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Preface




During the era of Jim Crow—a period that spanned the years from the 1890s to the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s—a welter of state laws, municipal ordinances, and social customs racially segregated public and private life across the United States. Jim Crow, as both legal framework and social practice, shaped the everyday lives of three generations of African Americans. It determined where they worked, where they deposited their earnings, where they attended school, where and what they ate, what clothes they wore, how they raised their children, the music they listened to, the amusements they enjoyed, how they worshipped God, and the political action they pursued. The World of Jim Crow America: A Daily Life Encyclopedia is a two-volume work that captures these and many other daily life experiences in nearly 200 thematically arranged entries and in a collection of 35 primary-source documents. Together they reveal the depth and complexities of the lived experience of segregation—its legal boundaries, its social and cultural peculiarities, and its violent enforcement.

The World of Jim Crow America draws on the expertise of leading scholars from multiple academic disciplines who crafted entries in accessible but authoritative prose that incorporate the interpretations and insights of recent scholarship. The entries have been organized into 10 interrelated categories—Arts; Economics and Work; Family and Gender; Fashion and Appearance; Food and Drink; Housing and Community; Politics and Warfare; Recreation and Social Customs; Religion and Beliefs; and Science and Technology—that provide a useful starting point for information and research for students and general readers on a wide range of topics that cover the lives of ordinary people during the Jim Crow era. Each topical section opens with a brief introductory essay that places the entries arranged within that category into historical context. All entries contain a cross-listing of related entries, identified by topical category, that help readers draw connections across the subjects covered by these volumes. Each entry concludes with a short bibliography that guides readers to important print and electronic sources for further reading on the subject of the entry. Some entries contain sidebars that elaborate on the entry’s topic through biographical sketches, compelling anecdotes, or other related facts and information that provide greater depth.

The World of Jim Crow America contains several other features that supplement the entries. An introduction places the Jim Crow era in its historical and historiographical context. A chronology provides a time line of key events of the Jim Crow years. The selected bibliography directs readers to important and influential sources of information on the history of segregation. The primary-source document selections from the Jim Crow era further illustrate the themes and subjects covered by the entries. Each primary source contains a brief introduction that places the documents in historical context and assesses what it reveals about everyday life under Jim Crow. Readers should heed a word of caution. Many of the primary sources and topical entries contain words and phrases and describe subject matter that will offend modern ears and sensibilities. Most of these are racial slurs, direct references to racial stereotypes, and gruesome accounts of racially motivated violence. Although the words, subject matter, and arguments of these documents are truly vile, they were central to the everyday world of Jim Crow. They have thus been retained to remind readers of the power of language in reinforcing the social, cultural, and political order of segregation.

These 10 topical sections of entries and supplemental features reveal the world of Jim Crow that lay behind the laws that sanctioned racial segregation and the statutes and state constitutional amendments that deprived African Americans of the right to vote in elections. These volumes invite student readers and researchers as well as interested nonspecialist readers to explore those arenas of work, family, community, politics, travel, leisure, fashion, cuisine, and others. At the same time, these volumes also expose the human costs of Jim Crow by uncovering the violence, deprivation, and injustices integral to that world. Although the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s overturned the legal edifice of Jim Crow, American society remains today a product of the racial inequalities that the world of Jim Crow created and perpetuated.


Introduction




On December 28, 1862, just days before President Abraham Lincoln (1809–1865) issued the Emancipation Proclamation, the African American abolitionist Frederick Douglass (ca. 1818–1895) cautioned an audience gathered at the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church in Rochester, New York, to restrain their exuberance. Although he believed that all opponents of slavery should celebrate the coming of emancipation as a day of jubilee, he reminded his listeners that abolition did not mean that the struggle for freedom had come to an end. Now was no time to rest. Because emancipation would not extinguish the “malignant slaveholding sentiment” so deeply embedded in American society, he urged the “friends of freedom” to remain eternally vigilant in defense of liberty. And the challenge ahead would be formidable. African Americans may no longer be the slaves of a single master, but they will now encounter new enemies determined to make them slaves of society. Douglass’s warning proved only too prescient. The ratification of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments to the Constitution empowered ex-slaves to briefly exercise their civil and political rights. But in the wake of Reconstruction, a new generation of white supremacists ascended to political power, who, as Douglass had feared, conspired to undermine the citizenship rights of African Americans. By the end of the century, a color line had descended across the nation. In the South, in particular, an elaborate system of racial segregation confined black people to inferior spaces, excluded them from the political process, and denied them equal access to everything from a quality public education to equal justice in the court system.

The state laws, municipal ordinances, and social customs that combined to create the racial caste system of the United States came to be called Jim Crow. The term Jim Crow originated from a popular 19th-century minstrel show created by the white playwright and entertainer Thomas Dartmouth “Daddy” Rice (1808–1860). Rice invented the persona of Jim Crow, a groveling, comical, and simple-minded plantation slave, whom he featured in hundreds of song-and-dance routines that mocked and caricatured the dialect and behaviors of blacks. In the post–Civil War years, the Jim Crow character became the icon of segregation, whose image embodied white America’s demeaning attitudes toward black people. Jim Crow was thus the very servant of society that Frederick Douglass feared and, as such, was a fitting term for the social, cultural, economic, and political subordination of African Americans.

Historians disagree on how and when Jim Crow began. Some historians, such as the late C. Vann Woodward (1908–1999), define Jim Crow narrowly as a legal system of laws and regulations. Since Southern states did not pass Jim Crow laws until the end of the 19th century, Jim Crow thus did not inevitably emerge from the ashes of the South’s old regime of racial slavery. Instead, a fluid period of forgotten alternatives preceded the advent of Jim Crow. For Woodward, this codification and rigid enforcement of racial segregation at the end of the 19th century represented a sharp break from the past. Other historians emphasize the pre-1890 versions of segregation, arguing that there was less fluidity in racial interaction than historians like Woodward presumed. They argue that racial segregation by custom, habit, and tradition had long existed in the United States and that an emphasis on the laws that Southern states passed in the 1890s and early 1900s overlooks these important historical antecedents. For these historians, Jim Crow laws ratified prevailing practices.

Despite these disagreements of interpretation and definition, most historians acknowledge that segregation became formalized, codified, and institutionalized in the 1890s. By the early 20th century, segregation governed all aspects of everyday life in the South, including work and leisure, love and marriage, health and well-being, even birth and death. All Southern states (as well as many outside of the South) passed laws that prohibited interracial marriages. The U.S. military maintained segregated units of its armed services. Employers, often in collusion with labor unions, refused to hire black workers or established workplace rules that confined blacks to unskilled, low-wage, and insecure jobs with no opportunity for promotion and occupational mobility. Segregation forced blacks to eat at separate lunch counters, drink from separate water fountains, ride in separate sections of trains and streetcars, sit in the balconies of movie theaters, attend segregated schools, and even swear their oaths in court on Jim Crow Bibles. Municipalities either excluded blacks from public parks and playgrounds, libraries, swimming pools, and other amenities or provided them with grossly inferior ones. The introduction of new technologies and institutions expanded rather than relaxed the reach of segregation. Well into the 20th century, states and municipalities passed new Jim Crow laws that mandated racial segregation of hospitals, taxicabs, interstate bus lines, and airports.

The disfranchisement of African Americans made statutory segregation possible. In the decades after the Civil War, former slaves and freeborn blacks allied with Southern white Republicans to forge the country’s first experiment in interracial democracy. The Reconstruction-era amendments to the U.S. Constitution gave blacks a powerful opening to political participation. During Reconstruction, they served as delegates to Southern state constitutional conventions and won election to local and statewide political office. The biracial political coalitions that came to power in Southern states during Reconstruction promoted progressive political agendas that provided state funding for the construction of roads, hospitals, and other public infrastructures; established state boards of health; provided public relief for the poor, aged, and disabled; and, most significantly, created the South’s first statewide systems of public education. They passed laws that protected black voting rights; prohibited racial segregation of public schools, common carriers, and public accommodations; and abolished public whipping posts. Even after Reconstruction formally ended in 1877, African Americans in the South continued to vote, hold political office, and support biracial political coalitions that continued to periodically come to power in places like Virginia, Texas, and North Carolina.

The white segregationists who ascended to political power in Southern states at the end of the 19th century were determined to overthrow this legacy of black political activism. They convened conventions that rewrote state constitutions and that authorized state legislatures to pass new laws—deftly written in race-neutral language that did not violate the letter of the Fifteenth Amendment—that suppressed the black vote. Poll taxes, literacy tests, grandfather clauses, and complicated voter registration requirements combined to reduce the number of blacks who could vote in elections. Black voter turnout had been as high as 90 percent during Reconstruction; under the disfranchisement regimes of the Jim Crow era, it plummeted. In many places, fewer than 3 percent of eligible black voters even bothered to register to vote. Disfranchisement thus assured that a biracial political coalition could never regain control of state and local government. Consequently, African Americans lost all political leverage and were powerless to block the avalanche of segregation laws and ordinances that states and municipalities passed. Moreover, without access to the formal political process, African Americans could not compel state legislatures or city councils to invest public resources in their communities or properly fund vital social services such as education and public health.

In a series of landmark court decisions in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the Supreme Court ruled that neither disfranchisement nor segregation violated the Constitution. In 1903, the court heard a case brought by Jackson Giles (1859–?) of Montgomery, Alabama, who filed a class-action lawsuit against the city’s board of registrars on behalf of himself and 5,000 other blacks who had been denied the right to vote under the state’s constitution. The court issued a ruling so evasive—claiming that it had no jurisdiction in the matter—that it simply assented to the state’s system of suffrage restrictions. Legions of critics denounced the ruling as oblique and gutless, condemning it as the second Dred Scott decision. Although, in 1915, the high court did overturn Oklahoma’s grandfather clause, the ruling did nothing to restore or protect black voting rights. The court ruled more directly on the constitutionality of statutory segregation. In 1883, the court ruled that the Civil Rights Act of 1875—a Reconstruction-era federal law that banned racial discrimination in public accommodations and on common carriers—was unenforceable under the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. Even before the court vacated federal civil rights law, Southern states had begun to pass statutes mandating “separate but equal” seating accommodations on railroads. African Americans mounted a legal challenge to these laws, but in 1896 the Supreme Court ruled in the infamous case of Plessy v. Ferguson that such laws that did not violate the Constitution’s guarantee of equal protection under the law. “Separate but equal” had become the law of the land.

Separate almost always meant unequal. Nowhere was this truer than in public education. Throughout the Jim Crow era, public school districts in the South consistently underfunded black schools. Black children often attended school in dilapidated buildings that lacked proper heating, lighting, and plumbing. Such schools lacked adequate classroom furniture and were often deficient in essential supplies such as books, paper, and pencils. Sometimes a single, often poorly trained, teacher was responsible for educating as many as 75 children of varying ages. In rural districts, the academic year was often delayed until after the fall cotton harvest and ended early in spring so that children could return to the fields to help with the planting season. Under such conditions, racial disparities in education widened. Thus, even if African Americans gained greater access to formal education over the Jim Crow era, they received far less schooling relative to white children. Separate schools not only sustained racial inequality but also expanded it.

African Americans responded to the reach of Jim Crow in diverse ways. At one level, as some historians have argued, African Americans accepted segregation as preferable to the alternative of exclusion. In the early years of Reconstruction (1865–1867) before Congress intervened to set federal Reconstruction policy, white Southerners tried to institutionalize black exclusion through the passing of black codes. Such laws excluded blacks from access to hospitals, asylums, schools, and public accommodations. Black codes prohibited African Americans from carrying firearms, renting property, assembling without the presence of white people, and even preaching to their own congregations without the permission of white authorities. The segregationist regime that emerged by the end of the century, if nothing else, guaranteed blacks access to accommodations and services from which they had once been excluded. When African Americans waged protests in the early years of Jim Crow, much of their resistance focused less on making demands for integrated facilities than it did on challenging policies of exclusion or unequal treatment.

At another level, segregation opened space for the emergence of black institutions under black control. First and foremost, blacks established their own church congregations that became vital community institutions and social spaces. Black entrepreneurs created business enterprises that provided goods and services to a black consumer market. A professional class of black physicians, nurses, attorneys, and teachers catered to a black clientele excluded from access to medical care, legal advice, and integrated schools. They founded agricultural societies that promoted improved methods of planting and harvesting to black farmers. They formed independent labor unions that challenged racial discrimination at the workplace and within organized labor; they established a host of civic organizations, such as fraternal orders, mutual benefit societies, women’s clubs, and civil rights advocacy groups. They created their own leisure spaces, cultural venues, and sports leagues and produced their own art, theater, dance, film, music, and literature. They celebrated their own holidays, such as Emancipation Day, that affirmed the sacrifices of their ancestors who fought to save the union, destroy slavery, and win the constitutional rights of citizenship. These black spaces that emerged from segregation empowered African Americans to survive and challenge Jim Crow.

Even as blacks succeeded in building communities and institutions that sustained a sense of racial pride and accomplishment, they never accepted the logic or legitimacy of Jim Crow. For it was from within the separate spaces of segregation that black activists plotted Jim Crow’s demise. Black newspapers not only documented and celebrated black achievement but also challenged the legal and moral foundation of Jim Crow and exposed the cruelties of racial violence. Historically black colleges and universities trained the black lawyers who developed the legal strategies that contested the constitutionality of racial segregation and political disfranchisement that eventually succeeded in convincing the Supreme Court to overturn the separate-but-equal doctrine in Brown v. Board of Education (1954). Some of the most committed and courageous activists of the civil rights movement were veterans of black trade unions, segregated units of the American military, and black churches. In the wake of the Brown decision, they carried on a vigorous fight for school desegregation, access to public accommodations, the right to vote, and full and fair employment. Their actions finally compelled Congress to respond and pass the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. African American political resistance was thus as much a part of the world of Jim Crow as poll taxes, literacy tests, segregation ordinances, and racial violence. That resistant spirit destabilized the Jim Crow regime, leaving it vulnerable to its eventual overthrow.

Despite the collapse of Jim Crow’s legal foundations, white supremacy has endured in the United States. The era of segregation has left a deep legacy of racial disparities in wealth and income; employment opportunity; educational achievement; access to housing, health, and well-being; and rates of incarceration. Much as the coming of emancipation did not create a new world of freedom, the end of Jim Crow did not usher in a new day of racial equality. Frederick Douglass’s warning and command to the friends of freedom on the eve of the Emancipation Proclamation thus remains as relevant today as it was in 1862.
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	1865

	Confederacy surrenders, ending the Civil War.

United States ratifies the Thirteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution, abolishing slavery.

Missouri adopts new state constitution requiring racial segregation of public schools.




	1866

	Missouri passes law prohibiting interracial marriage.

Fisk University founded in Nashville, Tennessee.

U.S. Congress establishes the first all-black peacetime regiments of the regular U.S. Army, which come to be known as the “buffalo soldiers.”




	1867

	Howard University founded in Washington, DC.




	1868

	United States ratifies the Fourteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution, which defines U.S. citizens as all persons born or naturalized in the United States and prohibits state governments from passing laws that violate the rights of citizens or that deprive any person due process and equal protection of the law.

Arkansas passes law mandating racial segregation of public schools.

Louisiana adopts a new state constitution that provides for state-funded education and prohibits racial segregation of schools.

South Carolina passes law barring racial segregation of public education.

Hampton Agricultural and Industrial School (later Hampton Institute and then Hampton University) founded in Hampton, Virginia.




	1869

	South Carolina passes laws barring racial segregation on public carriers and accommodations and permits interracial marriage.




	1870

	United States ratifies the Fifteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution, which prohibits the federal and state governments from depriving any citizen of the right to vote based on “race, color, or previous condition of servitude.”

Tennessee adopts new state constitution that contains provisions prohibiting interracial marriage and requiring racial segregation of public schools.

Maryland and Virginia pass state laws establishing separate public schools for black children.




	1871

	Texas passes a law prohibiting racial segregation on public carriers.




	1872

	Georgia and West Virginia pass laws segregating public schools.




	1873

	Louisiana passes a law barring racial segregation on public accommodations and common carriers.

North Carolina and Virginia pass laws prohibiting interracial marriage.




	1875

	North Carolina adopts a new state constitution that mandates racial segregation of public education.

Congress passes the Civil Rights Act of 1875.




	1876

	Meharry Medical College, the first medical school for African Americans in the South, founded in Nashville, Tennessee.




	1877

	Compromise of 1877 settles the contested presidential election of 1876; the United States withdraws federal troops from the South, bringing an end to federal Reconstruction in the South.

Georgia legislature passes a cumulative poll tax law.

The black town of Nicodemus is founded in Kansas.




	1879

	Texas and South Carolina pass laws prohibiting interracial marriage.

The Readjuster Party, a biracial political coalition, wins control of the Virginia state legislature. It advances an ambitious reform agenda that promotes the interests of African Americans.

Exoduster migration of African Americans to Kansas.




	1880

	Black Baptist pastors convene in Montgomery, Alabama, to organize the Baptist Foreign Mission Convention, which would later become known as the National Baptist Convention, USA, Inc.




	1881

	Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute (originally named Normal School for Colored Teachers) is founded in Macon County, Alabama, with Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) as its first principal.

Tennessee passes the first comprehensive state law requiring racial segregation of passengers on railroads.




	1882

	South Carolina passes the eight-box voting law, the first state law designed to deliberately disfranchise illiterate voters.

West Virginia passes a law prohibiting interracial marriage.




	1883

	United States Supreme Court rules in the Civil Rights Cases that the Civil Rights Act of 1875 is unconstitutional.

A racially motivated riot in Danville, Virginia, on the eve of state elections enables the Democratic Party to defeat the Readjuster Party and regain control of the state’s General Assembly.




	1884

	Arkansas and Maryland pass laws prohibiting interracial marriage.




	1885

	Florida adopts a new state constitution that authorizes the payment of a poll tax as a prerequisite for registering to vote, mandates racial segregation of public schools, and prohibits interracial marriage.




	1886

	Colored Farmers’ National Alliance and Cooperative Union, known as the Colored Farmers’ Alliance, founded in Houston County, Texas.




	1887

	Florida passes a law requiring racial segregation of passengers on state railroads.




	1888

	Mississippi passes a separate train car law.

Capitol Savings Bank, the first black-owned bank to open in the United States, is founded in Washington, DC.




	1889

	United Confederate Veterans organized in New Orleans.

Tennessee General Assembly passes four acts that disfranchise most African American voters and large numbers of poor white voters.

Texas repeals the 1871 state law banning racial segregation on public carriers and passes a new law requiring racial segregation of passengers on railroads.




	1890

	Louisiana passes a separate train car law.

Mississippi adopts a new state constitution that, among other things, enforces the use of a literacy test and a poll tax that disfranchises most of the state’s black voters, restricts the ability of blacks to bear arms for self-defense, prohibits interracial marriage, and mandates racial segregation in the state’s public schools.

Congress passes the second Morrill Act (Agricultural College Act of 1890), which provides for the establishment of separate land-grant colleges for African Americans in states that excluded blacks from attending existing land-grant colleges. Nineteen historically black colleges and universities are founded or designated with land-grant status under the act.

Locust Street Settlement House is founded by Janie Porter Barrett in Hampton, Virginia.




	1891

	Arkansas General Assembly passes the Election Law of 1891, imposing severe barriers to African American voting.

Alabama and Arkansas pass laws requiring racial segregation of passengers on railroads. Georgia passes a similar law requiring racial segregation of passengers on all rail lines, including streetcars.

Kentucky adopts a new state constitution that mandates racial segregation of public schools.




	1892

	Arkansas adopts a poll tax amendment to its state constitution.

Kentucky passes a law requiring racial segregation of passengers on railroads.

Baltimore Afro-American newspaper is founded.

Ida B. Wells publishes Southern Horrors: Lynch Law in All Its Phases, an exposé of racially motivated mob violence.




	1893

	Highland Beach, Maryland, a black leisure resort, is founded by Charles Douglass.




	1894

	Populist/Republican biracial political coalition wins control of the North Carolina state legislature.

Kentucky passes a law requiring racial segregation of waiting rooms at railroad stations and depots.

Louisiana passes a law prohibiting interracial marriage.




	1895

	South Carolina adopts a new state constitution that requires all voters to pass a literacy test before registering to vote. The constitution also mandates racial segregation of public education.

United Daughters of the Confederacy organized in Atlanta.

Booker T. Washington delivers the Atlanta Compromise speech at the Cotton States and International Exposition in Atlanta.

National Association of Colored Physicians, Dentists, and Pharmacists (later called the National Medical Association) established.




	1896

	The United States Supreme Court rules in Plessy v. Ferguson that state and municipal laws that enforce racial segregation of public accommodations do not violate the Constitution.

National Association of Colored Women (later the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs) is founded in Washington, DC.




	1897

	Delaware adopts a new state constitution that mandates racial segregation of public schools.




	1898

	In Williams v. Mississippi, the United States Supreme Court upholds the constitutionality of the 1890 Mississippi state constitution that requires voters to pass a literacy test and pay a poll tax as a requirement of voter registration.

The United States defeats Spain in the Spanish-American War.

Louisiana adopts a new state constitution that imposes voter registration rules—literacy test, grandfather clause, property requirement, and residency requirement—that disfranchise African Americans. The constitution also mandates that the state General Assembly establish free public and racially segregated schools.

South Carolina passes a law requiring racial segregation of passengers on railroads.

North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Company, the first black-owned insurance company, is founded in Durham, North Carolina.

In the wake of the Democratic Party’s white supremacy election campaign in North Carolina, an orchestrated insurrection in Wilmington overthrows the city’s democratically elected Republican government. The Democratic Party regains control of state government.




	1899

	North Carolina and Virginia pass laws requiring racial segregation of passengers on railroads.




	1900

	North Carolina adopts new voter registration restrictions—literacy test, grandfather clause, poll tax, and stricter residency requirements—that disfranchise African Americans.

The National Negro Business League is founded by Booker T. Washington in Boston, Massachusetts.

Georgia legislature passes a white primary law.

African American activists in cities in Georgia and Alabama organize the first of many boycotts throughout the South against segregated streetcars.




	1901

	Alabama adopts a new state constitution that imposes voter registration rules—literacy test, grandfather clause, and poll tax—that disfranchise the state’s African Americans and poor whites; it also outlaws interracial marriage and mandates racial segregation of public education.

George Henry White of North Carolina, the last African American elected to Congress in the 19th century, leaves office and delivers his farewell address. White is the last African American to serve in Congress until 1929.




	1902

	Virginia adopts a new state constitution that repeals the universal male suffrage clause of the state’s 1869 constitution and replaces it with new restrictions, including a poll tax, on the eligibility of citizens to register to vote.

Texas ratifies a poll tax amendment to its state constitution.

Kentucky and Louisiana pass laws requiring racial segregation of passengers on streetcars.




	1903

	Texas passes the Terrell Election Law, which authorizes any county committee of the Democratic Party to bar blacks from voting in its primaries.

Arkansas passes a law requiring racial segregation of passengers on streetcars.

The town of Boley, which would become the largest predominantly black town in the United States, is founded in the Creek Nation, Indian Territory.

The U.S. Supreme Court in Giles v. Harris upholds the constitutionality of Alabama’s voter registration requirements.




	1904

	Maryland passes a law requiring racial segregation of passengers on railroads.

Mississippi passes a law requiring racial segregation of passengers on streetcars.




	1905

	Civil rights activists W. E. B. Du Bois and Monroe Trotter organize the Niagara Movement, a group dedicated to demanding “every single right that belongs to a freeborn American, political, civil and social.”

Florida and Tennessee pass laws mandating racial segregation of passengers on streetcars.

Chicago Defender, an African American newspaper, is founded by Robert S. Abbott.




	1906

	Atlanta race riot occurs (September 22–24).

North Carolina and Virginia pass laws mandating racial segregation of passengers on streetcars.

Alpha Phi Alpha, the first African American intercollegiate Greek-lettered fraternity, is founded at Cornell University.

African American Pentecostal preacher William J. Seymour leads the Azusa Street Revival in Los Angeles.

Tuskegee Institute’s Movable School program founded by educator George Washington Carver; United States Department of Agriculture hires Thomas More Campbell as its first black agricultural extension agent.




	1907

	Florida passes a law establishing racial segregation of waiting rooms and ticket windows at railroad depots.

Oklahoma state constitution mandates that the state legislature provide for racially segregated public schools.

Oklahoma passes a law requiring voters to pass a literacy test; a grandfather clause exempts those who had been eligible to vote on January 1, 1866, or were descendants of such persons.

Texas passes a law requiring streetcars to comply with the 1889 separate coach law.

The Jeanes Foundation, also called the Negro Rural School Fund, is founded by Quaker philanthropist Anna T. Jeanes.




	1908

	Georgia adopts an amendment to its state constitution that requires voters to pass a literacy test; a grandfather clause exempts military veterans or voters who were the descendants of military veterans.

Maryland passes a law requiring racial segregation of passengers on streetcars.

Oklahoma passes a law prohibiting interracial marriage.

National Association of Colored Graduate Nurses is founded.

Alpha Kappa Alpha, the first African American intercollegiate Greek-lettered sorority, is founded at Howard University.

Jack Johnson defeats Tommy Burns to become the world’s first black world heavyweight boxing champion.




	1909

	National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) is founded in New York City.

Texas passes a law requiring racial segregation of waiting rooms at railroad stations.




	1910

	City of Baltimore, Maryland, passes an ordinance to segregate black and white residential neighborhoods.

The African American newspaper Pittsburgh Courier is founded with Robert Vann as editor.

Madam C. J. Walker Manufacturing Company, producer of African American cosmetics and hair-care products, is founded in Indianapolis, Indiana.




	1911

	National League on Urban Conditions among Negroes (later named the National Urban League) is founded in New York City.

Arkansas passes “one-drop rule” law that makes interracial cohabitation a felony and defines a Negro as a person with “any Negro blood whatever.”




	1912

	Colored Intercollegiate Athletic Association (later renamed the Central Intercollegiate Athletic Association), the first African American intercollegiate athletic conference, is founded.




	1913

	The presidential administration of Woodrow Wilson implements and enforces racial segregation of federal government agencies.

National Alliance of Postal Employees, a predominantly black postal workers union, is founded.

Pioneer African American filmmaker William Foster produces his first feature film, The Porter.




	1914

	Universal Negro Improvement Association is founded by Marcus Garvey (1887–1940).




	1915

	Black migration to Northern cities begins the Great Migration.

In Guinn v. United States, the United States Supreme Court overturns Oklahoma’s grandfather clause as an unconstitutional violation of the Fifteenth Amendment.

The film Birth of a Nation premiers.

National Negro Health Week program is established by Booker T. Washington.




	1916

	Amenia New York Conference, in which black leaders find consensus on the goals of black enfranchisement, the abolition of lynching, the enforcement of laws protecting civil rights, and the encouragement of all forms of education, takes place.




	1917

	In Buchanan v. Warley, the United States Supreme Court strikes down municipal ordinances requiring residential segregation.

United States enters World War I in April.

East St. Louis race riot occurs; NAACP organizes the Silent Protest Parade in New York City in response.




	1918

	Armistice ends World War I on November 11.




	1919

	Hundreds of African Americans die in more than three dozen riots in what civil rights activist James Weldon Johnson calls the Red Summer. Ten black veterans are killed by lynch mobs.

North Carolina adopts an amendment to its state constitution that eliminates the payment of a poll tax as a requirement for voting.

NAACP publishes Thirty Years of Lynching in the United States, 1889–1918.

Commission on Interracial Cooperation is founded in Atlanta.

National Brotherhood Workers of America, the largest organization of black workers, is founded.




	1920

	The film Within Our Gates, produced and directed by black filmmaker Oscar Micheaux, premiers.

The Negro National League, the first black professional baseball league, is founded.




	1921

	Tulsa race riot destroys the African American community of Greenwood in Tulsa, Oklahoma.




	1922

	The House of Representatives passes the Dyer Anti-Lynching Bill but is defeated in the Senate by a filibuster of Southern Democrats.




	1923

	Texas passes white primary law that bars blacks from voting in the state’s Democratic Party primaries.




	1924

	Virginia General Assembly passes the Racial Integrity Act and the Sterilization Act.




	1925

	Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters is founded.




	1926

	United Golfers Association, an organization of black professional golfers, is founded and stages the first annual Negro National Open tournament.

Negro History Week (which would later become Black History Month) is first established by Carter G. Woodson.




	1929

	African American consumer activists organize the first “don’t buy where you can’t work” boycott in Chicago.

Stock market crashes in October.

Oscar De Priest of Illinois, the first African American elected to Congress in the 20th century, takes office.




	1930

	National Pan-Hellenic Council, an umbrella organization of African American fraternities and sororities, is founded.

Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching is founded by Jesse Daniel Ames in Atlanta, Georgia.




	1932

	Tuskegee syphilis study begins in Alabama.




	1934

	Louisiana repeals its poll tax.

Tyler Barber College, the first barber college for black students, is founded by Henry Morgan in Tyler, Texas.




	1935

	American Beach—one of the few recreational beaches open to black patrons in the southeastern United States—is founded in Jacksonville, Florida.




	1936

	Victor Green publishes the first edition of The Negro Travelers’ Green Book.

Track star Jesse Owens wins four gold medals at the Summer Olympic Games in Berlin, Germany.




	1937

	Florida abolishes its poll tax.

Joe Louis defeats James Braddock to become the first black heavyweight boxing champion since Jack Johnson.




	1939

	National Negro Bowling Association is founded.




	1941

	President Franklin D. Roosevelt issues Executive Order No. 8802 in June establishing the Fair Employment Practice Committee.

United States enters World War II in December.




	1944

	In Smith v. Allwright the United States Supreme Court rules that the 1923 Texas white primary law is unconstitutional.




	1945

	World War II ends.




	1946

	Los Angeles Rams sign Kenny Washington, breaking the unofficial color barrier in the National Football League.




	1947

	Jackie Robinson plays his first game for the Brooklyn Dodgers, breaking Major League Baseball’s color line.




	1948

	President Harry Truman issues Executive Order No. 9981 abolishing racial discrimination in the United States Armed Forces.

The United States Supreme Court rules in Shelley v. Kraemer that racial restrictive covenants in the sale and occupation of real estate cannot be enforced by the courts.




	1950

	The National Basketball Association integrates.

American Bowling Congress, bowling’s national governing body, ends its policy of excluding African Americans from membership.




	1953

	African Americans in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, organize a citywide boycott of the municipal bus system.




	1954

	The United States Supreme Court rules in Brown v. Board of Education that state laws mandating racially segregated public schools are unconstitutional.




	1955

	Emmett Till is murdered by lynching in Mississippi in August.

Montgomery bus boycott begins in December.




	1956

	The United States Supreme Court affirms lower court ruling that laws mandating racial segregation on state and municipal buses are unconstitutional.




	1961

	The Professional Golfers Association repeals its “whites only” clause, opening membership to African Americans.




	1964

	Congress passes and President Lyndon Johnson signs the Civil Rights Act of 1964.

States ratify the Twenty-Fourth Amendment of the United States Constitution, which prohibits states from requiring the payment of a poll tax as a condition for voting in federal elections.




	1965

	Congress passes and President Lyndon Johnson signs the Voting Rights Act of 1965.




	1967

	The United States Supreme Court rules in Loving v. Virginia that laws prohibiting interracial marriage are unconstitutional.






ARTS
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INTRODUCTION

In complex and multiple ways, Jim Crow shaped the cultural and artistic landscape of the United States between the 1880s and the 1960s. Architectural design organized the racial boundaries of public space, excluding blacks from some places and segregating them from whites in many others. During the Jim Crow era, one could hardly enter a public space—a courthouse, hospital, library, restroom, lunch counter, theater, playground, swimming pool, railroad station, bus terminal, and more—without encountering a sign that designated those spaces as “white” or “colored.” These signs served as daily reminders that African Americans had to stay in their place. In much the same way, American cultural output that catered to predominantly white audiences during the period—live theater, film, advertising, music, and literature—created and perpetuated racial stereotypes, ridiculed black life, and mocked the aspirations of black people. In response, African Americans created their own countercultural currents that contested black exclusion and subverted prevailing racial stereotypes.

Jim Crow gave birth to new, distinctively American musical genres. Some African American artists drew on a rich lode of work songs and a black oral tradition to create the blues, a musical sound that expressed the full range of emotions in the lived experiences of working-class blacks during Jim Crow. At the same time, other black musicians experimented with mixing a variety of musical forms, creating jazz. Though far less numerous than their blues and jazz contemporaries, African American composers of classical music likewise incorporated motifs from everyday music such as spirituals to create an American sound within the classical music tradition. The popularity of the music that blacks created opened a space for a black consumer market in recorded music. Those who wished to hear live music flocked to jook joints and other venues where they could relax and escape the stress and demands of everyday life.

Another genre of entertainers—actors, stage directors, screenwriters, and filmmakers—used the theater to contest the derogatory portrayal of black people in American culture. African American stage artists debated whether an authentic black theater should confine itself to simply portraying the richness of black life and culture or whether it should be more self-consciously political in directly confronting racism in American society. Regardless, African Americans eagerly supported black-owned theaters and cinemas, where they saw absorbing stage performances and race films that featured talented all-black casts in productions that elevated their consciousness.

Black writers challenged the condescending narratives of black people that saturated American literature. They expressed their everyday stories in a range of artistic forms, including folktales, work songs, children’s books, literature, and newspapers. Black journalists created a vibrant black press that documented the range of activities—social, cultural, economic, political, and religious—that constituted daily life in black communities. African Americans thus used artistic expressions—whether in song, on stage, or in print—to affirm their sense of self-worth and accomplishment, to claim their rightful place in American society, and to imagine an America radically transformed with a revolutionary new set of values about justice and equity.

ACTORS




Black actors first appeared on stage in the United States as early as 1821, when William Alexander Brown (fl. 1821–1825) opened a small theater known as the African Grove in Manhattan; this was long before the Great Migration, yet these actors still inspired black mobility. At the Grove, amateur black actors appeared in William Shakespeare’s (1564–1616) Richard III and were arrested for doing so before eventually being released without charges after promising never to perform Shakespeare again. One Grove performer, James Hewlett (fl. 1821–1832), ultimately succeeded as a professional actor and inspired the 14-year-old Ira Aldridge (1807–1867) to pursue the same. Aldridge then moved to Europe and became the period’s best-known African American actor.

From 1823, when the Grove closed, through the first decade of the 20th century, black actors appeared in popular variety forms such as blackface minstrel shows, vaudeville, and musical comedies. Therefore, the term actor refers to performers who did more than act. They danced, sang, cracked jokes, and entertained both white and black audiences—always from behind the blackface mask. Beginning in the 1830s, black performers obtained geographic and some social mobility as they toured both the United States and Europe in otherwise white minstrel troupes. For example, black dancer William Henry “Juba” Lane (ca. 1825–1852), who is often cited as the first professional tap dancer, wowed audiences with his remarkable leg- and footwork. Thomas Dilward (fl. 1866–1878), known as Japanese Tommy, played the violin, sang, danced, and performed comedy sketches, often playing women in drag.

Between 1855 and the 1870s, African Americans even managed their own all-black minstrel troupes. Traveling throughout the United States, they provided many younger African Americans with their first exposure to show business. For example, a young Sherman Houston Dudley (1872–1940) caught a black minstrel show in his small Texas hometown, inspiring him to leave home to pursue a career in vaudeville. Years later, in 1912, after succeeding as a wildly popular comedian, he started the first black vaudeville circuit that was both managed and performed by black people for black audiences throughout the South and Midwest.

At the dawn of the 20th century, up-and-coming African American actors began writing and producing full musical comedies. For example, Bert Williams (1874–1922) and George Walker (1872–1911) had garnered such enormous popularity in vaudeville as the comedy duo Williams and Walker that by 1903 they produced and starred in In Dahomey, one of the first musicals written, performed, and produced by black artists to appear on Broadway. They even performed the show for King Edward VII (1841–1910) in England. The creative team included Aida Overton Walker (1880–1914) as actress, dancer, and choreographer, making her the first professional black female in that field. When her husband, George Walker, died during the run of their show Bandana Land (1911), she left her own role to replace him. She proved such a hit in the part that she left the production and became a vaudeville star on her own. Left without a partner, Williams went on to headline Florenz Ziegfeld’s (1867–1932) extravagant Follies in the 1910s, effectively integrating that “all-American” institution.

Other women also appeared in musical comedies and vaudeville as singers, dancers, and blackface comedians. For instance, Ida Forsyne (1883–1983) combined her terrific dancing and comedy skills by performing her signature “sack dance,” which she did from inside a potato sack, costumed as the child Topsy from Uncle Tom’s Cabin. The Whitman Sisters, a vaudeville troupe comprised of sisters Mabel (1880–1942), Essie (1882–1963), Alberta (“Bert”) (1887–1964), and Alice Whitman (1900–1969), managed their own show and drew crowds on both black and white vaudeville circuits for nearly 40 years between the 1890s and the 1930s. A young Bill “Bojangles” Robinson (ca. 1878–1949) got his first job in show business touring as a dancer with them.

In the years of the Great Migration and the Harlem Renaissance, black musicals returned to popularity when the vaudeville duo of Flournoy Miller (1885–1971) and Aubrey Lyles (1884–1932) opened their smash hit Shuffle Along (1921). That musical solidified the careers of lyricist and actor Noble Sissle (1889–1975) as well as Lottie Gee (fl. 1904–late 1920s), Adelaide Hall (1901–1993), Florence Mills (1896–1927), and a young Josephine Baker (1906–1975). At the same time, folk plays about black life also became popular, giving many black actors their first chance to appear in serious dramas. In 1920, Charles Gilpin (1878–1930) played the title role in Eugene O’Neill’s The Emperor Jones on Broadway. Rose McClendon (1884–1936), who originated the role of Serena in Dorothy (1890–1961) and DuBose Heyward’s (1885–1940) play Porgy in 1927 before establishing her own theater company, appeared in Langston Hughes’s (1902–1967) melodrama Mulatto in 1935. That performance reminded Broadway audiences why she was considered the greatest black actress of her day.





TRAVELING BLACK ACTORS

Arguably, black actors participated in the Great Migration even before it began. Touring the United States as early as the 1830s, they introduced African Americans in small cities and rural areas to new opportunities heretofore unknown to them, not to mention the possibility of succeeding as professional entertainers. In addition to that significant work, they also gained new perspectives of social belonging when traveling abroad, which they brought back with them when they returned home.

Touring the United States certainly had many positive aspects for black actors but it also brought with it serious challenges. Because black vaudeville’s popularity was at its height between 1912 and the early 1930s, these actors often found themselves in hostile environments as they toured throughout the South during the height of Jim Crow segregation and the threat of lynching. Only a very few of the most successful entertainers had the luxury of refusing to perform in the South, as Bert Williams (1874–1922) did. In some Southern towns, the actors were not allowed to enter the front door of the very theaters where they were scheduled to perform. They were also unable to secure accommodations in most public hotels and were forced to find black-only establishments, which were usually on the outskirts of town. In addition to these challenges, at times they had to carry employment certification papers provided by white managers and to contend with local curfews established for African Americans, which were often before their shows ended, making a routine trip from the theater to their lodgings dangerous business. As a result, many local black families opened their homes to these traveling actors, giving them safe places to eat and sleep before heading on to their next destination.






McClendon and many others perhaps benefited most from the 19 Negro Units of the Works Progress Administration’s Federal Theatre Project (FTP) in 1935. In cities with large black populations, such as Los Angeles, Seattle, Chicago, and New York, these units provided black actors the chance to appear in classic plays by William Shakespeare (1564–1616) and George Bernard Shaw (1856–1950) and operettas by W. S. Gilbert (1836–1911) and Arthur Sullivan (1842–1900). Jack Carter (1902–1967), the original Crown in Porgy, played the title role in Orson Welles’s (1915–1985) so-called voodoo Macbeth (1936), set on a fictional Caribbean island. Other actors, such as Frank Silvera (1914–1970) and Canada Lee (1907–1952), appeared in new plays that seriously addressed black life in big cities, such as Theodore Ward’s (1902–1983) Big White Fog (1938). Public interest in plays that represented black city life long outlasted the FTP, perhaps best exemplified by Lorraine Hansberry’s (1930–1965) A Raisin in the Sun (1959), which featured Sidney Poitier (1927–), Ruby Dee (1922–2014), Claudia McNeil (1917–1993), Ossie Davis (1917–2005), and Douglas Turner Ward (1930–), who would go on to establish the Negro Ensemble Company in 1967.
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The Great Migration and the Harlem Renaissance made possible the careers of black stage actors such as Charles Gilpin of the Lafayette Players of Harlem. In 1920, Gilpin entertained thousands of Broadway theater-goers with his electric performances of the character Brutus in Eugene O’Neill’s play The Emperor Jones. (John D. Kisch/Separate Cinema Archive/Getty Images)

Shane Breaux

See also: Arts: Live Theater; Race Films; Science and Technology: Television; Primary Documents: “Black Men and Women of the Stage” (Aida Overton Walker, 1912)
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ARCHITECTURE




Between 1880 and 1960, the American landscape was transformed by the legal mandates and racial assumptions of the Jim Crow era. In the decades following Reconstruction, public officials, architectural firms, local businesses, government agencies, and national corporations erected a distinct “architecture of racial segregation.” Flourishing in the first half of the 20th century, these places represent a unique chapter in the history of the American built environment, when racial ideology influenced design form. This story of race and space tells us much about the day-to-day experience of segregation, particularly for African Americans. The architecture of racial segregation represented an effort to shape the behavior of individuals and, thereby, to manage contact in general between whites and blacks. Segregation was established architecturally in two major ways: through isolation and through partitioning.

Architectural isolation was a spatial strategy of white supremacy that kept whites and blacks apart, isolated from one another. The core idea of architectural isolation was that racial contact should be minimized by requiring blacks and whites to inhabit completely separate spheres in the conduct of their daily lives. Exclusive white spaces could be created either by the mandate of law or by the unwritten rules of social custom, but the intent was the same: the exclusion of African Americans from public facilities such as schools, libraries, swimming pools, and parks and from private establishments like hotels, restaurants, and stores. Signs frequently designated spaces for the exclusive use of whites, but signage was often unnecessary because white space was commonly recognized and acknowledged. In a small town, everyone knew that the white doctor did not treat black patients in his office.

To maintain exclusive white space, public authorities sometimes had to provide similar spaces for blacks. In this way, exclusion could force duplication. Separate schools, the “negro area” of state parks, and separate public housing were all duplicative spaces established by state and local government. As public policy, duplication represented a feeble nod to providing “separate but equal” facilities that were emphatically separate but never equal.

During Jim Crow, time was also used to create isolated racial spaces. Who used a space was determined by the day of the week, time of day, or time of year. Public facilities in cities might be open to African Americans one day per week: a zoo open on Tuesdays for blacks would post a sign at the entrance announcing “No white people allowed in zoo today.” When training areas on U.S. Army posts like a firing range were shared, racial isolation was achieved by scheduling white and black use at different times.

Architectural partitioning was a strategy that separated whites and blacks in facilities that were shared by both races. A degree of racial mixing was tolerated, but contact was managed and minimized. A common way to delineate boundaries between black and white spaces was the construction of separate entrances leading to separate interior rooms, as in railroad stations, courthouses, and hospitals. Movie theaters created a racial boundary by seating black moviegoers in the balcony and reserving main-floor seating for white patrons. In other places, a mere length of rope could function as an effective physical barrier that invented separate lines at a shop’s cash register or divided the sand and water on beaches. The malleable partition was a fluid and fluctuating—but known—boundary. Whites boarding streetcars sat in the front and filled toward the rear; blacks filled from the back forward. Generally a space without passengers separated the groups, and the size fluctuated as passengers got off and on. The challenge of segregating a small enclosed space came as the vehicle filled and the empty middle ground disappeared. The white conductor, who had the authority of a police officer, would command blacks to move farther toward the rear and whites to sit nearer the front, creating a migrating but enforceable racial divide.

When a place was open to both races, it was essential to delineate appropriate from inappropriate behaviors. Custom, rather than law, tended to define these racial parameters. In shops, white customers were served first, even if a black shopper had been waiting longer. Blacks were usually welcome to spend money in white-owned department stores, but they were not tolerated at lunch counters or in tea rooms, nor were they allowed to try on clothes in fitting rooms. Because the rules of behavioral separation differed from city to city and state to state, African American travelers had to learn how to navigate distant racial terrains. Where to get a meal or just a drink of water? Where to find a toilet? Was the park off-limits? Could blacks make a call from that phone booth or was it for whites only?

African Americans often minimized indignities in their day-to-day lives by choosing to avoid places like movie theaters. When one could not completely avoid some activities, such as shopping, the key was careful planning. Before making the trip to Main Street, blacks ate a meal, had a glass of water, and used the bathroom at home. Such foresight lessened the chances that they would have to buy a take-away meal from a restaurant that would serve but not seat them, drink from a colored water fountain, or search for a colored toilet.

The most elaborate architectural response to the imposed architecture of segregation was the creation of alternative spaces. Largely the product of African American initiative and innovation, these “black spaces” promised a landscape of everyday options.

In the public sector, alternative spaces filled the gaps left by the refusal of white authorities to offer public services such as health care and education. Medical care was always elusive for African Americans, but dedicated community-wide campaigns succeeded in building many black hospitals and training schools for black nurses. The Rosenwald Schools constructed throughout the rural South in the early 20th century were testaments to biracial cooperative efforts, even in the midst of Jim Crow.

In the private sector, alternative spaces were often expressions of individual entrepreneurial energy: black merchants catering to black customers with goods and services denied them in white stores. The black business district was a cornerstone of African American life in cities, and it usually included buildings that housed beauty salons, barbershops, dressmakers, tailors, shoe stores, drug stores, funeral homes, grocery stores, and restaurants. Some might have a movie theater, a hotel, a bank, and a life insurance company—all serving an African American clientele. Dentists, physicians, attorneys, and other professionals located their offices in the black downtown, as did churches and the lodge halls of fraternal orders.

Today, most of the architecture of segregation is gone. It was as much a target of the civil rights movement as racial prejudice, job discrimination, and denial of voting rights. Dismantling the physical expression of segregation represented an important victory: colored water fountains were removed, basement toilets became janitors’ closets, theater balconies were boarded up, and colored waiting rooms were converted to nonracialized uses. Some of this architecture remains, but it can be difficult to recognize unless one is looking specifically to see race in space. In this sense, the extant architecture of racial segregation is oddly invisible rather than expressly absent. For a spatial system that was so firmly rooted in law and custom and so dominant in American life for so many decades, it is paradoxical that people today may not be able to see its material legacy even where it survives.

Robert R. Weyeneth
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BLACK JOURNALISTS




Black journalists connected ordinary African Americans to the wider world, rebuking the racist actions that aimed to constrict and demean black lives while also enlarging readers’ understanding of black initiative, accomplishment, and international significance. They reported news and wrote editorials that debated strategies of protest and empowerment, mobilized direct action campaigns, and envisioned better ways of living in the United States. Collectively, their reportage served to outline the contours of black America and situate African American life firmly within the wider African diaspora.

Beset by violence, discrimination, and constrained finances, the black press expanded erratically in the 19th century before evolving into a stable and integral institution that circuitously distributed black opinions and agendas worldwide. Before the Civil War (1861–1865), black editors broadened national debates about emancipation and freedom by questioning the merits of the white-led colonization movement, challenging white abolitionists’ efforts to end slavery through moral persuasion, and advancing black nationalist perspectives that doubted the value of assimilation. During Reconstruction (1865–1877), black editors started fleeting newspapers that buttressed the contested right of black men to vote by endorsing Republican candidates for elected offices.

In the late 1800s, editor-proprietors established durable newspapers that aimed to restore Reconstruction-era promises of equality as white society built Jim Crow segregation. They formulated a two-front crusade that encouraged readers to live virtuous, upstanding lives and simultaneously denounced the violence, social ostracism, economic discrimination, and disfranchisement initiatives that undermined their strides toward self-improvement. Leading newspapers—including the New York Age, Washington Bee, Richmond Planet, Cleveland Gazette, and Philadelphia Tribune—tended to pair grandiloquent bromides about the virtues of hard work, sobriety, and thrift with bracing condemnations of white supremacy. The printing of social news and announcements alongside these editorials allowed middle-class readers in particular to envision themselves and their neighbors as part of the crucial mission to uplift their race. The most militant editors worked outside of the Deep South. Editorial forthrightness provoked death threats and property destruction. In the 1890s, Ida B. Wells (1862–1931) of Memphis, Tennessee, and Alexander L. Manly (1866–1944) of Wilmington, North Carolina, were fortunate to escape the mobs that burned down their newspaper offices.

Black journalism modernized in the early 20th century, buoyed by the millions of African Americans who left Southern poverty for new employment, schooling, and opportunity in industrial cities. Rising wages and educational attainment, coupled with migration, created a new mass consumer marketplace for race news. Urbane monthly magazines, such as Pauline E. Hopkins’s (1859–1930) Colored American Magazine and W. E. B. Du Bois’s (1868–1963) The Crisis, catered to the “talented tenth” by locating black America’s elite within a cosmopolitan print culture that mixed news and opinion with fiction and poetry. Weekly newspapers, led by Robert S. Abbott’s (1868–1940) Chicago Defender, broadened their appeal among working-class readers by expanding their commitment to original reporting and introducing new sections, including sports, entertainment, religion, and women’s pages. Leading newspapers also embraced sensationalism, a popular but derided journalistic format that animated weekly news with a sense of immediacy and direct language. Sensational news coverage helped newcomers and longtime residents alike navigate impersonal cityscapes and disorientating social change. Sensationalism also eroded the influence of Victorian mores by reveling in scandal and controversy and celebrating the modern values of individuality, leisure, and consumption. For a few pennies, readers could buy a paper that reflected black life as it was lived, not as it was idealized, which served to reaffirm their daily decisions.





SIMPLE AND MILDRED

Simple was a barstool philosopher whose complaints about work, women, and segregationists spoke to the everyday worries of being a black man in America. Mildred was a brassy maid whose rebukes of her white employers showed how black women maintained their dignity while earning money for hard work casually dismissed as menial. Both were popular fictional characters created by newspaper columnists with literary credentials to humorously explore the fortitude and foibles of ordinary African Americans. Mildred and Simple spoke for and to black America. Both characters amused readers—he with his outlandishness and her with her brazenness—but won admiration for their plainspoken wisdom. Both struggled but survived. Langston Hughes (1902–1967), a prominent poet of the Harlem Renaissance, began writing about Jesse B. Semple, his “Simple-Minded Friend,” in 1943 for the Chicago Defender. Alice Childress (1912–1994), a celebrated playwright, wrote columns about Mildred in the mid-1950s for Freedom, a progressive newspaper founded by entertainer Paul Robeson (1898–1976), and then for the Baltimore Afro-American.






During the interwar years, journalists linked progressive politics to mass circulations, spurring readers to participate in the direct-action campaigns trumpeted by their newspapers. An alternative black press emerged during World War I to expose the hypocrisy of American soldiers fighting to make the world safe for democracy while white citizens at home lynched African Americans and denied them the vote. Publications like Hubert Harrison’s (1883–1927) The Voice, A. Philip Randolph’s (1889–1979) Messenger, and Marcus Garvey’s (1887–1940) Negro World broadened the parameters of acceptable political discourse by promoting the politics of anticapitalism, anticolonialism, and black nationalism. The ravages of the Great Depression—and the federal government’s failure to provide meaningful assistance to black families—further popularized racial critiques of the American political economy. In the 1930s, journalists organized “don’t spend your money where you can’t work” campaigns in Chicago, Cleveland, Los Angeles, New York, and elsewhere. During World War II, the Pittsburgh Courier gauged readers’ interest in denouncing segregation while fighting fascism before formally launching its famed “Double V” campaign. The promotion of progressive politics and protest campaigns coincided with a surge in circulation that transformed the Courier, Defender, Baltimore Afro-American, New York Amsterdam News, and Norfolk Journal and Guide into a competitive confederation of nationally circulating newspapers that reinforced a shared sense of racial identity and solidarity. Readership estimates figured that perhaps as many as half of all African Americans—who numbered nearly 13 million—read at least one black newspaper each week.

The anticommunism movement and heightened media competition reordered black journalism in postwar America. Leading publishers safeguarded their businesses from being deemed “un-American” by replacing journalists who had expressed prior sympathy for socialist and communist perspectives. These purges marginalized black radicals by again relegating their progressive politics to the alternative black press. Commercial journalists’ reporting reflected the outlook of mainstream activists who protested nonviolently for civil rights by working within the nation’s two-party political system and its capitalist economy.

By the late 1950s, black newspapers had lost their monopoly on race news. White television and print journalists dominated coverage of the civil rights movement, providing more immediate and comprehensive reporting. Despite plunging circulations and editorial cutbacks, black newspapers remained relevant. Readers still turned to venerable newspapers to read about weddings and deaths, school programs, and sorority meetings. They still relied on black journalists to interpret each week’s events from a black perspective, to regard African Americans as citizens with concerns rather than social problems to be solved.

Fred Carroll
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BLACK PRESS




It is difficult to overstate the importance of the black press for African Americans during the Jim Crow era. In short, black newspapers were at the core of the African American experience for much of the 20th century, when legal segregation was at its peak in the United States. Bereft of formal political institutions and mechanisms for much of their history in the United States, African Americans used black newspapers to challenge American society to fully realize its democratic potential and to document black achievement and accomplishment. One of the greatest ironies of the Jim Crow era is that despite its oppressive racial caste system, the black press flourished and had its greatest impact on African Americans’ everyday life.

The term black press refers to serial print magazines and newspapers published by black-owned businesses and represents one of the most radical print cultures in U.S. history. Since the antebellum period, readers equated black newspapers with racial uplift and protestation of racial inequality. The origin of the black press is rooted in the first black newspaper, Freedom’s Journal (1827–1829). Since this time, many famous and influential African American men and women, including Mary McLeod Bethune (1875–1955), Langston Hughes (1902–1967), W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963), and Maya Angelou (1928–2014) shared their ideas about African American progress through the black press. Just as importantly, the black press was a medium for ordinary African Americans to make personal proclamations of identity and public social value under the Jim Crow system in the United States. The black press validated the community as a whole.

As the system of de jure and de facto Jim Crow took hold in the late 19th century, black newspapers helped facilitate avenues for new black social and cultural expression. Even as African Americans witnessed dramatic developments in their status in the years following the Civil War, they still remained outside the realm of full citizenship. Jim Crow in the South, where most African Americans continued to reside into the early 20th century, fostered illiteracy, high rates of unemployment, disfranchisement, and pervasive discrimination. In this context, the black press took on a renewed importance as new turn-of-the-century newspapers throughout the South cropped up to aid African Americans in transcending racial injustice. Everyday African Americans used the black press to discuss and debate whether schools segregated by race, where black teachers could educate their children, were beneficial or added to the growing inequitable divide between white and African American communities. Black newspapers also served as a mechanism to consider and develop safety measures that would protect African American men and women from extralegal violence, such as lynching.

As an institution that was wholly independent of direct white control and surveillance, the black press saw its greatest growth occur in the first half of the 20th century as vast numbers of African Americans left the South and traveled north to seek economic opportunities spawned by World War I. National papers such as the Baltimore Afro-American (1892–), Chicago Defender (1905–), and Pittsburgh Courier (1910–) encouraged Southern readers to migrate to Northern cities, where they promised African Americans could find less explicitly violent racial systems than they experienced in the South. Unable to depend on large-scale advertising for revenue throughout the 20th century due to Jim Crow racism that caused companies to ignore a growing black consumer base, black press editors and publishers relied on increasing numbers of readers to subscribe to and purchase weekly copies to remain solvent. Therefore, the Great Migration translated into unprecedented circulation numbers and newspaper coverage that captured a diverse and literate black public that spanned different regions, socioeconomic classes, genders, and sexual orientations. The early-20th-century black press, then, was a communal expression of gains in African Americans’ collective education and literacy in the early 20th century.

Like many mainstream papers, black newspapers in the second decade of the 20th century exemplified “jazz journalism,” a new form of news reporting that included sensationalism and captured the energy and spirit of the 1920s. In so doing, the black press fostered a black leisure and recreation culture. Sports coverage in papers combined race pride in their discussion of figures such as boxer Joe Louis (1914–1981) with news about sports that demonstrated that it was a central element in black communities. Regular theatrical columns and stories informed African Americans of various stage and movie-house productions. Black newspapers’ coverage of these activities indicated that Northern migration had offered not simply rural migrants opportunities for economic advancement but also a larger variety of recreational and leisure pastimes. Advertisements for and reviews of nightclub acts along with news reports of number runners, gambling operations, and rent parties represented a burgeoning group of readers who availed themselves of these recreational delights.

Yet, even as the black press catered to African American cultural expression and interests, it continued to serve the needs of black communities marginalized through systemic racism. Segregation meant that African Americans necessarily relied on black-owned businesses and organizations to serve their needs. The black press promoted these businesses with advertisements and news about the services they offered an African American clientele. Newspapers also included columns on health for newly urbanized African Americans. Society editors and correspondents kept readers updated with the latest entertainment and social events in many urban areas, particularly Harlem. Black papers’ society pages along with the women’s pages often highlighted clubwomen performing valuable race work or attending social functions to benefit charitable causes. The black press also promoted churches by announcing weekly services and covering sermons that touched on a wide range of topics. Coverage of race organizations, such as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and the Urban League, represented the main avenues to social reform in the early 20th century.

Despite the financial hardship of the Great Depression, the black press retained readers by continuing to address their needs while offering entertaining features such as short stories and cartoons that allowed working-class African Americans to escape the commonplace drudge of work and life during the Depression. Papers also attempted to keep up flagging spirits with encouraging pieces on ways African Americans could find employment to maintain their families. During World War II, the black press kept readers updated on the domestic front and about Americans’ engagement in the European and Pacific theaters of war. Reminding readers that everyday African American men and women who served as soldiers were heroes, black papers presented regular profiles of courage that demonstrated black patriotism during World War II. The black press also challenged readers to think critically about their relationship to Africa by covering the second Italo-Ethiopian War and noting its racial implications for black people around the world.

The black press helped African Americans emerge from World War II with a greater understanding of their role on the world stage. In addition, local and regional black newspapers took on a new sense of responsibility in reporting a burgeoning movement for civil rights that was built on previous struggles for racial equality. Broadly divided into “accommodationist” and “freedom” newspapers, the black press in the South covered the twilight of the Jim Crow era. In turn, Southern black readers grappled with the changing landscape of race relations by writing letters to editors demanding their support for the movement that would usher in both new understandings and new challenges for African Americans. Paradoxically, as much as most national and local black newspapers were dedicated to fighting racial injustice and ending segregation, this created the very conditions that helped to eliminate the black press’s core audience and led to its eventual decline. The end of the Jim Crow era witnessed more and better coverage of African American life in mainstream newspapers. Subsequently, African American readers largely left black newspapers and consumed news, like their white counterparts, from major white publications. However, given the history of black newspapers and their importance to African American life throughout the 20th century, the black press continues to be central to understanding the history of Jim Crow in the United States.

Kim Gallon
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BLUES




The blues became an essential part of working-class African Americans’ lives during the Jim Crow years. Having won citizenship and voting rights with the Reconstruction amendments, yet confronting realities of reimposed white supremacy, black Americans between the 1890s and the 1960s were forced to navigate daily routines of social indignities and to confront gross racial atrocities. The blues, born of this purgatorial experience of being suspended between one world (slavery) and another (equal citizenship), became a public storehouse of the personal stories of Jim Crow experiences. Given the strength of the oral tradition among working-class Americans in general and the nature of African American music making as a way of knowing and interpreting life lived, it is reasonable that blues music offered some of the most revealing insights into how black Americans grappled with the oftentimes devastating realities of Jim Crow life.

Blues music emerged as a distinct musical form in the immediate aftermath of Southern states’ passage of Jim Crow laws in the 1890s and early 1900s. The most famous account of the blues’ genesis is African American composer W. C. Handy’s (1873–1958) “discovery” of sorrowful—haunting even—work songs while traveling in the Mississippi Delta in 1903. Inspired by this strange music, Handy went on to publish a series of song sheets labeled “blues,” leading in the 1920s to a nationwide craze that launched the careers of prolific blueswomen such as Bessie Smith (1894–1937) and Gertrude “Ma” Rainey (1886–1939).





THE “FIRST” BLUES SONG

W. C. Handy (1873–1958) grew up in Alabama and traveled widely throughout North America as a cornetist and bandleader. In 1903, while directing a Knights of Pythias band in Mississippi, Handy discovered in the Delta a form of vernacular music that would change his personal fortunes and reshape the world of American popular music—this music he would come to call the blues. At a crossroads train depot in Tutwiler, Mississippi, Handy observed a “lean, loose-jointed Negro” whose “clothes were rags” and whose “face had on it some of the sadness of the ages.” Pressing a knife to his guitar’s strings, this mysterious bard produced “the weirdest music” Handy had ever heard (Handy 1941, 74). Inspired, Handy penned “Memphis Blues” in 1912 and his masterwork, “St. Louis Blues,” in 1914. Handy’s story became seminal, leading later generations of blues fans and scholars alike to typify the image of a true bluesman as notably black, poor, and agrarian.






Definitive musicological aspects of the blues included the call-and-response lyrical form, where the first line (A) was repeated and then answered with a new line (B) that completed the thought. This so-called AAB lyrical structure afforded a conversation between the narrative voices within the song as well as the accompanying instrument, which, in traditional blues, was most often guitar, harmonica, or piano. A good example of this conversant element can be found in Jimmie Gordon’s “Don’t Take Away My PWA,” a 1936 recording making a play on words with the Public Works Administration (PWA), one of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “alphabet soup” of New Deal acronyms: “Lord, Mr. President, listen to what I’m goin’ to say, (2x)/You can take away the whole alphabet, but please leave that PWA.” In addition to the AAB lyrical form, “blue notes” (off-pitch notes sometimes known as “worried notes”) and chord progressions in a 12-bar structure were also common elements associated with the traditional blues genre.

Beyond musicological identifiers, there were strong cultural markers to hear in blues music: the plaintive voice, for example. Blues singers almost always sang in the first person. The blues were stories of individual woe: “I’m gonna hit the road”; “I can’t be satisfied”; “I’m going to hang my head and cry”—these were common blues claims. However, that demonstrative individuality served to build community as well, since so many of the routines of Jim Crow life—and the attending emotions—were commonly experienced. When legendary blues guitarist Lonnie Johnson (1894–1970) moaned during the Great Depression that “people is ravin’ ’bout hard times, I don’t know why they should/If some people was like me, they didn’t have no money when times was good,” he could safely surmise that many of his listeners were feeling the same—that his audience was like him—and that they’d chuckle and give a nod of recognition to the sad humor of his down-and-out lyrics.

Another way musicians and listeners established the blues community was through a shared understanding of metaphor and coded language. The deeper root of black musicians’ use of metaphor was the signifying tradition of West African culture—the adornment, mimicry, and layering of words and meanings that formed the basis of black vernacular sophistication. In the 19th and 20th centuries, the oppressive contexts of slavery and Jim Crow gave rise to music makers and storytellers who used lycanthropic language either for trickster humor or undercover communication. In this metaphoric blues lingo, sex acts could be figured as “jelly rollin’,” infidelity as “another mule kickin’ in your stall,” and “Mr.” this or “Mr.” that could serve as a stand-in for local white authorities. With a call-and-response form and ample metaphoric material to draw from, Jim Crow–era blues musicians circulated among their audiences a broad span of African Americans’ daily experiences.

The widespread enjoyment of sexual metaphor and the deeply personal nature of blues narratives meant that many of the songs looked at the social realities of the day-to-day through the lens of romantic relationships. Fact-of-life issues such as working and earning money often played out in the arena of domestic partnership. Consider Son House’s (1902–1988) 1930 recording “Dry Spell Blues,” wherein having no money equated to having no love:


       Now the people down south soon will have no home, (2x)

       ’Cause this dry spell has parched all the cotton and corn.

       Pork chops forty cents a pound, cotton’s only ten, (2x)

       I don’t keep no women—no, no—not a one of them.

Conversely, well-paid work was often figured as a path to romantic success, and blues musicians promulgated the Great Migration to the North. “I’m goin’ to Detroit, get myself a good job,” sang Blind Blake (1896–1934) in 1928:


       When I start to makin’ money, she don’t need to come around, (2x)

       ’Cause I don’t want her now, Lord, I’m Detroit bound.

       They got wild women in Detroit, that’s all I want to see, (2x)

       Wild women and bad whiskey make a fool out of me.

[image: image]

Known as the “Empress of the Blues,” Bessie Smith was one of the first black vocalists to be professionally recorded. Her soulful voice and sorrowfully themed songs made her a muse of everyday life under Jim Crow. (Library of Congress)

Alongside these masculine-perspective blues in the 1920s were a large number of mournful blues written from the feminine point of view—Bessie Smith’s performances of “St. Louis Blues” being among the most notable. Sometimes labeled “abandonment blues,” these songs offered the perspective of the plaintive woman, whose man has left her to seek—ostensibly—new employment or sexual exploits.

Alternatively, some scholars have re-reinterpreted the “abandonment blues” more morosely, as a reckoning of the Southern black men who were taken away as a result of imprisonment or, fatally, lynching. From the beginning of the Jim Crow laws in the 1890s to the dawn of the blues craze in 1920, over 2,000 African Americans died in lynching events, and hundreds of others were killed in urban race riots, most notably in the fast-growing cities of East St. Louis (1917) and Chicago (1919).

Blues musicians during the Jim Crow years cultivated an interesting counterculture that could be seen both as accommodating to and resisting the culture of white supremacy. On one hand, blues songs told stories of fast-living escapism fueled by alcohol and drugs, sexual exploit, and raucous partying—none of which would change the social status quo. Party songs were ubiquitous throughout the Jim Crow era, from the traditional cocaine-driven tune “Honey Take a Whiff on Me” to the devil-may-care 1947 recording by Sonny Boy Williamson (1914–1948): “Sloppy Drunk Blues.” Celebrating life without inhibition—a wild release from the constraints of day-to-day life—was a mainstay of blues culture, as evidenced by Howlin’ Wolf’s (1910–1976) 1960 recording, “Wang Dang Doodle”:


       Tonight we need no rest, we’re really gonna throw a mess,

       We gonna break out all the windows, we gonna kick down all the doors,

       We gonna pitch a wang-dang-doodle, all night long! All night long!

An objective reading of the blues party songs might find them to be little more than simple yearnings for unbridled revelry. On the other hand, blues could also foment overt resistance to Jim Crow, either in the form of social criticism, as in Huddie “Leadbelly” Ledbetter’s (1889–1949) “Bourgeois Blues”—an indictment of segregation in Washington, DC—or in the form of “voting with your feet,” as in “Cow Cow” Davenport’s (1894–1955) “Jim Crow Blues”: “I’m tired of being Jim Crowed, gonna leave this Jim Crow town; doggone my black soul, I’m sweet Chicago bound!”

Whether regarded as self-indulgent escapism or incipient rebellion, the blues musicians of the Jim Crow era offered an ongoing resistance to the strictures of segregated life. By channeling and reproducing the stories of African Americans living under Jim Crow, blues musicians took ownership of their life narratives and recorded a history of Jim Crow America, told in their own words.

R. A. Lawson
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CHILDREN’S LITERATURE




In his dialect poem “Little Brown Baby” (1896), Paul Laurence Dunbar (1872–1906) lovingly imagines black children with sparkling eyes and molasses lips, sweet and sticky. Bertha Rodgers’s compilation of Dunbar’s poems for children, published in 1940, featured illustrations by Erik Berry (1892–1974) that reproduced prevailing stereotypes of blacks in print and art. Books written by some whites included stereotypes of blacks with exceedingly dark skin, red lips, and bucked eyes. These books highlight the contentious depiction of blacks in children’s literature. How should black writers create an authentic literature that entertains, informs, encourages wonder and thinking, and appeals to children without resorting to racist imagery? One answer to the problem was the creation of a literature that captured the complexity, diversity, vibrancy, and humanity of “the children of the sun,” the phrase W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963) used to lovingly characterize black children in each issue of The Brownies’ Book (1920–1921), a monthly magazine for children that he and Jessie Fauset (1882–1961) edited. Nearly 50 years later, author Virginia Hamilton (1934–2002) would shore up the foundation for black children’s literature begun by Du Bois and Fauset with her groundbreaking book, Zeely (1967), in which the main character is described in ways that suggest an African appearance that is celebrated: tall, slender, smooth dark skin, graceful neck, and majestic walk. Hamilton described the 30-plus books she wrote with new terms, including “liberation literature” (Hamilton 1987, 183–85), emanating from a “parallel culture” (Hamilton 1989, 68) that captured the “hopescape” (Hamilton 1993; Adoff and Cook 2010, 231) of a people. Du Bois and Hamilton provide ideological bookends for children’s literature about blacks written during the era of segregation.

Specific dates for the emergence of black literature are difficult to determine, with several scholars noting the racially ambiguous works of Mrs. A. E. Johnson (1858–1922) as a possible beginning. Dunbar, Johnson, Silas X. Floyd (1869–1923), Du Bois, Carter G. Woodson (1875–1950), Mary White Ovington (1865–1951), and a few others began to create children’s literature about blacks as early as the 1890s. The literature was mainly didactic and sometimes religious in content with some history and biographical information. Despite obstacles involving publication and distribution to libraries, the works entertained, educated, and provided readers with models of decorum and uplift. Floyd’s Floyd’s Flowers or Duty and Beauty for Colored Children (1905) explored the lives of black children through poetry, folktales, and biographies among its many entries; however, racial strictures and oppression were portrayed in limited ways. Johnson’s Clarence and Corinne, Or, God’s Way (1890), ironically, captured these elements, with characters not identified specifically as black. Written somewhat in the vein of the Horatio Alger books, the novel’s theme included the siblings’ rise to middle-class respectability through hard work, moral rectitude, and education.

Middle-class blacks appeared in Effie Newsome’s (1885–1979) poetry collection, Gladiola Gardens (1944), and Jane Dabney Shacklefords’s (1895–1979) My Happy Days (1944). Revered artist and teacher Lois Mailou Jones (1905–1998) illustrated Gladiola Gardens and more than 10 other children’s books for Carter G. Woodson’s Associated Publishers. Standard English dominated these poems. My Happy Days presented a glimpse of Rex’s daily life with photographs. Rex’s father is a policeman, his mother is a housewife, and he has a younger sister. The family is light-skinned with hair textures ranging from curly to straight and curly. While not unusual, the family’s physical look suggests biracialism, one of the tropes associated with blacks who were educated, refined, intelligent, and reserved in behavior in early black literature and literature generally. Their large, new home is appointed with all the conveniences of middle-class life. Father and son engage in hobbies, and the entire family organizes a neighborhood circus. The family swims in a pool named for Booker T. Washington (1856–1915). The racial strictures and oppression faced by many blacks are absent. These were the experiences of some but not the vast majority of blacks, but the story contested the negative images of black people that prevailed in children’s literature written by white authors such as Inez Hogan (1895–1973). Shackleford’s The Child’s Story of the Negro (1965) demonstrates her affinity for history as did her contributions to the Negro History Bulletin. The book introduces readers to a more encompassing history of blacks beyond chattel slavery, a documentation within the structure of the Great Man or Great Woman orientation in historical studies.

Arna Bontemps (1902–1973), Langston Hughes (1902–1967), Countee Cullen (1903–1946), and other Harlem Renaissance participants turned to children’s literature and nudged it in new artistic and ideological directions. Veering from overt didacticism, they created a more fanciful literature that incorporated elements of fantasy, folktales, and humor. The Pasteboard Bandit (Bontemps and Hughes 1997), an anthropomorphized My Lives and How I Lost Them (Cullen 1942), and Lonesome Boy (Bontemps 1955) were in the vanguard of a new kind of black children’s literature.

Lonesome Boy is a tour de force. Bontemps captures the languid aura of bayou hamlets. Set in a small enclave not far from New Orleans, Bubber lives with his grandfather and is lonely and without friends. His solace is the silver trumpet he has mastered. Fleeing the confines of his small hamlet, Bubber runs away to New Orleans, finds a job and place to live, joins a band, establishes a life for himself, and later, receives an invitation to play in a band for a ball held by a wealthy man. Bubber is captivated by his playing and the partygoers’ responses and begins to play more frenetically to the point that he becomes unaware of his surroundings and seems transported to an unreal place. Playing to exhaustion, Bubber falls out and later awakens disoriented. Bubber has an encounter with the devil and does not succumb to the temptation of exceptional musical skills. He realizes, in fairy-tale fashion, that he belongs with his grandfather and not among the denizens of the jazz life.

Lonesome Boy captures class and lifestyle variations, and ostensibly values, among blacks. Bubber and his grandfather, wise but old-fashioned, represent the struggling, rural, working class and its cultural traditions. Bubber’s life in New Orleans is the cosmopolitan world of entertainment where color barriers continue to exist but talent allows an avenue of respite or escape, however momentarily. Bontemps’s canon of works numbered almost 20. He received the Newbery Honor Medal, a first for a black writer, for his The Story of the Negro (1948), regarded as one of his best works. Overall, the works produced by Bontemps, Cullen, and Hughes between the 1930s and the 1950s offer some elements of social realism, but they are not foregrounded.

Bontemps serves as a bridge to other writers, such as Gwendolyn Brooks (1917–2000), Lorenz Graham (1902–1989), Shirley Graham Du Bois (1896–1977), Jesse Jackson Jr. (1908–1983), and Ellen Tarry (1906–2008), who published works between the 1940s and the 1960s. Their books serve as a harbinger of realism, especially their novels. They created fictive works with a variety of settings, rural or urban, national and international, with several producing biographies for youth. Brooks’s poetic contributions are decidedly situated in the lives of urban children. Pulitzer Prize winner Brooks’s Bronzeville Boys and Girls (1956) followed her acclaimed adult collection, A Street in Bronzeville (1945). Both volumes, set in a black community on Chicago’s southside, portrayed urban life in a segregated community. The day-to-day urban milieu is captured in Bronzeville Boys and Girls, 34 poems with familiar images, such as tenement apartment buildings, children playing hopscotch or stickball in the streets, and people going about with daily life, reflecting the often gendered life of children at the time. Some of the poems convey innocence; others depict the harsh realities of life in a segregated community, as captured in the poem “John, Who Is Poor,” a compelling and subtle meditation on poverty:


       Oh, little children, be good to John!

       Who lives so lone and alone.

       Whose Momma must hurry to toil all day.

       Whose Papa is dead and done.

       Give him a berry boys when you may.

       And, girls, some mint when you can.

       And do not ask when his hunger will end.

       Nor yet when it began. (Brooks 1956)

Graham and Jackson created fiction that captured the lives of black males, not shying away from depicting the barriers and racism they experienced nor the support they received from family and community members. Their novels are decidedly realistic and indicate a significant change in the themes, tone, and content of black children’s literature. The protagonists’ lives are explored through a coming-of-age theme, one fraught alternately with safety and danger. Jackson’s Call Me Charley (1945) represents the experiences of blacks that integrate formerly all-white spaces, which Rudine Sims Bishop labeled as a type of social conscience book (Bishop 2007). Teenager Charley and his family integrate a suburb in the North. Jackson drew on his personal experiences in Ohio for this novel and its sequels. Charley encounters aspects of exclusion and racism when his parents accept jobs working in the home of a doctor as housekeeper and chauffer. Much like Phillis Wheatley (1753–1784) had to prove that she could write poetry, Charley has to demonstrate to school board members that he deserves admittance to the school. Charley encounters opposition and must mediate his reactions and engage with peers and white adults in a manner that does not frighten or alarm them, thus preventing physical harm.

In contrast, Graham wrote several novels that capture the experiences of David Williams as he matures from adolescent high school student in the South through medical training and returns to the South in four novels labeled the Town Series. These novels are exemplars of excellence in that the characters’ lives, emotions, actions—their very being and existence—are portrayed candidly in an unvarnished, realistic manner. The importance of this artistic decision parallels a similar one in adult literature as authors such as Ralph Ellison (1913–1994) and Richard Wright (1908–1960) crafted novels that were brutally honest and powerful.

Set in the rural South, South Town (1958, 2003), the first of four novels in the series, begins with the main character, David Williams, and his sister Betty Jean. They experience everyday microaggressions that are designed to humiliate them and remind them that whites are in control. David and Betty Jean encounter a “colored” woman in a chauffeur-driven car who lessens some of the microaggressions they experience. She converses with them and is pleased with their attitudes about schooling. Unbeknownst to them, she donates $100 to their school in order to have it painted white, a metaphorical beacon of hope rising up from the land. Her generosity sets in motion a chain of responses that serve to demoralize the colored students, their families, teachers, and administrators. The white county school board members are angered about the donation and the painting and cut the school’s budget as comeuppance. The black community remains undaunted.

This example is the first of many that dramatize the rigidity of segregation along with its implicit and explicit potential for violence. For example, the landowner’s wife, Mrs. Boyd, demands that Mrs. Williams leave her home on Saturday to clean Mrs. Boyd’s house. David tells her that his mother had planned to do her own housework. Mrs. Boyd warns David, “You n—s are riding high now, but I’ll see you eating humble pie one day. Your ma’ll be looking for work one day” (Graham [1958] 2003, 19). On it goes until Mr. Boyd goes to the Williams’s home and offers $4 for Mrs. Williams’s long day of work. Ed Williams rejects the money, and Boyd warns him to teach his son how to behave: “What you [David] need is a good horsewhipping. You got to learn to respect white people, boy. I won’t have you talking back to my wife, and no other white man will. You better tell him to stay in his place, or by the Lord other men will show him” (Graham [1958] 2003, 42).

Although racial antagonisms and the attempts to subjugate blacks are depicted throughout the novel, there are vignettes in which whites are humane and democratic in their interactions with blacks, such as Dr. Anderson, who treats black patients, and an auto mechanic, Solomon Travis, returning from the Korean War who brashly shares his enlightened views about racial equality while hitching a ride with David. At the same time, the Williams family’s limited economic freedom does not shield them from racial violence. Although they own their home and work the land, it does not generate sufficient income, and Ed has to go to the city for additional work.

Graham does sugarcoat or minimize what transpires in the latter third of the novel. His writing creates a sense of foreboding and, perhaps, fear. Later, Mr. Williams is arrested, and his family is made aware of his situation when the sheriff and another policeman come to their home and seize their guns and ammunition while tossing their furniture and belongings. The Williamses accept the support of men in their community as well as enlightened whites such as Solomon Travis as the signs of imminent racial vigilantism appear. The men guarding the Williams home will respond to the vigilantes with their guns.

Sadly, Solomon Travis dies when the vigilantes attack the Williams home; although no one else is harmed physically, the emotional trauma lingers. Thirty blacks, including Mrs. Williams and Betty Jane, and one white are arrested on a number of charges. Subsequently, local and national attention engulfs South Town, including the appearance of lawyers from the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, as the specter of racial violence, murder, and the potential for lynching and burnings hover about the community. No one is tried and convicted, and Ed Williams, his wife, daughter, and the others are released from prison, but he has been beaten. Later, in a conversation with David and his mother, Dr. Anderson wants them to understand that he believes change is coming, and he offers a cogent explanation for their oppression: white supremacy. Consequently, the family comes to the decision that they, too, must join the hordes of black folk leaving the South for new lives in the North. Subsequent books in the series document the Williamses’ sojourn to the North and David’s ultimate return to South Town as a doctor.

Graham’s South Town contains the elements of a well-written novel: the language is natural and reflects variations based on gender, race, and class. The major characters are fully realized, and Graham eschews stereotypes. The themes encompass general ones such as coming of age and, importantly, an examination of the complex melding of economic oppression with racial and social oppression in an emotionally gripping manner that is not didactic. The reader is left with a rich picture of what it meant to be a black person in the segregated South. Arguably, this novel sets a high standard for realistic fiction through its fidelity to the truth, its honesty, and, perhaps, its hopefulness and serves as a precursor for the development of a more racially assertive literature.

Children’s literature depicting blacks during the era of segregation varied depending on authorship, author’s race or ethnicity, artistic talent, and ideological or philosophical ideas about what it meant to be colored or a Negro in a society dangerously stratified by race. The works discussed here provide an overview of the cultural shifts that enabled the literature’s emergence, although its creators and readers must, to some extent, continually agitate for its existence.

Violet Joyce Harris
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CLASSICAL MUSIC, BLACK COMPOSERS OF




As African American musicians excelled in ragtime, jazz, and the blues, another group of black composers pursued careers in classical music. In addition to the predictable discrimination based on race and gender, additional prejudice came from within the black community itself. Black classical composers were sometimes accused of selling out their own musical heritage in an attempt to gain entry into the white, European culture by emulating their musical traditions. Indeed, many compositions by the following group of musicians, written during the Jim Crow era, struggled to strike a balance between the two disparate musical genres, weaving motifs from Negro spirituals into their larger and more musically complex classical compositions. The common goal shared by these black composers was to establish a new, distinctively American sound in classical music.

The most successful composer from this group was William Grant Still (1895–1978), a classically trained musician from Arkansas. His extraordinary career included an impressive number of “firsts,” including conducting posts for leading orchestras and the prominent debuts of his operas and symphonies, performed by influential professional musical ensembles in the United States and Europe. He attained further exposure with his movie soundtracks for highly successful Hollywood films of the 1930s. Contemporary historians dub Still as “the dean” of black classical composers based on his expansive contributions to African American classical music.

The musical career of Henry Thacker (“Harry”) Burleigh (1866–1949) included the composition of original pieces and arrangements of Negro spirituals, some of which he performed as part of his duties as the professional soloist in the segregated churches and synagogues of New York City. The grandson of slaves, Burleigh’s greatest success came in his classically inspired arrangements of Negro spirituals, including “Weepin’ Mary” and “Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child,” both sold by G. Ricordi, a prestigious classical music publishing house. Burleigh also set the poetry of Langston Hughes (1902–1967) and James Weldon Johnson (1871–1938) to music. In addition to his vocal compositions, Burleigh composed classical music for solo piano and small ensembles. As a student at the National Conservatory of Music in New York, Burleigh collaborated with Antonín Dvořák (1841–1904), introducing Negro spirituals to the famed Czech composer. Dvořák later incorporated some of those melodies in his Symphony No. 9 (“The New World Symphony”) and his String Quartet No. 12 (“The American Quartet”).

Although Canadian by birth, Robert Nathaniel Dett (1882–1943) spent most of his life in the United States. As a highly disciplined, lifelong student of classical composition techniques, Dett devoted himself to adapting the “rough timbre of Negro themes . . . the melodies of an enslaved people” into the formality and structure of classical music (Banfield 2003, 17–18). Dett balanced his professional duties as a composer with professional engagements with symphony orchestras across the United States as a pianist and conductor. In addition, Dett taught composition at historically black colleges, universities, and music conservatories in the United States throughout his career. Dett was a founding member of the National Association of Negro Musicians and served as its president from 1924 to 1926.





A CHILDREN’S VIOLIN RECITAL

Each month, the Brownies’ Book, a journal of children’s literature edited by W. E. B. Du Bois and Jesse Fauset, featured a “little people of the month” column that celebrated the accomplishments of black children. The March 1920 issue praised the virtuosity of young violinist Charles Stewart:


Charles Augustus Stewart, Jr., has been appearing in public as a violinist since he was eight years of age. He gave a recital at Wilmington, N. C., not so very long ago, and this was his program: “Melody of Love,” by Engelmann; “Pizzicata Serenade,” Op. 45, No. 2, by Franklin; “Sing Me to Sleep,” (1st Violin) Duet, by Greene; “Merry Eyes Waltz,” Op. 21, No. 4. by Kuenzel; “Isle D’Amour,” by Edwards; “Iris,” by Renard; “Rackety Coo,” from “Katinka”; Selections from Operetta “Cinderella,” with Orchestra (1st Violin) by Nixon.

Is it not a wonderful thing to be able to make music? And such music!

Source: Brownies’ Book 1920 (March): 92.






Classical music composition is overwhelmingly dominated by white men. In addition to her mixed-race heritage, Florence Beatrice Smith (1887–1953) also chipped away at the glass ceiling of gender exclusivity in classical music. As a single mother, Smith defied social norms by supporting her family with her income as a professional musician, first by performing her own piano compositions in public recitals and later by amassing commissions and residuals from performances and recordings of her highly successful orchestral pieces. Fame came in 1932, when Smith won the coveted Wanamaker composition competition. Her winning entry, “Symphony No. 1 in E minor,” was then premiered by the Chicago Symphony in 1933. Well educated and enormously talented, Smith often incorporated Negro spiritual melodies and African-inspired rhythmic patterns into her formal structures. Many of Smith’s vocal compositions were performed and recorded by the African American contralto Marian Anderson (1897–1993).

William Keith Heimann
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FOLKLORE AND FOLKTALES




The word folklore is routinely misused today. It is popularly equated with telling a falsehood or a superstitious belief. Academic folklorists provide a lens through which to identify, document, and analyze the everyday artistic expressions of individuals and the shared knowledge of a social group. Folklore comprises the name of an academic discipline and what folklorists study. As part of the dynamism of social folklore, older concepts such as tradition, oral transmission, and anonymity are now obsolete. Tradition gives way to emergent practices, word of mouth bows to other means of transmission, and anonymity is uprooted by authored written and digitized texts. In conjunction with folklore and also subsuming it, folklife is more expansive. It embraces material traditions such as cooking, quilting, and folk arts and crafts. African American folklore embodies traditionalized beliefs and rituals, which are adhered to from the cradle to the grave.

Derived from West African customs of celebration and instruction, the enslaved practiced forms of day-to-day resistance to ensure their physical survival. For instance, they continued the practice of communal work songs to alleviate tedium and coordinate their toil. As in West Africa, these songs often offered social commentary about current events. Such singing enabled the cocreation of the first American musical genre, called Negro spirituals, characterized by a deep biblicism—referencing biblical ordeal figures such as Jacob, Daniel, Jonah, and Ezekiel. The 1830s was the heyday for the improvised transmission of these songs, which favored vibrant biblical portrayals that mirrored their own plight, especially the suffering of Jesus and an adoration of his mother, Mary. Other spirituals contained covert messages for slaves to defy their masters and to assist in their own escape, especially via the Underground Railroad.

Animal tales exemplify another retention from African oral literature. The trickster figure, Br’er Rabbit (Anansi), epitomizes the determination by the enslaved to survive by relying on their wit to oppose the brawn of more powerful predators. Over time, the trickster element evolved in a tale cycle featuring John and Old Master. John removed the ambiguity behind the malevolent rabbit and functioned as a hope bringer, the personification of human potential, and empowered them to endure. Actually, African American folklorists Zora Neale Hurston (1891–1960) and Arthur Huff Fauset (1899–1983) are credited with collecting these clandestine tales from the repertoire of raconteurs (storytellers), suggesting an emboldened move to remove the animal allegory and humanize themselves.

African American decorative arts assist in explaining the acculturation process, instances of a merging of cultures. Some examples of African-derived retentions comprise musical instruments (the banjo), vernacular architecture (porches), and Gullah sweetgrass baskets. Syncretism occurs with cultural contact when similar traditions combine by reinforcing one another: woodcarvings (walking sticks), blacksmithing (iron gates), and boatbuilding. Reinterpretation acknowledges the existence of essentially American customs, but these are reshaped in light of an African past: quilting, pottery, and some food preparation.

Post-Reconstruction, blues music emerged as the tunes performed by the first generation born outside of bondage. Its creation coincided with the advent of Jim Crow laws and the institutionalization of racial segregation, disfranchisement, lynching, and other forms of terrorism. Blues aficionados locate the Mississippi Delta as the land where blues began, the most economically repressed region in the South. In Mississippi, blues became a companion song for African Americans limited to a lifetime of peonage. Ostensibly, itinerant country bluesmen like Charley Patton (1891–1934), Son House (1902–1988), and David “Honeyboy” Edwards (1915–2011) labored together on the self-contained Dockery Farm, a cotton plantation and sawmill with its own railroad and barracks where the men assembled and developed their craft. Most famously, the legendary Robert Johnson (1911–1938), when a teenager, apprenticed with these bluesmen for a while and then returned as a more accomplished guitar player and purportedly sold his soul to the devil, memorialized in his “Crossroad Blues.”

Also, in Mississippi, Parchman Farm was a notorious state penal system represented in cinema as well as literature and stage productions. Its notoriety stemmed from its inherent cruelty; an analogy by Alan Lomax (1915–2002) states: “It was a Marine boot camp where you never made private” (Lomax 1993, 257). Based on labor needs, a trivial crime such as vagrancy might net an offender unusually lengthy sentences as part of the convict lease law in which prisoners were outsourced to work for white men, presumably earning the state millions of dollars. For respite, when on the other side of the law, country bluesmen frequented jook joints (or jukes), defined by Zora Neale Hurston as a bawdy setting where African American men and women danced, gambled, and drank together.

In the South, many modern African American churches materialized from bush harbors (outdoor sites) where the enslaved surreptitiously gathered to conduct their own religious services and listen to their own preachers, rejecting the doctrine of obedience and servitude preached in white churches. After the Civil War, they built separate churches, which became the most important black cultural institution, except for the family. The emotional worship services served a cathartic function for the release of pent-up feelings generated by their lack of social, economic, and political justice. Their churches also fulfilled secular roles, doubling as schools and as arenas for social and cultural events.

The Great Migration (1915–1960) meant that men and women were mobilized and heading northward, leaving the South in droves. Classic blues of the 1920s was performed primarily by women—Gertrude “Ma” Rainey (1886–1939), Bessie Smith (1894–1937), and Alberta Hunter (1895–1984)—who showcased their professionalism by wedding the Southern country blues with the jazzy accompaniment of a piano or small band. Migration north coincided with the Harlem Renaissance in which literary luminaries like Zora Neale Hurston and Langston Hughes’s (1902–1967) creative imagination favored African American folk culture, including the blues. In addition, many emigrants traveled north with their religious and spiritual beliefs intact. In Philadelphia, Arthur Huff Fauset documented the existence of religious groups deemed cultish: the Moorish Science Temple, the ministry of Father Divine (ca. 1880–1965), and the House of Prayer, which still have an inconspicuous presence today nationwide. Folk belief in hoodoo (conjuring) and folk medicine coexisted with Christianity and medical professionals as succor, offering additional personal protection and healing.

In this context, blues evolved again into an urbanized style definitive to many as the music of Bobby Blue Bland (1930–2013), Buddy Guy (1936–), Otis Rush (1935–), and B. B. King (1925–2015). Urbanization sustained other folk cultural practices embellished by “the Life” (a subculture of street hustlers) in the segregated North. Some urbanites engaged in the sporting life to fill a void under oppressive conditions with full knowledge of its perils. Toasts—a lengthy epic form of recitative poetry that was mainly narrated by men and later popularized by Rudy Ray Moore (1927–2008)—captured the essence of the badman folk cultural hero. The badman existed because of oppression by a deceptive, cutthroat, inequitable political system. Presently known as “yo mama” jokes, playing the dozens gained sway as a game of ritual insults intended to ingrain youth with the ability to control their emotions to better equip them for worse indignities by the mainstream establishment. These verbal arts aligned well with the dismal social, political, and economic conditions that shaped hip-hop culture.

As more African American folklorists joined the ranks of the discipline, they produced texts illustrative of the artistic expressions valued by all social classes of African Americans. Kathryn Morgan’s Children of Strangers introduced personal experience narratives as currently the premier communicative mode operational in contemporary society, especially in African American families. Morgan’s groundbreaking folklore study chronicles her family’s middle-class aspirations and how generationally personal stories functioned as a buffer to counteract the absurdities faced under racial oppression (Morgan 1980). Daryl Cumber Dance, like Hurston, collected folktales that revealed one constant for African Americans: “the need to vent their anger, to relieve their frustrations, and to fulfill their fantasies,” if only vicariously (Dance 1978, xvii). Under the grip of Jim Crow, as a by-product, African American folklore and folklife depended on laughter and merriment as a free weapon for optimal psychic health.

Jerrilyn McGregory
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JAZZ




Jazz, an American music rooted in African American culture, was born of the same historical moment that gave rise to Jim Crow segregation. As African American musicians experimented with blending African and European musical forms in New Orleans to create a new music, the Supreme Court of the United States handed down its 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson ruling, upholding Louisiana’s segregated transportation laws, and accelerated the expansion of laws separating the races in public accommodations. The social dynamics of Jim Crow shaped the birth and evolution of jazz music and culture during the 20th century. In addition, jazz culture shows that for African American musicians and audiences, the experience of living Jim Crow extended beyond the borders of Southern states. Patterns of segregation and discrimination within jazz culture emerged within Southern and Northern communities. Despite falling under Jim Crow’s influence, as with many aspects of American life, jazz did serve as an important source of racial uplift and became a key symbol of racial advancement during the Jim Crow period. Jazz culture also become an important civil rights battleground in the effort to end Jim Crow by midcentury.

Jazz was born out of a diverse musical landscape unique to New Orleans, Louisiana. The polyrhythmic legacy of antebellum ring shouts performed by enslaved blacks coexisted with the presence of European opera and concert houses. The Civil War (1861–1865) added a brass band tradition to the city’s musical culture, and emancipation and the movement of freedmen brought the sound of the blues. The process of racially segregating New Orleans during the 1890s placed these distinct musical styles into new patterns of interaction. In particular, New Orleans “Creoles of color,” citizens of both African and European ethnicity, facilitated the blending of the city’s different musical forms. Prior to the inception of Jim Crow, Creoles socially and culturally gravitated toward their European heritage, and Creole musicians were often trained within the European concert tradition.

Jim Crow legislation passed by the state legislature, like the Louisiana Legislative Code of 1894, designating any person with African ancestry “Negro,” pushed Creoles into New Orleans’s residentially segregated black neighborhoods. As Creole musicians began to interact with black musicians, who were steeped in the rhythm and tonality of the blues, a distinct musical style emerged. Two Creole musicians at New Orleans’s Fisk School for Boys taught Charles “Buddy” Bolden (1877–1931), the black coronetist credited as the first professional jazz musician. Creole pianist Ferdinand “Jelly Roll” Morton (1890–1941), one of the earliest jazz pianists, was disowned by his family for performing jazz alongside black musicians. The city’s new patterns of racial segregation created the conditions for jazz music’s development.

As jazz’s popularity among black and white musicians and audiences grew during the 1910s and 1920s, a color line emerged within jazz culture. Jim Crow dictated that black and white musicians could not perform together on the same stage. In 1917, African American bandleader Fate Marable (1890–1947) was forced to disband his integrated dance band and assemble an all-black jazz band to perform aboard the Streckfus Steamship Line’s Mississippi River excursions. African American bands on tour also had to navigate the challenge of securing accommodations in the segregated cities where they performed. The Duke Ellington Orchestra famously traveled by train with their own Pullman sleeping car to spare band members the indignities of hotel and restaurant discrimination. Black musicians also found themselves subject to the violence undergirding Jim Crow. Pittsburgh-born drummer Art Blakey (1919–1990) was severely beaten by white police officers in Albany, Georgia, in the 1930s for violating the city’s segregated busing laws while touring with the Fletcher Henderson Orchestra. Jazz audiences were likewise segregated. Audience segregation was not limited to the South but was also prevalent in the venues of Northern cities.

Despite the growing effort to segregate the jazz world, the music played an important role in the cultural lives of black Americans during the Jim Crow period. Jazz served as an important vehicle for racial uplift in a world where opportunity was restricted by racial identity. Jazz musicians, especially the leaders of the nation’s top big bands, served as role models for black youth. Black bandleaders represented the possibility of achieving success despite Jim Crow. Novelist Ralph Ellison (1913–1994), for example, once described Edward Kennedy “Duke” Ellington (1899–1974) as a cultural hero and a model for young black men to adopt and follow.

A large part of jazz’s ability to provide black Americans with racial uplift was rooted in the relationships between black musicians and their audiences. Many musicians consciously used their compositions and performance styles to connect emotionally with their audiences. Art Blakey, commenting on musicians’ effort to engage their audiences, suggested, “You know, music is supposed to wash away the dust of everyday life . . . You’re supposed to make them turn around, pat their feet. That’s what jazz is all about . . . You just don’t play out of the top of your head, or play down to the people. I think you should play to the people” (Rosenthal 1993, 73). By playing “to the people,” musicians transformed jazz into a collaborative experience based on the call-and-response pattern of the black musical tradition. In this context, black audiences became integral parts of the performance, fueling the musicians’ creativity through their physical responses to the music. African American audiences used their roles in jazz performance to both emotionally and physically transcend the pain of racial discrimination.

The dance culture associated with big band jazz between the 1920s and 1940s guided the role that black audiences played within jazz performance. Beyond simply tapping their feet and turning their bodies, African Americans responded to the music emanating from the bandstand through the steps of popular dances like the Charleston and Lindy Hop. Big band dance culture created a social community where African Americans could escape the racial hierarchy that Jim Crow imposed on them in the broader context of their lives. Social status within big band dance culture was not determined by race but by skill. Talented African Americans, whose racial identities may have relegated them to work in low-skilled jobs by day, could rise to the top of the big band dance community based on their ability by night. Jazz music structured an alternative social world based on merit.

Large-scale cabarets with elevated bandstands and polished wooden dance floors anchored the big band dance culture associated with jazz during the Jim Crow era. Major cities like New York and Chicago boasted expansive networks of cabarets. The cabaret networks of major cities were divided along the color line. In New York, for example, African Americans frequented Harlem’s Rockland Palace and Savoy Ballroom, while they were denied entrance into venues like the Cotton Club. In cities with smaller cabaret networks, like Boston, black and white audiences used the same venues but on alternate nights. Boston’s Roxbury Theatre, for example, reserved Sunday nights for African American dances. Prior to World War II (1939–1945), rent parties also served as important spaces where black audiences participated in jazz culture. Rent parties were economic solutions to the challenge of paying inflated rental rates for apartments in segregated urban communities. African American tenants converted their homes into speakeasies, charged entrance admissions, and provided concessions and live jazz to patrons. Residential parlors served as valuable practice spaces for dancers rehearsing moves to later perform on the dance floors of larger cabarets.

