
plantation.
But, tragedy struck for the

Wells family when Jim Wells
was called to build coffins for
those who died in the Yellow
Fever Epidemic of 1878. Jim
and Elizabeth Wells and a baby
son, Stanley, all died within a
few days of each other,
Williams said.

Ida B. Wells happened to be
out in the country visiting her
grandmother and did not con-
tract the fever that was sweep-
ing through Holly Springs.

Her relatives encouraged
Wells to let the epidemic pass
before coming back to town.
But Wells would not leave her
siblings when relatives dis-
cussed breaking up the family
and sending them to live with
relatives. 

“She wouldn’t leave them,”
Williams said. “After the fu-
neral, her father’s friends
planned what to do with the
brothers and sisters. Wells said
her mother would roll over in
her grave if she didn’t take
care of her brothers and sis-
ters.”

Wells took the teacher’s
exam and passed it as a
teenager. She lowered her
skirt and put up her hair in a
bun to make herself look older,
Williams said. She taught out
in a country school in Marshall
County and her grandmother
moved into town to take care
of the siblings.

Wells lived in the school
house during the week and
rode a mule to town on week-
ends. She did the cooking,
washing and cleaning for her
family, then went back to teach
during the week.

“She was earning very lit-
tle,” Williams said. “She taught
one year, then her grand-
mother said she should go
teach in Memphis, Tenn.,
where she would make more
money.”

While teaching in Memphis
in the Woodstock area, Wells
started a newspaper, the Mem-
phis Free Speech.

Wells rode the train to teach
school and sat in the ladies’
car, which was relegated to
whites, while blacks were or-
dered to ride in the smokers’
car.

“Blacks had to go to the
back,” Williams said. 

She refused.
“One day the conductor

grabbed her and she bit his
hand,” Williams said. “He
threw her off the train. She
filed suit against the Chesa-
peake Ohio Railroad and won
in lower court. But the railroad
took the case to the state
supreme court in Tennessee
and her case was overturned.

“This is social justice. I paid
my ticket and now I’m getting
thrown off the train. I’ve al-
ways ridden in the ladies’ car,”
Williams said Wells reasoned.

This was in the late 1800s. 
“As Union soldiers began to

leave the South, Jim Crow laws
came into force,” Williams
said. “They appeared under
Reconstruction. Blacks had
rights; then under Jim Crow
she found blacks had no pro-
tections under the law.”

Three of Wells’ friends
opened The Peoples Grocery
in an area that once was
served only by a white-owned
grocery store. Law officers
wearing plain clothes came
armed with guns to close The
Peoples Grocery down. But
the black owners were armed
and fired back. No one was
killed. But members of the
white community organized a
posse, put the three friends on
a train and went to an isolated
area and shot and killed them.

“Ida B. Wells found out they
had been lynched,” Williams
said. “One man had begged for
his life. The Memphis newspa-
per printed that they were re-
sisting arrest. But Ida B. Wells
printed the real story.”

She published they were
lynched to exclude blacks
from the grocery business and
were not given a trial. That is
when Wells noticed that lynch-
ing was connected to eco-
nomic issues.

Julianne Malveaux, in atten-
dance at this auspicious occa-
sion, pointed out that Ida B.
Wells, often called the God-
mother of the Civil Rights
movement, said the same is-
sues in Wells’ day are relevant
today in terms of racial ten-
sions. Wells marched in the
1913 Women’s Suffrage
March in Illinois and led the
delegation, she said. 

She said the Social Justice
Weekend was “educational,
motivational and galvanizing.”

Social Justice vs.
Civil Rights

Charles Williams said there
is a difference in social justice
and civil rights.

“Social justice is behavior
and a moral position taken by
people in response to human
rights as well as civil rights,”
he said, “but it includes xeno-
phobia, sexism, racism, and is
inclusive of the rights to life,
liberty and pursuit of happi-
ness.

