
Three Hills

Chapter Title: A Fundamental Component: Suffrage for African American Women 
 
Book Title: Women Will Vote 

Book Subtitle: Winning Suffrage in New York State 

Book Author(s): Susan Goodier and Karen Pastorello 

Published by: Cornell University Press; Three Hills 

Stable URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7591/j.ctt1w0d9sr.9

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide 
range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and 
facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org. 
 
Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at 
https://about.jstor.org/terms

Cornell University Press  and Three Hills  are collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and 
extend access to Women Will Vote

This content downloaded from 
������������166.205.87.100 on Mon, 05 Dec 2022 07:38:36 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7591/j.ctt1w0d9sr.9


71

 Chapter 4

A Fundamental Component
Suffrage for African American Women

Sarah J. S. Garnet, representing the Colored 
Women’s Equal Suffrage League of  Brooklyn, and Irene L. Moorman, the 
president of  the Negro Women’s Business League, met with the wealthy 
and fervent white suffragist Alva Vanderbilt Belmont in January 1910 at the 
office of  Belmont’s Political Equality Association. They arranged a Febru-
ary 6 meeting to be held at Mount Olivet Baptist Church on West Fifty-Third 
Street. Belmont, like Ella Hawley Crossett and the civil rights activist Fanny 
Garrison Villard, wanted to expand the base of  support for woman suffrage 
and sought ways to include black women in a “colored” branch of  her asso-
ciation.1 At the invitation of  Garnet and Moorman, two hundred women 
and men gathered to hear Belmont “endorse the idea of  racial equality and 
the expansion of  suffrage to all American citizens.”2 She promised to fund a 
meeting place for the black women’s branch of  her Political Equality Asso-
ciation when it enrolled one hundred members.

Black women had already established a strong coalition of  suffrage activ-
ism; they did not need white women to organize them. As a consequence, 
they responded only halfheartedly to Belmont’s call.3 According to the report 
of  the meeting in the influential black newspaper the New York Age, the 
pro-suffrage speeches by the white women “did not evoke much applause,” 
and some of  the women who joined the African American branch of  the 
Political Equality Association planned to support the branch financially but 
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72    CHAPTER FOUR

not to participate regularly in its activities.4 Crossett, then in her final year 
as the president of  the New York State Woman Suffrage Association, invited 
African American suffragists to send a delegation to Albany on March 9, 
1910, to appear before a state legislative committee at the hearing on the 
woman suffrage bill.5 She also invited them to affiliate with the state suffrage 
organization, which some individual women did.6

True to their commitment to “uplift” the race, black women wove agi-
tation for the vote into their activism for civil rights, moral reform, and 
community improvement. Because black women typically had more power 
within their own communities than did white women in theirs, black women 
saw the need for suffrage differently than white women did. Issues that occu-
pied the energies of  white women, such as the need for “equality within their 
families, political rights, and access to paid work,” did not mean as much to 
black women.7 Some black women did not feel the necessity to press for the 
vote as much as they felt the need to agitate to “emancipate their race from 
the oppressive conditions under which they lived.”8 However, core groups 
of  black women certainly agitated for the vote throughout the movement, 
with or without a connection to white women’s suffrage organizations. They 
saw the vote as a way to solve the problems the black race—and especially 
women—faced, including segregation, lynching, and other forms of  system-
atic racism.9

Generally more financially stable and educated than blacks who migrated 
from the south after the turn of  century, many activist women came from 
families long established in the north. Most of  these middle- and upper-class 
women and men supported woman suffrage.10 The network of  elite African 
Americans in the major cities of  the coastal northeastern states included 

This group portrait of young black women originally graced the first page of an article in support of 
woman suffrage that appeared in the NAACP’s Crisis: A Record of the Darker Races, August 1915. 
Image courtesy of the Herman B. Wells Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, IN.
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A FUNDAMENTAL COMPONENT     73

dynamic women reformers. Mary Burnett Talbert of  Buffalo and Hester Jef-
frey of  Rochester focused their efforts in upstate New York. Sarah Garnet, 
the first African American female school principal in New York City; her sis-
ter, Susan McKinney Steward, the first African American woman to practice 
medicine in New York State; Victoria Earle Matthews, founder in 1897 of  the 
White Rose Mission; Maritcha Lyons, the first black school principal to super-
vise both black and white teachers; Verina Morton-Jones, another doctor and 
a founder of  the Lincoln Settlement House in 1908; and businesswoman Irene 
Moorman all worked in the New York metropolitan area.

These and many other black women actively sought the right to vote at 
the same time that white women agitated for voting rights. Black women had 
organized for woman suffrage decades before, although most often within 
organizations devoted to broader social activist agendas. Belmont tried to 
take advantage of  both the strong suffrage sentiment black women already 
harbored and their firmly-established networks to enfold them into the New 
York State suffrage coalition. Though the history of  black women’s suffrage 
has been rendered nearly invisible by the paucity of  archival materials, it is 
still possible to reconstruct a compelling portrait of  the commitment and 
sacrifice of  these dedicated reformers.11 They did not rely on white women 
to tell them they needed the right to vote; they began organizing for the 
franchise in New York State as early as the 1880s and, in spite of  the racism 
they faced, they would actively seek their enfranchisement throughout the 
entire struggle.

African American women rarely separated the quest for the vote from 
the other activism in which they engaged. Many black women came to 
fear that white women would “devise something akin to an exclusionary 
‘grandmother’s clause’ ” to keep black women from voting once they won 
the vote.12 Some scholars argue that, in fact, “racist attitudes provided addi-
tional impetus” for black women’s struggle.13 Much of  their activism and 
work for woman suffrage and women’s rights occurred as a fundamental 
component of  their activities in clubs such as the Negro Women’s Busi-
ness League or in the National Association of  Colored Women’s Clubs or 
its affiliates, such as Phyllis Wheatley Clubs, the Empire State Federation 
of  Women’s Clubs, or the Northeastern Federation of  Colored Women’s 
Clubs.14 Most women who supported enfranchisement did so as part of  
their goal to improve the status of  black women in addition to that of  black 
men and children.