In addition to providing a means of racial uplift, jazz became an example of black cultural achievement by the mid-1930s. As European music critics began to appreciate jazz as a uniquely American contribution to the Western music tradition, black intellectuals and the black press increasingly praised jazz as a symbol of racial advancement. Professor Alain Locke’s (1885–1954) The Negro and His Music (1936) marked one of the earliest efforts of black intellectuals to herald jazz as proof of racial progress. Despite the growing cosmopolitanism of jazz culture, Locke held that jazz was distinctly black American music and expressed black cultural identity. The larger goal of Locke’s work was to remind the Western establishment that black American musicians and black culture were contributing to and shaping the future of the Western musical tradition. Profiles of jazz musicians also began to appear in the publications of black progressive organizations like the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and the National Urban League. The black press likewise celebrated the achievements of black jazz composers and musicians. In response to Duke Ellington’s 1943 composition Black, Brown, and Beige, where Ellington blended jazz and classical styles, the New York Amsterdam News credited Ellington for advancing the race.

The big band dance culture associated with jazz during the early 20th century began to decline by the World War II era. The wartime domestic effort to conserve vital resources like rubber and gasoline slowed the touring of the nation’s dance orchestras. The 1940s witnessed the birth of modern jazz, defined by its focus on advanced improvisation, faster tempos demanding technical mastery, and smaller ensembles of musicians. The fast-paced riffs and complex chord progressions of modern jazz musicians including John Birks “Dizzy” Gillespie (1917–1993), Charlie “Bird” Parker (1920–1955), and Thelonious Monk (1917–1982) aurally represented a rising generation of black Americans’ views regarding race and America. Similar to the cathartic experience of dancing to big band jazz, listening to modern jazz helped black Americans of the World War II generation to coolly and calmly confront racial discrimination and violence.

While Jim Crow may have helped to create jazz, the music played an important role in the effort to dismantle it. The swing era of the 1930s introduced some of the first efforts to challenge the jazz world’s Jim Crow policies. In the late 1930s, white bandleader Benny Goodman (1909–1986) hired several black musicians to join his dance orchestra. The number of integrated swing bands increased during the 1940s. The 1940s also produced efforts to integrate audiences at jazz concerts. Norman Granz (1918–2001), founder of the Jazz at the Philharmonic concert series, included antidiscrimination clauses in his contracts with performance venues, which prevented discrimination in ticket sales and segregated seating. The birth of the modern civil rights movement (1955–1968) intensified jazz’s involvement with challenging Jim Crow. Both black and white musicians canceled performances in segregated venues. Musicians increasingly used the power of their celebrity to condemn Jim Crow in the press. During the early 1960s, jazz musicians recorded protest songs and records, like Nina Simone’s (1933–2003) “Mississippi Goddam” (1964) that musically conveyed the concerns and goals of the civil rights movement, and donated their talents to leading civil rights organizations by performing in dozens of benefit concerts.

Nicholas Gaffney
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JIM CROW SIGNS




Perhaps no other feature of the Jim Crow era has become as emblematic as its segregation signage. Once “more numerous than magnolia trees” (Wade-Gayles 1993, 2), the hundreds of thousands of Jim Crow signs that spread not only across the South but also up and down both coasts and across much of the Midwest have been reduced in cultural memory to a pair of juxtaposed words. Like the system of segregation they proclaimed, however, the signs were more complex than the “white” and “colored” pair suggests. Despite their service to a common aim, the signs’ geographic, typographic, and demographic variations exposed fault lines in the mutual construction of race and social space.

Lagging several decades behind the actual practices of segregation that emerged in the aftermath of Reconstruction, Jim Crow signs began to appear inside trains and streetcars in the closing decades of the 19th century and spread through the early decades of the 20th century to courthouses, whorehouses, cemeteries, hospitals, libraries, restrooms, lunch counters, theaters, parks, and drinking fountains, and then, keeping pace with technology, to telephone booths, vending machines, and airport waiting rooms. Yet despite (or because of) their extensive reach, the signs were far from uniform in presentation or frequency. Determined primarily by local customs and conditions rather than legislation, their dimensions, materials, wording, and distribution varied substantially. Anyone could produce and post a Jim Crow sign. The language ranged from the bland neutral terms of commercially printed signage on civic buildings to uncensored racist scrawls on rural homes and family businesses. Made from materials as perishable as paper, as immaterial as neon, and as enduring as metal, wood, glass, or stone, the signage was produced by many hands in a multiplicity of forms.

Whereas the erratic penmanship and spelling of homemade signs might cast doubt on the rationale for white supremacy the sanitized and standardized language of commercial signage promoted that ideology through the guise of the “separate but equal” formula of Plessy v. Ferguson (1896). The wording could be discreetly asymmetrical: the honorific “people” sometimes appended to the sign for “whites” was never complemented by a sign for “colored people”; the respectful “ladies” that followed the racial term on restrooms for white women became “women” on the African American counterpart. More often, the fiction of equality was maintained by a verbal parity that masked material disparities: “white” signs pointed to front seats in buses and eating places, “colored” to back seats; “white” signs led to sanitary, gender-differentiated restrooms, “colored” to dirty (often unisex) basement lavatories; “white” signs hung above refrigerated water coolers, “colored” above spigots in shallow bowls. Whereas whites who could cross the color line with impunity were often oblivious to the signs, African Americans whose compliance was enforced experienced the signs as constant reminders of their second-class status and navigated downtown areas to avoid confronting them.





JIM CROW FOUNTAINS

The municipality of Kinston, North Carolina, segregated its public drinking fountains not by signage but by separate colors. Yet, an editor of the African American newspaper The Norfolk Journal and Guide delighted in pointing out in the following news clip from 1920, the system worked only so long as the paint did not wear off.


Whether the races are to have separate bulbs at public fountains here in future is a matter of some moment, in official circles. So far the city council has neglected to spend the $1.97 it would take to re-Jim Crow the fountains. Several years ago an order was issued providing that white bulbs on fountains should be used by white persons, and red bulbs by colored. The order was strictly enforced. Now the red paint has worn off and numerous persons have forgotten whether the red bulbs were on the right or left side of the fountains, with the result that racial equality is in vogue at the drinking places. Officials say departments have no funds that can be used for painting bulbs, and that it is up to the council to appropriate.

Source: Norfolk Journal and Guide, February 21, 1920.






The damage the signage inflicted on African Americans gave rise to a defining narrative of racialization. Launched by Charles W. Chesnutt’s 1901 account of feeling “branded and tagged . . . like an unclean thing” by his encounter with a Jim Crow sign (Chesnutt [1901] 1969, 57), the story is typically recounted from the perspective of a child whose inaugural experience with a segregation sign spells a painful fall into race. Tracking a journey from a familiar neighborhood to a segregated downtown, this coming-of-age narrative sets aside the adult language of status and rights for the child’s language of bodily pain—the jerk on the arm or the shout in the ear—and prohibited bodily pleasures: an iced Coke at the drugstore counter, a fresh breeze on the face at the front of the trolley, a cold drink from the refrigerated water cooler.

Beyond this transmission of lived experience, the cultural memory of Jim Crow signs has been shaped primarily by photographers seeking to expose the realities of segregation to an unwitting national audience. Drawn to economical visual images, photographers dwelled on the disparity made conspicuous by the parallel alignment of separate and unequal restroom doors and drinking fountains. Photographs of an African American man stooping to drink from an inferior “colored” fountain adjacent to a modern water cooler have become classics, but they should not overshadow the diversity of spaces that were structured by, and in turn helped to restructure, the geography of race.

The most paradoxical of these structures was the movie theater, whose architecture mandated vertical rather than horizontal segregation. Jim Crow signs requiring African Americans to sit in the “colored balcony” (often accessible only by an outdoor staircase) inverted the racial hierarchy by placing the socially inferior race above the whites seated downstairs. Although the orchestra offered easier access and better viewing conditions, the balcony yielded the communal satisfactions of surveillance over and immunity from the downstairs audience, which could be pelted with popcorn and ice cubes without fear of retribution.

The built environment’s complication of the racial hierarchy was supplemented by a demographic diversity that could modulate the contours of the color line. At some locations, disfranchised ethnic or national groups were folded into the “colored” category, as in signs directing “Negroes and Okies upstairs” at movie theaters in Bakersfield, California, or those refusing admission to restaurants in Texas to “dogs, Negroes, Mexicans.” Translation could also modify the boundaries of race. In a Greyhound bus station in Miami, Florida, a bilingual restroom sign for “white women/señoras blancas” leaves uncertain whether Spanish-speaking women are invited into or directed away from a space restricted to “white women.”

Such ambiguities had no bearing on the tenacity of the signs. Long after the passage of landmark civil rights legislation in the 1960s, Jim Crow signs remained in place well into the 1970s and even lingered beyond that in some rural areas. Physical traces can still be discerned in the symmetrical holes over drinking fountains or extraneous restroom stalls, but the actual signs, once dismantled, almost entirely disappeared. Discarded as hateful or shameful relics or allowed to deteriorate in damp storage areas, they vanished from the cultural landscape until their recent reemergence as prized, if also controversial, collectors’ items for institutions and individuals seeking to preserve tangible reminders of the Jim Crow era. Because of their scarcity, the signs whose provenance can be determined command prices higher than most slave documents. Consequently, a covert industry in reproductions has emerged to meet the demands of diverse, even antithetical, groups of consumers: from African Americans wanting to transmit material evidence of their experience to disbelieving future generations to white supremacists eager to perpetuate the racial hierarchy of Jim Crow. Parodies have followed in the trail of reproductions: signs reserving parking “for African Americans only” have spawned sequels reserving parking for virtually every minority group. By outliving their historical function, Jim Crow signs reveal their symbolic function in working through our racial legacy.

Elizabeth Abel
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JOOK JOINTS




The term jook joint (also known as juke joint) is a colloquial name for a type of leisure establishment or informal gathering space that originally emerged in rural African American communities in the decades following Reconstruction. During the 1880s, jook joints gradually became a fixture of everyday life in rural America, primarily serving as music and dance venues that frequently offered an assortment of goods and services, such as alcohol, food, gambling, and prostitution. These spaces gained popularity through the Jim Crow era, creating a recreational outlet for black laborers, farmers, and sharecroppers to temporarily escape everyday hardships. Moreover, jook joints gave black performers a theater to blend and innovate musical styles, which inevitably fostered the birth of blues and jazz.

Although the exact etymology of the word jook remains unclear, some anthropologists have argued that the term may have been derived from West African cognates. Lorenzo Turner (1949) linked the Gullah term juk, which was synonymous with “disorderly,” to the Wolof words jug or dzug (i.e., to lead a disorderly life) and the Bambara term dzugu (i.e., a wicked person). The disorderly connotations of jooks may also stem from the subversive nature of musical traditions that ultimately gave birth to jook joints. Scholars trace the origins of jook performances to clandestine meetings held on antebellum plantations where African American laborers danced and played handmade instruments. These gatherings typically took place in secluded areas because curfew ordinances often prohibited enslaved workers from assembling or playing loud music after dark. Early performances fused West African musical elements such as call-and-response techniques and polyphonic beats with innovated rhythms. Toward the end of the 19th century, a florescence of jook joints built on this musical heritage and paved the way for incarnations of boogie-woogie, ragtime, blues, and jazz.

During the progressive era (1890s–1920s), jook joints steadily secured a broader sphere of influence. Once confined to a loose network of obscure recreation venues, jook traditions reached wider audiences, making the jook joint a “secular institution” for black music (Hazzard-Gordon 1990). Much of the information assembled about jook joints comes from a handful of ethnographic accounts, interviews, and oral histories gathered since the 1930s. Anthropologists like Zora Neale Hurston (1891–1960) and Stetson Kennedy (1916–2011) offered rare glimpses into the social and material dimensions of jook joints. Although the structural composition of jooks varied widely, most primary accounts described jook joints as modest, ephemeral structures with rugged characteristics (Hurston 1997; Kennedy 1942). After emancipation, an onslaught of discriminatory legislative acts such as vagrancy laws were enacted to regulate African American leisure activities. Jook joints took advantage of inconspicuous settings to evade discriminatory tactics used by white officials to reinforce racial hierarchies. Depending on the context, a jook might be run out of an abandoned building, a remote structure, or a one-room shack. On Friday and Saturday nights, residents and travelers made their way to jooks to socialize, grab drinks, dance, or try their luck at gambling.

The historical development of jook joints as institutions for secular music and dance was contingent on a variety of social, political, and economic factors. Jooks proliferated at a time when African Americans in the South largely made a living as sharecroppers or worked as wage laborers in sawmills, turpentine stills, phosphate mines, and other rural industries. The expansion of railroad lines fostered the growth of small agricultural towns, labor camps, and local industries. Advances in transportation generated an influx of travelers from nearby towns, which provided jook joints and other local businesses with a steady stream of customers. Jook proprietors and other black business owners struggled to achieve political and economic mobility as structural racism and racial inequalities permeated American society.

Despite the booming popularity of jook joints at the turn of the 20th century, public attitudes toward jook joints remained somewhat ambivalent. Racist stereotypes in national media accounts commonly portrayed jooks as dens of vice. Although white-owned establishments certainly drew public scorn, white officials and activists cast African American–operated jook joints and saloons in a far more sinister light. Antisaloon leagues and temperance campaigns also vilified nightlife venues with the intent of eradicating drinking establishments and vice districts altogether. Widespread patterns of racial violence caused alarm among black leaders and politicians, who, in turn, became increasingly critical of jook culture in African American communities. Prominent advocates of economic advancement and black respectability began to perceive jook joints as unwholesome spaces detrimental to middle-class American life. Such national discourses effectively framed secular jook traditions in opposition to the moral sanctity of the church.

While the condemnation of African American leisure spaces heightened pressures to police jook activities, the disruptive reputation of jook joints reciprocally gave some black laborers the freedom to pursue unconventional desires and intimacies. Jooks cultivated a permissive atmosphere for sexual exploration and gender nonconformity. These unruly spaces inspired female blues singers and performers to explore interests that disrupted ideals of female domesticity, monogamy, and heterosexual marriage (Davis 1998). By the 1920s, the tolerant customs of small-town jooks would reach far beyond their provincial settings as blues singers brought jook traditions to urban stages. Traveling blues musicians infused their lyrics with jook imagery, capturing the ordinary troubles and aspirations of rural laborers. Though rugged and seemingly unremarkable in appearance, jook joints played a pivotal role in the genealogy of African American music, art, and culture. The cultural and historical significance of these spaces was perhaps best described by famed African American author Zora Neale Hurston, who proclaimed the jook joint “the most important place in America” for music and the truest embodiment of African American theater (Hurston 1997, 71).

Jamie M. Arjona
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LITERATURE




In their poetry, fiction, essays, memoirs, and folklore, African American writers recorded Jim Crow discrimination and danger while also depicting the unique black world segregation made. Literary scholars today recognize a segregation narrative tradition that stretches from the end of the 19th century to the dawn of the civil rights movement and encompasses African American life from rural Southern hamlets to urban ghettoes in the North. The defining features of this segregation narrative tradition include (1) the spatialization of race through laws and customs that code public and private spaces according to race, (2) an aesthetics of fear centering on the physical and psychological terror that secure these racialized spaces, (3) key scenes of cross-racial contact, from the daily subservience required in the presence of white people to lynchings and race riots, and (4) the protagonist or narrator’s relation to a distinctive black communal life sustained by the cultural traditions of the oppressed. These narratives allow today’s readers to enter African American spaces and to encounter ordinary people living their lives under enormous oppression, with struggling, suffering, and fear, but also with resilience, laughter, and love.

In Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), the Supreme Court made segregation the law of the land by upholding “separate but equal” railroad cars. The indignities of the Jim Crow car form a frequent trope of segregation literature. In one of the founding texts of the tradition, Charles Chesnutt’s The Marrow of Tradition (1901), a black doctor who has just been thrown into the Jim Crow car notes that at the back of the car appear large cards featuring the word colored, ensuring that “not merely should the passengers be separated by the color line, but that the reason for this division should be kept constantly in mind” (Chesnutt 1901, 56). These physical and psychological divisions, Richard Wright (1908–1960) explains, were meant to last from cradle to grave and perhaps beyond: “There are white schools and black schools, white churches and black churches, white businesses and black businesses, white graveyards and black graveyards, and, for all I know, a white God and a black God” (Wright 1940, 857). The threat of white violence enforced this separation. Antilynching plays by Alice Dunbar Nelson (1875–1935), Georgia Douglass Johnson (1880–1966), and Angelina Weld Grimké (1880–1958) dramatize how lynching penetrated African American homes, producing terror, trauma, and psychological wounding. Sutton Griggs’s The Hindered Hand; or the Reign of the Repressionist (1905), Grimké’s short story “Goldie” (1929), and James Baldwin’s play Blues for Mr. Charlie (1964) offer fictionalized accounts of the devastating effect of actual lynchings. Hearing about lynchings during his childhood permanently embedded “a dread of white people” in young Richard Wright’s “feelings and imagination” (Wright 1944, 117). Crossing the boundary between white and black neighborhoods, Maya Angelou (1928–2014) and her friends felt the terror of “explorers walking without weapons into man-eating animals’ territory” (Angelou [1969] 2015, 25). Crossing the color line, either deliberately or by accident, could have deadly consequences. Wright’s short stories in Uncle Tom’s Children (1938) and his novel Native Son (1940) emphasize that whether in the South or the streets of Chicago, being in the wrong place at the wrong time could cost you your life.

Some light-skinned African Americans like the protagonist of James Weldon Johnson’s Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man (1912, 1927) and Claire Kendry in Nella Larsen’s Passing (1929) responded by choosing to live as white, or “passing.” In Passing and Jessie Redmon Fauset’s Plum Bun: A Novel Without a Moral (1928), other women strategically pass to patronize whites-only stores and restaurants before returning to their lives as African Americans. Colorism, or the preference for lighter skin, consistently features in segregation literature, whether through formation of the “blue vein society” of Northern elites in Charles Chesnutt’s Wife of His Youth and Other Stories of the Color Line (1899) or the comical pretensions of the illiterate, unattractive, light-skinned migrant worker Mrs. Turner in Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God (1928).

[image: image]

As an avid collector of African American folklore, novelist and anthropologist Zora Neale Hurston captured the everyday lives of ordinary black people in works such as Mules and Men (1935). (Library of Congress)

Some African Americans lived apart from colorism and prejudice in self-governing all-black towns like Zora Neale Hurston’s hometown, Eatonville, Florida, the setting for much of Their Eyes Were Watching God. Unlike other children growing up in close proximity to whites, Hurston did not experience racism until she left for school in Jacksonville. Nevertheless, black spaces within racist Southern towns and Northern cities could also offer havens. Black churches formed the heart of these African American communities, making Sunday a day of fellowship and rest from work. Anne Moody’s memoir Coming of Age in Mississippi (1968) and Nate Shaw’s oral history All God’s Dangers (1974) describe young people socializing and even finding romance at church. In James Weldon Johnson’s Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man (1912), preachers mesmerize a religious camp meeting through skillful vernacular oratory and the Negro spirituals that W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963) characterized in Souls of Black Folk (1903) as one of America’s most important artistic expressions. Migrants to Northern cities brought their religion, and, as James Baldwin (1924–1987) vividly illustrates in Go Tell It on the Mountain (1953), the church remained the spiritual and political center of African American life.

If Sunday belonged to God, Saturday promised more secular fellowship. In Souls of Black Folk, Du Bois describes country people crowding the streets of Albany, Georgia, to shop, drink a little too much, gossip, and head back home before the sun went down. For Maya Angelou, the “lay center” of town was her grandmother’s store, where barbers cut hair in the shade of the porch on Saturdays and men sang to “juice harps and cigar box guitars.” Among the wealth of merchandise, “customers could find food staples, a good variety of colored thread, mash for hogs, corn for chickens, coal oil lamps, light bulbs for the wealthy, shoestrings, hairdressings, and flower seeds” (Angelou [1969] 2015, 7–8). Those in search of more excitement could head over to the jook, a word that Zora Neale Hurston explains “may mean a bawdy house” or a public house “where the men and women drink and gamble” or a combination of both. “In its smelly, shoddy confines” was “born the secular music known as the blues, and on blues has been founded jazz” (Hurston 1934, 1154–1155).

The move from country to city meant an expansion of leisure spaces from the front porch, the country store, and jook joint to the street corner, pool hall, dance hall, and cabaret. In Cane (1923), Jean Toomer (1894–1967) celebrates the Washington, DC, nightlife taking place in alleys, saloons, poolrooms, theaters, and restaurants. Nella Larsen’s Harlem Renaissance novels portray interracial parties attended by elite African Americans and their white patrons. Claude McKay (1889–1948) shows a different side of Harlem nightlife in Home to Harlem (1928), where flowing liquor, wild dancing, and fighting characterize “rent parties” held to raise rent money but also, explains Langston Hughes (1901–1967), because ordinary Harlemites “didn’t like to be stared at by white folks” (Hughes 1940, 179). As workers flooded Northern cities, neighborhood bars offered men like Walter Lee Younger in Lorraine Hansberry’s Raisin in the Sun (1953) and Langston Hughes’s Jesse B. Semple camaraderie and relief from demeaning jobs and overcrowding at home.

Many men worked in Northern industries such as the paint factory in Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man (1953) and the wartime munitions plant in James Baldwin’s Notes of a Native Son (1955). William Attaway’s Blood on the Forge (1941) dramatizes exploitation, labor unrest, and even death facing African American migrants in a Pennsylvania steel mill. Housing discrimination produced shortages, overcrowding, and pestilent conditions. Native Son, Raisin in the Sun, and Maud Martha all feature characters crammed into tiny “kitchenettes” contending with mice, rats, cockroaches, and despair.

Such Northern struggles seemed a better alternative to Southern sharecroppers virtually enslaved by landlords who cheated them and threatened to lynch them if they complained. The entire family often worked in the fields, and when rural communities had colored schools, they closed for months at harvest time. Some workers migrated from place to place in search of work. In her folklore collection Mules and Men (1935), Zora Neale Hurston (1891–1960) describes the turpentine and lumber camps she visited as isolated, with the workers dependent on the company for nearly every aspect of their lives. Others worked as domestic servants, coming into “close daily contact” with whites. “It is through them that the whites know the rest of their colored neighbors,” explained James Weldon Johnson’s narrator in Autobiography, and between them, “there is little or no friction” (Johnson 1912, 76). Hurston attributed this seeming lack of friction to “featherbed resistance,” whereby white scrutiny and cross-examination get “smothered under a lot of laughter and pleasantries” (Hurston [1938] 1970, 18–19). Children sometimes accompanied their mothers to their white workplaces, where they played with the employer’s children. Many authors, such as Anne Moody (1940–2015) and Richard Wright, recall black and white children playing together, yet these friendships rarely lasted to adulthood. In “The Ethics of Living Jim Crow” (1937), Richard Wright learned his first Jim Crow lesson from a mismatched fight between white boys hurling broken bottles across the tracks at black boys armed only with fists of coal cinders. The beating he received afterward from his mother reinforced for him the dangers of fighting back against white aggression, a lesson repeated in subsequent encounters with whites that grew in number and danger until he fled the South.

Anne Rice
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LIVE THEATER




African Americans have been contributing to American theater both on stage and behind the scenes since before emancipation. Throughout this long history, black actors, directors, producers, and writers have almost always used the stage to confront institutionalized segregation, racial violence, and popular cultural misrepresentations. In 1821, William Alexander Brown (fl. 1821–1825) opened the Grove, the first black-owned theater in the United States, where he wrote and produced The Drama of King Shotaway about a 1795 black Carib revolt against British colonists. It is the first known play written by an African American, but, unfortunately, it is now lost. Nearly a century would pass before Robert T. Motts (1861–1911) would open his Pekin Theatre in Chicago, Illinois (1905–1911), the second black-owned theater in the United States. In 1858, novelist, abolitionist, and former slave William Wells Brown (1814–1884) wrote The Escape; Or, A Leap for Freedom, which is the earliest extant play written by an African American. He performed all the roles himself at abolitionist meetings before sharing his own experiences as a slave and his subsequent escape.

However, black entertainers found most opportunities in minstrel shows, where they sang, danced, and performed comedy sketches, always in blackface in order to be accepted by white audiences. However, most historians agree that their performances beneath the blackface mask allowed them to “change the joke and slip the yoke” of American racism, as Ralph Ellison (1913–1994) wrote in 1964 (Ellison 1958, 212). For instance, black entertainers performing black stereotypes while wearing blackface makeup arguably reminded audiences that these performances were theatrical creations rather than authentic depictions of black people.

Working in minstrelsy also opened the doors for black entertainers to appear in vaudeville and eventually on Broadway in musical comedies and revues. Building on the popularity of Bert Williams (1874–1922) and George Walker’s (1872–1911) early musical comedies between 1903 and 1911, vaudeville duo Flournoy Miller (1885–1971) and Aubrey Lyles (1884–1932) hit it big with Shuffle Along in 1921. This show is notable for presenting the first-ever sincere love duet sung by a black couple on stage, even though at the same time it featured black comedians in blackface. The show’s success inspired a great many imitators, such as Dixie to Broadway, Plantation Revue, and Lew Leslie’s (1886–1963) Blackbirds, suggesting that black performers and stereotypical blackness were attractive to both black and white audiences.

In the 1920s, black intellectuals W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963) and Alain Locke (1885–1954) began to imagine new kinds of African American theater. In the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People’s magazine, Crisis, Du Bois and Locke published diverging views on what black theater should be and do. Locke believed it should be a purely artistic expression of black culture and life and should avoid addressing social problems. Du Bois, however, believed it had a responsibility to explicitly confront those problems and therefore should always be propaganda. He called for theater created for, about, by, and near African Americans to counteract the plays and performances produced for predominantly white audiences, whose tastes favored stereotypes over more realistic representations of black life.

For Crisis, Locke and Du Bois introduced playwriting contests to inspire black people to represent themselves in the theater by dramatizing their experiences. Many women submitted folk plays, most centering on the issue of lynching, which generated a uniquely American genre—the antilynching play. These plays, such as Angelina Weld Grimké’s (1880–1958) Rachel (1916) and Georgia Douglas Johnson’s (1877–1966) Safe (1929), focus on the emotional and psychological tolls that lynching takes on black families and communities. These folk plays also address other pressing contemporary issues, such as women’s suffrage in Willis Richardson’s (1889–1977) Deacon’s Awakening (1920) and black soldiers returning from World War I who faced lingering American racism after experiencing some acceptance in Europe in Mary Powell Burrill’s (1884–1946) Aftermath (1919). Others confront intraracial tensions, such as Zora Neale Hurston’s (1891–1960) Color Struck (1925), which explores racialized ideas of beauty.

More general interest in truer representations of black family life continued to grow through the early 1940s. For instance, the melodrama Harlem (1929) by Wallace Thurman (1902–1934) and William Jourdan Rapp (1895–1942) explored the temptations that city life held for young African Americans, yet it still employed some black stereotypes in a scintillating Harlem rent party scene. Abram Hill’s (1910–1986) satire on Harlem’s black upper class On Striver’s Row (1939) mixed social commentary with comedy. Paul Green (1894–1981) and Richard Wright (1908–1960) adapted Wright’s novel Native Son for the stage in 1941 for a stylish yet gritty production directed by Orson Welles (1915–1985) for his Mercury Theatre.

Similar to Harlem and Native Son, other black plays from the 1930s and 1940s focused on the intergenerational challenges black families faced resulting from the Great Migration. Many plays explore ideological tensions between the younger generation, trying to forget their racialized pasts in the Jim Crow South, and the older generation, who remained skeptical of Northern white society’s generosity while also adjusting to city living in cramped quarters and bitterly cold weather. For instance, S. Randolph Edmonds’s (1900–1983) Old Man Pete (1934) focuses on grown middle-class black children trying to care for their elderly parents new to urban life. Theodore Ward’s (1902–1983) Big White Fog (1928) explores race and class through Marcus Garvey’s (1887–1940) movement and its failure to realize racial and financial equality and concludes with the younger characters favoring a racially integrated approach.

The next major shift in black drama came after the passing of civil rights legislation in the 1960s. Devastated by the assassination of Malcolm X (1925–1965), black poet and playwright LeRoi Jones (1934–2014) deserted the Beat poets in New York’s Greenwich Village for Harlem, changed his name to Imamu Amiri Baraka, and helped start the black arts movement (BAM). Baraka’s ideas for black theater would push Du Bois’s to the extreme. In his scathing manifesto “The Revolutionary Theatre,” Baraka claimed black theater should resist white supremacy by teaching white men their deaths. Baraka’s plays (and others from the era by Ed Bullins [1935–], Alice Childress [1916–1994], Adrienne Kennedy [1931–], and others) highlighted social squalor and violence and often created jarringly visceral experiences for audiences to shake them loose from complacent attitudes about institutionalized racism.

On the other hand, black actor Douglas Turner Ward (1930–) received a substantial endowment from the Ford Foundation to start the Negro Ensemble Company (NEC) in 1967, to bring white and black society together through the theater. Baraka and others in BAM accused Ward of being an “Uncle Tom” for accepting funding from the white elite, using the outmoded term Negro in his company’s name, and presenting plays in the East Village rather than Harlem. Even still, Ward and the NEC produced political plays by black writers, including Ward’s own Day of Absence, a “reverse minstrel show” with an all-black cast performing in whiteface, as well as BAM playwright Bullins and many others.

Black theater artists continued to challenge de facto Jim Crow segregation and the stubborn persistence of black stereotypes through the end of the century. For instance, in 1982, playwright August Wilson (1945–2005), discovered by black director Lloyd Richards (1919–2006), began his Century Cycle (or the Pittsburgh Cycle), which documents African American experiences in each decade of the 20th century in Pittsburgh. George C. Wolfe (1954–) lampooned black stereotypes in popular culture in The Colored Museum (1988), and performance artist Robbie McCauley (1942–) explored the cycle of violent intersections of race and gender in Sally’s Rape (1989). Playwright and performer Anna Deveare Smith (1950–) confronted racial tensions in Fires in the Mirror (1992) and Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992 (1994). Contemporary black playwrights such as Mfoniso Udofia (1984–), Brandon Jacobs-Jenkins (1984–), and Robert O’Hara (1970–) continue the political and entertaining work of these earlier black theater artists.

Shane Breaux
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MOVIEGOING




During the Jim Crow era, African Americans attended moving picture theaters for entertainment purposes and to escape from their everyday struggles. The African American moviegoing experience was fraught with a range of complexities, including being denied admission to whites-only theaters, enduring racially discriminatory practices when allowed admission to mixed-race theaters, or having access to theaters that welcomed black populations. Whites-only theaters were generally theaters that were owned and operated by whites that catered to white populations. Mixed-race theaters were theaters that were generally white-owned but admitted black patrons who conformed to the segregated practices and policies instituted. Black theaters were theaters that blacks primarily owned and operated that were created to entertain primarily black audiences (but some whites also owned and operated these theaters).

Therefore, the moviegoing experience for African Americans was as varied as the motion picture venues made accessible. For those who attempted to gain admission to an all-white theater, blacks could be denied the right to purchase a ticket and, therefore, were not allowed to enter the theater. Mixed-race theaters that catered to both black and white audiences engaged in racially segregated practices that included forcing black patrons to enter through a back door or entrance near an alley, confining them to the theater’s back rows, removing them from theater seats to accommodate white patrons, ushering them to the galleries or balconies for seating, and forcing them to sit in sections of the theater divided by partitions. Black moviegoers also had to witness degrading images of themselves on screen. In many mixed-race theaters, when blacks were required to sit in seats located in the gallery or balcony, they were confined to secondary status and segregated from whites in spaces termed “buzzard’s roost,” “peanut heaven,” “crow’s nest,” or “n—r heaven” (a term that Carl Van Vechten [1880–1964], a white writer and photographer of the Harlem Renaissance, adopted for his 1926 novel Nigger Heaven, based on white churches that segregated blacks from whites). Other racially segregated practices that occurred in mixed-race theaters included having to attend midnight screenings known as “midnight rambles.” In comparison, black moviegoers preferred black theaters since these spaces provided a place of refuge from segregation where blacks could escape the gaze or purview of white moviegoers. It was in black theaters that a black motion picture projectionist could edit offensive scenes from mainstream films to make these pictures more palatable to black audiences. However, black theaters could be the target of violent attacks, they were more likely to exhibit second-run features already screened at white theaters, and even if low-budget “race movies” were made available, these films had a limited distribution that incurred higher costs that were passed on to the consumer. Although black theaters provided alternative viewing experiences, they could not escape the class politics that prevailed in African American communities as upper-class blacks sought to distinguish themselves from lower-class blacks, and this divide surfaced in the public space of theaters.

One of the first black-owned and -operated motion picture theaters, Chicago’s The Pekin Theater, was opened by Robert T. Motts (?–1911) in 1906. The theater was a saloon that had been converted into a theater. Converting a theater from one format to another was common among black theaters and particularly in vaudeville theaters where following a vaudeville act, screenings characterized as “chasers” were shown. In 1909, while as many as 112 theaters catered to African Americans, only 53 were actually owned and operated by black people. However, the number of these theaters increased steadily until the end of segregation and reached a peak in 1952 when some 1,072 black theaters existed throughout the country. Not all black theaters were owned and operated by men. Women such as Zelia N. Breaux, Bessie Foster, Marie Downes, Minnie McAlfee, A. E. Miller, and Lola Williams (who operated some three theaters under the name of The Dreamland Theater in Oklahoma) also owned black theaters. The development of black theaters coincided with the growth of black populations, and the five states that had the largest number of black theaters (including vaudeville, nickelodeons, and musical houses) between 1900 and 1955 were Texas, Florida, North Carolina, Georgia, and Virginia. The five cities with the largest number of black theaters during this same time period were New York City; Chicago; Detroit; Washington, DC; and Baltimore.





NOTABLE MOVIE THEATERS THAT CATERED TO BLACK AUDIENCES, 1900–1920

By 1910, at least 100 venues catered to black audiences and provided motion pictures (along with vaudeville and live performances). Some of these theaters were white-owned and -operated; others were black-owned and -operated. The following table identifies some of these places.
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While black motion picture theaters provided films to black audiences, these were not the only places where films could be screened. Churches, schools, tent shows, state and county fairgrounds, fraternal lodges and temples, and private homes all provided alternative exhibition venues. Movies could be screened in air domes (open-air theaters) “which consisted of four walls, without a roof, and seats placed directly on the ground between a projector coop and a simple screen. Open to the sky, the air-dome structure was economical, requiring only an open lot with a high fence, and [was] less of a fire hazard than enclosed theaters” (Smith 2003, 4). Storefront theaters referred to “storefronts or one or two structures with theater seating on the street level, a projection booth and makeshift screen and a sign hung above the door outside” (Smith 2003, 4). Nickelodeons were small venues with a center aisle that led to the screen, and “short straight rows of straight-back wooden chairs or benches” were provided for seating patrons, while the projector was located at the building’s rear (Smith 2003, 4). These facilities charged only a nickel for admission, which explains how they inherited their name. Opera houses designed specifically for operas were sometimes converted to motion picture theaters, and they consisted of public halls, auditoriums, or theaters that “hosted all types of entertainment—opera, operetta, musical comedies, legitimate plays, burlesque and vaudeville” (Smith 2003, 4). Drive-in theaters referred to parking lots that featured movies on large outdoor screens; patrons viewed images from their vehicles. These theaters were primarily located in Southern states such as Alabama, Florida, Georgia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, and Texas.

The black moviegoing experience was not much different from other segregated experiences African Americans faced during the Jim Crow era. Blacks used theaters as places to engage in social discourse, partake of amusements, assert class differences, and renew themselves through escapism. Black-owned theaters were important entrepreneurial ventures that provided spectators with an environment free of Jim Crow practices, where they could view empowering films that portrayed blacks with dignity and that challenged their own political, cultural, and economic disfranchisement.

Charlene Regester
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QUILTING




Quilting is a form of needlework that is almost always created by women. While women primarily assumed this domestic responsibility, men also learned to quilt. Quilters would sew two layers of cloth on either side of interlining or batting, which provides the thickness and warmth. The upper layer is decorated, and the bottom is usually plain. A separate strip of fabric is used to bind the edges of the quilt. Working outside the mainstream quilt world, African American quilters turned hardship into art, using scraps of material to create quilts of extraordinary visual interest and complexity.

Skilled slave women did the spinning, weaving, sewing, and quilting. The women made quilts for their owners’ family and for their personal use. Early African American quilters used scraps of cloth left over from making their clothes, or feed, flour, tobacco, and sugar sacks. The inner layer of quilts could be filled with old blankets, worn clothes, or bits and pieces of wool or raw cotton. Slave women learned quilt patterns from their mistresses and from each other. They also developed original patterns based on their environment. A popular pattern was the Nine-Patch. String quilts were popular, because it allowed quilts to be made out of fabrics that normally would be too narrow to be worth using.

Quilting parties or “frolics” were the slaves’ equivalent of a quilting bee. They were usually organized by the women, but men, women, and, often, children attended the social gatherings. Quiltings, accompanied by eating, storytelling, games, and singing, offered slaves unique opportunities to socialize without supervision.

Anthropologist Gladys-Marie Fry uncovered several myths pertaining to slave-made quilts—namely, that they were crudely made, had large and uneven stitches, were from an inferior grade of cotton, had a make-do lining, or had cotton seed in the lining. The myths imply that black women and men lacked aesthetic talents and were primarily engaged in field work. Historian Elizabeth Fox-Genovese contends that slave women did most of the sewing and weaving on the largest plantations. Overall, the major force behind African American improvisations was economic, not racial.

African Americans made quilts continuously from the late 18th century to the present. Yet, their work has not been included in most American quilt histories. The best documentation by black women in the 19th century comes from Elizabeth Hobbs Keckley (1818–1907) and Harriet Powers (1837–1911). Lizzie Keckley made a “Liberty” Medallion Quilt (1870) for Mary Todd Lincoln (1818–1882), using scraps of silk from the gowns she had made for her. Harriet Powers’s surviving quilts depict biblical stories, local legends, and meteorological phenomena. Her use of appliqued techniques is rooted in African culture. Appliqued African textiles were used to record political and family histories. African American women attending the first Congress of Colored Women in 1895 endorsed Powers’s “Bible Quilts.”

African Americans are as diverse as any group in American society and, yet, they share elements of a common cultural heritage. Quilting, along with jazz, is a uniquely American contribution to the world art that bears the legacy of African heritage. If jazz had a physical presence, it would look like the improvisational quilts in many African American families. Instead of playing jazz with musical instruments, quilters play jazz with a needle and thread.

Although improvisational quilts made by African Americans may look spontaneous, they require technical proficiency and knowledge of quilting. Improvisational quilts are not “crazy,” although there are often a number of patterns in one quilt. The same pattern may be repeated in the quilt, but it may not look the same because of the pattern variations.

During the Great Migration, quilt-making traditions spread as thousands of African Americans sought employment in Northern industrial areas. African Americans brought their cultural patterns in speech, music, and the folk arts to urban areas in the North and West. After World War II, quilting receded as African American women gained employment in better-paying jobs and began buying manufactured bed linens.

The Freedom Quilting Bee brought quilting back to life. Its history, beginning in Wilcox County, Alabama, in 1966, links quilting to the civil rights movement. It began with 150 quilters from the towns of Gee’s Bend, Alberta, Possum Bend, and nearby areas. The women learned to quilt from their mothers and their grandmothers. The quilts of the Freedom Quilting Bee ushered in the patchwork look of the 1960s.

In 1984, the Women of Color Quilter’s Network emerged. Thereafter, it was accepted that whether the quilters made utilitarian strip quilts, art studio quilts, or traditional quilts, and regardless of age or location, their quilts were authentic expressions of African American arts and crafts. Moreover, African American writers, such as Alice Walker (1944–), Margaret Walker (1915–1998), Faith Ringgold (1930–), and others have enlightened us with insight about quilts through their novels. Various forms of migration kept African American art forms thriving, highlighting cloth-making as artisans, designers, and makers of their own worlds.

Floris Barnett Cash
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RACE FILMS




Race films refers to moving pictures produced during a racially segregated era that were deliberately designed to appeal to African Americans. When blacks realized that they and their stories were either excluded from or distorted in mainstream films, they were compelled to make their own films. Race pictures attempted to reverse the defaming images of blacks that circulated publicly and sought to improve these images through providing more humanizing portrayals that depicted blacks as possessing the same desires, emotions, and aspirations as nonblacks. Black filmmakers were the primary producers of race films, although some whites specialized in making race pictures. Generally, these productions featured all-blacks casts, foregrounded the black experience, and were based on black narratives, which led to the emergence of black filmmakers, screenwriters, technicians, actors, actresses, and theaters.

The first black filmmaker emerged in the early 1900s when William Foster, also known as Juli Jones (1860–1940), along with Joe Shoecraft (dates unknown), founded the Foster Photoplay Company in Chicago. The two made moving pictures of a YMCA dedication parade and black baseball game prior to making feature-length films. Foster’s first feature, The Railroad Porter (1913), was a comedy based on a railroad porter’s wife who believes her spouse has abandoned her. When she invites another man to dinner, this leads to a dispute between the two men, but order is restored at the film’s end. This film was popular among black moviegoers and led to other Foster productions, including The Grafter and the Girl (1913), The Fall Guy (1913), The Butler (1913), and The Barber (1916). Foster’s early efforts paved the way for other race filmmakers, such as Peter P. Jones (dates unknown), a photographer also from Chicago, who organized the Peter P. Jones Photoplay Company. Jones produced For the Honor of the 8th Ill., USA (1914), a film that featured an all-black military regiment who served during the Spanish-American War. Jones further produced race comedies such as The Troubles of Sambo and Dinah (1914).

While black filmmaking began in Chicago, it expanded to other cities, as when Hunter C. Haynes (ca. 1865–1918), a former businessman and entrepreneur, made pictures in New York where he was appointed general manager of the white-owned Afro-American Film Company. With this company, Haynes produced Notable Negroes and Their Achievements (1914), a film that celebrated black progress, and One Large Evening (1914), a film that did not escape the criticism of the black press. Haynes later established his own company, the Haynes Photoplay Company, and produced Uncle Remus’ First Visit to New York (1914). While a majority of these early black filmmakers produced race pictures, they were not the only ones to do so. Whites such as Richard E. Norman (1891–1960) of the Norman Film Manufacturing Company, located in Jacksonville, Florida, made race pictures. Norman produced The Green-Eyed Monster (1919), a picture that portrayed two black engineers who compete for the attentions of the superintendent’s daughter. Later, Norman produced other films, including The Bull-Dogger (1921/1922), The Crimson Skull (1922), and The Flying Ace (1926). As a white filmmaker, Norman was known for producing quality race films, and he avoided creating “low-comic stereotypes”; he insisted on portraying blacks as “middle-class professionals in positions of authority and dignity” (Lupack 2016, 124).

Moreover, although males dominated black filmmaking, a few black women produced pictures in these early years. Tressie Saunders, a.k.a. Souders (dates unknown), produced A Woman’s Error (1922) through the Afro-American Film Exhibitors’ Company in Kansas City, Missouri. Writer and anthropologist Zora Neale Hurston (1891–1960), an ethnographic filmmaker, documented black culture with films such as Children’s Games (1928), Logging (1928), and Baptism (1929). Eloyce King Patrick Gist (1892–1974), along with her spouse James Gist (dates unknown), made religious films such as Hellbound Train (1929–1930) and Verdict Not Guilty (1930–1933).

Most notably, among these early filmmakers who received wide appeal for their works and achieved some degree of longevity are brothers George (1887–1939) and Noble P. Johnson (1881–1978), who owned the Lincoln Motion Picture Company (1916–1921) and Oscar Micheaux (1884–1951), who owned the Micheaux Film Corporation (1918–1948), previously known as the Micheaux Book and Film Company. The Lincoln Company started in 1916 in Los Angeles when Noble’s interest in the cinema industry shifted from screen acting to filmmaking. The company produced The Realization of a Negro’s Ambition (1916), Trooper of Troop K (1917), The Law of Nature (1917), A Man’s Duty (1919), and By Right of Birth (1921). Even though these productions were popular, the company dissolved when Noble revitalized his acting career and returned to Hollywood.

When the Lincoln Company declined, Micheaux moved to the forefront of black filmmaking and became one of the most prolific producers of race pictures, making well over 40 films in three decades. Micheaux, a South Dakota homesteader and Pullman porter, abandoned farming to pursue writing. Exploiting his first novel The Homesteader for screen adaptation, Micheaux produced his first picture in 1918, to the chagrin of Chicago’s black ministers, who were disturbed that the filmmaker implicated his father-in-law (a minister) for disrupting his first marriage. In a second feature, Within Our Gates (1919/1920), Micheaux explores a black sharecropper, wrongly accused of murder, who is lynched. The scene is juxtaposed with an African American woman whose white father nearly sexually assaults her. Micheaux’s onscreen exposé of lynching and miscegenation with cinematic techniques adapted from white filmmaker D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation (1915) has led scholars to view Within Our Gates as a direct rebuttal to The Birth of a Nation. Micheaux’s pictures were designed to heighten the consciousness of his audiences. His scathing critique of black life grew out of his desire to educate as well as inspire while he exposed the social ills he believed dissuaded blacks from succeeding.

[image: image]

African American film director Oscar Micheaux’s film Temptation (1936) starred Ethel Moses as a young model involved with a notorious and duplicitous gangster played by Andrew Bishop. (John D. Kisch/Separate Cinema Archive/Getty Images)

Race films allowed blacks to “talk back” in a society that denied them equal rights, enfranchisement, and power. These pictures provided black spectators with positive images of themselves where they were depicted as admirable, worthy, successful, educated, and accomplished, and empowered them even if only temporarily. These films shielded them from the disturbing images that proliferated in a racially segregated America and allowed them to cultivate a more desirable image of themselves.

Charlene Regester
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RACE RECORDS




African American composer and stage actor Perry Bradford (1893–1970) understood that black audiences were quite familiar with black music in 1920 when Mamie Smith (1883–1946) recorded her version of his original composition, “Crazy Blues.” Bradford knew 14 million African Americans in the United States would “buy records if recorded by one of their own” (Bradford 1965, 117). From 1920 to 1945, these recordings, called race records, music recorded by African Americans for an African American commercial market, changed the American music industry and placed black music at the center of the country’s rapidly growing entertainment consumer marketplace.

Recognizing the immense commercial possibility in records created and recorded by African Americans and targeted to black audiences, pioneering record companies like Okeh (operated by the Otto Heinemann Phonograph Supply Company), Paramount (owned by the Wisconsin Chair Company), Vocalion (run by the Aeolian Company), and Columbia (of the Columbia Phonograph Company) immediately launched an intense wave of race record production. The target market for these race records was the black middle class and newly arriving migrants following the paths of the Great Migration from the South and cities in the Northeast and Midwest. These upstart record labels and their subsidiaries distributed bulk sales to local entrepreneurs who marketed them in black newspapers and sold units out of storefronts to black patrons eager for new sounds in blues, gospel, and jazz. From the mid-1920s to the Great Depression, African American newspapers like the Chicago Defender advertised for these recording companies. These newspapers informed customers where to buy the latest hits at stores and locales across the United States, including various piano, phonograph repair, and music shops.

The emerging race record market and its pioneers had intended to sell black music to both the growing black middle class and the black elites building complex communities and cultures in the increasingly urban landscapes of the Midwest and Northeast. Many of these epicenters for black urban life, including Harlem in New York City and Bronzeville in Chicago, found phonograph machines and the rapidly expanding catalogues of black music to play on them as points of race pride where black artistry and creativity merged with state-of-the-art technologies in a manner that reflected African American engagement with modern America. Although beholden to a predominantly white-controlled industry, the black bourgeoisie rooted certain debates over black identity and intellectualism within the context of these expanding urban music cultures. After all, both Chicago and New York were the centers of almost all recorded music during the period. Working-class and Southern blacks, too, bought race records en masse, right alongside their urban contemporaries. As new technologies in the production of phonograph machines made them cheaper and faster to produce, black Americans bought Victrolas and blues and gospel records by the millions. By the mid-1920s, as some scholars have suggested, black Southerners were buying somewhere between 5 and 10 million records a year. Taken together, though, African Americans played an important role in determining which artists were successful and what styles would become popular.

Whether in the industrialized Midwest or in the confines of the Mississippi Delta, patrons of black records across all classes and regions listened to race records in similar environs. Whether listeners were at home alone, at a social engagement with friends and community members, or simply gathered as a nuclear family, race records provided vital everyday entrainment for African Americans willing to invest in this burgeoning form of commercialized leisure. Even those who could ill afford the $1.00 to $1.50 price point could hear the sounds of black music billowing out of the windows and doors of city flats and storefronts as well as Southern sharecropping cabins and jook joints.

Until 1920, only a few African Americans, including George Johnson (1846–1914), W. C. Handy (1873–1958), and James Reese Europe (1880–1919) put their music to record. After 1920, Mamie Smith and her Jazz Hounds’ “Crazy Blues” became the first recorded blues song by an African American, sold more than 1 million copies within its first year of production, and earned Smith nearly $20,000 in royalties. “Crazy Blues” reflected earlier styles popularized by vaudeville singers who purveyed the blues genre, while reflecting a smoother approach to 12-bar blues forms. Black women would become the most successful artists of the early race record industry. Women like Bessie Smith (ca. 1894–1937), Ida Cox (1896–1967), Sippie Wallace (1898–1986), Clara Smith (1894–1935), and Gertrude “Ma” Rainey (1886–1939) defined a familiar “classic blues” style adored by many in black American homes across the country.

By the late 1920s, African American men surpassed women as the driving force behind the ever-expanding race record market. Along with their female counterparts, recordings from male jazz pioneers like Joe King Oliver (1881–1938) and Louis Armstrong (1901–1971) as well as male country blues and hokum artists like Hudson “Tampa Red” Whitaker (1904–1981), Lemon “Blind Lemon” Jefferson (1893–1929), and William “Big Bill” Broonzy (1893–1958) pushed “race” music across the country in a manner that helped inspire an identifiable national African American culture. Black Americans praised these important cultural productions coming from their communities as a reflection of new business entrepreneurialism and the evolution of black art into industry.

From 1920 to 1942, approximately 6,500 blues and gospel recordings made their way to America’s growing markets. By the mid-1920s, the recording industry had become big business as record sales reached upward of 140 million units worth over $100 million in sales. At the same time, sales of recorded music surpassed those of sheet music, the nation’s older avenue for selling popular songs. Gradually, electronic innovations sparked by growing commercial radio companies started replacing the difficult and quirky techniques of acoustic recording, forcing the race records market to compete with national broadcasts. Facilitating all these advances in popular-music production was the incredible growth of the country’s railroad system and the trade it enabled. Music culture, from Tin Pan Alley songs to sheet music to blues, jazz, and gospel, traveled anywhere these rail lines stopped, aiding the dissemination of all types of music accouterments, from phonograph players to radios to recorded music.

The race records industry represented everything that was difficult and unscrupulous within the developing recorded music marketplace. Owned and operated by white entrepreneurs who often had ties to East Coast and Midwest elite business interests and the criminal underworld, recording companies took advantage of black performers at nearly every opportunity. Unfair contracts offering little to no compensation were commonplace, and cutthroat competition led to artistic thievery and contested intellectual property for aspiring and seasoned musicians alike. Bessie Smith, one of the most successful recording artists of the early race record period, negotiated what amounted to a flat recording fee and an annual salary of $1,500 to $2,400 from Columbia records, ultimately selling her copyrights to the record company. Had she retained copyright on the 6.5 million records she sold in the 1920s, she would have more than doubled the profits she netted from this unfair arrangement.

Rarely were African Americans able to exercise influence over the production of race records. African American professional football player, bootlegger, and sometime record producer Jay Mayo “Ink” Williams (1894–1980), for example, became one of the most important race records talent scouts in the industry in the 1920s and 1930s while working for a variety of record labels, including Paramount, the black-owned and operated Black Patti, Brunswick, and Decca. Throughout this period, he championed new sounds in black music, arriving daily along the trails of the Great Migration from artists such as Blind Lemon Jefferson, Thomas A. “Georgia Tom” Dorsey (1899–1993), Leroy Carr (1905–1935), Mahalia Jackson (1911–1972), Sleepy John Estes (1899–1977), Peetie Wheatstraw (1902–1941), and the Harlem Hamfats (1936–1938).

The Great Depression (1929–1941) shocked the American music recording industry, causing a rapid decline in sales. Where the marketplace once saw sales of 100 million in the mid-1920s, by 1932 the market nearly collapsed, only selling 6 million units in part because music fans turned to the radio as a cheaper alternative in home entertainment. As a result of the Depression, most of the smaller labels folded; at the same time, several of the major companies either went bankrupt or were bought by ballooning radio corporations. Race recordings of Dixieland jazz, classic blues, and country blues nearly disappeared as audiences began moving toward urban blues and swing jazz. By the early 1940s, these transitions helped African American music styles become popular with white listeners in the United States. After World War II, the music industry dropped the race record moniker for a more euphemistic one called rhythm and blues.

Kevin Greene
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UNCLE REMUS TALES




Joel Chandler Harris (1845–1908) was a major New South journalist during Reconstruction and post-Reconstruction—particularly as associate editor of the Savannah Morning News (1870–1876) and, with Henry Grady, as associate editor of the Atlanta Constitution (1876–1900). Harris also published six collections of Southern local color short fiction, four novels, and several volumes of children’s stories. But Harris is primarily remembered for his Uncle Remus tales. Many of these 185 African American trickster stories, ghost tales, and related narratives Harris had heard directly from black men and women slaves during the Civil War, while he worked as a typesetter on Turnwold Plantation, outside Eatonton, Georgia. He would collect other tales in subsequent years. Yet Harris’s Br’er Rabbit folktales and several of his short stories have also generated controversies, from the Harlem Renaissance on. Critics have disagreed about whether this politically conservative white man born in the Old South could sensitively portray black characters and experiences, and many commentators see Harris’s characters as Jim Crow stereotypes. Furthermore, those who have not read the Uncle Remus stories often erroneously assume Walt Disney’s racialized character portrayals and intentionality in Song of the South (1946) also represent Harris’s vision, which was a much more layered and complex one, grounded in closely observed folk traditions.

One of Harris’s most vocal detractors is Darwin Turner in “Daddy Joel Harris and His Old-Time Darkies” (Turner 1968), who sees stereotypical blacks in Harris’s short stories and the Uncle Remus tales—the Old Plantation loyal slave, the Mammy, the sexless male darky. Fellow Eatonton author Alice Walker also calls out Harris in “Uncle Remus, No Friend of Mine” and “The Dummy in the Window” (Walker 1981, 1988). Walker protests that Harris and his white publishers had hijacked and distorted her African American folklore heritage and made her feel ashamed of it.

Bernard Wolfe presents a more complex Harris–Uncle Remus dynamic that challenges Jim Crow characterizations. In “Uncle Remus and the Malevolent Rabbit: ‘Takes a Limber-Toe Gemman fer ter Jump Jim Crow,’ ” Wolfe finds deep-seated hatred toward the white race allegorized in Br’er Rabbit’s repeated besting of the stronger animals (read: white overseers and owners) in sexual prowess and social status (Wolfe 1949). And as Robert Hemenway quips, if we dismiss Harris’s tales because critics complain about racist overtones, we risk “throwing out the tar baby with the bandana” (Harris 1982, 23). In the narrative frame, moreover, cagey Uncle Remus proves to be the Ur-trickster—teaching his young white listener, the son of Remus’s master, complex, and often dark, cautionary lessons about how human beings operate. These tales reveal a predatory world in which Br’er Rabbit is the black slave’s hero—and the masters and overseers are represented by Br’er Bear, Br’er Wolf, and Br’er Fox. At times, too, Br’er Rabbit is an amoral if not outright immoral trickster-warrior. Harris explained in the introductions to his tales that he understood the allegorical dimensions of these stories, where Br’er Rabbit survives only by wit, determination, and downright deviousness.

Over the decades, motifs from Harris’s works have become encoded in often racialized popular-culture language and imagery. In the 1920s, Uncle Remus hawked Coca-Cola, spoons, and Uncle Remus Corn Syrup—his cotton-headed visage on the label pronouncing, “Dis sho’ am good.” And today you can purchase Disneyfied briar-patch souvenirs at the foot of Splash Mountain, Orlando, or buy a pint of Br’er Rabbit molasses at Walmart. On October 9, 2017, a Google search for tar baby yielded 1,290,000 references; Uncle Remus 1,100,000; Br’er Rabbit 2,910,000; and briar patch (physical and metaphoric) 1,430,000. Yet these links carry us in many directions, from racist Jim Crow associations to noncontroversial contexts.

In Nights with Uncle Remus (1882), the old storyteller, “with unusual emphasis,” teaches an important lesson to the little white boy from the Big House and to Remus’s fellow black raconteurs, ’Tildy, Aunt Tempy, and Gullah storyteller Daddy Jack. He says “Ef deze yer tales wuz des fun, fun, fun, en giggle, giggle, giggle, I let you know I’d a-done drapt um long ago” (Harris 2003, 290). Here Uncle Remus, no happifyin’ Jim Crow, honors in the Br’er Rabbit tales human resourcefulness and courage in the face of oppression. But he also challenges his readers and listeners, in his time and ours, to find a common humanity free from enslavement, terror, and violence—where the human spirit can find its best expression, not in trickery and subversion, or in stereotyped racist assumptions about skin color and dialect, but in mutual understanding, tolerance, and compassion.

R. Bruce Bickley
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WORK SONGS




Work songs were an important part of life for many African Americans in Jim Crow America. A central element of daily life for the large number of tenant farmers and sharecroppers who worked in the Southern fields, the work songs also helped the region’s many black prison inmates survive the often brutal conditions under which they labored. Regardless of their specific circumstances, for the many blacks who toiled for hours on end under the baking Southern sun, work songs served a multifaceted and important role in their daily lives.

Work songs took on a number of different forms, and as a result, the process and the context of the songs were as important as the songs themselves. Overwhelmingly, the singers were males. For those in prison, as often as not for crimes established by a white power structure seeking to keep the newly liberated freedmen in their customary place, the role of the work songs was little different than it had been prior to emancipation. Meanwhile, for those who were free, the daily working conditions were often not much better, and the freedom that tenant farming or sharecropping enjoyed was also in fact not much different than the slavery that had been left behind. Working in the fields, often barefoot, always dealing with the reality of gravel and dry, hot roads, irritating bugs, and insects, life was unforgiving, and for those sweating in the hot sun with no relief while working under an overseer whose decision about using a whip may as often as not have been rooted in nothing more than racial animus, work songs were a vehicle for survival while providing a release on many levels.

Whether free or incarcerated, laboring in such an environment, the process and the manner of the singing was, in its own way, as important as the words. The frequently used call-and-response style required group participation that served to bond the work crew, a common purpose of the songs, which also served as a vehicle for communication. The response was not always vocal but could be a form of percussion performed by using one’s body. Stomping or clapping were also common parts of the process.

The songs themselves came from a variety of sources. The work songs often had their roots in spirituals of slavery and the work songs of that era. While the original versions offered insights into those worlds, the postemancipation, Jim Crow–era ones carried forth many of the same themes as well as their treatment by prison guards, food, or work. The words often had multiple, as well as hidden, meanings. In that way, the songs served as a means of rebellion without repercussions. Often satirical, with many containing innuendos, they are subject to interpretation like other forms of literature.

For the individual workers, the songs had many purposes. Like the slave songs they succeeded, they were ways to vent feelings and frustrations. They also helped boost morale and develop a sense of camaraderie and solidarity with their fellow workers. Singing together reinforced the feeling that they were all in this together. It also served as something of a shield, for by engaging in the shared action, they made it harder for the overseers to single out any one individual. Work songs helped the prisoners feel a sense of shared human identity when to the prison guards and officials, they were little more than numbers. Finally, the music helped battle the monotony and loneliness that characterized prison labor as well as the work of tenant farmers and sharecroppers. The kind of work would regularly affect the songs that were sung for they could sometimes serve to help work crews coordinate their efforts, especially in more dangerous ventures like chopping large trees. For more repetitive tasks, such as laying tracks, ploughing fields, shoveling gravel, chopping trees and wood, or cutting sugarcane, they could simply provide a respite from the monotony and boredom that were so central to a worker’s day.





UNLOADING RAILS

In the 1930s and 1940s, folklorist Alan Lomax collected the songs and lyrics of black Southern bluesmen and country preachers. In 1940, he met Henry Truvillion, the pastor of a church in Newton County, Texas, in the heart of the South’s lumber industry. Truvillion had long labored in a number of jobs before working as the Wiergate Lumber Company’s head tracklayer. In the excerpts below, Lomax captures Truvillion’s “rapid-fire monolog for unloading steel rails.”


All right now, listen to me right good.

Walk up until you’re almost to the car.

Inside men, step back.

Outside, pull up good and strong.

Head high!

Throw it away!

That’s all right!

I heard it ring.

Come on back and get another one now. . . .


Walk to the car, steady yourself.

Head high!

Throw it away!

That’s just right.

Go back and get another one.

You got the wrong one that time . . .


Walk humble and don’t you stumble,

And don’t you hurt nobody.

Walk to the car and steady yourself.

Stand a minute.

Head high!

Good-bye, rail!

Good iron!

I heard it ring-nnng. . . .

Go back and get another one. . . .


All right, steady.

Stand a minute.

Get your wind a minute.

Head high!

Good-bye, old rail

That’s all right, son.

Go back and get another one. . . .


Walk humble and don’t you stumble.

Don’t let me hurt nobody.

This is the safety first company.

Steady!

Head high!

Good-bye!

That’s all right!

I heard it ring!

Now let’s go back and get another one.

Source: B. A. Botkin and Alan Lomax, eds. 1943. Negro Work Songs and Calls. Washington, DC: Library of Congress Archive of Folk Culture.






Work songs also revealed a major disconnect between the white and black cultures of the time. Going back to slave times, overseers encouraged the songs, seeing them as a way of increasing the workers’ output while lifting their morale. What they did not understand—either as it related to the slaves or later to the sharecroppers and prison workers—was that the songs were a necessity to get them through the day, but if they did yield greater output, it was nothing more than a by-product of mere survival. As Frederick Douglass (ca. 1818–1895) had explained before the Civil War, the slaves sang the most when they were the unhappiest. Any other interpretation only revealed how little the whites understood the reality of the black working experience.

As to what they were singing, for prisoners, lyrics of the song often recalled life before incarceration. Lyrics were often composed on the fly, spontaneously in response to events in their lives or the work, and they were “written” by many, with individuals contributing lines and verses—all part of the oral tradition that was passed down. In the arc of history and the development of the nation’s musical songbook, work songs served a transitional function. Scholars who have studied the work songs of the sharecroppers have found that the movement and rhythm varies based on the rhythm of the work rather than the mood of the singer. They argue that the work songs, unlike the blues, do not necessarily reflect the mood of the workers—which may be more the case for prisoners and their songs. Rather they are an opportunity for the newly freed worker to speak his mind in an unrestricted and open way, a reflection of his newly liberated situation—and again different from the prison work song environment. The work song thus served as a bridge between the slave songs and the blues, for which they were often the basis. In this way, while the conditions that fostered and encouraged them changed, they remain a part of the national memory and a telling reminder of a different time.

William H. Pruden III
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ECONOMICS AND WORK

[image: image]

INTRODUCTION

Jim Crow laws and social customs not only regulated the social interactions of whites and blacks but also subordinated and suppressed the rights of black workers. Economic exploitation, then, was as much a part of Jim Crow as was the segregation of public accommodations such as schools and transportation, voter suppression, police brutality, and vigilante mob violence. Black workers encountered daily indignities in the labor market that reinforced and perpetuated Jim Crow and excluded them from access to first-class citizenship. Black workers found entire industries and workplaces excluded them from employment. Where they could work, employers refused to pay them equal pay for equal work; confined them to segregated work gangs that performed the heaviest, dirtiest, most dangerous, and lowest paying jobs; and denied them access, despite years of service, to lines of promotion to skilled positions that paid higher wages. Workplaces that denied blacks access to lunchrooms, locker rooms, restrooms, and membership in unions reinforced the social stigma of racial segregation.

During the Jim Crow era, most African Americans toiled as sharecroppers and tenant farmers in the rural South, growing cash crops such as cotton and tobacco. Sharecropping gave blacks access to productive farmland and enabled them to control the labor of family members and keep some of the fruits of their own labor. By 1910, more than 200,000 black farmers had acquired land of their own in the South. Nevertheless, the elaborate complex of laws that governed the rural labor system of the New South thwarted the hopes of most blacks for achieving landed independence.

Black men who left the countryside in search of work found employment in the South’s extractive industries, on the railroads, or unloading cargo on docks and wharves. Black women found themselves largely confined to working as domestic servants in the homes of white people, where they worked long days cleaning clothes, cooking meals, and caring for children.

Many black workers harbored deep suspicions of labor unions and doubted the sincerity of their commitment to advancing their interest. Some black workers, especially those who worked in the nation’s docks, mills, mines, railroads, and commercial laundries, formed independent black trade unions that sometimes made uneasy alliances with white unions. Over the course of the first four decades of the 20th century, changes in American labor law, the emergence of industrial unionism within organized labor, and a changing political consciousness among black political activists changed the outlook of black workers. By the middle of the century, black workers had become the most committed unionists in the American labor force and looked to organized labor as an essential vehicle for contesting the economic exploitation of Jim Crow.

Ironically, segregation also created economic opportunities for African Americans. Because a number of white-owned businesses refused to sell insurance policies, underwrite loans, and provide a host of other goods and services, black entrepreneurs created their own businesses, including banks, funeral parlors, insurance companies, and other enterprises that provided goods and services to a black consumer market. Likewise, a small but influential professional class of black physicians, nurses, attorneys, and teachers catered to a black clientele excluded from access to medical care, legal advice, and integrated schools.

BANKING




Black-owned banks represented a tangible and practical response to Jim Crow. Often characterized as conservative and even complicit in the economic exploitation of the black community, they formed part of the institutional arm of black nationalism. Black nationalists recognized economic power as an essential component of the drive for self-determination. During the age of Jim Crow, banks played an important role in building a black “nation within a nation” by supporting entrepreneurship, job creation, and wealth building in the black community.

The failure of the Freedman’s Bank in 1874 cast a pall on blacks’ confidence in the U.S. banking system, but it reinforced blacks’ belief that banks controlled by blacks were critically necessary. The first black-owned bank to open in the United States was the Capitol Savings Bank in Washington, DC, in October 1888. The Savings Bank of the Grand Fountain of the True Reformers opened in Richmond in April 1889. The True Reformers Bank and many other early black banks reflect the interdependent relationship between the growing black financial industry and secret societies. Secret societies organized banks to house their significant resources. Business, civic, and religious leaders also contributed to the flurry of bank organizing in the first half of the 20th century. Blacks created other kinds of financial institutions that coexisted with banks, including credit unions, thrift associations, and insurance companies. By World War I, blacks also operated a small number of securities and investment firms.

Black banks represented a critical economic and psychological resource during the nadir, the period from 1890 to 1920, marked by widespread disfranchisement, segregation, and economic exploitation. In addition to credit and loans for financially strapped businesses, banks helped black sharecroppers mired in the exploitative crop-lien credit system and landowners fighting extralegal state actions, such as unfair taxation. The banks also repudiated Jim Crow logic. In their underwriting practices and treatment of customers, they rejected much of the pseudoscience that constructed blacks as inherently risky because they were less intelligent, prone to disease and criminality, and incapable of saving or managing money. Blacks remained committed to self-determined economic development, charitable giving, and institution building in their communities.





THE FREEDMAN’S BANK

In the early years of the Civil War, Union military officials created funds to collect and manage freed people’s wages. Officials used proceeds from these Freedmen’s Funds to provide for the indigent; purchase food, blankets, and other necessities for freed people; and pay army expenses related to the care of freed people. Although freed people welcomed opportunities to take care of the indigent and disabled, they complained about the misuse of and lack of control over their money. Military personnel embezzled money from the funds, robbing freed people of personal control over their wages and the profits of their labor.

As the war progressed, military officials set up segregated banks for black laborers and soldiers that offered freed people more control over their wages and deposits. At the end of the war, Congress transferred dormant accounts from these savings banks to the New York headquarters of the newly created Freedman’s Bank and Trust Company, more commonly known as the Freedman’s Bank. Created by an act of Congress in 1865, the Freedman’s Bank was the third bank chartered by the U.S. Congress. An all-white trustee board managed the bank’s affairs. The Freedman’s Bank operated as many as 37 branches, and its 70,000 customers deposited a total of $57 million (or about $1.3 billion in 2017 dollars) during its nine-year existence. The bank failed in 1874, crippled by the Panic of 1873 but ruined by the reckless investments and mismanagement of the bank’s trustees. The closure of the Freedman’s Bank represented a significant loss of black wealth—individual and collective. The closure bankrupted thousands of churches, labor unions, charities, and other community institutions. Though the bank’s failure undermined wealth building, it reaffirmed a commitment to black-controlled financial institutions. Through the present day, blacks continue to fight for refunds of their ancestors’ lost deposits.






Black banks, however, labored under structural and institutional inequities. Blacks’ below-market incomes and labor exploitation meant black banks took in fewer funds and often struggled to raise adequate capital and money. The banks’ boards and management were often stacked with prominent race men; less than a handful included female directors or executives. Very few bank leaders had any formal training in banking and finance. Others engaged in blatant mismanagement and fraud, which led to some very public and spectacular bank failures. Finally, state regulators often targeted these symbols of black economic power and succeeded in closing a significant number of banks in the first two decades of the 20th century.

On the eve of the Great Depression, more than 130 black banks had been organized and operated in the United States since 1888. By mid-1932, according to a National Negro Bankers Association survey, 14 survived. Black banks enthusiastically participated in federal programs, such as the Federal Insurance Deposit Corporation, which insured customers’ deposits in the event of a bank’s failure. In 1936, Citizens Trust Bank in Atlanta (est. 1921) became the first black bank to join the Federal Reserve. Black banks, however, were often barred from full participation in most federal credit modernization programs, such as the Federal Housing Administration, which insured home mortgages. The economic discrimination of the federal and private financial industry had far-reaching consequences. From the late 1930s through the 1970s, for example, white insurance companies and banks used hundreds of millions of dollars in federal financing to build segregated single- and multifamily housing projects in black neighborhoods—often after decimating Black Wall Streets and vibrant communities through slum clearance and urban renewal programs.

The small but determined group of black banks that survived the Depression and those created afterward embraced a more direct-action approach in the fight for economic justice. In the late 1930s, black banks collected funds for “don’t buy where you can’t work” boycotts and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People legal challenges against restrictive residential covenants and segregated housing. During World War II, black banks sold Liberty Bonds to support the war effort, demonstrating blacks’ patriotism and reaffirming their commitment to a “Double V”: a victory over fascism abroad and racism at home. Banks continued to invest in black businesses, especially in manufacturers to help them take advantage of federal defense contracts, and in returning military veterans to supplement their wartime savings to help them start businesses and buy homes.

In the early 1960s, the combined assets of the 13 black banks still in operation were a sobering $77 million compared to 14,000 U.S. banks’ assets of $364 billion. Black banks played both an active and ambivalent role in the final dismantling of legal Jim Crow. Some black bankers, such as Alfred G. Gaston (1892–1996), were severely criticized for not openly speaking out for civil rights, though he did work behind the scenes providing economic support to protesters. By contrast, the Tri-State Bank in Memphis engaged actively in the movement. Activists planned local sit-ins and other direct-action protests in the bank’s boardroom, and the bank collaborated with Medgar Evers (1825–1963) to develop a loan program for Mississippi farmers and businessmen targeted by White Citizen Councils’ extralegal economic harassment.

Shennette Garrett-Scott
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BLACK BUSINESSES




Ironically, Jim Crow laws enforcing segregation (not only racial segregation but also social, educational, recreational, and residential) created literal and figurative market space and brought to the fore an otherwise untapped black demand for the panoply of goods and services that could not be easily accessed across race lines. Black businesses filled this void as African Americans entered the commercial arena at nearly all levels, partly as a practical survival strategy and partly as a strategy of resistance. The practical element arose because individuals and families needed income as well as goods and services they could not otherwise easily obtain because under Jim Crow blacks were denied service at many white establishments, and many whites refused to patronize black businesses of any type. As a strategy of resistance, black businesses served to strengthen neighborhoods, to keep money circulating in and among black communities, and to create a network of activism and a space of relative safety and autonomy from the white power structure.

Black enterprise at all levels dates back to the 17th century in America as both enslaved and free African Americans operated various small-scale money-making enterprises ranging from crafting and peddling to large enterprises like sail-making, shoemaking, and barbering. For enslaved black people, these enterprises were often outside of the knowledge of the white slaveholder or were required to be done in such a way so as to benefit the slaveowner. Even for free blacks, business ventures were often limited in scope, size, or location. Emancipation brought a version of freedom that Jim Crow laws quickly restricted, but after 1865, there was an explosion of businesses created and run by black people. While many of these were limited, small, and in rural areas, enterprises in Southern cities and the larger Northern cities prospered and grew large.

Although accounts vary, both the variety and number of black businesses grew exponentially in just the first two decades of the 20th century. Some of this growth can be traced to the founding of the National Negro Business League in 1900. Booker T. Washington (1856–1915), already a leader in the African American community and founder of the Tuskegee Institute, founded the league as a way of encouraging blacks to eschew politics in favor of entrepreneurship. Washington believed that demonstrations of economic ability would lead to greater racial equality without the conflict that might be created by militant political agitation and that a strong economic network would provide the necessary base for civil rights actions. At its zenith, the league had more than 600 state and local chapters that connected new and established business owners, including women, and that offered training in starting and managing a business.

The range of black businesses during Jim Crow was as broad as the range of white businesses, from insurance companies and banks to gas stations and newsstands. By most estimations, the number of black-owned businesses doubled in the space of under 15 years at the turn of the century, with some accounts identifying nearly 40,000 such businesses. Many black businesses were small local enterprises, although in a few specific areas black businesses blossomed into large-scale enterprises, nearly all of which had professional organizations that aided networking and growth and nearly all of which played major roles in the advancement of racial equality. While most institutions of higher learning prohibited or limited African Americans from enrolling in their undergraduate and professional programs, a limited few did accept African American students. The few African Americans who earned their degrees in medicine, law, and other professions were thus able to count themselves among a select few situated to satisfy a growing demand. This helped to create a well-to-do class of professionals in many communities.

Jim Crow restrictions on where blacks could live and travel helped to create black business districts in many towns and cities, and most larger Southern cities had substantial and easily recognizable black business districts. Cities like Atlanta drew blacks eager to escape rural life and in turn provided a context for an explosion of black businesses. In Durham, North Carolina, home of the North Carolina Mutual Insurance Company, a four-block area became known locally and nationally as Black Wall Street because of its high concentration of successful black businesses.

Black women were a part of this new economic growth, though they operated under not only Jim Crow laws segregating blacks and whites but also under a system of gender oppression, which limited the opportunities open to women. A key area of enterprise for black women was the beauty field, especially beauty salons, which allowed women to maintain their connection to home and family while also developing a business and income. Beauty salons played a central role in racial uplift, as they provided locations for organizing and education. While many black women operated single small salons, some owned small chains and a few moved into beauty products and education, developing their own empires. Businesswomen like Madame C. J. Walker (1867–1919) and Annie Turnbo Malone (1869–1957) not only created hair and beauty products designed for African Americans but also ran massive businesses that offered franchises, sales positions, and more.

[image: image]

The pioneering entrepreneur Madame C. J. Walker (driving) developed a proprietary hair-care formula that became the basis for her beauty products enterprise. The success of her business made her one of the wealthiest black women in the United States in the 1910s. (New York Public Library)

Many of these enterprises were mutually supportive, as with the insurance and funeral-directing industries. A common approach to insurance, given the relative lack of accessible capital for most of its target customers, was to hire a cadre of insurance men to collect small insurance premiums on a weekly basis from individual families. A portion of the premium paid the insurance premium collector, and a portion went into the insurance business to be paid out on the death of a covered client. The death payout was for many black families the only way to pay for the funerals of loved ones. In this way, the insurance contributed to the rise of a growing class of funeral homes and funeral directors while also subtending costs for funerals, which were often important community events. In return, funeral directors participated in an economy that encouraged families to invest in such insurance. One of the key early players in this intracommunity economic support system was the North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Company (est. 1898), which quickly became the largest African American business in the United States and which continues successfully to this day. Founder John Merrick (1959–1919) was born to parents who had been slaves and knew keenly how the hardships of racial division affected health and longevity. Alongside his growing chain of barbershops, Merrick founded his insurance company on the dime-and-death payout system (in which the insured paid as little as a dime each week to ensure a payout upon death to cover basic funeral expenses) and eventually grew the company into a serious player on the national and international scene.

This intracommunity support was more than just a reciprocal business affair; it was also part and parcel of a movement to use business and consumer interests to advance the race, the idea being that a dollar spent in the black community did the “double duty” of purchasing a desired service or product while also going into the pocket of a black businessperson or business, presumably such that it would be reinvested in the community in some way. The converse was also true: refusing to spend money at white businesses was a way of keeping the flow of funds away from the people who gained the most from Jim Crow laws. This double-duty-dollar approach naturally made sense for black business owners, but activists and religious leaders also espoused this spending strategy.

The double-duty-dollar approach to advance racial equality connected also to safety concerns. Daily life in a local community and word of mouth was often enough to make potential customers aware of business and commercial offers, but advertising in black newspapers and magazines was common, with the advertising revenue helping to support the publications and their distribution, helping to support black businesses. Newspapers like John Mitchell Jr.’s (1863–1929) Richmond Planet and Robert Sengstacke Abbott’s (1870–1940) Chicago Defender often dealt in yellow journalism and encouraged racial activism. Their large distributions offered readers entertainment, education, community, and access to information about local affairs and businesses while giving their owners and editors significant power.

A unique entry into this field was The Negro Travelers’ Green Book, which listed black-owned businesses of all types. The 1936 brainchild of U.S. postal worker Victor Green (1892–1960), the Green Book, as it was usually called, served the needs not only of black individuals and families traveling great distances but also of those navigating their own cities and counties, whether by wagon, train, or automobile. In many regions, the simple act of traveling at all—even when one was careful to stay in segregated waiting rooms or train cars—could cause violent reactions by whites, so a misstep or wrong turn into a whites-only business or neighborhood could mean risking life and limb. The Green Book addressed this issue of safety but also served as a directory of black businesses that could be consulted whether one needed a bank or an exterminator.

While many of the black businesses in operation during Jim Crow are now gone, a large number of them continue to exist and thrive. The legacy of black businesses during Jim Crow is a pathway and history of black entrepreneurship that lasts into the present.

Milton W. Wendland
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BUILDING TRADES




The forces of modernity rapidly spread and reshaped the United States during the earliest decades of Jim Crow, including industrialization, urbanization, a transportation revolution, imperialism, and two global wars. Such a swift modernization process called for an expansion of the federal government and U.S. military forces. Moreover, each step toward modernization, economic development, and nation building depended on the growth of an evolving construction industry with a ready supply of building trades workers.

A useful discussion of the intersection of an evolving construction industry during the era of Jim Crow and the particular day-to-day experiences of black Americans, as they struggled to secure training and work opportunities in the building trades, is fostered by establishing some contextual starting points.

First, it is essential to understand that the vast size of the nation’s construction industry, both historically and in the modern day, is made up of thousands of contractors and labor unions. Moreover, the work of the construction industry primarily unfolds at the local and regional level. The outcome of this reality is the day-to-day experiences of black Americans and their relationship with the building trades has always been shaped by the racial climate of each local and regional setting. During the era of Jim Crow, black Americans found fewer obstacles when it came to securing work in the Deep South than in either border cities, such as St. Louis, or in Northern cities. Their skills were more useful and desired in the South than in a rapidly industrializing North, but nonetheless, racism and segregation remained ever present.

Second, in the era of Jim Crow, industrialization and modernization in the United States occurred far more rapidly in the North than in the South, while the overwhelming majority of black Americans continued to reside in the South. Consequently, this black majority remained largely isolated from opportunities to engage with job growth in new construction trades that were developing from advancements in technology related to plumbing, electricity, structural steel, elevators, escalators, and heating and cooling systems. Black Southerners had long been engaged in carpentry and the trowel trades of brick and stone masonry. In fact, prior to the abolition of slavery, enslaved men at the top of slavery’s labor hierarchy were those in the skilled trades, such as carpentry and masonry. Modernization, regional demographic patterns, and heightened racism during the late 19th and early 20th centuries barred black Americans from gaining access to training, education, and experience in advancing building trades technology.

Third, the beginning of the nationalization of black America did not occur until the start of the Great Black Migration during World War I. While hundreds of thousands of Southern blacks began migrating from their homes in the South to Northern urban centers during the earliest years of the 20th century, a growing national labor movement and the establishment of a wide range of building trade unions were well in place. Skilled white workers remained committed to protecting their jobs, preserving their craft, and resisting the deskilling of their work from the beginning of rapid industrialization in the late 19th century and throughout Jim Crow America. Moreover, as labor organizing intensified, it grew to be a common practice for employers to use Southern black migrants as strikebreakers in their efforts to weaken organized labor and to obstruct organizing efforts across racial lines. Such policies alienated black and white workers from one another, thus contributing to the inability of black workers to gain access to advancing skills and technology in the building trades.

The day-to-day experiences of black workers in the building trades varied widely during the era of Jim Crow depending on trade (skilled or unskilled), whether union or nonunion, and geographical location. Southern black artisans working in the building trades were most often masons, carpenters, and cabinetmakers, both before and after the Civil War and during the earliest decades of the Jim Crow South. As Jim Crow stretched into the 20th century, Southern blacks also found work in the building trades as lathers, laborers, plasterers, and hod carriers. Regardless of which building trade they were able to secure a job in, black workers received significantly lower daily rates of pay compared to whites. Where unions existed in the South and building trades were organized, the common practice was to establish separate locals for black and white craft workers, along with separate union halls. This did not mean separate locals had access to the same building projects. In the Southern border city of St. Louis, for example, black craft workers were most often confined to small, nonunion projects or projects in black neighborhoods.

When skilled black artisans migrated North, it was common for these workers to become underemployed. Often a skilled Southern carpenter could not secure a job in his trade but would be forced to settle for an unskilled position in the building trades, such as laborer or hod carrier. The other alternative was to leave his craft altogether and seek employment outside the industry. In some areas of the North, building trade unions chartered separate locals for black workers. Where separate locals were established, they were most likely to be in the unskilled trades rather than skilled trades, such as carpentry and electrical work.

Although Jim Crow practices are more often associated with the South, the migration of millions of black Southerners to Northern urban cities during the 20th century created intense struggles for those seeking employment in their respective building trade. Northern white workers in the trades were far more likely to be unionized and affiliated with the American Federation of Labor (AFL). Even though the AFL maintained a policy of nondiscrimination, they were reticent when it came to interfering with the practices of local unions. The degree of racial patterns and practices in any particular city determined the extent to which black workers could practice their craft or enter an apprenticeship program. Moreover, white employers held the power to either hire or not hire black workers, and likewise, if hired, white workers exercised their power to refuse to work with African Americans. Local building trade unions and their members were determined to keep control of their work and who was allowed to perform this work.

As the 20th century moved forward and the era of Jim Crow continued to circumscribe employment opportunities for black workers in the building trades, new national imperatives created possibilities for the hiring of blacks with skills in the trades. New Deal job programs during the Great Depression created millions of construction jobs. The federal government funded thousands of Public Works Administration (PWA) construction projects, including electricity-producing dams, schools, airports, and hospitals. These projects were bid to private contractors, who were more often than not union. Consequently, hiring occurred within the private sector. Conversely, the federal government administered and hired workers for the building projects completed within the Works Progress Administration (WPA). These projects included roadways, public buildings, landing fields, new parks, and improvements to existing parks. Black construction workers found some success in securing work on WPA projects where the federal government controlled the hiring process. In comparison, if black construction workers could secure any work at all on PWA projects, it was most likely to be only in the unskilled trades.

When the federal government turned its attention from New Deal programs to defense industry buildup for World War II, black construction workers continued to experience the era of Jim Crow up close and personal when it came to securing jobs on defense industry projects. The federal government had learned the lesson from World War I that the construction industry was an essential defense industry and actually the first to mobilize. As demand for construction workers increased to meet defense industry needs, contractors hired migrant white workers and recruited white workers through newspaper ads in other cities rather than hire available skilled black workers.

Through World War II and the postwar years, blacks seeking work in the building trades experienced different employment patterns and practices. The prevailing racial climate of each locality or region also shaped the day-to-day experiences of blacks working in the trades during the era of Jim Crow. Although variables existed, black men with skills in the trades and those desiring to secure the training and education necessary to obtain a skilled job in the building trades were met with segregation, discrimination, hostility, and underemployment. Opportunities to actually work in their trade most often occurred in black communities and on small-scale building projects. But then again, blacks skilled in the building trades did not necessarily have the opportunity to work on large-scale building projects in segregated black neighborhoods. For example, construction of St. Louis’s Homer G. Phillips Hospital occurred between 1932 and 1936 for a final cost of $3,160,000. Built in a black neighborhood to serve a black population of about 70,000, the seven-story hospital opened in early 1937. The white-owned construction company that built Homer G. Phillips Hospital did so with an entirely white workforce.

Deborah J. Henry
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COAL MINERS




African Americans served the nation’s coal industry from its beginning and supplied a large portion of the labor needed for the industrialization of mining. Mine operators desperately needed workers in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, and Southern blacks hopeful of both economic and social advancement migrated to the nation’s rapidly industrializing bituminous coal fields of Appalachia. Despite the significant contributions of the black population, both formal and cultural Jim Crowism contributed heavily to the eventual demise of the presence of black workers in the industry.

Following the Civil War, mine operators leased black convicts from the Southern prison system. Short on prisons, Southern states, particularly Alabama, turned to convict leasing as a means of overcoming the cost and logistics associated with the incarceration of criminals. A rapidly expanding coal industry quickly made use of the system in order to harness labor for mining.

Harsh working conditions awaited those convicts faced with laboring underground as unfree laborers. Under slavery, some effort existed to protect coal-mining blacks as property, but no such scenario applied to convict miners, and an appalling death and injury rate resulted. Although mining methods and conditions varied somewhat at different operations, the basic process of backbreaking work remained the same. A miner lay on his side, often in wet conditions, to undercut the coal face about three feet with a pick. Generally, a supply of blasting powder provided a means of dislodging the coal face, but some operations still relied on the pick itself to fully dislodge the coal block. Miners then lifted the large blocks of coal into a cart and, usually on their knees, loaded the remaining slack, the remaining smaller bits of coal and coal dust, by shovel.

Just as chattel mine labor had lived in slave quarters and faced the demand of meeting a production quota or being punished, convict miners generally did the same. Operators supplied only makeshift housing for free miners, but the conditions of convict living quarters proved to be even worse. Infringement of housing and work rules resulted in the application of severe punishment, and failure to meet designated work goals often led to whipping. Physical demands and the injury risks of mining contributed to maladies of one sort or another, but, in general, mining operations provided substandard health care, and few miners recovered from serious illness or injury.

Living and working in such conditions naturally influenced the temper of the miners themselves, and arguments in barracks, or even on the work site, could lead to death at the hands of fellow convicts. At several operations, homicides rivaled the number of work-related deaths. Some convict miners, particularly those facing lengthy sentences, reasoned it worth the risk of being caught and punished as an escapee rather than to continue confronting the probability of death or significant injury in the overall mining environment.

As American industrialization expanded in the later 19th century, those Southern blacks seeking opportunities to escape the social and economic restrictions of Jim Crowism, especially in Alabama, increasingly looked northward. In many cases, company or state labor agents traveled south to recruit black labor for the Central Competitive Coal Field, particularly in Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio. Oftentimes these agents failed to mention that coal companies needed men to serve as strikebreakers at established mines. Demographics of the region meant that white miners predominated in the earlier development of coal, and the introduction of blacks as scabs—nonunion workers that employers hired as replacements for unionized workers who went on strike—contributed to the intensification of a racist dynamic in the region. Scab and black became synonymous in the minds of many white miners, and some mine owners resorted to operating individual mines separated by race.

Migration to northern and even western areas continued, but the opening of coal fields of central Appalachia soon attracted increasing numbers of individuals seeking escape from the restrictions of Southern Jim Crowism and the associated increase in violence. By the 1880s, ever-growing numbers of black emigrants arrived in Tennessee, Virginia, and Kentucky, and West Virginia’s smokeless coalfield quickly became the preferred destination. Both cultural and operator policies favored segregation, but unlike the first three states, West Virginia’s statutory restrictions involved only education and miscegenation. Word spread among the black population that enfranchisement, free expression, and equal pay existed in the state’s smokeless coalfields, particularly McDowell County. Between 1880 and 1920, West Virginia’s black population dramatically expanded from nearly 6,000 to more than 60,000; the number of black people living in McDowell grew from just 5 in 1880 to nearly 6,000 by 1900. This level of freedom resulted in African American miners eagerly involving themselves in politics and provided a setting in which blacks came to hold a variety of local and state offices.

Even the job of hand loading itself provided Southern former slaves and sharecroppers a freedom they had never known in the South. Miners who knew or had learned the trade and became proficient in the craft of mining enjoyed a relatively high level of independence. Miners received an assignment to a particular working place (room) and proceeded as they believed appropriate. In fact, the work of undercutting, blasting, loading, timbering (setting roof supports), and even extending rail car track all occurred without the assistance of other miners. Before mechanization, most black miners preferred work as loaders because of the independence the job provided. Often, miners who arrived in their room and discovered such problems as a lack of cars to load quickly determined that delays meant a nonproductive day and an overall waste of valuable time. Accordingly, they simply walked out of the mine, expecting a better situation on the next shift. In the labor-starved smokeless fields, miners proved quite mobile among the several operations and easily moved to another mine if consistent problems of any sort persisted.

However, these southern West Virginia mines must not be considered as something of a black utopia. Although a laboring hand loader underground might receive the same pay for an extracted ton of coal as did a white miner, segregation existed in regard to occupational opportunities. Limitations varied among locales, but, in general, blacks remained restricted in regard to supervisory roles. In addition, no uniformity of conditions existed within any coal mine, and, as such, the difficulty of extracting coal often varied from one working face to another. In some cases, white miners repeatedly received the favorable assignments and blacks the more difficult areas to mine. Increased mechanization brought machinery into the mine such as locomotives and undercutting machines that required both an operator and a helper. During early mechanization, many blacks found themselves limited to helper, and tensions developed whenever the positions reversed.

Establishment of the surface facilities and coal communities supporting these underground activities involved a short period of increased social interaction between native whites and blacks. These early mining operations in the smokeless fields most often faced the difficulties associated with fabricating a complex industrial operation in something of a mountainous wilderness. Consequently, the communities followed a pattern of establishing a coal camp that eventually evolved into a coal town. Operators gave first attention to the surface facilities required for production and last consideration to more permanent housing and other social amenities for the miners. In its early stages, makeshift dwellings generally referred to as “shanties” provided rudimentary housing for multiple miners who tended to be single or away from their families. In most cases, operators provided a saloon to offer the liquor desired by black and white miners alike. As with any frontier setting, soon prostitutes and gamblers came to the camps seeking access to the miners’ pay. Shanties tended to house three or four miners of the same race, but, in these early camps, black and white miners rubbed shoulders in the saloons and the makeshift brothels as well.

Unlike immigrant miners, native blacks had the benefit of easily maintaining communication with relatives and friends in the South. Letters home encouraged other blacks to emigrate to the smokeless fields. As camps evolved into towns with a company store and rows of simple worker housing, married blacks attaining a degree of financial security arranged for wives and families to join them. An increase in the number of families gradually altered the dynamic of the coal camp atmosphere and led to the establishment of company-sanctioned, but segregated, churches, schools, and entertainment facilities.

Black women and their families joined husbands in segregated coal towns of crowded houses generally nestled between two steep mountainsides. Some black families with available space took in boarders to supplement income. Although services varied, wives generally prepared lunch pails and meals and laundered for the boarders. In some cases, blacks who gained access to larger buildings engaged in a boardinghouse business, which placed a much heavier workload on wives but significantly improved family finances. For most black wives, the job of cooking, cleaning, caring for children, and carrying water from a common well-pump consumed all available energy in a given day.

Generally, this cleaning proved particularly difficult because of the patterns of segregated housing. Operator efforts to inhibit unionization coupled with cultural codes of the era encouraged the development of enclaves based on both race and nationality. As might be assumed, blacks tended to receive the least desirable locations in a coal town, including areas choked by the smoke of coke ovens or covered in constant coatings of coal dust from everyday operations. Although the problem persisted to some degree throughout a town, black women especially fought an unwinnable battle at keeping the home free of coal dust.

Segregation of schools and churches existed in this cauldron of industrial activity. Oftentimes, white children attended schools of brick while blacks studied in clapboard buildings. However, for a significant period early in the 20th century, many of McDowell’s black children enjoyed facilities equal to those of whites. Coal companies generally hired teachers and kept watch for undesirable teachings regarding unionization, but many African Americans eagerly embraced this opportunity of receiving an education unavailable in the Jim Crow South.

Company-supplied entertainment facilities such as opera houses and community auditoriums remained segregated. Performance centers required black seating separate from whites or outright exclusion, and auditoriums usually mandated that the activity for one group or the other occur on separate nights. Formal coal field baseball provided exceedingly popular entertainment, but societal mandates required segregation of teams and use of playing fields. Regular debates evolved concerning the outcomes of imagined contests between the best of the black and white teams.

If such activities remained segregated, the genuine center of life on the surface was the company store. From dry goods to produce to apparel to guns, the selections satisfied nearly any purchasing need at the same price for everyone. Black and white mingled in the store, exchanging news and rumors.

The 20th-century decline of the coal town and large black presence evolved from a variety of factors, but mechanization and segregation played the most important roles. Most black miners worked as hand loaders and had few opportunities to train on the new machines. In addition, many operators maintained a racist view that encouraged the idea that blacks could not learn to properly operate the machinery. Furthermore, mechanization promised to substantially reduce the amount of labor required, and both operators and white miners wished to protect the jobs of white miners over those of blacks.

Coal production decreased during the post–World War I recession and plummeted in the 1930s. When the demand for coal increased following the Great Depression, the advance of mechanization escalated and reduced the need for the labor of experienced hand loaders. As automation advanced, huge numbers of blacks began exiting the coal fields. When operators adopted the continuous mining machine, they introduced a device capable of performing all the principal steps of hand loading. Consequently, by 1970, some mining areas had witnessed as much as a 90 percent reduction in the employment of blacks. Although a few African Americans continued as miners, the effects of some form of Jim Crowism remained. One black miner recalled that as late as the 1980s, black and white miners might well function as friends and fellow workers underground, but once back on the surface a mental segregation occurred and black and white no longer regarded each other as equals.

Paul H. Rakes
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CONVICT LABOR




Carceral systems have been a constant in all nations and periods, although they have assumed very different forms throughout eras, countries, and judicial institutions. One of the phenomena to result from the idea of incarceration as punishment is that of unpaid work performed by inmates. Opponents of forced labor argued that it serves to make enslavement palatable to modern society. In the United States, people of color—particularly African Americans—have been historically imprisoned disproportionate to their numbers in society, making prison an inherently unjust system. In the postemancipation South, Southern business colluded with state and local authorities to reenslave African Americans through labor-lease contracts and chain gangs. Under the convict-lease system, state prisons leased convicts to private employers—planters and operators of industries—who put them to work on tasks such as picking cotton, clearing swampland, mining coal, laying railroad tracks, and tapping pines for turpentine. Convict leasing benefited state governments and employers alike. Cash-strapped state and local governments passed on the costs of housing and guarding prisoners to private labor contractors. Employers looked to the criminal justice system as a reliable and dependable source of cheap and exploitable labor.

The convict-lease system, by which employers could lease the services of sentenced inmates, spread in the post–Civil War years and through the Jim Crow era. In the years following Reconstruction, Southern states enacted a series of laws designed to repress African Americans. State legislatures rewrote their state criminal codes and reclassified a number of misdemeanors as felonies that carried substantial fines and long prison sentences. Local sheriffs arrested and county courts convicted young black men for crimes such as petty theft, disorderly conduct, gambling, and vagrancy. As the Southern prison population swelled, states began leasing convicts to private employers who agreed to pay commissions to the state. By agreeing to feed, clothe, and shelter convicts throughout the terms of their sentence, private employers purchased the right to work prisoners under their own supervision. State governments saved on the costs of building expensive prisons and employing guards and raised critical revenue from the commissions that they charged private labor contractors. By the late 19th century, African Americans constituted 90 percent of the incarcerated population in states such as Georgia. Some 7 percent of black prisoners sent to labor camps were women, most of whom had been convicted of petty theft and prostitution.

The criminal justice system under the early years of Jim Crow eventually created a cartel—a coalition of sorts—of white employers who controlled the labor market to disadvantage African Americans; they viewed this as necessary to prevent labor shortages that would affect their profits. It also served to uphold white dominance in the South. These laws prevented African Americans from engaging in actions that would ensure their prosperity, such as forming associations and migrating in search of better wages and conditions. The development of the convict-lease system was inextricably linked to the process of modernization in the South. It was often encouraged in public discourse as an engine for industrial and economic progress. Moreover, the implementation of forced black labor found fertile ground among white Southerners concerned with the autonomy of African Americans. Forced labor soon appeared as an attractive solution to capital and labor problems for Southern industrialists; in fact, most convicts worked in industrial manufacturing. The system melded Southern racial prejudices and contemporary ideas of economic progress, yet, ironically, was also paralleled in public by an ideology of competitive labor and free markets.

The prevailing post–Civil War racial ideology held that African Americans needed to be compelled to work; moreover, convicts would benefit from forced labor by learning discipline and skills. In short, convict labor was soon considered as necessary to control the natural “criminality” of African Americans. Considering that the South began the post–Civil War years with practically no developed industry, the imprisonment and repression of African Americans became an essential foundation of Southern industrial development, a development that seemed otherwise impossible to accomplish as rapidly as industrial interests required.

