 
awarded her $500 in damages. Though the railroad 
company later appealed and overturned the decision, Ida 
had proven an important point: she would not accept 
injustice without a fight.

<It is a well-established 
principle of law that 
every wrong has a 
remedy. Herein rests our 
respect for law.=

- Ida B. Wells

Becoming a Fearless Journalist

This train incident sparked Ida's career in journalism. She began writing articles for Black 
newspapers, describing the discrimination she witnessed and experienced. Her writing was so 
powerful and honest that people across the country began reading her work. She wrote under the 
pen name "Iola" and eventually became part-owner of a Memphis newspaper called Free Speech and 
Headlight.

In 1892, Ida faced her greatest test of resilience. Three of her friends (successful Black business 
owners) were lynched by a White mob in Memphis. Lynching was a horrific practice where mobs 
would murder Black people, often without any trial or proof of wrongdoing. The police did nothing 
to stop it.



Courage in the Face of Death Threats

Ida was devastated by her friends' deaths, but she refused to stay silent. She began investigating 
lynchings across the South, traveling to dangerous places and asking difficult questions. What she 
discovered shocked her: most lynching victims were innocent people who had been successful in 
business or had simply stood up for themselves.

Ida wrote a series of articles exposing the truth 
about lynching. Her words were so powerful 
and her evidence so strong that they enraged 
White supremacists across the South. When 
she wrote that White people were using 
lynching to eliminate successful Black 
competitors in business, angry mobs destroyed 
her newspaper office and threatened to kill her 
if she ever returned to Memphis.

Friends urged Ida to stop writing and stay quiet 
to save her life. But she refused to back down. 
Instead, she moved to Chicago and continued 
her anti-lynching campaign from there. She 
could have easily chosen a safer, quieter life, 
but Ida believed that speaking the truth was 
more important than her personal safety.

"The way to right wrongs is to 
turn the light of truth upon them."

- Ida B. Wells

Fighting for Women's Rights

Ida's resolve extended beyond racial justice. She was also a fierce advocate for 
women's rights at a time when women couldn't even vote. She founded the first 
Black women's suffrage club in Illinois and marched in suffrage parades, even 
when other White suffragists tried to exclude her.

In 1913, when the National Women's Suffrage Association told her she had to 
march at the back of their parade in Washington D.C., Ida initially agreed to 
keep peace. But on the day of the march, she refused to accept this segregation. 
She stepped out of the crowd and joined the White Illinois delegation where she 
belonged, shocking everyone with her bold move.



A Legacy of Never Giving Up

  Throughout her life, Ida faced rejection, 
threats, and discrimination, but she never 
stopped fighting. When civil rights 
organizations wouldn't include women in 
leadership roles, she started her own 
organizations. When newspapers wouldn't 
publish her work, she created her own 
publications. When people told her to stay 
quiet, she spoke even louder.

Ida B. Wells lived to be 68 years old, and she spent nearly every day of her adult 
life working for justice. She wrote books, gave speeches across the country and 
in Europe, and helped found the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP). Her investigations helped reduce the number of 
lynchings in America, and her fearless journalism paved the way for future civil 
rights leaders.

Her life shows us that one person with courage and determination can make a 
real difference in the world. Even when the odds seemed impossible, even when 
she stood alone, Ida B. Wells kept going. She proved that speaking truth to 
power, no matter how frightening or difficult, is one of the most important 
things a person can do.

Today, Ida B. Wells is remembered as one of America's greatest journalists and 
civil rights pioneers.

In 2020, Ida B. Wells was posthumously awarded a Pulitzer Prize Special 
Citation for her outstanding and courageous reporting on the horrific 
violence against African Americans during the era of lynching.