The early twentieth century was “characterized by racial segregation, def-
amation of  the character of  Black women, and lynching of  black Americans, 
both men and women,” making it a dangerous period to have been a person 
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74    CHAPTER FOUR

of  color in the United States.15 The very years when “racial prejudice became 
acceptable, even fashionable, in America” marked greater respectability and 
broad acceptance of  the woman suffrage movement.16 Not radical in their 
thinking, these women reformers believed that the vote would give them 
the power to change what was wrong with the social and political systems 
in the United States.17 Their first task was to obtain racial equality; obtaining 
women’s rights would come next.18 Black women also formed a fundamental 
component of  the woman suffrage movement, adding their voices to the 
coalition working for women’s right to vote.

Activist Limits and Support

Black women had a deep-rooted reform tradition and had long supported 
woman suffrage in spite of  numerous challenges.19 Fannie Barrier Williams 
blamed slavery for the problems faced by black women of  the time, arguing 
that “slavery left her in social darkness, and freedom has been slow in leading 
her into the daylight of  the virtues, the refinements and the blessed influ-
ences that center in and radiate from the life of  American free women.”20 
During the debates following the Civil War, all too many of  the reformers 
“fell into the trap of  assuming black to be male and women to be white.” 
Black women struggled to keep their enfranchisement goals in the minds 
of  other reformers.21 However, as Jane Dabel points out regarding the nine-
teenth century, the activism of  black women “was not explicitly feminist.” 
They focused on the needs of  their communities rather than on women’s 
needs exclusively.22

Enfranchisement simply made perfect sense to black women. Louisa 
Jacobs, the daughter of  Harriet Jacobs, who escaped slavery in the 1850s, 
served as a speaker for the American Equal Rights Association in the next 
decade. She helped to spread a message of  universal suffrage and equal rights 
for women and men, black and white. Later she attended meetings of  the 
New York-based National Woman Suffrage Association.23 A few other black 
activists supported the national association and attended white women’s 
suffrage meetings.24 Before and after the Civil War, Sojourner Truth, also a 
member of  the American Equal Rights Association between 1866 and 1869, 
passionately called for the right of  black women to vote, along with equality 
and justice.25 In what became her last appearance at a women’s rights meet-
ing, Truth attended the 1878 National Woman Suffrage Association conven-
tion in Rochester.26 Attendees commemorated the thirty years since the first 
Woman’s Rights Convention held at Seneca Falls, but by that point many 
members felt discouraged because women still did not have the right to vote. 
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A FUNDAMENTAL COMPONENT     75

Few black women attended, but Truth, who did attend, entreated her audi-
ence to “take their rights” rather than beg for them.27

Truth’s long-time friend, the venerable activist Harriet Tubman, had 
supported votes for women since at least the Civil War, “faithfully” attend-
ing suffrage meetings in upstate New York.28 According to one of  her 
biographers, Catherine Clinton, whenever Tubman heard about a woman 
 suffrage meeting, she would “grab her shawl and hat and head for the 
Auburn train station” and board the next train going in the direction she 
wanted to go.29 At the twenty-eighth annual New York State Woman Suf-
frage Association convention, held in Rochester in 1905, Susan B. Anthony, 
holding Tubman’s hand, introduced her to the delegates as a “living leg-
end.”30 A year later, Tubman rode the train with the white suffragist and 
philanthropist Emily Howland to attend another suffrage meeting in Roch-
ester. Tubman sat up all that night in the train station, knowing that no 
hotel in the city would give her a room. The next day, when a “horrified” 
Howland found out what Tubman had endured, she insisted that confer-
ence organizers provide lodgings for women of  color who attended suf-
frage meetings.31 Other white suffragists also made connections with Tub-
man. For example, Elizabeth Smith Miller sponsored her as a life member 
of  the Geneva suffrage club.32

Another early black suffrage supporter, Charlotte E. Ray, also attended 
National Woman Suffrage Association meetings, as did her sister, the poet 
H. Cordelia Ray. The daughter of  a pastor well known for his work on the 
Underground Railroad and his editorship of  the New York newspaper, the 
Colored American, Charlotte was the first woman to graduate from Howard 
Law School in 1872.33 She engaged in the discussions about resolutions at the 
1876 ninth annual convention of  the association held at the Masonic Hall in 
New York City.34 When the National and American Woman Suffrage Asso-
ciations merged in 1890, many black women supported the National Ameri-
can Woman Suffrage Association, although the alliance remained fraught 
with racial tension.35 While there are instances of  black and white suffrag-
ists working together in the wake of  the Civil War, for the most part they 
and their organizations remained segregated. For black women, racism and 
classism discouraged their involvement in white women’s suffrage organiza-
tions. The New York Times reported in 1911 that when Harriet Alice Dewey, 
wife of  the Columbia University professor John Dewey, tried to host an inter-
racial suffrage meeting in her uptown apartment, the landlord insisted that 
she cancel it. He emphasized that the attendance of  black women was the 
reason.36 Most women preferred to work through separate organizations 
even into the twentieth century.

This content downloaded from 
������������166.205.87.100 on Mon, 05 Dec 2022 07:38:36 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



76    CHAPTER FOUR

Any study of  women of  color confounds our understanding of  class. The 
suffrage activist Addie Jackson, for example, took in washing and ironing, 
“day’s work,” or housecleaning, in the Brooklyn area during the 1880s.37 
Her class status improved significantly over the decades, as illustrated by her 
mobility and volunteerism. As soon as her life stabilized, Jackson found more 
time to devote to activist causes. By the 1910s she lived in Tarrytown, and 
the New York Age noted her as a participant in a number of  activities related 
to suffrage and other activism. She also attended the fifth annual meeting 
of  the Empire State Federation of  Women’s Clubs in Buffalo for a two-day 
session in July 1913. Members of  the club made sure that the New York Age 
announced its support for woman suffrage.38 Alice Wiley Seay founded the 
federation in 1908 to coordinate the influence of  the black women’s clubs 
in the state and to help support Harriet Tubman and her home for the aged 
in Auburn.39 Jackson served as its financial secretary, an office she held for 
several years.40