Employers had little incentive to ensure humane working conditions. Many contemporary observers comment that convict labor was in many ways worse than slavery. Few state regulations or inspections protected inmates from the abuses of employers who often put convicts to work at hard and dangerous labor for as long as 14 hours a day. Stunning mortality rates confirm that employers quite literally worked convicts to death. They died from the diseases of exposure, such as malaria, pneumonia, frostbite, sunstroke, or exhaustion; others perished from diseases that stemmed from poor diet and nutrition, such as dysentery, diarrhea, edema, and scurvy. Others suffered death from shackle poisoning (a condition caused by the constant rubbing of chains and leg irons against the skin), excessive beatings, and gunshot wounds. Female prisoners endured sexual assaults and rape. Because private labor contractors did not own their dependent laborers, unlike under slavery, they had little regard for the health and well-being of prisoners. As a common saying went among the men who ran convict camps, if one prisoner died, they could simply lease another.

In the early decades of the 20th century, humanitarian reformers succeeded in their efforts to abolish convict leasing. They not only exposed the inherent brutality of the system but also argued that convict leasing provided an unjust state subsidy to private corporations. The demise of convict leasing, however, did not end the Jim Crow South’s reliance on black convict labor. As the convict-lease system came to an end, it gave way to chain gangs of convicts who now labored under direct state control. Chain gangs were put to work in state enterprises, such as road building and other public works. It is important to note that many public works still served private interests. Road building, for instance, was advanced on behalf of industrial and agricultural businesses and continued to rely mostly on African American inmates. In time, labor needs led chain gangs to become integrated. Ironically, the brutal chain gang was a consequence of progressive-era reforms. Progressive changes in the cultural and political climate, as well as the increased empowerment of unionized labor (which opposed the competition by prison labor), caused the chain-gang system to gradually disappear in the 1930s.

It is pertinent to highlight that despite a shared history of a slaveholding past and Jim Crow laws, conditions were not homogenous across the South. The dynamics were not the same for all Southern industries dependent on convict labor. Some firms kept a mixed workforce. Other companies, whose entire workforce consisted of convict labor, depended on the state to provide their workforce. This economic system came at the expense not only of African Americans but also of blue-collar and poor whites. Low-income whites, which included small farmers and independent craftsmen, objected strongly to the competition presented by convict labor. Many white workers were adversely affected by forced prison labor, just as they had been by the institution of slavery before. These conditions further stoked racial conflict between whites and African Americans; it was also generally deplored by all free workers adversely affected, both black and white.

Trudy Mercadal
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DEFENSE INDUSTRIES




Producing a seemingly limitless variety of munitions and supplies for the armed forces, the defense industries have long been among the most important industrial employers in the United States. For African Americans, this sprawling economic sector has historically offered many challenges and opportunities. During periods of war, the nation’s aircraft factories, shipyards, and weapons plants became social battlefields where black workers fought to gain access to high-paying jobs. Faced with seemingly relentless discrimination, black participants in these workplace battles often depended on two different, if equally grudging, allies—labor unions and the federal government—to help them gain a measure of equality and dignity on the job.

Like all aspects of life under Jim Crow, work in the defense industries operated along a strict color line that served to remind African Americans of their unequal status in society. Regardless of their skills, black workers invariably found themselves relegated to the most menial and lowest-paying jobs available in wartime defense plants. The underutilization of black manpower was apparent during the early days of World War II (1939–1945), when dozens of aircraft factories—including the nation’s largest manufacturer of fighter planes—defiantly announced that they would only consider African Americans for janitorial positions. Black shipyard workers faced such discriminatory treatment as well, with most being confined to clean-up and yard maintenance jobs or tedious unskilled construction tasks such as rigging, welding, and plate hanging.

Such inequitable policies were positively progressive when compared to those of defense contractors who refused to hire African Americans altogether. Many railroad operators and shipyard managers insisted that the labor agreements they had negotiated with whites-only craft unions prevented them from employing black workers. Other wartime manufacturers cited racial stereotypes or the anticipated negative reaction of white employees as reasons for their refusal. These exclusionary policies were often reinforced by local officers of the Department of Agriculture’s Extension Service (founded in 1914) and the U.S. Employment Service (founded in 1933), both of which regularly steered African Americans away from war industries and into agricultural jobs not directly connected with defense efforts.

Regardless of such attitudes, the labor shortages that accompanied modern industrial warfare made it impossible for defense contractors to reject or underutilize African Americans indefinitely. Between 1940 and 1944, the number of black workers employed in war production jumped 150 percent to more than 1.25 million (Zieger 2007, 123). Increased black access to defense jobs, however, brought intensified conflict with white workers concerned about retaining their own privileged status. Whether in the North, South, or West, black defense workers were frequently subjected to racist taunts and pranks by their white coworkers, and they were always isolated among members of their own race during lunch breaks or other lulls in production. African Americans were almost never promoted to positions as foremen outside of traditional “colored” occupations such as general labor. Even the physical movement of black workers was occasionally impeded by whites who refused to allow them into certain areas of defense plants, a situation that could perversely lead to complaints or disciplinary action against the black workers for slowness on the job. Such informal limitations not only impeded wartime production but also could prove problematic in defense plants where segregated facilities were often limited and difficult for black workers to access.

If such petty harassment was a daily fact of life for many black defense workers, a rarer but more serious form of backlash was the so-called hate strike. White workers occasionally responded to news of black advancement in defense plants by simply refusing to work. From 1942 to 1944, hate strikes shut down defense production in places as varied as Alabama, Maryland, Pennsylvania, Michigan, and California. African Americans caught up in these stoppages frequently became targets of violence; on at least one occasion, the National Guard had to be called out to restore peace among rampaging white shipyard workers.

Shunned by their white coworkers and only grudgingly accepted by wartime employers, black defense workers could usually count on at least a small measure of support from organized labor. Exactly how much assistance they received depended on which of two major labor federations was strongest in a particular workplace. Long dominant in the nation’s shipyards and railways, many unions affiliated with the older craft-oriented American Federation of Labor (AFL) excluded African Americans from membership altogether or else segregated them into unequal auxiliary locals. AFL union representatives rarely went out of their way to assist African Americans beyond what labor contracts required, and they even occasionally helped enshrine job discrimination by agreeing to “colored” jobs and segregated lines of seniority. By contrast, unions affiliated with the newer Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) tended to be more egalitarian in their approach to black workers. Focused on mass production industries such as aircraft assembly and steelmaking, most CIO unions openly courted African Americans as members and insisted on their fair treatment by both employers and white workers. Even CIO unions were careful not to alienate their white members, however, and none but the most radical ever pushed hard for social equality—instead, most opted to help black workers by focusing on the negotiation and strict enforcement of color-blind contracts.

Aside from certain segments of organized labor, African American defense workers also came to depend on the support of the federal government in their struggles for workplace equality. Following a threatened march on Washington by radical black trade unionist A. Philip Randolph (1889–1979) and thousands of supporters, President Franklin D. Roosevelt created the Fair Employment Practices Committee (FEPC) in June 1941. Though it was greatly underfunded and lacked punitive authority, the FEPC provided a government-sanctioned channel through which African American defense workers could protest discriminatory workplace conditions. In order to lodge a complaint, aggrieved black workers simply had to write to or visit one of several regional FEPC offices throughout the country, whereupon their complaint would be considered by a small but dedicated staff of lawyers and labor-management experts. If the evidence of discrimination was strong enough, the FEPC would then often send investigators to the defense plant in an effort to eliminate the alleged discriminatory practices. On several occasions, the FEPC even held industrywide hearings into wider patterns of discriminatory activity; these well-publicized events brought together black workers, union officials, and company managers to testify about conditions and seek solutions. Though the wartime FEPC was disbanded in 1946, the federal government formed several fair employment and contract compliance committees during the postwar years, eventually leading to the creation of the much more powerful Equal Employment Opportunity Commission in 1964.

Joseph Abel
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DOMESTIC SERVICE




Domestic workers, usually African American women who worked in white people’s homes, formed a vanguard of resistance to Jim Crow. By actively contesting as well as enduring difficult working conditions, they improved their lives and those of their families.

After the Civil War, as formerly enslaved women made their way from rural plantations into Southern towns and cities, they quickly discovered that even cash-poor white families were willing to pay at least meager wages for domestic work. Through word of mouth and occasionally through printed ads, they found employment as washerwomen, cooks, maids, nannies, and a combination of all those positions. The wealthier the employer, the more likely it was that a domestic worker could specialize in one area, but most employees did a combination of tasks. While some of them were already skilled at their duties, particularly cooking, others had to learn their jobs quickly. Contrary to popular stereotype, African American women were not born knowing how to cook and clean, and they did not automatically love white children.

The work that they found was hard. Washerwomen were the most independent domestic workers, for they usually picked up their employers’ laundry and took it to their house to clean. This afforded them their own schedule and work space. But washing laundry was grueling and dangerous, involving open flames heating large cauldrons of water; wet, heavy clothes; and chunky irons also heated in the fire. Cooks worked over wood-burning stoves, creating meals from the raw materials provided by their employers. Nannies had to deal with fractious children, and “maids of all work” had to balance some or all these tasks while using harsh chemicals like lye soap to clean houses made dirty from wood or coal fires and open windows. And in all these chores, the workers faced close scrutiny from their employers, whose standards could be unforgiving. Difficult, too, was working in isolation in a white family’s home. Where workers in shops or factories often had peers for socialization and solidarity, domestic workers labored by themselves. They found time with other workers mainly in their daily commutes, whether by bus, streetcar, or on foot, and after hours, sharing ideas and solutions. Even more seriously, domestic workers faced frequent sexual harassment and sometimes assault by the men who lived in the houses where they were employed. Their options for prosecuting against such actions were few, and many women either suffered in silence or quit.

[image: image]

White parents of means often charged their black domestic servants with the care of their children. They expected black nannies to feed, wash, and entertain white children and to nurse white infants. Black domestics often regarded child care as the most demanding aspect of their work. (Library of Congress)

Domestic servants worked long hours. At first, many of them lived with the families for whom they worked—“living in,” as it was called. Living in provided a place to stay, but it had huge disadvantages. A woman who lived with her employer was basically on call 24 hours a day, with no privacy, and frequently the living spaces provided were uncomfortable. She might be forced to live separately from her husband and children. As soon as they could, most domestic workers moved to their own households, despite the frequent difficulty of long walks or rides between segregated neighborhoods. Cooks were often expected to prepare breakfast for their employers and to stay through the clean-up after the evening meal. African American workers in their own households lived in segregated neighborhoods, often in poor-quality housing. Most rented, being unable to afford to buy houses. Despite the rigors of their jobs, they did create families of their own. Rearing children proved extremely difficult because of the hours expected by employers. Women who worked as domestics could expect to be gone from before dawn till after dinner, and they had to depend on friends and family for childcare.

Cash wages varied wildly, but they were almost always extremely low, and employers often substituted leftover food and used clothing for cash. The practice of taking leftover food, called “toting,” was fraught, as workers and employers contested each other over the quality and amount of food prepared and thus available for the worker’s family. Workers resisted in other ways as well. Quitting without notice was a favorite, somewhat self-defeating tactic, for not having a job sometimes outweighed the moral satisfaction. At various times, domestic workers organized unions, striking terror in the hearts of their employers, but the unions effected little real or lasting change. Perhaps their most effective weapon was dissemblance: protecting their own identities and lives from the prying eyes of their employers, not disclosing what they were thinking or feeling, and learning to shrug off the indignities and dangers of their environment. Employers might control the work that the women did, but they could not control their minds.

While some domestic workers remained with the same employers for decades, most changed jobs fairly frequently. White housewives usually had little training as managers or employers, and their expectations could be unreasonable. They suspected their employees of all types of transgressions, from stealing to spreading tuberculosis. They often segregated workers within their houses, requiring them to come through the back door and to eat in the kitchen, even using specially designated utensils. Workers were always on the lookout for employers who paid better, had easier hours, or treated their workers more kindly. Still, some workers and employers did form affectionate bonds, and those relationships could endure for decades. The demographic changes around World War I, ending international immigration to the United States and shifting African Americans northward during the Great Migration, brought black domestic workers to the cities of the North. Little changed except the location, however, for the working conditions there often resembled those in the South.

As early as the 1890s, reformers began examining the working conditions of domestic workers. One of the methods that they proposed to improve the situation was training. Schools like Tuskegee Institute wove domestic work into their curriculum, arguing that if domestic work was the best employment available, then its graduates should be the most desirable workers. But wages and working conditions remained stubbornly poor throughout the 1920s. The New Deal brought little relief, as domestic workers were left out of minimum-wage and Social Security legislation to placate Southern legislators.

The percentages of African American women employed as domestics peaked in the early 20th century. As opportunities in manufacturing and other types of industrial and commercial employment gradually began opening from World War I on, domestic workers flocked to the new types of jobs, preferring regular hours and wages to the caprices of domestic work. They actively sought other types of work for their daughters and other younger relatives. By 1960, the numbers of African American women working as domestics had declined to 36 percent, and by 1980, the number had fallen to 7 percent. Once they made it out of white women’s houses, they never looked back.

Rebecca Sharpless
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FARM OWNERSHIP




From Civil War–era emancipation until the Great Migration, landownership was the primary economic goal that most black families sought in order to fashion a meaningful freedom. To a surprising degree, they succeeded. Although only 5 percent of black families owned land in 1870, over the following generation, one-quarter of all African American farmers persevered through a prolonged agricultural depression as well as the age of lynching, disfranchisement, and rising segregation to acquire their own land. Until the Great Migration, this rural class stood as the most conspicuous evidence of African Americans’ economic progress. Both Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) and W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963) celebrated their success as a counterpoint to racist depictions of black people’s inferiority.

Then, in the 1920s, a series of disasters befell American farmers: the boll weevil, mechanization, and plummeting commodity prices. From the Depression era to the 1960s, far-reaching structural changes transformed the rural South and reduced the number of farms overall. Racism exacerbated African Americans’ experience of these changes. At the same time, new opportunities beckoned in the cities, and rural young people of all races drained away, including the men and women who grew up on African American–owned farms. Increasingly discriminatory treatment by the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) from the 1960s through the 1980s swept most who remained off their land. Yet, during the Jim Crow era, black farm owners served as pillars of rural communities and contributed to the emergence of the black middle class.

The experience of black farm owners varied greatly relative to where and when they farmed their own land. Their numbers in an area reflected the opportunity available to all. Accordingly, in the Deep South, only 19 percent of black farmers owned their own land by 1910, but in the Upper South, 44 percent did. In the Upper South, they had smaller farms, averaging 50 acres, while in most states of the Lower South, their farms averaged about 80 acres. Like white farmers with smaller holdings, they tended to be more prevalent in poor-soil, nonplantation areas of states. For instance, most of Mississippi’s 21,000 black farm owners in 1920 were in the hill country, a region of the state bordering Tennessee to the north and Alabama to the east.

Depending on where they lived, African American farmers found different routes to landownership. Along the Atlantic coast of South Carolina and Georgia, white rice planters who faced seasonal fluctuations in their labor demands tried to stabilize their labor after the Civil War by making 5 or 10 acres of land available to each family of freed people. In the Upper South, where the soil had lost fertility over centuries of heavy use, African Americans were frequently able to purchase land at market prices directly from white farmers who were moving to town. In Texas and Arkansas, black men and women often worked collectively to purchase land through third parties, the federal government, and railroad or lumber companies. In the antebellum Deep South and especially in Louisiana, a scattering of free people of color had inherited large tracts of land from their white ancestors. After the war, the Deep South proved particularly resistant to black freed people’s aspirations for land. To purchase land there, a black farmer had to cultivate personal ties with an influential white patron who could serve as an intermediary in the purchase of land, often by gaining the permission of all white neighbors.

In Eastern Seaboard states, black farm owners were frequently scattered and isolated among white farmers, while others lived among black tenant farmers. But in the western South, in states such as Arkansas and Texas, they settled in freedom colonies, all-black communities that provided for the basic needs of their members. In these settlements, African Americans controlled their own churches, schools, lodges, and businesses.

The standard of living of black farm owners also varied greatly. Most farm owners were able to maintain a better diet, raising large gardens and plenty of livestock. Some of them amassed hundreds, even thousands of acres and farmed cotton or tobacco heavily. Some even diversified by purchasing sawmills, cotton gins, gristmills, and country stores. These families built solid homes and became among the first in black communities to purchase middle-class comforts: cars, farm machinery, indoor plumbing, and telephones. Yet other black farm owners owned only a few acres. For example, for black farm owners along the Atlantic coast, transportation was often too rudimentary to allow them to market crops, so they focused on subsistence, growing small gardens and keeping chickens and perhaps pigs and a cow. Otherwise, they fished and gathered shellfish to supplement their diets. Frequently their homes were furnished with a few rough, simple, homemade items. Very small farm owners who lived in ecosystems that were less rich for foraging sometimes felt the pinch of hunger. Owners of small plots such as these usually had to supplement their income through off-farm jobs or as day laborers for surrounding farm owners. But smaller farms did not always mean poorer lives. Black farm owners in tobacco country could raise marketable crops on half the land a cotton farmer would require.

Yet, while their material comfort was sometimes no better or even worse than that of tenants, landownership still conveyed nonmaterial benefits. African American farm owners’ holdings gave them a measure of economic security and greater independence from the control of white elites. Many black farm owners took pride in having a place that they could not be evicted from at the whim of a white planter. Because of their greater autonomy, when voter registration drives began across rural Mississippi in the 1960s, black farm owners hosted volunteers in their homes. In the privacy of their farms, they were somewhat insulated from the humiliations of Jim Crow culture.

Unlike tenant farmers, black farm owners exerted control over their family education strategies. Like white small farmers, they frequently held their oldest sons out of school to work but encouraged their daughters and younger children to pursue education. Because of the inequities of Jim Crow, this often required them to send their children to distant towns that held the only black high schools in their counties. Furthermore, they often had the means to send their grandchildren to college, which ironically positioned them to take advantage of professional job opportunities off the farm. Accordingly, a large portion of the urban black middle class grew from the equity built up by their farm-owning ancestors. Meanwhile, those who stayed on the land frequently became leaders of the local black community due to their education and relative material security. They helped found schools, served on the deacons and mothers boards of churches, and acted as intermediaries with local whites.

Despite all these real advantages, black farm owners lived ambiguous lives. For all of their independence, they still often relied on merchant credit and were subject to exorbitant interest rates much higher than those charged their white counterparts. These and other forms of economic discrimination meant that the value of their farms was often lower relative to those owned by white people, so landownership did not always reward them with the long-term benefits of building wealth. In addition, they faced many of the dangers and humiliations of Jim Crow culture. Their children frequently had to pass nearby white schools on their way to more distant black schools. Even if they did gain a college education, few careers off the farm were open to them in the South. Although in some communities they were among the only African Americans whom whites allowed to vote during the Jim Crow era, in most places, they were disfranchised along with the rest of their community. They were barred from libraries, parks, and other all-white spaces and segregated on trains, buses, and movie theaters. Away from their farms, they faced the casual humiliations of the Southern caste system. Indeed, black farm owners may have had to demonstrate their acceptance of the etiquette of white supremacy in word and gesture more assiduously than did others to signal that their personal privilege did not pose a direct threat to white supremacy generally.

Their degree of safety from lynching very much depended on local demography. In areas where black farm ownership was common and an accepted fact to their white neighbors, black farm owners were statistically the least likely African Americans to be lynched in their areas. However, where they stood out as anomalies, the jealousy of white tenant farmers and the greed of planters made them the most likely victims in any time of tension.

Despite their perseverance through the threats and obstacles of the Jim Crow era, the numbers of black farm owners has plummeted in recent decades. The nationwide march of agribusiness, the allure of urban lifestyles, and complications arising from a tendency to divide land equally among descendants diminished black farm ownership. Despite the gains of the civil rights era, administrators of USDA farm loan programs subjected the small number of remaining African American farmers to discrimination even more debilitating than that of the Jim Crow era. The systematic delay of black applications further eroded African Americans’ ability to farm by blocking or delaying their access to loans. To right these wrongs, North Carolina farmer Timothy Pigford led a class-action lawsuit against the USDA. In 1999, a federal district court ruled in Pigford v. Glickman that the USDA had discriminated against black farmers and called for damages to be paid amounting to nearly $1 billion, the largest civil rights settlement in history.

Adrienne Monteith Petty and Mark Schultz
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INSURANCE AGENTS




During the era of Jim Crow, African American insurance agents played an important role in the development of the African American insurance industry. These individuals regularly visited the homes of their clients to collect premium payments. This business model generated much higher overhead costs than simply requiring policyholders to mail in their payments. Yet, African American insurers believed that the direct interaction between agents and clients helped solidify their share of the African American insurance market. In the 1960s, as American apartheid crumbled during the civil rights movement, black insurance companies increasingly had to compete with white companies seeking more black policyholders. Ironically, one of the most effective strategies that white insurers employed to increase their market share among blacks was to recruit the top African American agents working for black firms.

In the years immediately following slavery, the embryonic American life insurance industry did not discriminate against recently freed blacks. However, as Jim Crow began to manifest itself in other sectors of national life, it soon affected life insurance companies. In March 1881, Prudential, citing an excessive black mortality rate, began charging blacks higher premiums than their white counterparts (for the same amount of coverage). Other white insurers soon followed Prudential’s lead and established their own separate and unequal black insurance programs.

Although Prudential subsequently denied that racism influenced its revised policy toward blacks, an 1896 book published by Frederick L. Hoffman (1865–1946), who worked in the company’s actuarial department, demonstrated the racial overtones of that corporate decision. Race Traits and the Tendencies of the American Negro (1896), while replete with statistics, also featured conclusions that relied less on quantitative data and more on personal notions of white supremacy. Among other things, Hoffman predicted that whites would soon exterminate blacks in a race war. Based on his bleak assessment of African Americans’ future, Prudential and many other white insurers subsequently severed all ties with black consumers. One of the repercussions of Hoffman’s influential book was the establishment of black insurance companies that featured black agents.

Beginning with the establishment of the Durham-based North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Company in 1898, black-owned insurance companies quickly sprang up throughout the Jim Crow South. Moreover, one of the economic consequences of the Great Migration, in which nearly 500,000 Southern blacks moved to various locales in the North during World War I, was the establishment of black-owned insurance companies north of the Mason-Dixon Line.

Black insurers, whether based in the North or the South, employed the same business model. Some agency personnel were entrusted with building new territories. To do this, they often sought the assistance of local ministers. Specifically, black insurance company personnel would request time on Sunday mornings to introduce their company to church congregations. It was not uncommon for black insurance company representatives to immediately sign up new policyholders after church services ended.

Although the so-called builders were instrumental in establishing new territories for black insurers, traditional agents then stepped in to regularly service new customers. Most black insurers provided industrial insurance, sometimes called “working man’s insurance,” which featured low-face-value policies and small weekly premium payments. Black insurance agents’ customer base, in both the North and the South, was referred to as their “debit.” For the first half of the 20th century, the black insurance agent working his “debit” became an important aspect of black community life. There are African American senior citizens who, to this day, have fond memories of “the insurance man” coming to their homes on a weekly basis to collect insurance premiums. Black insurance agents’ professional interaction with their black customers stood in stark contrast to how white insurance agents interacted with black clients.

Although Prudential and other white insurers completely abandoned black consumers during the late 1890s, some white insurance companies continued to do business with blacks. The most notable company in this category was Metropolitan Life. While Met Life continued to seek black clients, it did so in a discriminatory fashion. Blacks were charged higher prices than whites for insurance products, and Metropolitan Life’s all-white insurance agents often did not treat their black clients with the courtesy usually associated with such business relationships.

By the middle of the 20th century, with the dawn of the civil rights movement and increasing black urbanization, it was becoming crystal clear that the collective status of African Americans was changing for the better. One business-related consequence of this was that previously discriminatory white insurance companies began to reassess their relationship with black consumers. Within a short time, Prudential, Metropolitan Life, and other industry giants dropped their discriminatory practices against African Americans and began to aggressively seek new black policyholders. Besides benefiting from past discrimination (it quickly became a status symbol among blacks to have a nondiscriminatory insurance policy from a mainstream company), large white insurers subsequently increased their African American market share by recruiting the top black agents from black companies. In a parallel situation to what happened in baseball (when Major League teams recruited the top players from the Negro Leagues), white insurance companies’ recruitment of top agency talent from black insurers ultimately resulted in a decline and disappearance of black insurance companies in America. This reality provides further verification that the cornerstone of historic black insurance companies was their agency corps.





NEGRO MEN WALK OUT WHEN WHITE COMPANY TAKES CHARGE


No more pronounced expression of race loyalty and racial indignation has been expressed among Negro people than was expressed by the manager, agents, and workers of the Mississippi Life Insurance company at its office in Birmingham [Alabama]. The Company was represented in this district by twenty-five agents with a debit between twelve and fifteen hundred dollars weekly collection.

When the manager learned that the company was sold to a white insurance company—the Southern Life— . . . [t]wenty-five loyal soldiers who had worked incessantly for the promotion of the company in Birmingham as a resource and protection for Negro people listened to the story and without advice from the manager . . . turned in their books . . . resign[ed] . . . and walked out. . . .

Mr. V. L. Burnett, the manager, and who is largely responsible for the rapid growth of the Company in this district, had many flattering offers from the Southern Life but would not be moved and spoke frankly in opposition to the sale of the company, and termed it as a race outrage and a scandal which he could not support. . . . When the janitor learned that such had happened he also explained that he could not agree to aid in the building of a Negro institution, purely of Negro efforts and then turn the business over to a white concern in competition to Negro interests. It is the belief of every agent that disregard and disrespect for their interest and the interest of the race were shown when the company was sold . . . and under no circumstances could a decent race man support or countenance such an action.

Source: Birmingham Reporter, April 12, 1924.






In retrospect, African American insurance agents during the era of Jim Crow served a variety of important purposes. First and foremost, they were the public face of the black insurance industry. At a time when most black men and women—even those with college degrees—had to be content with working in menial capacities, working as an insurance agent provided blacks with dignified, professional employment. In a similar capacity, black insurance agents during the era of Jim Crow served as role models for the African American children who saw them when they visited their homes to collect weekly premium payments. Black insurance agents’ later defection to work for white insurers helped lead to the demise of their former employers.

Robert E. Weems Jr.
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LABOR UNIONS




Throughout the Jim Crow era, black workers debated whether labor unions were allies or adversaries in their fight against employment discrimination. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, most African Americans regarded labor unions as exclusionary institutions that catered to the interests of white workers. On those occasions when white trade unionists recruited black members, they seemed to do so out of necessity rather than out of any genuine interest in combatting racial discrimination and segregation of the workplace. But by the mid-20th century, African Americans had changed course and came to see unions as powerful weapons in the fight against Jim Crow. The new union consciousness had many sources: the Great Migration, changes in federal labor law, the emergence of industrial unionism, and the advent of new forms of black political activism. Consequently, more and more black workers entered the workplace under the protection of a union-negotiated contract. Such workers earned higher wages with better benefits, had access to grievance procedures, and enjoyed greater job security. By working within organized labor, black labor activists transformed the labor movement, converting it into a critical ally in the battle for civil rights that opened the American workplace.

The Pre–World War I Era

Well into the 20th century, most black workers entered a segregated labor market that excluded them from opportunity and left them vulnerable to economic insecurity. Many industrial employers had little inclination to hire blacks as permanent workers. They often colluded with white unions to establish workplace rules that confined blacks to unskilled, low-wage jobs that restricted their occupational mobility. Labor disputes between employers and white unions thus presented rare opportunities for black workers to break the color barrier in the nation’s industrial sector. Employers often tried to break the strikes of white unionists by recruiting black workers as replacement hires. Under such conditions, labor conflicts often became racially charged as employers had to escort black workers into their factories under the protection of armed company guards in order to keep them safe from angry mobs of white unionists. For many black workers, access to good jobs from which they had been excluded far outweighed the risk of crossing picket lines. Still, strikebreaking seldom provided blacks with more than a temporary solution. When strikes ended, black workers paid the price for the restoration of labor peace. Employers rehired white unionists, fired their black replacement workers, and reestablished workplace rules of racial exclusion.

Strikebreaking did not preclude blacks from experimenting with trade unionism. Confronted with exclusion from the railroad brotherhoods, for example, black railroad workers organized their own independent labor associations that not only agitated for higher wages, better working conditions, and the rights of collective bargaining but also fought against racial discrimination in the workplace. All-black labor organizations offered distinct advantages. Independence empowered black unionists to regulate membership, elect their own leaders, control their own resources, govern their own internal affairs, and define an agenda attuned to their needs as blacks and as workers. These black trade unionists thus did not so much demand integrated locals as they agitated for inclusion and recognition within the labor movement.

Elsewhere black labor activists discovered that despite the white racism that prevailed within the labor movement, unions were not uniformly hostile to organizing or cooperating with black workers. Consequently, black trade unionists found opportunities to cooperate with white workers in biracial ventures in which workers of the same trade joined segregated locals. And in some places—such as the coal fields of Alabama and southern West Virginia, the waterfront wharves of the Gulf Coast, and the forest industries of western Louisiana and southeast Texas—union activists of both races joined in interracial unions that made bold attempts to organize workers across the color line. Interracial unionism was built on pragmatism. Labor organizers appealed to the narrow economic interests of whites to bring them into the union’s fold. They exposed white supremacy as a ruse that denied all workers the power to control their industrial destinies. As they often explained, white workers confronted a choice: either cooperate with blacks or watch employers use black workers to break white unions. Union organizers, black and white, thus tried to refocus the animosity of white workers, shifting it away from blacks and onto the abuses of employers. Blacks were not the problem, they argued, but part of the solution; if whites allied with them, they could relieve their common misery.

This pragmatic interracialism, which appealed to workers’ economic self-interest and built solidarity on common grievances, nevertheless accommodated to the prevailing segregationist sentiments of the Jim Crow era. White unionists might have praised the courage and militancy of black unionists but seldom reconsidered white stereotypes of African Americans. White workers never translated biracial cooperation at the workplace into a broader agenda that embraced civic equality for African Americans, an issue that white unionists considered a diversion from the “labor question.” But the color line in organized labor remained most evident in the organizational structure of unions. Even when committed to interracial cooperation, union locals most often remained segregated, with some unions even requiring the officers of black locals to send dues and membership fees to the nearest white local for what they called safekeeping. Whatever the limitations of pragmatic interracial unionism, it nevertheless offered black workers a viable alternative to the prevailing pattern of black exclusion within the labor movement.

The Era of the Great Migration

World War I inspired a mass migration of African Americans that transformed the racial composition of the nation’s industrial labor force. The movement of large numbers of blacks out of the South enabled many to secure employment in major sectors of American industry—steelmaking, meatpacking, automobile manufacturing, and shipbuilding—from which they had long been excluded. By 1930, African Americans had not only become an integral and permanent part of the industrial labor force of the United States but also had achieved some measure of the occupational mobility, job security, and financial gain that eluded them as laborers on the farms and in the extractive industries of the South. But even if black workers had become integrated into the urban-industrial life of the nation, they continued to encounter obstacles to promotion and found themselves unable to escape the hardest, heaviest, lowest-paying, and most dangerous jobs in these industries. Breaking the barriers of exclusion to employment in the industrial sector was insufficient to secure economic justice.

Black migrants found the labor movement an unreliable ally in their pursuit of economic justice. Labor unions in the North were often as indifferent to the economic aspirations of black workers as they were in the South. Although the American Federation of Labor (AFL) maintained a policy of nondiscrimination, it never challenged affiliated local trade unions that excluded blacks from membership. One investigator of wartime race relations in Pittsburgh discovered that local unions that represented machinists, electrical workers, plumbers, sheet metal workers, and painters all excluded black workers. Skilled black migrants thus confronted a choice of either accepting nonunion employment in their own craft at wages far below the union wage rate or finding work, usually unskilled, in another trade or industry. Unskilled black construction workers found the labor movement more welcoming. One of Pittsburgh’s strongest labor organizations, the Hod Carriers Union, counted more than 400 blacks among its 600 members, nearly half of whom were recent migrants from the South. Still, such evidence did little to persuade white unionists in the skilled building trades that blacks, when organized, were as committed to the labor movement as anyone.

The prospects for interracial unionism during the early years of the Great Migration were most promising in the meatpacking industry of Chicago. But even there, organized labor’s ambitious plan to organize 100 percent of the workers—native white, immigrant, and black—in the stockyards collapsed amid the violence of the Chicago race riot of 1919 and vigorous employer counteroffensives. Despite the genuine overtures that white organizers made toward black workers, they ultimately failed to convince black migrants that their unions were interracial institutions capable of understanding and acting on the unique and peculiar circumstances that confronted black workers in American industry. White unionists did not understand the circumstances of their migration to the city, their past experiences with exclusion from industrial employment and craft unions, nor the obstacles they confronted in gaining access to promotions into the higher-skilled and better-paying positions. Although black workers showed an interest in unions and saw interracial labor organizing as one among many strategies for improving the conditions of their employment, most of them still considered the packinghouse unions as white men’s institutions. They feared that committed membership to an institution that catered to the priorities of white workers would cost them access to the industrial employment that had attracted them to Chicago in the first place. Perhaps for these reasons, the union never became an institution integral to the black migrant communities of Chicago, and residents there had difficulty identifying its cause as their cause.

In their battle against employer discrimination, exclusionary unions, and racist white workers, African American workers often relied on their own labor organizations, which fused racial pride, self-defense, and labor activism. The Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP) emerged in these years as the largest and most successful all-black union to combine racial solidarity and collective action. Founded in 1925, the BSCP represented the nation’s railroad sleeping-car porters, most of whom worked for the Pullman Company, the nation’s largest employer of African Americans. The union’s president, A. Philip Randolph (1889–1979), argued that the BSCP could not succeed unless it drew support from the broader black community, which was skeptical of unions and often dependent on the Pullman Company for charity. Over the next 12 years, the union waged a community-based organizing campaign that linked the porters’ struggle with the wider political and economic aspirations of all African Americans. Finally, in 1937, the BSCP succeeded in compelling the Pullman Company to recognize their union and negotiate a collective bargaining agreement with the porters that greatly improved their working conditions.

The success of the BSCP transformed the reputation of labor unions, labor activism, and the labor movement among African Americans and established a critical new model of social activism for claiming the economic rights of citizenship. In the 1920s, many black leaders opposed the BSCP. They believed that black workers had more to gain through cooperation rather than confrontation with employers such as the Pullman Company. During the course of its organizing campaign, the BSCP eventually succeeded in converting many of these opponents into allies. Unionized porters demonstrated the tenacity, courage, and self-sacrifice to persevere for 12 years against one of the nation’s staunchest antiunion employers. No longer, declared the editors of the Chicago Defender, one of the nation’s leading black newspapers and onetime opponent of the BSCP, could white trade unionists exclude black workers from union membership on the grounds that blacks lacked the capacity to become reliable and dedicated unionists. By raising their own money and resources and organizing and waging their own fight for justice against the Pullman Company, BSCP unionists also won the respect, rather than just the pity, of sympathetic white allies. Finally, they inspired other African Americans to adopt the confrontational tactics of protest politics and organize and fight for their rights.

The Great Depression and World War II

That new confrontational approach to black activism became increasingly visible throughout the 1930s and 1940s. Thousands of black workers embraced the Congress of Industrial Organizations’ (CIO) campaign to organize the men and women who labored in the nation’s mass-production industries. CIO dissidents criticized the AFL leadership for its failure to take advantage of the favorable political climate created by landmark New Deal labor legislation to expand the membership base of organized labor. Determined to organize the unorganized, CIO activists targeted those industries that had become major employers of African Americans since the Great Migration. CIO unionists acknowledged that the success of industrial unionism rested on their ability to recruit black workers. To do so, they depended on an energetic group of young, white labor militants who embraced interracial organizing as a principled conviction rather than a pragmatic exercise. They adopted open membership policies, spoke an egalitarian language, appointed blacks to positions of leadership within their unions, and joined African Americans on the front lines of community protests against racial discrimination.

Most importantly, the CIO enlisted black unionists trained in the art of organizing. White organizers understood that black workers seldom responded with enthusiasm to their appeals to join the union. At best, white organizers enrolled black workers into the union, but they did not really organize them. Black organizers, on the other hand, convinced black workers to cast aside their suspicions of unions and were far more capable of not only signing up black members but also of converting them into sustaining and active members. Such organizers fanned out across the churches, saloons, and street corners of black neighborhoods to conduct face-to-face meetings in methods they called chain recruiting. By targeting informal, community networks of work, leisure, and worship, organizers expanded support for the unions from just the workers to the broader black community. Although far from free of the racial tensions that had long bedeviled organized labor, the CIO signaled a significant departure from the labor movement’s long history of racial discrimination. The major unions of the CIO—the United Automobile Workers, United Steel Workers of America, and the Packinghouse Workers of America—were among the most integrated institutions in the United States.

World War II inspired new rounds of black working-class militancy. In the spring of 1941, Randolph organized the March on Washington Committee to mobilize the organized power of the black masses to pressure the federal government to intervene and open the nation’s defense industries to black employment. Fearful of the consequences of a mass demonstration in the nation’s capital on the eve of world war, the Roosevelt administration issued an executive order that banned employment discrimination in defense industries and established a Fair Employment Practice Committee (FEPC), the first federal agency since Reconstruction committed to promoting and protecting the interests of black workers. The federal ban on discrimination proved instrumental in opening doors of industrial employment to African American workers, especially to black women, who would account for almost one-quarter of those blacks working in manufacturing by the end of the war. The promise of defense employment at good wages with guaranteed benefits lured millions of blacks from the rural South, spurring a second Great Migration far greater in magnitude than the first. The FEPC challenged the practices of the exclusionary craft unions of the AFL, thus opening to blacks the rights and benefits of full membership in the labor movement. Perhaps most importantly, Roosevelt’s executive order declared in the universalist language of democracy and fairness that access to work and the opportunity to earn a living were basic civil rights that constituted the economic foundation of the rights of citizenship.

Wartime labor conditions emboldened black labor activism. Black unionists challenged entrenched workplace discrimination at plants and factories across the country, where they staged spontaneous walkouts to protest employers who refused to transfer or promote them to better, higher-paying jobs. In the fall of 1943, for example, black foundry workers at the Packard plant in Detroit staged a strike protesting the company’s refusal to promote them. Management responded by upgrading 200 workers, and in order to avoid more confrontations, they promoted another 500 black foundry workers to production jobs that had previously been held by only whites. In a series of class-action lawsuits that black workers filed against discriminatory unions, state supreme courts ordered unions to abolish the auxiliary union system. Citing the “fundamental right to work for a living” and the “constitutional right to earn a livelihood,” the California Supreme Court ruled that a union could not deny black workers equal voice in their economic welfare. In response to the assertive independence of black unionists, the CIO created the Committee to Abolish Racial Discrimination (CARD) to promote racial tolerance and cooperation among workers and to assist the federal government’s fair employment mission. CARD developed model contracts that contained antidiscriminatory hiring clauses that some of its affiliated unions then adopted in collective bargaining negotiations. CARD also gave broad support to the FEPC and the black workers who filed grievances. By defending African Americans’ right to work and arguing for their acceptance as full and equal coworkers, CARD helped to legitimize the integration of black workers into American industry and the labor movement.

By the end of World War II, black unionists had, in many ways, created a new deal for black workers. Out of the struggles of the Depression and war years, black workers had become integrated into the urban life of the country, had secured a place in the nation’s industrial labor force, and had become union conscious. Mobilized in new industrial unions and reinvigorated civil rights organizations, black workers had amassed the organizational strength that had forced union officials, employers, and government agencies to confront and redress civil rights in the workplace and beyond. This activist spirit inspired African Americans to continue to push their demands for full participation in American life in the postwar years. They drew on the strategies and tactics for social change that they had embraced since the early 1930s to not only build a mass social movement against Jim Crow in the South but also to advance a labor-oriented civil rights agenda committed to economic justice as the basis for racial equality.

Steven A. Reich
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LONGSHOREMEN




Black men have worked as longshoremen, loading and unloading cargo from domestic and international vessels, since they first arrived in North America. During slavery, enslaved and free African Americans formed a crucial part of the international cotton trade in the river and coastal ports of the American South. With emancipation and until cargo containers and automation came to dominate American ports after World War II, longshoremen provided the muscle and experience that made waterborne commerce possible. Black men worked as longshoremen in every American port, moving a variety of commodities and raw materials and forming some of the first and most powerful African American labor unions in the United States.

During Reconstruction, black longshoremen began to form labor organizations to protect their positions on the docks of the South from competitors such as white longshoremen, sailors, casual laborers, and seasonally itinerant rural job-seekers. The Longshoreman’s Protective Union of New Orleans, formed in 1872, was the first organized labor union among African Americans. By 1890, the International Longshoremen’s Association (ILA) reported 1,500 black members; in 1900, 6,000 of the 20,000 longshoremen working nationally were black. In 1920, the high point for longshore work in the United States with about 86,000 men working nationwide, more than 27,000 African Americans worked as longshoremen, about 30 percent of the total. One study of the period from emancipation through the 1920s found that African American longshoremen represented the single greatest block of workers in any American industry. During a post–World War I strike, New Orleans cotton workers, which included longshoremen, railroad freight handlers, and cotton press workers, numbered more than 25,000. After the 1920s, the number of black men employed in longshore work declined due to the mechanization of the waterfront, culminating in the introduction of forklifts, moveable cranes, and intermodal containers.

Because of demand and union action, longshore work in the Jim Crow era provided among the highest wages for black workers, in some cases rivaling those of white artisans. In the 1880s, for example, New Orleans carpenters made $3 per day, among the worst wages of skilled workers in the city; the wages of longshoremen at that time varied from $4 to $5 per 10-hour day. Freight handlers in the city’s rail yards earned only $1.50 to $2.50 per day. By the 1920s, longshoremen earned as much as $36 per day. Although cotton dominated the shipping trade, longshoremen also moved lumber, grain, iron ore, steel, fruit, coal, stone, iron, oil drums, furniture, and every commodity coming in or out of a port. All had to be moved to and from railroad cars, carts, wagons, river vessels, and other conveyances. Employers seeking to speed goods from market to market considered the unloading and loading process as wasted time. Consequently, longshoremen worked around the clock to empty or fill a vessel, usually in 12 to 16 hours.

Employer hiring practices, competition, discrimination, and the seasonality of the work often undermined the potential security and prosperity that dock work promised. In Southern ports, ship captains and shipping companies hired stevedoring firms to load and unload their vessels on a ship-by-ship basis. When a new ship arrived, longshoremen turned out for the “shape up,” crowding the docks or streets near the waterfront, where the stevedore would choose enough men required by the ship’s tonnage and the kind of cargo. Although some railroad and transoceanic shipping companies hired exclusively black or white longshoremen based on contracts, on the domestic lines African American longshoremen competed with white longshoremen for a share of the work, and much of black labor activism in the Jim Crow South centered on black longshoremen seeking to enter, protect, or expand their share of dock work. Their numbers and their early unionizing efforts forced a degree of acceptance among white labor organizations beyond that found in any other industry. In New Orleans and other Southern ports, black longshoremen entered into a 50-50 work-sharing agreement under which white and black dockworkers split work equally and received equal wages. Black men also participated, often as officers, in local trade and labor organizations and in local Labor Day celebrations, though often they were forced to march at the end of parades and picnic separately. Throughout the Jim Crow era, longshoremen’s status in port cities such as Memphis and Charleston frequently propelled them to leadership roles, often at great personal risk, in efforts to challenge segregation and discrimination.

Despite their success in securing a share of dock work, black longshoremen also contended with the irregularity of work. Owing to the centrality of cotton, dock work was highly seasonal. In New Orleans and other ports, November to March was the busiest time of the year, and the slow season lasted during the growing season from July to November. Consequently, longshoremen often looked for other work during the slow season or traveled up the Mississippi River as far as the Great Lakes looking for work; discriminatory hiring practices in the North often reduced opportunities there, however. Others often found work in their home port, other Southern cities, or in rural areas in timbering, construction, or other casual labor.

By the 1960s, intermodal shipping containers, which were moved by crane to and from ships, trucks, and railcars, dominated American ports and resulted in a dramatic reduction in the number of longshoremen. In East Coast ports, for example, the number of longshoremen fell from 51,000 in 1952 to 15,000 20 years later. African Americans, nevertheless, constituted more than half of longshoremen in Southern ports in the 1970s and worked in segregated locals of the ILA. The 50-50 principle, under which black and white, and now Latino, locals split work and union offices equally, remained in effect until the district court in Baltimore declared the arrangement a violation of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. The ILA challenged the court ruling, however, arguing with the support of its black members that the arrangement protected African American longshoremen from discrimination and that integration would result in lost jobs and influence in the union. In 1983, ILA locals completely integrated in compliance with the federal court ruling.

Robert S. Shelton
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NURSES




Racial segregation created disadvantages in education and employment opportunities for black nurses who encountered discrimination and exclusion wherever they turned in their daily struggle for professional acceptance and advancement. Their experience was closely related to the disproportionate mortality rates between blacks and whites during the early decades of the 20th century, as the majority of the black population was confined to unsanitary living quarters with little or no access to health care services. Black leadership, a national health crisis, and two world wars eventually reduced some of the barriers in the nursing profession and gradually improved the status of black nursing and black health.

The opportunity to work outside domestic service appealed to many black women, but most of the nursing schools that came into existence after the 1870s excluded blacks. Some Northern institutions accepted limited numbers of black student nurses. However, the lack of a large black population in the North, prior to the Great Migration, prevented many from gaining practical experience as treatment of white patients was restricted. Left with few alternatives, they established their own schools, hospitals, and organizations. By the 1920s, there were 36 black nurse training schools nationwide, but most facilities struggled financially and were deficient in quality and standards. Many operated with minimal admission requirements and allowed inadequate time for teaching. Student nurses were often responsible for cooking, cleaning, and other menial chores. They worked without salary and sometimes were hired out to support the institution. This caused many to fail their registration state board exams and contributed to the stigma of the incompetent black nurse. Lack of opportunity, financial hardships, and racial prejudice were not the only obstacles. Nurses were subject to violence, such as the 1921 bombing of the Fort Dearborn Hospital and Training School in Chicago that injured three nurses.

Despite adverse teaching conditions, the number of black graduate nurses increased, yet employment opportunities remained scarce. Some Southern states refused to register black nurses even when they met requirements. These exclusions deprived many blacks of indispensable care, because in much of the South it was illegal for white female nurses to provide treatment for black males. Others imposed licensing distinctions with lower standards for black nurses to diminish their chances and justify lower wages. As white patients were increasingly treated in hospitals, the demand for private-duty nurses decreased and employment options for black nurses declined further. They had little access to most institutions in the South and were only reluctantly employed in the North and West. Black nurses were not only prevented from tending to white patients in segregated wards but also every effort was made to separate them from white nurses, who often objected to their presence. Racial prejudice was not the sole reason. Black nurses were forced to work longer hours and accept lower pay to secure a position, which negatively affected white nurses’ working conditions and incited resentment. They experienced additional humiliation when placed under the supervision of less-qualified white nurses or even student nurses. Some found employment at white municipal hospitals with overcrowded wards and insufficient support, witnessing constant poverty and despair. Disregard for professional standards increased fatality rates from accidents, medical errors, or plain neglect. Yet the deaths of black patients and poor immigrants were considered routine events that warranted no investigation.

The desperate conditions in some hospitals and nursing schools prompted reform efforts from within the black health profession to improve the image of black nursing. The exclusion of black nurses from the American Nurses Association prompted the creation of a parallel institution in 1908, the National Association of Colored Graduate Nurses (NACGN), which limited membership to graduate registered nurses. It excluded many who could not secure places in better nursing schools but succeeded in raising professional standards. During its first decade, membership increased from 52 to nearly 2,000 registered nurses.

Other forces stimulated advances. The prevalence of many contagious diseases—such as cholera, typhoid, and tuberculosis—and their inherent risk for whites prompted the government to finally address the black health crisis. This led to the expansion of public health services and directed much-needed attention to improved training opportunities, better facilities, and increased employment opportunities for black nurses. As a result, 356 black public health nurses were employed by 1925. They taught hygiene in schools and homes, instructed midwives, visited tuberculosis patients in overcrowded city quarters, and ventured into remote rural areas where medical care was formerly nonexistent. Similarly, an acute nursing shortage caused by the combined pressures of World War I and the influenza epidemic (1918–1919) increased demand for black nurses in social work, industrial plants, schools, and hospitals.

[image: image]

African American nursing students outside the Lincoln Training School for Nurses in the Bronx, New York. Founded in 1898, the Lincoln School was the first institution in the nation dedicated to educating black nurses. Between 1900 and 1961 when the school closed its doors, more than 1,800 black women earned a nursing degree there. (Underwood Archives/Getty Images)

Adah Thoms (1870–1943), a graduate of Lincoln Hospital School of Nursing in New York City—where she was subsequently employed as supervisor of surgery and acting director of the school of nursing—fought tirelessly for the professional recognition of black nurses. She cofounded the NACGN with Martha Franklin (1870–1968) and as its president fought for acceptance into the American Red Cross and the U.S. Army Nurse Corps during World War I. Thoms rallied support from black health professionals, black citizens, and the black press and succeeded in breaking some of the racial barriers for both institutions. Even though it took another struggle during World War II before black nurses actively served in the military, Thoms was honored as the first recipient of the Mary Mahoney Award (1936) for her significant contributions toward integration within the nursing profession. Black nurses in general played an important part in community activism. The NACGN worked closely with the National Urban League and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, encouraging nurses to use their contact with the community to promote civil rights. The first black graduate nurse, Mary Mahoney (1845–1926), was one of the first women in her city to register to vote. By World War II, black nurses shifted their focus from improving the quality of segregated black institutions to fully integrating black health professionals and hospitals. Some historians believe that these experiences laid the foundations for a larger black civil rights movement.

Andrea Patterson
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PHYSICIANS




In the late 19th century, a number of medical schools opened in the South for the training of black physicians, resulting in the development of a small, but significant, black medical profession in the Jim Crow South. Most of the early black medical schools died out rather quickly, but a small number continued until the early 20th century, when reforms of medical education led by the American Medical Association resulted in the closure of medical schools open to African Americans in New Orleans, Raleigh, Chattanooga, Louisville, and Memphis, leaving Howard University (Washington, DC) and Meharry Medical College (Nashville) as the only institutions south of the Mason-Dixon Line where African Americans could receive a medical education. While a handful of medical schools outside of the South did accept a limited number of black students during the Jim Crow era, the bulk of educating black physicians rested on Howard and Meharry, which, up until 1969, annually produced more than half of the nation’s black medical graduates.

Continuing education was another hurdle for black physicians to overcome during the Jim Crow era, as there were very few hospitals, either in or out of the South, that provided black physicians with intern training. Even at public hospitals that primarily or exclusively provided care for African Americans, black physicians were often excluded from available internships. Many of these facilities were administered by whites who often viewed black patients—especially charity cases—as expendable and therefore saw all-black hospitals as the perfect venue for training white physicians. As a result of this discrimination, the vast majority of internships open to black medical graduates by the 1920s were in all-black hospitals in just a handful of cities—Washington, Nashville, St. Louis, Kansas City, and New Orleans—as only three large integrated medical facilities in the country—Cook County Hospital in Chicago, and Harlem and Bellevue Hospitals in New York City—then employed black interns. While the internship crisis for black medical graduates was ameliorated by the start of World War II, residency training was all but impossible for black physicians before the 1950s, and, as a result, there were only 87 black specialists in the nation in 1947, more than half of whom practiced in three cities (Washington, Chicago, and New York).

Getting a medical education was only the start of the battle for black physicians in the Jim Crow era. Medical examiners in Southern states were well known to be biased against black medical graduates, often failing them without cause. Those who received their licensure found that they were prohibited from practicing in most public hospitals in the South, severely limiting their opportunities to treat patients. To combat this obstacle, many black physicians in the South operated their own small, private hospitals, often in their own homes, to treat their patients. Others relied on hospitals run by black fraternal organizations, churches, and schools, such as Taborian Hospital in Mound Bayou, Mississippi, and the John A. Andrew Hospital in Tuskegee, Alabama. While most of these hospitals lacked modern amenities, black patients often preferred them to the segregated public hospitals, where they could not be treated by their personal physician and were regularly subjected to racial indignities, such as basement wards and racial slurs from the staff. It would not be until the 1960s, following the 1963 Supreme Court decision in Simkins v. Moses Cone Memorial Hospital and the implementation of Medicare and Medicaid (which denied federal funds to segregated facilities), that black physicians gained privileges at the public hospitals of the South.

Black physicians in the Jim Crow South were also excluded from local and state medical associations, which led to professional isolation and hampered their ability to stay current in their fields. While the American Medical Association (AMA) was technically not a segregated organization, up until the 1960s it mandated that in order to be a member of the AMA, one had to be a member in good standing of one of its state or local affiliate societies. As all AMA affiliates in the South were segregated, black physicians in the South were effectively barred from the nation’s largest and most influential professional organization, which thereby excluded them from hospitals, postgraduate programs, fellowships, grants, and specialty boards that all required AMA membership.

In order to combat this professional exclusion, in 1895, the National Association of Colored Physicians, Dentists, and Pharmacists, which would eventually become known as the National Medical Association (NMA), was established. Formed to alleviate professional isolation and provide continuing education for its members, the NMA conducted seminars on modern medical techniques for its members and advocated for an end to segregated medical facilities. In addition to the NMA, black physicians throughout the South also formed their own local societies, which provided both comradeship and opportunities for scientific learning. However, these black medical societies could not provide their members with services and opportunities comparable to the AMA and its affiliates.

The lack of access to hospitals and continuing education placed black physicians in a difficult position in attracting patients. While usually unable to attract any white patients, black physicians found that they had to compete with folk healers, patent medicines, midwives, and even white doctors for the black clientele. Despite the professional color line, white physicians were usually more than willing to attend to black patients who could pay—or who had an employer who paid their medical bills—and many blacks preferred white physicians, even if it meant being subjected to racial indignities, as white physicians had superior facilities, including hospital access. As a result, many black physicians in the South were forced to serve an overwhelmingly indigent clientele. At a time before Medicare and Medicaid, many black physicians in the South reported being paid in kind—if at all—with produce, livestock, or even seafood. Black physicians, therefore, resorted to numerous measures to attract paying clients: they charged lower fees than white doctors, they built their own hospitals, they entered into contracts with fraternal originations to provide care for members for a flat fee, and they made appeals to racial pride.

Because of the difficulties of establishing a profitable practice in the South, as well as the violence and discrimination of the Jim Crow era, many physicians joined in the Great Migration of blacks to Northern cities that began during World War I. By 1930, 40 percent of the nation’s 3,805 black physicians resided outside of the South, where 80 percent of the nation’s almost 12 million African Americans still lived. In rural states the situation was most acute. Mississippi saw its number of black physicians decline from 71 in 1930 to 55 in 1940; 56 of the state’s 82 counties had no black physicians at all. Even urban areas suffered; New Orleans, once a hub of the black medical community, saw the number of black physicians practicing in the city decline from 50 in the 1930s to only 16 by the mid-1950s. By 1970, 68 percent of the nation’s black physicians practiced outside of the South.

Thomas J. Ward Jr.
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POSTAL SERVICE WORKERS




African Americans began to make work at the post office a niche job as soon as an 1865 federal statute opened employment there to African Americans. Working for the federal government’s largest agency that also had the highest profile became a way for African Americans to affirm their citizenship. It would provide middle-class social status, stable income and benefits, and job entry at a time when private-sector corporations often excluded blacks from employment. By World War I, approximately 10 percent of all postal workers were African American, a figure that would double by the early 1960s.

After the Civil War, many African Americans in the South were appointed to postal jobs. Republican Party patronage, especially in the South, propelled mostly black men—and some black women as well—into local postmaster positions as well as the “craft” jobs such as letter carriers, clerks, and laborers (later called mail handlers). Some of the first black postal workers were abolitionists and Union Army veterans, with probably most of them working as postmasters. In the 19th century, postmasters were political appointees who received their positions from elected officials as rewards for party loyalty and activism.

The position of postmasters in the South was an inspiration to blacks but also a threat to white supremacy. White resentment and violence drove Minnie Cox (1869–1933) and other black postmasters from their jobs. Cox’s life was threatened by whites in Indianola, Mississippi, in 1902. That was enough for her, and she resigned. Others were not as fortunate as she to escape with their lives. Postmasters remained appointment positions into the 20th century, but the 1883 Pendleton Civil Service Reform Act mandated the hiring of craft employees based on competitive examinations. African Americans tended to do well on these, especially those with college degrees who had found obstacles to employment elsewhere or were looking for additional income or a way to pay for graduate and professional education.

William Carney (1869–1901), William H. Dupree (1875–1914), and James Trotter (1866–1881) were three prominent examples of early black Civil War veterans who became postal employees. Dupree served with the 55th Massachusetts Infantry (U.S. Colored Troops) during the war and afterward became manager of Station A in Boston’s South End. Trotter, who was the father of the famous civil rights activist William Monroe Trotter (1872–1934), like Carney, had been a runaway slave from Mississippi who later served in the 55th Massachusetts Infantry. As a second lieutenant, Trotter was one of the few black commissioned officers in that regiment. Trotter became the first postwar African American appointed as a clerk at the Boston Post Office, making him likely the second black postal worker appointed in U.S. history, after abolitionist William Cooper Nell (1816–1874), who was appointed in the Boston post office in 1863. Trotter was also joined by other black Civil War veterans in that office, although he would quit after watching whites being promoted over him despite their having the same or fewer years of postal service.

Even though many labor unions excluded blacks or only accepted them as members into segregated locals, African American postal workers were charter members of some of the early postal unions, such as the National Association of Letter Carriers (NALC), which was founded in 1889 and is still extant. Meanwhile, exclusion from the Railway Mail Association led to the 1913 formation of National Alliance of Postal Employees (NAPE), a predominantly black postal union still operating today as the National Alliance of Postal and Federal Employees. Its design from its inception was as both a labor and a civil rights organization. Most postal unions allowed Jim Crow branches and locals during the first half of the 20th century at the request of white Southern members but continued to come under fire from black unionists and their white allies. After years of agitation and lobbying by their opponents, the remaining segregated locals were effectively abolished in 1962 by President Kennedy’s Executive Order 10988 that placed a precondition of no internal discrimination for any federal union recognition. The largest postal clerks union, the National Federation of Postal Clerks (NFPOC), had already dramatically split in 1958 over issues of Jim Crow locals and union democracy.

In the same year that the NAPE was formed, the Wilson administration (1913–1921) segregated work spaces in the federal government and its largest agency, the post office, particularly in Washington, DC. This policy drew support from the white supremacist organization of federal employees called the National Democratic Fair Play Association. Wilson’s harassment and attempted purge of black postal workers (most of whom still worked in the South) coincided with whites taking over many formerly black railway postal clerk jobs as mail trains became safer workplaces. Wilson’s purge also included the 1914 Civil Service Commission requirement that federal job applications include photographs, which were used to screen out blacks from federal jobs under the spurious rationale of “fraud prevention.” The NAPE, National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and others vigorously protested Wilson’s attack on black postal labor—while the postal unions did not. Even when many of those barriers came down following Wilson’s two terms in office, there were still many obstacles to advancement and equality for black postal workers. These included such devices as blocking blacks from management and certain craft positions and the use of the “rule of three” (selecting a favored job candidate from among a batch of three applicant names drawn at random) in racially exclusionary ways regardless of how high an applicant scored. It was not until 1940, and after years of vigorous lobbying by the NAPE and the NAACP, that a presidential executive order amended the Civil Service Act to bar discrimination against applicants because of race.

Postal work by the turn of the century was roughly evenly divided between those performing “inside work” and those performing “outside work.” Clerks and mail handlers brought mail to the workroom floor in large gray sacks and plastic trays, where clerks sorted it by address into multisectioned “pigeonhole cases” using complicated “schemes” in offices and aboard railroad cars. That same sorting process eventually worked its way down to the “carrier cases,” where letter carriers would arrange the mail for delivery to their route at least twice a day until single delivery was instituted in 1950. Black letter carriers in the South would deliver mail in both all-black and all-white neighborhoods. In the latter case, some black carriers encountered suspicion and hostility, while for others it was considered normative that they were “the mailman.”

In the midst of a discriminatory environment, black postal workers made themselves at home, so to speak, by using federal civil service protections combined with union and black civic group support to push back against the Jim Crow regime. For example, in the South, black postal workers congregated in a particular craft (typically letter carrier) ceded to them by the white majority. As a result, by the middle of the 20th century, the NALC in the South, which often had “white” and “colored” branches in the same city, saw blacks dominating NALC state associations in Virginia and Mississippi. Throughout the South, whites imposed arbitrary limits on blacks entering either the carrier or clerk craft, often conceding participation in the carrier craft to blacks. Many black members of the NALC, NFPOC, and other postal craft unions had simultaneous memberships in the NAPE to safeguard both labor and civil rights. The post office was a masculinist job until the early 1960s, when black women led female postal job entries following President Kennedy’s 1962 equal opportunity memorandum. Black women had already been a key part of the earlier spikes in women hired at the post office during the two world wars.

By the end of the Jim Crow era in the 1960s, African Americans made up over one-fifth of all postal workers and had become the majority or near-majority in a number of American cities, like Washington, DC; New Orleans; Houston; Los Angeles; Cleveland; Chicago; and Detroit. A culture of struggle within the post office and the postal unions paid off and also set the terms for continued advocacy for more black promotions, equitable treatment on the shop floor, and a halt to disciplinary discrimination. During that long Jim Crow era, African Americans used postal jobs as a vehicle enabling families to buy homes, send their children to college, and even to help pay their way through law and medical school or to supplement professional practices. With the status that came from holding a federal government job, they established themselves with firm middle-class status in the black community and were often active in the NAACP and other civil rights and civic organizations.

Philip F. Rubio
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PUBLIC-SECTOR EMPLOYMENT




Throughout the Jim Crow era, the public sector was a source of prized employment in African American communities. Based in offices located throughout the nation, federal jobs were particularly important. Discrimination largely confined African Americans to low-wage government positions at the federal and also state and local levels. Nevertheless, the terms and conditions of public-sector work often compared favorably to those in the precarious sectors of the economy in which African Americans were otherwise often concentrated. Moreover, despite discrimination, the government was also a source of white-collar positions for African Americans. Black leaders were well aware of the significance of public-sector employment to the economic health of African American communities and worked to open new opportunities and improve wages and working conditions. Like many members of ethnic groups in U.S. history, African Americans expected government jobs in exchange for support for political parties. The tactic was of limited use in much of the South, however, where white officials often disfranchised black voters. Simultaneously, Southern segregation laws precluded African Americans from vying for most state and local government jobs. Exceptions included some employment categories considered menial and, significantly, positions in service fields such as health care and education. Both inside and outside of the South, African Americans secured government jobs that involved the provision of public services to other African Americans.

At the end of the Civil War, African Americans successfully secured patronage positions in the federal government from Republicans, who controlled the presidency during most of the late 19th century. Meanwhile, Washington, DC, became a magnet attracting ambitious black workers. Both inside and outside the capital, custom houses and especially the U.S. Post Office became significant sources of federal jobs. Although the fear of slave rebellions earlier had led postal officials to prohibit mail delivery by African Americans, during the Reconstruction era, black representation in the post office began to grow. About 100 African Americans in cities that include Charleston, South Carolina, and Little Rock, Arkansas, even secured positions as postmasters. The black press enthusiastically followed the careers of such individuals, but the postmasters’ success also made them targets of white supremacist violence. Despite its ongoing significance as a source of employment, the post office eventually became known as the “Negro graveyard” because it employed many black men in positions that were not commensurate with their credentials.

By 1910, African Americans made up approximately 6 percent of the federal workforce (Hope and Shelton 1963, 372). In Washington, they were employed in a wide range of integrated agencies, and those with senior positions were prevalent in the “black aristocracy” of the city. But in 1913, President Woodrow Wilson (1856–1924) sanctioned the segregation of the federal workforce. Some white agency officials introduced segregated restroom and eating facilities, and some black workers were demoted or discharged. African American leaders, including Ida B. Wells (1862–1931) and Monroe Trotter (1872–1934), protested the changes to no avail.

During the Great Migration, large numbers of African Americans left the South for other regions of the country. Acquiring the opportunity to exercise their right to vote in new locales, African Americans used political pressure to push for greater representation for black workers in local and state government workforces. Such was the case in New York as early as the 1910s. Despite historic ties between African Americans and the Republican Party, some black leaders pledged votes for Democratic Tammany Hall in exchange for government jobs for African Americans. This strategy met with modest success. As the size of black populations in cities outside of the South increased, political pressure served as a critical means of wining public-sector jobs for black workers.

During the Great Depression, civil rights leaders fought to win for black workers a fair share of both the relief and permanent jobs created during the presidential administration of Franklin D. Roosevelt (1933–1945). Economic hardship hit black communities earlier and more severely than many others, yet African Americans encountered discrimination and segregation in agencies created to combat unemployment. Activists such as Anna Hedgeman (1899–1990) successfully pressured federal officials to increase access for black workers to temporary jobs. Meanwhile, the expansion of the size of the permanent federal workforce during the New Deal proved a boon for a small but important number of African Americans. Some secured administrative posts, and the most influential among them became known as the “Black Cabinet.”

Leaders in organizations such as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and the National Urban League (NUL) monitored levels of black public-sector employment on the federal, state, and local levels during the 1930s. Their efforts to raise numbers and improve conditions occasionally met with success. Such was the case in a 1938 campaign by the NAACP in Maryland to equalize the salaries of black and white teachers. In many state and local government workforces, however, African American representation likely remained minimal.

World War II opened opportunities for black workers in the public as well as the private sector. A campaign led by labor leader A. Phillip Randolph (1889–1979) failed to convince President Roosevelt to desegregate the military but did compel him to issue an executive order banning discrimination in the war industries and federal government. The Fair Employment Practices Commission (FEPC) oversaw enforcement of the order. Ultimately, the number of black federal employees tripled during the Roosevelt administration. By the war’s end, there were over 250,000 black federal employees, and African Americans made up about 12 percent of federal workers, which was higher than their percentage in the general population (Hope and Shelton 1963, 372). According to a study by the NUL, however, 70 percent of black federal workers held nonclassified positions—jobs with the least status and pay in the system (Moore 1981, 133).

Even before World War II came to an end, civil rights leaders pressed congressional officials to make the FEPC permanent. After that effort failed repeatedly, leaders such as Clarence Mitchell (1911–1984) of the NAACP pressed President Harry Truman to permanently ban discrimination in the federal workforce. The effort met with some success. In 1948, Truman signed executive orders that integrated the U.S. military and banned discrimination but not segregation in the federal workforce. Black leaders on both state and local levels emulated Mitchell’s strategy, and by the mid-1950s, 12 states and 29 cities, all north of the Mason-Dixon Line, had adopted fair employment measures. Meanwhile, some public-sector unions intensified efforts to win official recognition from government officials. Their success, in combination with the growing number of governments with antidiscrimination laws, paved the way for the public sector to become a critical job niche for African Americans during the post–Jim Crow era.

Jane Berger
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RAILROAD WORKERS




From the late 19th through the mid-20th century, the rewards, rhythms, and burdens of railroad work, together with the presence of Jim Crow, shaped African American railroad workers’ daily lives. Like laboring people everywhere, black railroaders worked hard, enjoyed their time away from work, provided for their families, aspired to job promotion, and hoped for a better future for their children. At the same time, black railroaders contended with hiring practices that confined them to the least-skilled, lowest-paid, hardest, dirtiest, most service-oriented jobs in the industry. When they challenged these discriminatory practices, they met with managerial indifference and the hostility—oftentimes violent—of their white coworkers.

The daily experiences of railroad work for African Americans depended on what kind of labor they performed. These experiences could vary considerably, for despite the racially segmented railroad labor market, the complex array of railroad jobs enabled African Americans to find employment in a wide range of occupations. From the post–Civil War period into the 20th century, railroads employed black men as firemen, brakemen, Pullman sleeping-car porters, dining-car cooks and waiters, train porters, porter-brakemen, station porters (also known as “Red Caps”), roundhouse and repair shop laborers and helpers, coach cleaners, and construction and track laborers (whether freely employed or under the convict-lease system). Black women also found employment as Pullman maids and as coach cleaners and, during the labor shortages of World War I and II, as section, shop, and roundhouse laborers (because railroad management and public opinion deemed such labor inappropriate for white women). This work ranged from physically demanding to highly skilled. Yet, even in its less attractive aspects, railroad employment stood as a desirable option to the agricultural work of sharecropping in the Jim Crow South and an avenue into the middle class with its steady wages and status.

Black railroaders valued the rewards of railroad work and spoke of their experiences with pride. Whether they forged car axles in blacksmiths’ shops or looked after passengers on the Pullman cars, daily life revolved around the performance of work. In oral histories, reminiscences, and interviews, retired black railroad workers recalled the skill—and stamina—required for their work. Maintaining track required hard physical labor and demanded carefully choreographed collective effort. Machine shop work required technical knowledge and fine hand-eye coordination. Working as a brakeman or fireman involved understanding train movements, combined with the physical effort of shoveling coal or alighting from moving cars safely. And work as a Pullman porter or Red Cap depended in no small part on good “people skills.” The customs and practices workers developed to get the job done—their work culture—softened the experience of work and shaped the way these men and women thought about their everyday work lives and themselves as “railroaders.” This strong occupational identity bridged workplace and community, for railroad veterans often talked about the high standing of black railroad men in African American communities. A railroad job conferred prestige, especially for those who worked on the trains, for they exercised some responsibility, had a chance to travel and see the country, and earned the highest wages (disproportionately, black railroad workers figured as community and civil rights leaders). In addition, the relatively high and secure wages of railroad work enabled many black employees to own their own homes and send their children to school.

African Americans also contended with the burdens of work, some of them unique to the railroad industry. Whereas workers in most sectors put in long hours, railroad employees worked hours both long and unpredictable. For those in the train service especially (firemen, brakemen, porters, and dining-car staff), work began and ended according to the train schedule, and that could be at any time of day or night. For firemen, that meant feeding a locomotive with coal through the night. For porters and dining-car cooks and waiters, that meant remaining on duty as long as passengers (invariably white) wished service. It also meant absence from home for days or sometimes weeks at a time. Robert E. Turner, a retired Pullman porter, recalled a series of assignments that took him away from his home and wife in Chicago for over three months at an early stage in his career in the 1920s. Turner’s experience was typical of that of recently hired employees on the bottom rungs of the seniority ladder who did not have regular assignments (Turner 1954, 114). Workers in the train service, as well as the shops, stations, and rights of way, also toiled under the threat of crippling injury or death. Well into the 20th century, railroads competed with mining as the deadliest industry in the United States. Brakemen ran the highest risks, but repair shop workers and even station porters could run afoul of a variety of mishaps too.

Racial injustice figured as railroad work’s greatest burden, however. If black railroaders thought about anything on a daily basis—especially in the South—it was how to negotiate the railroads’ version of Jim Crow while maintaining a sense of self-respect and staying safe. Most days, meeting this challenge was fairly straightforward for African Americans who abided by the rule, as Junious R. Hughes, the first black machinist apprentice on the Norfolk & Western Railroad, put it: “Black man you get back. You get the labor jobs but you don’t get in the skilled professions” (Scarborough 2014, 75). How black railroaders thought about that dictum and how they coped with it varied, though. Hughes’s father, a train porter in the 1940s and 1950s, would “come home from work sometimes totally frustrated because some little Caucasian kid whose daddy got him a job on the railroad would have to come to my father to learn how to be my father’s boss. They wouldn’t let black men become conductors in those days” (Scarborough 2014, 69–70). Hughes credited his father’s religious faith in keeping him from becoming too bitter. Many resented white supervisors’ petty authority and the demeaning tasks they sometimes assigned but nevertheless got on with their work. James J. Hey, a cook on the New York Central, focused on perfecting his craft: “I believed that if you were going to do a job, you should do it right or don’t bother doing it at all” (Scarborough 2014, 60; Leuthner 1983, 100). Many black railroaders negotiated and tested the boundaries, carving out spaces of dignity. Oswald S. Thorne asserted his refusal “to bow and scrape” during his career as a Red Cap in New York’s Grand Central Station during the 1940s (Leuthner 1983, 53). Others dissembled or tried to subvert the racial order by playing on stereotypes. When he worked as a porter on a train running between Boston and New York, a young Malcolm X perfected his “hustle,” selling sandwiches to white passengers (Malcolm X 1992, 82–93).





A BLACK RAILROADER’S APPEAL FOR FAIRNESS

St. Louis, Mo., October 12, 1918.

3100 Clark Avenue

Mr. W. G. McAdoo, Director General,

Railroad Administration,

Washington, DC

Sir: —

I am employed in this city at the Missouri Pacific Railroad Shops. . . . Now there are white and Colored employes here and I am writing to call your attention to a matter that no doubt has escaped your attention.

On January 1, 1918 a raise of all employes engaged in certain lines of railroad work was allowed, and which raise we did not receive until about the first of September, 1918. In this shop where I am employed the white laborers were allowed a raise of 12¢ an hour . . . all time for Colored employes for the same period was rated at 3 1/4¢ per hour, making a difference of 8 3/4¢ per hour between the allowance for white and Colored employes. The white employes are allowed time and one half for all over eight hours work. . . . The Colored employes are allowed time and a half for all over ten hours . . . and on October 1st, we were told that time and a half for all over ten hours work was too much salary for a Colored man. . . .

Now Mr. McAdoo, I am writing you in the hope that you will take up this matter, investigate the same, and instruct the Missouri Pacific to cease its discrimination against its employes, because of color. The Colored employes are doing their work as well as the whites, buying Liberty Bonds, etc., and have the same high cost of living to contend with as the white employes and therefore should receive the same consideration as the white employes.

Trusting that you will give the matter your earliest attention, I am,


                            Very respectfully,

                                   G. B. Tyler [signed]

                                   (Stationary Fireman)

                                   (Mo. Pacific R.R. Shop.)

Source: Records of the Division of Labor, Subject-Classified General File of the Division of Labor, 1918–1922, File E-38-11: Employes-Colored-Correspondence concerning General Wage Increase granted by Govt. to Railroad Employes (General Order No. 27), Box No. 64, Volume 1, United States Railroad Administration, Record Group 14, National Archives and Records Administration, Washington, DC.






When it came to challenging racial hierarchies, black railroaders took terrible risks, for at bottom Jim Crow maintained itself through violence. Still, from the beginning, African Americans on the railroads found ways to mediate and resist institutional racism. The track workers who shifted rail with their bodies used song to subtly win a degree of control over work away from—and surreptitiously criticize—the foreman, who was always white. However, when black railwaymen tried to challenge white privilege, such as the black firemen of the Yazoo & Mississippi Valley Railroad who defied demands to relinquish their jobs to white men in the 1920s and 1930s, they came in for racial terror (Arnesen 2001, 80–82, 131–33). African Americans worked hard to organize unions, but they fought uphill battles in an industrial relations regime heavily stacked in favor of white-dominated unions that either ignored them or, worse, actively worked to drive them from desired positions. For these reasons, black railroaders looked to the state when, during World War I and II, it seemed to offer a helping hand, petitioning the federal government for racial justice through letter writing and organized protest.

Paul Michel Taillon
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SHARECROPPING AND TENANT FARMING




During the Jim Crow period, tenant farming and sharecropping were the primary occupations of African American families in the Southern United States. Tenant farming was a system of agricultural labor in which landowners let a family farm a piece of land in exchange for rent or a share of the crop. Sharecropping is a specific form of tenant farming. Whereas some tenant farm families owned some of their own farm equipment and livestock, sharecroppers only had their labor to contribute. Sharecropping and tenant farming emerged as dominant modes of agricultural production in the U.S. South after the Civil War. They began to decline in the 1930s, and by the 1960s had largely been replaced by seasonal farm labor. Both white and black farmers worked as tenant farmers, but African Americans comprised the greatest proportion of sharecroppers in much of the South.

Before the Civil War, agricultural production in the South was largely dependent on the labor of enslaved African Americans. After the ratification of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments, African Americans, as free citizens, had the right to compensation for their labor, but it was not immediately clear what agricultural work arrangements would replace slavery. Landowners preferred to retain full authority over plantation operations through the supervision of centralized gangs of workers. African Americans were determined to farm as a family and manage their own work. Sharecropping and tenant farming emerged as an imperfect compromise. Plantations were divided into family-size plots of land, which African Americans farmed with the promise of payment from the landowner after the crop was harvested. Because the income of sharecroppers was dependent on the amount and quality of the crop they produced, they had an incentive to invest time and effort into farming and required little supervision. Landowners, who had difficulty accessing credit during the postwar economy, benefited from this arrangement because they did not have to regularly pay wages.

Sharecropping proved to be a harsh, often abusive system in which freedom for African Americans was curtailed. This was due to racial discrimination and violence as well as the way the sharecropping system was economically structured. African Americans’ degree of financial risk and their control over land, housing, and crop production was directly related to their position on what is often referred to as the “agricultural ladder.” Sharecroppers were a step above day laborers. They farmed an average of 50 acres, but the farm could be smaller or larger depending on family size. They kept half of the crop they grew each year and paid half to the landlord. They did not have their own farm equipment, livestock, seed, or fertilizer. In contrast, tenant farmers had their own equipment, so they were higher on the agricultural ladder. There were different tenant farming arrangements. Share renters paid landlords one-fourth of the cotton crop instead of one-half. Cash renters paid the landlord a set fee for use of the land and kept the crop proceeds. Some arrangements involved a combination of cash and crop payments. In 1920, more than 920,000 African American farmers lived in the South; 76 percent of them, or 699,200 farmers, were engaged in some form of tenant farming. About one-half of the tenant farmers were sharecroppers (Hurt 2003, 2).

To be a sharecropper meant a life of poverty. Housing provided by the landlord was poorly constructed, which had a harmful effect on family health. When families moved onto a plantation, they had little to no money and had to buy everything on credit, including seed for crops and gardens, food, clothing, and other necessities. The supplies families purchased on credit were called “furnish.” Landowners and merchants charged high prices, and interest rates could be as much as 50 percent or more. Sharecroppers did not have the option of shopping around for a better rate. On some plantations, landowners paid sharecroppers with paper scrip that could only be spent at the plantation store. It was also difficult for sharecroppers to break free of the system because they had little access to education. Many rural districts did not provide schools for African Americans. When possible, African Americans pooled their resources to create schools, often in rural churches. Children had to work in the fields in order to help their family survive, so many attended school only through the fifth grade. Black schools in the South also operated on a limited basis so that children could help pick cotton during the fall.

Sharecroppers and tenant farmers worked in the fields from sunup to sundown with few breaks. In much of the South, cotton was the most valuable crop, and it dictated the rhythms of daily life. Tobacco was another cash crop grown under the tenant farming system in the Mid- and Upper South. Corn was grown to feed livestock. Men and women worked in the fields, although if it was financially feasible, women worked in the home. During Jim Crow, black women were vulnerable to sexual violence by white men, and working in the home provided a degree of protection. If women were needed to work in the fields, they took infants and small children with them or left them in the care of older siblings. Gardens, usually cultivated by women, were an important part of family survival. However, sharecropping families often found it difficult to maintain a garden because they did not have the tools or the time to tend to it, or their employers required every patch of land to be planted in crops. When families were able to grow food, they often shared it with neighbors. There was little time for leisure, but Sunday was a day of rest. Churches were the centers of social life in the countryside.

During late winter, sharecroppers prepared the land for the spring planting of cotton. When the plants emerged from the ground, family members had to continuously chop out the weeds with hoes. By early July, the plants were sturdy and there was a break called the “lay by time.” It was a time of church activities, picnics, religious revivals, and family reunions. At social gatherings, families shared information about which landowners were the best employers and where new opportunities existed in other parts of the country. The fall was harvest time, and sharecroppers walked up and down the crop rows filling nine-foot sacks full of cotton. It was hot, backbreaking work in fields without shade. After a cotton sack was full, sharecroppers took it to a scale and had it weighed, and then it was transported to a gin to be processed.

The weight and quality of the cotton determined its worth. The price per pound of cotton fluctuated, so income was unpredictable from year to year. For the sharecroppers, the end of the year was “settling time” when sharecroppers received payment for their half of the crop. The landlord was in charge of keeping the account and would subtract the costs and interest of yearly “furnish” from the crop income. The cost of furnish was so high that sharecroppers often ended the year with no income or even in debt.

Farming involved a significant degree of unpredictability because of inconsistent weather, insect infestations, and fluctuating crop markets. Landowners borrowed money from merchants in order to support plantation operations. If there was a poor crop yield, state crop lien laws determined who had the first right to the financial proceeds of crop sales. Typically, the merchant and landowners had the legal right to pay off their debts first, leaving the sharecropping family with little or no income. The family was obligated to remain on the plantation until their debt was paid. Landowners wanted to keep sharecroppers on the plantation in order to ensure crops were harvested. Even if there was a good crop year, they devised ways to keep sharecroppers in debt. For example, they charged sharecroppers high prices and interest rates for household necessities purchased on credit. In some cases, landowners falsified account records. If sharecroppers questioned the landlord’s accounting practices or tried to leave the plantation, they risked violence.

Despite the risks, many families did move, often under the cover of night. In some parts of the South, sharecroppers and tenant farmers rebelled against harsh conditions through labor union activism, although it was met with violence by landowners. The Alabama Sharecroppers Union was formed in 1931. In 1934, the Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union, comprised of black and white farmers and laborers, was formed in Arkansas and spread to many states. The unions struggled to improve pay and working conditions. Their activism brought public attention to their plight and prompted the federal government to establish a limited number of aid programs during the Great Depression.

Sharecropping began to decline during the 1930s. Federal policies designed to raise crop prices required a reduction in cotton acreage. In the 1940s, agriculture became more mechanized, with landowners purchasing tractors and mechanical cotton pickers. This reduced the need for year-round labor, although landowners did hire farm laborers seasonally. Many African Americans migrated to urban areas or worked as seasonal laborers and supplemented their income in other ways.

Heidi L. Dodson
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SLEEPING-CAR PORTERS




In the segregated labor market of the Jim Crow era, few black men could expect a job better than that of a sleeping-car porter on a passenger train. By the mid-1920s, more than 20,000 African Americans worked as porters, most of them for the Pullman Company, which had become the largest private employer of African Americans in the country. Porters provided round-the-clock personal service to the white traveling public. They attended to the almost infinite needs of passengers, performing such tasks as making beds, cleaning rooms, shining shoes, serving meals, mailing telegrams, and anything else passengers might demand. Despite requiring long hours of servile labor at low pay and at a long distance from home, the job of porter compared favorably to the physical demands of manual labor. Because seasoned porters had traveled widely, were often well educated, and had a sense for good manners, style, and poise, they earned a reputation in the black community for sophistication and respectability. For most porters, though, the prestige that they enjoyed within their communities did little to compensate for the social subservience that they had to sustain at work.

Industrialist George Mortimer Pullman (1831–1897) revolutionized the railroad sleeping car in the late 19th century. His Pullman Palace Car Company operated luxurious parlor cars that offered first-class comforts to the white traveling elite. The Pullman design featured opulent interiors of carpeted floors, dark walnut paneling, plush upholstery, glass chandeliers and brass lamps, fancy mirrors, and silk window shades. Passengers could relax over a cocktail at the full-service bar and dine in style at the elegant restaurant car’s tables set with white tablecloths, fine china, and sterling silver. At night, porters came around and converted the car into a sleeper by unfolding upper and lower berths, separating passengers with privacy partitions. Later designs offered the wealthiest travelers spacious private rooms secluded from the open-section accommodations of the regular sleeping car. By the end of the 19th century, Pullman’s more than 2,000 Palace sleeping cars brought railroad comfort to nearly every town and city along the nation’s vast railroad network.

[image: image]

Advertisements for railroad sleeping cars emphasized the attentive service that African American porters provided to white passengers. (Universal History Archive/Getty Images)

The Pullman Company built its reputation for railroad comfort through the excellent personal service that its African American porters provided. Pullman intentionally hired freed black men to work as porters because he wanted to model his famous railroad comfort after the service that black slaves had once provided the Southern gentry on antebellum Southern plantations. Pullman held a paternalistic view of workers in general and toward black workers in particular. By hiring thousands of black men, Pullman insisted that he was not only providing useful employment to former slaves but also that he was keeping them in their social place, faithfully serving the needs of white people. Pullman expected porters to maintain a cheerful disposition at all times, to provide attentive service with a smile, and to pamper all white patrons as if they were the planter elite of the Old South. In turn, travelers saw black porters as docile, even invisible, servants. They often simply called all porters “George”—implying that they were the personal property of Pullman—rather than by their individual given names, which would have recognized them as dignified individuals who worked tirelessly to serve others’ needs. The famous saying that “Lincoln freed slaves, and George Pullman hired them” captures the paternalism that defined the workplace culture of sleeping-car porters.

Sleeping-car porters endured grueling daily schedules that required them to perform an almost infinite number of tasks. White travelers who paid for a ticket to a sleeping car—what the company considered a luxury hotel on wheels—had at their beck and call a staff of black porters ready to wait on them in a style once available only to the upper class. Travelers expected porters to carry and stow their luggage, make their beds, clean their rooms, press their clothes, shine their shoes, cut their hair, serve them drinks, wake them before their stop, and perform whatever else they asked to make them comfortable. Porters had to be especially adept at handling the public in a deferential manner. A porter’s livelihood actually depended on his expert skills in navigating the complex social rituals of racial etiquette. Because porters relied on tips from passengers to supplement their low wages, they had to submit to white expectations of black subservience. Loosening the wallets of white passengers required porters to act in a solicitous and degrading manner that reinforced a culture of black servility.

Pullman placed the thousands of black men in its employ under intensive surveillance. The company conducted extensive background checks on prospective employees, screening them for bad habits and reputations. Once hired, porters submitted to an extensive training program in which they learned to perform their work with polish and poise. They had to master the intricacies of the company’s 127-page training manual that instructed porters on the proper method for folding sheets, making beds, shining shoes, and pouring beer; it even instructed them on the topics that were permissible to discuss with passengers. Despite entrusting porters with the complexity of their work, the company placed porters under the authority of white Pullman conductors who had nearly infinite power to discipline porters for any number of infractions or violations of workplace rules. Spotters and inspectors placed the work of black porters under even greater scrutiny. Much like antebellum plantation overseers, inspectors worked for the company and boarded trains unannounced to ensure that porters adhered to company standards and practices. The company also paid white civilians—called spotters—who blended in with the traveling public to spy on porters. They often lured porters into traps designed to catch them stealing money, expressing resentment against the company, or even succumbing to the flirtations of a female spotter. The company regarded spotters’ reports as sufficient evidence to issue reprimands for misconduct or to even fire porters.

The Pullman Company’s expert surveillance of its workers long frustrated attempts by porters to organize a union. In the summer of 1925, a small group of porters gathered in New York City to form the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP), which soon became the largest and most successful all-black labor union. They appointed Asa Philip Randolph (1889–1979), a political activist from Harlem and the editor of a monthly magazine dedicated to inspiring revolutionary economic and political action among black Americans, as the president and chief organizer of the new union. Having never worked as a porter or for the Pullman Company, Randolph could elude the company’s surveillance and thus operate free of company interference. As a committed trade unionist, Randolph believed that the organization of the black working class was central to the struggle against segregation and African Americans’ fight to reclaim their citizenship rights. A victory for the porters, Randolph believed, could translate into a broader social and political victory for all African Americans.

Randolph urged porters to assert what he called their manhood rights. Since the company systematically denied black men of their manhood, the union’s campaign made contesting the culture of servility at work central to their organizing campaign. Until porters asserted their manhood rights at work, Randolph declared, they would be unable to claim their full rights of citizenship. Demanding the recognition of their manhood at work enabled them to demand and assert the humanity of all blacks in society at large. Randolph used the pages of his monthly magazine to educate readers about the concept of manhood rights and why a working-class organization such as the BSCP was a vital vehicle not only for the defeat of industrial slavery but also for the transformation of the social and economic conditions of the black community. The BSCP community-based strategy forged alliances with other organizations dedicated to challenging the racial status quo. In doing so, black unionists created new protest networks of community activists who worked with black ministers, editors, and politicians and converted them to the union cause. The BSCP’s union organizing drive soon became a social movement for the liberation not only of 12,000 porters but of all African Americans.

Even as the BSCP emerged as a leading voice of black workers by the mid-1930s, it had yet to establish itself as a labor union that could win the respect, attention, and ultimately recognition of the Pullman Company. The Great Depression undermined what little leverage the porters had when Pullman laid off thousands of porters in response to the sharp decline in ridership on the nation’s rails. Two key developments changed the fortunes of the porters and their union. First, in 1934, Congress passed an amendment to the Railway Labor Act (RLA) that guaranteed railroad workers, including those who worked on sleeping cars, the right to collective bargaining. When the company continued to deny the BSCP as the legal representative of the porters, the federal government intervened under the authority of the RLA and authorized a union election in which the porters overwhelmingly approved the BSCP as their official bargaining agent. Second, in 1936, the American Federation of Labor (AFL) finally approved the BSCP’s application for a charter, which gave the union access to the resources and support of the AFL in its negotiations with the Pullman Company. Finally, in 1937, Pullman relented and agreed to a contract with the BSCP, the first of its kind that an American company negotiated and signed with a union of black workers. Under the terms of the agreement, porters won wage increases, a shorter work month, a reduction in the number of miles they were required to travel, improved grievance procedures, and the end of the company’s use of the hated spotters. More broadly, the victory of the BSCP transformed the reputation of labor unions and labor activism among African Americans. Although unions, especially in the aftermath of World War I, had attracted significant black interest, most African Americans did not see them as institutions that represented their interests or as vehicles for overcoming their exclusions from full participation in American society. The BSCP’s success inspired a new model of social activism that drew black workers into the industrial unions of the Congress of Industrial Organizations in the 1930s, the March on Washington movement of the 1940s, and the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s.

The legacy of the BSCP thus lived on far longer than the occupation of porter. By the 1950s, changes in the nation’s transportation infrastructure—the rise of air travel and the construction of the interstate highway system—threatened the viability of passenger rail. As ridership declined, so too did the number of porters employed. In 1968, the Pullman Company finally went out of business. In the 1970s, most African American railroad attendants worked for Amtrak, and the BSCP merged with the Brotherhood of Railway and Airline Clerks.

Steven A. Reich
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STEEL WORKERS




After the Civil War, white Southerners faced the daunting task of constructing a system of white domination of African Americans that would be as close to slavery as possible. For whites, black political and economic freedom was inconsistent with the ideology of white supremacy that most embraced. During Reconstruction, black codes designed to restore white control of now-free African Americans met with stiff resistance from freedmen and their allies in the U.S. congress that temporarily frustrated white Southerners’ campaign of restoration. But Southern political leaders exploited white racial resentment to bring down congressional Reconstruction governments and restore Democratic domination. During the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Southern whites constructed a system of legal public segregation—the Jim Crow system—that elevated whites and deprived blacks of basic civil rights. It was in this context that white steel workers created a system of employment that reserved the best jobs for themselves. Even in nonunion workplaces, employers rarely challenged the racial status quo. The passage of civil rights legislation banning workplace discrimination finally ended the Jim Crow system in the steel industry.

Racial segregation in the post–Civil War Southern steel industry had its origins in the 1850s, when urban boosters across the South organized campaigns dedicated to diversifying the Southern economy. Recognizing that heavy reliance on slave-based agriculture perpetuated economic stagnation, modernizers called for the creation of a modern, industrial economy modeled on that of the free states. Discoveries of rich deposits of iron and coal in Alabama and parts of Tennessee could provide the raw materials for the New South. Railroad projects begun in the 1850s and completed after the Civil War extended into these mineral-rich regions of the South, linking them to the rest of the nation. The problem Southern modernizers faced, however, was a dearth of capital and labor. Racial discrimination was part of a strategy to attract needed labor.

Southern advocates of industrialization believed that the South’s relative economic backwardness was, in large part, a consequence of the region’s reliance on black labor for nonagricultural work. The largest ironworks in the South—the Tredegar Iron Works in Richmond, Virginia—relied on a combination of free black and slave labor, as did smaller establishments across the region. This “public work,” as white Southerners referred to it, thus came to be identified with degraded labor—anyone who went to work in an ironworks was no better than a slave. Outside of the South, skilled white workers were reluctant to migrate south where they would face competition with cheap black labor and social marginalization.

To elevate industrial labor, Southern promoters understood that they would have to change this perception. In magazines of the period, such as DeBow’s Review, and in the local press, leaders of modernization campaigns across the South articulated a gospel of prosperity that criticized the failure of the South to attract “superior” white workers and to educate Southern whites in the nobility of manual labor. They embraced the “scientific” racism of the day that held that African Americans were, by nature, intellectually inferior to whites and were, therefore, incapable of performing the complex tasks required in a modern, diversified economy. Thus, cities acted to “whiten” the labor force in the 1850s through municipal ordinances that made the hiring of slaves and free blacks more difficult. Although white Southerners remained reluctant to leave farms, Irish and German immigrants fleeing starvation and political repression made their way into the cities, where they claimed jobs in carpentry, bricklaying, and other artisanal occupations formerly held by African Americans. By the end of the 1850s, a clear racial division of work existed across the United States: whites dominated the best jobs, while blacks were relegated to menial labor.

After the Civil War, Southerners embarked on a crusade to build a New South on the rubble of the old. Promoters revived the antebellum campaigns for economic modernization, and white labor was essential to the realization of their vision. The builders of Birmingham, Alabama, advertised in the National Labor Tribune, a nationally circulating weekly newspaper dedicated to promoting the interests of workers, seeking skilled labor for new iron plants they hoped to establish in the city. Through the Tribune, Southern employers reached members of the largest iron and steel workers union at the time, the Amalgamated Association of Iron and Steel Workers (AAISW). The constitution of the AAISW included a number of provisions that limited African Americans’ access to skilled jobs in the union shops. Recognizing that white workers still feared that migration south would expose them to competition with former slaves, Southern employers assured whites that they would always control the best jobs in industry.

But segregated work in most Southern iron and steel plants depended on the willingness of employers to maintain the practice. When the system of legal segregation of public facilities was created during the 1890s and the early 20th century, Southern states, with the exception of South Carolina, did not interfere with employers’ right to manage their own businesses. Where iron or steel plants were organized, metalworking unions enforced their rules, preserving skilled and most semiskilled occupations for white workers. However, U.S. Steel and other companies operating in the Southern states had, by the 1920s, successfully established open shops—workplaces that did not require employees to join a labor union—across the region and the nation. Companies were reluctant to frontally challenge local racial mores by challenging segregation in the workplace, though managers recognized that allowing a white monopoly of skilled jobs increased their labor costs. Yet many did undertake reforms of the racial division of work that had been established in the late 19th century. After U.S. Steel assumed control of Tennessee Coal and Iron in 1907, management opened some semiskilled and even skilled jobs to black workers.

In 1936, the Congress of Industrial Organizations, as part of its campaign to organize workers by industry, formed the Steel Workers Organizing Committee (SWOC). The SWOC challenged the segregation of work, arguing, as one leader of an AAISW local put it, “experience teaches us that if the negro is not unionized by the white worker, he will be used as a strikebreaker to kill the union movement” (Norrell 1986, 673). The SWOC met with some success in organizing biracial unions and winning recognition, but most white workers, wanting to protect their monopoly of the best jobs in the industry, rejected any union effort to expand job opportunities for black members. Indeed, unionized whites used their collective bargaining rights to preserve and strengthen white supremacy in the workplace.

During and after World War II, African Americans mounted a determined resistance to Jim Crow in the workplace and everywhere else in the South. African Americans secured increased federal intervention in Southern race relations during the period. For example, the Roosevelt administration formed the Fair Employment Practices Commission to investigate racial discrimination in war industries. In 1961, the John F. Kennedy administration prohibited discrimination in industries holding federal contracts. The executive order forced U.S. Steel to end segregated lines of promotion in its plants. After the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, blacks across the South, represented by the NAACP Legal Defense Fund, joined in a class-action lawsuit against U.S. Steel and the United Steelworkers of America. In 1972, black workers won promotions and back pay as part of the consent decree that settled the suit.

Litigation continued through the 1970s and 1980s that brought the era of Jim Crow in industry to an end. Unfortunately, however, the steel industry in the South, as elsewhere in the country, was in a state of decline. For many African Americans in cities like Birmingham, Alabama, successful court battles against workplace discrimination was followed by layoffs. But, while their struggle did not eliminate racial discrimination at work, it did secure for future generations of blacks and other marginalized groups a means to fight inequality.

Henry M. McKiven Jr.
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TEACHERS




In the age of Jim Crow, black teachers were revered by students, parents, and community members alike. They often served as a living example of racial progress and social mobility during the ominous times of state-sponsored racism and legally segregated schooling throughout the South. Their formidable efforts to battle racial oppression and dispel disparaging stereotypes that affected the everyday lives of the black community are largely overshadowed. Black teachers typically resided in the same communities, attended the same churches, and sometimes roomed and boarded with their students’ families during this era. During and after Jim Crow, the dominant narrative about black teachers has been that they were either underqualified or unqualified due to their poor preparation and organization rather than the realities of unequal funding, resource deprivation, and racist actions. In the late 20th and early 21st centuries, however, a cadre of scholars have challenged the dominant narrative about these teachers and have provided a necessary revision about black teachers’ lives, work, and impact in segregated schools.