“The difference between
right and wrong is where so-
cial justice comes in. Civil
rights are a right to participate
in the process of government
because of citizenship. Social
justice applies to any people
and is broader.

“When you see it (injus-
tice), it is immediately obvious.
You just know that it’s wrong
when it occurs anywhere.”

The knowledge of justice
was instilled in Ida B. Wells
very early as a result of her
training in church, he said. 

No one has to tell a person
when there is injustice. It is im-
mediately recognizable, he
said.

“This is not a black and
white issue. It’s for all people,”
Williams said. “We have to get
past this racial and ethnic
thinking. We can’t do anything
about the past.”

Williams said humanity has
to get beyond the past so that
racism and xenophobia, etc.,
are not passed on to another
generation.

“You have to fight for these
things (social justice) to make
sure they stay in place,” he
said.
28th Birthday Celebration
The 28th annual Birthday

Celebration was held at the
Eddie Lee Smith Multi-Pur-
pose Building and at the Ida B.
Wells Barnett Museum and
Cultural Center, 220 North
Randolph Street, Holly
Springs.

Film documentaries – “Pas-
sion for Justice,” “The African
Americans: Many Rivers to
Cross,” and “Exposition of the
Life of Ida B. Wells Barnett”
were aired Friday. Museum
tours and other activities were
set for Friday. A birthday gala
was held Saturday evening at
the Multi-Purpose Building.

Mayor Kelvin Buck wel-
comed guests to the museum-
related activities on behalf of
the city and board of alder-

men.
Emcee Fergenia Hood en-

joyed presenting the guest
speakers and films.

“We all know we live in a
city where the grass is greener
and the water is sweeter,” she
said.

Rust College President
David Beckley introduced Ju-
lianne Malveaux, economist,
writer and president/CEO of
Last Word Productions.

Malveaux focused on trib-
utes to black women, saying
there were so few whose
names were on record.

She called Wells “a single
black woman and orphan, an
audacious woman, who spoke
her mind eloquently – a truth
teller at a time when truth had
a price to pay.”

She noted that U.S. Rep.
Maxine Waters is a contempo-
rary who “continues to call 45
(President Trump) out.”

“Ida B. Wells speaks to her
own loneliness,” she said. “She
had courage to stand alone.
Lynching was not about black
men raping white women.

“She also spoke to interra-
cial marriage and white men
ravaging black women. When
you look at the source of what
she (Ida Wells) writes about,
your blood will chill.”

Malveaux said domestic vi-
olence against women was not
deemed a crime until the
1960s. Prior to that white men
could beat women and get a
fine, while black men were
lynched for it, she said. 

Wells did not cease oppos-
ing wrong, she said. 

“There is no compromise
between right and wrong. You
can’t be half right,” she said.
“We celebrate audacity. We
have too few people willing to
lift their voices (against
wrong).  We need the spirit of
Ida B. Wells.

“She left us with an indeli-
ble legacy. When we simmer
in this pain we are using Ida B.
Wells’ legacy today for good.”

There are less than a dozen
statues to black women, she
said. 

“Black women’s hands can
rock the world,” she said.

Malveaux closed with a
reading of this poem by Alice
Walker:

Be nobody's darling; 
Be an outcast.
Take the contradictions
Of your life
And wrap around
You like a shawl,
To parry stones
To keep you warm.
Watch the people succumb
To madness
With ample cheer; 
Let them look askance at you
And you askance reply.
Be an outcast; 
Be pleased to walk alone
(Uncool) 
Or line the crowded
River beds
With other impetuous
Fools.

Make a merry gathering
On the bank
Where thousands perished
For brave hurt words
They said.

But be nobody's darling; 
Be an outcast.
Qualified to live
Among your dead. 