While many New York activist women joined clubs between the 1860s 
and the 1910s, not all African American women agreed on how to improve 
their status or bolster their “collective prospects,” of  course.41 However, 
most black women believed that they made more progress through their 
own organizations because white women’s clubs not only barred them from 
participation, they sometimes interfered with their efforts.42 Although some 
black women’s clubs and organizations that concentrated solely on woman 
suffrage existed, out of  necessity most clubs focused on far more than just 
getting the right to vote for black women. Virtually all of  the women who 
agitated for woman suffrage deeply committed themselves to a range of  pro-
gressive causes such as establishing homes for orphans and the elderly, trying 
to guarantee the protection of  Fourteenth Amendment rights, racial uplift, 
education, settlement house work, and public health. Ending the lynching 
of  black women and men, anti-miscegenation, and Jim Crow legislation also 
expended the energies of  these civil rights activists.43 The multitude of  prob-
lems and challenges that black women and the black community faced was 
such that to concentrate exclusively on woman suffrage was a luxury few 
could afford.

Church membership also proved integral to black women’s organizing and 
activism during this period.44 As the historian Evelyn Higginbotham points 
out, “clubwomen themselves readily admitted to the precedent of  church 
work in fostering both a ‘woman’s consciousness’ and a racial understand-
ing of  the ‘common good.’ ”45 Most women learned leadership and organi-
zational skills in the churches, which gave them “the collective strength and 
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A FUNDAMENTAL COMPONENT     77

determination to continue their struggle for the rights of  blacks and the 
rights of  women.”46 The churches, especially the Baptist and African Method-
ist Episcopal denominations, proved particularly welcoming to the speeches 
and debates of  women advocating for enfranchisement. Women turned to 
church membership in order to carry on their work for woman suffrage. For 
example, when Mabel E. Brown began canvassing for support for woman suf-
frage in Rochester in early 1917, she asked W. E. B. Du Bois to write letters of  
introduction to ministers.47 Church newspapers and publications also offered 
black women opportunities to articulate and promote their views regarding 
women’s rights.

Some black men, like some white men, opposed woman suffrage. A pre-
vailing attitude dictated that black men take on the responsibility of  finan-
cially supporting their women, implying that black women ought not need 
to work—contrary to the reality for many black households.48 Countering 
these attitudes, Nannie Burroughs, the principal of  the National Trade and 
Professional School for Women and Girls in Washington, DC, argued along 
with others that black women needed the vote because black men did not 
understand its value.49 Many black men also tried to block female member-
ship in their organizations, especially in the most intellectual of  them. Only 
after Anna Julia Cooper, the educator and author, protested women’s exclu-
sion from the American Negro Academy in Washington, DC, the society for 
intellectual and educational achievement founded in 1897, did the Reverend 
Alexander Crummell, a prominent minister and scholar, invite the New York 
educator Maritcha Lyons to speak at the academy.50 A resolution passed at 
the 1910 National Association of  Colored Women convention called men to 
account, stating, “we urge our men to show greater respect to the women 
of  our race.”51

Still, many black men joined the women who met in the churches, clubs, 
and other places to debate the topic of  woman suffrage. W. E. B. Du Bois, 
taking “Frederick Douglass’s place as the leading male feminist of  his time,” 
observed that “votes for women means votes for black women.”52 He, like 
most activists, realized that women’s enfranchisement benefited everyone. 
Black women believed in the power of  the vote to “acquire advantages and 
protection of  their rights,” particularly their rights to be free from sexual 
exploitation, to increase their access to education, and to protect their labor.53 
The ballot had come to signify “private self-respect and public dignity for 
women,” a dramatic change in attitude since the latter half  of  the nineteenth 
century.54 The meaning of  citizenship had, by the 1910s, expanded to include 
aspects of  social justice.
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78    CHAPTER FOUR

New York Women in the Broad Networks  
of Female Activism

Black women began collaborating in local self-help groups to achieve com-
mon goals after the end of  the Civil War.55 Just prior to the 1876 national 
centennial celebration in Philadelphia, the American-Canadian activist and 
journalist Mary Ann Shadd Cary, writing on behalf  of  ninety-four black 
women in the District of  Columbia, appealed to the leaders of  the New 
York-based National Woman Suffrage Association. They wanted their names 
added to the list of  signers of  the Declaration of  Rights of  the Woman, to be 
presented by Matilda Joslyn Gage and Susan B. Anthony at the celebration.56 
Cary applied the “universal-rights arguments developed by white suffragists 
to address the specific needs of  black women,” with the result that many 
more black women began to support woman suffrage.57 Just four years later, 
Cary founded the first organization of  black women with a broader reach, 
the Colored Women’s Progressive Franchise Association, which had as one 
of  its goals the promotion of  equal rights and woman suffrage. Cary argued 
that the vote would “empower” women to make needed reforms in educa-
tion, professionalize them in a wider array of  occupations, and enable more 
independent thought.58

The need to vote pervaded virtually all of  black women’s club work. In 1892, 
Ida B. Wells, the guest of  honor at a rally in New York to raise funds for her 
work in anti-lynching, brought together the suffrage advocates Victoria Earle 
Matthews, Maritcha Lyons, Sarah Smith Garnet, and Susan Smith McKinney of  
Brooklyn, among others.59 They organized the Women’s Loyal Union of  New 
York and Brooklyn with Matthews as president. Drawing at least 150 members 
by 1894, the union sought to educate African Americans about their ability to 
support issues important to all black people, to encourage the “intelligent asser-
tion of  their rights,” and to use every means possible to “retain the unmolested 
exercise” of  those rights.60 Those rights included a right to the ballot.