Most of our knowledge of teachers and their work derives from oral histories of “Jim Crow’s teachers”—teachers who both attended and taught in legally segregated schools for blacks—collected by individuals or research teams. Two major projects contributed tremendously to our comprehension of teachers’ history during the Jim Crow years. In 1996, a team of professional historians and their graduate students designed and conducted a massive oral history project, Behind the Veil, at Duke University, which comprised 1,260 interviews from a broad range of people, including hundreds of teachers, about life and work in the Jim Crow South (Chafe, Gavins, and Korstad 2001). In 1997, Michele Foster published a volume of oral histories, Black Teachers on Teaching, now considered groundbreaking, which uncovered memories from largely “elder” and “veteran” teachers who taught in the “all-black school” (Foster 1997). While these oral history projects were not the first publications on black teachers’ lives, work, and careers, they are noteworthy because they inspired new scholarship that has shaped how we remember teachers and teachers’ work behind the wall of segregation. Important aspects of the daily lives of black teachers included preparing themselves to teach, teaching to prepare their students for an open society that did not yet exist, and joining activist ranks alongside the black community—often clandestinely behind schoolhouse doors—to defeat Jim Crow.

Jim Crow’s teachers came from different social class backgrounds, and teaching may not have been a first career choice for many of them. There were few opportunities for college-educated black men and women professionals beyond teaching, preaching, and nursing, although this did not preclude some from becoming entrepreneurs, lawyers, and doctors. The first black teachers predated the Jim Crow period and often consisted of enslaved or freed people who may have first become itinerant preachers and later clandestine teachers during the period of slavery. During the emancipation era (1865–1877), black army soldiers who gained literacy in service became some of the first teachers in many Southern communities, creating a demand for building schools and recruiting students. In the North, however, free blacks and the first generation of emancipated blacks often received education beyond secondary school, and many of them became teachers. For example, Charlotte Hawkins Brown, who later founded the Palmer Memorial Institute in Sedalia, North Carolina, attended State Normal School in Salem, Massachusetts, which qualified her to teach without a four-year college degree. Similar to Brown, many of the first Southern black teachers were educated in “normal schools,” which were postsecondary two-year institutions organized for the purpose of training elementary and grammar school teachers. Later, many normal schools reorganized as teachers’ colleges and then into state universities. Over nine decades or more, throughout the U.S. South, poor and working-class boys and girls, especially farm boys and girls, entered normal schools, teachers’ colleges, or universities to become teachers, drawing them into the black middle class. Once teachers entered their profession, they were faced with the inequalities and injustices that have been well established as a part of black education historically.

In oral history interviews, some teachers talked about giving instruction in one- or two-room schoolhouses. Others confirmed the “hand-me-down” textbooks, athletic uniforms, and band equipment that white educational authorities justified as acceptable for segregated schools for blacks in both the North and the South. Like their counterparts in the Jim Crow South, black teachers in the de facto segregated schools of the North had access to inferior resources, received less pay than white teachers, and confronted a closed opportunity structure. The curriculum at various normal schools and teachers’ colleges for blacks prepared many teachers with solid training in the “methods of teaching” and provided them with important practicum experiences in black communities. Nearly all of Jim Crow’s teachers were familiar with the school environments of their first jobs because many of them had attended similar schools when they were young. Quite often, black teachers took their first teaching job in the school or county where they had received their elementary and high school education.

One of the remarkable findings about teachers and black education is the almost identical traditions and institutional cultures across towns, cities, and states. Black principals, teachers, and educational authorities belonged to and participated in the same professional organizations and networks, such as the American Teachers Association, the first black teacher labor organization, and the National Education Association with its “separate but equal” black state-level affiliations. Nearly all principals and teachers belonged to educational associations that provided a structure and a discourse about educating black children that became isomorphic and cultural, which arguably explains why practices and policies in an all-black school in rural Alabama could also be found in an all-black school in urban North Carolina. In addition, many of these black teachers attended graduate schools in the North and brought back ideas, lessons, materials, and discourses that shaped their teaching philosophies and work. Ultimately, Jim Crow’s teachers’ main objective was to prepare students for a world that did not exist, enabling many black women and men to enter into new schools, jobs, careers, professions, and positions that opened in the wake of the judicial and legal victories of the civil rights movement.





SEPTIMA POINSETTE CLARK: ACTIVIST EDUCATOR

Recently highlighted in Time as “the woman who schooled the Civil Rights Movement,” Septima Poinsette Clark advanced black liberation through the classroom. The daughter of an American formerly enslaved father and a free black mother raised in Haiti, Clark was born one of eight children in Charleston, South Carolina. Barred from teaching in Charleston because of her race, Clark taught black children outside of Charleston on St. Johns Island. In 1919, as a member of the NAACP, Clark led a petition mobilizing black parents to demand black teachers for their children, prompting Charleston to release its ban on black teachers the following year. She also fought for teacher salary equalization and educated prominent civil rights leaders such as Rosa Parks and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. on nonviolence as a civil rights strategy. (See http://time.com/4213751/septima-clark-civil-rights-movement/ for more information.)






With few exceptions, black teachers who attended and taught in all-black schools during the Jim Crow years have reported overwhelmingly good memories of learning and teaching. Despite having to teach with secondhand books passed down from white schools and the lack of pay parity between white and black teachers, Jim Crow’s teachers made the curriculum relevant to their students, filled in gaps or holes as a result of the lack of resources, combatted racist ideologies through classroom and schoolwide interventions, and encouraged racial pride and mutual progress. In this way, Jim Crow’s teachers are now seen as “schoolhouse activists” and provocateurs who often worked behind the scenes to ensure that black children received a high-quality education. Ultimately, black teachers working in black communities fought valiantly and daily against racial oppression and dehumanization.

Hilton Kelly and Tondra L. Loder-Jackson
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TOBACCO FARMING




No one experience marked African Americans’ experiences farming tobacco in the age of Jim Crow. Most black tobacco farmers endured poverty and exploitation as sharecroppers, tenants, and casual laborers. Some, however, were able to use money from their tobacco sales to buy land and earn a relatively comfortable living even as they endured discrimination and, sometimes, violent reprisals from their white neighbors. The experiences of others fit somewhere in between, depending on where and when they lived and worked. Geographic location, access to resources, historical timing, personal skill, and even a good deal of luck helped determine the experiences of black tobacco farm families. The only commonality was hard work.

A number of tobacco varieties are grown across the United States. In the American South, where nearly all African American tobacco farmers lived, three varieties were most common in the late 19th and early 20th centuries: dark, or fire-cured, grown in Virginia and Maryland; bright, or flue-cured, grown from southern Virginia to Georgia from the Piedmont east to the coastal plain; and burley, grown mostly in Kentucky, Tennessee, and western North Carolina. These varieties differed mostly in how they were harvested and cured for use by tobacco manufacturers. Bright tobacco was the most extensive, and the majority of black tobacco farmers grew this variety.

While each variety had unique qualities and was used for different types of tobacco products, the labor required to grow each was similar. Many called tobacco a “13-month” crop because of its year-round work cycles. On most tobacco farms, whether operated by blacks or whites, individual families did all the work; only the wealthiest tobacco farmers hired all their labor. Extended families and neighbors often “swapped” labor during the busiest seasons. White farmers would only very rarely work on black people’s farms, so many African Americans developed extensive networks of “neighbors” that might actually range far beyond their geographical neighborhood.

Farmers cleared a seed bed and cut wood for curing fires in the winter. In the early spring, they planted the very small tobacco seeds in the seed beds and allowed them to germinate while they cleared fields for planting. Around early May, they transplanted the tobacco seedlings to the fields. Once this was complete, they chopped the weeds from around the plants. Once the plants flowered, they cut, “topped,” the plants to concentrate growth in the leaves. They then spent the rest of the summer picking horn-worms and other pests off the plants while removing secondary bud growths called “suckers.” Children often learned the techniques of growing tobacco by “worming” and “suckering” under the watchful eyes of their parents.

Once the tobacco was ripe, harvest and curing began. The techniques of harvesting and curing the leaves differed by place and time. However it was accomplished, the purpose of curing was to dry the leaves for use in a variety of tobacco products. Harvesting and curing involved numerous steps. Burley tobacco farmers waited for the entire plant to ripen before cutting it down and hanging the entire plant in an open-air curing barn. Growers of fire-cured tobacco similarly cut the entire plant but cured it using open flames. In the late 19th century, bright tobacco farmers also cut the entire plant, but by the 1920s, the technique of harvesting individual leaves, known as “priming,” had become widespread. Before curing, farm women would tie the leaves to a stick in bunches to hang them. Young men would then arrange the sticks in the tobacco barn, where bright tobacco farmers applied indirect heat—first with charcoal and then with flues run from a fireplace through the barn—to cure the leaves.

Once curing was complete, farmers loaded up their crops and took them to market for sale. From the late 19th century until just recently, tobaccos of all varieties sold at open auction. Farmers presented their crops on the floors of auction warehouses, where representatives from various tobacco companies would bid on the crop. Farmers often complained that the prices were too low, but the system had the advantage of giving farmers with excellent tobacco the opportunity to sell their crops for higher prices. While public spaces, like the bunkrooms where traveling farmers slept or the cafés where hungry farmers could grab a bite to eat while they waited for the auction to begin, were segregated by race, the auction floors were not. Black farmers often sold right next to white farmers, sometimes receiving more for their crops.

Wherever they lived and whatever type of tobacco they grew, most black tobacco farmers were sharecroppers or tenants on someone else’s land. The former usually provided little but their labor and worked for half the crop; the latter often provided their own tools and stock and kept three-quarters of the crop. The experiences of sharecroppers and tenants varied widely, but most earned little money from their work. Below them on the so-called agricultural ladder were day laborers, working for wages that were not normally paid out until the end of the season when the crop was sold. Because tobacco demanded so much labor—several hundred man-hours per acre by some calculations—tenants and sharecroppers often earned additional money working as day laborers during the planting and harvest seasons.

Sometimes African American farmers were able to break the cycle of poverty and earn enough from their tobacco to buy land. This was common during years when tobacco prices were high. For example, during World War I, prices rose rapidly and gave black farmers the incomes necessary to clear debts and buy land. Landownership varied by region, however. It was most common in areas where small farms and poorer soils predominated; the Piedmont region of Virginia and North Carolina and some parts of Kentucky offered more opportunities for black farmers to buy land than other regions. Landowners often faced discrimination in buying land; some even endured outright violence—including barn and house burnings and even murder—from whites who resented their improved status.

Evan P. Bennett
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UNDERTAKERS




Black undertakers in the Jim Crow era occupied a unique position; they provided a service that after 1912 was virtually without competition from white businesses as a result of the segregation of professional undertaking organizations. Caring for the bodies of the black deceased was a task that white undertakers willingly left to their black counterparts. Black leaders such as Booker T. Washington (1856–1915), president of the National Negro Business League from 1900 to 1915, touted the undertaking business as an endeavor where economic success was virtually guaranteed. In his 1907 book, The Negro in Business, Washington profiled prominent black business leaders across the United States. Of particular note were undertakers, whom he cited as among the wealthiest business owners in African American communities. Rather than hinder black economic aspiration, Jim Crow laws actually benefited African American undertakers in a perverted fashion by giving them sole access to all black bodies that needed to be buried. In an era of Southern lynching, black undertakers had the often gruesome task of preparing bodies that had been maimed and brutalized by racial violence as well as the bodies of those who had died of other causes. By 1890, there were 231 African American funeral firms nationwide. As the black population grew, so did the need for undertakers and funeral firms.

The funeral industry emerged as a middle-class practice in the Northeast during the Gilded Age. By the early 20th century, Southerners, including African Americans, were adopting funeral practices and services that mirrored many of those found in the North. The gradual professionalization of the industry created the need for additional training and education, which in turn led to undertakers gaining more respect as legitimate business owners who provided a community service. In 1924, the Independent National Negro Funeral Directors Association was established as a platform and source of information exchange for African American funeral directors, who were prohibited from joining the segregated organization known as the National Funeral Directors Association. The Independent National Negro Funeral Directors Association served primarily undertakers in urban regions. In 1928, it merged with the National Colored Undertakers Association, an organization geared toward rural undertakers. The National Negro Funeral Directors Association changed names many times, but the primary mission remained the same: to support the needs of African American undertakers.

Community building was an important part of the success of black undertakers during the Jim Crow era. Undertakers created jobs and opportunities within the black community as a way to increase self-reliance by providing necessary goods and services. As an industry, the funeral business was an ideal enterprise for economic community building. Undertakers were described as the “power brokers within the black community because of their economic relationship to the church, the florist, the bank, the insurance company, and in some instances the casket maker and even the seamstress shop” (Plater 1996, xx).

Success in the undertaking business during the era of Jim Crow often depended on utilizing creative ways to obtain capital since traditional sources such as banks were often not a viable option under the Jim Crow regime. Securing loans from family and friends was a common practice among many African American undertakers.

In small towns and large cities across the country, African American undertakers and their families created lucrative businesses centered on meeting the needs of community members during periods of mourning. Unlike many other African American entrepreneurs, the black undertaker was able to take advantage of this “protected niche” (Boyd 1998, 261) that resulted from Jim Crow segregation and the willingness of white undertakers to leave the task of preparing black bodies for burial up to black undertakers.

Undertaking was a family endeavor and as such often relied on the efforts of the entire family to succeed. While wives and daughters were often not visibly present in the business, many played crucial roles. Sons were given apprenticeship opportunities and took on full-time positions after graduating from mortuary science college. Black undertakers were part of a network of college-educated men and their families who attended the same schools and were often a part of the same social and fraternal networks. They were part of the professional class in African American communities.

By the 1940s, undertakers were moving funerals from the funeral parlor to churches to accommodate the growing number of family and friends in attendance at funerals. This practice coincided with the migration of blacks out of the rural South and into urban centers in the South and North in search of new factory jobs fostered by World War II. Families who lost loved ones on the battlefields overseas during the war counted themselves lucky if they were able to retrieve the body for a proper burial by the undertaker of their choice.

Undertaking had become a highly competitive business by the 1950s. While new entrepreneurs started undertaking businesses, the customer base remained highly segregated, leaving little opportunity for expansion outside of racial boundaries. As small, mostly family-owned endeavors, the vast majority of black undertaking businesses struggled to remain viable in this rapidly changing climate. In part as a result of these challenges, many undertakers pursued additional income streams. Some worked as substitute teachers, invested in real estate, operated taxicab services, and owned restaurants and even apartment complexes. Others sought involvement in local politics as a strategy to subvert Jim Crow practices in their communities. While working almost exclusively with black clientele, undertakers had to exercise a degree of racial decorum within the business establishment in order to secure business licenses and equipment.

In the era of Jim Crow, segregation practices that guaranteed African American undertakers business from black consumers ironically could also mean the death of their business due to limited opportunities for market expansion. Despite this quandary, black undertakers served as examples of successful entrepreneurs and were often recognized as political leaders and pillars in their communities.

Beverly Bunch-Lyons
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FAMILY AND GENDER

[image: image]

INTRODUCTION

Jim Crow regulated gender as much as it did race. Because segregationists maintained a radical preoccupation with racial separation, they created laws and customs that policed interracial contact between men and women. A gendered logic thus governed the boundaries of segregation. Spaces that were most likely to attract both men and women were most likely to be segregated: hotels, theaters, restaurants, swimming pools, hospitals, trains and streetcars, and schools, to name a few. Single-sex locations—such as kitchens, laundries, and nurseries, where women gathered, or places such as saloons, pool rooms, and industrial workplaces that attracted only men—tended to be more open to interracial mixing. Jim Crow thus shaped the everyday rhythms of family life, policed sexual intimacies, and structured how African Americans tried to construct and define notions of black manhood and womanhood.

Poverty, underemployment, segregation, and disfranchisement combined to restrict African American social mobility and strain family dynamics. Social and economic hardships affected black women’s voluntary childbearing, use of contraceptives, and marital relations. Poor health—rather than rising standards of living or a decline in child mortality—contributed to a significant decline in the fertility rate among rural African American women in the South. When black women did bear children, they did so with the assistance of midwives because they wished to avoid the indignities of segregated hospitals and expressed suspicion of white medical professionals. Between 1880 and 1940, African Americans were far more likely to create intergenerational households that enabled extended family members to pool economic resources and provide crucial social welfare such as caring for children, grandchildren, and dependent elders. Segregation circumscribed the lives of black youths, compelling them to hard work at a young age, limiting their access to quality education and restricting their world of play.

Law, social custom, and extralegal violence policed the complexities and contradictions of interracial intimacies. Although both whites and blacks tended to oppose and avoid intimate interracial relationships, white men nevertheless used sexuality as a powerful weapon to subordinate both black women and men. Black women lived in fear of white men who might sexually assault them, who could do so without the risk of being prosecuted and punished for rape and who threatened to retaliate against black men who dared to protect them. At the same time, American whites invented stereotypes of black women as sexually promiscuous and diseased that restrained many would-be white assailants. American whites also regarded young black men as potential sexual predators who craved access to white women. White mobs, pledging to defend the virtue of white femininity, at times mobilized against black men rumored to have raped white women. Thus, even in cases in which black men and white women might have shared genuine romantic bonds, mob violence warned of the explosive dangers of such interracial affection.

Despite the power of Jim Crow and white racial patriarchy, African Americans resolved to defend their self-worth as men and women. Many black men and women aspired to construct gender identities grounded in middle-class respectability and racial uplift. Black men and women organized social institutions such as women’s clubs, fraternal orders, and benevolent societies that afforded safe meeting spaces, social networks, and vital community resources that enabled them to build and defend the dignity and integrity of their lives.

BENEVOLENT SOCIETIES AND FRATERNAL ORDERS




Benevolent societies and fraternal lodges were important parts of African American society during the period of Jim Crow segregation, in the South and in the American nation as a whole. Benevolent societies were, in a simple sense, a group of people joined together for a common purpose, usually for the benefit of the community. A fraternal order is a fellowship organized for a common purpose and typically includes some ritualistic dress and behaviors. Both benevolent societies and fraternal orders are examples of the larger trend of African Americans creating their own community institutions, both following, and in some cases before, emancipation.

There are three categories of African American organizations of this type: active, ceremonial, and life insurance. “Active” groups focused their activities on achieving a specified goal or objective, such as providing sickness or burial benefits to their members. In addition to meeting their specific goals, these groups offered opportunities for social interaction and leadership development to their members. Ceremonial groups focused primarily on rituals and ceremonies; fraternal orders such as the Prince Hall Masons and Elks are often included in this category. Historian David Beito describes a third category as life insurance societies, and this type of group focused entirely on offering life insurance benefits to their members. During the 19th century, white insurance companies routinely discriminated against African Americans and refused to offer life insurance policies to them, citing the authority of contemporary social scientists to claim that African Americans were poor insurance risks. Examples in this category include the Universal Life Insurance Company and the Afro-American Life Insurance Company.

Some fraternal orders consciously patterned themselves after white organizations, such as the Masons, the Elks, and the Grand United Order of Odd Fellows because the corresponding white organizations regularly practiced racial discrimination and exclusion. African Americans created the Prince Hall Masons and other African American fraternal orders that used the same or similar rituals as their white counterparts. Other fraternal and benevolent groups were distinctive orders that did not directly resemble any white organization, such as the Independent Order of Saint Luke. Some organizations were part of larger, national, or regional groups, such as the Mosaic Templars and Knights of Pythias. Some groups were purely local, such as the Colored Sisters of Charity, the Social Benevolent Society, and the Independent Pole Bearers Association. Historians and social scientists do not know the exact membership totals for fraternal and benevolent groups due to a lack of membership data. However, many experts estimate that as many as 30 to 40 percent of adult males were members of some type of fraternal group. People organized lodges and societies in large cities, small towns, and rural communities across the South, and people often joined multiple groups at the same time. The type of order (either fraternal, benevolent, or both) that people joined was often a matter of personal preference and the type of group that existed in that particular locality.

Benevolent societies and fraternal groups for African Americans originated in the United States prior to the Civil War. An early example was the Free Africa Society, organized in 1787 in Philadelphia to provide sickness benefits for members and economic support for the widows and children of deceased members. By the 1840s, benevolent groups for freedmen were being established south of the Mason-Dixon Line in communities such as Baltimore and Lexington, Kentucky. After the end of the Civil War, the number of groups and their membership exploded across the South.

A strong contributing factor to the creation of benevolent groups was concern about what would happen to the sick and the burial of the dead. In a time before worker’s compensation programs or Social Security disability insurance, an extended illness could prove financially devastating for a household. Benevolent societies would pay small weekly payments to sick members, thereby ensuring members would still bring money into their households even while out of work. Historians such as John Michael Vlach have long noted the importance of cemeteries, specifically that concern for burial of the dead led to the creation of communal burial societies and cemeteries. African American cemeteries were sometimes one of the few places African Americans could assert an overt black identity. In addition, segregation laws and practices in cities and towns across the South often prohibited African Americans from burying their dead in the same cemeteries with white people. Towns such as Raleigh, North Carolina, and Atlanta, Georgia, had legal ordinances prohibiting the burial of African Americans in white cemeteries. Fraternal and benevolent groups often purchased land for their own cemeteries and created rituals for the burial of their members, ensuring their members not only an eternal resting place but a proper burial as well.

In addition to concern for caring for the sick and the dead, benevolent and fraternal groups offered their communities a place of political expression. The realities of life during Reconstruction in the South showed African Americans that the federal government often lacked the power and the political will to protect and defend their political rights. In response, African Americans established fraternal and benevolent groups to express themselves politically, to create a collective identity, and to open avenues for leadership. Some groups, such as the Independent Pole Bearers (which existed in the Memphis, Tennessee, region), bore arms and conducted military-style drills during the late 1860s and early 1870s. Local white newspaper accounts of the group indicate that the Pole Bearers drilled and collected weapons in order to ensure the physical safety of their members. In short, these groups reinforced black community solidarity in the face of overwhelming racial prejudice and violence.

In a social sense, benevolent and fraternal groups provided an outlet for regular meetings, parades, fairs, and conventions for men, women, and children. Groups held regular weekly meetings for members and regular membership initiation ceremonies. Many groups took part in parades to celebrate various civic holidays, such as the Fourth of July and Emancipation Day. Groups often held a yearly statewide and national convention that many members attended. Some benevolent and fraternal groups also held annual sermons, inviting a different preacher each year to address the organization. There were yearly elections to offices and committees, providing an opportunity to exercise civic leadership in a society where African American participation in the larger realm of politics was becoming increasingly curtailed.

One explanation for the rise and importance of benevolent societies and fraternal orders in the years following the Civil War is that it was a time of “joining” across the nation. Americans of various ethnicities, races, and genders formed groups and clubs on an unprecedented scale. People often joined multiple groups. In fact, Alexis de Tocqueville remarked on the American habit of joining associations as early as the 1830s. Benevolent societies and fraternal orders saw members from different economic classes joined together for a common goal, creating bonds and friendships not possible without the shared lodge experience of the members.

Fraternal groups often had auxiliary groups for women. These groups included the Order of the Eastern Star (associated with the Prince Hall Masons), the Order of Calanthe (associated with the Knights of Pythias), and the Household of Ruth (associated with the Odd Fellows). While men sometimes started the female auxiliary, as in the case of the Order of the Eastern Star, women soon created their own governing bodies and elected their own officers in their auxiliary groups. The male and female groups often worked closely together and often shared the same lodge and meeting spaces, meeting on different days. Some organizations allowed both male and female members, such as the Mosaic Templars and the Independent Order of St. Luke. Local benevolent societies varied in whether they had separate female auxiliary groups or if they allowed men and women to join the same lodge. In addition to female participation, benevolent societies and fraternal orders often organized juvenile branches for teenagers in an attempt to reach the younger generation. Juvenile branches charged small membership fees, and the members were eligible for sickness and burial benefits. Benevolent societies and fraternal orders also worked to foster a sense of racial pride in the younger generation. The charters and constitutions of many of these groups mentioned the need to foster racial pride among the youth and to show that African Americans were as worthy as living up to the ideals of fraternalism as their white brethren.

In short, benevolent and fraternal groups were an important part of the African American community during the era of Jim Crow segregation. They provided members with sickness and burial benefits, providing some peace of mind for their members that they would be cared for when sick and properly buried when the time came. They offered social support and a place for African Americans to join in the greater trend of fraternalism increasingly popular in the United States during the period. They were a place of community identity for African Americans.

This separate, wholly African American society reaffirmed ideas of family throughout the African American community and showed that the African American community felt a collective responsibility to care for each generation. There was also an element of racial pride in these groups, as well as the idea that they were responsible for educating the next generation about their race’s accomplishments. Some anthropologists have traced the origins of African American lodges to Africa, making a direct connection between African American lodges and similar African organizations. Whatever their origins, fraternal and benevolent groups played an important role in the African American community. They provided a place to socialize, a safety net in times of illness and death, and a place to exercise leadership, and they were part of a larger trend of fraternalism present in the United States through the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

Leigh Ann Gardner
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BIRTH CONTROL




Birth control, the practice of preventing or postponing unwanted pregnancies, became increasingly popular among Americans in the 20th century. Southern women were slower to adopt modern methods, and segregation impeded African American women’s access to contraceptives. Birth control’s relationship to eugenics made it a contentious topic for African Americans, complicating women’s decisions.

The organized birth control movement began in 1914, but women had long sought to control their fertility using crude, ineffective, and sometimes dangerous methods. Before emancipation, slave owners profited from the fertility of their slaves, and enslaved people employed folk remedies to avoid bearing children. They tried vinegar or petroleum-based douches or suppositories, practiced coitus interruptus (withdrawal before ejaculation), induced abortion, and in some cases resorted to infanticide to limit fertility. Once freed, African Americans continued to face economic and social discrimination that encouraged them to have fewer children.

Southern women, both black and white, wanted control over fertility to improve their health and economic status. Without intervention, women might bear a child almost every year of their fertile lives. This led to high rates of infant and maternal mortality, especially among African Americans due to their poverty, lack of medical access, and social inequality. Even more so than poor rural whites, blacks lacked access to physicians and hospitals and were ignored by early public health programs.

Large families seemed to go hand in hand with poverty. While birth control could not change the social, economic, and racial inequality in society, activists argued that families could use it to improve their prospects. A sharecropper who could not support a family of eight might be able to provide adequately for two or three children. Birth control could serve as a bridge to a better quality of life.

In the 19th century, Americans read books and pamphlets to learn about contraceptives, but in 1873, Congress passed the Comstock laws, a series of federal acts that, among other things, banned the mailing of birth control information as obscene. The law had a chilling effect on access to birth control advice—intimidating publishers, medical professionals, and legislators. Margaret Sanger (1879–1966), who popularized the term birth control in 1914, built an organized national movement and devoted her life to making birth control legal, respectable, effective, and available.

The movement began in the Northern and Midwestern cities where immigrants were concentrated in crowded, unhealthy conditions. Activists founded birth control leagues, opened clinics, and lobbied for legislative changes in hospitals and settlement houses. The South lagged behind other regions of the country in organizing for birth control, with fewer immigrants and urban and industrial cities. It was not until 1929 that the first birth control clinics opened in Georgia and Florida, but thereafter Southern states organized rapidly.

Early leagues and clinics were organized by and for white women. By the mid-1930s, national leaders turned their attention to providing access to underserved women, particularly rural and African American women. In urban areas, they opened segregated sessions at their clinics or opened black clinics, often associated with African American churches or settlement houses. A small number of African American activists opened their own centers.

For rural women in the South, access to birth control services and clinics was difficult, especially for African Americans. Poverty, lack of equality, poor medical services, and the inability to travel to clinics left them isolated, relying on the same ineffective techniques their grandmothers had used. Many newspapers were reluctant to cover newer methods of birth control, but the black press was an exception. It published articles and editorials about the need for birth control and ran advertisements for mail-order contraceptives.

The economic hardships of the Depression led to a boom in birth control use. The federal courts weakened the reach of the Comstock Act in 1936, ruling that the federal government could not prohibit the shipment of contraceptives by licensed physicians. After that, birth control was endorsed by medical societies and accepted by more public health officials. States began encouraging people receiving welfare to use birth control to keep families small and costs down. These developments coincided with a drive toward providing public health to the rural poor and in the South. The birth control movement created the Negro Project (though it treated women of all races) to work in North Carolina and Tennessee to provide information and contraceptives and to conduct research on the effectiveness of foam powder contraceptives. Both white and black women eagerly accepted the help, though some found the method wanting and the attitudes of the white public health workers condescending and prejudiced.

Birth control was a divisive issue in African American communities. Many believed that birth control was a tool for taking control over the size of their families. Smaller families enabled better opportunities, less crowding, better health and education, and the opportunity for mothers to stay at home. Leaders such as Rev. Adam Clayton Powell (1908–1972) and W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963) endorsed and encouraged birth control as a way for African Americans to rise out of poverty. Others opposed it, distrusting the motives of white activists and arguing that African Americans should have large families to gain political power. For them, efforts to limit black fertility were tantamount to race suicide. Marcus Garvey (1887–1940) was an early promoter of this view, but in the 1960s, it took root among the Black Panthers and other black nationalist groups.

During the Jim Crow era, women had limited access to birth control, but when provided the opportunity to use it, most did so eagerly. Whether to cease childbearing after the desired number of children was born, to space births to provide rest for the mother, or to stop child-bearing during times of economic uncertainty, most women wanted that control.

Cathy Moran Hajo
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BLACK WOMEN’S CLUBS. See WOMEN’S CLUBS

CHILDBIRTH




Childbirth for African Americans in the Jim Crow era had two distinct faces. First, of course, was the actual process of delivering a child with all the health issues that entailed. But no less important, nor culturally significant, was the vital, indeed outsized role played by midwives, especially African American ones, in the delivery process—for both black and white mothers—in a time before hospital deliveries were the norm.

In a time when doctors were scarce, midwives provided the experienced hand who facilitated the birthing process, both in a medical and personal way. With limited formal training available, the skills and knowledge necessary to being an effective midwife were passed down, oftentimes from generation to generation, with most midwives serving an apprenticeship at the side of an older midwife. Throughout the years there were always distinctions between nurse midwives, who had formal nursing training, and lay midwives, who had simply learned at the side of others. Formal training for midwives had become the norm by the early part of the 20th century, with Tuskegee Institute being among the first to offer such programs for blacks. At the same time, much of what midwives brought to the process transcended medicine and could not be taught in schools.

Part of midwives’ cultural importance stems from the somewhat paradoxical fact that black midwives often played a role in the delivery of white babies. Notwithstanding the legally mandated segregation and attitudes of white supremacy that were central to Jim Crow, black midwives frequently attended at the births of white children, a practice that not only facilitated the birth of the newborn but also in many cases was the first step in a relationship between the midwife and child that would continue for years.

The idea of the midwife as “granny” was more common in the black community, but it also existed in white families as well. In fact, the grand midwife (or “granny”) played a role that extended beyond the birth of the child. Rather, they were often the primary health care providers for poor rural pregnant women—black and white—who had no other recourse. While their roots were in slavery, grannies were an equally common and important part of life in Jim Crow America until the middle of the 20th century, when hospital-based deliveries became the norm. In addition to their duties as caregivers, grannies were also the teachers of the next generation of midwives and taught about motherhood and womanhood in local communities.

Grannies, who were, if only psychologically, forever linked to the child—black or white—that they had delivered, had a larger role beyond delivery, since the miracle of birth and the mysteries of death left people with a somewhat mystical view of birth and death. Against this backdrop the midwife was often seen as a spiritual figure, the individual who stood in the doorway, helping facilitate the entrance to life while fending off the descent into death.

From the end of the Civil War until well into the 20th century, most black women delivered their babies at home under the guidance of a midwife. The reasons for this were many. One was an inherent distrust and fear of white doctors by black mothers, a fear grounded in fact, as the early-20th-century sterilization and eugenics movement had left no small mark on the African American community. At the same time, the reluctance of black women to engage with doctors also meant that they were far less likely to get medical help, including prenatal exams that could both make the process easier and reduce possible problems later in the child’s life. While midwives could sometimes help overcome this reluctance, they had no influence on the financial realities that were also an important part of the equation. Interestingly, once health concerns had diminished, and advancements reached the point where black women had the opportunity to deliver their children in hospitals, such visits were seen as a status symbol with the historic midwife delivery coming to be seen as evidence of the historic exclusion and backwardness that had characterized blacks’ perceived approach to the childbirth process.

As medicine advanced and the medical profession increasingly pushed for hospital deliveries, there was increased pressure for midwives to be trained and even licensed. Progressive-era reformers sought to license all midwives, and while it was an admirable idea, it revealed a lack of understanding about the spiritual role that midwives often played in the black community. At the same time, these efforts created—or at least widened—a cultural and racial divide between black midwives and white doctors with whom most blacks were uncomfortable. These relations were further strained when white doctors attacked or at least maligned and diminished black midwives—questioning their ability, their intelligence, their hygiene, and their ancestry—often leaving listeners wondering whether race or legitimate medical concern was the true issue.

While pregnant black women had increasing access to hospitals in the aftermath of World War II, that did not erase the continuing realities of Jim Crow. Separate but unequal was the norm in hospitals such that in the same facility, one which technically served women of all colors, individual floors were designated by race, and anyone touring the hospital could tell by the equipment, the cleanliness, and the staff which floors were for whites and which for blacks. Indeed, in most hospitals there was one formal labor ward, which was reserved for white patients, and consequently an expectant African American woman, right up until delivery, could find herself on a general floor, flanked on one side by a woman suffering from gallstones and on the other by a diabetic woman with a gangrene-ravaged foot. Once labor became intense, the expectant mother was usually whisked to a delivery room, but the reality of limited staffing and facilities, coupled with segregated policies, meant that more than a few babies were born in the elevator with the mothers receiving neither the medical care they needed nor the privacy and dignity they would desire and could reasonably expect. It did not get much better once the baby was delivered. The so-called maternity wards that served black women in the 1940s were all too often distinguished by trash, flies, and standing water, while the newborn infants lay in box-like containers that were wheeled around in dirty, makeshift wooden carts.

As a result, while access to hospitals represented an advance, the all-too-common subpar conditions made it a less than total triumph, one that represented the cultural reality of the legally sanctioned world of Jim Crow, where the illusion of separate but equal defined so much of everyday life.

William H. Pruden III
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CHILDHOOD




Racism and poverty made it difficult for black parents to protect their children during the Jim Crow era. The bleak period that historian Rayford Logan famously called the “nadir” of American race relations coincided with the period from the 1870s to the 1930s, when Americans gradually abandoned the ideal of the “useful child” in favor of the economically useless but “emotionally priceless” child and the “sheltered childhood” (Ritterhouse 2006, 58). Black parents tried to preserve their children’s innocence and shelter them from racist assaults on their selfhood, but young African Americans nonetheless encountered insults and injustices from a very early age. They also found their opportunities for education and advancement severely limited, and, especially as they reached adolescence, the majority had to work to contribute to their family’s economic well-being. Childhood could be a vulnerable, even harrowing life stage, yet black youths played, enjoyed leisure activities, and went to school in their segregated world. Many developed the determination to resist white supremacy, and from the late 1930s on, young black activists would be ready to take the lead in the emerging civil rights movement.
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Millions of rural African American children grew up in poverty during the era of Jim Crow. Most lacked access to the educational resources and recreational facilities available to white children and entered the paid labor force at far younger ages. (Library of Congress)

From the very moment of emancipation, childhood became a “central battleground” in the struggle to define blacks’ freedom (Mintz 2004, 113). Whites in the South, where 90 percent of African Americans lived prior to the Great Migration, used apprenticeship laws to bind thousands of formerly enslaved children as indentured servants. Thus, “freedchildren and their labor were the last thing former slaveholders let loose” in their bid to preserve the old order (Mitchell 2008, 177). Even as they fought involuntary apprenticeships, most black families had little choice but to enter into exploitative sharecropping arrangements that demanded the labor of all family members. Blacks’ poverty and whites’ efforts to keep them poor and dependent ensured that most would never succeed in acquiring their own land. In Georgia, for example, “ ‘not more than one in one hundred’ black farmers owned land” in 1880; in 1900 and 1910, the figures were 14 and 13 percent, respectively (Litwack 1998, 122).

Whites’ commitment to maintaining control over a dependent black labor force extended to education policy, over which blacks, as a result of disfranchisement, had no political power. Southern states not only segregated schools but also routinely spent far less for black students than for white students. Alabama’s disparity of $22.96 per white pupil per year versus 98 cents per black pupil per year led black educator Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) to joke that it was too much of a compliment to expect black children to learn so much more easily than whites. Because state governments provided so little funding, many black children attended school in churches or other buildings well into the 20th century, and classrooms were virtually always overcrowded and undersupplied. Future college president Mary McLeod Bethune (1875–1955) remembered her students in Daytona Beach, Florida, using charred sticks for pencils and crushed elderberries for ink. Even in 1930, nearly 300 counties in 14 states had no black high school, and the school year for black children in the South was 146 days compared to 182 days for whites (Mintz 2004, 115, 239). Nevertheless, Southern black families’ commitment to education showed in black school attendance rates that were substantially lower but grew faster than the rates for whites, from about 30 percent in 1900 to almost 53 percent in 1920. By 1950, 69 percent of Southern black youths between the ages of 5 and 20 were attending school and could be expected to stay in school for an average of 10.4 years (Margo 1990, 9–18).

Like schools, parks and playgrounds in the Jim Crow South were segregated, and many cities and towns provided no recreational facilities or spaces for black youths. African American children had to find other places to play, and those whose mothers worked for wages often lacked adequate supervision. Novelist Richard Wright (1908–1960) describes playing in vacant lots, roaming city streets, frequenting a saloon, and peering inside a brothel when he was very young; he learned “all the four-letter words describing physiological and sex functions” by the age of six (Wright 1945, 28). Conversely, black families who knew their children would be judged harshly for playful or boisterous behavior in public could be very strict. Minister Henry Beard Delany (1858–1928) lined up his 10 sons and daughters for inspection each morning to make sure their clothes and faces were clean and their shoes were polished before they left the house (Delany and Delany 1995, 72). The experiences of most black children of the Jim Crow era undoubtedly fell somewhere between Wright’s unsupervised explorations and the Delany children’s enforced fastidiousness. They had fewer toys, on average, than wealthier children of their day or children of later decades, but they played pretend, skipped rope, and enjoyed sports and other outdoor games. As they got older, they also engaged with popular culture, including radio shows and films. Because positive cultural representations of African Americans were rare, black leaders such as W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963) of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) offered alternatives, such as an annual children’s issue of the NAACP’s Crisis magazine and a short-lived children’s periodical, The Brownies’ Book, published in 1920–1921.

In addition to doing household chores and working on their family’s farm, black children of the late 19th and early 20th centuries balanced or traded off schooling and leisure activities with paid work of various kinds. In rural areas, they picked cotton and did other labor-intensive tasks for neighboring farmers, including whites. In towns and cities, they worked as errand boys, store clerks, or domestic servants. Housecleaning and child-minding were the only options available to most African American girls and exposed them to white employers in whites’ own homes, where they had even less protection from sexual harassment and other forms of abuse than in the public sphere. The ever-present threat of violence meant that black adults rarely intervened when whites treated black children and youth badly, even when they witnessed such everyday debasements. Most blacks “were poor, inadequately trained, and dependent on the white man for work,” Benjamin E. Mays (1894–1984) explained of his rural South Carolina childhood. “Few dared to stand up to a white man. When one did, he got the worst of it. . . . It was not unusual to hear that a certain Negro had been run out of town, or, fearing that he would be, had left the county before they could get him.” In such a “perilous world, if a black boy wanted to live a halfway normal life and die a natural death he had to learn early the art of how to get along with white folks” (Mays 2003, 22–23).

Especially among the growing middle class of black teachers, professionals, and business owners, parents’ lessons in “how to get along with white folks” emphasized an etiquette of respectability and refinement along with the pervasive “etiquette of race relations” that required black deference. As Nannie Helen Burroughs (1879–1961) argued in a 1905 speech, “men and women are not made on trains and on streetcars”—where segregation and racial etiquette dictated blacks’ behavior. “If in our homes there is implanted in the hearts of our children . . . the thought that they are what they are, not by environment, but of themselves, this effort to teach a lesson of inferiority” through discriminatory laws and social rituals “will be futile” (Ritterhouse 2006, 85–86).

As difficult as it was for black adults to figure out how to teach self-respect along with survival, many black children emerged from their Jim Crow childhoods ready to fight against white supremacy. By the 1930s, youth councils of the NAACP, for example, were holding demonstrations against lynching and conducting voter registration campaigns—a prelude to the youth activism of the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s.

Jennifer Ritterhouse
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DIVORCE




Divorce for African Americans during the Jim Crow period was a process that highlighted many of the personal and societal issues that developed in the aftermath of the end of slavery. With the very definition of marriage changing with the advent of black freedom, the process of divorce was not a simple one following the Civil War.

In fact, Jim Crow–era divorce was complicated by issues ranging from the very nature of marriage to the central role played by the American legal system in the divorce process. These issues often intruded as blacks entered into and then sought to dissolve relationships that were, often for the first time, truly based in free and personal choices. At the same time, these decisions were undertaken in the context of a legal system that long sanctioned their enslavement and, even during the Jim Crow era, circumscribed much of their freedom. This added to the anxiety inherent in the divorce process. Further complicating the issue was the fact that most early Jim Crow–era divorces sought to dissolve marriages whose legal sanction was itself suspect since the guidelines under which slaves had married were at best a bit vague and from a legal perspective were always overridden by the realities of slavery. When for all practical purposes a marriage ended when one party was sold, no one undertook the legal niceties that might have officially dissolved the marriage bond. And generally the start of the marriage had been similarly lacking in legal sanction. Thus an early Jim Crow–era divorce between a pair of former slaves raised fundamental and serious questions about the relationship, leaving the parties in a form of legal limbo. Seeking to address this uncertainty, in 1866, the Virginia legislature passed a law proclaiming that all cohabitating African American men and women were thereby “man and wife.” Whether this in fact helped is open to debate, but it did provide some much-needed direction for those who sought a divorce.

By establishing a legal standard, such a law determined the arena in which divorce proceedings would generally take place—the courtroom. This was no small thing, and despite their understandable fear of the courts and the legal system—historically justice had been an elusive concept, and most blacks appeared in court as the accused—they did not hesitate to use the courts to achieve the divorce they wanted. Indeed, while upper- and middle-class blacks could better afford divorces, with everyone who sought one having to go to court, the process had a social leveling effect. The fact that blacks often had to turn to white attorneys for help in navigating this legal labyrinth did not discourage their efforts. It did, however, make for an interesting state of equality since both parties were usually black. Meanwhile, the court proceeding itself often presented a different dynamic. In particular, the attorneys for the women—usually white men given the limited number of qualified black attorneys—would show a respect and deference to their clients that black women seldom saw from white men, addressing them as “Mrs” among other niceties that were not a part of usual interracial interactions.

Many factors contributed to the decision of black families in the Jim Crow era who sought a divorce. The desire for a divorce was often affected by financial considerations at a time when much of the black population was struggling to get by. Also, divorce represented a new factor in the developing and evolving concept of the black family following emancipation. Indeed, the very concept of family stability was a new one in the postslavery era. Oftentimes, divorce was about migration. It allowed people to get a new start, and it was a necessary process for someone seeking to remarry. But not all were willing to do that—preferring to live unhappily ever after rather than allow the other to begin anew. Divorce in the Jim Crow era also became a victim of politics, when, in the 1870s and 1880s, seeking in part to reduce the black vote, some jurisdictions enacted laws making domestic abuse a crime, conviction for which made one ineligible to vote. Consequently, many women were reluctant to take their husbands to court where such facts would have to be revealed. At the same time, such considerations were more regional, and a couple seeking divorce in the North might find a different kind of justice. But of course a Southern divorce was often necessary before one was free to migrate North.

Ultimately, it was practical considerations that often highlighted the impact of segregation, even in the divorce process. With 20th-century divorces often dragging on for years, Nevada sought to attract divorce business by lowering the state residency requirement, and the state’s largest city, Reno, proved the biggest beneficiary when it reduced its requirement to six weeks. Blacks were among the many who pursued this option, but even outside the South, they could not escape the indignities that characterized Jim Crow. Rather, Reno, essentially a segregated city, offered some distinctive challenges, foremost of which was the limited housing available to blacks needing to establish their short-term residency. But Reno’s popularity as a divorce site, coupled with the limitations on black access, led to the development of an underground culture with the local black population helping accommodate the divorce-seeking transients by opening their homes, welcoming them into their churches, and generally helping them navigate the city’s mixed culture, one in which restaurants were often rigidly segregated, although many stores welcomed all customers. The city’s strict segregation was rooted in social custom rather than based on municipal ordinances, but the effect was the same. Indeed, in addition to finding lodging and food, securing a job that could financially tide someone over during the required six weeks was also often limited by race. In the end, though, Reno’s black community was critical to making divorce-seeking blacks feel relaxed and welcome.

The comfort Reno’s black community offered was unusual for Jim Crow–era divorce seekers. Indeed, navigating a legal system long viewed with suspicion while dealing with a concept of marriage whose historical and cultural roots were still not very solid made ending a marriage all the more daunting. Yet as blacks sought to claim their freedom, pursuing divorce became a not unusual, if still uncertain, exercise of their rights.

William H. Pruden III
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EXTENDED (INTERGENERATIONAL) FAMILIES




To understand kinship patterns, we need to clearly define kin relationships, examine whether relationships change or persist over time (trends), and, not least, assess the meanings of such patterns and trends. What is a family? A family, as defined by U.S. historians and demographers, is composed of persons related by blood or marriage; they need not live together to be considered family. In contrast, kin-based households require sharing of living quarters. While kin who live apart or together can support one another, kin-based households, additionally, have been social organizations that—especially during the Jim Crow era—stand between individual members and broader, often oppressive forces of political economy. Kin-based households, as economic units, pool kin resources, labor, tools, and information. As domestic units, they provide childcare, food and shelter, home services, and interpersonal supports. As social welfare units, they house and support kin: orphans or foster children, sick or dependent elders, the nonmarried, newly married, newly widowed, or newly migrant. Early-20th-century extended households, containing two or more generations of kin, or distant relatives, provided family supports in all these ways. This discussion focuses on extended households and their differing propensities, associated with race, to bring in family members not considered part of the usual primary or nuclear family household.

Historians and demographers define kin-based household types on the basis of their memberships. Primary or nuclear households contain two parents who are childless or live with their own, adopted, or step children. Between 1880 and 1940, most U.S. households were primary. The percentage of black households that were primary fell slightly from 57.3 percent in 1880 to 49.4 percent in 1940; in contrast, the percentage of white households that were primary dipped from 67.3 percent in 1880 to 66.5 percent 1940. Fragmentary households contain single individuals or single parents and their children; their prevalence rose among African Americans, from 20.3 percent in 1880 to 24.1 percent in 1940 and among whites from 13.2 percent in 1880 to 16.5 percent in 1940. The rise in both groups, until 1960, was due to the growth of single-person, not single-parent, households. Vertically extended households, also termed intergenerational or multigenerational (two or more adult generations) contain, in addition to primary or fragmented household members, grandparents and grandchildren. Kin-based households with other types of kin present, such as siblings or cousins, are considered horizontally extended. Overall, the percentage of all extended African American households rose from 22.5 percent in 1880 to 26.5 percent in 1940, while the percentage of all extended white households fell from 19.5 percent in 1880 to 17.4 in 1940. At the midpoint, 1910, African American two-parent households were 1.4 times more likely to extend than comparable white households.

Research on Southern patterns is more limited, but similar trends were present in Southern modernizing cotton plantation counties after the Civil War. Between 1870 and 1900, most black and white households were primary, with African American households up to twice as likely to be extended as white households. In the nonplantation Appalachian South, almost half of African American households were extended. Household-level studies, however, mostly rely on U.S. census data that provide snapshots of household types over time but miss dynamic change in the household cycle, from household formation to dissolution. Historical studies that track living arrangements from the perspective of individuals across age groups find that many, if not most, people in this era, young or old, spent time in an extended household; African Americans were more likely to do so. Individual-level studies also find that, even if extended households were not widespread at a given point in time, the living arrangement was critical in the lives of kin who most often entered and extended the households: older parents and children.

What do extended household patterns mean? Scholars propose different explanations, although many overlap. In a first slice, historians and demographers agree that important demographic differences—births, deaths, marriages, and marriage ages—shaped the universe of ethnic kin available for coresidence, hence the prevalence of extended households. For example, very high Southern fertility rates and mortality rates, especially among African Americans, disproportionately produced orphans, widows, widowers, and single parents that might need extended household support. In addition, more universal African American marriage in the South, at younger ages than whites, affected the span of generations: young adults and their children could overlap in time with still-living grandparents.

Some scholars attribute the greater prevalence of extended African American households to economic conditions more than demographic kin availability. The Southern crop lien system disproportionately blocked African American economic mobility into farm ownership. As a result, three-quarters of Southern African American farmers in 1900—compared to one-third of Southern white farmers—were tenant farmers. Early marriage and high fertility was one strategy economically disadvantaged rural youth used in such a system to move up, as larger families had better access to bigger, more fertile tenant farms. Another strategy was to leave farming to seek better opportunities in towns and cities. But lack of equal school access and regional Jim Crow policies then blocked African American entry into alternative, high-quality, nonfarm employment. Studies find that African American life on tenant farms and in towns in the Jim Crow South was similarly marked by race differentials in income, housing, nutrition, and medical care. Such conditions kept fertility and mortality rates high, producing the widowed, single parents, and orphans who needed—and generally found—incorporation into kin households. About half of African American children in extended households experienced parent mortality, while others lived apart from parents due to poverty, lack of housing, or because parents needed to work. The key to understanding these patterns, these scholars propose, is that households extended in response to economic conditions. If political and economic inequalities could have been leveled, there would have been fewer or no race differences in extended living arrangements.

Other scholars suggest ethnic cultural differences in family relations outweighed historical demographic and economic realities. They describe a deeply rooted African American propensity to maintain expansive kin networks with strong ties, exemplified in extended households, compared to a propensity among whites to maintain narrower kin networks by elevating conjugal ties in primary households above all others. Kin such as grandchildren and grandparents were not so much brought into African American extended households at higher rates because they were more available or in response to crisis, poverty, or economic conditions, but because of a culturally embedded yet adaptive orientation to keep or strengthen extended kinship ties and obligations. In this sense, even if there was an equal prevalence of extended households, or if African Americans and whites had equal probabilities of entering extended households, two very different dynamics would have motivated the living arrangement across ethnic groups. For example, most white children around 1910 generally lived away from parents after crisis and as a last resort. While about half of African American children lived away due to parent mortality or parent crisis, children with two parents, not poor, were significantly more likely to enter grandparent and other households for schooling or to better their life chances. We need to know more. These scholars encourage historical study of kin relations in historical context of the post–Civil War South: not only to better understand the people of the time but also because of the importance of historical timing. Long-standing legacies of culture shine through more brightly in situ than when kinship patterns are assessed from the perspective of the 21st century.

Cheryl Elman
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FERTILITY




Demographic, political-economic, and sociocultural contexts, including economic development, related living standards, and levels of child mortality, all influence women’s voluntary childbearing behaviors, such as contraceptive use and propensity to mate. These factors also shape women’s involuntary physiological capacity to bear children, including their ability to conceive, carry to term, and bear live children. Southern women, regardless of race, compared to women in other U.S. regions, were slow to adopt voluntary fertility control. Southern fertility decline was also more variable by race: significant decline occurred between 1880 and 1940 among white and African American women, but the white decline more reflected voluntary limitation, whereas the African American decline reflected both voluntary limitation and an impaired capacity to bear children. These two divergences are notable. Lagging fertility decline in the South, into the mid-20th century, signals that its development radically differed relative to other U.S. regions in ways that shaped women’s most personal of life circumstances: bearing of children. The Southern race-related divergence in the mechanisms of decline signal that the region’s productive activities and material conditions had a disproportionate and negative impact on African American women’s childbearing capacity.

Early-19th-century American women had a preindustrial childbearing pattern termed natural fertility: rather than bear a given number of children, they bore children—without stopping—over the full span of their reproductive years. By the 1860s, U.S. women had begun to voluntarily limit births, but this was less common in the South. Most Southern black and white women did not limit childbearing prior to 1880, and most Southern farm women—the vast majority of Southern women—did not limit childbearing prior to 1900. This regional divergence in fertility was rooted in the timing and type of Southern development that was centered in labor-intensive agriculture until the 1940s, and, relatedly, social and economic offshoots of development, including child mortality rates.

Economic development in non-Southern regions before 1880 took the forms of urbanization, industrialization, and mechanization of agriculture. Such development was associated with improved public health, living standards, and human capital (e.g., collective educational attainment, skilled work). As a consequence, child mortality rates declined. An expansion of formal education—for girls and boys—coincided with women’s greater empowerment in family life. Women in this context gained assurance that children would survive and desired fewer births; they voluntarily adopted limitation behaviors that reduced their numbers born. In contrast, Southern development did not involve agricultural mechanization until the 1930s, while industry, largely textiles, emerged in small towns more than cities. Southern improvement in public health, living standards, and human capital was minimal before 1940. Many Southern states did not track child mortality statistics until after the 1920s, and high agricultural and textile mill demand for child labor rewarded high fertility and limited educational attainment. In this context, Southern women’s higher fertility can be understood as insurance against not having many—or any—surviving children for labor assistance or old-age support.

In the South, women’s childbearing patterns additionally reflected circumstances associated with race. Sometime around 1900 in the rural South (African American fertility rates were already low in other regions and cities), African American fertility rates began to fall. This fall was not heralded by triggers of voluntary control: development, improved public health and living standards, or reduced child mortality. Rather, as demographic studies accounting for voluntary control show, a considerable portion of this decline was due to poorer African American health. The studies find that poorer health contributed to urban African American women’s declining fertility as well.

Many white Americans under rising Jim Crow, including physicians, were expecting “innate” African American health deficits to result in a rapid disappearance of the race due to their presumed inability to reproduce. However, such racist beliefs about innate poor health were illusions. Rather, disease and mortality before 1940 were largely caused by infectious diseases, and in the South there was differential exposure (by race) to pathogens and differential susceptibility (by race) to health risks, once exposed. In other words, Southern development after 1880, the Jim Crow policies underlying economic production and systems of work relations, and the allocation of state and local resources that contributed to living standards, education, and public health were all based on race. These forces not only influenced women’s propensity to bear children but also their ability to do so.

Greater African American population density, crowded housing, and poorer sanitation amplified African American women’s exposure to disease. In 1880, about 90 percent of African Americans lived in the South (85 percent in 1920, 78 percent in 1940), with most residing in 325 rural “Black Belt” plantation counties where they constituted half or more of county populations, mostly as sharecroppers or tenant farmers. Much smaller population proportions lived outside this belt, and about 17 percent in 1900 (33 percent in 1930) lived in towns and cities. In these plantation-dense counties, African Americans tended to live in a pattern of “rural density” not found in other U.S. rural portions. Tenant housing of clustered small cabins lacking sanitary privies, window screens, clean sources of water, and perhaps solid floors and walls, was provided by landowners. Urban African American women faced similar residential concentration and poor-quality housing.

Development under Jim Crow policies also raised African American women’s susceptibility to disease. Where plantations predominated, African American nutritional status was linked to yearly tenancy contracts in a pattern where a general malnutrition was punctuated by near-starvation in the months after contracts settled. Tenancy contracts often required women to maintain regular work schedules or work intensively during planting and harvesting cycles, regardless of pregnancy or physical capacity to do so. These circumstances—compounded by limited access to medical care such as vaccinations, prenatal care, and medications such as quinine—increased African American women’s susceptibility to prevailing infectious diseases and preventable complications of pregnancy such as puerperal fever and toxemia.

By the 1930s, epidemiologists and policy makers were reporting that Southern African American women of childbearing age had disproportionately high rates of anemia-producing, rural parasitic diseases such as malaria and hookworm; infectious diseases such as (extrapulmonary) tuberculosis and venereal diseases; and nutritional diseases such as pellagra and rickets. Infections and poor nutrition, further compounded by lack of prenatal and basic medical care, contributed to significantly higher African American rates of infertility, stillbirth, and miscarriage as well as maternal mortality and morbidity and infant mortality. African American women in urban places and in rural counties with high tenancy rates had lower rates of fertility and child survival. While Southern women’s fertility remained high well into the 20th century, African American women, especially, bore fewer children than they otherwise might have due to involuntary forces associated with poorer health. Their insurance against having few or no children surviving was eroded. These divergent childbearing patterns in the Jim Crow South had broader implications in women’s lives: children in this era formed the core of family structure, emotional support, and economic well-being.

Cheryl Elman
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HOUSEHOLD CREDIT




Credit has been central to the growth and development of the American economy, but like much of the American experience, access to credit has often divided along racial lines. This certainly was the case during the Jim Crow era, when newly emancipated former slaves, starting out on their own, were regularly denied opportunities based on their race in a highly personalized system rife with corruption. In the credit-driven American economy, such racially tinged credit procedures, both formal and informal, affected both how and what Africans Americans could borrow and in turn what they could purchase.

Obtaining credit was central to the post–Civil War Southern economy, for despite the promises of 40 acres and a mule, most former slaves had no property as they began to make a life on their own. They had to establish relationships and a credit standing with the landowners in order to be able to farm. These arrangements represented their first effort to secure the credit needed to farm and establish a household.

Credit fueled the era’s farming economy. Some tenant farmers, known as fixed tenants, rented the land and paid the owner a set sum or its equivalent value in crops. Few blacks had the resources to do this. More often they were share tenants, renters who paid for the use of the land by sharing a percentage—usually between 25 and 33 percent—of the crop they produced. These tenants generally had their own animals and farming equipment. Below the tenant farmers were sharecroppers. Having virtually no possessions, they were essentially hired labor. The land owner supplied the land, the necessary equipment, and the animals needed to do the job, as well as minimal housing.

The credit necessary to make all this work was not always easy to find. While banks had slowly returned to the war-ravaged region, they could not fill the credit vacuum that resulted from a dearth of national banks. At the same time, banks were generally unable or unwilling to provide credit without collateral, which was hard to acquire, especially for African American farmers. The costs involved in the formal process of risk assessment limited its use and in turn the available credit.

[image: image]

Throughout the Jim Crow era, black sharecroppers had limited access to household credit from banks and merchants. The inability to borrow, or borrow only small amounts at high interest rates, perpetuated poverty among black farmers. (Library of Congress)

Consequently, with only limited bank credit available, the Jim Crow era saw the local general stores stepping into the void with merchant credit becoming a major source of needed funds. According to one historian, the South had more than 150,000 general stores by the end of the 19th century, almost 150 per county. Already the central gathering place for the local community, the stores also became the de facto local bank—especially for short-term credit. The actual process was controlled by the store owner who would establish the credit limit. The process and the rates were based on whether one paid in cash or by credit. Given the subjective nature of the process, interest rates varied, and store owners would often add additional percentages or raise the rates. Most importantly, the degree of variation, the markup as it was known, was often based on personal factors, the exact nature of which was known only to the merchant. Black borrowers were looked down on, seen as a greater risk, and generally treated in a patronizing and exploitive manner. These attitudes manifested themselves in the very subjective manner in which credit was extended and terms arrived at. With few real available options, black farmers were exploited, subjected to terms that left them in a new form of financial slavery, one from which escape was extremely difficult.

As the national economy changed and more Americans, black and white, moved to the cities, the nature of credit—and what it financed—also changed. People were now looking to finance purchases of household items. Central to this consumer-based credit was the difference between installment-plan credit and in-store or merchant credit. Lenders preferred installment-plan credit because they believed that the risk of default was less likely, making the lenders’ overall cost less. Procedurally, installment credit generally involved a formal application process and included a legal contract enforceable through the courts. In contrast, the alternative, merchant credit, was more informal, involving little more than an agreement between the merchant and the buyer. The screening efforts were also more informal and based more on knowing the prospective borrower on a personal level than on any formal assessment of their finances. Consequently, it was a more common and bigger part of small-town economies than city ones, but in either case they were affected by racial perceptions and situations. This reality was magnified with the onset of the Great Migration of Southern blacks out of the South to the urban North during World War I. As newcomers who were not yet established in their new communities, black migrants were at a distinct disadvantage in a credit system based in large part on personal relationships.

For both whites and blacks, installment and merchant credit were more popular than borrowing money. But there was also a clear racial divide, with blacks using installment credit much more than whites. A major reason for this disparity was the fact that merchants were less willing to extend credit to blacks. They wanted the more limited risk that installment credit represented, since in installment credit the collateral was in the product, the value of which was not affected by the race of its buyer. Consequently, the stereotypical impressions and the ill-founded fears that often affected the merchant-lending process had far less impact in the installment credit process.

The federal government was also a culprit, playing a sizeable, if often overlooked, role in the effort to deny blacks fair and full credit access in the area of housing. Not only did the government regularly turn a blind eye to discriminatory housing policies but also its own policies contributed to the difficulties blacks had in securing mortgages. The New Deal’s Federal Housing Administration (FHA) frequently subsidized builders of large-scale white-only subdivisions—with an attendant requirement that they not sell to blacks. The FHA also helped pioneer the policy of redlining, whereby maps of metropolitan areas were color coded by first the Home Owners Loan Corporation and later both the FHA and the Veterans Administration based on whether it was safe to insure mortgages in that area. When put into practice, the policy called for those areas deemed too risky—more specifically, those inhabited by African Americans or close to areas with high black populations—to be colored red, with appraisers deeming them too risky to insure, thus significantly limiting mortgage opportunities for black families. In addition, the FHA’s underwriting manual established guidelines that discouraged integrated neighborhoods and in turn limited home loans to black homebuyers seeking to buy in generally all-white neighborhoods. Such government-supported policies affected the opportunities of blacks across the country, from Daly City, south of San Francisco, to Levittown in New York. With such practices continuing through the suburbanization that characterized the 1950s, blacks were denied the opportunity to purchase a home and begin to build equity. Once revealed, these practices were a major reason for the open housing legislation that came at the end of the series of civil rights initiatives enacted under President Lyndon Johnson, but by then much of the economic opportunity had passed blacks by, thus adding limited home-buying opportunities to the legacy of Jim Crow.

In the end, challenges in obtaining full and fair access to credit not only reflected an aspect of the economic challenges that characterized life in Jim Crow America but also exacerbated the economic challenges faced by black Americans.

William H. Pruden III
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HOUSEHOLD ECONOMY




After emancipation in 1865, freed people used home production, largely overseen by adult women, to gather resources not available from white-run sharecropping. Between 1865 and 1900, freed people built their own schools and churches, bought small farms, and supported black men in politics. The harsher new oppressions of Jim Crow segregation, put in place by panicked whites after 1896, slowed freed people’s progress from bare emancipation toward real freedom.

By 1863, the migration of enslaved people to Union Army lines had made ending slavery a core purpose of the Civil War (1861–1865), against the wishes of President Abraham Lincoln (1809–1865) and most whites, North and South. In June 1865, therefore, 4 million African Americans took up a grudging emancipation that amounted initially to the freedom to starve. Without land or education, and with scarcely even minimal physical safety, freed people entered a devastated Southern economy. Neither their former masters nor their reluctant liberators had a firm commitment or a clear plan as to how this new freedom would work.

Freed people, fortunately, had both vision and a commitment to freedom. They embraced it with ambitions, hopes, and almost inexhaustible resources of labor and community. Their goals, roughly in order, were to find and reunite splintered families, go to school, acquire farms, worship in their own churches, and live quietly and prosperously as full citizens, safe from white anger and free of white surveillance.

Freed people’s vision of freedom collided with the hopes of Southern whites, who expected vengeful violence from embittered former slaves. Former slave owners, who feared for their safety, wanted freed people controlled and surveilled. Northern whites concurred, desperate for Southern plantations to produce cotton again for the international market. Ignorant enough to imagine that former slaves would not survive on their own nor work without compulsion, Northern whites attempted to keep African Americans in the South, offering them modest protection in exchange for loyalty to the Republican Party.

Sharecropping, key to the postwar economic system, met some, but not all, of the needs of each contending group. As sharecropping became a settled practice between 1865 and 1870, each group innovated additional systems to address its unmet priorities. Southern whites wrote black codes restricting freed people’s freedom to move around, change employers, negotiate wages, or protest unjust treatment, and threatened their physical safety whenever they tried to vote. Northern whites deployed the shrinking Union Army to keep order, protect black schools, force fair sharecropping contracts, and strengthen Republican candidates for local, state, and national offices. Freed people created the postwar household economy.

As a corollary to sharecropping, the household economy fed freed people’s aspirations between 1865 and 1900. A sharecropping contract, signed annually by the male head of household, obligated him to labor in the landlord’s cash crop. It obligated the landlord to provide a house for the sharecropping family and pay them one-fourth to one-third of the value of the harvest minus the cost of monthly food rations. From this arrangement, Southern whites got a labor force and a degree of control, Northern whites got cotton to trade, and freed people got to operate without close white supervision, live as families and mobilize family labor, grow food crops for themselves, and claim a modicum of physical and psychological safety.

Labor was freed people’s only plentiful economic resource and could be fully used in the household economy. Young children, excluded from the fields, might gather and sell eggs and berries or collect stove wood. Older girls assisted with sewing, making bonnets, candling eggs, and growing vegetables for the family. Forbidden to own or use guns, older boys used methods learned during slavery to trap and kill small animals for meat and fur. Alternatively, boys might haul loads for extra money, carry water to the fields, or help bring articles made at home to the local merchant.

Achieving landownership required several stages of accumulation, sometimes taking a decade or more. Chickens were cheap to acquire and feed, and their eggs, feathers, and meat could bring in valuable income. A small surplus from the chicken coop might enable the purchase of piglets, adding to both the children’s responsibilities and the family income. Buying a draft animal or a wagon involved taking on a small debt, which would in turn galvanize home production until the debt was cleared. Owning a horse or mule instead of borrowing the landlord’s would net a sharecropper a larger share of the harvest. A family might buy a horse and exchange its services for use of a neighbor’s wagon to haul loads for themselves or for others, another source of income. Beyond the small amounts the family used to support local schools and churches, the surplus was carefully saved against the day when the family might purchase land.

The system worked. Approximately 15 to 20 percent of freed families in parts of the former Confederacy experienced landownership between 1865 and 1900, even if only for a few years (Holt 2000, 132–33). According to the Federation of Southern Cooperatives/Emergency Land Fund, the 1910 agricultural census recorded the peak of U.S. black landownership, with 218,000 black farmers as full or part owners of 15 million acres of land. These numbers could be 30 to 50 percent too low, however, as many sharecropping black families simultaneously paid taxes on rural acreage they owned. Agricultural census takers recorded such “dual farming” families just as croppers, leaving their land ownership almost invisible (Holt 2000, 84–96).

Though all freed people had to pass carefully through the world of whites, in the 1870s and 1880s, they began to accumulate the foundations of freedom. Buoyed by the optimism and determination expressed through the household economy, freedmen gathered every year at organized conventions to articulate priorities and advocate for rights. Men and women together, with philanthropic help, were able to create and sustain private secondary schools and colleges in larger towns. Men ran successfully for local and state, and even national, political office, using that leverage to protect their embattled communities. White racist violence continued, but, despite it, freed people moved over the decades from less than 5 percent to almost 50 percent literacy (Du Bois 1904, 41–43). Freed people moved into trades and professions like carpentry, nursing, catering and food service, draying, and stabling, serving both other African Americans and whites.

To fulfill their ambitions, freed people had to be lucky enough during the long years of careful saving to escape sudden trouble. The dangers of their work could result in serious injury to either adult in the household or illness requiring a doctor. Weather could bring disaster to the crop. Striving could entangle them with the worst creditors, men determined to ruin enterprising freed people. They also had to be wary of attracting racist vigilante violence by expressing pride in their achievements or revealing improvements in their circumstances. These dangers made it difficult for freed people to keep productive resources like land and livestock, risky to expand their holdings, and very chancy indeed to bequeath property to the next generation.

In the 1890s, disillusioned with the pace of social change and economic accumulation, many freed people joined at last with poor whites across the South and West to challenge the systems that kept them all in poverty. Railroad fees, price-gouging merchants, cheating landlords, and other hardships combined to frustrate the ambitions of poor farmers of both races. Believing that cooperatives created by the Farmer’s Grange and debtor-friendly monetary policies proposed by campaigning populists could lift the heaviest yokes from their shoulders, poor farmers of both races made common cause politically for about a decade.

The threat that class-based politics could bridge the racial divide brought down the unrestrained wrath of white elites on the second generation out of slavery. Southern states imposed poll taxes and literacy tests to eliminate black votes. These barriers targeted black voters without violating the letter of the Fifteenth Amendment to the Constitution (1870) by applying restrictions to all voters except those whose white “grandfathers” had voted. Buttressed by new waves of vigilante violence against black voters, these new “Jim Crow” laws all but eliminated black political influence. In 1896, the U.S. Supreme Court embraced the spurious doctrine of “separate but equal” as a fair schooling policy, knowing full well that, as poorly funded as Southern public schools were for white children, those for black children were infinitely worse. Lynching of African Americans, long a tool of white vigilantes, exploded in numbers between 1890 and 1930.

Without even the modest protection of political participation, African Americans endured the imposition of Jim Crow laws in almost every aspect of life. The Jim Crow years from 1900 to 1965 saw legal segregation in marriage, transportation, public facilities, parks, pools, restaurants, and employment. African Americans organized to resist but ultimately responded to Jim Crow by leaving the South by the hundreds of thousands. Between 1915 and 1970, this Great Migration relocated millions of African Americans from Southern farms to Northern cities, permanently changing the American political and social landscape.

Sharon Ann Holt
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INTERRACIAL INTIMACIES




Throughout the Jim Crow period, interracial sexual relationships between men and women were regulated by laws conceived of by white-controlled political bodies, policed by white interpretation of social custom, and, at times, enforced by white terrorism. The unequal power dynamic of segregation that privileged whiteness created a duality in most aspects of interracial intimacies. For example, black women routinely feared sexual assault by white men, as the threat of unpunished rape across racial lines was an ever-present reality for black women. On the other hand, black men were often sexually terrorized for even minor social transgressions in their everyday encounters with white women, as even the allegation of rape by a white woman against a black man served as a frequent justification for lynching, an act in which black men’s sexual organs were often severed following brutal whippings. Similarly, while illicit interracial sex continued to be profitable in the postslavery South, consensual interracial sexual relationships, which were referred to as miscegenation, were illegal in all Southern states. And interracial marriage was also prohibited throughout the region and throughout much of the United States. As a result, the men and women who engaged in committed romantic relationships across racial lines confronted enduring legal complications and social pressures that threatened the stability of their marriages and the families that they strived to sustain.

As historian Jacqueline Jones argues, many “white men considered the free and uninhibited access to black women as their prerogative,” and as a result, the threat of sexual exploitation and rape at the hands of white men was a daily experience in the lives of many African American women in the segregated South (Jones 1986, 149). Rape in the workplace had been common for enslaved women and, after emancipation, this continued to be a reality for many African American women who had white employers and supervisors, especially those who labored in white spaces, particularly private homes. “Rape [also could be] held over black women as the threat of beatings and lynching were held over black men,” as historians Darlene Clark Hine and Kathleen Thompson contend, when some white men used the threat of rape as a method of social control to terrorize African American women (Hine and Thompson 1998, 215). While women of color were also lynched, instances of rape, sexualized humiliation, such as forcing black women to dance naked in front of crowds of white men, being stripped of clothing before being beaten or whipped, and even genital mutilation were all more common (Cardyn 2006, 144–48). And, among the at least 130 women of color who were lynched between 1880 and 1930, many were raped before their murders, and a number of their deaths were justified in white publications by connecting them to spurious allegations of rape against white women (Feimster 2009, 159–61). Adding to the heinousness of these situations, many whites also used these sexual violations as evidence to bolster dominant white conceptions of African American women as promiscuous and lascivious, thus justifying further sexual exploitation. Attempting to protect African American women from these attacks often proved impossible or even fatal for black men, and, alone in white spaces and economically vulnerable, many black women were unable to defend themselves from their aggressors, leading civil rights activist Fannie Lou Hamer to argue that “a black woman’s body was never hers alone” (McGuire 2010, xix).

Whereas white men who violated black women were rarely charged with rape and seldom convicted of the crimes they committed if they were arrested, black men accused of attempting to rape white women often fell victim to white lynching parties. As historian Gail Bederman argues, whites generally conceived of black men as savages who “lacked a man’s ability to restrain their passions,” “raped women instead of protecting them,” and “abandoned their children instead of protecting them” (Bederman 1995, 25). The most innocent public interactions with a white woman could lead her to allege that a black man had tried to sexually assault her. As historian Lisa Cardyn explores, the lynchings themselves were often highly sexualized, as those white men who perpetrated the violence stripped their victims naked before beating them and frequently castrated them, justifying keeping other men’s penises as lynching souvenirs by falsely arguing that black men were “inclined to sexually mutilate their (presumably [white] female) victims” (Cardyn 2006, 149). As historian Chrystal Feimster argues, this violence and sexualizing of black men had larger aims than the brutality meted out against those who were victimized or even those who were terrorized by the threat that they too might fall victim. She contends, just as antilynching activist Ida B. Wells-Barnett argued contemporaneously, that “southern white men were actively mobilizing the image of the black rapist for their political advantage” (Feimster 2009, 78, 158). According to historian Danielle McGuire, “black activists in the post–World War II period often joked that ‘the closer a black man got to a ballot box, the more he looked like a rapist’” (McGuire 2010, 54). And, throughout the Jim Crow period, there was ample evidence that white rhetoric casting black men as sexual predators was horrifically exaggerated in some cases and politically invented in others. For every black man who lost his life to exaggerated or ultimately fabricated claims of assault against a white woman, there were dozens of men who lost their lives because their economic, political, and social successes changed the power structures of the segregated communities in which they lived, not because of any sexually inappropriate interaction with a white woman, real or imagined.

Prohibitions against interracial marriage and interracial sexual relationships were also an important part of the political control of interracial intimacies in the South. These policies in the post–Civil War period were included in the black codes that former Confederate legislatures put in place during the early period of Reconstruction, and six states also included prohibitions against miscegenation in their initial post–Civil War constitutions (Johnson 2003, 12). The black codes were repealed as violations of the Civil Rights Act of 1866, which ultimately became the Fourteenth Amendment. And, in some states, newly elected Republican legislatures supported the right to marry across racial lines. In other states, existing antimiscegenation laws were ruled unconstitutional by state and federal courts. However, as white Democrats came back to power across the South, laws prohibiting both sexual relationships and marriage across racial lines were again passed and legally defended through the court system so that by 1894, all these states again had antimiscegenation laws. The variances in these policies over such a relatively short period of time created difficult legal and social realities for individuals who found themselves living in relationships that were legal one day and illegal the next. This created particular hardships for children born into these relationships and for widows whose claims to estates could be subject to legal actions by other family members who filed suits that often left now legally unrecognized spouses impoverished by contesting wills. In the state of Louisiana, this situation was further complicated by a third legal status, concubinage, whereby white men could legally and financially provide for women of color with whom they had committed sexual relationships and any resulting children. This legal status, which had existed in Louisiana starting in the antebellum period, also ceased to exist as the Jim Crow era began, leaving the men, women, and children in these relationships in precarious positions along with the approximately 205 couples in interracial marriages in the state when antimiscegenation laws were reenacted (Long 2004, 20). Individuals in interracial marriages living in all the Southern states would have experienced similar consequences as each state passed legislation making their relationships and any children they had legally unrecognized.

Even as consensual interracial marriages became illegal throughout the South, interracial sex remained a highly profitable part of prostitution in the region. Just as women of color had been sold to white men as sexual objects in slavery within the fancy trade, women of color were also a high-demand part of the sex trade following emancipation. In some cases, the same legislatures that passed antimiscegenation laws also enacted progressive-era policies that regulated, and therefore recognized the existence of, brothels that catered to white clients with women of color serving as sex workers (Long 2004, 11). A piece of federal, progressive legislation intended to target prostitution also had implications for those engaging in interracial relationships. The Mann Act, which was enacted federally in 1910 and subsequently amended, made it a felony to transport a woman or girl across state lines for illicit or immoral purposes. While the original intent of the legislation was to prevent prostitution and human trafficking, the act was often used to police consensual relationships between adults, particularly those between black men and white women, and one of the early and very public prosecutions under the act was of champion boxer Jack Johnson (1878–1946). Johnson, who was famous due to his athletic achievements, had engaged in several relationships with white women and was charged with violating the Mann Act twice with two different white women, one of whom he subsequently married. One African American journalist noted that the conviction of this man whose championship victory had led to white men rioting in the streets was “clearly meant as a lesson to the black folk, the world around” (Runstedtler 2012, 134–35). The coexistence of antimiscegenation laws, regulated prostitution of women of color, and racialized applications of the Mann Act would have made clear to those who lived at the time, especially those of color, that the problematic behavior as defined by the legal and political structures dominated by white men was not interracial sex but rather respectful and consensual interracial relationships based on equality between black and white men and women.

While the unique history of slavery, the Civil War, and then de jure segregation in the South greatly complicated interracial intimacy, most states throughout the United States had antimiscegenation laws and laws that prohibited interracial marriage at some point during American history. These laws were repealed prior to the 1890s in most of the Midwestern and Northeastern states, but similar laws in the Western states, which often applied to marriage between whites and Native Americans, Asians, and African Americans, were not repealed throughout most of the Jim Crow period. However, the laws in the South often differed from those in the West, carrying harsher legal penalties for violation as felonies rather than misdemeanors. And white Southerners also tended to defend antimiscegenation laws in court using religious arguments, articulating what religion scholar Fay Botham terms “the southern [white] Protestant theology of race,” arguing that it was God’s will for the races to be separate (Botham 2009, 132–34). While most U.S. states outside of the South repealed their prohibitions against interracial marriage and interracial sex between 1948 and 1967, 17 states, including the entire South, continued to outlaw both when the Supreme Court ruled in Loving v. Virginia (1967) that state antimiscegenation laws were unconstitutional.

This case involved the prosecution of an Afro-Indian woman, Mildred Loving, and her white husband, Richard Loving, for violating Virginia’s prohibition against interracial marriage by wedding in Washington, DC, following the conception of their first child in 1958. Commenting on their decision to do so, a neighbor praised Richard by saying, “A lot of folks down here just don’t have the guts Richard had. There has been plenty of mingling among races for years and nobody griped or tried to legalize it . . . Rich just wasn’t the type. What he wanted, he wanted on paper and legal” (Coleman 2013, 156). In Mildred’s case, choosing to marry in Washington, DC, also made it possible to recognize her complex racial identity on her marriage license, as Virginia also prohibited those indigenous persons who did not live on reservations from registering as Native on government documents, a restriction that was absent in Washington. The Lovings’ pride in their marriage and all that it symbolized for them, in Mildred’s son from a previous relationship, who Richard adopted, and in the son who was born to them was apparent in the fact that they kept their license framed and prominently displayed in their home. Originally arrested and convicted in 1958, the Lovings were sentenced to one year in jail for violating Virginia law unless they left the state for at least 25 years. They relocated to Washington, DC, until their appeal was heard by the Supreme Court in 1967. Ultimately, the court decided, in this case, that marriage was protected by the right to privacy, and the justices unanimously ruled that state antimiscegenation laws were unconstitutional. This decision had an immediate effect for all those in consensual interracial relationships in the South, including the Lovings, who were able to return to their home in Caroline County, Virginia. While this case did little to address the long and tortured legacy of white sexual exploitation and violation of women and men of color in the region, it did mark an important turning point in individuals’ legal control over their intimate lives and the legal ramifications resulting from whom they chose to love when those affections crossed racial lines. The case eventually established important legal precedent in the struggle for same-sex marriage equality as well.

Michele Grigsby Coffey
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MANHOOD




Increasingly, scholarship addressing the Jim Crow era has challenged singular and static concepts of African American manhood and masculinity. Historians no longer, for example, claim that black manhood can only be understood in opposition to womanhood, nor do they accept assumptions about black male pathology and political impotency. Employing gender and racial analysis, greater attention is being paid to historicizing the private, polymorphous, and spatial nature of black men’s daily lives. Rather than strictly subscribing to dominant cultural notions of manhood, African American men both acknowledged and rejected those cultural tropes. Because of more elastic approaches to the meaning of black manhood, what defines normative manhood roles has become more subjective and less dependent on binary constructions, such as male versus female and accommodationist versus revolutionary. The concept of community is central to the historical narrative of black manhood. While many scholars have understood black women’s identities as rooted in their relationship to community development—as grassroots organizers and in their social roles as culture carriers and stewards of morality—black men’s identity has traditionally occupied the narrow prism of formal politics and the singular tasks of combating disfranchisement, segregation, and racial violence. Yet it was black men and women’s collective engagement in community affairs, both public and private, that served to define black men’s gendered selves.

African American courtship and marriage practices during Jim Crow provide a window onto conceptions of black male intimacy. Though based on emotions, love’s expression can be contextualized historically, revealing accommodation, resistance, or both to prevailing social customs. What literary theorist Claudia Tate termed race protocol—the belief that racial political struggles assumed greater priority among African Americans than their daily human experience—served to obscure their private lives (Tate 1998, 5–6, 139–40). The practice of dissemblance, or the hiding of private emotions from public view, contributed to the fiction that black people lacked an “interior culture or consciousness” (Hornsby-Gutting 2009b, 476). Courtship and marriage were important private, and public, markers of African American respectability and claims to citizenship, particularly given the legacy of slavery wherein the enslaved generally had been denied access to legalized marriage. External social forces and ideology were thus critical components in the formation of intimate partnerships among African Americans during Jim Crow. Advice manuals tailored to the race, including texts on love-letter etiquette, encompassed a range of respectable behaviors believed to validate the race and its progress. Letters written to a multigenerational Southern family, Harriet Ragland McLean (1850–1900), her daughter and granddaughter—Alberta McLean Stinson (1881–1952), Gladys Stinson Grigsby (1905–1988), respectively—reflected the emotional attachments held by their male suitors and the expectation that traditional gender roles be upheld. George Talmadge Grigsby (1907–1965), an instructor of industries and trade at the St. Paul School in Lawrenceville, Virginia, penned numerous letters to Gladys’s parents prior to their marriage in 1938. In them, he revealed the pressure he faced in providing for her as a prospective husband. “I thought of my condition,” he stated. “I have nothing, and it would have been a shame and no doubt a sin to ask a mother and dad for the only child and had [sic] no way to take care of her” (Grigsby Papers, Southern Historical Collection).

A restrictive racial, social, economic, and political caste system propelled black men’s movement to the North and Midwest at the turn of the 20th century. Such geographic relocation held the promise of industrial employment with high wages, the restoration of the vote, and an elevated social status. It also served to bolster black men’s claim to the full exercise of their manhood rights, or a gendered division of labor wherein men served their wives as providers and protectors. The racial protocols informing black middle-class marriages, however, as informed by the Great Migration, were tenuous as human emotions and unique circumstances made it a challenge to abide by ideal marriage standards as propagated by black and white Americans. Though Alberta McLean Stinson’s (1881–1952) husband, Lonnie (1873–?), resided in New York for several years while she remained in North Carolina, he remained emotionally tied to her through his letter writing. His positioning as “kin keeper,” traditionally understood as a domain of black women, reinforces the idea that both sexes shared similar notions of intimacy. Scholar Anastasia Curwood documented how Sarah (1916–1990) and James Curwood (1908–1949), during the interwar years, found how racism prevented James from securing employment and so too from fulfilling his role as breadwinner. Internal factors, such as James’s marital infidelity and an excessive gambling habit, demonstrate how personal dynamics shaped African American men’s private lives in ways oppositional to dominant cultural ideals of manhood.

Though at the turn of the 20th century North Carolina congressman George Henry White (1852–1918), facing the reality of black disfranchisement, stated that he could no longer “live in North Carolina and be a man” (Hornsby-Gutting 2009a, 2), other African American men resolved, alongside black women, to accommodate themselves to their Southern environs while shoring up vital community institutions and grooming the next generation of would-be race leaders. Black men were persistent in agitating for voting and other citizenship rights; however, their identity during Jim Crow nonetheless reflected a spectrum of community-based activity that both aligned and contested prevailing gender dictates. Black Baptist male leaders sought to make their churches and themselves more manly by campaigning to assume more of women’s work, such as social service activity. Black secret societies such as the Prince Hall Masons provided private space in which lodge men could craft uplifting images of black manhood, in part by asserting separate spheres of activity for men and women. The Order of the Eastern Star’s familial relation to Prince Hall men reinforced patriarchal tenets of provider and protector, thus limiting the extent of autonomy and leadership opportunities the women could exercise in that organization. While celebration of black women’s independence and activism in community work encouraged race solidarity and an equality with men as part of race work, it also promoted the erosion of masculine authority. The cooperative, unifying traits between black men and women as nurtured in black fraternal spaces thus remained in a state of fragility. Toiling in such organizations as the Young Men’s Institute, North Carolina’s black men endeavored to stem a perceived “boy problem” by proposing wholesome leisure activity or amusements, stressing traditional gender roles in the home, and improving the structure and quality of Sunday school instruction.

Bourgeois morals and values for African American men, including self-restraint, thrift, and sobriety, faced challenges within the context of leisure spaces that also sought to induce race pride and political mobilization. Black and white visitors and residents of Harpers Ferry in West Virginia clashed over the gender implications of blacks’ daily excursions and vacations there. For black civil rights activists like J. R. Clifford (1848–1933), memorializing John Brown’s ill-fated raid on the arsenal there in 1859 became a way for urban blacks to realize autonomous leisurely pursuits while forwarding a class- and race-based political consciousness. For local whites, witnessing well-dressed black vacationers and excursionists intent on valorizing Brown and his band of conspirators compromised their attempts toward a sectional reconciliation. The sight of African American tourists socializing among themselves in locales chosen by them, posed, in white Southerners’ minds, a threat to the existing racial hierarchy. Moreover, some black reformers chafed at what they considered lifestyle choices among working-class blacks, which they deemed harmful to African Americans’ social status overall in addition to distracting them from the hard work of race activism. The daily excursion parties at Harpers Ferry, as enjoyed by lower-class black men and women, were roundly critiqued by middle-class African Americans as the antithesis of values emanating from the “best men” of the race—that is, hard work and conservative displays of behavior. Those black men who, in their flamboyant dress, indulgence in drink, and violent tussles with law enforcement, thwarted such ideals established a counternarrative that situated their daily, leisure-based actions in relation to what they considered their subversive potential.

Against the backdrop of Jim Crow’s race protocols, African American men, whether inhabiting public, private, or leisure spaces, endeavored to confront and revise dominant race and gender conventions. In doing so, they formulated a vision of manhood that was alternatively conversant with and distinctive from existing societal norms.

Angela Hornsby-Gutting
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MARRIAGE




In the decades following the Civil War, African American couples knew that marital security was a crucial factor toward securing their rights to one another and their children. Many were encouraged, and at times compelled, by the federal government to embrace the American standards of marriage by formally registering their unions. Obtaining legal acknowledgment was an important step toward gaining citizenship for black Americans, and many former slaves did secure legally recognized unions from either a justice of the peace or a registered minister. Having been barred from the legal institution of marriage for multiple centuries, former slaves recognized its value. Though the Jim Crow era curtailed various expressions of freedom in the United States, black Americans recognized that legally registered marriages were essential to legitimating their familial units and ensuring that their property could be inherited by their descendants.

[image: image]

Formerly enslaved African Americans considered the marriage covenant as foundational to their rights as citizens. Because state laws did not recognize slave marriages, masters had the power and legal authority to break up families, separate children from parents, and invade the privacy of slave families. After emancipation, formal public recognition of black marriage vows affirmed their legal identities as husbands and wives, sanctioned their parental authority, established the autonomy of their households, and gave African Americans control over the disposition of property to their heirs. (Library of Congress)

Accessing governmental recognition after 1865 was not always a streamlined process for African Americans, as the circumstances of slavery complicated the transition to freedom. As one former slave from Tennessee explained, the wives of deceased black soldiers found they were ineligible for a pension “if they married by jumping over the broom stick” (Rawick 1972a, 18: 124). Referencing a folk custom practiced under slavery, in which a slave couple leaped over a broomstick in place of a Christian ceremony, this testimonial reveals a postbellum dilemma that many black women faced. Slave marriages were not legally recognized at the time they were performed, and it was not uncommon for the formerly enslaved couples to separate after 1865 and settle with other partners. Many women found themselves embroiled in legal battles in their attempts to prove they were the lawful heirs of their husband’s possessions and government benefits. But if their marriage was never formally recognized by the state, their claims were typically rejected by the governmental representative.

Such issues also affected the descendants of former slaves, who faced courtrooms ill equipped to interpret the legal boundaries of inheritance after 1865. Since enslaved people were legally barred from owning property and their unions were not recognized by state or federal laws, postemancipation inheritance claims were frequently decided on a case-by-case basis. At times, those born to antebellum slave unions were recognized as heirs even if their parents never formalized their nuptials after 1865. A judge in Louisiana decided in 1913 that Laura Church Napier (1858–?), born to Col. R. R. Church (1839–1912) and Margaret Pico (dates unknown) during slavery, was a legitimate heir to part of his estate, valued at $1,500,000. Though Church and Napier’s mother never formalized their marriage after 1865, court records proved that he remained in contact with his daughter and supported her educational endeavors throughout her life. The black press celebrated the decision, asserting it “ought to be gratifying to many of our people . . . we believe that such marriages are legal and that the children born to such parents are as legitimate as any who marched down the aisles” (Cleveland Gazette 1913). By maintaining a relationship with his progeny, even if they held no tangible documents denoting their legal attachment, Church helped ensure Napier held some claim to his earnings after his death. Each case was distinct, and other descendants were often forced to prove the slave marriage’s postbellum legality to obtain positive results.

Despite these complex legal parameters, African Americans engaged in monogamous unions and eagerly sought domestic stability. A revealing study spearheaded by black sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963) in 1890 provides a useful reference point for understanding the value African Americans placed on legal marriages and nuclear families. The tables revealed that marriage rates were roughly equal across races. For instance, 55 percent of black Americans were married compared to 55.4 percent of Americans of European descent. One decade later the statistics were marginally different but revealed that African Americans’ marriage rates exceeded those of white Americans: 58.9 percent compared to 55.9 percent. In only one generation after slavery, black people in the United States were exceeding whites in their commitment to legally recognized marital bonds (Du Bois 1908, 27).

Historian Tera Hunter argues that black marriage rates during Jim Crow were linked to economic factors: “As the economy goes, so goes marriage” (Hunter 2017, 269). Considering that most black Americans resided in the rural South and remained overwhelmingly represented in the sharecropping industry, their high marriage rates correlate with the demands of agricultural work. The labor of all family members was required to survive the oppressive circumstances of the Jim Crow South. As occurred under slavery, these circumstances led to a more expansive definition of family among black populations in the South. Although most African Americans embraced the concept of the nuclear family by the end of the 19th century, statistics in 1880 nevertheless reveal that 22.5 percent of black families lived in nuclear units that included “other kin,” a category usually called “extended,” while 19.5 percent of white families lived in a similar situation. Thus, African Americans did not approach marriage and family life in an especially abnormal manner throughout the last half of the 19th century but largely conformed to societal expectations that linked monogamous marriages to American citizenship. However, black people living in the Jim Crow South had unique dilemmas when attempting to nurture the matrimonial ideals of the nation-state.

Jim Crow’s restrictive laws were especially toxic in destabilizing black marriages and separating families. Though African Americans were exploited by the predatory system of sharecropping on the plantation, the convict-leasing system preyed on black men who were discriminatorily sentenced by the state legislatures for small-scale legal infractions. Black men were especially susceptible to vagrancy laws in which they could be arrested on the suspicion that they were unemployed and without a domicile. In the early 20th century, the Georgia Equal Right Convention asserted the vagrancy laws and convict-leasing system threatened the stability of black families. The convention claimed these laws stunted “the development of ‘honesty, sobriety, industry and chastity,’ ” and their “unjust application left black women in ‘a defenceless condition’” (Driskell 2014, 50). Black families throughout the South faced similar issues, suggesting that African American couples faced a unique set of external pressures that attempted to prevent them from conforming to expectations of citizenship.

In addition to the institutional constraints, black marriages were also vulnerable to internal problems, including death, separation, divorce, and desertion. Statistics reveal that such marital severances were higher among black couples than their white contemporaries, but African Americans were more “fluid than whites in responding to these life crises” by embracing the concept of “remarriage” (Hunter 2017, 274). Taking another spouse following a death or divorce suggests that black Americans sought to implement the nuclear ideal but did so in a way that rendered their familial structures different from white Americans’. Economic factors also pushed the inclination for black men and women to remarry, as the household collectively benefited from the dual income of both spouses. Women were also less vulnerable in the Jim Crow South when attached to a man, and men with children also benefited from the woman’s unpaid labor in the household. These higher rates of remarriage led to a higher percentage of blended families among African Americans, but the commitment to a two-parent unit within these unique familial structures remained strong even at the height of Jim Crow.

While most African Americans embraced white America’s standard of respectable marriage, this should not necessarily be interpreted as a concerted attempt to completely disregard the symbolic importance of marriages undertaken during slavery. In a 1936 interview, one former slave still resented the notion that they had to “pay good money for a license” just for a justice of the peace to say a few words (Rawick 1972b, 13: 22). Others attested to the moral superiority of slave matrimony against the marriages of black people in the 1930s, asserting the enslaved remained with their partners for longer periods than did young people in the early 20th century. Some claimed their marriages under slavery were sufficient and refused to register their unions despite federal and state regulations to the contrary. This latter statement reveals a generational distinction in how black Americans visualized the marriage contract. Collectively, one can surmise their conceptions of marriage were not homogenous. Individual African Americans engaged matrimonial strategies that best suited their own circumstances, which provided the psychological tools to survive the systemic oppression of Jim Crow America.

Tyler D. Parry
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MOTHERHOOD




In Western culture, motherhood has historically been considered the highest calling to which a woman can aspire and has been pedestaled as a marker of Christian holiness and of public respectability. Motherhood as an indicator of righteous, religious womanhood, and adherence to gendered social norms began in North America during the 17th century with the arrival of English women into the British colonies. Their arrival proved the catalyst for the racialization of women’s labor and social status, with laws established in the Chesapeake but eventually extending throughout all 13 of the colonies that would form the original United States and that served as the legal foundation for how white Americans engaged white and African American femininity, womanhood, and childbearing. Free and unfree African American women suffered from colonial European assumptions about African femininity and motherhood norms transported to the Americas, where white people observed that African birthing practices did not predicate spiritual atonement for Christian ideas about original sin and that African mothers usually endured labor as they stood or walked to keep muscles supple until their babies crowned, during which time women squatted to utilize gravity in the efforts to deliver their children. As these practices allowed for relatively easier births than the European norm of lying on the back, white colonists looked at African childbearing as evidence that African American women did not evidence a relationship to Eve and punishment for “original sin.” Rather, African American women seemed to exist entirely outside of European gender and religious norms that played fundamental roles in determining their conceptions of femininity and motherhood.

Therefore, African American women in the United States lived under white assumptions that masculinized African American women’s labor and their womanhood that extended to their motherhood. In the enslaved South, African American femininity, which included how these women engaged their reproductive abilities and their own children, had to be discounted by white Southerners in order for white society to recast African American women as the opposite of pedestaled white Christian wives and mothers and rationalize their categorization as masculinized laborers. African American women’s bodies were prized and valued in enslavement for their ability to work and for producing a perpetual labor force that was divorced from motherhood. Rather, African American female reproductive systems were reduced to sex that enabled white society to strip other qualities of Christian womanhood—piety, modesty, and protected sexuality—from African American womanhood where the results of sexual activity produced profit with no regard for the ideas, feelings, and sentiments of the women who were ostracized from white gender norms. Stripped of motherhood as a particular signifier of womanhood, African American women’s exploitation in the enslaved South formed the cornerstone of the white assumption that femininity and motherhood were specifically white qualities.

Ironically, in the Jim Crow South, African American women often shouldered a significant degree of the burdens of mothering from white women’s lives while trying to nurture, attend to, and manage their own children and households. From the end of the Civil War until 1965, more than three-quarters of Southern African American women worked as maids, cooks, and nannies to white families. White women’s status in the Jim Crow South hinged on African American women’s labor that freed white women of the constraints of constantly tending to children or domestic work. In this way, white women enjoyed the privilege of being considered “ladies” and, strangely enough, “perfect mothers” whose status protected them from monotonous or stressful work and roles that might belie their association with patience and gentility. Paradoxically, African American women who were barred from the privileges of motherhood but who worked as domestics were charged with the actual mothering of white children. Deemed in enslavement as unfit to even claim their own offspring, African American womanhood in the Jim Crow era was recast as entirely fit to perform motherhood as nursemaids, attendants, and caretakers to white children from infancy into their teenage years in a role that has come to be identified as “Mammy” in historical records, academic discussions, and cultural understanding. Yet unlike the caricature of a happy, older, and asexual caretaker popularized in Gone with the Wind and in a litany of Western advertising campaigns, the reality of domestics was that they needed the wage-earning jobs that often kept them from their own children. Jim Crow society shunted African American motherhood so that white mothers and families could be centered. This led Nannie Helen Burroughs, a prominent civil rights activist at the turn of the 20th century who focused on the intersections of race and sex, to write that while whiteness benefited from African American mothers, these women received “less protection and appreciation, than do the women in any other civilized group in the world” (Pittsburgh Courier 1939).

How African American mothers navigated segregation and racist labor expectations varied between women. While the overwhelming majority of these mothers performed domestic labor to help care for their families, some women refused to work in the employ of white households or ran independent businesses inside their own homes that enabled them to be with their husbands and children. Married women who refused to leave their families for the dual purpose of white employment and caring for white children that in turn freed white mothers from domestic banality were resented as trying to aspire to the jealously guarded pedestals of white womanhood. African American wives and mothers who tended exclusively to their families meant that the concept of lady and pedestaled motherhood existed outside of the Jim Crow vacuum.

