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Becoming an American Daughter: Era Bell Thompson, North Dakota, and the World

Across decades of stewardship, Era Bell Thompson made Ebony the most widely read African American magazine in the United States. She midwifed Chicago’s Black Renaissance Literary movement. She was a traveler of extraordinary scale. Her personal memoir and Africa travelogue were hailed as a woman’s hopeful antidote to Richard Wright’s searing work. Yet astonishingly, her life and oeuvre have yet to be the subject of a book. This literary biography, organized by a focus on place, rectifies the omission. Paradoxically enough, I argue, Thompson’s far-flung worldly achievement was enabled by her upbringing in frontier North Dakota communities and her abiding ties with the state.
The study charts the surprising network of place she created between her early home, North Dakota; her long-time city of residence, Chicago; the region she viewed as the wellspring of Black culture, the South; and a host of international locations (especially in Africa and Latin America), assessing the role this network played in her identity, authorship, and career.
The biography is grounded in scholarship about African American print culture and travel writing and informed by theoretical work on women’s geographies. It draws extensively on Thompson’s personal archive at Chicago Public Library’s Vivian G. Harsh Research Collection of Afro-American History and Literature, along with smaller holdings across North Dakota. My goal is to help close the mid-twentieth-century gap in the scholarship of African American life narrative (post-Harlem Renaissance, pre-Civil Rights movement), shed light on an influential magazine, further map the African American West, and, most important, restore Thompson to critical visibility.
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