By the 1890s, New York women also served on the executive boards and 
committees of  newly founded national-level associations for black women. At 
one meeting, Victoria Earle Matthews presented “The Value of  Race Litera-
ture,” contending that black women could dispel negative stereotypes through 
their own writing.61 Sarah Garnet and others representing the Woman’s Loyal 
Union also attended national meetings.62 In Buffalo, Mary Burnett Talbert, 
Susan Evans, Mrs. Charles Davis, and several other women established the 
Phyllis Wheatley Club, as an affiliate of  the National Association of  Colored 
Women, to develop strategies and programs to uplift black communities and 
encourage suffrage support.63 But negative images of  black women as “pro-
miscuous” or “immoral” hampered their work.64 To counter this attitude, the 
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A FUNDAMENTAL COMPONENT     79

national association celebrated the contributions of  African American women 
and supported women’s rights activism.65 Members considered political activ-
ism and securing voting rights for women important focus issues.

In July 1904, at the fourth convention of  the National Association of  Col-
ored Women, held in St. Louis, Missouri, Sarah Garnet gave “an excellent 
talk” on the suffrage question. At that same meeting a Mrs. Thurman made 
a motion that a suffrage department be organized under the supervision of  
the association for the “purpose of  teaching our women the principles of  
civil government, political economy, etc., that they may thus be prepared to 
become intelligent voters and responsible citizens of  this republic.”66 The 
motion, seconded by Rochester resident Hester Jeffrey, carried. Eventually, 
Sarah Garnet served as the superintendent of  the suffrage department of  
the National Association of  Colored Women, which had merged with the 
National Council of  Women by 1905.67 The umbrella organization “pro-
vided the infrastructure for local clubs to organize for the social, economic, 
and political improvement of  black communities.” The national association 
helped to nurture networks of  women who, in turn, influenced the member-
ship of  their local organizations.

In May 1908, to celebrate the sixtieth anniversary of  the first Woman’s 
Rights convention in Seneca Falls, organizers invited Mary Church Terrell, 
the president of  the National Association of  Colored Women, to commemo-
rate Frederick Douglass’s work on behalf  of  the women’s rights movement. 
Harriot Stanton Blatch represented her mother, Elizabeth Cady Stanton; 
Eliza Wright Osborne represented her mother, Martha Coffin Wright; and 
Fanny Garrison Villard represented Lucretia Mott. Antoinette Brown Black-
well, Lillie Devereux Blake, Annis Ford Eastman, Maud Nathan, and Anna 
Garlin Spencer also attended the ceremony. The women installed a large 
bronze tablet dedicated to the first convention. Suffragists began the sum-
mer campaign with a trolley trip through the Mohawk Valley, traveled by 
automobile to the Republican National Convention in Chicago, held open-
air meetings for working class women across New York State, and ended 
with an Erie Canal boat trip from Albany to Buffalo before returning to New 
York City. Having found the U.S. women’s movement “boring” and “repel-
ling,” Blatch had arranged the ceremony as part of  this summer-long effort 
to infuse energy into the movement.68

Energy at the State Level

Sarah Garnet founded the Equal Suffrage League of  Brooklyn in the late 1880s, 
and she eventually affiliated her organization with the National Association 
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80    CHAPTER FOUR

of  Colored Women’s Clubs.69 In the early years of  the league members met 
in the back of  her seamstress shop. Garnet argued that women had the “same 
human intellectual and spiritual capabilities as men,” and that it opposed the 
tenets of  democracy to deny women the right to vote.70

The educator Sarah Jane Smith Thompson Garnet founded the Equal Suffrage League of Brooklyn in 
the late 1880s, continuing her work for woman suffrage until her death in 1911. The organization 
continued after her death. Image courtesy of the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, 
New York Public Library, New York, NY.
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A FUNDAMENTAL COMPONENT     81

Initially many black women had reservations about supporting woman 
suffrage, fearing that “involvement in public, political activities would com-
promise their femininity.”71 But over time, women became convinced that 
the vote would protect them as workers, allow them to improve education 
for their children and themselves, and challenge black men’s disenfranchise-
ment. Increasing numbers of  women found suffrage arguments convinc-
ing.72 Eventually, the growing membership required that meetings be held in 
a larger space at the Young Men’s Christian Association on Carlton Avenue.73 
Usually attendees enjoyed a musical performance, a report recounting the 
group’s accomplishments since the previous meeting, and suffrage speeches 
by members or special guests.

Because the Equal Suffrage League remained active for at least thirty years, 
it drew a number of  eminent activists into its fold. Sarah Garnet’s social jus-
tice work ranged from her efforts to abolish race-based discrimination against 
black teachers to a commitment to equal rights for African American women 
relative to pay and suffrage.74 Her younger sister, Dr. Susan Maria Smith  
McKinney Steward, helped to found the Equal Suffrage League and remained 
active in the suffrage and temperance movements.75 In 1870, she had graduated 
as valedictorian from the New York Medical College for Women, founded by 
the staunch suffragist Dr. Clemence S. Lozier, a woman Steward considered 
a friend.76 Addie Waites Hunton, better known for her anti-lynching work 
and her support of  the Young Men’s Christian Association, the Young Wom-
en’s Christian Association, the National Association for the Advancement of  
Colored People (NAACP), the National Association of  Colored Women, and 
the Empire Federation of  Women’s Clubs, regularly participated in league 
activities.77 Alice Wiley Seay, the president of  the Northeastern Federation of  
Women’s Clubs, also maintained her membership in the league.