Regardless, whether mothers did or did not work outside of their homes little affected the ways in which scores of African American mothers across the South tried to rear and care for their own children. Across economic lines, African American motherhood in the Jim Crow South typically pivoted on adherence to and practice of respectability norms that at once were similar to white society while also being uniquely structured around the legal and social constraints that African Americans faced. Churches, for example, served African American communities as social and political community centers as well as bastions of faith and worship. Though class divisions existed between African American denominations such as the (generally) more elite African Methodist Episcopalians, (typically) middle-class Baptists, and (usually) working-class Church of God in Christ members, African American motherhood centered church as essential to rearing children. In the decades that immediately followed the Civil War and when segregation became legal in the Jim Crow South, churches served as schools for African Americans. Regardless of religious conviction, few African American mothers could eschew church when that institution offered spiritual and social uplift, which were sometimes avenues to expanded opportunities for their children. Most mothers also adhered to traditional gender and sexual norms that not only reflected piety but also showcased mothers, fathers, and children as respectable. Through respectability politics, African American motherhood attempted to protect families in Jim Crow’s South.

Misti Nicole Harper
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NAMING PRACTICES




Historically, African American birth names have generated much curiosity of a stereotypical nature. Written reports perennially situate African American names as extraordinary, early on highlighting names such as Fertilizer, Dr. Root Beer, Butterbean, and Truly White. This misleading compendium of unusual names contributed to the categorizing, leading to the pervasive myth that unique sobriquets affect employability. According to more empirical data, the given names of African Americans customarily paralleled those of their white counterparts.

Public records, including listings from the Freedman’s Bureau Register and from the American Colonization Society applicants, permit a comparative analysis of personal names. With a pioneering reexamination of relevant plantation records, historian Herbert Gutman debunked the fallacy that enslaved Africans acquired their first names unilaterally from slaveholders (Gutman 1976). Folklorist Newbell Niles Puckett’s publication Black Names in America furnishes data harking back to 1619 with the arrival of 20 indentured servants in Jamestown, Virginia, who disembarked from a Dutch ship with Spanish names (Puckett 1975).

Foremost, Puckett’s research amasses naming patterns collected from various material resources throughout the Jim Crow era, from 1877 to 1937. Based on the popularly given names bestowed on African American men and women along with those of whites, he discovered a very high general correspondence between both racial groups. Popular names exemplify the uniform preference by a group of parents in any given year. Moreover, he pinpoints certain distinctions that do not compromise his finding: African American women possessed more archaic common names, and the men possessed more Old Testament names.

After World War II, African Americans populated more industrial centers in their migratory move from fields to factories. In the process, first names would become more urbane. In comparison to their offspring, parents possessed names with an outdated quality. Jerrilyn McGregory reconstituted Puckett’s comparative analysis but systematically compiled additional information regarding the parents, such as their birthplace, education, and employment, from the vital statistics in a predominantly African American Northern city. By the 1950s, Southern migrant families forged new paths in the names granted to their offspring, with popular female names shifting significantly, with only Shirley and Patricia remaining in the top 10. Well into the mid-20th century, black parents continued to name their sons after the name of a male family ancestor, but this patronymic practice began to decline by the 1960s. Male names such as Michael and Anthony emerged as most popular, reflecting the influence of the postwar baby boom and its naming patterns on African American families.





POPULAR AFRICAN AMERICAN NAMES OF THE 1960S

The table below illustrates the popular names among African Americans for the decade. Brenda once again emerged as the most popular female name but at only half the rate of acceptance in the 1950s. Because of the great diversity of names given, many of the popular names achieved the exact same rate of usage. Interestingly, for boys, another popular name, Ronald, reappeared in 1965 near the top of the list from the 1950s. A harbinger of contemporary sui generis names, La- prefix names emerged as an individual act of naming female offspring that generated a profound collective response for decades to come.

[image: image]






The baby boom phenomenon grew out of a sense of unprecedented prosperity, and this sense of success apparently trickled down to African Americans as well. Middle names are a relatively recent convention in the United States, and their ascent can be optimally witnessed via the African American naming system. The data demonstrated that, in 1945, one-third of the girls and 42 percent of boys did not have middle names. By 1950, reflecting their less transitory state, the parents forged a newfound path by wholeheartedly embracing this custom with a verve that remains de rigueur. In the midst of the burgeoning civil rights movement, the given names shared a closer affinity to those popular, universally, among Americans. They echoed their hope and illusions of progress, while open to negotiation. According to Leslie Dunkling, “Black Americans used more names than white parents to name comparable numbers of children. The extra names used by the black parents were not necessarily unusual or odd” (Dunkling 1977, 123).

Because a body of names is familiar, parents choose them with a higher frequency whereby certain names form a vanguard of selectivity. Cross-culturally, there is the expectation for wider diversity among girls’ names, but among African Americans the first significant variation in male names ensued. This period produced a generation of females with the names Cynthia, Pamela, Darlene, Kimberly, and Jacquelyn, and, for males, Daryl, Kevin, Keith, Kenneth, and Steven. These denoted a true transformation in the African American lexicon of naming. As a harbinger of the neoteric names to come, however, naming trends by the 1960s began to diverge, leading to the appellations that might be labeled sui generis (unique) regardless of cultural identity.

By 1965, nationally, the mood among African Americans shifted from one of progress and greater freedom to disillusionment exhibited by the numerous spontaneous rebellions of the urban crisis. The naming of African American girls divulged the first inkling of a breach, replicating a sense of marginalization. La- prefix names such as LaDonna, LaFrancis, and Latonya gained vogue, eventually reaching a zenith. These names initiated a compilation of prefixes in combination with existing names, leading to additional neologisms (with the addition of suffixes such as -isha for girls and -ell for boys). As a result, a body of truly trending popular names no longer endured, especially considering the variant spellings. For instance, the name Tamika might possess upward of 28 variations.

Typically, the names in many English-speaking societies comprise a changing dynamic that experiences regular shifts in selectivity. Nevertheless, African American innovations spoke deeper, voicing perhaps the only remaining consciousness-raising vestige of black nationalist ideology. Interestingly, actual African-based names constituted a relatively small contribution to the change in naming patterns. Instead, the bequeathed names attest to a poetics of expressiveness once limited to slang and the improvisation found in musical genres such as jazz. The unique names given throughout African American history should be treated as more than curios since they connote the artistic expression of a people. These given names, gleaned from a linguistic system foisted on them without their choosing, indicate agency. For the rhetorical language of African Americans to remain at the forefront of American speech, it is no wonder that the given names of their children now mirror this verbal dexterity.

Jerrilyn McGregory
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SEXUALITY




Sexuality was leveraged by white society as a way to control many aspects of social and sexual life for black individuals and communities particularly in the American South during the Jim Crow years. However, racist beliefs and their manifestations in general went neither unquestioned nor unchallenged by blacks. Nevertheless, issues specific to sexuality broadly and deeply affected daily life for African Americans. Such attitudes and beliefs about black sexuality manifested in white society to gain and maintain sexual and social control over black individuals. As historians John D’Emilio and Estelle Freedman observe, “the dismantling of slavery initiated a new and terrifying era in Southern race relations in which sexuality became one of the central means of reasserting white social control over blacks” (D’Emilio and Freedman 1988, 104). Southern white society created and perpetuated the ideas that a particular type of black woman known as a Jezebel was sexually loose, cunning, and manipulative and that black men had animalistic sexual appetites and were a constant threat to white society. The landscape on which such control occurred was particularly all-encompassing and affected daily life in striking ways, ranging from internalized racism, controlling the selection of sexual partners, and rape, to death by lynching.

Stereotypes about the sexuality of black men and women dogged them during the Jim Crow era and had deep historical roots dating back to slavery. Both black men and women were viewed as hypersexual with insatiable carnal desires. Black men were portrayed as dangerous sexual predators who were a constant threat and might defile and rape white women who were unfailingly portrayed as sexually pure, restrained, and reserved. As far as black women were concerned, they too were often deemed promiscuous and hypersexual, even allegedly using forms of seduction to attract white men. This construction of black women’s sexuality gave white males license to essentially do whatever they wanted to black female bodies. More specifically, whites created the image of the Jezebel, who was “depicted as a black woman with an insatiable appetite for sex. She was not satisfied with black men . . . therefore, white men did not have to rape black women”; an abolitionist once wrote that black women were pleased to have white men make “criminal advances” toward them (Pilgrim 2002, para. 7). The stereotype of the Jezebel was foisted on light-skinned black women with European features. These women were the most sexualized and desired by white men.

These stereotypes have played out in popular culture in terms of how black men and women have been portrayed in film, television, and other visual displays. Explicit images of Jezebels were “common in American material culture. Everyday items—such as ashtrays, postcards, sheet music, fishing lures, drinking glasses, and so forth—depicted naked or scantily dressed black women lacking modesty and sexual restraint” (Pilgrim 2002, para. 14). Picturing African Americans in particular ways—such as the Jezebel as sexually available in revealing attire and African American men as lascivious brutes always on the prowl for sexual satisfaction—was a way of imagining black people as uncivilized and even barbaric. Racist conceptions and descriptions of black sexuality were categorically negative and treated as problematic.

Negative and outrageous characterizations about black sexuality and the resulting abuse black people suffered had a tremendously negative impact on African Americans’ daily life during the Jim Crow era, both symbolically and materially. For instance, stereotypes caused psychological and physical harm and in some cases even death. In part, the Jezebel image that was foisted on some black women gave white men the idea that it was perfectly acceptable to sexually assault them, and in some cases young black girls as well (Thompson-Miller and Picca 2017, 935–36, passim). Such attacks resulted in physical injury and psychological distress along the lines of posttraumatic stress disorder. While it is true that such rapes were an expression of domination to control these women, many white men raped to achieve sexual gratification. For white men to rape white women was entirely unacceptable and came with legal implications. Black women had little power, and assaults against them were often not taken seriously and were ultimately dismissed. In fact, “the laws nearly always sided with whites for African Americans were restricted from testifying in a white court of law against a white man” (Thompson-Miller and Picca 2017, 936).

As for black men, even allegations that they raped white women could likely end up in lynchings. Historian Patricia Hill Collins notes, “Lynching and rape emerged as two interrelated, gender specific forms of sexual violence. Perceptions of Black hypersexuality occupied an increasingly prominent place in American science, popular culture, religious traditions, and state policies” (Collins 2004, 63). Lynching was the main tool for enforcement and social and sexual control, and from 1889 to 1940 approximately 3,800 black people were lynched (D’Emilio and Freedman 1988, 216). Given that black men could be lynched or suffer from mob violence due to real or imagined sexual liaisons with white women, including perpetrating a sexual assault, this was terrifying for black men, their families, and their communities. Daily life under such uncertain circumstances and palpable racism made life unstable and dangerous.

Despite the fact that interracial children resulted from mixed-race sexual couplings of which there are plenty of examples in the antebellum and post–Civil War South, ideologically there was a strong emphasis on keeping the bloodlines pure. Miscegenation laws made interracial marriage—and in some cases interracial dating relationships—illegal. Clearly, romantic and sexual relationships between blacks and whites were frowned on and were even illegal in many states. While the focus was primarily on preventing the mixing of “black blood” with “white blood” through having children, there was a pervasive notion throughout the United States that interracial sexual relations—through marriage or not—were wrong. This belief went well beyond black and white unions and included other races as well. In the American South, during the Jim Crow era, segregation was ubiquitous, in part, to discourage interracial relationships. Many of the reasons for keeping blacks and whites separate in public accommodations such as public restrooms, water fountains, schools, buses and trains, restaurants, and other such places was due to fear that social interaction would lead to sexual interaction (D’Emilio and Freedman 1988, 106). Miscegenation laws were in effect from the 1860s until the U.S. Supreme Court ruled these laws to be unconstitutional in 1967 based on the outcome of the famous court case Loving v. Virginia. Despite the prevalence of miscegenation laws that were strictly enforced during the Jim Crow period, white men continued to take advantage of their sexual access to black women without fear of legal reprisal.

Blacks resisted the constant and multifaceted permutations of racism and oppression that were so much a part of Jim Crow. Newspapers throughout the country countered the negative stereotypes, including negative sexual stereotypes, of black individuals. In some cases African American–operated newspapers even publicized white-on-black sexual violence, which was not common for mainstream newspapers. For example, black newspapers such as the Atlanta Daily World, Chicago Defender, Baltimore Afro-American, and the Philadelphia Tribune all “documented details of a rape, testimony of the victim, perpetrator’s information, and response, if any, from the criminal justice system” (Thompson-Miller and Picca 2017, 939). Some of the aforementioned newspapers suggested that black women get married as a modicum of protection against the sexual violence perpetrated on black females by white males; this was a strategy of resistance. There were other ways in which black resistance manifested. For instance, a group of black activists and intellectuals fought valiantly against the prevalent racism. Among these individuals were W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963), Walter Francis White (1893–1955), Mary Church (1863–1954), and Ida B. Wells (1862–1931) among others. The main thrust of their activism was to expose the hypocrisy in America that was persistent in reproducing and reifying the stereotype of blacks having unrestrained sexuality and to fight against other ways in which racism against black people manifested. The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, founded in 1909, was also instrumental in fighting racism on the national stage.

Despite political action to resist the racist portrayals of black individuals’ sexuality, there is little doubt that it deeply affected their daily lives in multiple ways. Black men were under constant surveillance to detect whether or not they were involved in any way sexually with white women. To be accused of crossing racial lines sexually could be deadly. This, no doubt, was very stressful and upsetting for black men. The lynchings commonly carried out in the U.S. South not only cost countless individuals their lives but also had a chilling effect on black communities across the country; it was even common for black males to be castrated and sodomized during the process of being lynched. Black women, particularly those characterized as Jezebels, were under constant threat of being sexually victimized by white men. Young black girls ran similar risks, which potentially could bring psychological harm and physical injury. Many older African Americans who were children or relatively young during Jim Crow show signs of psychological distress, sadness, and depression over what they went through and witnessed under the unrelenting system of Jim Crow. The ways in which mainstream media and popular culture pictured black sexuality fed into and perpetuated racist treatment in general.

John P. Elia
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WOMANHOOD




What it was to be a woman was profoundly influenced by race in the segregated South. To be black and a woman was to experience the dual realities of a society dominated by a racial caste system and an ever-present patriarchy, which privileged white men. Black feminist scholars coined the term intersectionality to describe the complex experiences of black women negotiating these aspects of their identities along with the realities of class status and sexuality, as these women were navigating the intersections of their identities in their daily interactions with one another and others (Crenshaw 1989; Smith 2000). For some, these intersectional experiences were more complex and, at times, more dangerous, but for all black women in the South during this period, womanhood was a complicated constant and sometimes a political social force as well as a personalized expression of gender.

From 1880 to 1915, “nine out of ten [African Americans] lived in the south. Eighty percent of these resided in rural areas,” and 90 percent of those living in the rural South earned a living as sharecroppers, tenant farmers, or wage laborers (Jones 1985, 80). As a result, the overwhelming majority of women of color during the earliest part of the Jim Crow period lived and worked on shares of land owned by white Southerners. As historian Jacqueline Jones argues, one of the few freedoms that such farming seemed to offer to those who provided the labor in what quickly became an exploitive system of debt was control over one’s time and the ability to choose the tasks assigned to each member of a sharecropping family. For most women farming on shares, the priority was to maintain the widely held gender norms of the period, which associated women’s work with domestic tasks like childcare, cooking, cleaning, small animal care, and other work that centered on the home and the barn rather than the fields. For those families who had previously been enslaved, control over labor and the ability to establish gender norms were particularly prized as they had previously been violated through brutal denials of humanity during slavery. However, demands created by white landlords, falling cotton prices, and heavy debt burdens often meant that women and children, in reality, did work in the fields, particularly during planting and harvesting seasons. It also became common for women of color to work outside of their homes to supplement their family income.

While women of color did work in the factories that dotted the Southern states throughout the Jim Crow period, the overwhelming majority of Southern black women who worked outside of their homes were domestic laborers, almost entirely with white employers. By the turn of the century, more than 90 percent of African American women who earned a wage did so in domestic service (Hunter 1997, 111). Even in the wake of a newly urbanizing and industrializing South in 1940, 59.5 percent of Southern African American women were still in domestic service (Sharpless 2010, 179). For those women, who labored in predominately white spaces, their gender was often highly associated with the work that they performed. As remained the case until labor changes following the civil rights movement, women of color were hired to provide the most basic and substantial domestic duties in white Southern households, including childcare, and as a result were often stereotyped as a faithful, loving servant, personified as “Mammy.” This idealized white image of an enslaved woman would have been particularly painful to women who received low wages for labor they were not in their own homes to provide for their families. While some lived in the homes of their employers, most domestic laborers commuted from black neighborhoods into more affluent white neighborhoods, where they worked long hours, and, as historian Elizabeth O’Leary notes, “terms of employment were typically verbal and frustratingly fluid” (O’Leary 2003, 81). Many women who worked in white homes saw the white woman who supervised their daily labors as their primary oppressor, as many white women were careful to draw status distinctions in the spaces they shared with the women they employed. And the white children under their charge were at times trained by their mothers using them as teaching tools for racialized rules like the denial of the formal titles of Mrs. and Miss and the use of the word lady exclusively for white women. In addition, many of the women who worked in white homes were sexually assaulted by their male employers so that, as historian Micki McElya argues, the falsehood of the asexual and highly maternal white characterization of them as much-loved mammies ultimately served as violent reminders of “African Americans’ physical and sexual endangerment and the theft of black motherhood” from her own family (McElya 2007, 161).

With conceptions of womanhood being central to the lived experiences of so many women of color in the segregated South, it should not be surprising that gender was often at the center of political actions throughout the Jim Crow period. As historian Stephanie Shaw argues, the very act of being a black woman was often seen as political as communities, families, and educational systems focused on “imbu[ing] children with a tradition of womanhood bound tightly both to high individual achievement and to social responsibility” (Shaw 1996, 7). This conscious socialization resulted in generations in which many black women not only held themselves to high standards of personal, educational, and professional attainment but also viewed themselves as committed to serving their communities through public works. Much of the personal aspect of this socialization emphasized Victorian ideals of femininity and “ladylike” behaviors, including ideals of sexual restraint. For many of those who adhered to these standards of respectability, the hope was that in a society where whites routinely violated the bodies of black women, “proper” behaviors could decrease the chances for abuse (Shaw 1996, 22).

Most women of color who achieved middle-class or higher status did so either through their own labor in vocations most often associated with a female workforce, like nursing, social work, minding libraries, and teaching, or through family associations, like marriage. Throughout the Jim Crow period, many of the women in these higher socioeconomic groups, particularly those who viewed themselves in the Victorian terms of respectable womanhood, devoted themselves to community work, often focusing on issues that were seen as women’s issues. Within what became the clubwomen’s movement of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, social uplift programs focused on improving the circumstances of less fortunate African Americans, community improvement projects usually involving children’s welfare, women’s suffrage campaigns, and antilynching campaigns that emphasized factual accountings of interracial rape as well as demanding federal protections were all prevalent.

Working-class women also politically mobilized around gendered issues. For example, some of the earliest union activism in the post–Reconstruction South involved washerwomen in Atlanta. These women organized as the Washing Society, a formal labor union that went out on strike in 1881, mobilizing in part around the Cotton Exposition organized by New South promoters in the city and threatening to draw attention to the hypocrisy of the rhetoric of a modernizing region that depended on the exploitation of black women who were willing to prove that they were not “teachable, tractable, thankful for employment and utterly unacquainted with the strike” (Hunter 1997, 84). Though these women were ultimately unable to achieve their goals, washerwomen, cooks, and maids mobilized not only for better pay but also to demand greater control over their lives, including their schedules and housing in the cases of those women who lived in their employers’ homes. Those who organized modeled themselves after a secret society, attempting to protect themselves from potential economic and physical reprisals. As a result, it is difficult to know exactly how many women joined this effort. However, most historians agree that 3,000 participated in the strike, and the foremost expert in black women’s activism in Atlanta during the period argues that that number could be as high as 20,000 (Hunter 1997, 91). For women in domestic service, such action translated into decreasing the likelihood of rape and increasing the time they would have with their own families.

Beginning with the arguments of the Citizen’s Committee that sought to prove segregation unconstitutional in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), womanhood was also a central part of the fight against legalized discrimination. Though the Citizen’s Committee ultimately lost the test case they structured with Homer Plessy as the defendant, their rationale for contending that Louisiana’s railroad segregation law violated the Fourteenth Amendment was that it denied individuals, particularly middle- and upper-class women of color, access to their reputations by denying them access to the first-class and ladies’ cars because of the color of their skin. For the men who organized to protest Louisiana’s new law, segregation was an assault on the very notion of what it was to be a lady, and combating that violation continued to be central in the fight against de jure segregation as women not only played vital organizational roles in the black community but also served as critical symbols behind which to rally in Plessy, in Morgan v. Virginia (1946), in Brown v. Board (1954), in the Montgomery bus boycott in 1955 and 1956, and in countless other instances in individual communities throughout the South as people fought to survive and ultimately overthrow Jim Crow.

Michele Grigsby Coffey
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WOMEN’S CLUBS




Black women’s clubs served as meeting grounds, social networks, and progressive-style organizations during Jim Crow. Unlike white women’s clubs, black women’s clubs had to rely heavily on pulling themselves up by their own bootstraps, community fund-raising, and charitable gifts due to the overwhelming lack of support from state and federal agencies, who saw the condition of blacks as the “Negro Problem” rather than an American issue. The most influential national organization of black women was the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs (NACW), formed in 1896. The NACW joined women at the local, regional, and national levels and promoted concepts of self-help, self-sufficiency, and social reform. Middle-class women such as Margaret Murray Washington (1861–1925), Mary Church Terrell (1863–1954), Fannie B. Williams (1855–1944), Anna Julia Cooper (1858–1964), and Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin (1842–1924), to name a few, led the clubwomen’s movement. They helped to influence the daily lives, appearances, and perceived respectability of black women during the Jim Crow era.

Recent literature has included information about the activities of black women’s clubs, particularly the NACW. There were other national black organizations prior to the NACW; however, they were short-lived. A year after the formation of the National Federation of Afro-American Women, it merged with the Women’s Era Club of Boston, and the two associations formed the NACW (1896). Fredrick Douglass’s daughter, Rosetta Douglass (1839–1906), spoke at the meeting, declaring that black clubwomen stood on the shoulders of women like Margaret Garner (1834–1858) and Sojourner Truth (1797–1883). Her words helped to lay the foundation and blueprint that clubwomen upheld during the Jim Crow era: when and where black women entered, the entire race would enter with them.

The NACW was not simply an institution of people but rather a national organization of local and city clubs under the umbrella of a state federation. Each state and local organization was divided into 12 departments, including departments on social living, mothers’ meetings, rural conditions, education, temperance, health and hygiene, juvenile, music, suffrage, public prints and posters, a big sister’s department, and a “railroad” conditions department.

Clubwomen had the daunting task of creating sustainable institutions in the midst of hostility and rejection from both whites and blacks. In addition, due to the dynamics of gender roles of the time, most women had to operate within a designated woman’s sphere. Women who spoke out were generally deemed too manly, and during a period when the cult of true domesticity was common in most middle-class homes, their voices were usually muted. Still, the space in which women operated served the larger community at the time. And despite the internal and external struggles, clubwomen spread ideas of self-help, domesticity, and respectability among women of the race.

Jim Crow segregation and laws forced blacks to create racially segregated organizations and institutions of self-help—a concept where blacks looked to each other to improve their social and political autonomy. Moreover, by the late 1890s, charities that were run by whites were often unwilling to work with impoverished blacks. Scientific racists claimed that black people were mentally deficient and could not compete with whites on any level and that any effort to improve their condition would be futile. Armed with this information, many white clubwomen focused their reform efforts on poor whites instead.

As a rule, black women and their clubs were denied membership into white women’s federations. However, there were a few exceptions. Women like Fannie Barrier Williams, whose husband, Samuel L. Williams, worked as a prominent lawyer in Chicago, was the first and only black member of the Chicago Women’s Club in 1884. In 1893, while addressing a group of white women, Williams informed them that black women want “liberty to be all that we can be, without artificial hindrances, is a thing no less precious to us than to women generally” (Loewenberg and Bogin 1976, 25). Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin was also a member of a white women’s club. Her husband, George L. Ruffin, a Harvard-educated attorney, was a Boston legislator and prominent city judge. Ruffin joined the New England Women’s Club in the 1890s. Still, as a rule, black women’s clubs, like Margaret Murray’s (Booker T. Washington’s third wife) Tuskegee Women’s Club (1895) were not allowed into the federation, forcing black women to form their own organizations.

Middle- and upper-class black women created social outlets, courses on leadership, and facilities for blacks. For instance, due to the high imprisonment of black youth, clubwomen created juvenile programs and petitioned state officials to release young offenders into their care. Clubwomen created playgrounds for the youth and encouraged Sunday school attendance. They would also collect and distribute books for black youth, hold night classes, create kindergartens, campaign around suffrage, demand housing equality, and speak out against police brutality, emphasizing the important role clubwomen played in the daily lives and development of black youth and women.

Another significant catalyst for the establishment of secular black women’s clubs was an effort to counter notions that black women were barbaric, sexual, and mannish in nature. On March 6, 1895, James W. Jack (dates unknown), president of the Missouri Press Association, sent a series of letters to Florence Balgarnie (1856–1928) of England, the secretary of an antislavery society. In an attempt to derail the antilynching efforts of clubwoman Ida B. Wells (1862–1931), Jack asserted that “the Negroes of this country were wholly devoid of morality, the women were prostitutes and were naturally thieves and liars” (National Federation of Afro-American Women 1902, 16). Belgarnie sent the letters to the editor of the Women’s Era Magazine, the organ of the New Era Club, Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, in hopes of creating a stir among black clubwomen.

While these myths and stereotypes were already being spread in America, Jack’s letters carried the ruthless allegations abroad. Black clubwomen and other female leaders alike rejected these slurs. They used women’s clubs to train and educate the masses of African Americans, helping to spread ideas of respectability politics that stressed the moral and social assimilation of black culture into mainstream white culture. Middle-class clubwomen believed that public displays of respectability would solve the “race problem.” Although separation from the lower class of blacks was a mainstay within some black middle-class circles, clubwomen were convinced they were judged by the same assumptions as the masses of blacks. Clubwomen also believed that despite racism and the history of enslavement, whites expected blacks to prove that they were deserving of citizenship. Fannie Barrier Williams, clubwoman and journalist, stated that despite their challenges, black clubwomen could create something original to the needs of their race. She also suggested that black women sought to distinguish their work from white women’s clubs. They did so by improvement of the race through working with families in an effort to redefine black women’s roles in society along with their image. Due to the overabundance of negative stereotypes about the character, moral standing, and promiscuity of black women, many clubwomen believed that if they could counter these stereotypes with “refined” behaviors, they could save the race, and themselves.

Women’s clubs during the Jim Crow era were not considered feminist organizations in the modern sense of the term; by contrast, they were rather conservative. They did not wish to separate the issues of black men from women. Clubwomen operated within the paradigms of the era, where men and women worked and labored within different spheres. Fannie B. Williams stated, “In our day and in this country, a woman’s sphere is just as large as she can make it” (Lerner 1974, 161). These clubwomen devoted themselves to the betterment of the entire race by uplifting its women.

The NACW endeavored to remove the veil that hundreds of years of slavery had created. It was also through the three C’s of cooking, cleaning, and caring that clubwomen worked together to formulate key agendas aimed at reaching uneducated black women. The NACW women worked together (despite their different approaches to the race problem) and attempted to spread a unified philosophy.

In addition, the NACW did not seek to take away the “domestic nature” of the woman; instead they wanted to make them better mothers and wives. The clubwomen went into the homes of local women and taught them basic lessons of hygiene, childcare, and even “acceptable” forms of dress. It is also important to mention that many of the women who were “receiving” these practical lessons from clubwomen saw it as audacious, as many of the clubwomen had never worked outside of the home. And many of the local women who were being “taught” by these clubwomen had occupied the backbreaking occupation of domestic laborer for years and even generations. The idea that they did not know how to “keep” house or care for their children seemed absurd. Still, during the early years of the NACW, the clubwomen established the first cohesive network of communication among black women. These reform efforts emphasized the role of educated women in their drive for social stability. The NACW was a well-connected network that fostered leadership skills among women and sometimes men.

Sheena Harris
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FASHION AND APPEARANCE
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INTRODUCTION

Throughout the Jim Crow era, how people appeared—including the clothes they wore, the manner in which they styled their hair, and the dialect of English they spoke—marked a person’s station, age, and position in society. Even as American fashion and style changed dramatically between the 1880s and the 1960s, African Americans’ everyday appearance bore unmistakable signs of their poverty, working-class status, and subordinate place in segregated America.

Because most African Americans worked as manual laborers or in service-sector jobs, they wore everyday clothes that were practical, functional, and durable rather than fashionable or stylish. Because of their limited disposable incomes, most working-class blacks could not afford to purchase many ready-to-wear outfits and had to stock their wardrobes with secondhand clothes or homespun. Sharecroppers and tenants in the rural South often wore the same set of overalls, day after day, week after week.

African Americans had to contend with a welter of racial stereotypes that mocked their appearance and ridiculed their manners. American whites propagated cartoonish images of African Americans with exaggerated features such as jet-black skin, thick red lips, bulging eyes, and nappy hair and who spoke in broken English dialect. Consumers of American popular and material culture daily encountered a number of antiblack caricatures, including the obsequious and subservient Uncle Tom, the hypersexual black brute, the lazy and shiftless coon, the promiscuous Jezebel, the faithful and matronly Mammy, and the cunning and manipulative Mulatto. These dehumanized images of black people desensitized whites to the everyday realities of black life and bred within them a callous disregard for the lives, welfare, and civil rights of African Americans.

African Americans contested these stereotypes by establishing their own standards for beauty and good manners. Through clothing, African Americans asserted agency in cultivating their own style and embraced the possibilities that fashion could enhance their own self-worth, cultural identity, and racial pride. Black entrepreneurs catered to these sensibilities by marketing hair, skin, and beauty products to black consumers and establishing businesses such as beauty salons and barbershops that encouraged a sense of style and invited self-fashioning. Black-owned media such as newspapers and magazines affirmed the beauty and power of black people by celebrating the latest fashions.

African Americans also challenged antiblack stereotypes by embracing the manners of respectability. By acting and presenting themselves in ways that white society might regard as respectable, blacks hoped they might be able to prove themselves worthy of integration into American society, escape the restrictions and exclusions of Jim Crow, and uplift the race from the legacy of slavery and the degradation of poverty. Black elites in particular used their wealth, kinship networks, and college education to establish exclusive clubs, church congregations, and fraternal orders. Even though they were able to secure some of the privileges of middle- and upper-class life, many black elites still encountered the barriers of Jim Crow. In response, some lighter-skinned blacks resolved to pursue the most radical act of self-fashioning and pass, or appear, as white as the only route by which they could escape the racial boundaries of Jim Crow.

AFRICAN AMERICAN VERNACULAR ENGLISH




African American Vernacular English (AAVE) is a variety of English spoken primarily within predominately black communities across the United States. While not all African Americans speak AAVE, and some non-African Americans do speak it, linguists use the term AAVE (or simply AAE) to refer to this variety because of its origins as well as widespread use in many African American communities. AAVE originally developed during the era of slavery, and it has been an integral part of black life as long as African Americans have been in the United States. During the Jim Crow era in particular, AAVE evolved and developed many of the features that characterize it today.

African American Vernacular English has its roots in the time of chattel slavery, which was legally practiced in the United States from the early 17th century to the late 19th century (Lanehart 2015). When enslaved Africans were involuntarily brought to the land that is the modern United States, many plantation owners separated the Africans from others who spoke the same language in order to prevent rebellions. The enslaved Africans were thus mostly isolated from their linguistic communities and placed in a new land where they came into contact with a number of other African languages as well as the different varieties of English spoken by owners and the varieties used by indentured and poor white individuals. Over time, generations of enslaved Africans adapted to using English as their primary language, though their variety was influenced by the myriad of African languages that their ancestors had brought from Africa as well as the wide range of English dialects that they came into contact with once in the United States. Following the legal end of slavery in 1863, most African Americans remained in the Southern United States and worked as sharecroppers or in low-paying service positions, which were largely the only jobs available to them.

During the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Jim Crow laws, which enforced segregation in almost all aspects of life, served to maintain and reinforce social and linguistic distance between blacks and whites. In linguistics, differences in language use between communities are often observed alongside political or geographic boundaries, known as isoglosses. For example, the Mason-Dixon Line is often considered a political isogloss, because we can observe patterns in pronunciation, grammar, and word choice that generally differ between the North and the South. In the Jim Crow era, these types of boundaries between blacks and whites were strong because they were simultaneously physical, psychological, and social. While many blacks interacted with whites frequently in professional situations, the law existed to attempt to ensure that they did not interact socially. One of the consequences of this segregation was the creation of a virtual isogloss with blacks and their speech patterns on one side and whites and their speech patterns on the other. Sustained segregation of communities (either intentional or unintentional) often encourages the language patterns of the two groups to diverge from one another, and the results of such segregation, both de jure, as it was during the Jim Crow era, and de facto, as it exists today, continues to promote the usage of different linguistic patterns in black and white communities.

Even after the Great Migrations of the early 20th century, during which millions of blacks migrated from the South to the North, blacks still faced discrimination and de facto segregation nationwide, which served to linguistically isolate them from the surrounding white communities. This social separation, along with growing sociopolitical movements for black liberation, also helped to preserve AAVE in the form that we see today. With the growth of the civil rights and black power movements of the mid-20th century, many activists and citizens also began to describe AAVE as an important marker of black culture, history, and identity. Though AAVE may sometimes be stigmatized as “bad English” or “poor grammar,” it is a rule-governed variety of English that is primarily only stigmatized due to the legacy of racism and unscientific language ideologies.

Many popular pieces about AAVE focus on its influence on the vocabulary of the mainstream, citing words and phrases such as cool and dope, but the enduring features of AAVE are largely found in the grammar and pronunciation systems. Like a number of other languages, such as Hebrew or Hawaiian, AAVE sometimes allows sentences without an explicit form of the verb is/are. This means that in AAVE, the rules allow for a sentence like “He smart” as well as one with an overt expression of the verb, like “He is smart.” Another common pattern in AAVE is the use of had plus past to indicate a simple past tense (Cukor-Avila and Lanehart 2001). For example, an AAVE speaker may use a phrase such as “They had went” with the same meaning as “They went.” In addition to these differences in word choice and sentence structure, speakers of AAVE may also use a pronunciation system that is different from mainstream U.S. English (MUSE), the variety that many think of as general American. For example, it is common for speakers of AAVE to pronounce the word pin the same way that they pronounce the word pen (Bailey and Thomas 1998). AAVE speakers also have a unique system of pitch and tone, which determines the ways in which their voices go up and down throughout a sentence.

Despite these differences, African American English clearly still bears many structural and lexical similarities to mainstream U.S. English. The meanings of words, structure of sentences, and the sounds that are used are often similar in both varieties. Because AAVE is often stigmatized, many speakers, both historically and in modern times, have used both MUSE and AAVE, choosing their variety based on listener, topic, and social situation. This linguistic dexterity is also a reflection of the ways in which many black Americans have historically accommodated to mainstream white society while also maintaining culture and language traditions that reflect their unique history and culture.

Nicole Holliday
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BARBERS AND BARBERSHOPS




The barbering industry provides a window onto the everyday life of Jim Crow. Barbers stood behind a barber’s chair five to six days a week and made money shaving and cutting hair. Neighbors and travelers, elite and working-class people frequented barbershops for shaves, haircuts, manicures, or to hang out and talk. In this routine of work, consumption, and leisure, the experiences of barbers and the positioning of barbershops reveal the nuances of racial exclusion in the service sector.

Before the rise of de jure segregation in the 1890s, the barbering industry was regionally distinct. In the North, a mix of German, Irish, black, and a small percentage of native white men opened barbershops in urban centers. In the South, however, black men dominated the trade, which resulted from the racial hierarchies of slave societies. Enslaved men worked as personal servants and barbers to plantation owners and on their own in cities. Native white men, who staked claims to skilled jobs, avoided barbering because they associated it with unskilled, servile, slave labor. They also believed shaving a man’s face was effeminate and unfit manly labor. These sentiments opened the door for immigrant and black men. North and South, black barbers opened shops in downtown business districts for white patrons.

[image: image]

Barbershops ranked among the most numerous black-owned businesses of the Jim Crow era. Not only did barbershops serve the needs of the growing black consumer market of the 20th century, they functioned as vital community institutions that fostered social and political interaction. (Corbis via Getty Images)

The urban landscape of barbershops suited black barbers and white patrons, but this de facto segregation made it challenging for black men looking for a shave. Aspiring barbers encountered few obstacles in entering the profession; low start-up costs, minimal overhead, and an absence of discriminatory barriers encouraged many black men to become barbers. White men, however, dictated the terms of shop patronage by refusing to frequent shops that welcomed black customers. Black travelers and activists protested these “color line” shops in person and in print through editorials in black newspapers. But, as to getting a shave, they grew accustomed to shaving themselves at home.

The period between 1880 and 1930 brought significant demographic, technical, and ideological shifts that altered barbershops in Jim Crow America. German immigrants led the drive to unionize barbers and lobby state legislatures for licensing laws. These laws required formal training in a barber college on anatomy and public health. Black barbers opposed these laws because they believed this was an effort to push them out of the industry or simply out of downtown districts. Minnesota passed the first licensing law in 1887, and by 1939, Maryland, Virginia, and New York were the only states without a barber licensing law. As expected, many of the barber colleges did not open their doors to black applicants. In 1934, Henry Morgan founded the Tyler Barber College in Tyler, Texas, which was the first barber college established for black students with locations across the country.

Technologically, the Gillette safety razor transformed the landscape of shaving. In the 19th century, most men went to barbershops for shaves. Once King Gillette perfected and mass-produced the safety razor in 1903, men could more comfortably shave themselves at home instead of fiddling with the sharp straight razor. With shaving occupying a less prominent position in barbering service, white men grew more attracted to what they perceived as their right to the skilled job of cutting hair. The union, licensing laws, and a change in labor practices in barbershops enticed native white men to enter barbering in greater numbers. They competed with black barbers for their wealthy white clientele at the moment that Jim Crow began to restrict African Americans’ access to public spaces.

Black barbers held influential positions in the black business and political community through the 1930s. George Myers (1859–1930) groomed white elites, such as Marcus Hanna, who was William McKinley’s campaign manager, in the Hollenden Hotel Barber Shop in Cleveland, Ohio. He gained influence in Republican Party circles, which he leveraged to secure patronage positions for aspiring black politicians, urge President McKinley to address black interests, and prevent the licensing law from passing in Ohio. In 1923, managers of the Hollenden informed Myers that after he retired, they would replace his black barbers with whites. Myers held off retiring for seven years in part to protect his barbers from being displaced. John Merrick (1859–1919) and Alonzo Herndon (1858–1927) were two prominent black barbers during this transition who capitalized on a white clientele in the developing New South cities of Durham, North Carolina, and Atlanta, Georgia, respectively. Both accepted the racial market that dictated they had to choose a white or black clientele, but not both. They used the substantial wealth and connections from their shops to build insurance companies for black customers. Merrick established North Carolina Mutual Insurance Company, and Herndon established Atlanta Life Insurance Company. In this way, they participated on both sides of the color line as entrepreneurs looking for individual and collective advancement.

Beginning in the 1890s, the first generation of black men born after the Civil War opened barbershops with black customers in mind. They were not as connected to white patrons as their predecessors had been, and they witnessed the growth of segregation laws. Black-owned and patronized barbershops emerged as central institutions in black communities across the country. With limited access to other public spaces, black men and women frequented barbershops and beauty shops for regular grooming and to gather with friends and regular visitors. Customers could read black newspapers or play their numbers or policy, a precursor to the lottery. They were able to talk about local, national, and international racial politics. During the civil rights movement in the post–World War II period, barbershops were among the few autonomous black-controlled public spaces, alongside beauty salons and churches, where activists could meet and organize. At barbershops, discussions of racial politics were often organic. For example, afros and naturals often sparked debates about black pride, grooming, and the economic challenges of supporting a hairstyle that required little grooming.

The civil rights revolution did not bypass white barbershops. Members of the Congress of Racial Equality and individual students staged “shave-ins” at white barbershops in Northern cities and in Washington, DC. These protests were most intense and sustained near remote college campuses such as Antioch College in 1964, where black students had limited access to black barbershops. White barbers did not hang “whites only” signs; however, they claimed they did not know how to cut “colored hair.” Unlike other businesses or public spaces that unapologetically excluded black people, white barbers provided what they believed to be an objective rationale. Because anyone who “looked black” was turned away, white barbers rendered their claims of objectivity rather subjectively. Barbers needed to use a different method to cut different hair types (straight, curly, or tightly coiled), but whites’ training on straight hair and their racial attitudes about racial segregation informed the organization of their shops.

As with the larger desegregation movement, sit-in activists were not struggling to sit next to white consumers or for the right to spend money for a haircut. Beyond college students, the protests to desegregate white barbershops spoke more to the human dignity of open access. Black men had no plans of abandoning their routine trips to the local black barbershop long after white shops were legally required to serve all customers.

The restrictions of Jim Crow do not fully account for the racially homogenous makeup of barbershops. Black cultural production and political and social engagement are equally, if not more, essential in barbershops’ place in segregated societies. After Jim Crow, unlike other black-owned businesses, culture served as the glue that made barbershops continue to be relevant black institutions in public life.

Quincy T. Mills
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BEAUTY SALONS




Racial segregation deprived and denied black men and women anything like access to the breadth and depth of economic possibility open to whites. Yet, black women, within their circumscribed spheres as both black and female, carved out in beauty salons not only spaces of economic possibility and consumerism but also spaces of political activism and defiance, unique sites of intersections among the commercial, the domestic, the social, and the activist. Even when the beauty parlor owners, employees, and clientele did not consciously utilize these spaces in these multiple ways, the mere existence of the businesses in these spaces challenged the heart of Jim Crow.

Black women and black men both bore the harsh realities of racial segregation, but it can be argued that black women felt the burden uniquely in a time when women of any race confronted limited opportunities in the paid labor force. Black women had few options for employment outside of domestic labor for white employers, work that was defined by low pay, long hours, and little respect. Beauty salons were one small alternative, drawing on the sort of personal-care rituals women have long performed in the home alone and in small groups, bridging the domestic with the commercial and operating largely in the familiar and safe milieu of the black community. While in many rural and Southern areas salons often operated informally in kitchens and spare rooms, some were located in commercial spaces, and especially in Northern urban areas many black beauty salons were franchisees of the growing black beauty product companies and proudly displayed signs in their salon windows indicating such.

Located in black neighborhoods and often even in private homes, these enterprises kept black women in close connection with their homes, families, and children, a way to meet the multiple demands of being a woman, a wife, and a mother and of contributing to the family economy. In addition, although not a guarantee of freedom from white interference, black beauty salons were not generally or quickly perceived as threats to white economic and political power because they operated within the confines of black neighborhoods and did not compete with white businesses.

Beauty salon owners reaped significant economic benefits. They earned sums that ranged from just enough to supplement tight household budgets to significant profits that made some black women and families quite well off. Indeed, these salons were part of an existing and still-growing massive and extensive black beauty industry, criticized by some who saw it as an accession to white culture but fervently supported by many who saw it not only as a perfectly legitimate entrée into economic livelihood but also as a mechanism of racial uplift into modern society. Madam C. J. Walker (née Sarah Breedlove, 1867–1919) was a washerwoman who experimented with the various materials used in her job and developed a product that addressed her own hair and scalp issues. Selling her concoction first in her own neighborhood and then in local churches and beyond, Breedlove started the Madam C. J. Walker Manufacturing Co. in the early 1900s and soon became the first African American female millionaire. In 1919, Sarah Spencer Washington (1889–1953) founded the Apex News & Hair Company, going on to command an empire of haircare products, beauty schools, and an estimated 45,000 sales agents. These and other women entrepreneurs, along with the tens of thousands of people they employed directly or as canvassing sales agents, helped create the thriving African American–based industry in which black beauty salons existed. Each also used her economic success to bolster the movement for racial equality, thus making the connection between the beauty salon and racial activism.

Of equal significance to the numbers in the bank account or ledger was the sense of ownership and proprietorship many black women felt in the running of their own businesses, circumscribed though they were. Having one’s name on a sign, being the one to lock or unlock the door, purchasing supplies, and making decisions that had actual economic effects offered a sense of agency, control, and creativity in a social environment that harshly proscribed black lives. In addition, because they operated in black neighborhoods and served black clientele, salon owners and employees were able to avoid the unpleasant and often psychically and physically violent interactions that they might have faced had they worked in white homes or in businesses for white employers.

The salons—whether consciously or not—also served as important sites for political and social engagement, be it through casual conversations or in more overt ways. Though women’s spaces like beauty salons are often dismissed as spaces of casual gossip and trivial concerns, there can be no doubt that black beauty salons were conduits not only of local news and of practical strategies for immediate survival but also of regional and national news about the growing movement for racial equality and of messages, encouragement, and even demands for involvement in the movement. Salons were often refuges from the harsh realities of Jim Crow but were also places where issues like voter registration, public health, and community needs could be broached casually and informally in ways that helped to normalize such discussions, which could be both inflammatory and dangerous in other venues. Such issues could be explored in more vociferous ways as well, as when salon owners or certain customers held forth openly and regularly, recognizing the potential of a semicaptive audience. Indeed, more than conversation took place as many salons became the catalyst for registering voters and for strategizing and organizing racial uplift actions. Because beauty salons were dismissed as both black spaces and as women’s spaces—indeed as black women’s spaces—they were an ideal and relatively safe space for the type of mobilization and resistance that might have been suppressed by hostile whites had it taken place in more visible spaces such as meeting halls and churches. This fact did not pass unnoticed as civil rights leaders and organizations lauded and courted black beauticians and beauty salons for this work. The Highlander Folk School (now the Highlander Research and Education Center) offered black beauticians training in basic citizenship, voter registration, and other key race issues, recognizing that the relative spatial, racial, and economic autonomy of black beauty salons made them ideal sites for recruiting and action.

Even when owners, employees, and clientele of a particular salon did not see themselves as doing this sort of work (or even chose not to do it), it can be argued that the very existence of the business itself was an intervention in the heavy blanket of limitations and rules by which Jim Crow attempted to smother the lives and livelihoods of black people. For black women especially, though, salons made grooming and beauty into political acts themselves, defiant and affirming acts of self-care in a communal yet commercial space.

Milton W. Wendland
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BEAUTY STANDARDS




America’s history of racial discrimination has often manifested in the form of narrow beauty standards that purposely excluded African Americans. Racism not only required that people experience life differently based on color but also compelled institutions and practitioners of racism to concede race as an essential gauge for human value, aptitude, and beauty. With an economic and legal system dependent on inequality, the United States could not openly acknowledge beauty in the oppressed and certainly could not promote it. Therefore, rigid American social customs routinely linked racial classification and opportunities for upward mobility with attractiveness.

In fact, the history of New Orleans, the birthplace of formal Jim Crow legislation, demonstrates how these factors overlapped. As Europeans of French, Spanish, and British ancestry settled Louisiana and restricted Africans to slavery by law, such decrees were regularly overlooked in response to low numbers of available white women, the unwanted sexual assaults of white men on African women, and naturally occurring consensual romantic relationships. The children of such unions and black military servicemen were commonly freed. Many others self-purchased during Spanish rule, and others were recognized as citizens while the French government held Louisiana. As a result, a large mixed-race population developed, and a three-tiered racial hierarchy arose with African Americans at the bottom, free people of color in the middle, and whites at the top. With freedom came opportunities for entrepreneurship and establishing wealth, options not usually available to darker-skinned blacks in New Orleans. Free mixed-race women, still considered black, exhibited their prosperity and status in their luxurious style of dress. In order to halt this and predetermine the public’s view of all black women as lowly and unworthy of visual appreciation, in 1786, Spanish lawmakers forbade all women of color from wearing feathers and jewels and required their hair to be covered in a kerchief. This was an early and significant exercise in American image making and implementing restrictions on beauty. It also helped protect white women as the gatekeepers of loveliness as the cult of true womanhood began to unfold and permeate the nation in the 19th century.

This cultural message emphasizing the importance of femininity, as defined by piety, virginity, submissiveness, domesticity, and whiteness, was transmitted through a number of mediums, including churches, popular magazines, and dolls. Before the Civil War, most women and girls with leisure time made dolls by hand at home. Of course, the figures were designed and dressed to mimic the prevailing value system of their makers, usually white women. Dolls fashioned by other ethnic groups in the United States were generally categorized as devilish and unfit for child’s play. As industrialization expanded globally, black dolls manufactured by European companies, often with exaggerated lips and dressed in gloomy service attire, served to reinforce stereotypes about people of African descent and demarcate them as unsightly or uncivilized. By the 1930s, the intense fame of child movie star Shirley Temple (1928–2014) ignited a consumer frenzy for dolls made in her likeness. They featured her signature bouncy reddish-blonde curls and her rosy cheeks made most visible atop her pastel skin. Bertha Alexander Behrman (1895–1990) created the first collectable doll based on a licensed character, Scarlett O’Hara, for MGM in honor of the main protagonist in the studio’s blockbuster release, 1939’s Gone with the Wind. Scarlett’s movie character was a white, thin, impeccably dressed darling with chiseled facial features who seized the eyes of men. The dolls mirrored that image.

Gone with the Wind opened during the Great Depression and, sympathizing with Southern slave owners, was rejected by African American critics. Most African American girls would not have owned one of the collectable Scarlett dolls. Many black people, as artisans, crafted their own. Some did so as a casual hobby, while Leo Moss (?–1936) of Macon, Georgia, made doll making into a successful business. Marcus Garvey (1887–1940), magnetic leader of the back-to-Africa movement, championed racial pride and demanded, “Mothers! Give your children dolls that look like them to play with and cuddle” (Bernstein 2011, 233). Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association integrated doll manufacturing into its business undertakings. In the early 20th century, Richard Henry Boyd (1843–1922), a black Tennessee businessman, founded the National Negro Black Doll Company, which took orders from around the nation. The company’s advertisements avowed, “An Opportunity Is Given to Every Negro Family to Secure a Beautiful Negro Doll for Their Girls” (Nashville Globe 1908). Still, black dolls were not always carried in stores, so some African American girls received white dolls purchased by their parents or as hand-me-downs from white families for whom their parents worked during the Jim Crow era. Barbie, established in 1959, evaded black dolls until later in the company’s history. This reality helped sustain the normalization of whiteness as a beauty standard.

Hollywood and the American entertainment industry continued this trend. The African American actresses casted in Gone with the Wind played unintelligent slaves and maids with no obvious romantic partners. Hattie McDaniel (1895–1952), who won an Oscar for her role, was a round brown-skinned woman. Studios passed over black actresses even when the script called for color. Producers for 1951’s Show Boat, the plot of which involves a biracial character, selected Ava Gardner (1922–1990) over honey-hued black starlet Lena Horne (1917–2010). In the relatively few instances in which African American women entertainment professionals secured Hollywood contracts, they usually played domestic servants and regretfully accepted lower pay rates compared to other supporting cast members. Walter White (1893–1955), executive secretary for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, and Horne collaborated to successfully secure an unusual Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer contract that stipulated her exemption from maid-type or demeaning roles. White hoped the breakthrough deal with Horne, specifically, would transform opportunities for blacks in Hollywood. African American purveyors of glamour such as Josephine Baker (1906–1975) found improved conditions overseas where audiences praised her and luxury designers such as Christian Dior (1905–1957) eagerly dressed her. After a performance in the United States, Time magazine called her “a negro wench” and “slightly bucked toothed” (Wood 2000, 249–50). Meanwhile, actress Marilyn Monroe graced Time’s May 1956 cover.

However, African Americans maintained their own media, which affirmed the beauty of their readers. Magazines such as Sepia, Color, Tan, Ebony, Jet, and Our World regularly celebrated both celebrity splendors and everyday beauties, and Josephine Baker appeared on almost all their covers on multiple occasions. While the publications were known for instigating colorism by sometimes emphasizing light-skinned women with straighter hair, they still championed inclusivity by routinely highlighting college students, nurses, teachers, singers, actresses, and pageant winners of all shades.

Local, school, and organizational pageants functioned as another meaningful opportunity for African American women to experience adulation. The Miss America contest, inaugurated in 1921 in Atlantic City, adhered to its infamous Rule 7 for decades. It stipulated that contestants be both white and in good health. Cheryl Brown (1951–), a ballet dancer, became the first African American contestant as Miss Iowa in 1970.

The airline industry, too, limited African American access. Strict stewardess requirements concerning age, weight, hair, and charm not only hampered how women employees were viewed and treated but also prevented women who fell outside of constricted beauty ideals from securing work in the air carrier business. This included both white women considered unattractive and nonwhite women in general. While airline hiring practices appeared race-neutral when they called for “wholesome” and “virginal” applicants, the implied meanings were implicitly white since African Americans were read as “sexually promiscuous in mainstream American culture” (Vantoch 2013, 73). Hiring managers repeatedly interpreted black physical features as supporting evidence of the sexualized stereotypes. Northwest Airlines once rejected an African American applicant because “her bust measurements appeared to be abnormally large” (Vantoch 2013, 73). These discriminatory practices led African American women to file suit against the companies. The court cases called into evidence all manner of bodily examinations, including ankle measurements. When black women and their lawyers successfully proved that they in fact met the airlines’ physical beauty standards, hiring supervisors would often call “femininity” into question instead. In one particular case, Northwest representatives claimed they rejected Marlene White (dates unknown) not because she was African American but because she was “ill-groomed, had an arrogant attitude, and lacked the personality for stewardess work” (Vantoch 2013, 73). Officials also described her as “aggressive, argumentative, and masculine” (Vantoch 2013, 73). In response to White’s discrimination claim, Northwest stated the complaint itself was “evidence of an antagonistic attitude” (Vantoch 2013, 73).

This struggle for beauty recognition and equality intersected where employment, societal advancement, and respect lay at the center. Many of the African American women activists who helped bring Jim Crow to an end keenly understood the nation’s fixation on respectability and femininity as prerequisites to beauty and thus freedom. Rosa Parks (1913–2005) kept her waist-length wavy hair tucked into conservative and elegantly arranged braids in public. Diane Nash (1938–), leader of the Nashville student movement, and Coretta Scott King (1927–2006), who led the 1968 silent march in support of Memphis sanitation workers just four days after her husband’s assassination, always dressed and spoke with extraordinary grace. Kathleen Cleaver (1945–) and Angela Davis (1944–), Black Panther Party organizers, wore their hair naturally and proudly styled in afros, which intentionally and directly challenged notions suggesting the superiority of white features. Fannie Lou Hamer (1917–1977), a deep brown and full-bodied woman with a booming voice, testified before the Credentials Committee at the 1964 Democratic National Convention to advocate black political representation. Her resounding speech, delivered in her plainspoken Mississippi dialect, stirred people across the country via radio and television. All these women, in their own ways, revolutionized and diversified black women’s images in the American public sphere and, as a result, contested if not expanded the beauty ideal.

Kimberly Brown Pellum
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BLACK ELITES




The black elite, or black upper class, descended from a small group of “wealthy families of color” who were free for at least one generation before the Civil War. During the antebellum period, these free black—mainly mulatto—families were politically, economically, and socially connected to white slave-holding elites. This kinship tie helped them acquire small fortunes from real estate, insurance, banking, and skilled labor. After the Civil War, some black elites, such as P. B. S. Pinchback (1837–1921) and Blanche Bruce (1841–1898), participated in Republican Party politics, relying heavily on white patronage for political appointments. Following Reconstruction, some of the most prominent families in the North were the Purvises in Chicago, the Mintons in Philadelphia, and the Delanys in New York City. In the South, the Pinchbacks in New Orleans, the Fitzgeralds in Durham, the Bruces in Washington, DC, and the Churches in Memphis represented some of the very few black elite families. Although a majority of black elites did not live in the South during Jim Crow, most of them had Southern kinship networks with fellow elite families. Black elites used these kinship networks to form exclusive fraternal organizations, church congregations, and social clubs. Many black elites began sending their children to college before, during, and after the Civil War. Elites such as Mary Jane Patterson (1840–1894) and Richard T. Greener (1844–1922) attended white colleges outside of the South. Others were the first attendees of historically black colleges (HBCUs) such as Howard University, Fisk University, Atlanta University (now Clark-Atlanta University), Morehouse College, and Spellman College. As black elites used economic wealth, kinship ties, college education, and tightly knit social circles to insulate themselves from the black lower classes, Jim Crow laws ensured that they were not equal to even the poorest of whites. While they could send their children to white private schools and they could vacation on private beaches, Jim Crow laws minimized their privilege in the eyes of whites and most blacks. The glass ceiling of segregation compelled some black elites to pass for white by the mid-20th century. A majority of them, however, partnered with black middle-class professionals to lead and contribute to the civil rights movement.

Black elites used schools and social clubs to insulate their children from racial discrimination and lower-class blacks. The most privileged black elites sent their children to white boarding schools like Philips Exeter Academy in Exeter, New Hampshire. Less well-connected black elites, particularly in the South, sent their children to public schools like Washington, DC’s, famous M Street School—later named Dunbar High School—or private schools like Palmer Memorial Institute in Sedalia, North Carolina. These schools were not only a foundational pillar of high society but also served as a buffer against the inferior education that the majority of blacks received during Jim Crow. Black elites who graduated from prestigious secondary schools, like NAACP attorney Charles Hamilton Houston (1895–1950) and historian Carter G. Woodson (1875–1950), attended prominent black colleges or white universities, depending on the depth of the family’s political connections.

Black elites primarily wanted to send their children to white universities in the Northeast and Midwest. However, a few factors compelled them to send their children to HBCUs in the 20th century. The most important issue was the proliferation of racial segregation on white college campuses. Career opportunities also posed a major issue. Jim Crowism plagued the hiring ranks of white academia. In response, many Ivy League–trained black PhDs filled the faculty and administrative ranks of black universities. These factors compelled many black elites to send their children to HBCUs, mainly Atlanta University, Howard University, Lincoln University, and Fisk University. Attending the “right” schools was very important to black elites. Therefore, many of them avoided attending HBCUs like Tuskegee Institute, Alabama A&M, Florida A&M, and other schools in the Deep South that focused on industrial education for working-class blacks.

While education was important, it did not secure a family’s place within black elite circles. Legacy was another important factor that maintained the small, tightly knit ranks of the black upper class. Therefore, they used social clubs to help their children form stronger kinship ties with fellow elites. Through coed organizations, most notably Jack and Jill, elite boys and girls, or Jack and Jillers, established lifelong acquaintanceships that translated into business, marital, and educational connections in the future. This legacy-building tactic was critical in prohibiting newly rich blacks from using money, and maybe even education, to infiltrate the black elite. Black fraternities, such as Omega Psi Phi and Kappa Alpha Psi, and black sororities, such as the Alpha Kappa Alpha and the Delta Sigma Theta, became the postadolescent social clubs that black elites entered while they attended university. After college, black elites joined other fraternal organizations, like the Links and Sigma Pi Phi Boule, to solidify their bonds of friendship and high society. Elite schools and exclusive social clubs ensured not only that black elitism was a birthright but also that its membership was controlled by a select few.

Genteel manners, formal dress, and reserved conduct were customary markers of the black upper class. Through boarding schools, churches, and social clubs, young women were taught to speak with soft voices, maintain their virginity until marriage, and eat less often to maintain petite physiques. Black men were taught in a similar fashion. They were expected to refrain from spitting, loud tones, lude speech, and violent behaviors as much as possible. Outside of localized social clubs, black elites used the fashion sections of widely read black newspapers—such as the Washington Bee, Washington Colored American, Baltimore Afro-American, and the Richmond Planet—to promote Victorian gentility as the staple of black elitism. Black educators would also lecture about civility and etiquette in secondary schools and universities. Gentility and whiteness were closely associated as well. Skin color was a genetic representation of civility in the eyes of the black elite. While it did not guarantee one’s place in the black upper class, black elites prided themselves on having light brown, almost white, skin and soft textured hair. These genetic traits were not only seen as proof that one’s family descended from free-born mulattos but also reinforced the dichotomy of white superiority and black inferiority. To maintain this genetic symbol of elitism, some men and women would often bleach their skin and perm their hair—conk for males—to hide their African features. While both males and females held this aesthetic standard, elite women were the most bound by it. Therefore, elite women who were darker than they would have liked purchased skin bleaches and hair relaxers more than elite men. The social currency placed on the physical appearance of whiteness earned black elites the reputation of “white wannabees.”

Like their white counterparts, black elites enjoyed summer vacations at expensive getaways in the northeast, particularly in Hillside Beach, Maryland; Sag Harbor, New York; and Oak Bluffs, Massachusetts. Black elites flocked to these locations because they were usually owned by fellow black elites or some whites who were willing to rent to black people. While on vacation, black elites enjoyed the beach, fancy restaurants, and live music. Black sororities and fraternities often used these locations for annual retreats to commune with fellow members. While black elites mimicked the activities of affluent white vacationers, race remained the dividing line between them. Whites often refused to rent or sell to or do any business with black elites in vacation towns. Traveling did not ease the burden of racial discrimination. In many cases, it reminded black elites of the inhumane treatment they sought to insulate themselves from. There were very few spaces where black elites could express their class consciousness in the form of entertainment and recreation. Outside of private parties and social club events, black elites were forced to adhere to the racially segregated world around them.

The white political ties, mulatto ancestry, financial wealth, educational advantages, and trinkets of high society that black elites enjoyed did not stop the proliferation of racial discrimination during Jim Crow. As city leaders throughout the nation began heavily segregating public space in the early 20th century, some black elites opted to pass for white. However, other black elites began working with civil rights organizations to help end racial segregation. Black millionaires and black tenant farmers, in theory, had the same access to most public accommodations. This level of discrimination compelled black elites to reenter mainstream politics. Black elites had been politically active during Reconstruction; however, many of them left politics and focused primarily on sustaining their class through economic wealth and education after 1877. Some black elites, like Robert R. Church Jr. (1885–1952), remained active in Republican Party politics at the turn of the century, yet they only obtained patronage posts and token representation at party conventions. By the 1920s, the party of Lincoln adopted a lily-white platform and purged itself of black political leaders. This abandonment by the Republican Party worsened the social conditions for black elites. With their political connections severed, black elites were helpless against Jim Crow laws. This, more than anything else, pushed black elites to the forefront of what became the modern civil rights movement. Many of them supported civil rights organizations, most notably the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and the National Urban League. Black elites played an important role in growing these organizations, helping fellow blacks in Southern cities like Richmond, Birmingham, Atlanta, Durham, San Antonio, Baltimore, and Louisville become havens for political activism between 1910 and 1954.

Marvin Chiles
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DANDYISM




In the image featured on the sheet music for “Jump Jim Crow,” the minstrel performer Thomas D. Rice (1808–1860) is captured in a nonsensical pose wearing, among several nonmatching items, yellow pants with holes in them, a tattered navy blue jacket, and a hat tilted to the side. His skin is painted black and his lips are rouged, imitating derogatory images such as the golliwog, which had become a part of the popularized representations of black Americans. On the sheet music for a another song, “Dandy Jim of Caroline,” a demeaning black caricature takes a more educated approach to his attire by wearing, among other things, heeled shoes, plaid pants, a cropped jacket, and a top hat, all of which appear to be in good condition. Unlike Jim Crow, Dandy Jim is not embodied by a white actor. Nevertheless, the illustration of Dandy Jim was not created to suggest a heightened sartorial sensibility but rather to mock the presumed vanity of black men who enjoyed dressing well. It is these negative stereotypical representations that black men have waged against, using the practice of black dandyism strategically to fashion a new sense of self.

Dandyism is rooted in a self-expressive aesthetic taken up by men well versed in fashionable trends who study how clothing adorns the body and present themselves as purveyors of taste. Beau Brummell (George Bryan Brummell) (1778–1840) is often cited as the first notable figure who practiced dandyism in 19th-century England. His rise to fame is credited to his friendship with the prince of Wales, which brought him much popularity and established the practice of dandyism as an effective tool to social, economic, and cultural mobility.

For Brummel, and like many others, dandyism is about performance, using dress to subvert tropes that exist at the intersection of class, gender, and sexuality and, in the case of black men, race. Literary scholar Monica Miller, in her dynamic study of black dandyism, notes that it is “signification” that makes black dandyism distinct. She writes that although black dandyism appears to be an imitation of European dress in an effort to act white, “when interpreted as a signifying practice, it becomes instead a dialogic process that exists in relation to white dandyism at the same time it expresses, through its own internal logic, black culture” (Miller 2009, 14).

Black dandyism couples performance with resistance. The zoot suit, popularized in the 1940s among jazz musicians and black and Latino men in Harlem and Los Angeles, is just one example of the ways in which clothing provided a means for black men to practice black dandyism. Elements of the suit included baggy slacks that were cinched at the ankles and an oversized blazer that usually went far past the waist, sometimes stopping right above the knees. The suit was complemented sartorially by pocket watches and broad hats and was rooted in a culture that included slang known as argot and dances such as jive and the lindy hop. The suit contradicted the popularized styles worn by white men during the time period, which included more tailored suits, and served as an opportunity for black and Latino men not only to fashion themselves against popularized stereotypical depictions of their race but also to take pride in themselves by adorning their bodies.

In addition, throughout the civil rights movement, many black men and women drew on clothing to express pride. Black men would wear three-piece suits and paid great attention to their grooming. Black men and women would dress in what they assumed to be respectable attire in hopes that it would visually display that they were just like everyone else in society and would protect them against violence. Although this practice can be viewed as a desire to appear more white, which at times was ineffective, it was also about resistance because it created alternative and prideful images to contradict the popularized negative depictions of black people.

[image: image]

Jazz musicians wearing zoot suits perform at a nightclub in Washington, D.C., in 1944. (Popperfoto/Getty Images)

At times, the practice of black dandyism is not intentional. Instead, because of the history of black people drawing on clothing to fashion new selves, the aesthetic practice becomes culturally rooted in their resistance to racism, discrimination, oppression, and marginalization.

Rikki Byrd
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EVERYDAY CLOTHING




Ordinary clothing were items of dress that men, women, and children wore every day for work or play. The shape and form of everyday attire changed immensely during the Jim Crow era. The features of women’s dress changed more dramatically than men’s clothing, in fit, length, and fullness. Children’s apparel evolved along similar lines as adult clothes. Everyday clothes had to be practical, functional, and durable rather than stylish or aesthetically pleasing.

Obtaining food, clothing, and shelter were not easy tasks for African Americans in the Jim Crow era due to meager wages and racial discrimination. African Americans with limited income acquired their garments by purchasing them from a shop, through a mail-order catalog, or from a secondhand clothing dealer, or by receiving cast-off clothing from charitable societies or by sewing their own clothes from purchased fabric.

By the 20th century, most items of men’s, women’s, and children’s clothing were ready-made in factories in a range of qualities and prices. Factory-made garments were sold in local shops and by mail-order catalog. African Americans often had to patronize white merchants who were rude and unhelpful; in fact, some white-owned shops did not allow African Americans to try on clothes or shoes. However, in some cities, like Atlanta, African Americans patronized shops owned by German Jewish merchants “who advertised regularly in the local black press” and “treated their customers with civility that” African Americans rarely received from whites (Hertzberg 1979, 9).

If they could not afford inexpensive new ready-made clothing, many African Americans purchased clothing from secondhand clothing establishments, a less expensive way to buy clothes. Many of these shops were owned by clothing renovators. In Atlanta in the 1890s, African American Robert B. Brightwell (dates unknown) was a merchant “in old castaway clothing” that he cleaned, repaired, and refitted for his customers (Carter 1971, 230). Some African Americans could not afford renovated clothing, so they settled for secondhand garments that were often too big, too long, or too small. Secondhand clothing offered as handouts from churches or charitable organizations had the same problem, unless someone in the family could renovate the garments to fit better. In most cases, long pants were rolled up, sleeves were turned up, and oversized skirts or trousers were held at the waist with a belt, string, or rope. Shoes were another misfortune if too big or too small; if too big, shoes had to be held on with ties around the shoe.

Many African American women were proficient at sewing, a skill they likely learned from a relative or through a job. So another option was to purchase inexpensive fabric and make clothing at home. Even if a sewing machine was not available, some women made clothes by needle and thread, understanding that small stitches and careful back stitching had to be used for seams to hold. In rural areas many women saved feed sack bags to pull apart and then use the fabric to make clothing. In the 1940s, several of the seed bag companies produced bags out of attractive cotton print fabrics, which were used for housedresses, skirts, and blouses for women.

Wash-and-wear clothes were valued; therefore, cotton was a favorite fabric for everyday garments because it could be easily washed and dried on a clothesline or fence. However, in colder parts of the United States, people needed warmer clothes like coats and sweaters. Often it was more economical for African Americans to layer their clothes, in many cases wearing everything they owned.

Ordinary clothes for women and girls were one-piece dresses and skirts and blouses. Pants were not a typical garment for women and girls until the 1940s, and even then many women preferred wearing dresses. African American women interviewed for the Works Project Administration in the 1930s were documented wearing cotton print dresses often with an apron. For example, Emmaline Sturgis (dates unknown) wore “a blue print dress ‘hand-made’ and fastened together with unmatching large buttons, . . . and a small white apron” (Rawick 1977, 660). Aprons were a typical accessory. Functional for lots of different work and home activities, aprons were often made of white or light-colored cotton fabric. Some aprons came with bibs that had straps, while those without straps were pinned to the front of a dress or had no bib at all and tied around the waist. Most aprons had pockets to store handkerchiefs and other items needed close at hand.

Rural African American women often wore large scarves over the shoulders of dresses in the early years of the Jim Crow era. Women used a large square of fabric folded into a triangle and wore the scarf with the point at the back and tied in the front. These were usually of a dark color, plaid or patterned in some other design, and provided warmth as well as kept the top of the dress clean from the hands and mouths of babies held on the shoulder.

Women did not typically wear a hat or head covering in their homes; only outdoors was headwear a social necessity between 1880 and 1955, whether required because of the weather or not. During the late 19th century, small bonnets and hats were worn; sunbonnets or straw hats with large flat brims were practical for wearing to work in a garden or outdoors on a farm. Headwraps or turbans of cloth were everyday wear for many African American women in the Southern United States. Women made the headwraps from squares or scarf-like pieces of fabric wrapped and fastened around the head in a variety of ways. Some women arranged the material so that a brim formed at the front and a curtain of cloth hung at the back to protect the neck from the sun. African American women interviewed in the 1930s often were described wearing a headwrap. For example, Julia Bunch’s “head [was] closely wrapped in a dark bandana” (Rawick 1977, 155). As the 20th century progressed, hats replaced bonnets and turbans; straw was a typical material for spring and summer headwear, whereas wool-felted hats of a variety of styles were worn outdoors during cooler times of the year.

If an African American woman could find or purchase a pair of shoes that fit her feet, the shoes were likely rough leather boots that buttoned up the sides or laced up the front. Dark-colored stockings were the norm at the end of the 19th century and into the early 20th century if a woman could purchase a pair or obtain hand-me-downs to keep her legs warm and covered, which was the social norm for women at this time. Ordinary garments for girls would include the same styles worn by women.

Men’s everyday clothing followed their occupation and economic status. Most African American men were laborers who worked on farms, on the docks, or in factories as custodians. Their ordinary clothes included a shirt and sturdy work trousers, perhaps with a wool jacket of some type or a sweater. For example, Abner Griffin, interviewed in the 1930s for the Works Project Administration, was described wearing “clean blue shirt, neat overalls, and a small straw hat” (Rawick 1977, 270). Blue jeans were available to men as early as the 1870s, and these as well as overalls were staples of working-class men’s wear. Everyday garments for boys would follow the same styles as men wore.

Men working on farms or in gardens might wear a straw hat with a wide brim to protect the face and head from the heat of the sun. If they did not have a straw hat, they wore whatever hat they had. Shoes for men, like those for women, were coarse leather work boots.

Overall, African Americans’ everyday clothing barely met the standards of being dressed except in minimal ways. Dresses were likely too thin, too long, or too big; sweaters were worn out and with moth holes. Shoes were worn down at the heels, stockings mended to get a few more months’ wear. Garments were patched and mended to last as long as possible. The erosion of meager salaries and institutional segregation and racial discrimination left African Americans with little money for sufficient clothing during the Jim Crow era.

Patricia Hunt-Hurst
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MEN’S FASHION




Clothing has become crucial throughout the African diaspora as African Americans have drawn on various styling practices to establish agency. During chattel slavery in the South, enslaved African men and women’s subjugation was perpetuated through the clothing they were assigned. In the Negro Act of 1735, enslaved men and women were prohibited from wearing clothing “finer than Negro cloth” and instead were given rations of coarse fabrics such as osnaburg, blue linen, and Scotch plaids (Sanders 2012). Despite such mandates, however, enslaved men and women who were stripped of their culture found a way to take the little they had to fashion new selves. They used clothing specifically to enhance the worth of their bodies and celebrate pride that connected their past to their present. This practice continued to be upheld throughout the diaspora and was drawn on often in the Jim Crow South as African American men and women fought for equal rights.

Despite the racism, discrimination, and oppression waged against African American men and women in the South, they often used clothing to express pride of self and of their racial and cultural identity. In a photo essay published in Life titled “The Restraints: Open and Hidden,” Gordon Parks documents the Thornton family in Mobile, Alabama, and their experiences with segregation in the Jim Crow South in the 1950s. For the photo essay, Robert Wallace writes that throughout the Thorntons’ interview, they never directly express their sentiments about segregation because they face the restraint of “the constant fear of publicly speaking their minds” (Parks and Wallace 1956, 98). In the opening photograph of the essay, Mr. and Mrs. Albert Thornton sit on a couch in their home. Mr. Thornton wears a white collared shirt, dark pants held up with suspenders, and a wide tie. Mrs. Thornton wears a yellow, black, and white printed dress. Above them, a photograph of them from 1906, when they were married, hangs on a wall. In it, they are dressed in similarly respectable attire that is reflective of that time period. The essay proceeds with photographs of the daily lives of their children and grandchildren, who are dressed impeccably in several photographs. At times, the photographs are juxtaposed against “whites only” and “coloreds only” facilities. However, this clothing on a black body elevates this tale, depicting a race of people who attempt to make themselves more visible through dress. In 2011, the Gordon Parks Foundation unearthed additional photos from Parks that he had titled “Segregation Series,” which included additional photographs of African Americans in the Jim Crow South, again dressed impeccably. The clothing choices by the several subjects photographed are reflective of the cultural aesthetic known as Sunday’s best—a styling practice originating during chattel slavery when enslaved African men and women would dress up the limited clothing they had been allotted for a day of worship and fellowship. This styling practice had become emblematic not just of the clothing worn on Sunday but also of African Americans’ desire to look their best despite the injustices they faced.

For several African Americans in the Jim Crow South, wearing respectable attire was an attempt to be taken seriously by the white people they came in contact with on a daily basis in hopes that they could visibly display that they were worthy of equal rights. Respectability politics was a strategy of both resistance and protection. In an effort to subvert the stereotypical imagery that degraded them, black men would often don three-piece suits, polished shoes, and hats to construct new images of self. In addition, they would dress in such a way in hopes that they could divert the violence of white supremacists in the South away from their bodies. In employing this strategy, they added their own flair to the various styles of the time, which was a combination of their history from chattel slavery to the present day.

The styling practices of the Jim Crow era continued to be upheld in the civil rights era, with protesters and leaders relying on representational politics such as respectability. Alternatively, as college students became active in the civil rights movement, leading organizations such as the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), they adopted a more relaxed style, incorporating denim and sneakers into their attire. SNCC members believed that wearing overalls, T-shirts, and other casual items—also known as SNCC skin—would help them connect with the working-class community (Ford 2015, 67).

Before becoming a prominent figure in the Black Panther Party, Stokely Carmichael also adopted SNCC skin as a civil rights organizer. After graduating from Howard University, he often donned denim overalls, denim jackets, and crewneck sweatshirts. During his time as a civil rights activist, Carmichael was a proponent for nonviolence, working alongside Martin Luther King Jr. and as the chairman for SNCC. After joining the Black Panther Party and adopting the name Kwame Ture in the late 1960s, he adopted a more militant style that correlated with other political figures in the party, wearing black turtlenecks, leather jackets, and sometimes dashikis.

In addition to self-fashioning practices, the African American media was also crucial in creating empowering images of African American men and women. In 1951, John Johnson founded Jet magazine as an American weekly publication. While mainstream publications disregarded African Americans as readers and consumers and neglected to include them in their pages, publications such as Jet, Ebony, Sepia, and others acknowledged black politics, entertainment, and fashion. In a 1954 article titled “Negroes Teaching Whites How to Dress” in Jet magazine, a manager of the merchandising division of the National Retail Dry Goods Association notes how African American men’s style was influencing current fashion trends. “The Negro knows he’s the peacock and dresses accordingly,” the manager states (Jet 1954, 29). Another issue of the publication, published in 1961, mentions how activism was just as present in entertainment and fashion as it was in the movements taking place on the streets. In a recurring section titled “People Are Talking About,” Jet writes about Miles Davis advocating for more representation of African American models in fashion publications. As a response, Jet notes that Gentlemen’s Quarterly included Davis as its first Negro “fashion personality of the month” (Jet 1961, 43).
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PASSING




“Passing”—hereafter used without scare quotes—is usually shorthand for “passing as white” and denotes a practice thought to have been widespread during the years of legalized segregation in the United States: a subject who would, legally, have been defined as African American presents him or herself as white. One could pass temporarily or permanently. Equally, one could be passed as white. In at least one real-life case, the case of the Johnstons of Keene, New Hampshire, a whole family passed as white in the 1940s, though the children of Albert and Thyra Johnston were entirely unaware that they had African American ancestry (Hobbs 2014, 219–21). The motivations for passing are all too obvious to recount in detail here, but blacks who passed did so to pursue better opportunities in education, employment, and housing or to have the ability to marry a white partner, especially in states in which interracial marriage was illegal until the Loving v. Virginia Supreme Court decision of 1967. Blacks who passed temporarily sought the possibility of enjoying social opportunities usually denied African American citizens, such as admission to theaters, hotels, and clubs. Some blacks passed for the chance to go “undercover” in white society in order to expose ongoing racial injustices. The daily life of a subject who passed as white might have been dominated by some or all of the following aspects: geography, the threat of exposure, and issues around reproduction.

The geographical aspect of passing is implicit in one of its euphemisms: crossing the color line. In many instances, successful passing could be facilitated by—or required—the subject displacing him or herself geographically. In an early novel of the Jim Crow period, Charles W. Chesnutt’s (1858–1932) The House Behind the Cedars (1900), John Walden discovers that, while he is legally defined as black in North Carolina, he can be legally white in South Carolina (Chesnutt 1900, 172). Whether or not the subject passed with his or her family’s knowledge, the importance of passing at a distance from one’s family cannot be overstated. In 1897, a young woman from Boston, Anita Hemmings (1872–1960), made national news when it was revealed that she had passed as white in order to gain entry to Vassar College in Poughkeepsie, New York. A year into her studies, she confided in a professor, who kept her secret and even visited Anita at the Hemmingses’ family home. Eventually, in her senior year, with rumors circulating about her ancestry—which was previously thought to be Italian or Spanish—Anita confessed to a faculty member. A faculty council concluded that Anita should be permitted to graduate with her fellow class members.

In Anita’s case, passing was undertaken temporarily; she did not repudiate her family in order to pass at Vassar College. In many other cases, however, a chance encounter with a family member or friend would place both parties in a difficult situation. Geographical distance would, of course, lessen the probability of this happening. It is difficult to know how often these kinds of encounters occurred in reality, but they are—perhaps because of their dramatic potential—common in fictional narratives of racial passing. In Langston Hughes’s (1902–1967) “Passing” (1934), a short story in the form of a letter, Jack writes to his mother to apologize for ignoring her when he saw her in the street. The son writes: “I felt like a dog, passing you downtown last night and not speaking to you. You were great, though. Didn’t give me a sign that you even knew me, let alone I was your son. If I hadn’t had the [white] girl with me, Ma, we might have talked” (Hughes [1934] 2002, 46). In this example, and in several others, the black family member or friend participates in the racial masquerade by keeping the passer’s secret. The stakes of exposure were particularly high in the U.S. South, however. Walter White, a light-skinned African American, who was chief investigator of lynching for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People in the late 1910s and 1920s, frequently passed as white in order to gather information on ongoing racial violence in the U.S. South. In 1919, as he recounts in his autobiography, he traveled to Arkansas to investigate the Elaine race riot. Posing as a white journalist for the Chicago Daily News, White is eventually warned by a local African American man that the “white folks” are “against [him].” On the first train out of Arkansas, he is informed by the conductor that “There’s a damned yellow n----r down here passing for white and the boys are going to get him.” White remarks, “I shall never take as long a train ride as that one seemed to be” (White 1949, 50–51).





REVERSE PASSING

Because African Americans had so much more to gain by passing as white than white Americans did by passing as black, the latter scenario is referred to as “reverse racial passing,” a term that underscores the assumed equivalence between “passing” and “passing as white.” The most famous example of reverse passing is described in Black Like Me (1961), in which the white journalist John Howard Griffin (1920–1980) recounts how he darkened his features through a combination of antivitiligo medication and exposure to ultraviolet rays in order to spend several weeks in the U.S. South as a black man and thereby understand “what it is like to experience discrimination based on skin color, something over which one has no control” ([1961] 2006, 2). However, Griffin’s passing is not entirely analogous to, for example, that of Walter White—who also passed in order to report on ongoing injustices in the Jim Crow South—because White did not need to alter his appearance in order to pass.

Reverse passing, in which a white subject proclaimed him or herself to be black without recourse to skin-darkening processes, was not as unusual as we might assume in the Jim Crow era. It was not unheard of for a white subject to pass as black in order to marry an African American partner. In 1928, Josephine Cogdell (1897–1969), a white woman from Texas, married the celebrated black journalist and satirist of the Harlem Renaissance, George S. Schuyler (1895–1977). In a 1946 article for Negro Digest on “mixed marriage,” Josephine wrote that most interracial couples “find it simple to explain that the paler member of the union has distant Negro ancestry, and under the American ‘one-drop’ theory, their marriage is accepted” (Dreisinger 2008, 2).






A feature of many fictional narratives of passing—again, it is difficult to know how widespread the concern was in reality—is what Jené Schoenfeld terms the “black-baby” scenario: the birth of a dark child throwing one or both of his or her parents’ white ancestry into doubt (Schoenfeld 2014, 106). This is depicted most memorably, perhaps, in Kate Chopin’s “Desirée’s Baby” (1893), but it is also a worry for passer Clare Bellew in Nella Larsen’s Passing (1929). In the latter, Clare confesses that she “nearly died of terror the whole nine months before Margery was born for fear that she might be dark. Thank goodness, she turned out all right. But I’ll never risk it again” (Larsen [1929] 1986, 168).

According to Gayle Wald, by 1961, “passing was already beginning to ‘pass’ out of style for African Americans, going the way of Jim Crow buses and segregated lunch counters” (Wald 2000, 23). Indeed, the desegregation of public spaces and the protections afforded African Americans under civil rights legislation of the 1960s ensured that the gulf in opportunities available to black versus white subjects was not so enormous as previously. Doris Black, in a 1972 article for Sepia magazine, contended that “in a new era when highly visible blackness has become important in management and executive employment,” being a light-skinned African American able to pass as white is “a handicap.” Describing passers who moved from whiteness back to blackness, Black asserted that, “Today the longtime traditional pattern of passing has changed drastically. Now the only passing that is prevelent [sic] is from white to black” (Black 1972, 66). Sixteen years after Black’s prophecy, twin brothers Paul and Philip Malone were fired from the Boston Fire Department after it emerged that they passed as black in the late 1970s to benefit from the city’s affirmative action guidelines (Kennedy 2003, 334–38).
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RACE UPLIFT




In 1865, African Americans were granted freedom from chattel slavery, with fleeting hopes of achieving full citizenship. During Reconstruction (1865–1877), African Americans thus took advantage of educational opportunities, voting rights, and economic prosperity. However, the end of Reconstruction ushered in a period of Jim Crow culture and the social, political, and economic disfranchisement of African Americans. During this time, African Americans faced oppression and violence that was rooted in notions of racial supremacy, justified by a burgeoning public interest in social Darwinism.

Toward the end of the 19th century, debates regarding the fitness and viability of African Americans in a postemancipation America circulated around academic circles, eventually making their way into the imagination of mainstream America. In response to what they termed the “Negro question” and later the “Negro problem,” journalists, academics, politicians, and essayists overwhelmingly determined that African Americans were deserving of second-class citizenry and justified their positions with the authority of popular science. In response to the fusion of social Darwinism and Jim Crow culture, African American middle-class leaders countered by engaging in race uplift politics. These men and women cultivated a broad movement that involved a series of intellectual discussions, mobilization, and grassroots activism that sought to counter the “Negro question” and challenge mainstream America’s hostile views of blacks. Race uplift politics sought to find and execute solutions to address the needs of newly emancipated African Americans who were marginalized by Jim Crow culture. Although the means and ideas of racial progress were varied, the goal of race uplift leaders was assimilation and to be granted the rights of full American citizenship.

Usually, the narrative of race uplift politics begins with Booker Taliaferro Washington (1856–1915), an ex-slave who rose to become a prominent African American leader. Washington, an educator, orator, and essayist, urged African Americans to embrace habits of conservative spending and temperance in an effort to thwart any criticism of the African American community. He also urged African Americans to consider vocational or industrial education as a means for economic success. While African American men were granted the right to vote with the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment (1870), Washington instructed African Americans to be careful of political agitation, believing that good citizenship and character would eventually serve to grant African Americans assimilation. Washington’s views were countered by William Edward Burghardt Du Bois (1868–1963), who completed graduate work at the University of Berlin and became the first African American to be awarded a doctorate from Harvard University in 1895. Du Bois challenged mainstream theories of racial supremacy and biology. Instead, Du Bois argued that racial supremacy based on biology was a myth, and bad citizens could be found in all races. Du Bois was also critical of Washington, especially of his stance on education and politics. Du Bois favored liberal education and voiced support for political agitation. Du Bois was also responsible for the self-determination component of uplift politics, insinuating that uplift was a mission only carried out by African American elites who had managed to gain access to education and middle-class status through self-autonomy and hard work. These people, who Du Bois referred to as the “talented tenth,” not only were able to assimilate into the concept of American citizenship but also were tasked with the responsibility of engaging in work to uplift African Americans of lower socioeconomic status and educational level.

Conversations of uplift were a catalyst for organizational mobilization. In 1897, Alexander Crummell (1819–1898), an African American minister, created the American Negro Academy, an organization that served to support African American intellectuals, such as Du Bois, who wished to produce academic scholarship to counter mainstream claims that African Americans were incapable of progress. Later, in 1909, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) was founded. It was the result of a biracial effort between black and white civil rights advocates to coordinate efforts for ensuring justice for African Americans who sought economic, political, and social equality. The NAACP engaged in uplift by creating an agenda that was aimed at affecting change through legal tactics such as lending support to civil suits that challenged segregation. The organization, through lawyers such as Thurgood Marshall (1908–1993), was instrumental in several U.S. Supreme Court cases, such as Buchannan v. Warley (1917), which prevented state governments from engaging in discriminatory housing practices. It publicly denounced the federal government’s position on segregation and advocated for federal antilynching legislation through its publication The Crisis. The NAACP was also effective in exposing discrimination practices by dispatching trained field workers such as Walter White (1839–1955) and Rosa Parks (1913–2005) to investigate violent crimes against African Americans, such as riots, lynchings, and sexual assaults.

A criticism of uplift politics was that it served an elitist agenda and was carried out by African American elites. Marcus Garvey (1887–1940), a Jamaican orator, migrated to the United States in hope of engaging in uplift work influenced by Washington. Although the two never met, Garvey was an avid student of the Washingtonian brand of uplift politics. Garvey soon established the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) in 1914 to mobilize African Americans under a nationalist agenda. But it also served to counter the elitism that was present in uplift politics. Garvey had criticized Du Bois and other race leaders for their elitist politics and their articulation of respectability and assimilation as a necessary component of uplift. The UNIA was created as an organ for working-class African Americans to engage in self-help, as opposed to the doctrine that the “talented tenth” should be burdened with uplifting the working classes. The UNIA established “liberty halls” beginning in 1918 that served as meeting places for local communities. It also established the Negro Factories Corporation in 1919, which funded the establishment of private businesses such as grocery stores and restaurants that were aimed at creating employment opportunities for inner-city African Americans, who had flooded Northern cities in search of opportunities in response to World War I (1917–1919). It was claimed that, at its peak, the UNIA had a membership of almost 3 million members across the globe. Although this cannot be substantiated, it does suggest how influential the UNIA was in uplift politics.

There was also a gender perspective to uplift politics. Historians such as Deborah Gray White and Darlene Clark Hine have done much work to uncover the narratives of women involved in race uplift politics. At a time when Du Bois and Washington waged an intellectual war regarding the necessary paths to achieve racial progress and assimilation, African American women were involved in club work and grassroots activism. Clubwomen engaged in charity work and grassroots activism, such as institution building, which included establishing schools, homes, and training institutions. In 1896, Josephine Pierre St. Ruffin (1842–1924), a noted editor, suffragist, and clubwoman, issued a call to African American clubwomen across the nation to consider the need for national mobilization. That same year, Ruffin, along with educator Mary Church Terrell (1863–1954); Margaret Murray Washington (1865–1925), the wife of Booker T. Washington; and antilynching advocate Ida Bell Wells-Barnett (1863–1954) became founding members of the National Association of Colored Women. These women mobilized under the motto “Lifting as we climb,” which insinuated a desire for black women to be considered as active participants in uplift solutions, much to the chagrin of some of their male counterparts. Through the NACW, African American clubwomen sought to coordinate a national effort of grassroots activism, which included establishing kindergarten clubs for school-aged children and homes for delinquent children and organizing vocational classes for women to learn skills such as sewing and cooking. When these women were not engaged in community work, they, too, engaged in the intellectual discussion of uplift politics and proposed solutions of racial progression.

Scholars typically center the narrative of race uplift politics within the first three decades of the 20th century, but its influence was lasting: the rhetoric of uplift politics laid the foundation for the post–World War II liberation movements. By the 1950s, African Americans had mobilized and pushed a more concentrated agenda of race progress, forcing the federal government to issue a series of judicial decisions and congressional acts aimed at achieving racial equality. The civil rights movement and subsequent black power movement of the 1960s and 1970s drew inspiration from the writing and activism of the earlier generation of race uplift leaders.
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RACIAL STEREOTYPES, FEMALE




In 1922, philosopher Walter Lippmann (1889–1974) introduced the term stereotypes in his famous book Public Opinion in which he suggested that “the pictures . . . we carry about in our heads” are socially constructed perceptions that shape public conceptions, behaviors, and attitudes (Lippman 1922, 89). While some stereotypes hold truths, historically, they have encoded pejorative generalizations that render America’s vulnerable populations powerless. In the United States, for example, caricatures and stereotypes have traditionally been used to justify the enslavement and mistreatment of African Americans. Beginning in the 1830s, white New York performers imitated and mimicked African American life in blackface (white faces blackened with burned cork or shoe polish). White performers like George Washington Dixon (1801–1861) popularized the urban Zip-Coon character, and Thomas Dartmouth Rice (1808–1860) popularized the rural Jim Crow character. These characters depicted African Americans as deceitful, hypersexual, ignorant, savage, infantile, lazy, and vulgar. While these controlling stereotypes originated during slavery, their utility during the Jim Crow era had long-lasting effects on the American conscience.

American material and popular culture during the Jim Crow era caricatured and stereotyped African American women in distinct ways. Newspapers, magazines, literature, and film portrayed African American women as promiscuous, matronly, ugly, unkempt, and lazy through the prevalence of four main stereotypes: the Mammy, the Jezebel, the Tragic Mulatto, and the Sapphire. Sociologist Patricia Hill Collins points out that “portraying African American women as stereotypical mammies, matriarchs, welfare recipients, and hot mammas helps justify US black women’s oppression” (Collins 1990, 69). These stereotypes defended systems of oppression that considered black women property and rendered them incapable of “true womanhood.” From slavery to the 20th century, the dissociation of black women from their femininity and humanity tied their degradation to America’s social, political, cultural, and economic interests.

Mammy

The Mammy originated during the slave era and is the most recognized stereotype of black women. It first appeared in an 1810 travel narrative, and the proliferation of the Mammy caricature was essential to the social and economic interests of the slavocracy. The contours of the Mammy character emerged from the lived experiences of enslaved women who worked in the fields, managed the Big House, reared the slave master’s children, and prepared the food. The Mammy caricature was based on the notion that enslaved women were asexual, docile, loyal, and content serving under a white paternalistic system. One of the earliest interpretations of the Mammy stereotype was Aunt Chloe in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852). The description of Aunt Chloe illustrated how enslaved women were loyal defenders of their white families at the expense of their own. In the aftermath of the Civil War, white Americans were unabashed about the Mammy character. As the Redeemers repaired the South, former slave owners and ex-Confederates used the myth of the Mammy as a symbol of forgiveness and reunification between the North and South.

Amid the rise of Jim Crow, the Mammy caricature reemerged in diaries, novels, film, photographs, and advertisements as the model black woman. The first commercial Mammy appeared with the invention of Aunt Jemima pancake mix in the late 1880s. In 1889, Charles Rutt and Charles Underwood created pancake flour ready-mix in St. Louis and sold it to the R. T. Davis Milling Company in 1890. In 1893, Nancy Green (1834–1923), a former slave cook and storyteller, was hired to play a Mammy-like Aunt Jemima at the Chicago World’s Fair. At the fair, Green baked her famous pancakes and told a story about how her food saved a Confederate colonel during the Civil War. By the end of the fair, Green had over 50,000 orders and became the face of Aunt Jemima. In 1913, Milling rebranded itself as Aunt Jemima Mills, and in 1926, the company was bought out by Quaker Oats. Aunt Jemima, like her contemporaries Luzianne Coffee’s Aunt Sally, Uncle Remus’s Maple Syrup, Uncle Ben’s Rice, and Cream of Wheat’s Rastus, represented the intersection of American commerce, memory, and nostalgia that promulgated black servility.
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Hattie McDaniel (right) won an Oscar in 1940 for her performance as Mammy, the head house slave at the fictional plantation Tara in the film Gone with the Wind (1939). Over the course of her career, McDaniel often settled for roles that cast her as a racially stereoptypical domestic servant. McDaniel famously responded to criticism of these roles by declaring that she would rather play a maid than work as one. (Popperfoto/Getty Images)

The proliferation of promotional materials, novelties, and advertisements portraying the Mammy did not compare to the portrayal of the Mammy in American film and television. The most celebrated Mammy-like character was played by Hattie McDaniel (1895–1952), who made history by becoming the first African American to win an Oscar for her role as Mammy in Gone with the Wind (1939). Other black actresses who popularized the Mammy archetype included Louise Beavers (1902–1962), who performed in iconic films like Imitation of Life (1934) and The Jackie Robinson Story (1950), and Ethel Waters (1896–1977), who performed as a house maid in the 1950 Broadway play The Member of the Wedding. Other mythological images of Mammy included the first American sitcom Beulah (1945–1954), “Mammy Two Shoes” in MGM’s cartoon Tom and Jerry, and Calpurnia in Harper Lee’s novel To Kill a Mockingbird (1960). The legacy of the Mammy myth restricted black women’s positioning in society, and pejorative characterizations suggested that African American women were best suited for domestic servitude.

Jezebel

The Jezebel, like the Mammy stereotype, equally damaged the value of black womanhood in America during the Jim Crow era. The Jezebel was characterized by her hypersexual behavior and was considered to have an uncontrollable sexual appetite. The portrayal of black women as hypersexual, lascivious, lewd women emerged as slavery expanded in America. During the slave era, African American women, free or enslaved, were denied legal protection over their bodies. White slave owners claimed control over the bodies of enslaved women, and, as a result, sexual assault and rape of African American women were not considered crimes. Black women’s reproduction—like their production—became a critical element that bolstered the American economy.

The earliest Jezebel caricature appeared in the form of distorted imagery, stationery, and literature whose subjects were dark-skinned African and African American women. The most influential Jezebel caricature emerged from the lived experience of Saartije “Sarah” Baartman (1789–1815). Baartman was a South African woman sold to a British doctor in 1810 and put on display as Hottentot Venus in London and Paris. For four years, Baartman exhibited her large buttocks and breasts and was considered to be a freak of nature. After she died in 1815, her brain and genitals were removed and put on display in Europe until 1976. Exaggerated images of African and African American women with large buttocks, exposed breasts and genitalia, unkempt hair, and seductive demeanors emerged in cartoons, periodicals, postcards, sheet music, ashtrays, stationery, and literature throughout the Jim Crow era. For example, a 1947 greeting card depicted a pregnant African American woman with the caption: “Ah keeps right on sendin’ em.” Inside the card is an image of a black woman with eight small children with the caption: “As long as you keeps on havin’ em” (Pilgrim 2015, 166). Unlike the Mammy character, the mass popularity of the Jezebel remained relatively absent from film and literature until the 1970s, in blaxploitation films like Coffy (1973) and Foxy Brown (1974). While the Jezebel character circulated through a few novels, films, and newspapers during the Jim Crow era, the biggest legacy of the Jezebel myth led to the propagation of unprosecuted victimization of African American women.

The Jezebel myth ran counter to the ideal of white Victorian womanhood in the late 19th century, during which time white women blamed African American women for their own victimization. For instance, 10-year-old Liney King was attacked by her employer, Texas district clerk and grocer Conrad Anschicks (1859–1939), in 1879. During the trial, King’s landladies testified against her, stating that she seemed “very forward” with Anschicks and insinuating the attack was warranted (Berry 1999, 199). While the jury found Anschicks guilty, he was freed on an appeal. Few black women achieved justice under the law as a result of the Jezebel stereotype, and therefore, most black women found solace in silence.

