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Lillian Thomas Fox, December 31, 1889, shortly before embarking on 
her career as a journalist. (Library of Congress)

Though Byrd Parker did not survive to see his daughter 

into adulthood, he likely would have been proud of her. Parker’s 
accomplished daughter, Lillian Thomas Fox, born in Chicago 
around 1854 and raised in Oshkosh, continued her father’s cam-
paign of social and political activism.1 As a young adult, limited 
by the narrow range of jobs open to African American women 
in the North, she worked as a hairdresser in Oshkosh.2 Things 
changed after she moved to Indianapolis in the 1880s, where by 
the early 1890s she had begun working as a reporter and corre-
spondence editor for the Indianapolis Freeman, a black newspaper 
with a national audience. In 1900, she was hired as a columnist by 
the Indianapolis News, becoming the first African American to 
hold that role on a white Indiana newspaper.3

Like her father, Lillian Thomas Fox sought to improve the lives 
of African Americans. Her columns highlighted the accomplish-
ments of African Americans in Indianapolis and elsewhere. She 
was deeply involved with Colored Women’s Improvement Clubs 
on the Indianapolis, state and national levels, generally in leader-
ship roles. She helped to organize the Indianapolis Anti-Lynching 
League and worked to grant African Americans in Indiana access 

to tuberculosis treatment denied them at facilities that treated 
whites. A highly regarded public speaker, she gave talks across 
the United States.4

Lillian Thomas Fox did see the achievements of emancipation 
and suffrage for African American men, causes her father had 
devoted his life to achieving. Yet she also witnessed the backlash 
against black progress that followed. This took the form of white 
supremacy enshrined in Jim Crow laws in the South, and height-
ened racism and exclusion in the North, including in northeast 
Wisconsin and Indiana. Thomas Fox must have known of the 
violent racial cleansings of longstanding black communities that 
occurred in Decatur and Evansville, Indiana, in 1902 and 1903, as 
well as in many other states in the early decades of the twentieth 
century.5

Though she spent her life in the Midwest, Thomas Fox had at 
least one first-hand encounter with Jim Crow. Like her father, 
she participated in national conventions, and in 1896 traveled by 
train from Indiana to the “colored congress” at an Atlanta expo-
sition. Six miles south of Chattanooga, Tennessee, “Mrs. Fox was 
informed by the conductor that she would not be permitted to 
ride in the ladies’ coach, and must go to the ‘jim crow’ car.”6 She 
refused and was removed from the train. The conductor allowed 
Thomas Fox to return because northern passengers protested her 
ejection, but she preferred the discomfort of riding outside on the 
train platform on a cold winter night to the injustice of the Jim 
Crow car.7 Three years later, at a debate whose resolution read, 
“race prejudice is decreasing in the United States,” Thomas Fox 
answered strongly in the negative.8
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