Another prominent member of  the Equal Suffrage League, Verina Har-
ris Morton-Jones, practiced as a physician in addition to her suffrage activ-
ism and volunteer social work.78 A member of  the board of  the NAACP, 
Morton-Jones also helped to found organizations such as the National Urban 
League, the Association for the Protection of  Colored Women, and the Cos-
mopolitan Society of  America, which sought to end discrimination in New 
York City public facilities.79 In 1908, Morton-Jones founded the Lincoln Set-
tlement House in Brooklyn, providing both social services and moral uplift.80 
Like Garnet, Morton-Jones joined the National Association of  Colored 
Women, eventually serving as the director of  its Mothers’ Club in Brooklyn. 
She also held membership in the Empire State Federation and the Northeast-
ern Federation of  Women’s Clubs.81

Under Morton-Jones, who assumed the presidency of  the Equal Suf-
frage League by 1906, the organization continued its suffrage activism. 
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82    CHAPTER FOUR

Morton-Jones presided over the meeting when the league honored Susan 
B. Anthony following her death that year.82 She invited Congressman Wil-
liam H. Calder, a native of  Brooklyn, to speak at a meeting of  the Equal 
Suffrage League at the Carlton Avenue Branch of  the Young Men’s Chris-
tian Association on March 28, 1908. As Morton-Jones presided, Garnet, then 
serving as suffrage superintendent of  the National Association of  Colored 
Women, presented an Equal Suffrage League petition “asking for the enact-
ment of  such legislation by Congress as will enforce the Fourteenth Amend-
ment to the Federal Constitution” to Calder, who “assured the assemblage” 
that he would do “all he could for justice to all citizens.”83 In the fall of  
1908, Morton-Jones took up residency at Clark University in Atlanta.84 She 
remained president of  the Equal Suffrage League nevertheless and returned 
to Brooklyn for a reception given in her honor in June 1909. Sarah Garnet, 
who remained active in the league after her tenure ended, took over the 
league in the absence of  its president.85

Equal Suffrage League members continued to expand their activities to 
educate and recruit members. By February 1910, the league vice-president, 
Mary E. Eato, a teaching colleague of  Sarah Garnet, presided over most of  
the Equal Suffrage League meetings and events.86 The club hosted a celebra-
tion in honor of  Abraham Lincoln and Frederick Douglass on February 16. 
According to the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, Attorney D. Macon Webster gave an 
“excellent” speech on suffrage for women before he gave his speech on Doug-
lass, a man he had known personally. Some members read papers or poems. 
Alice Davis accompanied attendees singing woman suffrage songs. They also 
voted to accept the invitation of  the Interurban Association, a New York City 
umbrella organization coordinating the efforts of  twenty-three local clubs, 
to cooperate in its suffrage work. The league then elected Lydia C. Smith 
and Maria C. Lawton as delegates to attend state legislative proceedings in 
Albany on March 9.87 During the March meeting, members sang suffrage 
songs before they heard an address given by Ida Craft, the president of  the 
Kings County Organization of  the New York State Woman Suffrage Associa-
tion.88 The league also celebrated the ninety-ninth anniversary of  the birth of  
Harriet Beecher Stowe, the author of  Uncle Tom’s Cabin, at a public meeting in 
June 1910.89 W. E. B. Du Bois spoke on the advancement of  the race at another 
meeting of  the Equal Suffrage League in April 1911.90 These examples of  suf-
frage activities highlight black women’s commitment to woman suffrage.

Other prominent league members included Maritcha Rémond Lyons and 
Victoria Earle Matthews. Lyons, who grew up in a home that served as a sta-
tion on the Underground Railroad, supported organizations such as the New 
York African Society for Mutual Relief  and held membership in St. Philip’s 
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Protestant Episcopal Church.91 Deeply involved in social reform, Lyons 
supported the Howard Colored Orphanage Asylum in Brooklyn as well as 
woman suffrage.92 Matthews, in spite of  marriage and motherhood, found 
time to be active as a journalist and as a clubwoman.93 Her writing, often in 
dialect in her early body of  work, prompted the predominately white Wom-
en’s National Press Association to invite her to join its ranks.94 In addition to 
her leadership in the Woman’s Loyal Union of  New York and Brooklyn, Mat-
thews cofounded the National Federation of  Afro-American Women, serv-
ing as its first chairperson, and the National Association of  Colored Women, 
where she acted as chair of  the Executive Board and a national organizer.

Because of  her activism at the national level, Matthews rose to become 
one of  the most prominent and well-regarded black activists in the country.95 
When her sixteen-year-old son died, the tragedy impelled her to become 
more deeply involved in helping less fortunate people in New York City.96 She 
founded the White Rose Mission to counter the dominance of  the so-called 
employment agencies that forced naive young women into debt and “deprav-
ity.”97 Although many women, including Maritcha Lyons, supported Mat-
thews’s White Rose Mission, the activist and educator Frances Reynolds Key-
ser served the mission as Matthews’s foremost assistant. Keyser’s devotion 
to the mission freed Matthews to travel and speak extensively. As a result, 
Matthews played an important role in the “national African American wom-
en’s club movement and interracial social reform efforts.”98 The networks of  
reform that she and other women built strengthened black women’s suffrage 
activism and attracted new members.

Having worked with Sarah Garnet and Verina Morton-Jones, Irene L. 
Moorman, a businesswoman, eventually took over as a prominent leader for 
suffrage. Moorman represented the Metropolitan Business Women’s Club 
in the Northeastern Federation of  Colored Women’s Clubs.99 At about the 
same time, she became more deeply involved in activism and reform, join-
ing the Equal Suffrage League of  Brooklyn in December 1907, when she 
spoke at a meeting held in tribute to the radical abolitionist John Brown.100 
Notable activist women such as Margaret Murray Washington, Fannie Bar-
rier Williams, and Mary Church Terrell visited Moorman in her Brook-
lyn office, signifying her increasingly respected role as a social activist.101 
By 1908, members of  the Empire State Federation of  Women’s Clubs had 
elected her as treasurer. She rubbed elbows with Lyons as well as Keyser and 
spoke at fundraisers for Verina Morton-Jones’s Lincoln Settlement House.102 
In October 1910, she represented the Negro Men’s and Women’s Branch of  
the Political Equality Association at the forty-second annual New York State 
Woman Suffrage Association convention in Niagara Falls. There, Moorman 
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and representatives of  the Harlem Club and the Wage Earners’ League spoke 
about the ways that settlement house workers promoted suffrage and politi-
cal equality in the city.103

Other clubs supporting woman suffrage existed in the Greater New 
York area. For example, Maria C. Lawton, one of  the presidents of  the 
Empire State Federation of  Women’s Clubs, also served as president of  
the Harriet Beecher Stowe Equality League of  Kings County, founded in 
July 1910. In addition to the goal of  securing the ballot, members expected 
to promote the advancement of  the race and to give women a voice in 
government decision making. To help meet their objectives, members 
intended to reach out to young laborers in department stores to enlist 
their aid in the campaign.104 New Rochelle hosted a Colored Women Suf-
frage League by 1915, offering events such as musicals to the public.105 
These organizational and membership efforts helped to increase the vis-
ibility of  black women’s suffrage involvement.