– Alice Walker

Photos by Sue Watson
A ribbon cutting for the Ida B. Wells Social Justice/Civil Rights Special Collection at the Leontyne Price Library at Rust College was held in con-
junction with Social Justice weekend. From left are Gwendolyn Jones, Gemma Beckley, Wanda Pegues, Anita Moore, Hilda Williams, Julianne
Malveaux and David Beckley.
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Swaney
proposes
new
billboard

By SUE WATSON
Staff Writer

Marshall County business-
man Randall Swaney has pro-
posed erection of a new digital
billboard on I-22 that would
carry ads from the City of Holly
Springs on the eastbound side
and from the Town of Byhalia
on the westbound side.

Swaney recently pitched his
proposal to the mayor and
board of aldermen. He would
locate the board west of the
West Holly Springs exit so it
could be seen as motorists
travel under the Bicycle Road
overpass on I-22.

Swaney said the billboard
would be placed in a curve of
the highway so motorists
would see the billboard quite a
distance from when they actu-
ally passed it. The billboard
would appear at a distance as if
it were in the middle of the
road.

It would be visible for about
two miles, coming or going.

Swaney offered to put per-
manent language on top of the
billboard that would say Visit
Historic Holly Springs. He
would offer businesses and or-
ganizations eight-second ads
on a time-sharing-type basis so
the cost per individual ad would
run no more than $60 a month
which would average out to
about 2 cents a run.

Once the billboard runs
through its cache of ads, the
messages start over at the top
and repeat.

“Most people traveling
through do not know Holly
Springs is here at all,” Swaney
said.

He said the billboard would
be the nicest sign between
Memphis, Tenn., and Birming-
ham, Ala. Tupelo and New Al-
bany have static signs – signs
that display the same message
for up to a year.

Alderman Tim Liddy asked
how the City of Holly Springs
would participate.

Swaney said he believes
enough people in Holly Springs
would participate to do ads ex-
clusively for businesses and or-
ganizations in Holly Springs.

“You can change these ads
as often as you like,” Swaney
said. “Static boards usually stay
up for one year. You can pro-
mote Bike Night. We can post
new ads in seconds.”

Buck said digital billboards
are becoming more popular
and they are seen a lot if a per-
son travels.

“I think you are asking us to
look for organizations to adver-
tise,” Buck said.

Swaney said the costs can
be divided. Some businesses
may want 10 slots or 1,080 ads
instead of 108 ads cycling
through every 24 hours.

Swaney said the digital bill-
board would cost a half-million
dollars to build. He’s been in
the billboard business 30 years
and has about 2,000 billboards
between Memphis and New
Albany, he said.

Buck was keen on the idea
and said he would like the city
to be looking at it and working
with the Tourism Bureau and
Main Street Chamber to see
how to finance the city’s side.

In other business, the
mayor and board:

• noted a budget is being
readied for the next fiscal year.
“I think the city is in good fiscal
health,” Buck said.

• learned General Electric
has opted out of providing pre-
pay for utility customers. He
said GE may be asked to pay
some of the set-up fees for Ex-
celeron Software LLC to come
in and offer the Prepay Utility
Program.

• approved authorization to
spend up to $15,000 on the re-
furbishment of downtown
awnings to include striping of
existing chipping surfaces;
cleaning of awnings; and top
coat of paint to canopy sup-
ports, molding and underpin-
ning.

WELLS
Continued from page 1

From left are Charles Williams, Michelle Duster and Elizabeth Williams. Duster is the great-granddaughter
of Ida B. Wells Barnett.

Margaret Vandiver, of Memphis, Tenn., has worked with the Lynching Sites Project of Memphis, Tenn. She
is a retired University of Memphis instructor in criminal justice. She has published a book, “Lethal Punish-
ment,” chronicling lynchings and lethal executions in the South.

Leonard Blakely, with the Lynching Sites Project, Shelby County, Tenn.,
points to news articles and pictures of identified lynching sites. Blakely
said the LSP is erecting markers for all victims of racial terror during
Jim Crow, including two Memphis friends of Ida B. Wells. Alabama has
identified 4,000 sites, he said. A six-acre park has been established in
Montgomery, Ala., and the Memphis Chapter is an offshoot of some
4,000 lynchings in Alabama that have been identified by county.