Tragic Mulatto

The first half of the 20th century saw an increase of passing narratives based on the Tragic Mulatto archetype, a fictional narrative of an emotionally distressed biracial woman that dates back to an 1826 novel. Throughout the 19th century, the Tragic Mulatto character could be found in white and black women’s writings, like Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents of a Slave Girl (1861) and Frances Harper Watkins’s Iola Leroy (1892). The duality of the Tragic Mulatto juxtaposes a social commentary on U.S. race relations and the performance of racial identity. Despite miscegenation laws, the Tragic Mulatto character appeared widely in novels, theater, and film. By the 1920s, the self-hating black woman trope appeared in popular novels like Nella Larsen’s Passing (1929). No greater representation of this myth existed than in the award-winning film Imitation of Life. In 1933, novelist Fannie Hurst (1885–1968) toured Canada with Harlem Renaissance writer Zora Neale Hurston (1891–1960) and witnessed firsthand Hurston’s experience with racism and sexism. On her return, Hurst published her famous piece Imitation of Life, which tells a story of two single mothers, one black and one white, who lived together yet differed in how they raised their daughters. The novel centers on the relationship between Delilah and her biracial daughter, Peola, who conceals her blackness and devotes her life to intimating whiteness. In 1934, the novel was adapted into a film, and the story of Peola and her mother became a watershed moment in American cinematic history. Imitation of Life not only critiqued Jim Crow but also was one of the earliest films to cast a black woman in a role other than the Mammy. Actress Lena Horne (1917–2010) rose to fame in Hollywood by playing Tragic Mulatto roles in films and musicals, such as Show Boat (1951). Actress Dorothy Dandridge (1922–1965) captured America with her performance of the Tragic Mulatto in Carmen Jones in 1954. The film won Best Motion Picture, and Dandridge became the first African American woman nominated for Best Actress. But while America celebrated Dandridge’s beauty and talents, Hollywood restricted her to Tragic Mulatto roles.

Sapphire

Another major stereotype was the Sapphire, also known as the angry black woman stereotype, which portrayed African American women as emasculating, loud, crass, and verbally abusive matriarchs, particularly toward black men. The Sapphire caricature originated during the slave era as a “sassy” version of the Mammy character. The Sapphire stereotype portrayed black women as “uncivilized,” loud, and incapable of being respectable. During the Jim Crow era, the Sapphire myth was popularized on the famous Amos ‘n’ Andy radio show, a program created and written by white men that portrayed the controlling stereotypes of African Americans during the 1930s and 1940s. In 1951, CBS adapted the radio broadcast into a short-lived sitcom starring African American actress Ernestine Wade (1906–1983), who played Sapphire Stevens, and Amanda Randolph (1896–1967), who played Ramona Smith. The Sapphire myth reemerged in American popular culture in the 1970s in all-black sitcoms like Goodtimes (1974) and The Jeffersons (1975). This stereotype of black man-hating single mothers had political implications. In 1965, assistant secretary of labor Daniel Patrick Moynihan (1927–2003) argued that single black Jezebels and Sapphires were responsible for the dysfunctional black family, which Moynihan believed was the sole cause of poverty and degradation among African Americans. The Moynihan Report generated a pernicious construction of black motherhood and the black family, and its discourses on race, sex, and class had a profound impact on social welfare policy.

At the height of Jim Crow, African American leaders galvanized a movement that rejected the distortions of black womanhood. African American women joined the black women’s club movement and the temperance movement and worked in organizations such as the Women’s Era and Women’s Christian Temperance Union. African American women such as Josephine Ruffin (1842–1924), president of the Women’s Era, and Mary Church Terrell (1863–1954), president of the National Association of Colored Women, worked to educate white Christians on the distinct experiences of black women’s victimization. African American leaders and white progressives targeted companies, newspapers, and directors who capitalized on the propagation of the dehumanizing stereotypes. The NAACP lobbied for legislation to ban Birth of a Nation and other racist films that demeaned African Americans. However, advocacy on behalf of African American women throughout the 20th century struggled to eradicate public defamation of black women. The many distortions remain pervasive in popular culture and mass media today.

Brittney L. Yancy
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RACIAL STEREOTYPES, MALE




In the antebellum era, notions of African savagery and various other racial stereotypes premised on a view of blackness as subhuman were foundational to myths of black inferiority and helped to justify the system of slavery. The trans-Atlantic slave trade put a premium on black male bodies, dehumanized them, and classified them as property. Black men were also trafficked as prime commodities within the domestic slave system and valued for their capacity as laborers. The system of slavery subjected black men to routine violence and brutality and insisted on their subordination and emasculation. It frequently exploited black men as breeders and field laborers. Such roles in slavery informed myths of black male sexuality in the antebellum era. By the mid-19th century, science played a dominant role in propagating theories of black inferiority and reinforced the economy of stereotypes that slavery had established and advanced. By the postbellum era, black male labor was further prized and exploited within systems of sharecropping to convict leasing, and the stereotype of the bestial, violent rapist eager to prey on vulnerable white women in the South built on this economy of sexual stereotypes. It was routinely invoked as a justification for lynching. It also inflected antimiscegenation sentiment that lay the foundation of the Jim Crow social order that was fully legalized by the end of the 19th century, which stressed the separation of black and white races and propagated taboos against interracial sex and marriage and also prohibited them by law.

The enduring racial stereotypes of black men that predominated in the Jim Crow era had their origins in live theater. Thomas Dartmouth Rice (1808–1860), who is known as the father of minstrelsy, routinely donned blackface and popularized this caricature of black slave life on Southern plantations through performances on theatrical circuits known as minstrel shows. Rice took his inspiration from witnessing a slave dancing to a song called “Jump Jim Crow.” In turn, he blackened his face and began to imitate the routine on theatrical circuits. Some of the primary participants in minstrelsy were young Irish immigrants, who used this ritual of blackening up premised on black otherness to mediate their assimilation and absorption into notions of whiteness and a sense of American selfhood, who had themselves routinely been stereotyped as being drunken and lazy and regarded as inferior. The shows gained popularity among white audiences in the North during the antebellum era and popularized plantation dances such as the cakewalk. In such performances, blacks were stereotyped on the basis of race and gender, including the chicken-thieving coon. Black men, women, and children alike were racially stereotyped through caricatures within minstrelsy. Minstrelsy was a popular performance practice in which actors used burned cork to blacken their faces, applied makeup to exaggerate their features, and enacted dances to imitate and ridicule aspects of black culture. Black entertainers were increasingly showcased in minstrel performances after slavery ended. Its theatrics were adapted for early audiences on the vaudeville stage and within Hollywood cinema.

Rice’s act featured his performance depicting a character named “Jim Crow” that originated as a folk figure among black slaves, which gained popularity during the 1830s as the abolitionist movement was also intensifying. According to the Jim Crow Museum of Racist Memorabilia, by 1838, this term held clear antiblack meanings and was an epithet analogous to “coon” and “darkie.” In the final decades of the 19th century, “Jim Crow” resurfaced as a catchall term for referring to the legalized segregated social order in the South, which was sanctioned by the Supreme Court in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896).

The South has long functioned as a grammar book for shaping race and gender ideologies in the nation, and its plantations were saliently invoked on the national minstrel circuits. The plantation myth in the antebellum era portrayed slavery as an idyllic institution with benevolent and caring masters and mistresses beloved by their happily subservient slaves who knew their place. It propagated a litany of raced, sexed, and gendered stereotypes from the antebellum era that had a lasting impact. Among its foremost stereotypical caricatures of black slaves were the plump, asexual Mammy who cooked for the master class, nurtured its children, and literally served as a wet nurse for white babies, often while neglecting her own.

While only sales of the Bible surpassed Harriet Beecher Stowe’s (1811–1896) Uncle Tom’s Cabin when the novel was released in serialized form in The National Era magazine in 1852, and while it played an important role among abolitionists for its condemnation of slavery, it was inflected by some of the key caricatures of blackness associated with this myth and reinforced them, beginning with its title character, Uncle Tom. The virility, devout faith, dignity, and integrity of the character are evident in the novel, and in a climactic scene, he is beaten to death by the depraved slave trader Simon Legree because he refuses to divulge the whereabouts of the runaway slaves Cassie and Emmeline. The novel is steeped in other raced and gendered stereotypes, including stereotypes of black masculinity, such as the buck, as embodied in Legree’s slaves Sambo and Quimbo, and the effeminate dandy represented in the New Orleanean master St. Clare’s manservant Adolph.

A further irony of the novel, which used sentimentalism as a device, was the afterlife of the Uncle Tom character in stage adaptations known as “Tom Shows” that belied its abolitionist themes by advocating slavery and refashioning him into a docile, long-suffering, and faithful servant within the slave system who prioritized the care and needs of his master and who was portrayed as a stooped, obsequious, balding, shuffling, white-haired senior man who bore little to no resemblance to Stowe’s original. This disparity helps to explain why, over time, “Uncle Tom” emerged as a racial epithet used to describe blacks as being self-hating, racial sellouts, with ethnic counterparts such as the Latino “Uncle Tomas,” the “Asian “Uncle Tong,” and the Native American “Uncle Tomhawk.” Black leaders such as Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) were sometimes read narrowly through this stereotype, particularly in light of the accommodationist posture evident in his famous “Atlanta Compromise” speech that seemed to sanction and encourage black acceptance of segregation in public facilities.

In the period after slavery and as Reconstruction began, the newly freed black population was viewed as a threat and menace to whites in the South who had viewed slavery as essential for preserving their way of life. Propaganda of the time portrayed black men as bestial rapists. The black rapist emerged as a key stereotype in the period and was portrayed as the main threat to the sanctity and purity of white womanhood, which was exalted on a pedestal among the middle class and elite, and against the backdrop of the prevailing Victorian ethos and ideology of the cult of true womanhood that stressed purity, piety, submissiveness, and motherhood as ideals for such women. While it had primarily targeted white abolitionists during the antebellum era, lynching was used as a primary instrument for terrorizing black bodies after the Civil War. Though the accusation of the stereotypical black rapist preying on white women was widely used to justify the brutality, the investigative journalism of Ida B. Wells (1862–1931), which she published in the pamphlet Southern Horrors, revealed that many of the victims had been targeted because of the perceived threat that their budding business enterprises represented in the wake of emancipation.

In the predominately agrarian South, where they remained concentrated in the years after slavery, blacks were inherently disadvantaged under sharecropping. As an agricultural labor system that in many ways still felt and worked like slavery, sharecropping left blacks vulnerable to additional forms of violence and terror such as lynchings at the hands of marauding vigilantes who were determined to keep blacks “in their place” in the post–Civil War era. While black men were pathologized through the stereotype of the black rapist and most frequently targeted by lynching, black women and children were also frequently its victims. Vagrancy laws were designed to discourage black idleness in the aftermath of the war and were steeped in stereotypes of blacks as lazy. In the worst cases, they served as a ruse to justify forced labor, just as the abusive system of convict leasing of prisoners in effect reenslaved them and was developed to compensate for perceived labor shortages in the South in the wake of the war.

By the late 19th century, blacks were frequently caricatured within a barrage of items circulating in American material culture, including items in advertising that portrayed blacks with exaggerated features, which were steeped in raced and gendered stereotypes. In this vein, Aunt Jemima emerged as a logo in 1889 to advertise ready-made pancake mix. While Aunt Jemima emerged as one of the longest-running trademarks in American advertising history, her male counterparts in advertising have also been salient in propagating stereotypes of the black body, including “Rastus,” “Old Black Joe,” “Uncle Ben,” and “Remus,” which all recollected characteristics of the Uncle Tom. The Uncle Tom has been invoked directly and explicitly as a logo for a range of products. Uncle Remus, the literary creation of the Atlanta Journal and Constitution journalist Joel Chandler Harris (1845–1908), has been one of the most significant types related to the Uncle Tom in advertising. The character was a composite based on Harris’s early-life encounters with slaves named Uncle George and Old Harbert on Turnwold, the thousand-acre plantation of Joseph Addison Turner, who owned the Countryman newspaper where Harris was apprenticed from 1862 until 1866. Beyond Harris’s literary corpus, Uncle Remus has been saliently recalled in Walt Disney’s Song of the South, which was first released in 1946 and reissued in 1956, 1972, 1980, and 1986. Rastus, a term referring to a stereotypically happy black man, has also been linked to a character in Harris’s fiction named “Brer Rastus” and was invoked on minstrel circuits and served as the name for the logo on the breakfast cereal mix Cream of Wheat.

Old Black Joe was also a close relative of Uncle Tom’s in American advertising. Several products have been circulated under this name, which was likely taken from the title of the 1860 folk song by popular American songwriter Stephen Foster (1826–1864), an elegy that acknowledged the passing of the “young and gay” days, along with all the friends, of a plantation slave known as Old Black Joe, whose “head is bending low” as he looks toward heaven and reunification with his lost friends who are softly beckoning him to join them. Old Black Joe was the logo for products such as Old Black Joe Black Eyed Peas and Old Black Joe Speckled Butter Beans, which were packed by the Roney Canning Company in Hohenwald, Tennessee, and Black Joe Juice Grapes, a product manufactured by Ed Kurtz in Lodi, California.

Another important link in the chain of Uncle Tom signifiers is Uncle Ben. Originated as a trademark of the Uncle Ben’s Converted Rice Company in 1943, Uncle Ben has been the most enduring “uncle” figure in American advertising history and exists now as what is perhaps the final vestige of the Uncle Tom prototype in contemporary culture. Earlier logos featured Uncle Ben in a plantation-like setting with a tray in hand. In more contemporary advertisements, he dons a thin layer of white hair and a close-lipped smile and wears a blue suit and bowtie and a ribbon bearing the words “Perfect every time.” The advertising character Uncle Ben bears a remarkable resemblance, for instance, to Uncle Billy, the servant portrayed by the legendary Bill “Bojangles” Robinson (1878–1949) and featured with Shirley Temple (1928–2014) in the 1936 film The Littlest Rebel.

Novels by Thomas Dixon (1864–1946) such as The Leopard’s Spots (1902) and The Clansman (1905) were steeped in Confederate nostalgia and the myth of the lost cause that widely romanticized the South in the years after slavery. It ultimately served as the basis of the 1915 film Birth of a Nation by D. W. Griffith (1875–1948), which was set in South Carolina with the white population threatened by a Congress dominated by “Negro rule” of a band of inept and incompetent black politicians who were lustful for white women, eager for intermarriage, and wielding their new voting rights in a way that created a repressive society for whites in the South. Some of the key black characters were portrayed by whites in blackface, such as the Mammy in the film, played by a white man whose costume was stuffed in a crude attempt to cross-dress and imitate an obese black woman. The character Silas Lynch was portrayed as a cunning and manipulative mulatto covetous of white womanhood and is linked to political corruption. One of the film’s most dramatic scenes showed the character Gus, another black character portrayed by a white man in blackface, proposing marriage and then desperately chasing a terrified young white girl, Little Sister, who jumps to her death to thwart what the film implies to be his intent to rape her.

The film portrayed the Ku Klux Klan as a heroic and necessary organization that restored order through the lynching of Gus and establishing white unity in a nation in which the North and the South, figuratively cast as brothers within a symbolic family, had been divided by the Civil War. President Woodrow Wilson, who had resegregated federal jobs and facilities once he assumed office, arranged a screening of it at the White House, validating its story and racialist logic by commenting that it was “like writing history with lightning.” It served as a tool for recruiting Klan members in the wake of its release and incited racial violence in some cities. It was steeped in the stereotype of black men as rapists and protested by organizations such as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). The film Within Our Gates (1920) by pioneering black filmmaker and novelist Oscar Micheaux (1884–1951), challenged and redressed its egregious black representations.

If the minstrel stage served as a primary site for propagating black stereotypes in the 19th century, it is important to recognize how instrumental film and television have been in propagating stereotypes of blackness, including of black men, since the early 20th century. As film critics have revealed, if the technological breakthroughs of Birth of a Nation may accord it canonical status as the first epic film that introduced several of the techniques that are foundational in modern film, the racial propaganda that inflected it made it a deeply problematic and objectionable pioneer and prototype for the nation’s cinema. This is why it is important to recognize Hollywood as the site from which the reigning black stereotypes were disseminated in American culture, including the Tom, Coon, Buck, Mulatto, and Mammy analyzed by film scholars such as Donald Bogle. They have been the basis for ongoing stereotyping of blacks in film, television, and other aspects of American popular culture. On television, images of black boys from Buckwheat on Our Gang to the coon stereotype of blacks as lazy buffoons embodied in radio and later on television versions of Amos ‘n’ Andy were symptomatic of this representational problem. In film, it was evident in characters portrayed by Rochester and Step N’ Fetchit. Tarzan films that cast Africans as menacing savages added to this stereotypical economy of black representation that freely proliferated during the era of segregation.

Margaret Mitchell’s (1900–1949) 1936 novel Gone with the Wind, the basis of the iconic 1939 film by that same name, while not as crudely as Birth of a Nation, was still steeped in raced and gendered ideologies. The novel refers to blacks as “darkies” and compares its unnamed Mammy character to the elephant, linking her to animalistic traits in much the same sense as Dixon had compared blacks to apes in his fiction. While the novel scripts Uncle Peter as a powerful character in the Hamilton household who cares for Charles and Melly and accomplishes tasks of which the airy and scatterbrained Aunt Pittypat is utterly incapable, on screen, the black male servant characters such as Uncle Peter and Polk are portrayed as simpletons. Indeed, the most seen of Uncle Peter in the 1939 film is when he makes a bumbling attempt to chase a chicken to get Christmas dinner “ready for the white folks.”

In the early 1960s, such images in American media and culture began to recede as a result of pushback by the NAACP and other groups. Black representations in television and film became less obviously stereotypical. Black artists staged critiques of prominent black stereotypes in their art during this period, and it became less popular and accepted to advertise products by using logos that caricatured blackness through raced and gendered stereotypes. In more recent times, even the first black president, Barack Obama (1961–), was linked to degrading stereotypes such as the monkey and lynched in effigy. High-profile cases of violence against black men and boys have also generated discussion about the routine stereotyping of black men in the contemporary era as thugs and criminals, which have made them primary targets for racial profiling, violence, and mass incarceration. For some, these issues underscore the long reach of Jim Crow and the mythology in the idea of the postracial.

Riché Richardson
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RESPECTABILITY




Since the slavery era, throughout Jim Crow segregation, and even in contemporary times, the fallout from white racism forced African Americans to devise creative methods for confronting negative stereotypes and actions imposed on them by the white power structure’s antiblack leanings. Black respectability politics, or blacks presenting themselves in a manner deemed respectable by white-dominated society, served as a mechanism for dealing with the complexities of racial discrimination and subordination in the United States. During the Jim Crow era, black respectability transformed into deep structural formations that came to create unique elements in African American culture. Among them were the black church, black Greek sororities and fraternities, black colleges, and black literary movements. Many blacks of the era also embraced and mastered social etiquette like table manners as defined by European-dominated society in attempts to show their humanity to the whites who believed that blacks were subhuman. African Americans also embraced European forms of dress and perfected the English-speaking standards, endeavoring to prove themselves capable of assimilating into middle- and upper-class America. Yet, black respectability was more complex than African Americans simply striving to pattern themselves after whites. The approach involved blacks using a wide array of resources and methods to challenge their race’s inferior status, while demonstrating the group’s ability to function and succeed in any area of mainstream society.

Prominent blacks during Jim Crow, like educational pioneer Booker T. Washington (1856–1915), promoted his racial uplift and accommodationist theory, which called for blacks to focus on creating an industrial, skilled labor economy over advocating for equal political and social rights. Washington’s position rested on his notion that African Americans would gain the respect of whites once they presented themselves as labor-ready and economically fit. Washington’s black respectability positions were considered noble attempts to help the poorly educated, financially challenged, newly freed African American population attain success after slavery. However, many argued that Washington and other elite blacks of the Jim Crow era provided a pathway for black achievement and pleasing whites instead of promoting an all-encompassing form of black self-determination after slavery. Yet, the appeal of black respectability lay in the strategy providing African Americans with means for surviving in a hostile environment. In most cases, the black respectability method placed blacks in a perpetual state of playing by the rules set by white society.

Over the course of his paradoxical life, famed black intellectual W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963) epitomized the complexities of black respectability politics. On one hand, he advocated that African Americans aggressively confront white supremacy through legal and educational means, while on the other hand, he pushed his “talented tenth” theory. According to Du Bois, an elite group of educated black men would lead the entire race out of the pitfalls of racial discrimination by way of educational attainment and political advocacy. Du Bois lived a life of the typified talented tenth man, which came to symbolize the picturesque, respectable black man. He was light-skinned, a graduate of a black college (Fisk University), a member of Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity, the first black person to receive a doctoral degree from Harvard University, a professor at Atlanta University, and a committed political and civil rights activist. Even with his noteworthy accomplishments, Du Bois’s life reflected a man with an ability to push the bounds and definition of black respectability during Jim Crow because he expended his available social, political, and economic resources to challenge the confines of respectability while focusing on creating a world where all black people had equal opportunity.

Washington and Du Bois were not alone in attempting to use black respectability to break through the racial blocks imposed on African Americans during Jim Crow segregation. The 1920s Harlem Renaissance literary and arts movement reflected blacks endeavoring to put their artistic and scholarly abilities on display in an America that often considered African Americans intellectually inferior and incapable of performing tasks that required critical thinking. The movement’s strategy seemed to yield desired results because black artistic expressions popularized by the movement, like jazz, black theater, dance, and poetry, were celebrated in mainstream society. The “New Negro” was a term and philosophy associated with the Harlem Renaissance that reflected the intersections between black respectability and black resistance because African Americans were challenging negative stereotypes about their racial group while opposing the system that forced them to prove their worthiness. Although the Harlem Renaissance was an autonomous, African American–led movement that confronted negative black stereotypes, the cause also reflected the complexities of blacks’ aptitude for the arts and political activism.

During Jim Crow segregation, black women also had to participate in black respectability politics. They created and joined women’s clubs and organizations that sought to help them become respectable black women who carved out a better society for their race. In 1896, prominent black activists like Mary Church Terrell (1863–1954) founded the National Association of Colored Women (NACW). The NACW’s motto was “Lifting while we climb,” which was intended to show “an ignorant and suspicious world that our aims and interests are identical with those of all good aspiring women” (Gray White 1999, 54). Their motto further reflected black women’s strides to present themselves as respectable, disciplined, proper, and refined to a world that often portrayed black women as sexually deviant, ignorant, and combative. To do so, organizations like the NACW and the colored division of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union sought to promote a respectable image of African Americans in areas like sex, drug, and alcohol abstinence; Christian living; nuclear families; political advocacy; child welfare; and public health. The black woman’s personal image was also a subject of black respectability politics during the Jim Crow era. Although light-skinned black women and men were often regarded as the most respectable and desirable by mainstream society, black women’s curvy bodies and naturally kinky hair pattern threatened the group’s respectability prospects. In the early 1900s, Sarah Breedlove (1867–1919), who later became known as Madam C. J. Walker, developed chemical-based products to help black women maintain their kinky hair. Permed, straightened, or relaxed hair soon emerged as a symbol of respectability for African American women. Walker went on to become the first self-made female millionaire in the country and an avid philanthropist who was committed to amending negative African American stereotypes. Overall, Walker, along with other black women of the Jim Crow era, demonstrated that black respectability was a complex subject that carried intersectional burdens of sex, race, and class.

Even black nationalist and black liberationist groups that were considered radical and on the fringes of African American society struggled with black respectability politics in postslavery America. The Nation of Islam, led by the Honorable Elijah Muhammad (1897–1975), challenged the black Christian, assimilationist, political banner that most African Americans adopted, in exchange for a black separatist, antiwhite, anti-American, Islamic, black-centered identity. While doing so, Muhammad instructed his followers to wear European-style suits and bow ties and perfect upright posture to push mainstream society to receive his group as sophisticated and respectable. Similarly, during the 1920s, Noble Drew Ali (1886–1929), leader of the Moorish Science Temple of America, wrote a proclamation prohibiting his members from giving agitating speeches and participating in other acts believed intimidating and offensive to nonmembers. Although Moorish Science Temple followers believed that white-dominated society was inherently evil and misled African Americans by forcing them to forget what they argued was blacks’ true aboriginal ethnicity, Moorish nationality, and Islamic faith, Ali wanted mainstream society to perceive the Moors as peaceful and respectable. Even with their antiwhite and radical impulses, Elijah Muhammad and Noble Drew Ali ironically engaged in respectability politics like other African Americans who sought to break the chains of white supremacy during Jim Crow.

In sum, during Jim Crow segregation, African Americans routinely contemplated the role of black respectability in their everyday life, even when challenging the inequities that forced them to prove themselves as respectable human beings. Furthermore, black respectability politics during Jim Crow were arguably elitist or less concerned with the black masses having an autonomous life, where they championed a lifestyle defined on their own terms in every aspect. Essentially, African American leaders in postslavery America pushed the concept in hopes of challenging and changing whites’ negative perceptions of blacks’ skills and value. A main goal was to prove that blacks were worthy of equitable treatment. Although black respectability led African Americans to adopt cultural systems that helped them socially, economically, and politically compete, a major problem with blacks and their adoption of the black respectability platform involved African Americans seeing themselves and their successes through white lenses. In other words, oftentimes, black respectability translated into African American attempts to appease white culture by upholding and adopting white, Victorian standards of living, beauty, success, and other realities instead of their own indigenous, preslavery, precolonial, African traditions. The strategy’s priority of blacks assimilating into white society or making whites comfortable with their shared space often caused African agency to suffer. It is important to note that African Americans did not completely discard Africa in their black respectability pursuits. Instead, they struggled to negotiate their African background while attempting to subsist in a Eurocentric environment intent on maintaining white standards. Black respectability during Jim Crow was, therefore, inherently political because African Americans, both consciously and unconsciously, exchanged distinct African norms for a semi-African cultural ethos that helped them challenge white supremacy on a number of fronts, including politics, education, entrepreneurship, and entertainment, but entrapped them into a constant state of seeking acceptance from an oppressive white-led culture and society.

Cheryl E. Mango
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WOMEN’S FASHION




Fashion is a form of collective behavior in which many people appreciate and wear the same styles of clothing. It “induces a change in mass taste” and “is a process by which the taste of a mass of people is collectively refined” (Lang and Lang 2007, 85–86). Fashion in clothing is always changing, particularly in women’s wear. As life and values changed from the late 19th century to the middle of the 20th century, so did fashionable dress.

Fashion changes often begin with the wealthy and trickle down to the middle and working classes; once the working class adopts the fashions of the upper class, the upper class embraces new styles to differentiate themselves from the lower classes. Economist and sociologist Thorstein Veblen in 1899 wrote about “a visible class of wealthy, powerful elites whose lifestyle contrasted sharply with those of lower socioeconomic status.” Veblen called the elite “the leisure class” and condemned them for their “conspicuous consumption and waste of goods, including dress” (Lillethun 2007, 78). As time and technology progressed, fashionable clothes became more available across the classes due to mass production and the accessibility of fabrics at a variety of prices.

African Americans in the Jim Crow era found themselves with a new set of obstacles: finding their place in a society that excluded and stigmatized them. One sartorial way to fit in included clothing themselves appropriately, and, if money allowed, this included wearing fashionable styles. During most of the Jim Crow era, African American women “aligned with mainstream, white standards” in dress and appearance (Way 2015, 15). An obvious symbol of being a part of mainstream society is dressing like everyone else.

Although racial barriers provided obstacles, there were ways that wealthy African Americans obtained and wore fashionable dress and thus challenged negative racial stereotypes of black women. As historian Elizabeth Keckley explains, “dressing in stylish clothing and presenting themselves as ladies” empowered African American women to make “fundamental statements about their equality, social standing and distance from slavery” (Way 2015, 20).

For most of the Jim Crow era, only wealthy African American women could participate in fashion by purchasing the newest styles or having a new dress made by a favorite dressmaker or a hat made up by a local milliner. It was a social expectation for wealthy African American women to dress in the latest fashionable clothing as a symbol of their husband’s or father’s wealth. African Americans of the middle and upper classes “sought out the most talented dressmakers for christening garments, wedding dresses, and ball gowns” (Hunter 1997, 111). However, that is not to say that working-class African American women did not participate in fashion, since for the most part, women desired to look aesthetically pleasing and dressed in the latest clothing and hat styles.

Making one’s own dresses, skirts, and blouses was one way in which African American women could save on garments; fabric and paper patterns could be purchased at a variety of prices; sewing machines could be bought on credit if buying outright was too expensive. It was not unusual for women to make their own hats or update an old hat with new flowers or feathers.

African American newspapers and magazines often included fashion news or described the wedding clothes of newly married African American couples. For example, “a very fashionable” wedding took place in Baltimore and “the bride wore white silk beautifully trimmed,” and “the bridesmaids wore white brilliantine,” a type of silk fabric (The Afro-American 1896). An article in the June 1901 edition of the Colored American Magazine included several pages of sketches and descriptions about women’s fashions written by African American dressmaker Madame Rumford (dates unknown) of New York City. Rumford gave recommendations to readers as well, advising how, for example, “scotch flannel is less expensive than the French and makes a very charming waist for seashore, golf and other out-door sports” (Rumford 1901, 131).

African American women’s interest in fashion gained notice from African American lecturer and civic leader Fannie Barrier Williams (1855–1944). She cautioned women readers of The Voice of the Negro to be thoughtful in their spending on the latest clothing styles whether a women went to a local dressmaker or milliner or purchased from merchants in the black community (Williams 1904, 184). There were ample places in towns and cities to obtain fashionable dress: department stores, specialty shops for dressmaking, millinery shops, and mail-order catalogs.





A PARISIAN SHOP OF OUR OWN

African American dressmakers, milliners, and other fashion designers proudly displayed their artistry in annual fashion shows that attracted the attention of the striving black middle classes of American cities, as this excerpt from the black newspaper—the Kansas City Sun—reveals:


The third annual Fashion Show, given by Wheatly Provident Hospital Auxiliary No. 1, at Labor Temple on the eve of April 6, was the most successful ever given. The hall was beautifully decorated with spring flowers, palms, ferns and floor lamps. A decidedly new and novel feature was the arrangement of the entry of the models and they presented striking pictures as they appeared to step out of a huge fashion book, the leaves of which were turned by two small boys. The features were all new and created so much interest, the vast audience was kept quiet and spellbound, wondering what would next appear. Never has been displayed more complete and correct attire, tailored afternoon, sport or evening, and for gorgeousness has never been surpassed. The members worked hard, and are highly pleased to have had the public respond so well to their entertainment, and ask all to keep in mind THE FOURTH ANNUAL FASHION SHOW, which they already say will surpass the one just given. . . .

Never before in the history of [Kansas City] has there been such a display of gowns, bags and hats—all made by Colored women. With such artists as Mesdames Hill, Rollins, Eldora Woods, Ethel Hawkins, Moss, Adella Newsome and Sue Cotten the Editor does not see why we should not have a Parisian shop of our own.

Source: “The Fashion Show,” Kansas City Sun, April 10, 1920.






Many African American women living in the United States trained as dressmakers and milliners. Some became very successful entrepreneurs with their own shops, while others worked out of their homes or for white-owned businesses. Madame Rumford included both hat and dress styles in her illustrations for the Colored American Magazine. One well-known African American dressmaker was Elizabeth Keckley (1818–1907), who began her career as a dressmaker in St. Louis until she was encouraged to move to Washington, DC, where she became dressmaker for Mary Toddy Lincoln (1818–1882) and other prominent clients. Another renowned African American dressmaker was Ann Lowe (1898–1981), who worked in New York City beginning in the late 1920s and by the 1950s had “built a faithful clientele” of wealthy New York women. In 1953, she made Jacqueline Bouvier’s wedding dress for her marriage to John F. Kennedy (Congdon 1964, 76).

Another skilled artisan job that many African American women pursued was hat making, also known as millinery. African American author Katherine D. Tillman (1870–1922) stated, “the progressive colored milliner studies the features, complexion and prospective gowns of her customers and makes her hat to harmonize with these” (Tillman 1907, 55). Throughout the Jim Crow era, hats were an essential accessory for women as well as a fashionable item that changed in style or decoration (feathers, ribbons, or beading) between 1880 and 1950. Milliners were trained to use a variety of materials (such as velvet, straw, and felt) to make their stylish creations. The Gate City Millinery and Dry Goods Company and the Mays Millinery Company were two hat-making establishments owned by African Americans. Other milliners advertised in African American newspapers. For example, the Metropolitan Millinery Company ad copy indicated, “we have everything that Ladies, Misses and Children wear, at prices to shock your appreciation of values and to suit your money. Then we cater to the colored. One price to everybody; no difference in the price” (Atlanta Independent, October 12, 1907).

The phrasing in this advertisement was not unusual for the early 20th century, since African Americans were often ill-treated or ignored in white-owned businesses. Stores owned by African Americans and German Jewish merchants were often located in the black business communities of cities like Atlanta, Baltimore, and Chicago. The wording in newspapers let African Americans know they would be treated fairly.

If an African American woman was out of doors, dressed for church, or on a visit to friends, she wore a hat. Hat wearing remained a fashionable activity for women and a source of income for talented milliners up until the mid-1960s. An article in Ebony magazine in 1950 showed photographs of hats designed by “top Negro milliners.” The writer noted that the designers work “on the premise that no woman is well dressed without a hat” (Ebony 1950, 92–93). Hats completed an outfit and gained as much notice as dresses and suits in fashion publications.

Shoes could also be fashionable. In the 20th century, women had more styles of shoes to pick from: ankle boots, T-straps, and plain pumps all with varying sorts and heights of heels depending on the year. There were shoemakers who created shoes custom made to a man, woman, or child’s size; however, this was an expensive way to obtain stylish footwear. Shoe stores were located in most cities, and ordering from a catalog was another option.

Patricia Hunt-Hurst
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FOOD AND DRINK
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INTRODUCTION

During the era of Jim Crow, blacks and whites seldom shared in the social intimacy of dining together across the same table because to have broken bread together would have implied that the diners shared mutual bonds of affection and trust as they communed over a meal as social equals. Instead, African Americans encountered whites over food and drink not as equals but as family servants and as cooks, waiters, and barkeeps who tended to the needs of white diners. In this way, the everyday acts of eating and drinking affirmed, rather than challenged, the social hierarchies of Jim Crow.

“Share-cropping and being hungry went together,” noted one of the principal characters in the opening page of William Attaway’s 1941 novel Blood on the Forge. Millions of blacks in the rural South, just like the characters of Attaway’s novel, learned to survive on a diet heavy in white pork, molasses, and saltwater cornbread that left them vulnerable to the diseases of malnutrition. Blacks learned to supplement their diets by hunting, fishing, and foraging in the open range and unenclosed lands of the rural South. Rural blacks also supplemented their income by producing and selling homebrewed liquors called moonshine. The core diet of many African Americans, often consisting of foods from low on the hog, implied both the poverty of their circumstances but also the ingenuity, skill, and determination to coax plenty out of little.

African American food traditions and cuisine went well beyond the so-called everyday poverty foods of the rural South. Many African American cooks earned reputations as masters of the kitchen. Some entrepreneurial black cooks and chefs capitalized on an emergent nostalgia in the early 20th century for the tastes of the foods of the plantations of the Old South. Black restaurateurs founded a diverse range of food businesses, including catering services, cafés, barbecue stands, and even cooking schools in which they passed down the traditions of African American foodways that instilled not only knowledge of black history but also a sense of race pride.

Jim Crow left an unmistakable mark on American food culture in myriad ways. Despite the unmistakable skills of black chefs, white-owned food businesses created racist caricatures of black cooks as trademarks to sell their products to white clientele. Quaker Oats, for example, used the image of Aunt Jemima, a faithful family servant who cooked by intuition rather than by any expert knowledge in the science of cooking, to market their brand of pancake mixes, syrups, and breakfast foods. White-owned restaurants such as the Coon Chicken Inn and Sambo’s appealed to white customers through racist imagery that they incorporated in their décor, menus, and company mascots. In the early 20th century, many municipalities passed health codes that regulated public eating establishments and required, among other things, racially segregated dining rooms. Many restaurants responded by refusing to invest in separate dining rooms, thus excluding blacks from dining in many of the nation’s restaurants, cafés, and lunch counters. White restaurateurs nevertheless hired blacks as dishwashers and busboys to work in restaurants where they could not dine. These repeated indignities over eating and drinking made access to dining establishments one of the earliest front lines in the civil rights movement of the 1960s.

AUNT JEMIMA




“Aunt Jemima” is familiar to generations of Americans as a character whose face appears on products including pancake and waffle mixes, syrups, and frozen foods that bear her name. In 1989, the Quaker Oats Company, which owns the Aunt Jemima logo and character, recast her image into a “contemporary” style that removed her kerchief and gave her “pearl earrings and a lace collar” (Quaker Oats Company 2018). Her update came a full century after product developers invented the first packaged bread mix that later debuted at the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair under the character’s name and portrayed by Nancy Green (1834–1923). A Kentucky native and former enslaved woman remembered as one of the first black missionary workers, a social justice activist in Chicago, Green modeled and performed as Aunt Jemima until her death in 1923. Today Green is credited by the Quaker Oats Company as a storyteller who brought Aunt Jemima to life. Though she no doubt lent her talents to the advertising campaign, the character and caricature of Aunt Jemima predates breakfast products and is tied to the history of minstrelsy and Jim Crow subjugation of black Americans through propaganda.

Several origin stories exist for Aunt Jemima as a minstrel character. As early as summer 1864, the Daily National Republican newspaper reviewed a play performed in Washington, DC, that featured a character by that name. If that review is in fact the first appearance of Aunt Jemima in popular culture, her arrival fits into the history of minstrel shows that had existed as a form of entertainment for white audiences in Northern states since the antebellum era. Thomas D. Rice (1808–1860), a white New Yorker remembered as the “father of minstrelsy,” researched his most infamous character, called “Jim Crow,” based on his encounter with enslaved people whom he met while traveling throughout the Upper South in the 1830s and 1840s. Rice used black grease paint (a dubious performance choice employed by white actors that is called “blackface”) and exaggerated the mannerisms, accents, and colloquialisms of enslaved Americans in caricatures that are also recalled in the “Sambo” personas remembered in antebellum black and white memories. “Jim Crow” survived Rice’s death in 1860 and served as the name for the era of de jure segregation in the American South following the 1896 Supreme Court case Plessy v. Ferguson.

[image: image]

For most of the 20th century, American advertisers drew upon racial stereotypes to sell products. The Quaker Oats Company developed the character “Aunt Jemima”—modeled after the stereotype of the antebellum plantation Mammy—as the face of its popular brand of pancake mixes and breakfast syrup. The company hired many black women to play Aunt Jemima in its television commercials and its live in-store displays and demonstrations. (Bettmann/Getty Images)

Elements of Jim Crow caricature were reflected in other performances that included Aunt Jemima. Christian Ludwig Rutt (1859–1936), who coinvented the first packaged bread mix with his partner Charles G. Underwood (dates unknown), is remembered in histories of the Aunt Jemima character as watching Peter F. Baker (?–1923), a white vaudeville performer, portray that character in 1889. In blackface, Baker donned an apron and kerchief and caricatured the speech patterns and imagery that had been mythologized by white Southerners in the post-Reconstruction era as “Mammy”—a happy, docile, older black woman who was an expert caretaker and cook and lived to serve white families. Rutt and Underwood appropriated this caricature of black womanhood and enslavement to brand their product, which they later sold to the R. T. Davis Milling Company that debuted the mix and Nancy Green’s performance at the Chicago World’s Fair. Ironically, black feminist icons Anna Julia Cooper (1858–1964) and Ida B. Wells-Barnett (1862–1931) also attended that event. As Aunt Jemima entered pop culture, Cooper delivered her landmark speech “Woman’s Cause Is One and Universal,” which specifically addressed the behaviors and caricatures that debased black womanhood and respectability in the minds of the white public, while Wells-Barnett distributed her pamphlet The Reason Why the Colored American Is Not in the World’s Columbian Exposition.

Regardless that Cooper and Wells-Barnett, among others, decried images like Aunt Jemima as an insult to and setback for black women, the character literally sold like hotcakes as she also enshrined a mythologized antebellum South into millions of homes across the United States. Paradoxically, Aunt Jemima made a relatively lucrative career for Nancy Green, who translated her performance into antipoverty activism in Chicago’s most desperate slums. No actress portrayed Aunt Jemima for a decade after Green’s death, though at least two played the character in advertising tours and on commercials until the “live” character was retired in the 1960s. It is reasonable to argue that the success of the civil rights and black power movements of that era facilitated the end of a live-action portrayal of a caricature that originated during enslavement and appropriated the pain of that institution. Despite the 1989 modernization of Aunt Jemima, activists maintain that the entire character concept is an affront to black womanhood and black history.

Misti Nicole Harper
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BARBECUE




From the 1870s to the 1900s, African Americans attended barbecues hosted by political parties and reform movements, and they hosted their own barbecues to raise funds for community services. In the 20th century, African Americans took their chances in the restaurant industry by opening barbecue restaurants across the South.

In 1870, the Fifteenth Amendment enfranchised black men, so African Americans attended political barbecues in a new role as guests and voters instead of as enslaved laborers. Since the colonial period, Americans had frequently hosted all sorts of political spectacles, including barbecues, where candidates and party leaders barbecued a variety of meats and served copious amounts of alcohol. At these events, enslaved people often did the cooking under the supervision of white masters. After the Civil War and emancipation, these political barbecues continued in much the same way. The barbecues still consisted of a variety of meats, side dishes, and plenty of liquor. Like other political spectacles, such as parades and rallies, barbecues continued to connect candidates and voters. In this new era, however, African Americans had gained a seat at the table because both major political parties courted their votes. Before Election Day, politicians and party leaders hosted barbecues, where notable speakers tried to win votes or candidates debated one another. After Election Day, victorious politicians hosted barbecues to thank supporters for their loyalty and revel in success.

African Americans hesitated to attend some political barbecues because they feared harassment, violence, or poisoning. In the South, Republicans expected the support of black voters because of the party’s role in emancipation and Reconstruction. For the most part, African Americans did support the Republican Party. When African Americans sought alternative alliances, however, Republicans retaliated. When news spread of Democratic Party barbecues, Republicans spread rumors among the black community that Democrats intended to poison black voters. With these rumors, Republicans tried to keep black voters away from the Democratic Party. African Americans also feared barbecues hosted by Democrats. As the party of secession and white supremacy in the South, white Democrats opposed Reconstruction and the enfranchisement of black men, and the party quickly developed a reputation for hostility to black voters. Democrats attacked African Americans who showed up to eat at their party’s political barbecues as one method to keep them out of the political sphere. Due to the threat of violence, African Americans approached Democratic Party barbecues with caution.

By the end of the 19th century, African Americans lost many of the gains they had made during Reconstruction, which had implications for black participation at political barbecues. Southern states passed disfranchisement laws, and the Supreme Court condoned racial segregation in its Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) decision. Left out of formal politics, African Americans participated less often at political barbecues. Without formal political power, African Americans, led in part by Booker T. Washington (1856–1915), uplifted the race by turning to community development and self-reliance. They focused on building strong churches and schools. To these ends, African Americans used barbecue to promote their own business interests and community development and raise money for civic, religious, and business associations. To this day, barbecues provide excellent fund-raising opportunities and help civic leaders connect with their communities.

Many African Americans, including Booker T. Washington, did not approve of pork because of its association with enslavement and poverty. Instead, they adopted the manners and habits of the white middle class. They had new ideas about diet and health. Washington ascribed to these theories and implemented many of them at Tuskegee Institute in Alabama. Although pork was cheap, easy, and available for black Southerners to raise and consume, Washington avoided pork at Tuskegee Institute because it had been prepared by enslaved people for white masters in an era they now hoped to leave in the past. Washington preferred to serve beef because it suggested refinement and civilization while offering nutrition. At Tuskegee, the cooks served beef in the form of roast beef, veal cutlets, beef stew, and similar recipes. For Washington and likeminded black leaders, pork represented the past and beef led them into the future.

During World War II and the Cold War, many African Americans jumped into the restaurant industry, including barbecue shacks and restaurants, because the industry enabled them to control the fruits of their own labor. They left their jobs, often at factories or as domestic servants, to start new lives. By owning barbecue restaurants, they escaped the demands and harassment of white employers. The black restaurateurs also provided a safe space for their black neighbors to find a meal and enjoy one another’s company beyond the sight of hostile whites. They passed down ownership of these restaurants to their families for many generations. They have viewed black ownership of barbecue restaurants as an important indicator of community strength, and they value their restaurants and their legacies as job creators.





BARBECUE AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

In 1901, black civic leader George M. Newstelle (dates unknown) hosted a barbecue to benefit the Negro Business League of Montgomery, Alabama. Newstelle, who worked with Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) and identified with his methods, viewed community development as a means to eventually attain economic, civil, and political equality with white Americans. As a new organization, the Negro Business League needed money, so they turned to barbecue as had many other Americans over the years. Before the Civil War, Americans hosted barbecues as fund-raisers for community buildings and railroads. To this day, Americans host barbecues as fund-raisers for churches, schools, firehouses, and other community projects. According to Newstelle, “We took it upon ourselves to give a barbecue with the two-fold object of increasing our funds and at the same time making an effort to increase our membership” (Newstelle 1915, 43). The barbecue succeeded. “During the day of the barbecue we not only netted a nice little sum of money, but we also secured quite an addition to the membership of the league,” boasted Newstelle (Newstelle 1915, 43). The Negro Business League of Montgomery helped people start businesses, but they also partnered with schools and government organizations on issues of housing and sanitation. Together, they helped build up black communities. For African Americans and other Americans, barbecue provided a means by which to raise money for civic and religious organizations, like the Negro Business League, because barbecue efficiently and effectively attracted and fed large crowds.






Black barbecue restaurateurs used their establishments to aid the civil rights movement. They used printers to create flyers for civil rights meetings. They fed civil rights workers as they prepared for demonstrations. By conducting these activities safely inside the restaurant, they could avoid the Ku Klux Klan.

After the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, a Birmingham-based barbecue owner became embroiled in a legal conflict over the law’s constitutionality. The Birmingham Restaurant Association (BRA) challenged the law because they argued that Congress did not have the authority to desegregate private businesses. The BRA used Ollie’s Barbecue as their test case. Traditionally, Ollie’s only served white customers in the dining room and made African Americans, who almost exclusively populated the neighborhood and made up most of the restaurant’s staff, take their orders home with them. In December 1964, the Supreme Court upheld the Civil Rights Act in Katzenback v. McClung. After the decision, McClung reluctantly desegregated Ollie’s Barbecue and served five African Americans a few days after the decision.

Currently, black and white barbecue restaurateurs boast about the diversity of their patrons in terms of socioeconomic status and race. They proudly point to their parking lots, where automobiles of all makes and models with license plates from around the country sit in spaces or wait in line at drive-thru windows. Inside, black and white customers mingle with staff and one another. For centuries, barbecue has brought together people from all backgrounds. After an era of segregation, barbecue restaurants have become highly integrated spaces.

Mark A. Johnson
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BARS AND BARTENDERS




Interrogating the history and culture of African Americans as mixologists requires more than uncovering the life stories of individual barmen and women. Although every city had one or more “professors,” like New Orleans’s Martin Sawyer (1920–2018), these men were embedded in the social and political fabric of local African American and white communities, yet often not recorded in public records. All too often the barmen and women become confidants and fast friends, while most customers did not know these artisans’ given names. Occasionally, brief personal interracial dialogues transpired that otherwise would not have occurred in segregated society. Like most hospitality workers, bartenders endured constant physical labor, kept brutal schedules into the wee hours, and had to handle drunken customers prone to violence meted out on the bar staff. Even the better clientele sported guns and knives. Financial success required intelligence, dexterity, temperance, patience, a broad general knowledge, wisdom, and the ability to “wear the mask” and maintain a constant smile to elevate customers’ mood and spirit, no matter what the situation. While various partial biographies can be shared, focus also needs to be placed more on the nature of place, boundaries, and possibility of developing a venue in segregated country. Literature and music provide great links to the life in a bar or jook joint, the songs dedicated to this often-treacherous lifestyle, and the pleasures had within these multilayered social spaces, where African Americans enjoyed respite from ever-present surveillance under the white gaze.

The names and careers of few of the numerous antebellum black bartenders, many of whom worked as slaves in plantation drawing rooms, have survived. Cato Alexander (1780–1850), famous for his mint juleps, ran Cato’s Roadhouse Inn, then north of the city on the Old Boston Post Road, near present-day 54th and Second Avenue in New York City. Cato and his family were attacked and his business destroyed by a white mob, although he went on to open another establishment. John Dabney (1824–1900), enslaved by the DeJarnette family and famed for the caliber of his turtle soup and mint juleps, which were said to be “as much a credit to the South as the Washington and Lee University,” earned enough working in bars in Richmond’s best hotels that he purchased his wife’s manumission. He was saving to purchase his own freedom when the United States abolished slavery in 1865. Enslaved Jim Cook (?–1873), Dabney’s chief rival in Richmond, gained fame for the variety of his juleps, which included elaborate garnitures highlighted by those made in 1860 for the barely postadolescent prince of Wales, for which he received a tip of $20 in gold pieces.

Freedmen owned saloons that generally catered to their peers, such as New Orleans’s Steamboat Exchange, or DC’s Metropole Club. Former slave Richard “Uncle Dick” Francis (1827–1888) first gained attention as the bartender at Hancock’s Bar at 12th Street and Pennsylvania Avenue NW, famous for cocktails, fried chicken, and political deal making. Hancock’s was open from the mid-1800s to 1914. Francis built friendships with powerful congressmen, including Henry Clay (1777–1852) and Daniel Webster (1782–1852) while serving the bar’s famous “Hell and Blazes” cocktails. After the Civil War, Francis became the bartender and manager of the U.S. Senate’s bar. At one point both houses of Congress had barrooms. Though he remained illiterate throughout his life, Francis earned enough to send his son to the University of Michigan to earn his medical degree, and by the time he died in 1888, he had amassed a vast real-estate fortune in DC. In 1898, Washington had a sufficient number of black bartenders that R. R. Bowie (dates unknown) and J. Burke Edelin (dates unknown) developed a “Colored” Mixologists Club. The mixologists were described as “men about town, that are an aggregation of energetic young ‘Bonifaces’ [proprietors of hotels, nightclubs, or restaurants] who find time between smiles to woo the goddess of mirth,” which highlights the intimacy that these black bartenders had within the context of white Washington society (Colored American 1900).

Successful black bartenders had to long endure the hostility of white bartenders and white clientele. In 1893, Cincinnati waiter-turned-bartender Louis Deal (dates unknown) worked at the relatively new and prestigious 18-room Atlas Hotel. He earned a reputation as an honest, polite, fine-looking, young colored man. The white bartending community protested his position as a black barman who directly interfaced with white clients. They launched a leaflet campaign, complaining that blacks were stealing whites’ jobs, forcing the hotel to fire him. The bar failed two weeks later, despite having let Deal go; it was sold at auction two months later. Milwaukee bartender Benjamin Sheeckles (dates unknown) was chased from his bar, nearly lynched, and saw his bar destroyed by the mob.





THE MIXOLOGIST CLUB


The art of mixing liquors has come to be a highly respectable and profitable calling and men of excellent repute are found in its ranks. To protect the better grade of workmen from the shiftless and unreliable and to stimulate a broader spirit of fraternity, an organization was found necessary. In response to this plain necessity, there sprang up the Mixologist Club, and at once its roll began to scintillate with the stars of the restaurant world, and all of the solid young men of the craft rallied under its banner. There is no reason why the Mixologist Club should not grow in strength and influence as the years go by, nor is there any good reason why Washington may not eventually take her place in the heights of club life beside New York, Philadelphia and Baltimore, and extend the hospitality and cheer for which she is so well adapted by reason of the finances and elegant leisure of her citizens. The famous Mixologists have opened the way in magnificent style.

Source: The Colored American, November 10, 1900.






In Memphis, formerly enslaved Robert Reed Church (1839–1912), father of Mary Church Terrell (1863–1954) and the first African American millionaire, owned an upscale saloon catering to nonwhite clientele in Memphis during Reconstruction, fostering a contested terrain. African American men had few options for work in Memphis at that time. The saloon provided needed employment opportunities for black men, some of whom were employed as bartenders, waiters, janitors, and cooks. During the riots of 1866, vigilante whites threatened the business and even attacked Church while in his saloon.. Similarly, in the aftermath of the bloody race riots in Brownsville, Texas, and Atlanta in 1906, local legislatures enacted literacy tests for voters and considered measures to restrict the sale of alcohol to African Americans. Following Brownsville, white women were thought to potentially fall victim to the violence of drunken black men, who were believed to consume more alcohol than did white men.

One of the most famous bartenders who flourished during Jim Crow was “Tom,” or Tom Bullock (1872?–1964), author of The Ideal Bartender (1917), the first cocktail book written by an African American. Bullock was famed for tending at both Louisville’s private Pendennis Club (est. 1881) and St. Louis Country Club, which was patronized by George Herbert Walker (1875–1953), the grandfather and great-grandfather to the 41st and 43rd presidents, respectively. Walker wrote the forward to Bullock’s book. In 1891, Al Strickland (dates unknown), tending at Charles Shere’s saloon, was privileged to be Indianapolis’s sole black bartender in a white establishment.

If you had frequented the Rib Room of New Orleans’s Omni Royal Orleans Hotel over the six decades (1935–2005) that Martin Sawyer (1920–) tended bar, you may have said, “Hey Professor, would you please make me a Sazerac, or one of your signature Marsaws?” Sawyer had served President Charles de Gaulle (1890–1970), Governor Huey Long (1893–1935), and Louis Armstrong (1901–1971), among many others. Sawyer began working as a bar-back at age 15 in the Quarter at the Five Hundred Club. He worked the Royal Orleans for more than 34 years, retiring at the age of 86 following the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in 2005. Sawyer was often asked if light-skinned clientele were black or not; he is said to have frequently lied about a patron’s race.

A favorite of locals, celebrities, and tourists, Mississippian Floria “Miss Flo” Woodard (1938–2010) worked for 38 years in New Orleans’s French Quarter on Royal Street at The Court of Two Sisters. A careful artisan who preferred measured drinks to free pours, Miss Flo called herself a mixologist, not a bartender. Every year that she entered the French Quarter Fest’s bartending contest, she won. To honor her legacy, the New Orleans Culinary and Cultural Preservation Society and Crescent City School of Bartending partnered to create a bartending scholarship in her name.

Unlike famous barmen such as Bullock and Cato—known as great conversationalists who worked exclusively in elite white establishments—most black barkeeps did not or were not allowed to engage with their white clientele or were men who ran neighborhood bars and jook joints that catered to black patrons. The role of alcohol and the spaces themselves are part of the narrative. Alcohol and drunkenness caused Southern whites to become violent and attack young black children or sexually assault black women. At the same time, blacks were often accused of not being able to act responsibly when intoxicated, as memorialized in some blues lyrics and jook brawls. Barrooms, nightclubs, and dance halls often excluded recognized black celebrities and public figures, including those places where they were employed and performed. This included Duke Ellington (1899–1974), Lena Horne (1917–2010), Cab Calloway (1907–1994), Count Basie (1904–1984), and numerous others who worked in Harlem’s Cotton Club and other venues around the nation. Billie Holiday (1915–1959), who toured with Artie Shaw (1910–2004) in the first biracial band, often could not even eat in the kitchens of the venues where she sang. Holiday allegedly said, “Sometimes it was a choice between me eating and the whole band starving. I got tired of having a federal case over breakfast, lunch and dinner.”

Segregation’s inhumane behavior took its toll on the staff too, even at exclusive clubs that catered to the wealthy white elite. On February 9, 1963, for example, at Baltimore’s elegant Spinster’s Ball in the Emerson Hotel, the 24-year-old heir to a tobacco fortune, blind drunk William Devereux “Billy” Zantzinger (1939–2009), assaulted a bellboy, a waitress, and, close to 1:30 a.m., a 51-year-old barmaid, Miss Hattie Carroll, who was a mother to nine children and president of the local black social club. Having arrived drunken, Zantzinger had assaulted the staff at a restaurant where he had eaten dinner earlier. According to court records, he called a young black waitress a n—and flogged her with a toy cane. He ordered bourbon from Carroll, calling her a n—and a son of a black bitch. She replied, “Just a moment.” He then struck Carroll hard on the head and shoulder, allegedly for taking too long to prepare his bourbon. He then struck his own wife with his cane and his shoe. Carroll partially collapsed, crying out, “I feel deathly ill, that man has upset me so.” She was taken to a hospital, where she died eight hours later from a brain hemorrhage Bob Dylan (1941–) immortalized Carroll’s death in 1964, “The Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll”. Ironically Zantzinger was sentenced on August 28, 1963, the same day that Martin Luther King gave his I Have a Dream Speech (Carlson 1991; Knake 2011). Elite clubs were not the only location of rough treatment.

In addition to café society jazz clubs, the importance of juke joints (or jooks) cannot be ignored. They were often simple working-class roadside bars where jars of pig’s feet, pickled sausage, fried cracklings, or chicken in greasy paper bags competed with liquor bottles, jars of moonshine, and Sterno (poor man’s liquor) for shelf space. Stale cigarettes, whiskey, marijuana, and fried fish perfumed spots where anyone could explore their “somebodiness.” These black spaces filled with “blues people” and sexuality mixed with alcohol and drug use, the realities of which fostered an ongoing celebratory attitude.


       If the River Was Whisky Blues

       . . . Now if the river was whiskey and I was a diving duck,

       Now if the river was whiskey and I was a diving duck,

       I would dive to the bottom, never would come up

Juke joints offered a brief freedom from one’s daily double-consciousness (living while black in a white society) by providing a raucous atmosphere of music and romance and a space where black culture freely expressed itself. Musicians often played near doors and windows to quickly escape when patrons got rowdy and violent. Jooks began as entertainments for the enslaved when time could be eked out from servitude. In many rural communities, the authorities vacillated from limiting these ad hoc businesses due to the alleged criminality associated with them or encouraging the practice based on revenues gained from liquor sales by suppliers. By 1909, lounges catering to middle-class African Americans were regulated by the Theatre Owners Booking Association, known unofficially as “Tough on Black Asses,” and provided venues for comics and performers where liquor, and often food, was served. The less formal “Chitlin’ Circuit” reinforced the idea of a popular and freely expressive black space, frequently rejected by the black middle class. Working-class black people used these sites for their own cultural production and for their own underground purposes.

The urban equivalent to jooks were the rent parties, private gatherings held to raise money to pay one’s rent by charging guests for attendance, usually with the promise of live entertainment, alcohol, and homemade food. Prepubescent jazz pianist Marylou Williams (1910–1981) got her start by sitting in on numerous rent parties in Pittsburgh. Guests arrived in suits, gowns, smocks, and work uniforms, representing a cross section of black culture jammed into an apartment. In different ways the jook and the rent party revealed a microcosm where diverse ideologies and life experiences comingled, entered into dialogue, and relativized their relationship to each other. These spaces interrupted the conventional connotations of space, blurring the line between public and private, social and familial, formal and casual, domestic and the marketplace; they were home to the carnivalesque, where agency was asserted and grounded in some relation to the sacred.

When considering racial and ethnic segregation, one usually thinks about its impact on the political, economic, social, and educational well-being of people. Rarely does one think about how such a system might affect how the segregated minorities spend their leisure time. At one point “black and tans,” hybrid saloons where racially mixed clientele could congregate, evolved out of jook joint formats. Here proprietors were either black or white, and the establishments were rough and tumble either in the most dangerous urban districts or on the frontier. They were not very respectable or safe for anyone to frequent. Conversely, occasionally urban blacks, Pullman porters, educated professionals, or traveling salesmen properly dressed mistakenly walked into white establishments and were occasionally served though not catered to. If they were not immediately refused service or ejected, their money was accepted, often at nearly 100 times the price for a cocktail: $10 for a 15-cent drink. The other standard protocol was to destroy black patrons’ glasses in front of them to hasten their departure and prevent white patrons from sharing glasses touched by blacks.

These workingmen reflected the rise of a professional class in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, and they patronized resort communities where African Americans owned land. There, they enjoyed swimming, golfing, community and familial activities, as well as clubs and lounges headlining burgeoning talent from the Chitlin’ Circuit. These African American resorts included places such as Highland Beach, Maryland; Oak Bluffs on Martha’s Vineyard; Sag Harbor on Long Island; Idlewild, Michigan; American Beach, Florida; Sea Breeze, North Carolina; and Lincoln Hills, Colorado. A few began as tent revival encampments. They quickly evolved to offer nightclubs, after-hours joints, hotels, motels, beauty parlors and barbershops, and restaurants. While these resorts, like the Jewish Borsht Belt, were hallmarks of African American entrepreneurship, where individuals with foresight saw potential and seized economic opportunity, these Edenic oases concurrently mimicked the in-between spaces found in working-class jook joints. Geographically close to mainstream cities, these blacks-only environs were centers of leisure and ease away from injustice and discrimination of the enforced segregation of the mainstream. Many of these enclaves that were enjoyed by a burgeoning black elite declined with the dissolution of racial segregation.

Scott Alves Barton
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CANNING




Canning became a common method of preserving perishable vegetables, fruits, and meat during the era of Jim Crow. Prior to the Civil War and Reconstruction, farm families relied on pickling, brining, smoking, or other interventions to ensure long-term storage of garden and orchard produce. Families with financial resources purchased glass jars, rubber seals or metal lids, or metal cans and sealers, plus the boilers or pressure canners needed to process canned goods for their own consumption. Such investments exceeded the financial means of impoverished African American families.

Gardening and canning constituted an important component of domestic science and agricultural studies curricula by the late 19th and early 20th centuries. George W. Carver (ca. 1864–1943) summarized the persuasive rationale for canning fruits and vegetables in 1915: “It is the easiest, cheapest, quickest, and best method yet devised by which we can have plenty of good, wholesome fruits and vegetables at a time when the fresh article is out of season” (Carver 1915, 3). Home demonstration agents persuaded women that if they canned fresh vegetables they could improve their family’s health and well-being. In Texas, for instance, state home demonstration supervisor Mary Evelyn Hunter (1885–1967) pointed out that families could produce vegetables for four months, but they had to preserve 240 cans of vegetables each year to ensure that they could put vegetables on the table each day of the year (Reid 2007, 70).

[image: image]

Farm families who had access to pressure cookers could preserve garden produce for home use. Agricultural demonstration agents had long encouraged black women on farms to can perishable foodstuffs as an effective way to ensure that they fed their families a healthy diet of fruits and vegetables throughout the year. (New York Public Library)

Farm families rarely had the equipment necessary to can produce for domestic use. During World War I, preservation of perishable foodstuffs for home use became a patriotic undertaking. U.S. emergency funding supported construction of canning centers in rural crossroads, larger rural towns, and county seats. Home demonstration agents and teachers and other rural community boosters also appealed to county government officials or local businesses such as banks to raise funds to purchase pressure cookers and other equipment required to meet the specifications for safe canned goods. The buildings did not always look new because rural residents often salvaged lumber or reused structures.

Women and girls preserved vegetables and fruits for their own use in these centers, but they could also use the centers to process canned goods for sale. During the Herbert Hoover administration, funding came from the Community Recovery Administration. After Franklin Delano Roosevelt assumed the office of president in March 1933, he created the Emergency Relief Administration. It continued funding rural canning centers during the New Deal to provide relief to rural residents and jump-start new markets. After World War II, residents relied on community canning centers outfitted with pea and bean shellers, cutters to remove kernels from ears of corn, juicers, pulpers, apple peelers, and other equipment to preserve local produce. The families retained canned items for their own consumption, and the fee for use, paid in canned goods, became the basis for local school lunches.

Commercial canning expanded during the Jim Crow era. The commercial processing facilities that began during the 1850s near major population centers expanded. By 1914, Maryland (465) and Virginia (441) accounted for more than 20 percent of all canneries in the nation (4,220) (Zeide 2018, 7). They increased market opportunities for local farmers and fishermen. Some African American families benefited as producers who sold their vegetables, especially tomatoes but also green beans, peas, and corn; fruits; and oysters to the processing plants. Others gained employment as wage laborers. Many consumed the canned goods.

Rural communities strategically positioned on railroad lines, near depots or where lines crossed, had an advantage. Rail lines moved canned goods from rural producers and processors to urban consumers. During the 21st century, community canning centers experienced a rebirth. Locavore and farm-to-fork initiatives gained traction. Residents used the commercial-grade processing equipment to produce safe canned goods for their own use and for local sale.

Debra A. Reid
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COOKBOOKS




Cookbooks used by African Americans during the Jim Crow period included works describing traditionally African American methods and cuisine as well as popular white-authored standards of the day. Because the food tradition was usually passed down orally, between family and community members, the creation of cookbooks—written documents designed for mass distribution—was at first unusual and thus fairly uncommon. In the early 20th century, black food traditions were represented most often, though poorly, in cookbooks designed to capitalize on nostalgia for the plantation system of the pre–Civil War South. African American cookbook authors, many of them now living outside that region, had to counter such stereotypical portraits by focusing on collective history and downplaying personal narrative. Overall, cookbooks created and used in the Jim Crow period show African Americans taking the reins as authors, allowing for more authentic portrayals of their food traditions and the potential to reach a wider audience of all races.

Some argue that African Americans’ reliance on an oral tradition traces back to African cultural practices, while others point to the enforced illiteracy of the enslavement period, where the cuisine originated. Cookbooks by black authors were rare, even after the Civil War and outside the South, although there are a few precedents in the 19th century, including A Domestic Cook Book (1867) by Malinda Russell (ca. 1812–?) and What Mrs. Fisher Knows about Old Southern Cooking (1881) by Abby Fisher (1832–?). Early in the 20th century, African Americans were most likely to see people of color and their recipes set down in cookbooks created by white authors drawing on the skills and personas of black family servants. These “Mammy” cookbooks of the 1920s and 1930s did not capture the voice or experience of the black women they described, whether they were real people (for example, Caroline Pickett of Aunt Caroline’s Dixieland Recipes, 1922) or fictional characters (for instance, the titular Aunt Priscilla in the Kitchen, 1929). A familiar example of the trend is Aunt Jemima, whose face was being used on boxes of pancake mix into the 21st century. All were depicted as caricatures, devoted to their employers and cooking by instinct.

Because of this emphasis on plantation nostalgia, some African Americans felt a great need to create cookbooks more reflective of the reality of the black experience in America, past and present. Authors such as Ebony magazine’s Freda De Knight (1909–1963), who compiled A Date with a Dish (1948), sought to demonstrate that African American food was a sophisticated, diverse cuisine. Where the earlier books emphasized the “primitive” intuition of the cook and her role as a faithful servant, black-authored cookbooks of the 1940s and 1950s downplayed and countered these tropes. Some attempted to appeal to readers by highlighting the work of well-known cooks and caterers, as in Lena Richard’s Cook Book (1939) and Bess Gant’s Cook Book (1947). These provided limited personal detail, signaling the race of their authors through simple, nonstereotypical photographs. The Historical Cookbook of the American Negro (1958), compiled for the National Council of Negro Women by Sue Bailey Thurman (1903–1996), focused on real stories of African American history and culture in order to educate and foster pride. This cookbook provided an accessible means of learning black history in an era when that was still an emerging subject.

The writers of these early African American cookbooks have sometimes been accused of attempting to assimilate with white culture. That is a matter of debate, but what is clear is that African American cooks have always been influenced by their white counterparts. Nineteenth-century black cooks such as Russell and Fisher, for example, followed a pattern set by white contemporaries who published on Southern cuisine. In turn, because they often worked in white families as cooks or as restaurant chefs, African Americans also helped shape the typical diet of white Americans. During the Jim Crow period, Richard and Gant found an audience among white homemakers, just as famous white cookbook authors became authorities for the black middle class. This began with early standards like the best-selling Boston Cooking-School Cook Book (1896) by cooking teacher Fannie Merritt Farmer (1857–1915), and Joy of Cooking (1931) by home cook Irma Rombauer (1877–1962). Later examples include books authored by popular television personalities like Betty Furness (1916–1994; Betty Furness Westinghouse Cookbook, 1954) and Julia Child (1912–2004; Mastering the Art of French Cooking, 1961).

African Americans also followed the trend of creating community cookbooks as fund-raisers, and these reveal what ordinary black Americans were eating. Early examples of community cookbooks show that African Americans were no longer confined to the South. These include Choice Recipes of Cateresses and Best Cooks of the State (1927) from the Montana Federation of Negro Women’s Clubs; Work and Serve the Home (1928) from the New Jersey Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs; and Eliza’s Cook Book (1936) from the Negro Culinary Art Club of Los Angeles.

In the late 1960s, after the gains of the civil rights movement, many African Americans turned back toward the “down home” style popularized in the South and carried north and west by the Great Migration (1910s–1960s). Once disdained by assimilating blacks, this cuisine now served as a means of connecting African Americans to each other and to their collective history, including the enslavement period. In the context of the culture of the day, which celebrated black pride and sometimes argued for black power, this style of cooking became known as “soul food.” It spawned dozens of cookbooks and became a sort of shorthand for traditional African American cuisine.

Kathryn G. Matheny
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EATING AND DINING




The quotidian nature of commensality makes foodways a locus for studying and understanding the nuances of racial segregation and Jim Crow regulation. Even the most famous black man in the United States, Frederick Douglass (1818–1895), could rent a hotel room based on his fame as an orator and abolitionist but was excluded from the dining room and had to take his meals in his room. Having come out of slavery, African Americans had to learn to live beyond the labels placed on them. They could not eat or drink at lunch counters, restaurants, cafés, drug stores, or “greasy spoons.” Being allowed to purchase food in an eating place did not entitle them to eat inside those establishments. A focus on chefs, cooks, butlers, dining spaces, political advocacy, and racially demeaning stereotypes reveals Jim Crow’s effect on eating and dining.

Helen Kenyon (1884–1978), former member of the Board of Home Missions of Congregational and Christian Churches, once remarked that “eleven o’clock on Sunday morning is the most segregated hour in America” (New York Times 1952). It can be argued that during Jim Crow every meal was equally segregated. Thus segregation was more frequent at table since eating occurred multiple times per day. Observing how protocols of food and eating were changed relative to one’s racial identity easily indicates Jim Crow’s effects on daily life. But while the separation of the races denigrated and dehumanized African Americans, it also opened space for blacks to assert community, solidarity, entrepreneurship, and, discretely, a politics of respectability and racial pride. Understanding the rules and regulations around food and eating, as well as the roles allowed to food service employees, helps us to see the insidious pervasiveness of racial segregation. While not everyone attended church on Sunday mornings, everyone had to eat. Therefore, being limited in how, where, when, and what one could eat has had an irrevocably negative net effect on the psyche, personhood, and identity of African Americans. Jim Crow challenged blacks to reconsider, alter, and even reject the foods that they cultivated, cooked, and ate. Numerous African Americans eschewed foods dubbed as “soul food,” including lesser cuts of meat, offal, and pork, such as chitlins, hog maws, or pig’s feet. For some, these foods or dishes resonated as “slave or poverty foods.” Others acknowledged the link and the legacy and celebrated the ingenuity of the enslaved in “making something from nothing.” The larger question is whether all slaves were equally impoverished with meager diets, or does the monolith of blacks as universally broken accurately define the diversity of social and economic status evident during slavery? The idea that the enslaved were a monolith and had no distinctions of class, agency, or access is a false trope.

Numerous chefs, caterers, and waiters came of age and survived, even thrived, during Jim Crow. African American chefs have played a central role in the making of American foodways since the time that slaves worked in plantation kitchens. Although the races did not often break bread together, few whites objected to black people who cooked for, fed, and nurtured the young and old. Following emancipation through to the end of Jim Crow, many skilled cooks earned a living as caterers or as chefs and cooks to either or both racial groups. The food that they produced and served reflected regional U.S. cooking as well as European, West African, South Asian, or Latin cuisines. The skills needed to prepare dishes as diverse as whole hog barbecue or lobster thermidor attests to the ability of these hospitality workers to function in almost any dining venue. Former slave Rufus Estes (1857–?) translated his culinary skills to become a prominent chef who cooked for presidents, foreign dignitaries, and celebrities. In 1883, he became a railway chef and manager for the Pullman Company, a position that he held until 1897; he later became a chef for United States Steel Corporation in Chicago. In 1911, at the behest of his many faithful diners, he self-published Good Things to Eat, as Suggested by Rufus, a collection of more than 600 of his recipes. The first chapter, Hints to Kitchen Maids, indicates that he was used to managing a staff. His book provided standard weights and measures and suggested that fish should never be served without a salad, identifying his skill and good taste.

Numerous African Americans, enslaved and free, were empowered to work as chefs, cooks, body servants, and butlers since the founding of the capital. The bifurcated life of White House food service workers was quite complex. The residence of the president was at once a symbol of national identity, a place that strictly enforced racial separation, and a location of exemplary fine cooking and dining. During Benjamin Harrison’s presidency, the French cook Madame Petronard (dates unknown) was replaced by the Kentucky-born African American “family cook” Laura “Dolly” Johnson (1852–1918), whose cooking was seen as homey, lighter, and more digestible. When Miss Dolly came to work for the Harrisons, she was about 37 years old, described as an educated mulatta—a mixed-race woman—who had secured a bit of wealth as a cook for a Colonel John Mason Brown (1837–1890). Johnson cooked for four administrations, baking a ham for each president at Christmas and a giant pecan cake for the 1906 wedding of Alice Roosevelt (1884–1980), President Theodore Roosevelt’s daughter. Yet accomplished cooks such as Johnson worked within the White House’s rigidly segregated workplace. The White House hired only lighter-skinned African American men as butlers, body servants, and servers who often had to have relatively similar body types in order to blend in and not stand out. The nonwhite staff were restricted not only in when they could eat but also whom they could eat with, which was regulated by race and position. Black staff who were not served the leftovers from official meals had to bring their own food to work, which had to be stored outside of the official kitchens in unrefrigerated locker rooms, which drew vermin. Men and women were forced to use one toilet as well. Even after labor secretary Frances Perkins helped to secure slightly better working accommodations in the 1930s, major changes did not occur until the 1960s. Nevertheless, the men and women who served on the White House’s hospitality staff were privy to diplomatic meetings, policy negotiations, and the personal lives of the first families.

The last White House cook to work under segregation was Zephyr Black Wright (1915–1988). She began working for the family of Lyndon Baines Johnson as a maid and cook in 1942 when she was in her late teens. Throughout Johnson’s long political career, she traveled back and forth with the family between Texas and Washington, DC. In addition to her famous Pedernales River chili, fried chicken, curried shrimp à la Zephyr, peach cobbler, and pecan pie, she was known to be quite forthright in speaking with Johnson. When confronted with the family’s pending return to Austin from Washington one year, Zephyr told Johnson that she was tired of squatting by a bush to toilet herself and eating out of a bag by the roadside while the family enjoyed standard amenities. Once he became president, Johnson gave her one of his signing pens when the Civil Rights Act of 1964 became law.

Many black cooks gained national reputations as master chefs. The iconic cookbook Four Great Southern Cooks (1980) heralded the careers of Daisy Redman (1932–2008), Ruth Jenkins (dates unknown), Beatrice Mize (1917–2008?), and William Mann (dates unknown). These master cooks ran diners and restaurants, cooked in private homes, and worked as caterers in Georgia. Dishes featured in the book include okra gumbo, low country pilau, stuffed baked shad with shrimp sauce, chilled caviar pie, quail in a bag, ham mousse, sherry-spiked crab soup, Junior’s dove pie, and coconut cake. Their skills and success dispel any idea that African Americans in the kitchen were not cosmopolitan, highly skilled, and able to supervise staffs that at times were interracial.





“YOU HAVE TO KEEP THAT SMILE”: THE STORY OF BOOKER WRIGHT

Mississippi: A Self-Portrait, a documentary on segregation that aired on NBC-TV in 1965, featured an interview with Booker Wright (?–1973), an African American waiter and restaurateur. Wright spoke bluntly about working and living under Jim Crow in the town of Greenwood, where he owned and operated Booker’s Place, an eatery that catered to the local black community. Wright was also employed as a waiter at Luscos, Greenwood’s 80-year-old family-owned Italian seafood and chophouse. Wright earned a reputation as one of Luscos’s most successful waiters on staff, having worked there since 1940. But his interview revealed that his success came at the cost of enduring insults and indignities from white patrons who referred to him as “boy,” “n—,” or “my n—.” He said he did not want his children to suffer the horrors he had borne, while always having to maintain a smile.

Wright suffered the consequences of his honesty. He fell out of favor at Luscos and lost his job; a local white police officer pistol-whipped him in a confrontation; and Booker’s Place was the target of a firebomb. Although he managed to reopen his café, he was murdered there in 1973 by a disgruntled black customer that his granddaughter has long suspected acted at the behest of local police. Wright’s story has recently been memorialized in the documentary film Booker’s Place: A Mississippi Story (2012), which was directed by the son of the producer of the original NBC documentary. Composer Nolan Gasser and librettist Kevin Young paid tribute to Wright in their oratorio, Repast: An Oratorio in Honor of Mr. Booker Wright, which premiered at Carnegie Hall in 2016.






Many African American chefs dedicated themselves not only to food and cooking but also to racial uplift. Lena Richard (1892–1950), chef, food entrepreneur, and cookbook author, trained at home and in Fannie Farmer’s cooking school. Based on her expertise at teaching cooking, Liz Williams, the founder of the Southern Museum of Food and Beverage, dubbed her the “New Orleans Martha Stewart before Martha Stewart.” Over the course of her career, Richard ran both the Travis House in Williamsburg, Virginia, and The Bird and Bottle Inn in New York; she cooked in and catered to private homes; and she founded Lena’s Eatery and the Gumbo House, both in New Orleans. In the late 1940s, she founded the Lena Richard Cooking and Baking School and became the first African American woman to host a televised cooking show, Lena Richard’s New Orleans Cook Book, which aired on WDSU in New Orleans, a singular achievement for an African American, particularly during the 1940s Jim Crow segregated South. Richard was noted for dedicating her work, teaching, and writing to empowering blacks to be better able to prepare and serve food as well as to demand the high wages that their skills deserved.

Despite the reputation that some black chefs attained, American food businesses drew on demeaning racial stereotypes of black cooks and black foodways to market branded food products and restaurant chains. Food markets witnessed the promotion of products marketed with paternalistic images of black men, Mammy figures, or semiliterate cooks, ironically all drawn from actual hospitality workers. In 1890, for example, the R. T. Davis Milling Company hired the formerly enslaved Nancy Green as a spokesperson for Aunt Jemima’s pancake mix; her image as a portly black Mammy archetype was based on men in blackface dressed as women in earlier 19th-century minstrel shows. This negative caricature romanticized antebellum life and was promoted and maintained by the Quaker Oats Company for over 128 years. The image was modernized in the 1960s and recast as a middle-class black woman in 1989.

In 1893, entrepreneur Emery Mapes (1853–1921) and his partners used their newly purchased Grand Forks, North Dakota, Diamond Flour Mill to produce farina, the whitest part of wheat, as the basis for Cream of Wheat, a new breakfast cereal. Cream of Wheat marketed its product with its trademark character named Rastus, a generic former slave-cum-“chef” whose smiling image and mangled black English dialect was said to improve sales. In the 1920s, the company updated its image of Rastus, basing it on a photograph of Chicago-based Bajan chef Frank L. White. A balding, middle-aged 1950s Chicago maître d’hôtel, Frank Brown—known to regular customer Gordon L. Harwell, owner of the Converted Rice Company—became the face of Uncle Ben’s Rice. Brown’s kindly face mimicked the Uncle Tom archetype of a docile older black slave. Despite public campaigns in recent years to remove these racist images from these food products, all three trademarks remain in use today.

Restaurant concepts also reinforced racial inferiority. An extreme example was the blatantly racist Coon Chicken Inn chain of restaurants that served the Pacific Northwest between the 1920s and 1940s. Coon, a derogatory term for a black person, was the inspiration for the chain’s name, its logo of a black-faced caricature of an oversized red-lipped Negro porter, and the descriptor for their signature dish, “coon-fried chicken, and coon-fried steak.” The restaurants served chicken noodles, chicken livers, sandwiches, shrimp, fries, home-style desserts, and soft drinks. In 1930, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and Seattle’s African American newspaper, The Northwest Enterprise, threatened to sue the chain for libel and racial defamation for its use of offensive racial stereotypes in its logo, menu design, interior décor, and delivery vehicles. Although the restaurant agreed to modify its logo and changed some of its practices, it violated the spirit of the agreement by failing to remove the archetypical caricature of the coon. The last of the inns closed in 1957. Other establishments—such as Lincoln City, Oregon’s, Lil Black Sambos, or the larger unrelated Sambos chain, which at one time had 1,117 outlets in 47 states—flaunted their appropriation of racist tropes until consumers fought to eliminate the negative images or shut down the businesses altogether. In 1981, the chain rebranded itself with the slogan “No place like Sam’s,” although the company had to file for bankruptcy later that same year. In 1982, all but the original store location in Santa Barbara, California, had closed. Although that restaurant retains the original name, it has removed the pickaninny imagery from its décor and replaced it with the four ubiquitous tigers that threatened to eat Sambo in Helen Bannerman’s 1899 children’s book.

During the Jim Crow era, as national food businesses used racist imagery and tropes to market to white clientele, eating establishments, especially in the South, restricted or excluded black diners. In part, design and technology fostered these changes. Historic Southern cafeterias, family restaurants, and tearooms were hyper local businesses serving fresh food redolent of grandma’s cooking. They were family owned, simple and rustic in design, had public tables, and were built on site.

Postwar economics fostered the development of streamlined restaurant designs using terrazzo tile, chrome, Formica, and neon, all of which were seen as modern and hygienic. New fast food drive-ins with “take-away windows” enabled Southern dining establishments to serve blacks without letting them sit inside. In some cases outside seating was available. These new modern spaces controlled how and where blacks were allowed to consume. The menus became generic, and shared tables began to disappear. Consequently, African Americans had to carefully plan how and where they could eat when traveling. In order to avoid the humiliation of trying to dine aboard trains that had racially segregated dining facilities or refused to cater to black diners, black travelers often carried with them shoeboxes filled with cold fried chicken and sandwiches. Beginning in the 1930s, Harlem postal worker and activist Victor H. Green (1892–1960) published Negro Motorist Green Book, an annual guide that informed African Americans of safe places to eat, sleep, and refuel while traveling by car across the country. Updated and expanded annually until the mid-1960s, the Green Book was a portal for entrepreneurship and for those who wanted to buy black.

African Americans converted kitchens and dining rooms into sites of resistance to Jim Crow, and the work of cooks was critical to civil rights organizing and fund-raising. Georgia Theresa Gilmore (1920–1990), a career domestic servant, emerged as one of the invisible heroes of the civil rights movement for her support of the Montgomery bus boycott in 1955 and 1956. When the National Lunch Company, a segregated local restaurant where she worked as a cook, fired her for her civil rights activism, Gilmore opened her own business selling food from her home kitchen. Georgia House soon became a safe haven where the boycott’s strategists and activists gathered for secret planning meetings—and good, trustworthy food. Gilmore created Montgomery’s Club from Nowhere, an anonymous collective of women who prepared and then sold baked goods, sandwiches, and even full meals out of local black businesses that raised money critical for the success of the boycott. Throughout the civil rights movement, anonymous hairdressers, maids, and churchwomen—the so-called sisters of the skillet—sustained the movement by feeding the marchers, protesters, and activists. In their hands and in this context, the everyday work of cooking and serving food acquired political significance.

Scott Alves Barton
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GARDENING




Land provided families with the means to feed themselves. Freedom to cultivate that land changed over time, and economic independence factored into the choice to garden or not to garden. Planters before the Civil War viewed gardens as an asset where enslaved people could produce their own foodstuffs, thus supplementing the planters’ feed allocation. Landlords after the Civil War, however, viewed gardens as a distraction for sharecroppers paid to raise cash crops or livestock feed. Tenant farmers and landowners could choose to dedicate their time and energy to garden production; wage laborers, including sharecroppers and migrant laborers, could not. In this context of monoculture and production agriculture, gardening became both a defiant act and a means of maintaining personal health in the face of a diet of meat, meal, and molasses. Niacin-rich foods, such as green peas, black-eyed peas, potatoes, and peanuts, could stave off pellagra.

Freedmen who pursued the American dream of landownership after the Civil War knew that small amounts of land, even town-size lots, could help them feed themselves and diversify their income. Families with garden plots could trade or sell excess vegetables or berries and fruit, sweet corn and squash, even sweet potatoes in informal markets. Families with a few acres near county seats and growing cities could specialize in vegetable production and could haul their perishables to wholesale markets. Others along railway lines shipped fresh produce and canned goods to urban markets. Some also maintained roadside stands, which increased in popularity as Americans took to the roadways after World War II. Today, farm families sell garden produce, fruits, berries, and melons out of the back of their pickup trucks.

Gardening became a symbol of class status during the Jim Crow era because monoculture undermined wage laborers’ freedom to garden, but landowners and tenant farmers could visibly convey their freedom with kitchen gardens, flowers, and other landscaping. Schools facilitated this transition. Hampton Institute, a private corporation chartered by the Virginia legislature of 1870, promoted gardening in all levels of its curriculum for female and male students. Hampton featured gardening in promotional literature distributed to philanthropists and emphasized the power of gardening as an outlet for personal well-being and creativity but also as a business opportunity through market gardening, ornamental landscaping, or horticulture. Private fund-raising supported these initiatives across the South until 1914, when the Smith-Lever Act established a system of public funding through national and state coffers to support agricultural extension work, including home demonstration. Growing vegetables and marketing fresh and preserved garden and orchard produce became the basis for rural reform. Land-grant colleges, college-trained staff, and farm owners and operators allied with ministers, teachers, and business owners in small towns and farming communities over the importance of gardening to improve rural health and stabilize the rural economy. African Americans also invested their time and resources into gardening as a patriotic activity into victory gardens (private plots on which residents grew vegetables to increase wartime food production) during World Wars I and II.

Growing flowers and ornamental plants symbolized a level of leisure and discretionary spending unavailable to impoverished laborers during the era of Jim Crow. Wealthier African Americans even invested in the romanticized ideal of gardens as a location for contemplation and leisure. The estate in the Hudson River valley owned by entrepreneur Madam C. J. Walker (1867–1919), Villa Lewaro, provides an example of how elite African Americans shared aristocratic aspirations with elite white Americans. Cultivated gardens factored into the romanticized but managed landscapes of Walker’s showplace. Middle-class African Americans during the early 21st century could invest in a suburban home in a neighborhood such as Aberdeen Gardens, a community near Hampton Institute in Virginia. These represented choices made by families far removed from the exhausting routines of tending endless cotton fields.

Debra A. Reid

See also: Economics and Work: Farm Ownership; Sharecropping and Tenant Farming; Family and Gender: Household Economy; Food and Drink: Canning; Truck Farming; Science and Technology: Agricultural Extension Service; County Fairs; 4-H Clubs

FURTHER READING


Glave, Dianne D. 2003. “ ‘A Garden So Brilliant with Colors, So Original in Its Design’: Rural African American Women, Gardening, Progressive Reform, and the Foundation of an African American Environmental Perspective.” Environmental History 8, no. 3 (July): 395–411.

Glave, Dianne D. 2010. Rooted in the Earth: Reclaiming the African American Environmental Heritage. Chicago: Lawrence Hill Books.

Miner, Leigh Richmond. 1907. Everyday Life at Hampton Institute. Hampton, VA: Hampton Institute.

Westmacott, Richard. 1992. African-American Gardens and Yards in the Rural South. Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press.

GROCERY STORES




Grocery stores were a focus for the everyday injustices of the Jim Crow system. The segregation laws that Southern state governments passed after Reconstruction had sought to ensure a complete separation of the races. Hospital wards, housing projects, hotels, municipal parks, railway cars, and schools were all conceived as separate but unequal spaces inoculated against interracial mixture. Other civic and commercial areas, however, proved harder to control. Because bourgeois white Southerners who depended on cheap black labor could never entirely neglect the basic needs of African Americans, many food outlets and transportation services remained open to the movement and potential intermingling of black and white alike. The doors of grocery stores, like the doors of streetcars or buses, often became portals to uncomfortable worlds in which the Jim Crow system suspended its preferred goal of establishing entirely separate spaces and fell back on more rudimentary methods of maintaining the racial divide. Some grocery stores installed signs in the form of arrows that pointed African Americans toward separate lines, which clerks would turn to only after they had served all their white customers. Other establishments achieved a similar effect via their introduction of a simple rope; they made it known that they would tolerate conversation across this barrier only if it was initiated from the white side. Of all these stores, however, those without such signs or partitioning ropes were perhaps the most difficult to navigate. Black customers in these establishments, too, were required to observe what the interwar sociologist Bertram Doyle called “the etiquette of Jim Crow.” After a long wait in line, they too were expected to remain smiling, obsequious, and grateful for the cursory service they received (Doyle 1937, 143). They had to address the store clerk as “Sir” or “Ma’am,” and they were not supposed to complain, make special requests, or question the change they received. Even when the clerk whom they had addressed respectfully called them “boy,” or even “n—,” in return, the imperatives of the scene forced them to hide all trace of the anger and frustration they felt.

Under these circumstances it is unsurprising that most African Americans sought to avoid such situations whenever possible, or that when economic and social conditions permitted they established food outlets of their own. As early as 1889, when the Jim Crow system was in its infancy, the businessmen Thomas Moss (?–1892), Calvin McDowell (?–1892), and Will Stewart (?–1892) set up one such grocery store in a black neighborhood of Memphis, Tennessee. On paper, as a black business with a black clientele, their People’s Grocery already conformed to the “separate but equal” doctrine that the Supreme Court enshrined in its ruling in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896). But Moss, McDowell, and Stewart still fell afoul of the moveable “etiquette of Jim Crow” for the simple reason that their “separate” black business was also successful, attracting far greater custom than white grocery stores in the area. A quarrel over a game of marbles between local children gave white supremacist leaders in the city the opportunity to escalate the situation. Local men joined the dispute and—as Ida B. Wells (1862–1931) reported in her African American newspaper Memphis Free Speech—Moss, McDowell, and Stewart were soon arrested, driven outside of city limits, and shot dead. “The white grocer had . . . put an end to his rival Negro,” Wells would later reflect in her autobiography Crusade for Justice (1928), and “the mob took possession” of the People’s Grocery’s “food and drink, and destroyed what they could not eat or steal. The creditors had the place closed and a few days later what remained of the stock was sold at auction.” The crime, for Wells, was final proof of the words that Moss was reported to have said to his lynchers: “ ‘Tell my people to go West—there is no justice for them here’” (Wells 1970, 51–52). Yet the intimidating effect of such atrocities ensured that, for those who could not follow Moss’s call and who stayed within the fold of Jim Crow, everyday shopping continued to involve visits to white-controlled business in which they had to remain respectful even when they were being treated in deliberately disrespectful ways.

Over the following decades, the enforcement of the “etiquette of Jim Crow” became increasingly ritualized. No longer just places of unplanned interracial encounter, the doorways and counters of grocery stores began to offer known opportunities for individual whites to feel their racial mastery or otherwise humiliate their fellow customers. Any black shopper who hesitated before such demands could soon find himself in danger. Langston Hughes’s (1902–1967) story “Father and Son” (1934), which traces a public hanging of a black man back to his decision to question the change he received from a white female clerk, fictionalizes but never exaggerates the facts (Hughes 1934, 228). A trivial deviation from Jim Crow norms certainly seems the likeliest reason why a racist gang tortured Emmett Till to death in Money, Mississippi, in the summer of 1955. One report suggested that, as he left Money’s main store, Till whistled at a white woman; another claims he said something obscene. One way or another, he attracted the attention of the racist gang—and he probably did so because he did not act out the inferiority that they demanded of black visitors to “their” store.

Against this background it does not seem coincidental that the Jim Crow South played a leading role in the emergence of self-service food shopping after the 1910s. Although they drew on precedents from New York and California, the self-service patents that Clarence Saunders (1881–1953) filed for his Piggly Wiggly stores from 1916 onward promised his Memphis clientele a new shopping experience: a clean and modern store that they could move through somewhat more easily, somewhat liberated from the scrutiny of clerks. For some years thereafter, Piggly Wiggly and other leading Southern self-service enterprises remained de facto white enterprises, unaffordable to black customers, and places where Jim Crow practices still held sway. By the civil rights era, however, Southerners of all races were beginning to embrace self-service and the new supermarkets that it spawned. Insofar as 1960s proponents of the New South sought to escape their own history, many did so by rejecting the claustrophobic, regulated stores that had long turned grocery shopping into a trial to be endured.

Andrew Warnes
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HUNGER AND MALNUTRITION




Hunger was a daily ordeal for many poor Southerners throughout the Jim Crow era. Between 1865 and 1963, the territory of the former slaveholding states was by far the poorest region of the United States, and malnutrition was not uncommon among Southerners of all races. Even within this regional context, however, hunger affected urban and rural black Southerners to an unusual degree. The emergence of racial wage differentials and legalized segregation in the decades after abolition often left these agricultural, industrial, and domestic laborers dependent on a narrow range of the cheapest possible foods. Only a fortunate minority had regular access to the new traditions of Southern cooking that African American cooks were at the time shaping through their development of West African techniques in combination with other influences. Others relied, instead, on a variation on what became known as the three Ms of molasses, (corn)meal, and the “meat” of salt pork and fatback, a diet so low in calcium and other essential vitamins and minerals that it left them at risk of the preventable illnesses of malnutrition. Rickets, a “Victorian” disease long known to result from severe hunger, continued to afflict large numbers of black Southern children throughout the first half of the 20th century. Over the same period, pellagra became the most deadly nutritional deficiency disease in U.S. history, causing 7,000 mortalities in 1928 alone. Decades before it was formally traced to a deficiency in nicotinic acid in 1937, this condition was clearly connected to poor Southern laborers’ reliance on the three Ms in general and imports of processed cornmeal in particular. The risk of dying from pellagra was vastly higher for African Americans than it was for their white counterparts.

[image: image]

Low wages compromised the ability of black workers to provide an adequate diet for their children. The father of these children earned only a dollar a day as a turpentine worker in Alabama in 1936, which left his family vulnerable to malnutrition. (Library of Congress)

Black Southern artists often placed their childhood memories of the hunger and dietary monotony of Jim Crow into a wider context. The love of New Orleans cooking that Louis Armstrong expressed throughout his adult life—he was famous for signing his letters “red beans and rice-ly yours”—was always colored by his memories of spending time in the city’s Colored Waif’s Home for Boys and its unchanging “supper of black molasses and a hunk of bread” (Armstrong 1986, 37). A similar memory of childhood need shaded Bessie Smith’s celebrated love of feasting on barbecue and other Southern dishes with friends and fellow musicians. The Mississippian novelist Richard Wright, meanwhile, refused to forget such youthful experiences. In his autobiography Black Boy (1945), Wright recollected a childhood in which hunger was “always . . . more or less at my elbow,” making him “beg constantly for bread” (Wright 2000, 12). While in a children’s home, he and the other black boys also ate a daily supper of “bread smeared with molasses,” which never satisfied the hunger they felt; yet the food he encountered at the family table often seems little better (Wright 2000, 27).

Although they shocked many of Wright’s contemporary readers, such experiences were by no means uncommon for black Southerners living under the Jim Crow system. In fact, they fell in line with statistical norms established in Swedish social scientist Gunnar Myrdal’s landmark study An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy (1944). “In the economic groups most typical for Southern Negroes,” Myrdal reported, “the majority of the families had diets which failed by far to meet modern ‘optimal’ requirements regarding content of proteins, minerals and vitamins.” Poverty caused hunger throughout the South, but African Americans were statistically likelier to endure a “poor” diet, low in calories, protein, and calcium, even though they were “concentrated in heavy work for which the requirements are often much higher.” Myrdal continued: “It seems, therefore, that we are entitled to draw this rather general but, nevertheless, significant conclusion: the majority of the Negro population suffers from severe malnutrition” (Myrdal 2009, 374–75).

But as well as attesting to the levels of hunger described in American Dilemma, Black Boy and other works of African American culture often also enlarge on Myrdal’s observation that many of those who suffered such malnutrition were engaged in the hard, productive labor that was then establishing the twin realities of American plenty and American affluence. Throughout Black Boy, Wright draws attention to his dependence on the foods of his mother’s employers, emphasizing that if they “left anything, my brother and I would eat well; but if they did not, we would have our usual bread and tea.” Recalling his own menial work for a vulgar white family, he remembers watching them curse and throw food at each other while he continued to feel “his empty stomach churn” (Wright 2000, 22). Even the molasses that sometimes sweetened his supper was something of a by-product of a sugar harvest that relied on Jim Crow labor and that rose from a total of 4,884,000 tons in 1909 to 14,234,000 in 1955. The severe rates of malnutrition that Myrdal described did not just occur in close proximity to the abundance enjoyed by other Americans; it was endured in the course of producing that abundance.

Hunger is far less common now than it was under the Jim Crow system. From the perspective of many health professionals, however, the high rates of obesity among black Southerners today can suggest that the malnutrition of the past has not been solved so much as it has been transformed into new and unanticipated forms. Overnutrition and undernutrition rhyme, in this epidemiological view; the increased incidence of diabetes is a postmodern echo of pellagra and rickets. While others might consider this a skeptical perspective, it points to a continuity in which the lives of poor Southerners—past and present—have been limited as a result of a narrow diet high in fat and sugar but low in nutritional variety. Malnutrition remains a far bigger problem in the United States than in many less affluent countries of the world.

Andrew Warnes
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LUNCH COUNTERS




Lunch counters became a front in civil rights assaults on Jim Crow law and culture because of their prominent presence in the daily lives of black communities. Although lunch counters appeared in drug stores and cafés, most African Americans likely encountered these spaces on a day-to-day basis in the downtown five-and-dime stores, such as Woolworth, which sold a variety of inexpensive items. These counters provided a convenient place for white customers to grab a quick lunch, but Jim Crow laws limited black access to these spaces.

The design of lunch counters encouraged quick and intimate service. On one side of the counter, customers sat on stools anchored to the ground. Diners came into close contact with each other as they vied for elbow room, shared condiments, and competed for servers’ attention. On the other side, waitresses scurried to take orders, deliver food and drinks, and clear the counter for the next customer. Servers were generally white women in starched uniforms and aprons. Stores did not hire African Americans to serve, although black women sometimes cooked in a back kitchen.