African American women and men often debated woman suffrage in their 
churches, lyceums, and elsewhere. Typically, a prominent leader like Frances 
Reynolds Keyser would read a paper about her views on woman suffrage, fol-
lowed by presentations by other suffrage proponents.106 The Brooklyn Liter-
ary Union, an “anchor for intellectual discussion and social reform,” hosted 
lectures on a variety of  topics, including woman suffrage.107 Maritcha Lyons 
had once served the organization as vice-president, and the membership 
included several women who worked for woman suffrage.108 Occasionally 
women and men would give their views on the opposing side of  the issue, as 
happened in Brooklyn in April 1909. Anti-suffragists Sarah Brown, Miss A. A. 
Sampson, John D. Jones, and Mrs. Stuart articulated their views in opposition 
to women’s enfranchisement at a meeting of  the Equal Suffrage League at 
St. Mark’s Lyceum.109 The league sponsored mock conventions at the lyceum 
on two consecutive Thursdays that same month. Those who took part in the 
general discussion included Keyser, Lyons, Moorman, Wiley, Garnet, and Ida 
B. Wells-Barnett.110 Several weeks later, people again discussed woman suf-
frage at the lyceum of  the Metropolitan United African Methodist Episcopal 
Church.111 The topic of  suffrage drew large audiences of  African American 
women and men in the city, as it did across the state.

Suffrage Clubs in Upstate New York

Victoria Earle Matthews served as a link between New York City and Roches-
ter activists. She participated in the birthday celebration of  Frederick Doug-
lass, held on February 15, 1897 at Plymouth Church in Rochester, three years 
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after the death of  the beloved statesman. Those paying tribute also discussed 
the erection of  a monument to commemorate his work as an abolitionist 
who championed civil rights, including suffrage for women. Because of  his 
skills as a mediator, women of  both races could come together to celebrate 
his life. In a letter composed for the occasion, Elizabeth Cady Stanton wrote, 
“He was the only man I ever knew who understood the degradation of  the 
disfranchisement of  women.”112 Those on the platform at the birthday cel-
ebration included Hester Jeffrey, the president of  the local Colored Woman’s 
Club; Susan B. Anthony, who read the letter from Stanton; and the Reverend 
Anna Howard Shaw of  the National American Woman Suffrage Association. 
Jean Brooks Greenleaf, the retired president of  the New York State Woman 
Suffrage Association, and Matthews, representing the National Association 
of  Colored Women and recently returned from a national tour “in the inter-
ests of  women of  her race,” joined them at the dais.113

Introduced as the “speaker of  the evening” by Anthony, Matthews imme-
diately took umbrage with Stanton’s suggestion that a fitting tribute to Doug- 
lass would be to build a schoolhouse or a tenement for the poor and with 
Stanton’s criticism of  the proposed monument as “so many useless shafts of  
marble and granite.” Acknowledging that many African American children 
“are naked and ignorant and in need of  schools,” Matthews argued that it 
was important for the black community have a person to whom “they can 
point as an example, an incentive, to their children . . . [to] stimulate a higher 
type of  the youth of  our race.”114 Her friend and colleague Frances Reynolds 
Keyser described Matthews as “enthusiastic, forceful . . . [with an] eager, 
restless spirit” that often caused her to seem intimidating or to be misun-
derstood.115 Characteristically, Matthews dared to contradict a revered white 
women’s rights activist publicly.

Matthews’s companion on the platform, Hester C. Jeffrey, also devoted 
her life to civil rights activism and the uplift of  her race. Jeffrey was born in 
Norfolk, Virginia, in 1842, to Robert and Martha Whitehurst Smith, both free 
people. At her childhood home, a station on the Underground Railroad, she 
met William Lloyd Garrison, Charles Sumner, and John Brown.116 She mar-
ried Jerome Jeffrey, a political activist who stored Frederick Douglass’s North 
Star printing press in the basement of  the Favor Street African Methodist 
Episcopal Church in Rochester.117 Religiously devout, she attended services 
at the First Unitarian Church, ministered by the Reverend William Channing 
Gannett, after she and her husband moved to Rochester. Her church atten-
dance stimulated a friendship with the minister’s wife, Mary Thorn Lewis 
Gannett, who, like her husband, actively supported suffrage. Jeffrey also wor-
shiped at the Memorial African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church.118
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Hester Jeffrey founded the Susan B. Anthony Club in Rochester. Activism for woman suffrage com-
plemented her dedication and efforts for racial uplift. Image is from An Authentic History of the 
Douglass Monument by J. W. Thompson (1903).
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Jeffrey’s leadership in a number of  organizations and her commitment 
to social and political activism kept her at the forefront of  black women’s 
club work in Rochester from the 1890s into the 1910s. Alongside colleagues 
such as Victoria Earle Matthews, she functioned as an integral member of  
a broader, statewide community of  black activist women.119 Jeffrey founded 
organizations such as the Climbers to encourage “both improvement and 
protest, combined in the concept of  ‘uplift.’ ”120 As the most highly edu-
cated black woman in Rochester and a role model, she funded a scholar-
ship for young women to attend the Mechanics Institute in Rochester (now 
the Rochester Institute of  Technology) through the Hester C. Jeffrey Club of  
the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church.121 In 1901, she helped estab-
lish a nine-member branch of  the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union; 
the president, Mrs. A. K. Mason, and most members hailed from the Zion 
Church.122 In addition to her church work, Jeffrey held a position as an orga-
nizer for the National Association of  Colored Women; she once presented 
an address on the “Pioneers in Woman’s Suffrage” to its membership.123 She 
also served as organizer for and president of  the Empire State Federation of  
Women’s Clubs.

Hester Jeffrey supported woman suffrage even before she met a colleague 
of  Susan B. Anthony sometime in the 1890s, and through her met Anthony. 
Although Anthony is often criticized for her “willingness to accept racist allies 
and racist arguments in the name of  political expediency,” locally she sup-
ported the political and social aims of  the Rochester-area African American 
community, clearly recognizing their right to a political voice.124 Jeffrey was 
not the only black woman to work closely with Anthony. Ida B. Wells-Barnett 
stayed in the Anthony home during a visit to Rochester. When Anthony’s 
secretary refused to do some clerical work for Wells-Barnett, Anthony fired 
her.125 Jeffrey had a place on the platform during a mass meeting to protest 
Negro disenfranchisement held at the Central Presbyterian Church in Roch-
ester on April 28, 1903, when Anthony spoke about the similarities between 
the situations of  white women and African Americans.126 Jeffrey accepted 
Anthony’s invitation to join the Rochester Political Equality Club; she stead-
fastly sought to bridge the divide between black and white suffrage activists.

In 1902, the tireless Jeffrey organized Rochester’s Susan B. Anthony Club 
for Colored Women, serving as its first president. The club met to discuss the 
importance of  obtaining woman suffrage but also sought to get young black 
women admitted to the University of  Rochester.127 At the 1903 celebration 
of  Susan B. Anthony’s birthday, club members joined other “special guests” 
in presenting Anthony with an enamel green and white pin in the shape of  
a four-leaf  clover bearing the initials of  their club.128 The club drew many 
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members from the Zion Church, including Lucy J. Sprague, a colleague of  
Jeffrey in her church work as well as her suffrage and civil rights activism.129

Jeffrey also attended the New York State Woman Suffrage Association 
annual convention in Rochester in 1905, representing the Empire State 
Federation of  Women’s Clubs and her suffrage club. Jeffrey’s report at the 
convention focused on the club movement among black women, includ-
ing “mothers’ clubs, domestic science clubs, and literary clubs,” and black 
women’s work in “hospitals, homes, and social settlements.”130 In discussing 
the work of  the Susan B. Anthony Club, Jeffrey shared examples of  activism, 
including visiting the financially needy, beyond just suffrage-related work.131 
That same year, Jeffrey invited Anthony to speak at the African Methodist 
Episcopal Zion Church in Rochester to celebrate the centennial of  William 
Lloyd Garrison’s birth. There, the eighty-five-year-old Anthony presented 
her last public speech.132

The only black woman to eulogize Anthony at the funeral following her 
death on March 13, 1906, Jeffrey expressed her profound grief  to the other 
mourners. Speaking for members of  her race, she pledged “to devote our 
time and energies to the work thou hast left us to do.”133 Two years later, Jef-
frey and other members of  the Susan B. Anthony Club oversaw the installa-
tion of  a stained glass window commemorating Anthony’s work for woman 
suffrage at the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, the first of  several 
memorials to commemorate the esteemed suffrage leader.134 Anthony’s is 
one among eight memorial windows installed in the church; others com-
memorate Frederick Douglass, Harriet Tubman, and Lucy Sprague. Jean 
Brooks Greenleaf  also attended the dedication, presenting a speech entitled 
“Susan B. Anthony as a Window.”135

The National American Woman Suffrage Association also commemo-
rated Susan B. Anthony on February 15, 1907, at its annual convention. Fan-
nie Barrier Williams, the first black graduate of  Brockport Normal School 
(now the College of  Brockport, State University of  New York), spoke in 
tribute to Anthony. She pointed out that Anthony “never wavered, never 
doubted, never compromised” in her “unremitting struggle for liberty, more 
liberty, and complete liberty for negro men and women in chains and for 
white women in their helpless subjugation to man’s laws.”136 Williams fre-
quently spoke and wrote on behalf  of  black women’s intellectual and cul-
tural advancement. Many of  the suffrage and rights activists of  both races 
possessed extraordinary reform energy.

A “whirlwind in her work for justice,” Mary Barnett Talbert of  Buffalo 
involved herself  in an array of  activist organizations including the Empire 
State Federation of  Women’s Clubs, the National Association of  Colored 
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Women, the Niagara Movement, the NAACP, and the Anti-Lynching Crusad-
ers. She and other members of  the Phyllis Wheatley Club, founded in Buf-
falo in 1899, helped to support Harriet Tubman and her charity projects in 
Auburn, and they facilitated the development of  a branch of  the NAACP in 
Buffalo in 1915.137 During World War I, Talbert would work for peace at the 
international level.138 Reports of  the activities of  the Buffalo Phyllis Wheatley 
Club appeared regularly in “Buffalo Briefs,” a column in the New York Age, 
highlighting the connections among black women throughout New York.139

New York black women continued to champion woman suffrage to their 
audiences, further developing their political activism and sometimes having a 
lot of  fun in the process. For example, in Buffalo, in 1910, Annie Thomas of  the 
Anihita Club and William Powell of  Alpha Beta Sigma debated the “Enfran-
chisement of  Women,” eliciting enough interest from the audience that they 
later presented a playlet, “Why We Never Married,” under the supervision of  
Mrs. H. H. Lewis, director of  the choir at the First Methodist Church.140 The 
performance suggested that the popular suffrage debate had devolved into a 
battle of  the sexes rather than a discussion of  the merits of  women entering 
politics. Contingents of  black women spoke about, wrote about, and debated 
political rights, as part of  a viable and vibrant movement encompassing an 
extensive network in support of  woman suffrage across the state.