The type of food served at lunch counters enabled fast service, and prices encouraged working-class patronage. Lunch counters specialized in sandwiches, soups, sodas, coffee, and ice cream, all of which could be prepared and served quickly and cheaply. Prices changed across the decades, but in the 1950s diners could eat lunch at the Woolworth counter for less than a dollar. And, despite the name, lunch counters generally served breakfast as well as lunch.

In the South and other parts of the country, the stores that featured lunch counters welcomed black trade for their retail end but refused to provide equal service to African Americans at the lunch counter. Often, local ordinances forbade serving black and white diners in the same room. But widespread cultural ideas of black inferiority—based on Protestant theology and notions of racial purity—generally contributed to inequitable policies as well.

The type of service lunch counters gave to black customers differed depending on local law and custom. Some five-and-dimes offered separate stand-up counters where black customers could eat apart from white diners. This practice encouraged black patrons to eat quickly without lingering over coffee or conversation. Other stores only allowed take-out for black customers. African Americans took their food, usually ordered at a separate register, to eat outside on the curb or sidewalk. The public spectacle of African Americans lounging outside to eat or rest before returning to work reinforced the erroneous notion of black laziness. More often, lunch counters simply refused to serve African American customers.

Despite this denial, African Americans came into contact with the lunch counter on a regular basis. In downtown areas, black women shopped at five-and-dime stores for household goods, toiletries, and other consumer products. Black students depended on the low prices to stock up on school supplies. They shopped and paid for these goods at registers located only yards away from the lunch counter. Yet, weary black shoppers could not rest their feet with a cup of coffee. For children, a mundane trip to the local five-and-dime turned into a lesson on the politics of white supremacy as their mothers quietly explained that they could not sit down for a soda or snack.

It was this daily reality for black women and students that led to sit-in protests at downtown lunch counters. In the late 1950s, the Nashville Christian Leadership Conference sponsored coffee hours with local black community members. When asked to name the most difficult aspect of Jim Crow practices in their day-to-day lives, many black women identified the downtown lunch counters. They encountered these spaces on a nearly daily basis, and yet they could not sit down to eat.

As a result, black college students in Nashville and Greensboro, North Carolina, planned a direct-action assault on these segregated spaces. Direct-action protests involved activity to achieve civil rights progress that was outside of normal legal processes. In this case, the students planned to conduct sit-in protests, wherein they would occupy the lunch counter to protest denial of service to black customers and to block access to white diners.

In Nashville, students began testing the downtown lunch counters in November 1959. They entered the stores, sat down at the counter, and requested service. Because Nashville did not have formal segregation laws, white waitresses denied service to the students based on store policy and local custom. The students left the lunch counters quietly and planned to begin sit-ins across the downtown area the following year.

In Greensboro, four black students, who were not in coordination with the Nashville group, initiated a widespread sit-in movement in February 1960 by refusing to leave the downtown Woolworth lunch counter. These were not the first lunch counter sit-in protests. Two years earlier, high school students had desegregated Oklahoma City’s downtown lunch counters by using sit-ins. But the Greensboro protests spurred a national movement as Southern students demonstrated at lunch counters across the region and Northerners picketed chains, like Woolworth, that enabled unequal service in the South.

The sit-ins had significant consequences for black students and other activists who protested segregated eating practices. Across the South, they spent their time sitting at lunch counters as white onlookers verbally harassed and physically assaulted them and as white store managers closed the counters and called the police. Local law enforcement generally arrested the protesters. By 1964, courts across the region had hundreds of sit-in cases pending as a result of arrests at lunch counters.

Black communities generally supported the protests by boycotting stores with segregated lunch counters. For black women during the civil rights movement, wearing worn coats and frayed stockings in support of sit-ins became a symbol of resistance. African American community members also worked behind the scenes by providing transportation, raising bail money, and preparing meals for activists who couldn’t eat at the segregated counters.

As a result of the sit-in movement, community leaders and business owners in many Southern cities agreed to desegregate downtown lunch counters as early as the fall of 1960, allowing black customers to patronize these facilities on an equal basis. Lunch counter segregation came to a final end when Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which among other things required the nation’s public eating places to serve black and white customers equally.

After desegregation, some communities made a great show of providing equal service to black customers. In Nashville, where black students had conceived of equality early on, prominent white women often dined with black students in an effort to normalize interracial eating. Although some lunch counters may have closed as a result of desegregation, their decline coincided with the rise of fast food chains. By the 1980s and 1990s, lunch counters had largely disappeared from stores in favor of indoor mall food courts that provided faster and cheaper, although less personal, service.

Angela Jill Cooley
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MOONSHINING




“Moonshining,” the illicit production and sale of homebrewed liquor carried out to avoid government-imposed taxes and regulations, has a storied past in North America. Citing the Whiskey Rebellion of 1791 as the origin of this American tradition, when Western farmers violently resisted the first tax on whiskey, moonshiners have equated the production of this intoxicant with the ideals of American independence and freedom. During the 19th century, however, the violence of the Whiskey Rebellion colored the depiction of moonshiners in American folklore as novelists, journalists, and missionaries produced the image of the now-stereotypical rural white mountaineer as a violent threat to modern society. Middle- and upper-class Americans employed this image of backward, bearded, and dangerous Appalachian men to stress the benefits of industrialization and confirm their cultural superiority. By the 20th century, however, the image of the moonshiner lost his violent and dangerous identity to become the familiar cultural icon we know today. Indeed, during the 1900s, the moonshiner became ubiquitous in American culture through comics such as Barney Google and Snuffy Smith and television shows like The Beverly Hillbillies, The Andy Griffith Show, and The Dukes of Hazzard.

Interestingly, African Americans have remained absent from both the historical and popular record of moonshining. When African Americans are mentioned at all, they typically appear either as drunkards or bootleggers. Yet, black Americans have a long history of producing America’s most infamous drink, known as “white lightning,” “mountain dew,” and “fire water.” For example, slaves operated the distillery of President George Washington, which was the largest in the nation at the end of the 18th century. Later, in the 19th century, newspaper advertisements identified runaway slaves who possessed skills in distilling. In addition, Jack Daniel learned how to distill whiskey from a Tennessee slave whom Daniel employed as his master distiller after the Civil War.

During the Jim Crow era, the U.S. South remained a mostly agricultural region. Although sharecropping was common during the Jim Crow era, African Americans comprised around 14.5 percent of all landowning farming households by the 1920s. Due to the agricultural nature of its basic ingredients—corn, sugar, and water—moonshining’s vitality in rural locales should come as no surprise. Relatively easy access to ingredients allowed black moonshiners to avoid suspicious government agents and fluctuating market prices. Moreover, African American moonshiners harvested fresh fruit, such as apples, pears, strawberries, and plums, which gave their recipe a unique flavor and distinguishes it from today’s commercial whiskey. Owning land also provided space to conceal their operation and room for storing moonshine prior to its sale or transport. Further, some owners sold or leased parcels of land to cover the financial penalties associated with an arrest.

Many African American families used moonshining to supplement their income. Some sold their product to friends, family, and visitors to dance halls and jook joints. Other families ran legitimate businesses—such as boarding houses—as a front to conceal their operation. An African American man from Hancock County, Georgia, used the proceeds from his moonshine sales to buy his first mule, his ticket out of sharecropping. Some African American moonshiners operated on a much larger scale. Some general store owners in Georgia remember selling black moonshiners sugar in massive quantities at $2,000 and $3,000 per order in the 1920s.





GENERATIONS OF AFRICAN AMERICAN MOONSHINERS IN RURAL GEORGIA

In an interview conducted in 2012 by researchers for the Breaking New Ground: A History of American Farm Owners Since the Civil War project, Allen Copeland shared his family’s history as landowners in southern Georgia. As he explains, making and selling illicit alcohol proved a profitable enterprise for his grandfather and uncles.


It was straight moonshining . . . they got [their grain] from the local farmers around the community. They bought a lot of land and actually set up boarding houses on some of the properties. They started a candy [shop]/juke joint. My uncles and my grandfather built it from the ground up. It actually still is a juke joint in Cairo, [Georgia], now. My grandfather was a very smart guy. All throughout the back of [the properties] was wooded and they had pits that they would hide the moonshine in . . . my grandfather did accumulate a pretty good wealth.

Source: Interview with Allen Copeland by Justin Randolph, May 19, 2012, U-0924, in the Southern Oral History Program Collection #4007, Southern Historical Collection, Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. http://dc.lib.unc.edu/cdm/compoundobject/collection/sohp/id/18792/rec/61.






Jim Crow politicians and law enforcement were especially hard on African Americans. The ratification of the Eighteenth Amendment in 1919—which officially banned the production, sale, or transportation of liquor until its repeal in 1933—meant that law enforcement officials could further criminalize African American conduct. Prohibition added to a list of local and state laws that targeted behaviors such as vagrancy, loitering, gambling, or simply being a “nuisance.” Police reports from Hattiesburg, Mississippi, indicate that blacks were much more likely to face legal problems related to illicit liquor than were whites. For example, of the 55 persons charged with retailing liquor in the early 1900s, 49 of them were black. The implication here is twofold. Not only were blacks more likely to be prosecuted for possessing illegal whiskey but also police officers were more likely to see blacks as drunkards rather than moonshiners. Stigmatizing blacks as mere consumers and transporters of liquor robbed them of any merit as producers or creators of this product so nostalgically remembered in American folklore. Along with popular culture, law enforcement helped white Americans maintain control over the moonshining narrative in this way, which meant that black moonshiners worked very hard to keep their operation going. For example, while black moonshiners took threats to their livelihood very seriously, in some cases, they responded violently against black informants but were careful not to target any whites.

Despite these challenges and obstacles, African Americans saw moonshining as a significant part of their family life and culture. Some successful black farmers helped bring their local community together by sponsoring baseball games and running jook joints on the weekends, where they sold their own moonshine. For example, in central Alabama during the 1930s, one farmer, known as “50-Cent Red,” sold half-pints of moonshine for 50 cents. At least one civil rights leader’s family, Rev. Fred Shuttlesworth (1922–2011) from Alabama, were moonshiners. Shuttlesworth helped his stepfather distill the moonshine and remembered at one point more than 50 barrels of liquor were hidden in their church’s basement. African Americans in the Jim Crow era used moonshining for more than income; creating moonshine required hard work, artisanship, and creativity, which is evident in a cultural heritage that survives to the present.

Shane Hand and Ryan Tickle

See also: Arts: Jook Joints; Economics and Work: Farm Ownership; Sharecropping and Tenant Farming
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RESTAURANTS AND CAFÉS




Segregated restaurants and cafés marginalized African Americans by limiting them to service jobs within all-white establishments. At the same time, cafés serving a black clientele, often owned and operated by African Americans, provided opportunities for black men and women to provide for their families and profit from their labor and initiative. Jim Crow cafés also provided space for community building and camaraderie during segregation, where African Americans could have a temporary reprieve from the vigilant eye of white officials.

Restaurants of the antebellum era and Gilded Age were high-end establishments that catered to the planter elite and industrialist class. For the lower and middling classes, dining out involved a tavern, hotel, or saloon. Such places were just as likely to segregate patrons by class or gender as by race. Starting in the 20th century, quick-service eating places, such as lunchrooms and cafés, emerged in Southern cities. These new spaces specialized in fare that did not take long to prepare or serve and catered to a lower class of clientele.

Initially, no laws regulated public eating places. African Americans frequented these spaces as customers along with whites, although there is evidence of de facto—or customary—segregation in some quick-service eateries. In Birmingham, Alabama, for example, some of the lunchrooms apparently served African Americans on one side of the establishment and whites on the other as a matter of routine. Black diners thus probably had regular access to lunchrooms and cafés although perhaps not on an equal basis.

Starting in the 1910s, city councils across the South began to pass health ordinances to regulate public eating places. Local health codes generally required periodic inspections, regulated employee behavior and cleanliness, and called for racial segregation. Birmingham passed a typical segregation law that prohibited serving black and white customers in the same dining room. This municipal ordinance disrupted the de facto segregation policies that may have been in place that allowed African Americans and whites to eat in the same room although not at the same table. The city later amended the ordinance to require a seven-foot-high wall in between the two dining rooms. Many other Southern cities enacted similar regulations.

In general, few proprietors invested in two separate dining rooms. Consequently, African Americans were prohibited from dining in many lunchrooms and cafés across the region. Racial segregation, however, did not mean actual separation of the races. African Americans worked in white-only establishments—in both high-end restaurants and quick-service cafés—where they could not eat. They cooked and served food for white customers and bussed tables. As a result, there was generally quite a bit of day-to-day interaction among the races in all-white eateries. But these interracial contacts consistently placed African Americans in a servile relationship to white customers. As consumers, African Americans could order take-out in some, but not all, white establishments.

Because few white-owned restaurants served black and white customers, some black businessmen and women profited by operating restaurants that catered to African Americans. Jim Crow cafés thrived during segregation and offered African Americans the opportunity to eat, drink, profit, socialize, and build community largely away from the critical eye of white authorities. Many of these establishments were owned and operated by black men or women who previously worked in service occupations, providing the opportunity for social mobility. In addition to providing sustenance, black cafés served as community spaces where African Americans listened to music, played cards, and enjoyed time away from the hard labor most of them encountered in their daily lives.

Many black cafés were included on the “Chitlin Circuit,” a regular route that black musicians toured during a time when they were prohibited from playing in city auditoriums. In addition to sandwiches and other quick-service fare, Jim Crow cafés often served greens, chitterlings, fried chicken, and other typically Southern foods. In fact, the cuisine commonly referred to as “soul food” generally developed in black cafés along the Chitlin Circuit.





MITCHELL’S CAFÉ

Mitchell Edwards (1868–1919), the first black millionaire of Birmingham, Alabama, started his business empire by opening a café that catered to the city’s growing African American community. A 1906 advertisement in the city’s black newspaper referred to Mitchell’s Café as “absolutely the finest Cafe in the South run by colored men” (Birmingham Wide Awake 1906). As part of the first generation to be born into freedom, Edwards left a sharecropper’s life to move to the city, where he worked odd jobs—first for the railroad and later for a white restaurant—before opening his own business. He used the profits from his café to invest in real estate and a black-owned bank.






Jim Crow restaurants provided black men and women the opportunity to invest in businesses, but many Greek entrepreneurs operated cafés that served the black community as well. Although Greek immigrants were generally considered to be white in the South’s racial system, native-born whites were nevertheless skeptical of their business practices, especially when they served black customers. White Southerners sometimes expressed concern that so-called race mixing took place in Greek-owned restaurants. In particular, white officials feared these places provided space for white men to mingle with black women in contravention of segregation culture. The fact that immigrants, who came to the United States unfamiliar with segregation law and culture, operated such places represented an inherent threat to race relations in the region.

Jim Crow cafés came to an end with the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Title II of the act required the desegregation of the nation’s public accommodations, including restaurants. Some white-only restaurants challenged the law. In Birmingham, Ollie’s Barbecue filed suit, arguing the law was unconstitutional. The Supreme Court upheld the federal law. In Atlanta, restaurateur Lester Maddox (1915–2003) closed his Pickrick Cafeteria rather than desegregate. Both Ollie’s Barbecue and the Pickrick hired African Americans to cook or serve white customers, demonstrating that even the most prosegregationist establishments did not require actual separation of the races.

Following desegregation, many predominately black restaurants continued to do business, sometimes serving an integrated crowd. In Atlanta, for example, the restaurant owned by James (1920–2008) and Robert Paschal (1909–1997), which opened after World War II and served as a meeting place for civil rights activists in the 1950s and 1960s, thrived with a multiracial customer base until the brothers sold the business in 1996. But many black cafés did not survive. By the 1970s, urban renewal projects as well as the federal interstate system had physically disrupted the downtown neighborhoods in which many of these businesses had thrived and dislocated the community that had developed around them. In many of these neighborhoods, national fast food chains moved in and replaced the homegrown establishments where locals had previously eaten.

Angela Jill Cooley
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TRADITIONAL CORE DIET




The traditional core diet of African Americans during the Jim Crow era could be deceptive. While it is true that the key elements were corn and pork, the types of dishes prepared from those two ingredients varied widely according to economic class. Cornbread could be as simple as cornmeal mixed with water, or it could be a delicate, pudding-like spoonbread, finely ground cornmeal made rich with eggs, milk or cream, and sugar and/or salt. Pork could be “streak o’ lean,” a chunk of fat with a skinny stripe of meat, or it could be a ham, elegantly glazed and festooned with fruit. It was all according to how high on the hog one could eat. African Americans supplemented these two staples in all manner of ways with ingenuity and very hard work.

For many, perhaps most, African Americans during the Jim Crow era, keeping a steady supply of food was a constant struggle. Rural and urban people faced different challenges springing from the same root: the poverty engendered by racial discrimination and lack of access to fair wages. At the same time, African Americans used food as a means of making their way out of meager circumstances.

The diet of rural Southerners depended in large part on their tenure status. A family that owned its own land could plant whatever they wanted and keep as many animals as the land would sustain. Renters, tenant farmers, and sharecroppers, however, had to accede to the control of the farm owners, who dictated what their renters could grow. Owners begrudged the use of the land and the time that renters would spend growing their own food. They also wanted to wrest profits from the renters, who could be forced to buy food from one particular store or even from commissaries owned by the largest plantation owners at whatever rates the owners determined.

Most rural Southerners, black and white, had a basic diet based on corn and pork. Corn had grown in the rural South since perhaps 1000 CE, and it adapted to almost any climate and landscape, sometimes yielding two crops a year. Stored properly, dried corn could last indefinitely. If they grew their own corn, Southern families faced the daily challenge of grinding it for use, for, once ground, the resulting cornmeal spoiled quickly. They used implements ranging from a metal grater to a hand-mill, two circular stones perhaps two feet in diameter, turned with human power. Men took larger amounts of grain to the neighborhood grist mill and returned with sacks of ground corn, presenting the women with the challenge of storing the meal and using it before it turned rancid. Farm families who could not grow corn or who received their provisions from the owners of their farms got cornmeal already ground. The simplest forms of cooked corn were mush and pone, just cornmeal and water baked in a flat cake. Corn treated with lye, known as hominy, was more nutritious than untreated corn, for the lye released the niacin in the grain. Hominy could be eaten whole or dried and ground into grits, which would then be boiled.

[image: image]

A sharecropper’s family gathers for a breakfast of salt pork and cornbread, supplemented with stewed apples and coffee. (Alfred Eisenstaedt/Getty Images)

The second key element of the Southern diet was pork. Spanish and English settlers both imported pigs to North America, turning them out to the woods to survive on the nuts that fell from the trees. Domesticated pigs could survive on little or anything; some families maintained “slop buckets” for leftover food that would then be fed to the pigs. Rural families butchered adult hogs in cold weather, when the frigid air served as natural refrigeration, and they enjoyed fresh pork for the only time that year. Women ground meat into sausage and stuffed it into cleaned intestines, and the sausage and other cuts of the pork, particularly bacon, were preserved in salt or, preferably, smoked. Families cooked the impurities from the hog’s fat to render the substance known as lard, used to add tenderness to baked goods and for frying. More well-to-do families were able to kill more hogs per family member, and poorer families had to make do with smaller amounts of meat. Not infrequently, meat supplies ran out before the first cold snap.

Rural families added other forms of protein to their diets as best they could. Dried beans remained a common, cheap source of protein well into the 1950s. Hunting and fishing provided opossum, squirrel, rabbits, and fresh- and saltwater fish. A lack of refrigeration meant that most animals were consumed shortly after they were killed. Chickens were by far the easiest animals to keep. They were small, portable, and undemanding about food and nesting areas. A hen yielded eggs for human food and then meat when her laying days were over. They did require some attention, however, and small children sometimes had the responsibility of gathering eggs. Rural adults were usually adept at killing and butchering chickens shortly before cooking them. Cows were relatively rare in the rural South. They required large quantities of food and needed milking on a daily basis, and the milk products could spoil quickly without refrigeration. A family with a cow would have access to fresh milk and cream, which could be churned into butter. Beef was difficult to preserve and had to be consumed quickly. In some communities, residents, particularly landowners, established “beef clubs” to distribute the meat of a recently killed cow to neighbors, with the understanding that each family would in turn kill and share their beef cattle.

Gardens, too, proved challenging for rural residents. Gardens were usually the province of the women in the family, and if the women spent their days in fieldwork, they had little time or energy to grow vegetables. The abundance that Edna Lewis (1916–2006) described in The Taste of Country Cooking (1976), for example, was the privilege of landowning African Americans of a Virginia freedom settlement. Fortunate families such as Lewis’s enjoyed peas, fresh beans, asparagus, and tomatoes in season, and sweet and russet potatoes could be stored throughout the seasons. Greens and cabbage had a long growing season and kept well. Cooked with fat pork, they provided superior (albeit smelly) sources of nutrition for many Southerners. Home canning technology, increasingly common after World War I, made it possible to preserve fresh meat and vegetables, greatly extending a family’s seasonal diet, but typically, only the most financially fortunate families had the time and means to “put up” food. While fruit trees, particularly peaches, flourished in the warm climate, they were largely the property of landowners and the fortunate few who rented farms with orchards or had access to wild trees. Wild plum thickets, blackberries, and grapevines were always a welcome sight. Fruit could be enjoyed fresh, dried, or made into jelly for later use.

Before the Civil War, enslaved African Americans and poor whites had access to wheat flour and sugar only as occasional treats. As transportation and industrialized food networks developed in the later 19th century, flour and sugar became cheaper and easier to get for all Americans and gradually became staples of the Southern American diet. Biscuits made from flour, lard, and water or milk became increasingly common on Southern tables, though cornbread continued as a mainstay. Rural Southerners obtained sugar, flour, and coffee through local merchants or at plantation commissaries. Since many rural people had access to cash only once a year, after harvest, they bought on credit throughout the year, often at usurious interest rates. With their credit or with cash earned through various tasks, rural Southerners also bought treats such as oranges, either at a store or from the peddlers who roamed the country roads.

Industrialization also brought about a revolution in cooking, as the open hearth gradually yielded to the iron cookstove. While stoves still required fuel—usually wood, sometimes coal or kerosene—they were easier to regulate and provided more even results than the open hearths, with less stooping and danger of working with open flame. (Although bread baked in a brick oven was better than that cooked in a stove, most Southern women preferred the convenience over the quality.)

Reformers were uniformly horrified at rural diets, and rightly so. Pellagra, a niacin-deficiency disease that caused insanity and death, was underdiagnosed until the early 20th century, and then it was declared to be an epidemic. W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963) and his coterie of sociologists at Atlanta University, employees at Tuskegee Institute, and the home economists of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, among others, earnestly tried to change Southerners’ diets, looking for foods that would be nutritious and easy to obtain and prepare. Their efforts met with the greatest results with Southerners with the most means and time to think about their families’ meals. Change among the poorest remained elusive.

Urban Southerners’ diets varied widely according to their economic standing and type of employment. While some town-dwelling Southerners kept chickens, cows, and gardens, most bought their food at local grocery stores. Atlanta University sociologists conducted extensive research on African Americans’ diets in the early 20th century. The poorest families had coffee, wheat bread (likely store-bought rather than homemade), and pork for breakfast, with an occasional addition of beef. After leftovers for lunch, they had cornbread, vegetables, and sometimes meat for supper. More affluent Atlanta families added rice, grits, biscuits, cereal, fruit, steak or sausage, beans, white potatoes, cheese, butter, dessert, and tea. As city dwellers, they bought sweet potatoes, russet potatoes, green vegetables, pork, chicken, bacon, some fish, some beef, milk, cornmeal, wheat flour, lard, eggs, and sugar, as well as fuel with which to cook, according to their means. While urban stores were hardly paragons of equality and justice, they were usually not as greedy as their rural counterparts, and urban Southerners paid less dreadful prices for their purchases.

African American entrepreneurs had long peddled farm produce and cooked foods, particularly sweets, on the streets of the South. With improved roads and greater access to cars, more rural residents brought their excess produce, eggs, and butter to town, exchanging it for cash or bartering to get other foodstuffs for their families. Increasingly, throughout the first half of the 20th century, African Americans operated small restaurants and barbecue stands for their neighbors. As early as the 1890s, the budgets of a few Atlanta families included “meals away from home.” These meals would be prepared by African Americans for other African Americans, providing food and space where black people could eat in peace.

Another way that African American women augmented their family’s diet was by working as domestic servants and bringing leftovers home. This practice, known as “toting,” yielded wildly varying results. A fortunate worker with a relatively generous employer might feed her family well. Many employers, however, begrudged their workers and kept the leftovers to a minimum—only piecrust, in one notably bad instance. In addition to being inconsistent, toting also introduced strange foods into families’ diets, ones that they would not necessarily choose for themselves. Civil rights activist Anne Moody (1940–2015) recalled having “just beans and bread” until her mother began bringing home her employer’s leftovers, “with meat and all” (Moody 1968, 34). Cooks tired after being on their feet in their employer’s home often had little energy to put into their own family’s meals.

As most African Americans remained economically exploited, their diets suffered accordingly. Only with skill, labor, and a modicum of luck could families have adequate nutrition. That so many did is a testimony to their ingenuity and determination.

Rebecca Sharpless
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TRUCK FARMING




African American farmers with little acreage, but a location near county seats or transportation crossroads, could take up market gardening or truck farming as a viable occupation. Vocational training programs emphasized gardening as a source of health and profit during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. At the same time, expanding rail systems and railcar design facilitated transport of melons and eggs and other perishable fruits, vegetables, and dairy products to industrialized urban hubs.

Farm families with limited acreage near markets more often pursued market gardening. They could survive on income from a small amount of land and staggered harvest of vegetables, fruits, berries, and even flowers. Vegetable growers might use greenhouses or hotbeds to start tomato plants early and to sustain crops of fresh peas, spinach, lettuce, radishes, onions, and shallots year-round. Market gardeners with more acreage could plant eggplants, peppers, cabbages, and sweet corn, along with root crops such as Irish (white) potatoes, beets, parsnips, and carrots. Fruit trees and berry bushes could supplement a market gardener’s income. Families tended to sell locally, through curbside markets and roadside stands and to repeat customers gained through personal connections. Today Community Supported Agriculture provides market gardeners some assurance of a customer base through preharvest subscriptions. Since the farm-to-fork movement increased during the late 20th century, restaurants might contract with market gardeners, guaranteeing a steady supply of fresh foods.

In contrast, truck farmers tended to specialize and produce more on a larger scale for transportation to distant, impersonal markets. Produce included tomatoes, broccoli, cabbage, potatoes, strawberries, and melons. The perishable nature of the product required labor for intense but short periods of time. Some African Americans operated truck farms, but many more toiled in the fields alongside white, Caribbean, and Mexican migrant laborers on large-scale truck farms.

Large-scale truck farmers, particularly growers in California and Texas, sought and secured legal protection. The Capper-Volstead Act of 1922 exempted “associations” of persons producing agricultural products from certain antitrust laws. New Deal labor laws increased legislative protection to truck farmers, accomplished through successful cooperative and American Farm Bureau Federation lobbying. The Social Security Act of 1935 exempted agricultural laborers from this benefit. The Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 exempted agricultural laborers from minimum wage or maximum hour laws. This put laborers on truck farms at a disadvantage. Treatment of agricultural laborers became public knowledge after CBS aired “Harvest of Shame,” researched and narrated by journalist Edward R. Murrow (1908–1965) and broadcast on the day after Thanksgiving 1960.

During the early 1920s, African American entrepreneurs organized the National Federation of Colored Farmers (NFCF) as a marketing cooperative to increase African American farmer access to urban wholesale markets. They targeted farmers concentrated in the Mississippi and Ohio River valleys and created conduits to industrial cities in the Great Lakes, particularly Chicago.

The men who formed the NFCF embraced self-help and separatist goals as they built their respective urban careers. James Perry Davis (1876–1962), Leon Ray (Raymond) Harris (1886–1960), and Cornelius R. Richardson (1886–1964), three of the four men who had organized the NFCF in 1922, had attended Tuskegee Institute between 1904 and 1906 and were, in 1922, 36 years of age and Republican in party preference. The fourth founder, Gilchrist Stewart (ca. 1882–1926), had matriculated at Tuskegee and had returned to the institute to teach, likely during the time that Davis, Harris, and Richardson attended. By 1922, Davis worked as a broker, Richardson and Stewart were attorneys, and Harris was a stationary engineer on the Chicago-Rock Island Railroad. They all lived in the North (Richardson and Davis in Richmond, Indiana; Harris in Moline, Illinois; Stewart in New York City), but three had been born in the South; two of them (Davis and Richardson) near Athens City, Georgia, and one (Stewart) in Orangeburg, South Carolina. Only Harris had been born in the North, in Cambridge, Ohio. By the time Harris and Davis incorporated the NFCF in 1930, Stewart had died. Another black Republican, Major Robert A. Byrd (1873–1959), took his place as the third director of the new corporation. Byrd, born in Ashland, Ohio, in 1873, and educated at Hiram College in Hiram, Ohio, worked as a school principal in Quincy, Illinois, before moving to Springfield, Illinois, in 1902 to work for the state government. His title, major, resulted from a commission he held in the Eighth Illinois National Guard, a unit that had served during the Spanish-American War. Byrd hired black managers to operate the farms he owned.

The men who founded the National Federation of Colored Farmers combined agricultural reform and effective business practices with public visibility to draw attention to their organization. They adopted local organizing tactics, forming units led by farm families in rural and farm communities. The units met regularly and mobilized local farm owners and tenants who could afford to invest $5 a year in a cooperative that would market their produce and purchase farm supplies for resale at reduced rates. In 1929, the NFCF began to publish a monthly newspaper, The Modern Farmer, which dedicated its pages to the interests of black farmers, truck gardeners, and livestock and poultry breeders. Other economic goals motivated NFCF members, including short-term financial credit and low rates of interest and standards related to grading and marketing of farm products. Finally, NFCF pledged to “meet each year in a National Convention [to discuss] the problems that are peculiar to our colored farmers” (Harris 1929).

In 1940, John Hope II (1909–1998), an African American social scientist, explained that the cooperative movement was “beginning to take root in the thinking Negroes . . . both rural and urban” (Hope 1940, 39). He featured the NFCF as a model rural cooperative because it existed “to make life on the farm more attractive and more profitable” and to “build up . . . a Negro group of organized, influential and satisfied producers” (Hope 1940, 48). Hope used the Rochdale Principles as his benchmark for critiquing the NFCF. The federation’s activities compared favorably with seven tenets of the Rochdale Society of Equitable Pioneers, articulated in 1844 and adopted by the International Co-operative Alliance in 1937 as the Rochdale Principles. NFCF members ideally created and managed local cooperatives; invested their capital and decided how the capital would be used; met regularly at the local, state, and national levels; read the NFCF newspaper monthly; and attended annual conventions to hear success stories and discuss cooperative strategies.

The federation reached out to farmers in areas where black farmers constituted a distinct minority. For example, African American farmers around Racine, Wisconsin, an area that produced more cabbage than any other region of the West, pooled their cabbage heads and shipped them by railway cars to terminal markets. Buyers looking for Holland seed cabbage, for which the region was noted, could purchase quality produce. Members of a Georgia unit pooled their melons and shipped 31 carloads. This helped them secure the highest prices they had ever received for their produce. The NFCF published their own newspaper, The Modern Farmer, to convey success stories, and correspondence with editors of the Chicago Defender and with Claude A. Barnett (1889–1967) of the Associate Negro Press ensured that the NFCF message of success made the news.

The NFCF gained its greatest visibility, and some criticism, from its activities in areas with the highest population densities of black farmers in the United States, specifically in Mississippi River delta counties in Missouri, Arkansas, Tennessee, and in Yazoo-Mississippi Delta counties in Mississippi. Davis organized the first NFCF local cooperative near Howard, Mississippi, in 1929 when he negotiated with 30 farmers, almost all of whom were tenants and sharecroppers, and a wholesale grocer in Memphis, Tennessee, to furnish supplies to the local farmers. “Race farmers” in the area had been addressing their financial insecurity for more than a decade by the time the NFCF appeared in the county. In Lexington, the county seat, black farmers had organized the Lexington, Mississippi, Colored National Farm Loan Association in 1918 to extend short-term credit at low rates, a dire need for farmers of both races. By 1932, race farmers owned all the stock in the association and had made 250 loans valued at a total of $250,000. By 1932, C. C. Richardson (dates unknown), a race farmer who owned 200 acres near Howard, served as vice-president of the Loan Association and chairman of the Mississippi units of the NFCF. By tapping into these kinds of existing grassroots organizations, the NFCF spread its recipe for economic reform.

The federation appealed to black farm owners already vested in their local black communities. The local units generated little controversy in the countryside as all-black members pooled their produce, improved packaging and distribution of perishables, and realized higher prices for the commodities as a result. Some of the tolerance may have resulted from the heritage of separatism that had somewhat isolated all-black farming communities from white society. The black farm families had operated outside the domination of white landlords since they had acquired land, a process that began immediately after the Civil War for most. Black farm owners had grown watermelons or sweet corn or other perishable commodities for markets on their small patches of land without disrupting the racial or economic status quo. Those who criticized the cooperatives tended to be white farmers or merchants who stood to lose from the change in purchasing that cooperatives facilitated. Thus the local units helped members engage in larger economic networks that benefited farming communities without threatening the status quo.

The NFCF lost momentum after World War II, though The Modern Farmer remained in publication through January 1949. During the 1970s, national legislation vested 1,890 institutions with authority over programming for ethnically diverse and economically disadvantaged farmers. The 1890 Cooperative Demonstration Service remained attentive to market gardeners and truck farmers. Farm policy designed to improve nutrition also supported market gardeners and truck farmers. Approximately 80 percent of the $489 billion 2014–2018 Farm Bill supported the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and the Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC). SNAP and WIC emphasize distribution of farm-fresh, nonprocessed perishable fruits and vegetables to qualifying families. These nutrition programs support truck farmers and market gardeners, increasing their market options in areas identified as food deserts and beyond.

Debra A. Reid
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HOUSING AND COMMUNITY
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INTRODUCTION

Jim Crow re-created the boundaries of residential and community life in the United States between the 1880s and the 1960s. Laws and public policies implemented at the local, state, and federal levels promoted housing segregation and determined where African Americans could rent an apartment or purchase a home. Consequently, African Americans—often by the force of law and the practice of custom but sometimes by choice—lived in racially exclusive neighborhoods and communities. Residential segregation, however, became the basis for the emergence of black community life as residents created new institutions that served the needs of community members.

In the years following the Civil War, many African Americans migrated in search of new communities in which they could establish independence, prosperity, and autonomy free of white interference. Between 1870 and 1910, nearly 1 in 10 black Southerners moved to another state within the South, and some 700,000 migrated from the Southeast to the states of the Old Southwest. Southern blacks organized various emigrationist campaigns to relocate to places such as Kansas, the Oklahoma Territory, Mexico, South America, and Africa. Migrants worked in concert rather than in isolation to plan and coordinate these moves, giving intraregional migration and emigration the characteristics of grassroots social movements. The northward migration of millions of Southern blacks to the urban North and West in the 20th century emerged from these long-standing patterns of black population mobility within the South.

Because of migration, the locus of African American community and neighborhood life shifted from the rural South to the urban North during the Jim Crow era. City apartments with running water, indoor plumbing, and central heating offered a stark contrast to rural housing tied to agriculture; they were nevertheless often dilapidated, overcrowded, and expensive. All-black spaces provided urban dwellers with important outlets for leisure and recreation. Urban blacks also built civic and religious institutions—settlement houses, YMCAs and YWCAs, and orphanages—that helped newcomers adjust to urban life and negotiate the complexities and indignities of daily life.

Residential segregation compelled blacks of all social classes and occupations to live within the same neighborhood. At times, these circumstances could promote unique cross-class social cohesion in which working-class blacks looked up to and admired the accomplishments of the black middle class, who considered themselves as self-appointed race leaders. The urban black middle class built profitable businesses—banks, insurance companies, hotels, nightclubs—that catered to the needs and interests of black urban working-class communities. The emergent segregated economy of the black metropolis spawned new consumer behaviors among African Americans.

Throughout the Jim Crow era, African Americans—North and South, rural and urban—created community institutions that expanded black people’s access to education. They founded vocational institutes that promoted industrial education. They founded colleges and universities that trained professional classes of lawyers, physicians, dentists, schoolteachers, and businessmen. Black students on the campuses of these historically black colleges and universities founded their own literary societies, social clubs, and intercollegiate fraternities and sororities that fostered social networks and communities of educated men and women committed to academic excellence, racial uplift, and civil rights activism.

BLACK MIDDLE CLASS




The black middle class began as a group of skilled laborers who were the descendants of favored slaves or propertyless free blacks before the Civil War. In the early years of Reconstruction, a black middle class emerged that consisted of self-employed merchants, independent farmers, carpenters, grocers, ministers, and skilled workers who primarily served fellow blacks. In many cases, the Republican Party chose these men to mobilize black voters during Reconstruction. Middle-class men like Hiram Revels (1827–1901) of Mississippi and Joseph Cox (1835–1880) of Virginia became some of the first black political leaders for the Republican Party. Unlike the black elites who had kinship ties with former white planters, the black middle class established strong ties with many working-class blacks. This allowed the black middle class to remain financially independent from white employment, making them the natural choice for political and community leadership during Jim Crow.

The second generation of the post–Civil War black middle class remained politically active by forming several fraternal organizations that focused on racial uplift through gaining financial wealth. This focus was born out of the segregation of urban spaces between 1880 and 1930. As blacks were being denied services by white businesses, the black middle class created profitable businesses to serve their working-class community. Business districts like Colored Town in Miami, Florida; Parrish Street in Durham, North Carolina; Beale Street in Memphis, Tennessee; and Jackson Ward in Richmond, Virginia, became some of the first successful black economic centers in America. This consolidation of the black economy resulted in the growth of nationally renowned black businesses like the Capital Savings Bank in Washington, DC, Hotel Theresa in Harlem, the North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Company in Durham, and the Flamingo Lounge in Miami. Along with business, the black middle class expanded into white-collar professions like teaching, postal work, law, medicine, and publishing. Throughout the 20th century, these were the benchmark professions of black bourgeois society. This cultural shift toward economic accumulation was the foundation of the Washington–Du Bois debate over integration and “better” segregation. While the black middle class struggled with their political direction in the early 1920s, they became the primary attendees and educators at historically black colleges, forming many social clubs along the way. As race leaders in education, economics, cultural influence, and political life, the black bourgeoisie led the fight against racial discrimination, igniting the modern civil rights movement.

Education was an important social and economic determinant in ascending to the middle class. While upper-class blacks often sent their children to exclusive private and neighborhood schools, the black middle class sent their children to public institutions that succeeded post–Civil War mission schools. Institutions like Birmingham’s Free Colored School or Richmond’s Navy Hill School were some of the educational spaces where black middle-class parents had autonomy over their children’s education. Middle-class black schools often had extracurricular programs like choirs and bands that performed in local concerts and parades that celebrated black holidays such as Emancipation Day. Middle-class parents ensured that their schools became symbols of self-respect and race pride in the Jim Crow South. Some of their biggest concerns were white school boards, dilapidated facilities, subpar curriculums, industrial education, and unsympathetic white teachers who hindered their children from receiving a quality liberal-arts education. Therefore, many primary and secondary middle-class schools had a significant amount of black faculty and active parent participation. Much of this participation centered on espousing the middle-class virtues of thrift, time management, and industrious work habits. Unlike impoverished blacks, black middle-class children at least finished high school, and many attended college. Most middle-class students did not have access to Ivy League schools like their upper-class counterparts. Therefore, they filled historically black colleges (HBCUs) like Howard University, Hampton Institute (now Hampton University), Lincoln University, Atlanta University (now Clark-Atlanta University), and Fisk University. While many HBCUs were coed, some black bourgeoisie attended gendered institutions like Morehouse College and Spellman College.

In spite of the jazz age, the Harlem renaissance, and the New Negro crazes, which represented youthful rebellions against bourgeois values, many middle-class blacks maintained a Victorian-style culture. Like their upper-class counterparts, the black middle class did not allow racial segregation to minimize their class consciousness. Therefore, they formed social clubs to maintain their class identity. Both sexes were expected to refrain from publicly using common vernacular and engaging in premarital sex. Yet, gender was a major dividing line between the expectations and cultural habits of both middle-class men and women. Fraternal orders like the Prince Hall Freemasons, Mosaic Templars, Order of the Elks, True Reformers, and Knights of Pythias gave black male professionals a gendered space to promote racial uplift through ritual discipline, mutual aid (or charity), and civility. Middle-class women had fraternal orders as well. Black middle-class women formed the Order of the Eastern Stars and Independent Order of St. Luke, for example, to commune like black men. However, whereas male fraternal organizations promoted racial uplift through an industrious and paternalist sense of masculinity, female fraternities espoused the virtues of piety, maternity, and social welfare. Even within middle-class churches, which were usually Southern Baptist or African Methodist, gender shaped and divided the leadership roles that reinforced bourgeois social norms. These were some of the only places in the Jim Crow world, where black middle-class men could exert paternal control over their communities as pastors, deacons, and treasurers. Black women also played important roles in church leadership. Yet, they usually reinforced gender norms by running the Sunday school programs and organizing charitable and celebratory events.

The black middle class enjoyed leisure spaces and events. Because they were primarily urban people, the black middle class contributed to America’s growing consumer culture by attending motion pictures, nightclubs, festivals, and parades. In cities like Harlem, Chicago, Memphis, and New Orleans, black bourgeoisie frequented various nightclubs where black performers like Billie Holiday (1915–1959), Louis Armstrong (1901–1971), and Count Basie (1904–1984) toured on a yearly basis. While the black middle class publicly participated in leisure activities, they often retreated to their class-centered spaces to enjoy the company of their peers. Black bourgeoisie often organized decorous cabarets and private house parties that only other professionals could attend. These events were status symbols because many blacks could not afford to own or occupy homes during Jim Crow. These events were also chances where white-collar professionals could commune away from racially segregated public spaces. Sometimes, young children were made to participate in their parents’ festivities. Junior balls and birthday parties were social events where adults socialized and played matchmaker for their children. The class segregation did not end with house parties and cabarets. Some black middle-class women would only patronize white establishments, such as department stores, restaurants, and hair salons, to flaunt their class status to whites and fellow blacks.

Although the black middle class enjoyed a socioeconomic advantage over the black working-class majority, they took their role as race leaders very seriously. At the turn of the 20th century, the black middle class headed the majority of civil rights organizations. Some organizations were locally inspired, like the Durham Group in Durham, the Lincoln League in Memphis, and the Richmond Democratic Voters League in Richmond. However, they did not operate these organizations in isolation. They often worked across organizational lines, helping to grow national organizations, like the National Urban League, Commission on Interracial Cooperation, and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, within their hometowns. Local churches, HBCUs, and fraternal orders also became places of civil rights mobilization for the black middle class between 1930 and 1954. The black bourgeoisie also used their activism to enter mainstream politics. Between 1940 and 1950, many black ministers, lawyers, and teachers ran for public office in Jim Crow cities. This rise in middle-class black office-seekers coincided with the increase in black membership to civic leagues and civil rights organizations. The apex of these mobilization efforts came between 1948 and 1950. In 1948, black Richmond helped elect Oliver Hill (1907–2007), the first black city councilmen in the 20th century, and black Memphis helped defeat its conservative white political machine of Edward H. Crump (1874–1954). In 1950, black attorney Lawson E. Thomas (1898–1989) won a municipal judgeship in Miami, and other blacks won political offices for the first time since Reconstruction. These political gains would not be repeated or sustained until after the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Although their class consciousness compelled them to live separate lives from the black working-class majority, the black middle class are remembered most for their political activism and race leadership during Jim Crow.

Marvin Chiles
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BLACK TOWNS




The establishment of all-black towns, or black colonies—communities only for black residents—had long been a dream of African Americans. After the abolition of slavery in 1865, some blacks migrated from states where they had lived as slaves in search of areas in which to organize autonomous communities. The first sustained migration of backs out of the South began in 1879—named the Exoduster movement or Exodus after the Greek word for exit—when some 40,000 African Americans left Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas for Kansas and other Midwestern states. These migrants hoped to escape racial violence and find their own peaceful homes. By the early 1900s, these migrants had established at least 60 such towns, with more than 30 in Oklahoma alone. Many of these African Americans became landowners who experienced independence and gained the freedom to control their own social and economic destinies. In naming their settlements, they chose terms such as Nicodemus, Clearview, Zion, Lincoln, Chase, Canadian Colored, Liberty, and Bookertee, a reflection of their expectations that the towns would be sanctuaries from racism and discrimination.

The founders intended to create communities that promoted racial pride, economic independence, and self-governance. The ultimate goal was to become financially robust and to create the conditions that would enable black residents to participate equally in political and social life. However, the settlers had to build the towns from scratch in an often hostile environment that forced them to contend with harsh weather, wild animals, food scarcity, and drought. For example, Edward P. McCabe (1850–1920), a former state auditor from Kansas, who wanted Oklahoma to become an all-black state, purchased more than 300 acres and founded the town of Langston on April 22, 1890. In 1903, an interracial group of investors and entrepreneurs founded the town of Boley on land in Creek Nation in Indian Territory (which would become part of the state of Oklahoma). The town attracted thousands of Southern migrants who envisioned building a self-sustainable and self-governed community, a dream of free black people in their own all-black towns. Boley soon became the largest all-black town in the United States.

Despite severe conditions, many towns thrived for about 40 years. Once established, local businesses supported the towns’ farming communities, which in turn powered the local economies and contributed to self-sustainability. Churches, schools, and newspapers gave a more modern face to some of the towns. Newspapers played a significant role in advertising the towns themselves, calling for people to migrate and start their new life there. Boley, Oklahoma, was home to more than 4,000 citizens, with 25,000 living in the surrounding areas, which supported many businesses, including two banks and three cotton gins. In some towns, like Boley and Langston, citizens lived modern, independent lives with electrical generating plants, a sewer system, and an ice plant. They could also participate in higher education, a unique privilege for black people especially in the South where they received education of poor quality or none at all. In 1897, the Oklahoma Territorial Legislature approved the construction of the Colored Agricultural and Normal University on land purchased and donated by the black residents of the town of Langston. The land-grant college embraced a mission of providing higher education to train black teachers and educators and to provide instruction in the agricultural, mechanical, and industrial arts. Renamed Langston University in 1941 after the famous African American educator and civil rights leader John Mercer Langston (1829–1897), the historically black university continues to be one of the prominent public universities in Oklahoma.
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Some 40,000 African Americans left the rural South in 1879 to establish settlements of their own in Midwestern states. Known as Exodusters, these black migrants built all-black towns such as Nicodemus in the state of Kansas. (Library of Congress)

Everyday life in all-black towns had many similarities to that in other American towns. As sanctuaries from discrimination and racism, they thrived with people from all social and educational classes living together. Lawyers, teachers, and doctors offered their services, while tradesmen and merchants ensured a variety of products akin to those on offer in more financially robust white cities. In some towns, especially in Oklahoma, there were black-owned banks and oil wells. Products from black towns were sold elsewhere; commerce served as a connection between white and black towns as well as a vital aspect of the economy.

Social life was well organized. Residents regularly attended worship services, festivities, celebrations on national holidays, and theater and cinema. Black musicians played concerts with their own distinguished music. Dentists, druggists and medicine manufacturers, jewelers, lawyers, nurses, physicians, surgeons, and others thrived in all-black towns. Photographers, real estate officers, loan and insurance agents, and private detectives offered their services, as well as bakers, blacksmiths, carpenters, barbers, hairdressers, builders, sign painters, dressmakers, plumbers, shoemakers, tailors, and furniture repairers. Residents could relax in bath parlors, billiard halls, cigar and tobacco shops, and soft drink stands. Stores selling clothing, dry goods, secondhand products, musical instruments and recordings, furniture, paints and oils, and shoes all operated alongside garages, auto repair and gas stations, grocers, and meat markets. Hotels and boarding houses furnished rooms to visiting businessmen, and restaurants and theaters entertained travelers and residents alike.

Local politicians campaigned for local posts and to promote their agendas, though they faced obstacles due to state and federal government reluctance to provide support. It was rather difficult to receive state funding or federal support since the white authorities in cities like Tulsa and Kansas City either eliminated the budgets for infrastructures in the all-black lands or blocked any opportunities for financial help. In most cases, they succeeded in alienating black towns and led them to recession.

The oil crisis of the 1920s and the Great Depression of the 1930s created major financial problems for Americans; people moved to urban centers in search of jobs. Despite efforts, a majority of residents abandoned the all-black towns under the pressure of the financial crisis. The conditions were so difficult that people could not even find jobs in the state capitals, let alone in the all-black towns. There, life became even harder, and inhabitants, especially young people, abandoned them in a quest for a better life. All-black towns were already suffering from financial isolation and lacked the proper infrastructure that would create more jobs and a secure future. By the 1940s, most all-black towns had declared bankruptcy or were abandoned; those few that remained became racially mixed. The Great Depression added an extra burden to the already difficult financial reality. Despite the controversies, all-black towns were a dream that came true; they may not have survived, but they served as a testament to the passion and persistence of African Americans to achieve equality and independence.

Konstantinos D. Karatzas
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COMMUNITY AND NEIGHBORHOOD LIFE, RURAL




For more than three and a half centuries, the center of African American population was the rural South, first as enslaved labor and later as sharecroppers and tenant farmers on plantations dedicated to growing cash crops for a global market. As such, rural African Americans were the wellspring of Southern wealth. White Southerners exploited African American labor in brutal ways both economically and socially. However, the community ties and systems of support their enslaved ancestors crafted for them under slavery sustained African Americans during Jim Crow. Through both formal and informal institutions, rural African Americans made a support network that later served as the basis for rural activism.

Although the foundation for rural communities in the United States has been structured around landowning farmers, this was not the case universally in the Jim Crow South. At the end of the Civil War, emancipated African Americans sought landownership, which, since the founding of the republic, signified independence. In addition, they wanted to monetize their labor that had benefited their owners on land they owned. An example of the expression of these desires appears in a February 1865 meeting of 20 African American freedmen with secretary of war Edwin Stanton (1814–1869) and General William Tecumseh Sherman (1820–1891). All the men were involved church leaders with three-quarters being preachers. They said they needed land of their own and wanted to live in communities away from the surveillance of whites. They offered their willingness to put themselves in the service of the Union, suggesting that civic-mindedness was part of their sense of community. The group of men who met with Stanton and Sherman is one example of the formal and informal organizing African Americans began in their communities during Reconstruction. Similar meetings of leading freedmen with military officials (the face of the federal government in the South at that time) occurred across the region. These leadership groups and the religious and secular organizations they established and led became the vehicles through which African Americans hoped to actualize their social and material goals.

In these early years of freedom, African Americans established civic, educational, and religious institutions. African Americans discussed politics and organized for participation in politics, including office-holding through Union leagues. Although only men held the franchise, African American women participated in these discussions as well, demonstrating the cultural ethos that their fate was collective rather than individual. Southern rural blacks were also “especially avid participants” in the building and sustaining of fraternal organizations, such as the Odd Fellows and Knights of Pythias (Skocpol and Oser 2004, 409–10).

Schools were another visible institution that emerged in rural communities during this period. Their purpose was to break the bonds of forced ignorance. Some of the first schools were the freedmen’s schools established by the government and by benevolent organizations that came South during the war to teach the freedmen. As significant as these efforts were, James Anderson argues that the main force in establishing African American schools were freedmen who pooled their money to build schools and hire teachers (Anderson 1988, 7–19) For example, in Arkansas members of a black regiment provided funds to pay for schools, and donations from the 62nd United Colored Infantry provided $5,000 and the 65th United Colored Infantry $1,400 to establish Lincoln Institute in Missouri to provide a “higher education” experience for African Americans.

The black church was the most important of the institutions of this era. In addition to being a place of worship, its edifices provided a gathering space for meetings not only of schools but also of service and mutual aid societies. For both members of organizations and those who were not, churches also served as social venues—used as a social space for meals and fellowship. The black church and its leadership was central to African American community building. Pastors and deacons served as leaders in their churches and lay organizations. Sermons provided spiritual guidance that shaped African Americans’ understanding of freedom and helped them survive Jim Crow. Revivals during the agricultural lay-by season also provided time to strengthen bonds of kinship and friendship. As the margins of freedom narrowed for African Americans in the late 19th century, the centrality of the black church to African American life was amplified.

However, rural African Americans found other outlets for community life. After the founding of Tuskegee Institute and other agricultural schools modeled on it, farmers’ institutes became a familiar feature of the Southern countryside. These laid the foundation for rural participation in extension work in the early 20th century. In the 1880s, Southern rural blacks organized the Colored Farmers’ Alliance, which became part of the broader agrarian populist revolt that allied with several white farmers’ alliances. Participation in this segregated branch of the farmers’ movement varied. Those who participated hoped to achieve better wages for their labor and to become farm owners in their own right. Transformed into the Populist Party in the 1890s, which brought African American members of this farmers’ revolt back into electoral politics, this organization faltered as Southern whites chose racial solidarity on a platform of excluding black men from politics over economic cooperation. Institutes operated under the auspices of agricultural colleges and adhering to the philosophy of Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) of eschewing politics and focusing on economics became an important venue for secular community among African Americans.

The institutes and programs like Tuskegee’s Movable School garnered the attention of the General Education Board and the Anna T. Jeanes Fund. Both of these organizations funded educators who brought educational knowledge (agricultural, home economic, hygienic, and even cultural) to rural communities. Both in this iteration and especially after cooperative extension work began after 1915, planning of these programs involved white officials who worked in these lines of work. However, on the ground, the agents and teachers hired for agricultural extension and home demonstration work as well as Jeanes rural school vocational teachers and African American educators hired to provide common education all shaped their work to community values and needs. Farmers’ and homemakers’ clubs were developed and led by adults, and 4-H clubs were developed for youth.

The impact of these community connections is illustrated by the willingness of many rural blacks to take an active role in the struggle during the civil rights movement, demonstrating that although black people had to deal with white people because of their lack of landownership, it did not result in uncontested dominance of white supremacy. One of the earliest challenges to school segregation came from the rural community in Clarendon County, South Carolina, where Levi Pearson (1892–1970) sued on behalf of his children (Levi Pearson v. Clarendon County and School District No. 26). After 1954, when a second case out of the same county, Briggs v. Elliot (one of the five cases that encompassed Brown v. Board of Education), struck down segregation in public schools, white leaders in Clarendon and Orangeburg Counties (both overwhelmingly black populations) imposed economic pressure on the communities to coerce the sharecroppers and black farmers to fold. The communities joined together and, with outside help, engaged in a counterboycott that ultimately resulted in whites giving up the effort, although it did not result in the dismantling of segregation. Into the 1960s, rural blacks joined on the front lines of resistance.

Whether it was creating their own political party, such as was done in Lowndes County, Alabama, or writing letters individually and collectively to government officials to challenge rank discrimination, African American rural communities played an important role in dismantling Jim Crow. While not as sophisticated as their urban counterparts of that age, North or South, the community ethos and unity that had been forged by an overwhelmingly rural people before the rise of Jim Crow sustained them until the rise of the civil rights era.

Carmen V. Harris
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COMMUNITY AND NEIGHBORHOOD LIFE, URBAN




For much of the early 20th century, the laws and customs associated with Jim Crow permeated every aspect of the existence of blacks in the United States. As racial apartheid deepened in rural communities across America, blacks sought better economic and social opportunities in urban areas around the country. The notable period of migration began in 1916, when blacks moved from the rural South into the urban areas of the North. Urban scholars designated the period as the Great Migration, or the significant influx of Southern rural residents to cities in the North. The decline in the cotton industry and the mechanization of agriculture combined with an increase in industrial jobs fueled by two world wars catalyzed the dramatic increase in the black urban population. Over nearly four decades, nearly 5 million blacks left the rural South to seek economic, political, and social opportunities in such cities as Chicago, Detroit, St. Louis, and Milwaukee. By the 1960s, the black population in Southern cities like Charleston, Birmingham, Baltimore, and New Orleans experienced significant growth as well. While blacks were optimistic regarding the possible opportunities in urban areas, the rigid laws of the Jim Crow era remained significant barriers to housing, civic engagement, employment, and leisure. Thus, blacks relied extensively on their institutions, networks, and social spaces to create and maintain a sense of community.

During the Jim Crow period, residential segregation was a persistent feature of urban life for blacks. To defend neighborhood spaces, white residents relied on a range of discriminatory practices that would thwart rental and homeownership opportunities for black residents in urban areas. On the local level, homeowner associations were instrumental in organizing white neighborhoods to enact racially restrictive covenants or agreements between current and previous owners that restricted the sale or rental of a home to blacks.

Violence was another tactic used to exclude black residents from white neighborhoods. In extreme cases, whites resorted to dynamite bombings, cross burnings, and other forms of violence to discourage black homeownership in all-white neighborhoods. Limited housing opportunities remained a challenge for black urbanites well into the 20th century. The black population in cities in the United States surged; however, no proportionate increase occurred in the number of residential spaces occupied by blacks. Living in shared spaces was one way that blacks coped with urban housing shortages. In some cases, cramped conditions resulted in three to four families sharing a space that could barely accommodate one family of four.

Housing shortages also resulted in blacks relegated to dilapidated neighborhoods despite their professional or economic status. Vertically integrated neighborhoods or residential spaces occupied by members of different social classes are typically described in idyllic terms. In particular, the 1940s and 1950s represent what some experts refer to as the golden age of neighborhood life, when black teachers, doctors, and lawyers served as role models to emulate and were daily reminders of black accomplishments despite Jim Crow. Moreover, scholars and residents alike remembered the neighborhoods typically as highly cohesive and organized. Other depictions of black neighborhood life during the era suggest otherwise.

Various researchers have provided overwhelming evidence that social class shaped community building among blacks and that middle-class blacks, in particular, always attempted to carve out their separate spaces for community building. Post–World War II neighborhoods located in cities like Atlanta, Dallas, and New Orleans are examples of such efforts. White philanthropists, politicians, and builders developed planned housing subdivisions in the 1950s as a way to address the growing housing crisis in cities, while at the same time reinforcing the separate-but-equal ideology. Unlike older and dilapidated urban neighborhoods, the newly built residential spaces offered blacks coveted amenities such as air conditioning, fenced yards, and off-street parking. The newly built neighborhoods, including schools, shopping centers, and picnic grounds, were replicas of the suburban experience offered to white Americans. The development of such urban spaces could not have appeared at a better time for many blacks. During the height of the Jim Crow era, members of the black middle class relied on their homes to escape the racial indignities they encountered on a daily basis. In many instances, blacks preferred to entertain lavishly in their homes rather than in public. Thus, the home became a comfortable and secure place to create and maintain tight-knit bonds with neighbors and friends.

Beyond neighborhoods, black urban dwellers relied on all-black spaces within the city for leisure and recreation. For example, in the city of New Orleans, blacks would forgo venturing into the popular area of the French Quarter and Canal Street and opted for black-owned bars and restaurants, like the historic Dooky Chase’s Restaurant. Even the laid-back and relaxed citywide celebration of Mardi Gras was segregated. Blacks congregated at the intersections of Dumaine and Claiborne Streets to enjoy the Zulus, the Mardi Gras Indians, and second-line parade bands. Similarly, blacks in Atlanta often socialized in the black-owned La Carousel Lounge at Paschal’s Motor Hotel and Restaurant on Hunter Street or the Magnolia Room on Auburn Avenue. However, the harsh realities of the Jim Crow period did not stop blacks in urban areas from attempting to integrate or use all-white spaces. Spaces of leisure like swimming pools, amusement parks, beaches, playgrounds, and golf courses often became contested spaces during the era of Jim Crow. In particular, amusement parks in urban areas offered families and youth an opportunity to enjoy rides, roller rinks, and swimming pools in one location. According to historian Victoria Wolcott, “Urban amusement parks had long marketed themselves to white families as clean, wholesome, and secure spaces. . . . As the political climate and demographic makeup of cities changed, young black consumers threatened the amusement parks’ image as a safe retreat from urban ills” (Wolcott 2006, 63–64). When blacks challenged segregation, they often were met with violence from white Americans who wanted to keep public recreational spaces white. Crystal Beach and Belle Isle are just two examples of how violent interaction erupted between blacks and whites over the right to use urban amusement parks.

Blacks in urban areas also cultivated networks of civic and religious institutions to navigate the daily terrain of the Jim Crow era. Blacks relied extensively on organizations like the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and the National Urban League. Both organizations gained prominence in American cities during the first half of the 20th century. Local branches of each organization played an integral part in helping black migrants from the South find jobs and housing and get acclimated to city living. In several cities, the Urban League had a significant role in drawing attention to the housing crisis. The Urban League was also responsible for cultivating civic engagement.

For example, in the city of Milwaukee, the Urban League was partially responsible for establishing smaller organizations like the La Circle Club. Members of La Circle Club included black women who worked as domestics, as clerks in stores and shops, and as industrial workers. The La Circle Club served as a space where women participated in family-oriented events such as annual mother-daughter banquets, theater outings, and luncheons. The purpose of the organization extended beyond social activities. The organization exposed younger members in their twenties to older members who could relate to them and who had ultimately triumphed working in the city. Moreover, the club and its members actively resisted the stereotypes of black working women as lazy, unladylike, and unorganized. As historian Crystal Moten writes, “Through La Circle Club, these Black working women saw, recognized and celebrated themselves . . . they translated this experience into community politics and economic development” (Moten 2016, 40). Similarly, black Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) chapters provided a safe space for black men without the fear of white harassment. Membership in YMCA during the Jim Crow era was a way for black men to restore the sense of masculinity that often was suppressed because of Jim Crow laws and customs.

Farrah Gafford Cambrice
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CONSUMER BEHAVIOR




Two sets of images from the civil rights era demonstrate the importance consumer spending had for African Americans in the Jim Crow period. One image pictured African Americans leading sit-ins and consumer boycotts, demonstrating that they were significant participants in consumer spending who demanded equal respect in the experience. The other image portrayed African Americans as exaggerated consumers, wasting money from welfare checks on luxury clothing, automobiles, and perhaps unhealthy food. African Americans lived at that intersection since the earliest moments of emancipation.

The belief that African Americans were frivolous wasters of money has long roots. Slave owners found it amusing when some enslaved people showed interest in bright clothing, and one of the earliest stereotypes of African American politicians during Reconstruction pictured them as overdressed posers, putting on the airs of respectable leaders. In minstrel performances and visual representations, the character Jim Crow himself was a caricatured overspender, dressed in clothing that was dandified and colorful, though also old and tattered.

After emancipation, white Southerners took great interest in the spending habits of newly freed people. A Vicksburg Times editorial in 1866 criticized newly emancipated former slaves for enjoying the appearances of material pleasure that seemed to indicate their new status. “The day of flaunting in finery has gone by, to return no more,” claimed the editor; “instead of sporting a stovepipe hat, gloves and cane,” he quipped, “Sambo must content himself with the axe and plow, and Miss Dinah instead of flourishing in hoopskirts and high-heeled boots—instead of flaunting of sun-shades and fancy hats and feathers, will be content to take up a hoe and go to work” (Glymph 1985, 63). Believing the economic practices of white Southerners and their legislators had made good on that challenge, in 1873, a Mississippi planter used an apparently new description of African American poverty: “on the whole their enforced economy will do them good” (Ownby 1999, 62).

In the late 1800s and early 1900s, the many African Americans who lived in agricultural poverty had multiple reasons not to engage in consumer spending. First and most obvious, spending put tenants and sharecroppers deeper into debt. For the many men and women hoping to end the year free of debts and, even better, with some funds to invest in land or education that promised independence and progress, spending money meant trouble. Agricultural employees spent much of the year making purchases on credit, with a planter or storekeeper who worked for the planter recording each purchase in a “limit book,” a heavy and ominously titled volume that held the key to the possibility of economic progress and physical mobility or the opposite—being tied to the same place and job for another year. Many children of sharecroppers later recalled a kind of heroic thrift in which adults made extraordinary efforts to minimize spending by doing without certain pleasures or by sending only one child to school. Thus, refraining from shopping often had the goal of pursuing independence by staying as free as possible from the economic power of merchants and planters.

Second, the shopping experience itself was often demeaning. Through the early 1900s, the large majority of African Americans lived in the rural and small-town South, where shopping opportunities often meant going to the back door of general stores or being denied entry completely. African American shoppers had to run a gauntlet of white men who felt the stores belonged to them, and many faced insulting language. Many stores that sold clothing did not allow African Americans to try on that clothing. Memoirs and oral histories recount numerous stories of young African Americans facing ridicule and sometimes violence at such stores, and it was at a small grocery store in Money, Mississippi, where Emmett Till supposedly violated the etiquette of Jim Crow and was subsequently lynched. Furthermore, advertising for consumer goods often included racist imagery that African Americans were fun-loving, happy-go-lucky lovers of physical pleasures.

As historian Grace Hale argues, the possibilities for shopping and consumer spending held the potential to blur social categories. In certain settings, shopping allowed African Americans to mingle with all other shoppers. And in other settings, wearing or otherwise displaying signs of wealth and respectability challenged any easy ideas that African Americans were poor and were expected to look, dress, and otherwise act like poor people. An important element of the Jim Crow experience was uncertainty and often fear, and African American travelers were often unsure what the rules or expectations might be in different towns and cities, especially but not only in the South. Traveling athletes and entertainers worked out their own ways to navigate that uncertainty, and, beginning in the 1930s, the Negro Motorist Green Book became a standard guide for African American travelers who wondered where they could expect to receive respectful treatment at restaurants, stores, and hotels.

African Americans sought and found alternatives to shopping in white-run general stores and plantation stores. Many African Americans appreciated the freedom that traveling peddlers, many of them Jewish immigrants, brought to the experience of shopping without insult or debt. Also, many preferred shopping through mail-order catalogs, which offered anonymity along with a greater range of choices.

Ultimately, more important than both were the numerous forms of selling and buying that developed in the thriving sections of towns and cities first in the South and eventually outside the region. These became African American main streets, with their own emphases, looks, sounds, and tastes. Madam C. J. Walker developed a line of beauty products, and musicians and journalists aimed music and words at specifically African American audiences. Jazz and blues artists often looked especially stylish, reflecting an identity far from the “enforced economy” of agricultural work. The idea of an all-black economy, with African American shoppers buying from and thus investing in African American businesses, was both an ideal and a practice many took to larger urban neighborhoods outside the South.

The civil rights movement once again showed the multiple possibilities of African Americans in a consumer society. Bus protests in Alabama and department store lunch counter protests beginning in Greensboro, North Carolina, drew on the history of streetcar protests of the early 1900s. Demands for equal treatment and equal dignity, courtesy titles, encouragement to walk rather than ride or to avoid shopping at businesses that did not treat African Americans with respect or hire African American employees were all crucial parts of movement culture. In the 1960s, some African American writers and business leaders emphasized the power and, even more, the potential power that African Americans had as consumers. On the other hand, many activists came to believe that emphasizing consumer opportunities suggested that integration and assimilation were the only goals of the civil rights movement. They clarified their point with the slogan that the movement was about “more than a hamburger.”

The multiple physical appearances of civil rights activists reflected multiple perspectives on the meaning of consumption. The ministers who dressed in somber black suits modeled respectability without being flashy. Farm-working activists dressed in overalls, as did some young activists who wished to identify with them. Younger secular activists adopted a different aesthetic, choosing clothing that reflected Afro-centric tastes. Music also varied widely and changed quickly, as the same concerns about fitting in led to creative efforts to reject and step outside any mainstream. But some opponents of the civil rights movement saw any signs of self-determination through new style as just another form of outlandish Jim Crow wastefulness.

Ted Ownby
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ELEMENTARY AND SECONDARY EDUCATION




On the eve of World War I, the nadir of the Jim Crow era, roughly 2 million black children ages 6 to 14 lived in the United States, 95 percent of them in communities where school segregation was required by law. Although 9 out of 10 black youth lived in the South, de jure school segregation was never exclusively Southern. Many school districts in the North and West assigned black youth (and other children of color) to separate schools under state laws that either required or permitted educational segregation. With a few exceptions, inequality characterized school segregation wherever it appeared. In his Depression-era survey of African American education, sociologist Horace Mann Bond (1904–1972) found that when and where districts segregated pupils by race, significant funding disparities emerged within a generation. Yet the thousands of segregated schools where generations of black students learned to read, write, calculate, and speak before a group served as vital community institutions, not reducible to the funding shortages they endured or the limited curriculum white reformers sought to impose on them. African American schooling survived and grew because freed people and their descendants held literacy in high regard, sacrificed to build and maintain schools, and valued their children’s academic achievements.

As of 2018, children in the United States are typically required to attend school or an equivalent program from ages 6 to 17. Most students exceed these minimums, attending elementary school from kindergarten through eighth grade (middle school is technically included in elementary school) and secondary school (also known as high school) grades 9 through 12. Yet much of what we associate with K-12 education—grouping children according to their age, nine-month school terms, even public schools themselves—are relatively recent innovations. Thus the struggle for educational equality during the Jim Crow era overlapped with significant transformations in American schooling. Black school patrons wrestled with race-based school funding disparities and curriculum designed to promote black subordination while simultaneously negotiating changing ideas about what children should learn and how teachers should teach.

Efforts among free people of color to educate themselves and their children during the antebellum era led to the first major expansion of African American schooling. In the North, where slavery was largely abolished by 1820, freed people initially had few educational options. Missionary-run African charity schools were few in number. District schools, locally organized and ostensibly open to any student who could afford the modest tuition, often excluded black children. Moreover, black parents wanted a say in choosing schoolmasters who believed in African American students’ intellectual capacities. African church congregations and benevolent societies met this need, hiring teachers and holding classes in church halls, rented rooms, and homes. In addition to expanding school opportunities through self-help, black Northerners set an important precedent by challenging their exclusion from the nation’s first public schools. During the antebellum era, a number of Northern states and cities created school systems to educate poor, middling, and rich students together at public expense, an effort to strengthen social cohesion during a time of disruptive economic change. With a few notable exceptions, however, public school systems were born separate and unequal, their mission to unify limited to whites. Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois originally restricted public schools to white students. Meanwhile, Connecticut, Pennsylvania, and several Northern cities treated black public schooling as an act of white beneficence, giving white school districts the option to establish separate (and unequal) black schools.

Black Northern activists spent years lobbying state legislatures and contesting their exclusion in the courts in order to gain an equal share of school funding. Anticipating no public education as the likely alternative to segregation, most petitioners and plaintiffs consented to separate schools for black youth, usually under African American community control. As a result, by 1860, almost every Northern state provided for African American public schools. The share of black Northerners age 6 to 20 attending school reached 35 percent. Sixty-seven percent of white youth in the free states and 44 percent of white youth in the slave states attended school. These early schools played a vital role in challenging stereotypes of black intellectual inferiority and fostering positive individual and collective identity among the first generations of freed people.

For the majority of African Americans whose enslavement ended during or immediately after the Civil War, literacy represented one of the most sought-after fruits of freedom. Released from state laws and customs that forbid the “mental instruction” of slaves, Southern African Americans pursued schooling with an enthusiasm that deeply impressed observers. Despite fierce opposition from Southern whites who feared that education would increase black independence and teach African Americans to shun low-paid farm and domestic labor, freed people established thousands of schools during and after the war. Of the 4,000-plus field schools in operation by 1870, roughly half were day schools offering instruction in reading, writing, arithmetic, and geography. The remainder convened in the evenings and on Sundays to teach working students to read. Freed people paid for these schools through donations and tuition payments, contributions from Northern aid societies, and support from the federal Freedmen’s Bureau. Five years after the war’s end, one in five black Southerners could read and write. By 1880, that number would grow to one in three. Newly literate freed people read newspapers, Sunday school literature, the Bible, and letters from family and friends. They made contracts, wrote complaints, recorded weddings and births, and taught what they learned to family and friends.

Once African Americans gained the right to vote under Congressional Reconstruction, they selected lawmakers who would establish the legal foundations for free common school systems and levied taxes for their support. Delegates and legislators hotly debated integrated schooling, with advocates of mixed systems pointing out that segregation was uneconomical as well as undemocratic. Yet aside from exceptions in South Carolina and New Orleans, separate school systems for black and white students were the rule across the postwar South. For the most part, African American Southerners focused on securing equitable school funding and replacing white instructors with African American teachers for African American students.

The deep inequalities that came to characterize black and white schooling during the era of Jim Crow developed by degrees after Reconstruction. When conservative Democrats regained control of Southern state governments, they initially contemplated abolishing public schools. After considering the possibility that black laborers would vote with their feet and leave, they settled on sharply reducing school taxes. Many small farmers resented these cuts, and when they joined third parties to protest (among other things) gutted educational funding, Democratic leaders placated white voters by drawing on African Americans’ share of school funding to shore up white schools. Restrictions on black voting rights combined with laws increasing school boards’ discretionary power made such a plan practicable. In this way planters avoided tax increases and undermined political challengers. By 1910, African Americans’ share of school spending had fallen to one-third of white per capita spending. In counties where African Americans formed a majority, their school funding was likely to decline to as little as 10 percent of per capita white spending. This brand of Jim Crow accounting financed many of the South’s best-known progressive-era education reforms: improved (white) teacher pay, campaigns for universal (white) access to high school, white rural school consolidation, and even age-grade white classrooms.

Even when white and black education was at its most unequal, African American schooling in the South took many different forms. In 1910, 5 percent of the South’s African American students attended private schools, including over half of the region’s high school students. At the other end of the spectrum, ungraded one- and two-teacher schools were the workhorses of rural Southern education. Students read and memorized spellers, readers, and other available schoolbooks to acquire the rudiments of reading, writing, and arithmetic, as well as a bit of history and geography. Another 20 percent of black Southern students attended urban public schools. Though overcrowded, urban schools offered longer school terms, age-graded classrooms, amenities such as school desks and electric lights, and salaries that attracted trained and experienced teachers.

A combination of self-help and legal action continued to expand African American school opportunities in the later decades of de jure segregation. During the 1920s and 1930s, black communities secured matching funds from the Julius Rosenwald Fund to improve school conditions for over 660,000 children. Thousands of ordinary men and women helped pay for and build 5,000 modern, well-lit Rosenwald buildings dotting Southern towns and backroads. By 1932, one in four black Southern students attended a Rosenwald school. By the decade’s end, a record four in five elementary-age black youth were in school. By almost every measure, black and white elementary education were converging by 1940. African American high school attainment was just beginning to change but grew far more rapidly after the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People won several lawsuits during the 1940s targeting unequal educational facilities. Believing that equalization might be an escape hatch to avoid integration, the governors and legislatures of Georgia, South Carolina, Arkansas, Alabama, Mississippi, and many other Southern states responded by raising taxes and budgeting hundreds of millions of dollars toward the construction of African American high schools and colleges. Although these equalization campaigns persuaded neither judges nor African American high school students that segregation was constitutional and should be maintained, they did help universalize black high school attendance, which measured by attendance as a junior, jumped from 8 to 43 percent between 1940 and 1960. By turning African American high schools into institutions of mass education at the very moment that the civil rights movement was taking hold, equalization advocates inadvertently laid the groundwork for the peer culture they would confront among civil rights activists of the 1960s.

[image: image]

By the early 20th century, all southern states adopted statutes or constitutional amendments that mandated racial segregation of public education. Consequently, throughout the Jim Crow era, black students not only attended separate schools but they did so in facilities that were intentionally underfunded and lacking in essentials such as adequate numbers of desks, chairs, and textbooks. (Library of Congress)
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FRATERNITIES AND SORORITIES




African Americans dealt with the onslaught of Jim Crow laws by rallying inward through networks and institutions focused on racial uplift, mutual welfare, economic self-help, civic improvements, and cultural affairs. At the turn of the 20th century, African American leaders and organizations coalesced black students in a movement committed to academic achievement, uplifting the race, and dismantling Jim Crow. Although black fraternal orders like the Prince Hall Masons (1776) and the Improved Benevolent and Protective Order of the Elks of the World (1897) provided the template for black intercollegiate fraternalism, they were not collegiate organizations. All the collegiate fraternal organizations, from the first fraternity, Phi Beta Kappa (1776), to the first sorority, Kappa Alpha Theta (1870), put racist restrictive clauses in their constitutions, banning the membership of African Americans. With the emergence of historically black colleges and universities and the rise of African Americans at predominately white institutions, at the turn of the 20th century, black students added to social and political discourses by creating their own literary societies, clubs, and intercollegiate fraternal organizations.

Between 1906 and 1922, eight black collegiate fraternities and sororities emerged as the vanguard of social change: Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Kappa Alpha Psi Fraternity, Omega Psi Phi Fraternity, Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Phi Beta Sigma Fraternity, Zeta Phi Beta Fraternity, and Sigma Gamma Rho Fraternity. On May 10, 1930, five of the eight national fraternities and sororities established an umbrella organization known as the National Pan-Hellenic Council (NPHC). In 1963, Iota Phi Theta Fraternity joined the eight organizations, and together they came to be known as the “Divine Nine.” The purpose of these historically black Greek lettered organizations (BGLOs) was public service, and the black community understood that these organizations uniquely contributed to the social welfare, temperance, suffrage, liberation, nationalist, and progressive reform movements that characterized the early 20th century.

The history of BGLOs began in Philadelphia when six elite men formed Sigma Phi Pi Fraternity in 1904. Sigma Phi Pi was the first BGLO, but it was solely a social fraternity that catered to black upper- and middle-class men, thus leaving a vacuum for black collegians. The first intercollegiate fraternity, Alpha Phi Alpha, emerged at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York, in 1906. Barred from joining white fraternities, a group of Cornell students established a black study and social justice organization–turned literary society called the Social Study Group. Influenced by W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963) and the Niagara Movement, the fraternity was officially established on December 4, 1906, by seven students, also known as “The Jewels.” Although Alpha Phi Alpha was considered the first black intercollegiate fraternity, there were two other black collegiate fraternities prior to 1906: Kappa Alpha Nu (1903), which emerged at Indiana University in Bloomington, Indiana, and Gamma Phi (1905), which emerged at Wilberforce University in Wilberforce, Ohio. Both organizations were short-lived and were defunct in their early years. Because of these shortcomings, Alpha Phi Alpha marked the beginning of a century-long tradition of intercollegiate African American fraternalism in the United States.

The unyielding backdrop of Jim Crow’s state repression and hostility precipitated the founding of seven other black fraternities and sororities over the 20th century. On January 15, 1908, 16 women at Howard University in Washington, DC, formed the first black sorority, Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority. On the campus of Indiana University, 10 African American men revitalized Kappa Alpha Nu as Kappa Alpha Psi Fraternity on January 5, 1911. That same year, a professor and three students at Howard established Omega Psi Phi Fraternity on November 17, 1911. On January 13, 1913, 22 Howard students left Alpha Kappa Alpha and formed a sorority focused on public service and social action called Delta Sigma Theta Sorority. Three Howard students formed Phi Beta Sigma Fraternity on January 9, 1914, with the goal of creating an inclusive fraternity that rejected elitist politics. The founders of Phi Beta Sigma advised five Howard students interested in creating their own sorority based on similar principles. On January 16, 1920, the five women formed Zeta Phi Beta Sorority, becoming constitutionally bound to Phi Beta Sigma. On the campus of Butler University, Sigma Gamma Rho Sorority was established on November 12, 1922, by seven educators; it was the only black sorority formed in a primarily white institution. On September 19, 1963, 12 adult students, most of whom were veterans and married with children, inspired by the burgeoning radicalism of cultural pride and civil disobedience, created Iota Phi Theta Fraternity at Morgan State College in Baltimore, Maryland. As each organization evolved, the nine organizations distinguished themselves from their white counterparts by advocating for lifelong membership.

Both graduate and undergraduate chapters emerged across the nation as the founders and early initiates moved to major American cities like Chicago, Philadelphia, St. Louis, Atlanta, Detroit, and New York. The prominence of the BGLO was further elevated as black leaders joined the ranks of these organizations. BGLOs attracted prominent black men and women, including entertainers, educators, authors, scientists, professionals, businessowners, social activists, and elected officials. Each BGLO was originally created exclusively for black members, but some organizations welcomed prominent nonblack members in their organizations. Alpha Kappa Alpha, for example, made Jane Addams (1860–1935) its first honorary member in 1913, and in 1949, the former first lady Eleanor Roosevelt (1884–1962) was granted honorary membership. Omega Psi Phi also admitted nonblack members after 1949, once Howard started admitting white students. The appeal of BGLO to nonblack members varied, but lifelong membership and social action work were strong motivating factors.

BGLOs protested lynching, lobbied for civil rights, campaigned for literary and social welfare, promoted high scholastic achievement, and advocated for the social advancement of African Americans. Early signature programs included Alpha Phi Alpha’s first national program, “Go to High School—Go to College” in 1922, and Kappa Alpha Psi’s 1922 National Guide Right movement that evolved into the celebrated Kappa League program in 1969. Led by Carter G. Woodson (1875–1950), Omega Psi Phi instituted Achievement Week in 1925, an observance of Negro History Week (later changed to Black History Month in 1976). Other early BGLO programs included partnerships with local shelters, schools, and churches. As racial segregation, terrorism, and political disfranchisement expanded, social justice and the fight for civil rights became central to the platforms of the BGLOs. Two months after their founding, Delta Sigma Theta joined the suffragists Mary Church Terrell’s National Association of Colored Women and Ida B. Wells’s Alpha Suffrage Club, their first honorary members, for their first public act: the 1913 women’s suffrage march in Washington, DC Alpha Kappa Alpha, led by founder and incorporator Norma E. Boyd (1888–1985), established the Non-Partisan Council on Public Affairs, a lobbying arm focused on antilynching, voter registration, police brutality, and the minimum wage. Alpha Phi Alpha’s 1930 “A Voteless People Is a Hopeless People” was a voting education campaign to eradicate voter suppression; Phi Beta Sigma’s first national program was Bigger and Better Business formed in 1925 as an economic self-help program focused on black businesses. Zeta Phi Beta’s 1943 Zeta Housing Project worked with the National Housing Authority to provide information on housing vacancies for industry workers during World War II. The success and visibility of the Double-V Campaign during the war years motivated BGLOs to make social equality central to their platforms. Within this context, civil rights protests in Baltimore dominated Iota Phi Theta’s programming in its early years. Aside from their national programs partnered with national and local organizations like the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the National Urban League, National Council of Negro Women, the United Negro College Fund, the YMCA, and other community and social action groups.

With the backdrop of the postwar black freedom movement, six of the eight BGLOs created a joint agreement to revitalize the American Council of Human Rights (ACHR) in 1952. The ACHR established a board of directors and local councils, issued a quarterly publication called Congress and Equality, created reference guides on congressional reform for college students, and worked with over 25 organizations including the NAACP and the National Urban League. Amid the rise of the civil rights movement, BGLOs phased out the ACHR and turned their attention to nonviolent direct action campaigns across the country and supported their communities in the fight for first-class citizenship.

The success of the postwar black freedom movement, specifically the black student movement, sent thousands of African Americans into higher education and increased the membership of BGLOs. However, by the 1960s, some African American students created non-NPHC fraternal organizations focused on the promotion of brotherhood and sisterhood but with distinct approaches to community advancement and social equality. BGLOs retained their relevance through the second half of the 20th century. NPHC organizations have approximately 800,000 members and continue to promote scholarship and provide signature programming for their communities. By the 21st century, the NPHC organizations in particular expanded across the globe with chapters in Africa, Europe, and Asia. For over a century, BGLOs have served as critical tools of political enfranchisement, social progress, and pathways to full citizenship.

Brittney L. Yancy
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HISTORICALLY BLACK COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES (HBCUs)




The creation and maintenance of black institutions was vital during the Jim Crow era. Historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs) proved to be one of many important institutional supports that enabled African Americans to thrive during the period. The mission of HBCUs has been to provide collegiate- (and later professional-) level training to a disfranchised population. But many HBCUs were compelled to also offer elementary and secondary training because a racist American social order had destroyed primary and secondary schools. Former Morehouse College president and mentor to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. (1929–1968), Dr. Benjamin Elijah Mays (1894–1984) credited South Carolina State University for providing an opportunity to complete his secondary education, thus creating a pathway to higher education.

HBCUs grew significantly during Reconstruction until the turn of the 20th century. But African Americans did attend college prior to the American Civil War at schools such as Oberlin College in Ohio, Berea College in Kentucky, and others. The first colleges and universities exclusively for African Americans were founded during the antebellum era (Cheyney State University, 1837, chartered as Cheyney College; Lincoln University of Pennsylvania, 1854, chartered as Ashmun Institute; and Wilberforce University, 1856).

A number of private institutions, such as Fisk University (1866), Morehouse College (1867), Claflin University (1869), and Bennett College (1873), were founded by Northern philanthropists or by Protestant churches that espoused the traditional liberal arts education model. However, the industrial education model (colloquially known as the Hampton-Tuskegee model) proved to be the most favorable in the post–Reconstruction South. Powerful and influential Southern white conservatives favored an educational model grounded in educating the black masses for manual and industrial work. This included agriculture, skilled trade jobs, and domestic jobs among others. The industrial education model led to the opening of the Tuskegee Institute (1881) as well as state land-grant colleges under the Morrill Land Grant Act of 1890 (which mandated an industrial education curriculum) for African Americans throughout the South. Institutions such as Florida A&M University (1887), South Carolina State University (1896), and Tennessee State University (1912) were founded, and state legislatures appropriated funding that mandated that public institutions for blacks in the South would follow the industrial education model.

Tuskegee Institute’s founding president, Booker T. Washington (1856–1915), championed the Hampton-Tuskegee model. White Southerners heralded his 1895 “Atlanta Compromise” speech at the Cotton States and International Exposition in Atlanta, Georgia, which provided justification for the white, Democratic-controlled state legislatures across the American South and philanthropists to mandate an industrial education model for its African American population. Washington’s belief that African Americans should stay out of politics and maintain jobs in industrial and agricultural fields was problematic, as it was designed to maintain the racial status quo. However, the Hampton-Tuskegee model was pragmatic within the context of widespread racial discrimination as it carved out economic opportunities and provided a sense of self-sufficiency for African Americans, particularly during the low points of race relations in the United States.

Despite the limitations of the Hampton-Tuskegee model and Jim Crow, HBCUs proved to be important institutions, helping African Americans to thrive professionally. The curriculums and degree offerings at HBCUs improved significantly during the era of Jim Crow, offering bachelor’s degrees in various areas as well as advanced degrees prior to and in response to the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court decision. For example, Howard University College of Medicine (1868) and Meharry Medical College (founded in 1876 and chartered in 1915) provided educational opportunities for blacks aspiring to become physicians, dentists, and other health professionals that otherwise would have been impossible during the early era of Jim Crow. Moreover, Howard University’s School of Law emerged as a training ground that eventually led to the dismantling of racial segregation. Future U.S. Supreme Court justice Thurgood Marshall (1908–1993), who successfully argued the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision, graduated from Howard Law in 1933.

Under Jim Crow, HBCUs also provided extracurricular civic, social, and athletic opportunities. Their students had a rich tradition of activism prior to Brown. At Fisk University during the 1924–1925 academic year, for example, students protested President Fayette McKenzie’s dictatorial policies. McKenzie had cut the school newspaper and its football and baseball teams and required a strict dress code for women students. At Hampton University in 1927, the striking students demanded more qualified faculty, significant reform to the university’s curriculum, an autonomous student council, a relaxed dress code, and fewer restrictions on social behaviors.

HBCUs offered literary societies as well as various social clubs. It was HBCUs during the Jim Crow era that birthed six out of the nine historically black fraternities and sororities (also known as the National Pan-Hellenic Council). While the National Pan-Hellenic Council and its members have proud histories of contributing to civic engagement and social justice, it must be noted that at times these organizations (as well as non-Greek lettered associations) practiced their own forms of elitism and exclusion, and there was a culture of light-skinned privilege. For example, on the campus of Howard University during the early to mid-20th century, admission into social clubs, consideration for fraternity and sorority membership, and the coveted nomination for homecoming queen were grounded in one’s complexion. Familial ties, economic status, and academic or athletic reputation were also important ways to identify a so-called elite.

HBCUs proudly fielded intercollegiate athletic teams during the era of Jim Crow. In the 1920s, several institutions in North Carolina formed intercollegiate women’s basketball teams that competed until the start of World War II. Officials at the all-women’s Bennett College linked intercollegiate athletics to the overall development of its student athletes. HBCUs formed intercollegiate athletic conferences such as the Central Intercollegiate Athletic Association (1912) and Southwestern Athletic Conference (1920). Jim Crow unintentionally provided separate niches and opportunities for HBCU athletes and coaches. The Southwestern Athletic Conference produced the country’s second all-time winningest coach in football, Eddie Robinson (1919–2007), whose coaching career at Grambling State University spanned 56 years (1941–1997) with a record of 408 wins, 168 losses, and 15 draws. Jim Crow also helped athletes such as basketball player Dick Barnett (New York Knickerbockers) of Tennessee State University to develop their skills and transition to the professional ranks. In the post-1954 era, a majority of African American athletes still competed at HBCUs.

The 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision overturned racial segregation. The “separate but equal” doctrine that had made HBCUs necessary was, in theory, dead. However, American society and educational institutions at every level were faced with the complex impact of desegregation. For HBCUs, this included declining enrollment, equity at the state higher education level, reduced funding, and the threat of closure. In Mississippi, for example, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in United States v. Fordice (1992) that the state’s continued dual education system in higher education was unconstitutional. Since the 1954 Brown decision, the state of Mississippi continued to practice racial segregation and inequity in its public universities. The predominantly white institutions, such as the University of Mississippi, Mississippi State University, and the University of Southern Mississippi, remained mostly white and well funded in comparison to their HBCU counterparts—Jackson State University, Alcorn State University, and Mississippi Valley State University. In 2009, then Mississippi governor Haley Barbour proposed the merger of Jackson, Alcorn, and Mississippi Valley, which was voted down. This was part of a larger trend where state governments such as those in Georgia and Louisiana proposed that their public HBCUs merge due to low enrollment and financial deficits. As society transitioned away from de jure segregation, these challenges would remain vital.

Travis D. Boyce
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HOTEL ACCOMMODATIONS




The proliferation of automobiles and the expansion of the interstate highway system made travel easier from the 1930s onward and encouraged black Americans, like all Americans, to take to the roadways for both business and vacation travel. The expansion of the black middle class, with more disposable income, also made leisure travel accessible to more people. But, as they traveled for business and for pleasure, African Americans found that few, if any, hotels and motels would permit them to lodge for the night. Throughout the Jim Crow period, African Americans were prohibited from staying in most mainstream hotels and motels. While many lodging establishments invited black musicians to perform in their restaurants and nightclubs, they refused to allow them to stay overnight in the bedrooms. A wide variety of black-owned and -operated establishments from YMCA rooms for rent to guesthouses, motor hotels, and large-scale hotels opened to serve people of color. The greatest number of these establishments could be found in black neighborhoods throughout the country, and most were located in the nation’s urban centers.

Some of the earliest black hotels were on the train lines and provided housing for the many African American railroad employees—Pullman porters and dining hall workers. The Majestic Hotel in Cleveland (1929–1967), the size of a city block, offered train workers elegant surroundings as well as a jazz club and restaurant. The imposing building stood like an oasis in the middle of the city, providing for the needs of travelers and making apartments available for the black community. A black cab company operated out of the hotel and served the guests and locals when other taxis would not ferry black people about the city.

In New York City, the Hotel Theresa, known as the Waldorf of Harlem, changed hands in the 1940s and opened as an interracial hotel under the leadership of an all–African American management team. The Theresa hosted many members of the black elite, from politicians and athletes to performers. Black visitors to New York City always traveled uptown to the hotel—one of the only places that welcomed them for a night’s stay. The hotel hosted such notables as Ray Charles (1930–2004), Nat King Cole (1919–1965), Josephine Baker (1906–1975), and Joe Louis (1914–1981). In 1960, Fidel Castro (1926–2016) chose to make a political statement that highlighted America’s racism by staying at the Hotel Theresa during his visit to New York to address the United Nations. Malcolm X (1925–1965), Nikita Khrushchev (1894–1971), and then prime minister of India Jawaharlal Nehru (1889–1964) greeted Castro at the Theresa during his stay, generating international news.

More common than large hotels like the Theresa and the Majestic were small tourist homes and guesthouses located all over the country. Clayton (1906–1978) and Hazel Sinclair (1902–1995) operated Rock Rest, a typical guesthouse for African American travelers a few miles from the beach in Kittery, Maine, from the 1950s to the 1970s. The house accommodated parents taking their children to college, businessmen passing through, and family vacationers anxious for some time away from their jobs. Many guests returned year after year. Tourist homes and guesthouses were easy start-up businesses requiring little overhead. Anyone with a spare room or two could advertise in African American travel guides like The Negro Motorist Green Book or Travelguide or in black newspapers or magazines. But often small guesthouses simply used word of mouth to let people know that they had accommodations available. For many families, renting rooms provided extra income and could be operated by the woman of the house while the man worked outside the home. The Sinclairs chose the travel business in lieu of their previous occupations in domestic service. At Rock Rest, they could be their own bosses.

At the same time that they frequented black hotels and motels, black travelers and the organizations representing them also fought to open up accommodations at mainstream hotels. There were concurrent pushes to end segregation in other public accommodations from bowling alleys, theaters, restaurants, and swimming pools to buses and trains. In 1962, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) chose to challenge Hilton Hotels in court as a test case because it was a national chain and would have ramifications across the country. The NAACP filed suit against Hilton and called for Americans to boycott the hotels. Travelers often had to cross lines of picketers to enter Hilton hotels in larger cities and in some instances the Ku Klux Klan mounted counterprotests. Howard Johnsons, also a national chain, faced public criticism, demonstrations, and lawsuits because of their discriminatory practices as well. The sweeping 1964 Civil Rights Act prohibited discrimination in all public accommodations.

The Civil Rights Act was immediately challenged. Moreton Rolleston Jr. (1917–2013), the owner of the Heart of Atlanta Motel, refused to rent rooms in his motel to African Americans, arguing that to force him to do so violated his constitutional right to operate his business as he wished and to rent rooms only to those he chose. An avowed white supremacist, Rolleston continued to defy the civil rights legislation passed in 1964. The Heart of Atlanta Motel, Inc. v. the United States (1964) proved to be a landmark case that found that the U.S. Constitution’s commerce clause could be used to require private and public institutions to abide by the Civil Rights Act of 1964.





HUMILIATION STALKS THEM

In his testimony before the Commerce Committee of the U.S. Congress in support of the civil rights bill pending before Congress on July 22, 1963, NAACP president Roy Wilkins (1901–1981) captured the daily humiliation of Jim Crow travel:


From the time they leave home in the morning, enroute to school or to work, to shopping or to visiting, until they return home at night, humiliation stalks them. Public transportation, eating establishments, hotels, lodging houses, theatres and motels, arenas, stadia, retail stores, markets, and various other places and services catering to the general public offer them either differentiated service or none at all.

For millions of Americans this is vacation time. Swarms of families load their automobiles and trek across country. I invite the members of this committee to imagine themselves darker in color and to plan an auto trip from Norfolk, Va., to the Gulf Coast of Mississippi, say, to Biloxi. Or one from Terre Haute, Ind., to Charleston, S. C., or from Jacksonville, Fla., to Tyler, Texas.

How far do you drive each day? Where, and under what conditions can you and your family eat? Where can they use a rest room? Can you stop driving after a reasonable day behind the wheel or must you drive until you reach a city where relatives or friends will accommodate you and yours for the night? Will your children be denied a soft drink or an ice cream cone because they are not white?

Source: Roy Wilkins. 1963. “Humiliation Stalks Them.” The text of the testimony of Roy Wilkins, NAACP Executive Secretary in supporting the public accommodations section. (Title II, S.1731) of the proposed civil rights bill being considered by the Senate Commerce Committee. July 22. http://www.crmvet.org/docs/6307_naacp_testimony.pdf.






Sadly, after passage of civil rights legislation, African American hotels and motels gradually closed. There was no longer a need for them. Black travelers could stay at large national chain hotels, and they chose to integrate these establishments. Ironically, the Civil Rights Act integrated public accommodations but eliminated the network of black hotels, motels, and tourist homes across the country that had contributed to vibrant black community businesses.

Gretchen Sullivan Sorin
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HOUSING, RURAL




During the Jim Crow era, many African Americans lived in rural housing because they worked in agriculture, primarily in the Southern United States. It was not until the Great Migration that large numbers of African Americans began migrating to Northern cities. Even after this northward movement, a significant portion of the black population remained in the rural South. Housing played a central role in the everyday health and quality of life for African Americans, but its quality and affordability was shaped by racially discriminatory policies and practices. To rectify this inequality, African Americans collectively fought for equal access to government loans and worked toward home ownership, which gave them more control over their living conditions.

A unique aspect of rural housing was that it was often tied to farm employment. African Americans who lived in rural areas typically worked as sharecroppers or laborers on farms and plantations. Sharecropping was an arrangement whereby a family would farm a piece of land for the owner and would receive a share of the crop as payment. Families lived in houses that belonged to the landowner, who was typically white. If a landowner decided a family was no longer needed to farm the land, the family would have to move to a different farm and house. Housing was also tied to employment for white sharecroppers, but African American farm families faced a greater risk of eviction if they participated in civil rights activities. In 1960, dozens of black farm families in western Tennessee were evicted from their homes for registering to vote. At that time there were no laws that protected African Americans against discrimination in housing. It was not until the Fair Housing Act was enacted in 1968, as Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1968, that the federal government made racial discrimination in housing illegal and provided methods of enforcement.

Racial segregation of housing was not enforced in rural areas the same way it was in towns, because rural houses were typically not built close together. In town, residential segregation was designed to increase the spatial distance between blacks and whites. Segregation was common, however, in the case of planned rural communities or rural subdivisions. During the Great Depression of the 1930s, the federal Resettlement Administration built new farm communities to assist rural families who had been displaced from their land. With few exceptions, these were racially segregated.