Woman Suffrage in Jeopardy

Irene Moorman administered the Afro-American branch of  the Political 
Equality Association, with its headquarters at 83 West One Hundred and 
Thirty-Fourth Street, New York, from its founding. Following the meeting 
called by Alva Belmont in February 1910, Moorman had presided and intro-
duced all of  the speakers. The “comfortably furnished” rooms of  the suf-
frage branch, “well supplied with suffrage literature,” remained open in the 
evenings of  the fall and winter. There, women and men met for “various 
lecture courses and study classes in the season.” If  the group expanded, Bel-
mont promised to move it to a “regular suffrage settlement house.”141 Moor-
man took an increasingly visible and more dynamic part in activities related 
to woman suffrage from this point on. On December 8, 1910, for example, 
as the organizer of  the Political Equality Association, she presided over a 
Literary League meeting focused on woman suffrage. Moorman herself  
“waxed eloquent” on the subject as she introduced speakers Nettie A. Odell, 
Mrs. O. P. Morgan, and Harriet May Mills, the president of  the New York 
State Woman Suffrage Association. Following the women speakers, Hubert 
Henry Harrison, the president of  the Liberty League, and D. E. Tobias, a 
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British pan-Africanist who wrote about the status of  blacks in the United 
States, spoke in favor of  woman suffrage. Apparently the speechmaking con-
tinued well into the night, and the “evening was declared a grand success for 
the ‘cause.’ ”142

New York suffragists also took advantage of  travel opportunities to speak 
and learn about suffrage. In July 1911, Sarah Garnet traveled to London to 
attend the first Universal Races Congress, where her sister, Susan  McKinney 
Steward, presented a paper entitled “The Afro-American Woman,” highlighting 
the condition of  black women in the United States. The league held a reception 
for Garnet in her home on September 7, 1911, with music and poetry. Garnet 
distributed suffrage literature she had gathered at the congress to members of  
the league. In addition to Steward’s rereading of  the paper she had presented 
at the congress, both W. E. B. Du Bois, who had also attended the congress, 
and Addie Hunton spoke on related topics. Many prominent people attended, 
including college president and professor John Hope and his wife, Lugenia 
Burns, from Atlanta; Verina Morton-Jones; Maritcha Lyons; and other mem-
bers of  the Equal Suffrage League.143 Garnet died within twenty-four hours of  
that reception, and Brooklyn lost one of  its foremost activists.

Black women’s suffrage groups in New York encountered other difficulties 
as they sought to strengthen their connections to the broader woman suffrage 
movement. By October 1911, Alva Belmont had apparently lost interest in the 
branch headed by Irene Moorman. Moorman remarked on the club’s “loneli-
ness” and members’ desire to “ally themselves with a good live suffrage organi-
zation.”144 Sarah Mulrooney Ruhlin, the president of  the Women’s Progressive 
Political League, took over the Negro branch of  the Political Equality Club 
that month.145 Then, in a March 1913 column for the New York Age, the jour-
nalist May Martel demanded that more black women participate in the suf-
frage struggle and criticized those who led the clubs but had been chosen more 
for a “glib tongue and suave manner” than for a commitment to the suffrage 
movement. She claimed that the organization under Mrs. O. H. P. Belmont had 
“gone to pieces.” A thinly-veiled criticism of  Moorman, the column seemed to 
presage a dearth of  suffrage club reporting in the black newspapers.146

In spite of  less publicity concerning their activities, quite a few black 
women retained their commitment to woman suffrage. Annie K. Lewis and 
the “stepladder speaker” and socialist Helen Holman led suffragists in Har-
lem, a place where the New York State Woman Suffrage Party estimated 
at least 15,000 African American women would be eligible to vote once 
enfranchised.147 Holman contended that “woman’s work has moved from 
the home to the factories, to the trusts. We must therefore enter politics to 
rear our race with health. If  women don’t know any more about politics 
than the average man, I’ll guarantee we will get along.”148 The Empire State 
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Federation of  Women’s Clubs continued to hold meetings throughout the 
suffrage campaign. Maria Lawton hosted Mary Talbert, Mrs. Charlotte Dett 
of  Niagara Falls, and Mrs. M. A. Lee of  Rochester during a July 1914 federa-
tion meeting.149 Lyda Newman worked through the Negro Suffrage Head-
quarters in Manhattan, while Annie K. Lewis and the Colored Women’s Suf-
frage Club of  New York City led the “final push in Harlem.”150 The club had 
been meeting right along, hosting suffrage speakers—often white women, 
such as when Mrs. H. Edward Dreier and Mrs. D. W. Barker addressed club 
members at Carlton Hall in 1914.151

Black women’s suffrage activism began in the years after the Civil War and 
continued unabated throughout the battle for women’s voting rights. Black 
women leaders, often forerunners in their professions, dominated efforts for 
suffrage in New York. Seldom free to concentrate on just one aspect of  racial 
uplift, they sought political rights and racial equality. The historian Rosa-
lyn Terborg-Penn contends that black women “could not afford to dismiss 
class or race in favor of  sex as the major cause of  oppression among Black 
women.”152 Far too many issues required their attention, and they could not 
promote racial uplift nor ignore racism and economic woes in the sole inter-
est of  enfranchisement. Their club work helped them to “challenge insti-
tutions in society that restricted black rights.”153 Beyond their activism as 
members of  the Equal Suffrage League, the Susan B. Anthony Club, or other 
suffrage organizations, black women incorporated suffrage goals into virtu-
ally all aspects of  their activism.

Although some black and white women tried to integrate the movement, 
which would have added greater strength to the woman suffrage coalition 
in New York State, the groups for the most part remained separate from 
each other.154 Despite their frustration with racist aspects of  white women’s 
organizations, black women usually cooperated when white women made 
overtures, while remaining loyal to the goal of  racial uplift. Black women 
forged inroads, connecting to white women’s suffrage activism, by establish-
ing relationships with white suffrage activists, affiliating their organizations 
wherever possible, attending white women’s conventions, and involving 
themselves in state-level legislative efforts. However, black women refused to 
accept marginalization. Fannie Barrier Williams counseled women against 
discouragement by writing that black women “are furnishing material for 
the first chapter and shall some day recite the discouragements endured, 
the oppositions conquered, and the triumph of  their faith in themselves.”155 
In the meantime, black women’s suffrage contributions were critical to the 
ultimate victory of  women’s enfranchisement.
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