One of the most visible indicators of Jim Crow inequality in rural housing was the physical quality of construction, which had a direct effect on the daily health and comfort of rural African American families. Because most black families did not own their homes, the landowner dictated the quality and type of housing. During the late 19th and early 20th centuries, families lived in crudely constructed one- or two-room houses, built with rough-sawn wooden planks. The wood was often unpainted, or infrequently painted, which meant it had no protection against natural elements such as insect damage, water, and changes in moisture and temperature. Boards would bend and warp, leaving cracks in the walls, allowing water, insects, vermin, and wind inside. By the early 20th century, much of rural housing consisted of “strip houses” or “box houses.” Box houses were built with vertical planks of wood, but there were cracks between the boards. Strip houses included strips of wood, or “batten,” that covered cracks. Inside the home, families covered walls with newspapers, building paper, cardboard, or other material to help insulate the home. Windows were open or covered with cloth. In the best circumstances, windows had screens or glass.

Poor housing conditions for sharecroppers and farm laborers affected black and white families, but African Americans disproportionately lived in the worst housing. In 1938, the Farm Security Administration (FSA), a federal agency created to assist with rural issues during the Great Depression, conducted a study of poverty in rural southeast Missouri. Researchers found that 36 percent of white families had weatherboard houses, which were the best quality, compared to only 15 percent of black families (White, Ensminger, and Gregory 1938, 40). Finding decent housing was important to rural black families, and it shaped their decision to move and look for other sharecropping positions. One strategy they used was to search for farming opportunities with African American landowners because employment and living conditions were generally better than those offered by white landowners.

The health of families was compromised because of exposure to the elements in housing. Malaria was a particularly harmful consequence of families not being able to shield themselves from mosquitoes. Temperature regulation indoors was difficult. In some parts of the South, rural houses were built on concrete or cypress piers rather than on a solid foundation. In flood-prone areas, this was practical to protect the house against high water, but it also meant that cold winds moved beneath the floors. Rural housing had no indoor running water, toilets, or central heat. Heat sources included fireplaces and stoves. Electricity was rare, although some rural houses gained access to lighting in the mid-20th century through the Rural Electrification Administration, created by the federal government in 1936. Food storage was also limited. In some rural areas, food could be stored in small underground cellars, but this was not possible in areas with high water tables. Water was usually obtained from wells dug in the yard, but because these wells were close to outdoor toilet facilities, the contamination of water supplies led to outbreaks of diphtheria and typhoid fever.

African American men and women in the federal Extension Service, which provided agricultural outreach, worked to improve the living conditions of rural black families. County extension agents provided advice on crop production, and home demonstration agents provided training in home economics. Their education efforts overlapped in practice and included instructions on adding screens to windows, properly locating and digging outhouses, and adding cement to water wells.

Land and home ownership symbolized freedom for rural African Americans. By 1910, rural blacks owned over 16 million acres of land. It was not unusual for African American farmers to live near each other in rural enclaves established after the Civil War. Families built their homes from the ground up with the assistance of friends and family. They used lumber from their land or purchased materials. Buying and holding on to land and homes was difficult because African Americans faced economic discrimination. Local banks generally refused to provide loans to black farmers. In some cases, they were able to get loans from white-owned businesses or cotton-gin operators, but the interest rate was frequently higher than rates offered to white families.

African Americans obtained some financial assistance from federal farm and housing loan programs, but they faced discrimination in this arena as well. From the 1930s to the 1960s, these programs were administered primarily by the FSA and the Farmers Home Administration. While federal programs did not mandate racial discrimination or segregation in rural housing during the Jim Crow era, they typically followed local racial customs. Programs were often administered locally by committees that excluded African American participation until the 1960s. In 1937, for example, the federal government evicted a black farming community from land in Louisiana in order to build a white farm project. The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and National Negro Congress protested this eviction. In many other situations, African Americans collectively fought against housing discrimination through organizations such as the National Federation of Colored Farmers, National Urban League, and Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union.

Heidi L. Dodson
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HOUSING, SUBURBAN




Though not commonly considered an aspect of formal Jim Crow law, suburban housing segregation emerged in parallel with racial segregation legislation in the 1890s. It also outlasted disfranchisement or separate accommodations, and because most Americans came to live in the suburbs over the course of the 20th century, housing segregation has had a profound influence on African American life, with effects that persist into the 21st century. Prohibiting African Americans from moving to the suburbs, segregation concentrated African Americans within segregated central-city neighborhoods. It also separated African American families from whites within suburbs, including racially segregated schools and tax bases. Despite these barriers, African Americans were a significant population in suburbs from 1900 through the end of the century. Black families lived in areas at the outskirts of cities as they became suburbanized, moved near upscale suburban communities for domestic service jobs, or pursued the single-family home on a quarter-acre plot. In the process they became property owners, which could be an asset, source of rental income, or security when homeowners faced unemployment. They also formed black-dominated suburban communities, which served as the foundation for black suburbanization as it accelerated later in the century.

As early as 1891, real estate developers of middle-class suburbs in places like Baltimore, Maryland, used deed restrictions to exclude unwanted people and uses of property from their upscale communities. These were binding agreements between the buyer and seller that restricted the sale or rental of suburban homes to people of certain races, especially African Americans, reflecting progressive-era racial notions that their very presence in urban areas led to environmental problems and depressed property values. Deed restrictions spread across the nation in the early 20th century. The real estate industry, heavily influenced by large developers, adopted the view that African Americans were a threat to property, as did local governments, which employed zoning powers to exclude unwanted property uses in suburban areas. When the federal government looked to stabilize the suburban housing market during the Great Depression, federal agencies like the Homeowner’s Loan Corporation and Federal Housing Administration, which insured home mortgages, adopted these real estate practices, institutionalizing housing segregation across the country. They denied mortgage insurance to suburban areas with black populations, prevented the construction of new suburban homes for African Americans until the 1950s, and standardized the belief that African Americans threatened property values, even encouraging the construction of literal walls to separate white subdivisions from black neighborhoods.

Despite restrictions, African Americans found ways into the suburbs in the South, and during the Great Migration, into Northern and Western suburbs. Class largely determined why and how a black family moved to the suburbs. For working-class African Americans, the suburbs offered opportunities for jobs and cheap housing. After all, suburbs were not only homes for middle-class commuters but also included industrial enclaves, undeveloped plots of land, and older rural areas. Even posh suburban communities needed a workforce of domestic servants, gardeners, and construction laborers. Black workers often filled these positions in wealthy homes or took jobs in suburban factories, moving to housing outside racially restricted suburban subdivisions. These black enclaves reflected their low incomes and marginal positions in society, with unpaved streets, no streetlights, and few if any municipal services. Across the country, black working-class families did not purchase suburban houses. They often bought cheap land on the outskirts of cities and built their own homes, adding rooms or floors as their families expanded or relatives moved in. Despite their marginality in suburbia, these homes and the communities surrounding them were often sanctuaries from the harsh society in which black families lived and worked. Black homeowners raised pigs or chickens, grew vegetables, and rented out extra rooms to supplement their low incomes and inconsistent employment. Most importantly, they built homes near extended family members, coworkers, or other black families who aided one another and formed critical community institutions, from churches to mutual aid societies.

For the small but growing black middle class, suburban residential communities were attractive for their relatively large homes, easy commutes to jobs in nearby cities, urban amenities, and quality schools. Discrimination in purchasing and financing limited housing opportunity, though, and aspiring black suburbanites had to work around these barriers. In the South, Jim Crow permitted black entrepreneurs to build housing for “their race,” and black developers avoided threatening white suburbs by constructing homes near existing black suburban housing or in black college towns. This occurred in the North and West as well, though African Americans did make inroads into largely white suburbs in these regions. Even in the most exclusive suburbs, deed restrictions were hard to enforce after the initial sale and were rarely included in less affluent suburban subdivisions. Before the New Deal, the most significant source of financing was from private individuals or local banks, and this less formal system enabled black families to become suburban homeowners. Sometimes white neighbors or local business owners lent money for home purchases to African Americans, and this slowly integrated some suburbs in the early 20th century. This ended when New Deal–era federal policy formalized the mortgage financing process in the 1930s. From the 1930s through the 1960s, few African Americans could find legal mortgages for suburban housing, instead relying on informal and exploitative loans from land speculators. Only in the 1950s did the federal government begin insuring separate suburbs for African Americans, and this constituted around 2 percent of all federally insured suburban homes during the decade (Wiese 2004, 140). Federal policy and private discriminatory practices influenced the attitudes of white suburbanites, who during the 1940s and 1950s increasingly prohibited African Americans from moving into their suburban neighborhoods, partly in fear of depressed property values. Whites resorted to homeowner picket lines, cross burnings, and arson within America’s rapidly expanding post–World War II suburbs.

These barriers fundamentally shaped how black families lived in and viewed their place within suburban America. In a segregated society where African Americans were denied basic rights, property ownership was a means of limited citizenship because legal claims to property were usually upheld, even when civil rights were restricted. A single-family home was also a refuge from social pressures of white racism and broader inequality that affected segregated communities. For black middle-class suburbanites in particular, the home was a symbol of their upward mobility, while black suburban neighborhoods were safe spaces for black-dominated businesses, churches, and schools. These communities served as anchors for urban and rural African Americans to find housing, jobs, and services in the suburbs, linking inner-city and cross-regional black communities together. Local branches of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People were particularly popular in the nation’s post–World War II suburbs, fighting to protect black suburban interests, improve educational opportunity, and support black pioneer homebuyers who confronted racial segregation, moved into white suburbs, and carved footholds for other black families to follow. Combined with economic gains in the 1960s and landmark state and federal antidiscrimination legislation, these pioneers and Jim Crow–era black suburbs laid the foundation for the migration of more than 9 million African Americans to the suburbs between 1960 and 2000, a population movement equal to that of the Great Migration. This migration coincided with the decline of segregation in law, but because of the long history of housing segregation and weak laws to end it, black suburbanization continued in a segregated fashion. As a result, scholars consider housing desegregation one of the failures of the civil rights era.





CHALLENGING THE COLOR LINE IN SUBURBIA

The struggle of Joshua and Pauline Cockburn to purchase a home in the affluent subdivision of Edgemont Hills in White Plains, New York, exemplifies the complexity of racial covenants in the Jim Crow North. Joshua, who briefly operated the Black Star Shipping Line incorporated by Marcus Garvey, and his wife, Pauline, a Caribbean-born socialite with diverse ancestry, purchased land to build their dream house in 1933 in an exclusive suburb north of Manhattan. But their very presence violated the racial covenant placed on Edgemont properties, and a white neighbor along with the realty company sued the Cockburns in 1937. With help from the NAACP, Ridgeway v. Cockburn became a case about the very definition of “Negro” in the United States, particularly because New York State had no legal definition for the term. Though the Cockburns challenged the prosecution’s claims that they were “colored,” the judge nonetheless determined that there was little doubt that the defendant was partly “colored” and upheld the covenant that same year. Despite this decision, white neighbors in Edgemont never enforced the ruling, and the Cockburns remained in their home until Joshua’s death in 1942. The case illustrates the power of the state in enforcing racial discrimination in the North but also the limits of covenants as a tool of racial exclusion.






Tim Keogh
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INDUSTRIAL EDUCATION




As industrial economies developed throughout the Western world in the 19th century, educators increasingly grappled with the question of relevance in school curricula and debated the relative merits of manual training and traditional literary education. This debate had particular significance for African Americans who throughout the 19th century confronted pervasive racism, resistance to black economic advancement and property ownership, and exclusion from unions and skilled labor jobs. Circumstances of the post-Reconstruction decades in particular, both specific to the Southern racial landscape of Jim Crow and more broadly related to the rise of corporate industrial capitalism in the United States, brought industrial training to the fore of black education by the 1880s. In these years, varieties of industrial education appeared across many realms of black education—as stand-alone schools, as mechanical and agricultural colleges, as the focus for teacher training, and as facets of curriculum in public, private, and parochial schools. Industrial education, in other words, had become a movement. The movement was initially driven by black educators who saw promising potential in various forms of industrial education for enacting their visions for black economic, cultural, and intellectual independence. But the movement was nearly overwhelmed, especially after 1890, by the broader industrial education vogue in American society, which was dominated by a cohort of Northern industrialists, philanthropists, and government leaders, and Southern white moderates who envisioned a sectionally integrated modern economy compatible with the racial logic of the Jim Crow South. Thus the development of industrial education during the rise of Jim Crow represented a tension between progressive black ideas about cultivating African American subjectivity in response to Jim Crow and a white industrialist vision of a reconciled New South.

Part of the attraction of industrial education to so many (and a cause for its confusion since) stems from its looseness as a concept. As many black and white contemporary observers of the late 19th century commented, industrial education became a catchall for several related but distinct educational modes and ideas. The variety of terms found in the names associated with so many black industrial schools and programs—“manual training,” “agricultural and mechanical” (A&M), “industrial and agricultural,” and “technical”—attests to this fact. What all shared was an emphasis on adding hands-on training to traditional academic curricula, sometimes including Pestalozzian ideas of object learning (manual training), sometimes incorporating Deweyan ideas of “real-life” application, and often involving specific vocational emphases by later secondary years. Many black industrial schools included all three.

By the peak of the vogue of industrial education between the end of the 19th and the early 20th century, most black industrial schools included certain common features: gender-divided skill training (carpentry, bricklaying, drawing, and agriculture for boys, and sewing, cooking, and other domestic sciences for girls), a system of bringing school-made products to market, weekly religious practice, and a blended curriculum that included academic or literary training (commonly half of each day).

Some principals incorporated classics into the curriculum; others rejected them in favor of more modern academic subjects, including natural and physical sciences, geography, and sometimes African American literature and history. Because the vast majority of black industrial schools were in the rural South (where close to 90 percent of African Americans lived in 1900), agricultural training commonly took up most resources. Courses in such areas as animal husbandry and soil management were linked to onsite training, often demanding large tracts of farmland donated by landowning families, both African American and white. It is likely that the vast majority of African Americans enrolled in schools between 1890 and World War I, like a great many of their white peers, were exposed to some form of industrial education.

Daily life outside industrial school campuses varied depending on the school, but on many campuses school activities often blended into surrounding communities. Black Harvard graduate William Robert Valentine (1879–1954) organized his Indianapolis public school as an “industrial settlement” where students tended the school grounds and worked with community members to improve tenements and plant home gardens. Rural industrial schools such as the Centreville Industrial Institute and the Kowaliga Academic and Industrial Institute in Alabama were often structured around intentional communities. Such schools became centers of all-black rural settlements characterized by communal ownership of land and school-based corporations that managed the production and sale of school-produced goods. Administrators at Kowaliga built a railroad to convey goods from campus to local markets. Washington’s Tuskegee students sold bricks and farm goods to nearby communities.





DAILY LIFE ON CAMPUS

Campus life of industrial schools was both regimented and diversified. Many industrial school course catalogs reveal highly structured seven-day-a-week routines, splitting days between literary studies and skill-based vocational training in well-defined tracks of study. Regular religious services and physical drills were the norm, embodying the “hand, heart, head” ethos of industrial education. Strict disciplinary rules, gender-divided campuses, and daily military exercises were also routine at many schools, and it was common for students to wear uniforms. Thus, students at many industrial schools developed a certain level of self-consciousness about their campus as part of a larger experiment that extended beyond purely academic goals to include larger visions of black progress and black identity. Students on most campuses, for example, were required to perform work duties outside the classroom, including producing and selling school products for market, running the school print shop and newspaper, cooking and serving food, and cleaning or repairing the grounds and buildings. At the most prominent schools, campuses sometimes took on a World’s Fair quality, where students offered demonstrations, drills, musical performances, and food service to groups of weekly visitors, sometimes from around the world, who were eager to witness firsthand the new educational experiment in “Negro uplift.”






Many industrial schools also became regional magnets for students beyond their immediate localities. For parents worried about limited local education options or in urban areas concerned about neighborhood “vice” and other distractions, the boarding school structure and bucolic setting of many industrial schools provided their children with opportunities to get away from the threats of the city. Howard University dean Kelly Miller (1863–1939) suggested that one rural industrial school outside Washington, DC, helped to “solve the great municipal problem of inspiring the submerged city waif with a love of nature” and dampened the “desire to return to the vile and filthy condition of the city alley” (Miller 1902, 526).

The origins of black interest in industrial education trace back at least to the early 19th century. Calls for manual training were regularly recorded in transcripts of meetings of the Negro Convention Movement during the antebellum period. The more the wage economy grew and African American leaders recognized black labor as an important category of black subjectivity, the more attention black educators gave to industrial education. After emancipation, the black industrial school movement was accelerated by an infusion of money and support from major white institutions, both as part of the federal government’s land-grant initiatives as codified in the Morrill Act of 1862 and through white philanthropic organizations like the American Missionary Association (AMA). But the African American–led push for industrial and agricultural education immediately after Reconstruction gave the movement its most vigorous energy. In these years, an expanding corporate industrial order that threatened to increase black economic dependence converged with an emerging apartheid world of Jim Crow in the South. Black leaders responded to these two threats by promoting black self-reliance—economic, intellectual, and cultural. Beginning in the 1880s, black parochial organizations like the African Methodist Episcopal Church helped to establish dozens of industrial schools, as did local black communities, both North and South. Fannie Jackson Coppin (1837–1913) at Philadelphia’s Institute for Colored Youth, Frederick Douglass (ca. 1818–1895), T. Thomas Fortune (1856–1928), and Alexander Crummell (1819–1898) were all early advocates of industrial education.

Out of these contexts came black industrial education’s most famous evangelist, Booker T. Washington (1856–1915), and his Tuskegee Institute (founded in Tuskegee, Alabama, in 1881). Washington straddled two worlds. On the one hand, he promoted mainstream black progressive ideas, including black self-reliance, the merits of learning by doing, and the increasingly limited utility of classical education. In agreement with many other African American leaders, a group which by the 1890s also included Anna Julia Cooper (1858–1964), Kelly Miller, and W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963), Washington saw the classics as disconnected from the modern world and overly dependent on “Anglo-Saxon” traditions. Yet Washington also became highly dependent on political and financial support from white businessmen and philanthropists and did little to publicly or forcefully challenge the rising Jim Crow order and its narrow conception of industrial education as vocational training for low-skilled manual labor.

Many of Washington’s ideas were shaped at Hampton Institute, where he was a star student in the 1870s. Hampton was an outgrowth of an African American school for refugee ex-slaves during the Civil War run by free Negro Mary Peake (1823–1862) in Virginia. It was expanded by the AMA after the war and restructured in 1868 by Samuel Chapman Armstrong (1839–1893), a former Civil War officer nearly obsessed with the Victorian logic of “civilization.” Armstrong’s Hampton shared with Pennsylvania’s Carlisle School for American Indian children the white paternalistic consensus about thrift, the work ethic, property ownership, and a Republicanist emphasis on productive farming of the land as the means to civilize so-called backward peoples. Indeed, beginning in 1878, Hampton enrolled both African American and Native American students. By 1900, Hampton had evolved into a nationally recognized teacher-training institute boasting a campus of over 175 acres with courses in trade-based subjects, a monthly journal (The Southern Workman), a folklore program, and nationally celebrated musical groups.

[image: image]

At the turn of the 20th century, industrial schools emphasized hands-on, manual training of practical skills in a gender-segregated environment. These young men were learning the art of blacksmithing at Hampton Institute in Hampton, Virginia, around 1900. (Getty Images)

Washington’s vision at Tuskegee was strongly shaped by Hampton. Recruited by local Tuskegee residents and church leaders, Washington arrived in Tuskegee in the summer of 1881. He immediately went door to door to homes and to local venues giving speeches to attract students. Within five years, Tuskegee enrolled nearly 500 students. By 1900, that number rose to 1,400. In 1900, Tuskegee had a faculty of over 100 and offered a standard manual and industrial education curriculum of skill-based courses in agriculture, masonry, and mechanical and scientific trades. It included student literary societies, a print shop, and musical programs. In part through Washington’s own celebrity, Tuskegee soon gained a national reputation, eventually partnering with members of a nationwide network of black farm leaders to develop educational extension programs into remote farming communities. Tuskegee farmers’ conferences began in 1892, where farmers discussed the importance of black landownership, the power of collective use of black capital, and black homeownership. These efforts were further extended into remote areas through the Tuskegee Moveable School, a program that originated in 1906 with the Jessup Agricultural Wagon, the brainchild of Tuskegee instructor George Washington Carver (ca. 1864–1943).

The widespread perception of industrial education as accommodating to a Jim Crow vision of white supremacy and unskilled black manual labor is attributable to factors that emerged out of the 1890s. Beginning in 1890 and accelerating dramatically by the late 1890s with a series of educational conferences, white Northern philanthropists, business leaders, and educators, and moderate white Southerners enthusiastically promoted industrial education as a solution to what they saw as the “Negro problem.” In their narrow conceptions, industrial schools would help build a New South that would depend in part on tractable black agricultural and low-skilled manual labor. To these architects of black education, attitudes about African American subjectivity were extremely paternalistic, if not racist. Conference organizers invited no black attendees, and their sessions were filled with sermons on the proper place of black workers. As railroad executive William Baldwin (1863–1905), one of the loudest conference voices, said: “[The Negro] is best fitted to perform the heavy labor in the Southern States . . . He will willingly fill the more menial positions, and do the heavy work, at less wages, than the American white man” (Anderson 1988, 82). Thus the visions of progressive black educators and of this growing cohort of white policy makers were near contradictions of one another. Where black proponents of industrial education drew from its methods in hopes of cultivating greater autonomy among black workers and of applying science to agriculture and industry to increase their expertise, many from the dominant industrial classes imagined exactly the opposite. These men saw value in schools like Hampton and Tuskegee in their ability to instill acceptance of racially proscribed “stations in life.”

African American critics of Washington, such as Du Bois and Monroe Trotter (1872–1934), rarely criticized Tuskegee or industrial education. They were instead offended by Washington’s validation of the reactionary forces of white supremacy through his glad-handing with white industrialists, incensed by his soft public stance on the Jim Crow political reversals of black civil rights (even if in private he fought tirelessly for those rights), and resentful of his ability to channel so many resources to Tuskegee and other closely affiliated schools. Hampton and Tuskegee alone accounted for more than 40 percent of all monies for African American schools received from white philanthropy in 1900.

In the years between World War I and the end of Jim Crow in the 1950s, the utopian vision of black community building and black worker empowerment that characterized many black industrial schools gradually disappeared. Most industrial schools followed one of three paths. Some closed for lack of funding or enrollment as states asserted increasing control. Other schools transformed into strictly technical schools, tracking students to very specific occupations such as auto mechanics, beautician work, and culinary arts. Still others reorganized as colleges and universities where vocational coursework often evolved into higher skilled professional training in such areas as nursing, medicine, and engineering. Tuskegee’s civilian flight-training program, launched in 1939, is one example. Hampton began awarding bachelor’s degrees in 1922 and was college accredited in 1933. Tuskegee was college accredited in 1933. Cheyney University, a former industrial school, offered its first baccalaureate degrees in 1932 and earned college accreditation in 1951.

After Brown v. Board of Education (1954), the gradual, if slow, racial integration of schools forced many industrial school students into public schools or triggered the closing of state-run schools with insufficient enrollment of white students. With the coincident decline in the national fascination with industrial education during these same years, the industrial education legacy in public schools often thinned down to single-class course offerings like “shop” and “home economics.” Together these trends effectively ended the black industrial school tradition.

James Anders Levy
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INTERSTATE MIGRATION




During the first half-century after emancipation, the proportion of African Americans living in the South remained remarkably stable, near 90 percent. Less than 5 percent of Southern-born African Americans took up residence in the North or the West. By contrast, between 1916 and 1918, the earliest years of the Great Migration, more African Americans left the South than over the previous four decades combined. Migration rates remained high, and within 50 years, almost half of black Americans lived in the North or West. In light of figures such as these, historians often characterize the half-century of African American freedom as a distinctively immobile period. Yet significant numbers of African Americans did migrate long distances between 1865 and 1915, though most often within the South. By 1910, at least 1 in 10 black Southerners had voluntarily moved to another state within the South. (By comparison, 1 in 8 Southern-born African Americans lived in the North by 1940, the end of the first Great Migration.) The majority, over 800,000 persons, moved from the older, established sections of the South to its less-settled frontiers: Florida and the western Southern states of Arkansas, Texas, Oklahoma, and Louisiana. Long-distance migration within the South formed an important part of the African American struggle for autonomy, security, and equality after emancipation. Likewise, white efforts to prevent African American migration became a cornerstone of Jim Crow–era social and economic controls.

Before the Civil War, relocation within the South evoked dread for African American residents. It signaled forced migration as part of a master’s household or sale through the domestic slave trade. With the advent of the Civil War and the approach of Union armies, migration within the South suddenly offered new possibilities: a way to seek freedom, as some 500,000 former slaves did by fleeing to Union lines, and a chance to find family members torn away by forced migration. After emancipation, a small but significant number of freed people searching for lost kin set out for the South’s southern and western edges, often following the same routes as enslaved relatives removed from their homes and marched to the frontiers of the cotton South. Both the fortunate few who reunited with family and the many who did not often stayed on and settled in the “new country,” whether that was in Florida, Texas, or the lower Mississippi Valley. Family ties also motivated another group of early migrants: those who sought to distance themselves and their loved ones from an abusive former master, particularly one who refused to accede authority over children to their parents. Refugees weary of life in the contraband camps and soldiers mustered out from army service far from home were also predisposed to migrate, usually farther west and south. These pioneer settlers forged paths of long-distance migration within the South and established networks of information and support that shaped African American settlement patterns through the early 20th century.

The Freedmen’s Bureau financed many of these early journeys, transporting at least 30,000 African Americans by train and steamboat from low-wage regions of Virginia, North Carolina, and Georgia to higher-wage areas in Florida, Arkansas, and the Yazoo Delta in Mississippi. For a second group of migrants, loans paid the passage west and south. By contracting with labor agents to work newly opened plantation lands, cash-poor migrants secured transportation paid from their future earnings. Some worked off a $10 to $20 advance (roughly $150 to $300 in 2018) with relative ease. Unfortunately, others found inflated ticket prices their employer’s pretext for exacting unpaid, unfree labor. Agent-facilitated migration, which swelled over time, generated sharp debate among contemporary black Southerners. Opponents warned that laborers accepting advances and migrating under contract could become trapped in a second slave trade, a renewed “speculation in human beings” profiting “planters, railroads and [labor] agents” (Matkin-Rawn 2014, 44). Yet participants saw few other chances to escape poverty. Yet another subset of migrants avoided debt, some by sending ahead male relatives to work and pay for the rest of the family’s train fare. Other migrants walked, often alongside a mule- or ox-drawn wagon, stopping to work or farm when they needed money. While financially independent migrants increasingly opted for train travel as rail networks expanded, African American wagon trains could be seen traveling Southern roads through the turn of the century.

A consistent set of economic opportunities drew black migrants to the South’s frontiers during the late 19th century. The first was better pay. Tight labor markets in Texas, Florida, and the Mississippi River valley initially meant that resident farm laborers doubled what they would have earned in the Atlantic coastal South. This frontier wage advantage narrowed by the 1880s but still eclipsed the eastern South by 25 to 33 percent as late as the 1900s. Second, migrants sought “new ground,” natural resources that would improve their quality of life. Exodus movements typically departed from counties with severely depleted soil, bans on fishing and hunting, and stock laws requiring owners to keep their livestock fenced in. Accordingly, migrants favored destinations with healthy soil, unrestricted fishing and hunting, and an open range. These characteristics improved settlers’ diets, lessened dependence on white merchants and landlords, and helped migrants save to buy land. Land, typically cheaper in the less-settled South, comprised the third pull factor. Buying from individual white landowners, who frequently resisted selling land to African Americans, was rarely necessary. Instead, black migrants homesteaded, bought state land, or purchased property from railroad land departments. Furthermore, the sheer quantity of land for sale made it easier to purchase adjacent properties, creating all-black neighborhoods, communities, and “race towns”: settlements that lent themselves to collective self-defense, discouraged white interference, and facilitated establishing schools, churches, and other community-controlled institutions.

These economic motivations for migration intertwined with African American concerns about eroding black citizenship rights and increasing racial and political terrorism. From the 1870s through the early 1890s, as white Southern Democrats sought to undermine black political power through fraud, violence, and discriminatory legislation, some African Americans responded by banding together to promote emigration. The result was a burst of coordinated, self-directed black resettlement to the western South. Over 10,000 African Americans left Georgia during the 1873–1874 exodus. Through community-based migration associations, prospective migrants pooled savings, chartered trains, and sent members to locate land and arrange employment. Like better-known movements to Kansas and Liberia, migrants to the western South used their departure to protest mounting racial injustice. “While we love the soil of our birth place,” resolved one Georgia emigration convention, “unless there is a change in the treatment of the colored people of Georgia, we will go . . . where we can get these rights” (Matkin-Rawn 2013, 23). And leave they did, most for Arkansas and the Yazoo Delta in Mississippi. Similar movements rocked Alabama (1874–1875), South Carolina (1882–1883), and North Carolina (1889–1890). The plurality of migrants moved to Arkansas, usually to Republican-governed counties where African Americans held key offices in local government. Indeed, some 200,000 African Americans moved to Arkansas between the Civil War’s end and 1910, making it the leading destination for black migrants before World War I. Yet Arkansas, too, was shaken by black outmigration. Following the passage of segregation and voting restriction laws in 1891 and a surge of lynchings in 1892, an estimated 5,000 African Americans left the state for Oklahoma.

The exodus to Oklahoma was one of the last such movements within the South to attract national attention. At the turn of the century, as mounting voting restrictions diminished black voting power, Southern state legislatures passed a flurry of new labor control laws. Revised vagrancy statutes made it easier for local officials to arrest African Americans, increasing the pool of convict labor. Amended emigrant agent laws leveed annual taxes ranging from $250 to $2,000 per county on out-of-state recruiters, squelching wage competition. In addition, new contract enforcement laws targeting sharecroppers made an employee’s violation of a labor contract a crime rather than a violation of civil law.

Despite white efforts to limit Southern black mobility, rates of black interstate migration within the South rose by over 60 percent during the 1890s and held steady during the 1900s. A growing share of migrants could rely on the aid of friends and family already established in the “new country” for travel costs, a place to stay, and employment connections. Furthermore, the growth of industrial wage work drew African American laborers to coal mines in Appalachia, iron manufactures in Alabama, turpentine camps in Georgia and Florida, shipyards in Virginia, shipping on the Texas coast, and railroads, lumber camps, and sawmills across the region. Pay was often low, and jobs went almost exclusively to men, but the wages, housing, and schooling were often an improvement on rural farm amenities. These sawmill villages and mining towns frequently became the first step on a migrant’s path from rural farm to large city as black Southern urbanization accelerated in the early 1900s. Thus, as many scholars have noted, World War I and the opening of employment to African Americans in the urban North in no sense initiated long-distance black migration. The Great Migration did change the direction of Southern black migration and, with greater African American access to the ballot in Northern industrial cities, its implications.

Story Matkin-Rawn
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LITERACY




Racism dictated the terrain of learning in the Jim Crow South, leaving African Americans virtually on their own in the realm of education. By the 1880s, the literacy rate among African Americans increased largely due to the combined efforts of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands (Freedmen’s Bureau), a federal government agency, and Northern missionaries, both black and white, who went South during Reconstruction. As Northern support for the segregated South dwindled and without significant state-supported public school systems in the South for African Americans, African Americans were forced to create their own spaces for learning to read and write. Several of those self-created educational systems included self-teaching, evening schools, native schools, and Sunday schools.

In self-teaching, people retrieved and restored discarded elementary textbooks to learn on their own. What was learned was communicated to others. Each self-taught person became the teacher of another. Evening schools were for adults. They were utilized by working adults who still maintained a desire to learn and therefore attended classes in the evening, often at the local church. Native schools were established by African Americans in the communities in which they lived. The person teaching in the school had some previous learning experience, and the schools contained groups of all ages and were usually led by a layperson or preacher in a Sunday school setting.

Independent black churches were at the forefront of learning for African Americans during the age of Jim Crow. Much of the early involvement of the black church and especially Sunday schools took shape in literacy and academic education. Several of the historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs) germinated out of a need for African Americans to learn to read and write. A case in point is the history of the Friendship Baptist Church in Atlanta, Georgia, that served as the founding site of Atlanta Baptist Female Seminary (renamed Spelman Seminary and presently known as Spelman College) in 1881; for two years the church housed the school. Atlanta Baptist Female Seminary, like many African American church-house schools in the Jim Crow South, functioned as elementary and secondary schools for black children because consistent public education did not exist until several decades into the 20th century.

Literacy for black Americans in the age of Jim Crow was important because reading and writing affected the economic, political, and religious lives of African Americans on a daily basis. Reading enabled African Americans to engage in business transactions and sign contracts confident that they were being treated fairly and justly. A literate African American could, at least, attempt to vote by taking the literacy test—a device used by white pollsters to eliminate the black vote—stay abreast of issues that affected African Americans and the nation through the black press, and, most importantly, read the Bible. Reading the Bible for one’s self and applying it to one’s daily life, leaving no separation between the secular and the sacred, was the goal of black religion and the black church. Literacy conclusively provided spiritual growth and development, political access, financial progress, racial pride, community cohesiveness, and citizenship rights for African American communities in a segregated society that looked down on African Americans.

As literacy increased for African Americans, educational opportunities increased as well. A small yet significant black elite emerged in African American communities at the dawn of the 20th century that focused on reading as not merely a daily necessity but a social function. The black elite formed literary clubs and literary societies to conduct public readings and discussions. The black elite also felt a responsibility to “uplift the race” and joined the work of other independent black institutions to shape a literate African American society in the midst of racial division.

Well into the 20th century, the fight waged on for integrated education in a segregated society, and secular organizations joined black church denominations in teaching black Americans to read and write. There was some divisiveness in African American communities in the 20th century as to the appropriate education for African Americans, with some supporting the industrial education mostly funded by Northern philanthropists and others advocating for a classical education. There were others whose interests in teaching African Americans to read and write were politically motivated, and that group set up citizenship training schools to assist members of black communities to pass literacy tests devised to disfranchise African Americans. No matter the method, African Americans were united in understanding the importance of developing a literate African American populous for the mere survival of black Americans in a culture of social difference.

Patricia Haggler
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ORPHANAGES




The increasing number of black migrants after the Civil War led to the need for orphanages for African American children. The Freedmen’s Bureau, founded by Congress in 1865, functioned as a federal welfare agency to assist the freedmen in leasing abandoned land, in founding black schools, and in providing medical care and transportation for persons left destitute by the Civil War. However, it did not provide social services for African Americans. Therefore, black women shouldered the burden of providing for orphans in black communities.

In the North and in the South, institutions were needed for children whose parents were dead, missing, or working long hours as domestic servants. The Howard Colored Orphanage Asylum, which began before the Civil War in Sarah A. Tillman’s home in lower Manhattan, filled a void. With the assistance of General Oliver O. Howard (1830–1909), the orphanage moved to Brooklyn and was incorporated in 1869. The Brooklyn Orphanage served as a childcare center and offered trade skills for older children under the motto “Give a child a chance.” An auxiliary, led by Maritcha Lyons (1848–1929), raised funds to support the orphanage. The auxiliary was assisted by members of the Woman’s Loyal Union Club and local churches.

After the Freedmen’s Bureau and Northern societies closed their facilities, African Americans turned to their own resources. Carrie Steele Logan (1829–1900) founded an orphanage and nursery school for indigent children in Atlanta in 1888. She began her work in a two-room house with five orphans. Earnings from employment in the train depot allowed Logan to purchase property, construct a three-story building, and support the Carrie Steele Logan Orphanage. Since a primary goal of the institution was behavior modification and character development, it was not unusual that it received strong interracial support. The orphanage provided training in morals and religion, education, domestic arts, and citizenship. After Logan’s death, her husband continued her work. The Logan Home became a part of the Community Chest in 1924.

There were no reformatories for African Americans during the post-Reconstruction period. Therefore, providing institutions for black delinquents became a goal of black women. Diana Pace Watts (1853–1933), an African American educator, offered social services to orphaned children at what became known as the Colored Children’s Orphanage in Covington, Georgia. The children taken in by Watts lived on a farm during the summer and raised their food for the winter. With $10,000 from Mrs. Sarah Reed (?–1934) of Manchester, Vermont, construction began on the Reed Home and School. Although fund-raising became difficult as Watts aged, the school continued until her death in 1933.





AN ORPHAN’S WISH

Each issue of the Brownie’s Book, a monthly periodical of African American children’s literature, featured letters written by its young readers and subscribers. The following anonymous letter, which appeared in the February 1920 issue, expressed the modest aspirations of a teenage orphan girl from Fairmount, West Virginia:


I am a girl sixteen years old. I am an orphan, having neither mother nor father. My mother has been dead eleven years and my father, four years. White people have kept me, —that is, I have worked for them to earn my living. Realizing that I did not always want to be a scrub girl, I have tried to educate myself, as I could not go to school. . . .

Do you think I could through the brownies’ book get a home among a good Christian colored family? I would like to be in a family where they had no large children. I wouldn’t mind one small baby, as I love them. I wouldn’t mind being with elderly people. Just anywhere among good Christian people, where I could go to good public schools. I can do any kind of work and am a good cook and housekeeper . . .

I am a dark brown skin girl, with Negro hair, not being very tall nor good to look at. But I wear my clothes nicely.

I would ask you please not to put my full name in the brownies’ book, if you will advertise for a home for me. I don’t want anyone to support me. I want to be among MY people, and have a chance for an education.






The Leonard Street Orphan Home was established in 1890 in a Fort McPherson, Georgia, army barrack owned by Spelman Seminary (now College). The orphanage provided for underprivileged girls, ages 6 to 16. Miss M. L. Lawson (1842–1917) was the founder and director of the home until failing health forced her to resign in June 1903 and relinquish her position to Miss Amy A. Chadwick (1872–1941), a graduate of the Northfield Bible Missionary School in Massachusetts. Chadwick, with president Harriet Giles (1828–1909), arranged for the children to be educated at Spelman. The orphanage remained at the original site until 1926. The children attended Spelman’s day school until 1928.

Amanda Berry Smith (1837–1915) combined evangelism and public preaching. Dissatisfaction with restrictions on her preaching in the African Methodist Episcopal Church led Smith to become a missionary evangelist. As the number of black migrants increased, so did the need for orphanages nationwide. Smith led the fight to obtain adequate facilities for homeless children in Harvey, Illinois. Smith used money from her evangelistic work and the sale of her autobiography to establish and finance her institution. She also invested $10,000 of her own money to keep the institution open. When inspectors threatened to close the orphanage, Chicago clubwomen and other philanthropic groups assumed support. The Amanda Smith Industrial Orphanage became a state institution in 1914. In 1920, the Northside Woman’s Club of the Illinois Federation raised funds to build a new institution for the Amanda Smith Industrial Orphanage.

Floris Barnett Cash
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PUBLIC RESTROOMS




The segregation of public accommodations during the Jim Crow era extended to one of the most basic and urgent needs of everyday life: access to toilets and restrooms. A deeper examination of this particular aspect of segregation casts light on a wide range of issues, from misconceptions about disease and public health to substandard bathroom facilities in the rural South, to the various ways that segregation was enacted. Public restrooms were segregated and thus, for black people, often decidedly unequal. Though this section concentrates on public restrooms, the realities of everyday life, including factory, farm, and domestic jobs, invites investigation beyond those strictly public spaces. Ultimately, the segregation of bathrooms is a striking example of white supremacy; determining where and when blacks can relieve themselves shows white power over black bodies.

In bathrooms, people engage in intimate and private activities. Shared restrooms make the private public, which reveals additional prejudices and inhibitions not always seen in other sorts of public spaces. What’s more, because bathrooms hold humans’ bodily waste, people see them as dirty and diseased, especially the substandard bathrooms of this era. And there is some truth to that idea; even young schoolchildren today know to wash their hands after using the toilet. However, in the earlier Jim Crow era, there were misconceptions about both race and disease that led many to believe that racial separation of bathrooms was an issue of public health and safety, at least for white people.

[image: image]

Throughout the Jim Crow South, signs designated segregated spaces, including public restrooms. By restricting African Americans to separate and often inferior facilities, Jim Crow signs functioned as visible symbols of racial subordination. (Hulton Archive/Getty Images)

Black bodies, both those of former slaves and those born into the often extreme poverty of the period following slavery, were often subject to disease. We now know that communicable diseases such as tuberculosis, cholera, and syphilis are related to poverty, poor housing and nutrition, and extreme stress and overwork. However, in an era rife with pseudoscience and fundamental misunderstandings of both race and disease, many whites feared that black people carried more or different diseases and that black people, especially domestic workers who crossed the color line into white intimate spaces, spread these diseases in a number of ways, including the sharing of toilet seats. An additional racist misconception that white women must be protected from black men also contributed to fears and segregation around bathroom facilities. The intimacy of the toilet suggested the potential for intimate or sexual mixing, if left unprotected.

For much of the first half of the 20th century, many people in the United States lived in residences that lacked indoor plumbing. As late as 1940, in states like Mississippi (rural, poor, and with a sizable black population), the majority of households did not have flush toilets. Even in 1950, overall, one-quarter of American homes were lacking flush toilets (with some individual states at a rate of 50 percent). Consequently, throughout the Jim Crow era, many black people as well as whites, particularly in the poor, rural South, were accustomed to outhouses at home and thus practiced bathroom habits that were less safe and less healthy than those we have today.

There were, in fact, striking differences between living conditions generally and bathrooms specifically in rural versus urban areas. At the beginning of the 20th century, for example, many cities began establishing “comfort stations,” restrooms open to the general public (and not requiring the purchase of a meal or other goods, as one might find in a restaurant or store). While considered largely democratic, it is here that we see a striking example of the segregation of public restrooms in Southern cities. In Atlanta, for example, white patrons, divided by gender, used the top two floors of the facility with blacks relegated to the basement.

Much of the South remained rural in the early 20th century, and thus comfort stations were rare. However, Jim Crow laws codified practices segregating public accommodation of things like schools and transportation, thus presenting us with two different models of how public restrooms might be segregated. If the building or institution itself was segregated, as with a school, the restrooms were by definition segregated. Public schools designated for white children, for example, did not have segregated lavatories per se, because there were no children of color in attendance. Similarly, in a black church, there was no need for special restrooms for white people; they would have no occasion to be in the church or use the restroom. There is little research that documents how and where black people who worked in white spaces, such as schools and office buildings, accessed restroom facilities. It is imagined that, similar to those employed in domestic spaces, they had a substandard facility if any at all.

Other public spaces, like train or bus stations, accommodated both white and black people in one single space but required strict demarcation of which race could be where. In such spaces, there were multiple restrooms in order to segregate both by race and sex. It is worth noting that, while it was critical to separate male and female bathrooms for white people, it seems to have been less important to do so for black people. Restrooms assigned to black people were always worse than those assigned to whites. Sometimes they were located outside or faced other substandard conditions. Movie theaters, restaurants, stores, and even gas stations provided inferior bathroom facilities for black patrons. In later years, with growing industrialization and urbanization in the South, Jim Crow segregation spread to factories; again the spaces were often shared, though workers were segregated within them and required separate lavatories and drinking fountains.





MAN SLAIN FOR REFUSING TO USE “NEGRO” BATHROOM

Sammy Younge Jr., reportedly the first black college student to die as part of the civil rights movement, was killed the night of January 3, 1966, when he refused to use the outdoor restroom designated “Negros” at a filling station in Tuskegee, Alabama. There were indoor facilities for whites, and the dispute between Younge and the service station attendant quickly escalated. The white man, Marvin Segrest, brandished his gun. According to witnesses, Younge said, “ ‘You haven’t heard of the Civil Rights Act.’ Sammy wasn’t going around the back” (Forman 1968, 193). The Civil Rights Act of 1964, to which Younge referred, intended to ban racial segregation in public accommodation. However, some white business owners refused to segregate their facilities, arguing that the law was unconstitutional. This case thus clearly illustrates the difference between federal legislation and the local realities seen on the streets. Segrest, the filling station attendant alleged to have killed Younge, was later acquitted by an all-white jury.






In the years of Jim Crow, many whites employed blacks in their homes as domestic servants, butlers, or as groundskeepers and gardeners. The inaccurate but very persistent fear of the germs spread by others via bathrooms led many white households to segregate (or attempt to segregate) toileting within their domestic spaces. While private homes were not subject to laws governing public spaces, homes of white families who employed black people often had a less favorable bathroom (or even retired outhouse) set aside for use by those laborers. There were no hard and fast rules, and custom likely varied by community or household; it was up to the individual white employers—and the flexibility of their homes—to determine where their black employees toileted.

The intimate nature of bathrooms often prevents their inclusion in public discussions, such as those around desegregation. Public restrooms, then, were rarely the site of picketing or sit-ins. Federal buildings and agencies desegregated first, and as institutions gradually desegregated, the restrooms located inside of them necessarily did too. Famously, though, the Pentagon, constructed in the 1940s, was built with two sets of bathrooms in order to comply with Virginia laws, despite being a federal building. Even with the Civil Rights Act of 1964, many bathrooms, especially those located in sites of small businesses, remained unofficially segregated for years after.

Stephanie Margolin
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RURAL-TO-URBAN MIGRATION




Rural-to-urban migration during the period of Jim Crow segregation, commonly known as the Great Migration, represents one of the most important periods of critical development for American blacks. An estimated 10 million blacks abandoned their Southern homes for industrial centers throughout the continental United States to pursue peace of mind. From the post-Reconstruction late 19th century to the peak of the black power movement in 1970, blacks each day participated in South-to-North, South-to-West, rural-to-rural industrial, and rural-to-urban migrations that helped reframe the American landscape. African American influences on society in medicine, law, politics, human rights, popular culture, mass media, literature, and the arts occurred, without question, because of the Great Migration. Once a rural people, African-descent Americans by the second half of the 20th century mostly lived in cities. Motivated by several stimuli, including the South’s heritage of antiblack contempt, regional poverty, the second Industrial Revolution, global competition, the world wars, self-help autonomy, and the long struggles for civil rights, blacks utilized the Great Migration as a weapon of resistance and change.

For centuries until the death of racial slavery in the so-called New World, rural-to-urban migration paralleled the peculiar institution, allowing enslaved Americans the chance to labor in manufacturing, railroading, extraction, artisanry, construction, and longshoring, occupational areas skilled freed people continued to work in after slavery. Ultimately, emancipation fueled significant voluntary migrations to nearby cities as blacks sought after improved lifestyles away from their slave communities. Even though ex-slaves saw notable gains after slavery’s demise, including citizenship, voting rights, land ownership, literacy, independent churches, and the establishment of businesses, white backlashes to emancipation and Reconstruction precipitated an erosion of civil liberties and sociopolitical freedoms and heightened white-on-black violence. These disruptions to black civil rights and citizenship, as well as industrialization, thus prompted increased migrations and set the stage for the Great Migration.

The erosion of economic self-sufficiency, along with other challenges after Reconstruction, sparked increased migrations within the South, movements also to western settlements and cities such as Nicodemus, Kansas, and, later in substantial numbers, interregional migrations outside the South to the Northeast and Midwest. The noxious crop-lien system intensified poverty and made it almost impossible for black tenants, particularly sharecroppers, to save money to buy land. Global competition, weather disturbances, and environmental nuisances, such as the dogged boll weevil insect infestation, which first appeared in the United States in the 1890s along the Texas–Mexico border, also hindered the financial well-being of black farmers. African American farm owners, who made up 20 to 30 percent of all black farmers in the South on the eve of World War I, moreover, faced these challenges. Other crises victimized African Americans. Blacks as the targets of educational depravity, disfranchisement, racial segregation, convict leasing and debt peonage, and disturbing interracial violence had few recourses outside emigration. Anything else would have led to devastating consequences. These egregious acts of racial hatred and economic backwardness would ultimately help to push millions out of the South, especially the rural South.

Increasingly, the pull of manufacturing also influenced African American farmers. Rural blacks had always relied on temporary migrations as a reprieve from farm life and to earn extra funds for the family. During the summer and immediately after the fall harvest season, farmers temporarily relocated to nearby towns and cities, choosing to work at ginneries, compress plants, flour and grist mills, meatpacking plants, canneries, in construction, on railroads, in steel mills and coal mines, for oil refineries, in tobacco plants, in lumbering, at sugar and rice mills, as street cleaners and teamsters, and on docks. Unskilled farm workers and sharecroppers performed these tasks multiple times each year and gained invaluable work experience. Even though planters and farm owners sometimes encouraged forays from the farm during these specific periods, blacks’ growing reliance on lasting emigration displeased many. Perhaps 50 percent of African American farmers gained skills away from the farm. Their knowledge would become indispensable when they permanently left their Southern homes.

Temporary migrations for work, the pull of kinship ties, and networks of chain migration influenced some blacks to abandon their farms for good. Blacks not only visited nearby cities and towns when in need of work in the summer and fall months but also worshiped with family and friends living in cities and towns. Rural folk also attended festivals, parties, parades, graduations, weddings, and funerals. Kith and kinship ties helped temporary migrants find jobs, homes, churches, schools, and new friendships. Newspapers encouraged rural dwellers to uproot to cities. Within the South, the Houston Informer, the Norfolk Journal and Guide, and other weeklies compelled farmers to relocate to the urban South.

Temporary migrants-turned-permanent settlers in the urban South moved as family units, with husbands and fathers often relocating first to find permanent housing before sending for the entire family. Migrants left on foot, using wheeled wagons, aboard trains and buses, and by automobiles. Commonly, newcomers lived with family and friends before finding affordable housing, usually near their place of work. Black newcomers who relocated to Southern manufacturing centers earned more money for their families—making as much as three to four times the income they saw in the rural South. For some, particularly younger Southerners as the first or second generation of freeborn African Americans, racial oppression in the form of segregation, disfranchisement, emotional abuse, and violence had a way of showing up in the industrial and urban South. Therefore, some temporary migrants who traveled to and from the city and country routinely became stepwise migrants who took sanctuary in Southern cities to earn enough funds for travel and living expenses before embarking on their permanent departures. For these next generations, relocation out of the South seemed the most practical solution.

World War I afforded African-descent Southerners with the option of permanent emigration. In 1910, 89 percent of African Americans still resided in the South; 20 years later, though, only 79 percent lived in the region. Overwhelmingly, they lived in the rural South. Still engaged in temporary migrations to Southern cities, manufacturing towns, and industrial rural enclaves, most blacks remained tenants tied to the production of cash crops. World War I, however, spearheaded a fundamental shift in the minds and souls of African American Southerners. Due to labor shortages brought on by the elimination of European immigration during the war, along with some 5 million Americans entering the American Expeditionary Force military apparatus after the nation’s entry into the Great War on April 6, 1917, manufacturers sent labor agents into the South and advertised jobs in black newspapers. Keeping pace with their rivals to the north, Southern businesses also advertised low-skilled positions in black weeklies and mainstream dailies. These inducements, along with other chain migration networks, such as letters, postcards, newspaper stories, and editorials about Northern city life, motivated 1.5 million African Americans to relocate to Northeastern and Midwestern cities and towns, especially during the peak periods of 1916–1919 and 1924–1925. By 1930, nearly 2 million blacks had left the South permanently. By 1940, 23 percent of African Americans lived outside the South. A growing number of African Americans nationwide now lived in cities.

Like intraregional migrations within the South, these interregional population movements depended on proximity to destination cities or practical geographic migratory patterns. Unlike intraregional and intrastate migrations within the South, these trips took longer, sometimes an entire day or more depending on stops. People leaving the South Atlantic Seaboard tended to move north to Washington, DC; Baltimore; Delaware; Newark; Philadelphia; Pittsburgh; New York; and Boston. Migrants leaving the Upper South or border states of Arkansas, Tennessee, and Kentucky tended to move north to Michigan, Illinois, Ohio, Indiana, and Wisconsin. Those leaving the Deep South states of Alabama and Mississippi moved due north into the Midwest. Louisianans moved to Arkansas, Illinois, Texas, Oklahoma, and California. Texans between 1910 and 1940 mostly fled to nearby cities within the state as well as to Oklahoma and California. Therefore, the data shows the preponderance of black Southerners both leaving the South and remaining in the South, even during and after World War I. Interstate migrants usually took trains to their destinations. Many migrants traveled as stepwise migrants as well. Half of the internal migrants during the first Great Migration abandoned the urban South. Trains headed to cities such as Detroit, Gary, Indianapolis, Chicago, Columbus, Cleveland, and Toledo from the Deep South often left the major cities of the Deep South. Those making their way to the North Atlantic Seaboard left South Atlantic Seaboard cities. Family and friends in the departing communities provided newcomers with assistance. Migrants, for example, enjoyed delicious sack lunches of fried chicken, catfish, greens, rice, beans, cornbread, cake, and peach cobbler—comfort or soul food that reminded emigrants of the best the South had to offer.

Family and friends cared for newcomers once they reached their destinations as well. Migrants, in fact, needed a good deal of help in their new resident cities because they endured new tribulations. They often faced hostility from established residents, both black and white. They even experienced animosity from white Southerners who also fled their native South for better opportunities. Sometimes it would take months for people to earn enough money to move into their own homes. And even after their moves, newcomers quite often moved from place to place as they searched for decent monthly rents and clean homes. They often stood out to native and established residents because of their Southern dialect, mannerisms, attire, and general questions about places and directions. Newcomers moved to all-black neighborhoods surrounded by hostile white enclaves. Racial segregation, therefore, even in the North, defined the migration experience of black newcomers. Therefore, on Chicago’s West Side and South Side, in Detroit’s Black Bottom, in West Philadelphia, for example, some apartments and duplexes lacked running water, experienced rat infestations, faced overcrowding conditions, dealt with increased crime, and cost more than white rental properties. Furthermore, the rising black population totals caused interracial disturbances. Two of the deadliest riots took place in east St. Louis and in Chicago following the war and reminded migrants of the chaotic places they left behind. Black migrants thus found little of the Promised Land that newspapers such as the Chicago Defender had assured its readers awaited them in the urban North.

Newcomers affected their destination cities in numerous ways. They specifically influenced the workforces of these adopted places. Blacks mostly entered manufacturing fields in the Northeast and Midwest: at Chicago’s meatpacking and steel plants, in Detroit’s automotive plants and steel foundries, in Columbus and Cleveland’s tire and glass plants, in Gary’s steel mills, in Pittsburgh’s steel mills and coal mines, on Philadelphia’s railroads and in its steel mills, in New York’s garment and manufacturing districts, and in Milwaukee’s beer breweries. Unskilled, semiskilled, and skilled workers earned anywhere from $2 to $5 a day in wages. Most obvious, the African American population totals for receiving cities across the country swelled due to in-migration. Detroit’s black population grew from 6,000 in 1910 to well over 120,000 in 1930. Chicago’s population increased from 40,000 in 1910 to 240,000 in 1930. New York tripled its black population from 100,000 to 330,000 between 1910 and 1930. Even Los Angeles’s African American population grew from 8,000 to 40,000 between 1910 and 1930. Southern cities saw their black population totals grow as well. Houston, for example, increased its African American population from 23,000 in 1910 to 63,000 in 1930.

The Great Depression, the worst economic calamity in U.S. history, disrupted rural-to-urban and South-to-North migration. Very few Southerners traveled outside the South for jobs during this decade. Those who did travel tended to engage in restep migration patterns. These individuals tended to travel to and from the city and country for work and relief. In the city, individuals could often find temporary work relief jobs with the Works Progress Administration and other New Deal programs. In the rural South, they found temporary work as farm laborers. Both urban dwellers and rural folk engaged in these migrations. Migrants who depended on federal programs found better opportunities during the following decade.

The second Great Migration, which began in 1940 and continued through 1970, witnessed the out-migration of 4.5 million black Southerners who found work in urban and manufacturing centers across the country, especially in the Northeast, Midwest, and West Coast due to the nation’s entry into World War II in late 1941. World War II prompted unprecedented migrations and expanded opportunities to blacks, Latinos, and women. In fact, women comprised almost 40 percent of the nation’s workforce. Black women, for example, entered the munitions manufacturing workforce, building weapons, planes, ships, and other necessities for the war effort. They also worked as institutional workers, as cafeteria crew, and as sextons in businesses. They, therefore, remained tied to the personal service arena. Black men had more opportunities and especially entered the shipping industry in significant numbers. They also secured jobs in auto plants in Detroit, steel mills in Pennsylvania, railroads all over the country, and meatpacking in Chicago, St. Louis, and elsewhere, and even worked in Southern industries and transportation arenas in important numbers. In Houston, for example, they made up two-thirds of all longshoremen. They also entered labor unions at unprecedented levels. The Congress of Industrial Organizations, formed in 1935, actively recruited blacks into its rank and file. Regrettably, the racial bars that defined the South remained untouched in the labor union infrastructure in the South. This made for uncomfortable situations within the Southern labor movement. Blacks nevertheless earned more money in the 1940s during the war than at any previous time.

Of course, the benefits did not happen in a vacuum. So too did African Americans find themselves in violent skirmishes throughout the country. In Harlem, Detroit, Los Angeles, and Beaumont, Texas, racial disturbances took place during World War II. Racial tensions on the job and housing shortages, according to historians, explain the issues that precipitated these crises.

The second Great Migration also saw the nation’s black populous shift dramatically, essentially becoming an urban community by the next decade. World War II also sparked a significant movement of blacks into California, with more than 300,000 entering the state in the 1940s. This second half of the Great Migration also witnessed sharp declines in the percentage of African Americans in the South, with the states of Louisiana, Mississippi, and South Carolina, for example, no longer having black majorities. By 1970, the year the Great Migration ended, the African American population was 80 percent urban and 47 percent non-Southern.

The Great Migration, which ended in 1970, concluded largely because of the factors that sparked its beginning. Economic stimuli spurred exoduses out of California, the Rustbelt Midwest, and economically stagnant Northeast. The Sunbelt, however, attracted Americans, including African Americans. Known today as the New Great Migration or Return Migrations, this shift has also come about because of retirees wanting to return home. Students have also relocated to the South for school. In truth, these return movements to Southern cities actually coalesced with the intraregional, intrastate Great Migration. Even with the reverse movements that have taken place since 1970, the Great Migration of the last century paved the way for contemporary migrations, including immigrations from Africa, Latin America, and the Caribbean, as the movement confirmed the relevancy of African-descent peoples and made the group attractive as a cultural and intellectual ambassador to others.

Bernadette Pruitt
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SETTLEMENT HOUSES




In 1886, the first settlement house in the United States, University Settlement House, opened in New York City. In 1889, Jane Addams moved into Chicago’s Hull House. Graduate students from Smith College founded the College Settlement in Brooklyn the same year. By 1910, there were 400 settlement houses in the United States. Most of the settlement workers were college-educated women. The social service institutions established during the progressive era, however, served whites only.

African American women in the National Association of Colored Women established their own social service institutions. They pooled their resources of time, money, and educational advantages to help others. It is necessary to include black institutions in both the North and South in this discussion of settlement houses. Janie Porter (1865–1948) began the Locust Street Social Settlement in 1890 in Hampton, Virginia. After her marriage to Harris Barrett (1865–1915), she opened their home as a model of housekeeping and homemaking to the neighborhood girls. By 1902, Janie Barrett had obtained a settlement house for her mission.





JANIE PORTER BARRETT’S PALACE OF DELIGHT

Janie Porter Barrett was an unlikely founder of the first settlement house for African Americans. She was raised in the home of a wealthy white family for whom her mother worked as a live-in domestic servant. Growing up as a black girl in a white home of privilege, Barrett played with the “delicately bred” white children charged to her mother’s care and gained a classical education alongside them. Barrett’s mother, however, wished for her daughter to be educated by blacks among other blacks and sent her to the Hampton Institute in Virginia. Accustomed to the aristocratic comforts of home, Barrett struggled to adapt to the plain food and disciplinary routine of Hampton. She felt “alien, homesick, and alone” among her unrefined black classmates. She preferred “fun and pretty things” rather than lectures about her duty to the race. As she later admitted, “I did not love my race! I didn’t want the responsibility of it” (Lattimore 1915, 4–6).

Then she read Walter Besant’s novel All Sorts and Conditions of Men (1882). Besant’s sentimental tale tells the story of two young, wealthy idealists who seek to uplift the impoverished children of London’s East End by creating a place a refuge—“Palace of Delight”—that would expose them to the transformative power of art, music, literature, and organized recreation. The novel inspired Barrett to build her own Palace of Delight to become “a place of happiness and joy” for blacks. In 1890, Barrett opened her doors to the girls of her neighborhood and took them under her care. From that humble beginning, Barrett expanded the scope of her social work, and the club of girls that gathered at her house eventually became the Locust Street Social Settlement but was always known as the Palace of Delight.






Margaret Murray Washington (1865–1925), wife of Booker T. Washington (1856–1915), a member of the Tuskegee Institute faculty and founder of the Tuskegee Women’s Club, began the Elizabeth Russell Social Settlement by converting an abandoned slave cabin into a settlement house. A night school provided academic and industrial classes for the local residents. Especially successful were mothers’ meetings, which provided practical tips on home economics, health, and hygiene.

The Colored Social Settlement was established in Washington, DC, in 1903 by volunteer social workers. Volunteers came from women’s clubs, church groups, and youth groups. After Sarah Collins Fernandis (1863–1951) became head resident, the settlement house conducted girls’ and boys’ clubs, vocational classes, a kindergarten, a day nursery, and a milk station.

Victoria Earle Matthews (1866–1907) founded the White Rose Home and Industrial Association for Working Girls in New York City in 1897. Conducted as a settlement house, the White Rose Home provided shelter and guidance for young women as well as classes in cooking, sewing, and housekeeping. It offered a kindergarten, community women’s clubs, and a library of books by and about African Americans. The White Rose Home provided protection to young women from the South who migrated to New York City in search of employment.

Progressive reformer Celia Parker Wooley (1848–1918) established the Frederick Douglass Center in Chicago in 1904. Ida Wells-Barnett (1862–1930) was a vice-president of the interracial Women’s Club. The settlement house offered several classes, including instruction in political education and citizenship. The settlement expanded its services after Fannie Barrier Williams (1855–1944) became president of the Women’s Club. In 1918, the Frederick Douglass Center settlement house opened a relief station during the influenza pandemic of 1918–1920.

The Wendell Philips Settlement was founded in Chicago by 20 African Americans. Sophonisba Breckinridge (1866–1948) was a member of the board of directors. It was supervised by black social work students and a head resident. The Phillips Settlement House, offering courses in sewing, cooking, and hygiene for adults and children, became a meeting place for the community.

The Stillman Settlement House, founded in 1906 in New York City, was an extension of a larger welfare effort that began in 1905 in the city’s San Juan Hill district. The settlement house provided free health care for mothers and children, a mother’s club, vocational courses, a kindergarten, a playground, a penny savings fund, and a summer camp. Lillian Wald (1867–1940) headed the board of directors, which included the executive director of the National Urban League.

The Robert Gould Shaw Settlement House, in the Roxbury District of Boston, was founded in 1891, as Andover House, to do social work among African Americans. The settlement house provided home economics classes, vocational courses, and mothers’ clubs. It established a day care program, a kindergarten, a playground, an employment agency, and a library. The board of directors included Maria Baldwin (1856–1922), Florida Ruffin (1861–1943), and other members of the Woman’s Era Club.

Lugenia Burns Hope (1871–1947) established the Neighborhood Union Settlement in Atlanta in 1908. During her adolescent years, Lugenia had worked at Jane Addams’s Hull House. The wife of John Hope (1868–1936), president of Morehouse College, she focused on a career of community service. For 25 years, Lugenia led a small group of women in providing medical, recreational, educational, and civic services in Atlanta’s black communities. Hope secured a settlement house—incorporated in 1911 as The Neighborhood Union—on Fair Street.

Chicago clubwomen organized the Phillis Wheatley Home, which was incorporated in 1915. The home provided living accommodations, social facilities, and an employment agency for single black women who were excluded from the YWCA because of their race. The Phillis Wheatley Home was established to give shelter and protection to colored women who came to Chicago unaware of the many pitfalls of the great city. The settlement house offered a domestic science class and social education meetings as well as protection for the women until they found employment.

Dr. Verina Morton-Jones (1865–1943), Mary White Ovington (1865–1951), and other intellectuals organized the Lincoln Settlement House in 1908 in Brooklyn, New York, to help the residents with problems concerning health, housing, employment, and childcare. Dr. Morton-Jones began a second career in 1927 by establishing the Harriet Tubman Community Center in Hempstead, New York. This Long Island settlement offered a day nursery, free kindergarten, lectures on health and hygiene, and carpentry, sewing, and cooking classes.

Floris Barnett Cash
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SUNDOWN TOWNS




Between 1890 and 1968, thousands of towns and municipalities adopted ordinances or enforced customs that banned black people from living within their town or city limits after dark. These so-called sundown towns—named after infamous signs that warned black people in graphic language to not let the sun set on them within a community’s corporate limits—emerged primarily in the states outside of the former Confederacy. At the same time that communities in the Jim Crow South adopted ordinances that segregated public space by race, white residents of communities from the Far West to the Northeast used legal and extralegal means to drive away their black population and prohibit African Americans from becoming permanent residents. The white racial homogeneity of many communities throughout the United States that persists to this day was thus the product of the Jim Crow era when whites greeted blacks who moved into their communities with active, often violent, hostility.

During the Civil War and Reconstruction, thousands of black men and women—refugees from slavery—migrated to predominantly white communities outside the South. These former slaves followed numerous paths to establish new homes in the North and West. Some traveled up the Atlantic Seaboard, some ventured north through the Ohio Valley, others moved west to places like Kansas, and still others migrated up the Mississippi River valley to settle in the upper Midwest. Historians estimate that some 100,000 formerly enslaved peoples fled the South during these years and in so doing transformed the racial demographics of the rural counties and small towns where they settled. In Iowa, for example, the number of black residents grew from about 1,000 in 1860 to nearly 6,000 by 1870. On the eve of the Civil War, almost half of all counties in the state had no black residents; by 1870, only 16 percent were all white. The black population of river cities like Davenport grew from 25 to more than 200 during these years. These wartime and postwar migrations thus created hundreds of new, though relatively small, black communities where few had existed before. Black newcomers encountered a segregated labor market that confined them to low-wage and insecure occupations such as domestic servant, laundress, farm hand, and unskilled day labor. Despite their economic vulnerability, black settlers pooled their resources to establish the contours of community life by founding businesses, newspapers, churches, fraternal orders, women’s clubs, and other civic associations and organizing to demand their right to public education, the franchise, and due process.

Many of these incipient black communities, however, largely disappeared by 1930. Many whites in these Northern communities greeted refugees from slavery with suspicion and saw them as a threat to their social, economic, and political prerogatives. They took deliberate action—formal and informal—and adopted a number of methods to harass, intimidate, and ultimately expel black people from their communities. Consider Cedar County, Missouri, where at least two small but vibrant black communities emerged in the wake of the Civil War. But, after 1890, the county’s black population began to decline. Whereas 127 African Americans lived in the county in 1890, only 45 did so in 1900; a decade later, the black population had dwindled to 13, and by 1930, the federal census counted only 1 black resident of the county. The pattern repeated itself across the country between 1890 and 1930 as thousands of communities saw precipitous declines in their black population. In 1890, African Americans lived in every county in Illinois; by 1930, 6 counties had no black residents and 11 had fewer than 10 black residents, and more than 400 towns with a population over 1,000 had no black residents at all. Sociologist James Loewen estimates that by 1930, “a majority of all incorporated places kept out African Americans” (Loewen 2005, 4). He further observes that in “31 of 39 states, African Americans lived in a narrower range of counties in 1930 than they did in 1890” (Loewen 2005, 57).

White residents of these communities expelled their black population by a variety of means. In violent incidents that resembled cases of ethnic cleansing, white residents expelled black people from their communities in scores of riots in places such as Decatur, Indiana; Romeoville, Illinois; Wehrum, Pennsylvania; Ste. Genevieve, Missouri; North Platte, Nebraska; and Murray, Utah. In the wake of incidents of pitched racial violence, whites created and sustained a climate of fear in which they intimidated the remaining black residents, forcing them out of their jobs and eventually out of the community. Other communities used the threat of violence to defend the racial homogeneity of their towns. Frank Quillen characterized his hometown of Syracuse, Ohio, as a “Negro-hating small town.” White boys aged 12 to 20 enforced the Ohio River town’s unwritten rule that banned blacks from living within the town limits. Should a black person pass through town during the day, Quillen reported, whites warned him to leave before sundown. Should he fail to heed the warning, a mob of white boys would gather around him and escort him to the town limits, pelting him with stones and rocks if he did not keep a quickened pace (Quillen 1913, 160–61). Other towns passed local ordinances that prohibited blacks from residing within the corporate limits of their communities after sundown. Even though the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Buchanan v. Warley (1917) that a similar kind of ordinance was unconstitutional, many communities continued to pass and enforce them. Oftentimes, the mere rumor that a community had such an ordinance was sufficient to put it in force. Local sheriffs often threatened blacks who came within the limits of a town or a county that had an unwritten law banning blacks, thus giving a custom the weight of official policy. Other communities—184 towns in 32 states by one scholar’s count (Loewen 2005, 104)—posted official-looking signs at the town limits that read “Whites Only Within City Limits After Dark” (Loewen 2005, 104). Blacks knew to avoid these white communities with reputations for violence, intimidation, and overt antiblack hostility.

In the mid-20th century, American suburbs excluded black residents with some of the same methods that sundown towns had perfected. White suburbanites passed local ordinances that prohibited the construction of apartment complexes and multiunit dwellings. Real estate agents refused to show black homebuyers properties in all-white suburbs. Bankers refused to underwrite mortgages for properties in certain communities. Suburban town councils passed ordinances that restricted access to their parks, playgrounds, swimming pools, beaches, tennis courts, and other amenities to residents only, thereby keeping them all white. In 1959, for example, a real estate developer planned to build a racially integrated housing development in Deerfield, Illinois, a suburb 15 miles north of Chicago. Even though the plans satisfied the town’s zoning regulations, white residents organized opposition when they learned of them. Residents passed a referendum that redesignated the land as parks, effectively blocking the development and the racial integration of the community. Through these and other legal instruments and maneuvers, white residents built racially homogenous, and often very affluent, sundown suburbs that encircled the country’s major cities.

In 1968, President Lyndon B. Johnson signed Title VIII of the Civil Rights Act of 1968. The Fair Housing Act barred racial discrimination in the rental, sale, and financing of real estate property. Federal enforcement of equal housing laws eventually prompted communities to repeal sundown ordinances and relax policies of racial exclusion. But federal law could do little to reverse entrenched demographic patterns that sundown towns created. Many communities that went sundown in the early 20th century still had no black residents at the end of the century. Sundown towns thus have left an enduring legacy of exclusion in the built environment and the demographic profile of thousands of communities across the United States.

Steven A. Reich
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YOUNG MEN’S CHRISTIAN ASSOCIATION (YMCA)




In a Jim Crow America that gave African Americans few opportunities for refuge, recreation, or hope, the YMCA was a place to which black males could turn amid the ongoing struggle to deal with the pressures and indignities of daily life. At the same time, on a lesser level, the Ys represented a different form of separation given their overwhelmingly urban nature.

When the YMCA, which had originated in London, came to the United States in 1851, it was a whites-only operation. However, in 1854, when the American organization joined with Canada’s to form the Confederation of North American YMCAs, the issue of race was raised but not resolved. But shortly after the end of the Civil War, the Confederation was dissolved and the leadership of the American YMCA adopted the position that local Ys were autonomous organizations and would make their own decisions. In fact, the first black YMCA in the United States was established in Washington, DC, in 1853 and lasted through the war.

Following the Civil War, a broad network of black Ys slowly developed. Central to their growth in the early part of the 20th century was the support of philanthropist-businessman Julius Rosenwald (1862–1932). Over the course of two decades beginning in 1910, Rosenwald offered $25,000 to any African American urban community that could raise $75,000 for the building of a YMCA facility. Rosenwald’s efforts resulted in the construction of 26 Ys in 25 cities. It was an effort that not only served the many who would ultimately use the Y but also served to promote community spirit and pride. Across the country there was considerable variation in what the black Ys offered their patrons. Given the funds that Rosenwald offered, many of those Ys featured dormitory rooms as well as eating facilities. But regardless of the level of amenities, their very existence, dating back to Reconstruction, provided a welcome and unfamiliar haven from the usual degradation that so often characterized Jim Crow life, and as a result they grew quickly. By the mid-1920s, 51 city YMCAs had been added and 128 college chapters for African American students had been established, bringing the total nationwide to 28,000 African American members.

Despite segregation, in most cases the black Ys received some financial support from the local YMCA boards. At their best, the Ys offered local blacks a range of programs including Bible study, adult education—business and management classes were particularly popular—as well as classes fostering moral and religious improvement. With athletic facilities that included gymnasiums, and in some cases swimming pools, the Ys offered physical education classes and organized sports opportunities. Indeed, the Y played a major role in the development of basketball, offering competitive opportunities outside of the collegiate venue while at the same time offering a chance for an athlete to develop his skills so that playing in college might become an option. Many black Ys also featured lending libraries to further supplement their educational offerings.

The Great Depression did not spare the black YMCAs, but happily for those who had come to rely on the Y’s services, a number of New Deal programs not only helped keep the Ys open but also in many cases helped upgrade and expand facilities and operations while also providing jobs for local citizens. Examples abound. A Trenton, New Jersey, project of the National Youth Administration (NYA) built basketball and volleyball courts as well as playgrounds and an outdoor fireplace at the local Y. Similarly, an NYA work crew in Kansas City, Missouri, constructed both a tennis court and a recreation center for the local YMCA. Under the auspices of the Works Progress Administration, a number of Ys offered free classes—with both vocational training and academically enriching offerings available. The specific offerings included shorthand, typing, electronics, Spanish, African history, radio operations, and photography, with each option not only serving the Y patrons but also providing jobs for African American teachers. All these efforts further strengthened the Y’s identity as a place where blacks could escape from the tensions of daily life and be themselves. Indeed, in this instance segregation provided an opportunity for unfettered speech and discussion. Separate, protected from the white community, the Y was a singular place where current issues could be freely discussed, an arena where ideas could be shared and thoughts voiced free from external pressures and concerns.

Meanwhile, for those desperately in need, many of the Rosenwald-supported Ys included dormitory rooms and eating facilities that offered clean, safe accommodations that lacked any of the demeaning characteristics central to what blacks usually found in the Jim Crow period. In addition, the Ys also provided temporary lodging for many, with free membership being offered to many who could not afford the required fees. In addition, some Ys offered free medical services. These facilities also served as a haven for black servicemen during both world wars when black soldiers were still denied rooms and restaurant service in segregated America.

An often unrecognized offshoot of the Y was the value of the experience that fund-raising for the YMCA represented. The efforts were critically important, and with the campaigns undertaken not by professional fund-raisers but rather by those who were, or aspired to be, leaders in the community, they served as a valuable training ground. Fund-raising success was absolutely critical to securing the Rosenwald matching grants and, in hindsight, it becomes clear that the efforts to raise those funds proved to be transformative life and educational experiences for men who would later, as leaders in their business communities, apply the skills they used “selling” the value of the Y to other projects in their lives and careers. In making a plea on behalf of their own local businesses, churches, and schools, they drew on the skills that had been developed in the earlier venture.

As segregation formally came to an end in the 1960s, YMCAs across the country began to desegregate. And in continuing to offer their typical wide range of programs—only now to blacks and whites—the organization helped facilitate the efforts to end the patterns and change the attitudes that had characterized the Jim Crow era.

William H. Pruden III
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YOUNG WOMEN’S CHRISTIAN ASSOCIATION (YWCA)




The Young Women’s Christian Association of the United States of America (YWCA), whose national leadership was initially all white, was a place where segregation was practiced, an organization through which it was challenged, and a movement where black women reformers sought to uplift and extend resources to less well-off women. It also became a pioneer in interracial organizing. During Jim Crow, Colored YWCAs (as they were termed) offered crucial spaces and resources to African American women, though national YWCA progress on racial issues sometimes frustrated black people in and beyond the YWCA. After World War I, its student and industrial groups, especially, challenged Jim Crow. By the mid-20th century, the YWCA was a leading multiracial organization tackling racial injustice. Its 1946 Interracial Charter committed the organization to desegregate and stated that “wherever there is injustice on the basis of race, whether in the community, the nation, or the world, our protest must be clear and our labor for its removal, vigorous and steady” (YWCA Web site), though some local white YWCAs refused to comply. The YWCA laid groundwork for later civil rights organizing and fostered strong, accomplished leaders among black working women, college students, and middle-class reformers. Today, its motto is “Eliminating racism and empowering women.”

Black women formed Colored YWCAs in many cities and college campuses in the late 19th century as part of a larger YWCA movement. YWCAs provided support and community; affordable, safe housing and food; professional and intellectual development through education and job training; spiritual affirmation; and recreation. Many black clubwomen (in such groups as the National Association of Colored Women and the National Council of Negro Women) worked through the YWCA to tackle the community disruptions of migration and to cooperate with white women who shared a Christian sense of mission. By the early 20th century, the YWCA-USA included hundreds of thousands of women from many backgrounds. For black women, the YWCA provided resources to underserved urban women, opportunities for black clubwomen to exercise authority and skills, and sites where black women challenged white women to live up to their Christian ideals by disavowing the organization’s own racism.

Early on, black women struggled for control over their own branches rather than seeking integration. In 1906, when two movements merged into the national YWCA-USA, the new national board required Colored YWCAs to become subordinate branches of white city associations in order to affiliate with the national organization. Colored YWCAs’ social service work for the elderly and children was deemed outside the national YWCA goal of awakening Protestant faith in young working women. Therefore, many such branches operated without national affiliation. A few early staff supervised national work in cities and on college campuses, but for decades, the national YWCA gave little support to Colored YWCAs, though in cities such as Detroit and Cleveland, branches provided safe housing, information, and job training to many women during the Great Migration. Later the Harlem YWCA and the Washington, DC, Phyllis Wheatley YWCA were especially important.

Black women first gained control over some national funding during World War I, when the federal government enlisted YWCA help with wartime disruptions. Heading the wartime Colored Work Committee, Eva Bowles (1875–1943), one of the first paid colored staff members, oversaw a budget of hundreds of thousands of dollars. Bowles drew on the extensive colored clubwomen’s networks, dramatically expanding the number of black YWCA women trained and supervised by other black women. The committee set up 17 “hostess houses” where about 380,000 black soldiers could socialize and visit with their families, a rare space safe from white violence against black men in uniform. Mary E. Jackson (1867–1923), hired to oversee YWCA industrial work for black women, documented their wartime contributions, battled negative portrayals, and argued for equal treatment. She and her staff served thousands who had been excluded from the YWCA industrial program before the war. The industrial program began emphasizing white women’s responsibility to welcome black coworkers and to fight racism in hiring and pay. National black staff increased from 1 to 12 by 1920, local staff numbers grew enormously, and by war’s end, 45 cities had colored work, and the YWCA had more than 39,000 colored members.

In the industrial program, from the late 1910s through its midcentury demise, diverse working women discussed racial issues, sometimes in integrated settings. On the 1922 creation of an industrial program leadership council, members voted to guarantee at least two national positions to colored working women (who, without quotas, were elected to regional leadership positions as well). In the early 1920s, the YWCA held an annual conference where colored members discussed labor history, black history and culture, economics, and other issues, and honed leadership skills, paralleling other YWCA industrial conferences. By the mid-1920s, both national and regional industrial conferences were interracial everywhere but the South, though local clubs often remained segregated. At the conferences, working women planned programming; read, swam, and hiked; put on pageants and plays (sometimes about racial injustice); shared housing; and had difficult conversations about race. Black women made up a growing proportion of industrial membership, and industrial members pressed national YWCA leaders to challenge racial inequities and to seek better laws, pay, and conditions for household work, where women of color were concentrated. At the local level, sometimes white industrial members fought against YWCA segregation practices in gyms and swimming pools.

Student YWCAs also were quite active in fighting segregation, holding interracial meetings even in the South at the height of Jim Crow despite the dangers. In 1924, the National Student Assembly mandated that a black representative serve on its mid-Atlantic regional council and that Southern governing bodies have black representation proportionate to the membership. Interracial delegations of students and industrial members persuaded 1924 National Convention attendees to formally resolve to rid themselves of racial prejudice. For decades, the student YWCA interracial conferences helped incubate civil rights organizing.

At the national level, the YWCA, under internal and external pressure, increased its commitment to racial justice and incorporated black women into leadership. In 1922, it began requiring interracial accommodations at national conventions (though not all regional meetings). In 1924, the first African American member joined the national board. In the 1930s and 1940s, the YWCA passed resolutions against racial inequities and supported antilynching and other civil rights laws. Numerous leaders got their start at the YWCA, perhaps most famously Dorothy Height (1912–2010). A towering figure in civil rights and women’s rights activism, Height oversaw the 1946 desegregation of the YWCA, founded its Center for Racial Justice in 1965, and pushed the organization toward its 1970 “One Imperative” statement, committing it to push for “the elimination of racism, wherever it exists and by any means necessary” (YWCA Web site). Height, a nationally famous figure, received the 2009 Presidential Medal of Freedom.

Dorothea Browder
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POLITICS AND WARFARE
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INTRODUCTION

Jim Crow radically transformed the boundaries of American politics. In the decades after the Civil War, African Americans were a politically active citizenry. They voted in elections; held political office at the local, state, and federal levels; served on juries; participated in political spectacles of the street; and organized a movement for political and economic reform in the rural South. Then, between 1890 and 1915, states of the former Confederacy adopted a series of constitutional and statutory reforms that restricted African Americans’ access to the ballot and severely suppressed, and often virtually eliminated, black voter turnout in elections. In a series of court cases, the U.S. Supreme Court rejected challenges to the constitutionality of disfranchisement. Those decisions, and the court’s 1883 ruling that overturned the Civil Rights Act of 1875 and in its notorious Plessy decision of 1896 that ruled that separate-but-equal public accommodations did not violate the Fourteenth Amendment’s guarantee of equal protection, combined to make Jim Crow the law of the land.

After Reconstruction, Southern states also circumscribed black political activity through law enforcement. Southern state legislatures rewrote their criminal codes, reclassifying a host of petty offenses from misdemeanors to felonies that carried long prison sentences. Many of these new laws criminalized black activity, and their enforcement by sheriffs and police swelled the incarceration rates among black people. Under state law, convicted felons lost their right to vote. When law enforcement did not intimidate African Americans, extralegal vigilante violence often did. Between 1880 and 1930, more than 3,000 blacks were executed by lynch mobs; nearly 2,000 others were sentenced to death by the criminal justice system.

The loss of political power and the constant threats of legal and extralegal racial violence suppressed but did not eliminate black political activism. When Southern cities passed ordinances to racially segregate seating on electric streetcars in the first decade of the 20th century, African Americans responded by organizing coordinated boycotts of the streetcars. Although the boycotts ultimately failed to repeal segregated seating on public transportation systems, they inspired future political activists who drew on similar tactics. Throughout the 20th century, black consumers leveraged their growing economic power to wage boycotts that challenged racial segregation of all kinds of public accommodations as well as establishments that refused to hire black workers. The Montgomery bus boycott of 1955 and 1956—one of the earliest political insurgencies of the civil rights movement—grew out of this long political tradition of black consumer activism.

African Americans waged political challenges to Jim Crow in other ways. Despite losing most of their citizenship rights, African Americans nevertheless participated as volunteers and as draftees in the United States’ wars during the era of Jim Crow. Even though they served their country in segregated units, African Americans highlighted their often heroic and faithful military service as effective political currency to demand the rights of first-class citizenship. In the aftermath of World War I, the New Negro movement, a bolder, more confrontational persuasion of political activism, challenged the older approach of political accommodation that had been favored by Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) and his disciples. African Americans also organized a diversity of political organizations—the National Urban League, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, and the Universal Negro Improvement Association—that both filed legal challenges to Jim Crow and mobilized mass-action protests.

ACCOMMODATIONISM




Once political and civil disfranchisement took hold across the South, it was left to African Americans and their leaders to determine which strategies would best serve the interests of the black community in the face of oppression, impoverishment, and racial violence. Debate over these issues began as early as the closing years of Reconstruction in the late 1870s but certainly escalated by the opening of the 1880s when many African Americans gravitated toward various emigrationist strategies and began to flee the South. Perhaps the most dominant form of black political maneuvering in the post-Reconstruction era was accommodationism—a strategy that counseled cooperation with the white establishment, the end to black political participation in Southern life, and acquiescence to the segregationist order that emerged by the early 1890s and into the 1900s.

Though emigrationism had its exponents, most African Americans found little choice but to remain in the South, where they were often exploited as sharecroppers and tenant farmers. In this milieu, they gravitated toward a wide variety of options. Black political officeholders often engaged balancing strategies between accommodation with whites and demands by black constituents in favor of outright civil and political equality. The use of color-blind language and rhetoric was carried over into the era of redemption and Jim Crow by African American community and political leaders. These strategies became increasingly necessary as the gains made during Reconstruction receded and African Americans needed to negotiate new (and increasingly restrictive) social arrangements across the South.

Although initially there seemed to be opportunities for a truly interracial democracy to flourish in the post–Civil War South, by the mid- to late 1880s (though some bastions of black equality and political participation remained as late as the 1890s), African Americans confronted virulently racist and oppressive regimes of segregation. Mob-inspired violence such as lynching became an ever-present part of the Jim Crow regime. The systematic disfranchisement campaign that revised state constitutions was accompanied by a series of devastating Supreme Court decisions, most notably Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), which approved separate-but-equal facilities for whites and blacks, and in Williams v. Mississippi (1898), which affirmed restrictions on black voting rights, such as poll taxes and the use of literacy tests. In light of these interrelated developments, it became clear that African Americans would have to find alternate avenues of protest and advocacy than they had in previous years.

Perhaps the most widely noted exponent of accommodationism was Booker T. Washington (1856–1915), who publicly advocated for black accommodation with the oppressive regime imposed on African Americans by white Southerners. He was a former slave who embraced vocational, technical, and industrial education as the panacea for the problems confronting African Americans. Washington eventually founded the Tuskegee Institute (modern-day Tuskegee University) in 1881. The institute emphasized Washington’s vision for racial uplift that concentrated heavily on black economic self-help as the solution for racial inequality. This was especially the case for his “Atlanta Compromise” speech, which he delivered on September 18, 1895 (just six months before the Plessy ruling was handed down by the U.S. Supreme Court). Speaking to a predominantly white audience at the Cotton States and International Exposition in Georgia, he advocated the development of black economic enterprise and accepted separation of the races particularly with respect to matters of social and political equality. Though this gained Washington the critical support of many establishment figures in white society (both North and South), it also belied his private efforts to counteract disfranchisement and segregation in the legal system.

Indeed, one of the oft-missed elements by many scholars (of Washington’s program of accommodation) is that accommodating the white establishment was the public face he gave to the world. It did not, however, mean that he totally acquiesced to the whims of Jim Crow segregationists. In recent years, scholars have pointed to the very active role Washington played behind the scenes in financing various legal challenges to segregation and his very pragmatic efforts to carve out a space for black economic activity through his public support for the status quo. This is clearly seen in Washington’s efforts to support challenges to white laws relating to voting rights, particularly the case of Giles v. Harris (1903), which dealt with voting rights in Alabama. More to the point, though Washington was a powerful leader, his was not the only voice stressing programs of racial uplift combined with an acceptance of accommodating (to some degree) with the white establishment. In many respects, this was the only viable option that remained for African Americans who either chose to or who had no choice but to remain in the South.

Accommodationism functioned in a wide variety of ways within black communities across the South. While it normally entailed no overt political participation and outright acquiescence to white societal norms, some scholars have pointed to the ways in which African Americans used the strictures of Jim Crow (and, by extension, accommodationism) to foster a rich and vibrant black community life in which they could operate free of prying white eyes. The black church, mutual benefit associations, fraternal societies, and especially black-owned businesses created spaces within which African Americans could articulate what the historian Robin D. G. Kelley has described as the “hidden transcripts” (the real social and political feelings) of black “infrapolitics” (a hidden undercurrent of informal politics that engaged in covert acts of resistance).

Moreover, the tactics of Booker T. Washington also wielded considerable influence on emergent forms of black civil rights activism in the 1930s and into the 1940s. Some of these shifts were dictated by necessity; emergent civil rights activism was often less confrontational than earlier forms of protest simply because the violence arrayed against black leaders was virtually insurmountable. Many early fighters for civil rights reform including nationally prominent civil rights lawyers, like Charles Hamilton Houston (1895–1950) and Thurgood Marshall (1908–1993) along with regional leaders like the prominent Georgia lawyer A. T. Walden (1885–1965) and Louisiana’s A. P. Tureaud Sr. (1899–1972), embraced what would be considered (by later activists in the 1960s) a more moderate form of civil rights activism that was rooted in notions of racial uplift and black middle-class social mores, all of which echoed many of the themes embraced by Washington earlier in the century.

Nor were Washington’s views held by all African Americans. In fact, his public embrace of accommodation and his opposition to those who would challenge his programs created a determined set of enemies and critics, most notably emerging African American leaders including antilynching crusader (and founding member of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, NAACP) Ida B. Wells (1862–1931), the Boston-based newspaper editor (who founded the anti-Washington Niagara Movement) William Monroe Trotter (1872–1934), and the Harvard-trained academic who would become Washington’s most inveterate critic, who helped to form the Niagara Movement with Trotter and who eventually aided in the founding of the NAACP in 1909, W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963). Washington’s opponents not only disagreed with his methods but also criticized what they saw as his stranglehold on the black press and on many African American organizations both directly and indirectly. The rhetorical assaults against Washington, along with the formation of the NAACP, proved to be viable threats to the control of what Du Bois labeled the “Tuskegee Machine.” Nevertheless, the program of accommodationism embraced by Washington and others did not totally end either with the founding of the NAACP nor with the untimely death of Washington in 1915. Rather, it was the combination of the Great Migration (the rural-to-urban migration of African Americans to Southern and Northern cities at the turn of the century), racial struggles in Northern cities, and African American participation in World War I that began the process of eroding the support for Washington’s program of accommodationism.

These developments led to the emergence of increasing support for direct-action protests (such as antilynching marchers and boycotts) as well as legal activism particularly through the NAACP’s Legal Defense Fund, which spearheaded increasing challenges to the edifice of de jure segregation in the 1920s. Nor was the NAACP alone; the Popular Front (a broad-based group of supporters that brought together the American Communist Party with other reform movements during the New Deal of the 1930s) was also at the forefront of legal challenges particularly through legal associations such as the International Labor Defense, which helped in the defense of the Scottsboro Boys (a group of black men who were unjustly accused of raping two white women while they were hitching a ride aboard a train running through Alabama) in the 1930s.

Since the downfall of the legal backing for segregation, beginning with the Legal Defense Fund’s triumph in the Supreme Court’s ruling in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954), accommodationism grew increasingly isolated as a position. Indeed, by the 1960s and 1970s, it was replaced by a greater reliance on more direct (and at times more radical) forms of black protest in favor of immediate civil and political equality for African Americans throughout the United States. The legacy of accommodationism as a viable strategy for the black community is, in many respects, inextricably tied to the legacy of Booker T. Washington as an effective leader and spokesperson for the concerns of African Americans. Ultimately, during the era of the civil rights and black power movements, Washington and his legacy were viewed with suspicion if not outright contempt. More often than not, he was derided as ineffective and misguided at best and as an “Uncle Tom” (one who submits to whites without any opposition, based on the character created by Harriet Beecher Stowe) at worst.

In recent years, scholars have come to a greater appreciation of the pressures experienced by African Americans like Washington at the height of the “nadir” of blacks living in the United States (the dire years for the black community and race relations at the close of the 19th and opening of the 20th century). They have also explored the myriad ways that blacks contested the strictures imposed on them by whites. Scholars have also reexamined and unearthed much evidence of Washington’s attempts to stave off white eviscerations of black voting rights through his funding and private involvement in various legal challenges to the Jim Crow segregationist order. A more nuanced portrait of the strategy of accommodationism broadly conceived, and Washington’s place in particular, has come to the fore, highlighting the potential opportunities as well as the painful trade-offs African Americans endured in their continuing struggle for equal treatment under the law.

Luis-Alejandro Dinnella-Borrego
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BLACK POLITICAL OFFICEHOLDERS




Though not as numerous as they were in the years immediately following the American Civil War, African Americans did hold municipal, statewide, and even national office in the period between 1877 and the opening of the 20th century. Unlike during the period of Reconstruction (the period between 1865 and 1877 after the Civil War), avenues for black political participation in the Jim Crow South were severely curtailed. Nevertheless, African Americans were able to exercise some degree of control in the political sphere, especially through their participation in third parties and by engaging in fusion voting (different political parties working together or running a campaign that fused their respective candidates together).

Though the federal government, for much of this period, could not guarantee the safety of black voters and their elected leaders, specific situations in various Southern states led to the survival of political opportunities for African Americans. Perhaps the single most important factor leading to the continuation of black political officeholding after Reconstruction was strong divisions among the white electorate. In states like Virginia and North Carolina, robust third-party challenges led to viable political avenues for African Americans. Indeed, both of these states witnessed successful fusion that enabled opposing political parties to wrest control of the state government (for brief periods) from Democratic control. The success of groups like the Readjuster Party (which sought to readjust the state’s debt) in Virginia in the 1880s, or the Populist-Republican Fusion Party (which represented the interests of disgruntled white farmers as well as the traditional base of African American Republicans) in North Carolina in the 1890s, had a palpable effect on African American life. These parties reinstated protections for civil rights, increased the educational opportunities available for African Americans, and made it possible for black politicians at the local, state, and even federal levels to gain a foothold in government service.
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The political revolution of Reconstruction opened space for African Americans to hold political office at the local, state, and national level. Among the most famous of these was Mississippi senator Hiram Revels (first on the left), who in February 1870 became the first African American to serve in the U.S. Congress. (Library of Congress)

However, not all these developments caught Democrats and conservative whites by surprise. Much of this political space was deliberately fostered by the use of gerrymandering (changing the boundaries of an electoral district to favor one party or group over another) on the part of state legislatures to concentrate large parts of the black electorate into whole districts in order to mitigate their potential voting strength. Nevertheless, as indicated by the careers of black congressmen as varied as Robert Smalls (1839–1915), John Mercer Langston (1829–1897), and George Henry White (1852–1918), there remained room for black political involvement as late as the middle of the 1890s. Black political officeholders were actively engaged with the major civil rights issues confronting their constituents—most notably voter disfranchisement and lynching. Smalls was an escaped slave and Union naval veteran who represented the state of South Carolina. Langston worked actively with the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands (the Freedmen’s Bureau) to set up schools across the South and eventually became the first black congressman to represent the state of Virginia. White studied at Howard University and was active in North Carolina black politics, becoming the last black congressman of the 19th century and the first of the 20th century.

African American politicians in this period were confronted by a significantly more hostile environment than the one they confronted at the height of congressional Reconstruction (1867–1877). This forced aspiring leaders and old political hands to pick and choose their battles while embracing a careful balancing act between accommodation and outright appeals for black equality. In this respect, the example of Robert Smalls proves instructive. He represented a bridge of sorts between those officeholders whose careers began during Reconstruction and those whose careers took root in the period of redemption (the immediate period after 1877 when white Southerners “redeemed” their states from Republican control) and Jim Crow. At great personal risk to his life, he continued to participate in federal and state politics long after federal troops had been removed. Running for reelection in 1878, he was cornered by white paramilitary members of the Red Shirts (groups that operated very similarly to the Ku Klux Klan and the White Leagues in the South) who forced him to barricade himself in a local store. Only the timely arrival of hundreds of his armed constituents averted bloodshed. He took these experiences with him after his congressional service when he boldly denounced voter disfranchisement efforts during the South Carolina Constitutional Convention of 1895. While he loudly denounced voter disfranchisement, he willingly accepted some degree of qualifications for voting. Likewise, he embraced (at least rhetorically) the convention’s desire to ban interracial relationships (miscegenation laws) but built his appeal on the desire for the law to apply equally to members of both races and not simply against African Americans.

Nor was Smalls alone in connecting the daily struggles and indignities of African Americans with national political developments. His counterpart from Virginia, John Mercer Langston, proposed a national literacy test amendment to the U.S. Constitution that would have diminished the representation that the Southern states had in Congress unless those states engaged in a robust program of education for all races. Though seemingly clothing himself in racially neutral language, Langston was seeking to surreptitiously protect the political power and civil rights of his constituents by connecting voting qualifications directly with educating the electorate. George Henry White of North Carolina, on seeing the increasing restrictions imposed on his constituents, freed himself from most of the color-blind appeals to justice by openly denouncing lynching, calling for legislation to ban the practice, and confronting white racism at home and abroad through his extensive denunciations of white depredations in the South and his opposition toward territorial acquisitions after the Spanish-American War. Though White engaged in much of the same rhetorical acrobatics that other black congressmen embraced, by the end of the 1890s, he began to assail the twin edifices of disfranchisement and lynching head on in language that illustrated his desperation and disgust with the behavior of Southern whites.

Needless to say, the daily impact of the activities of national black political leaders could have mixed results. For all his long-standing civil rights credentials, Langston was caught in a public relations debacle with the black press when he criticized Ida B. Wells’s antilynching efforts. (Wells was the preeminent antilynching activist in the Jim Crow period who worked extensively to denounce white violence in uncompromising terms.) There is also the larger question of how effective any of these officeholders could be in the face of intimidation, their small numbers, and repeated contested electoral challenges. Some scholars have suggested that those black leaders who were able to maintain power after Reconstruction did so by being little more than powerbrokers and political bosses who cared little for the day-to-day affairs of their constituents. There is no doubt that some black leaders were elitist and may have been more invested in their own political survival than in the larger concerns of their constituents. On the whole, however, black leaders provided powerful symbols of pride for their constituents while also articulating the dreams and desires of embattled African Americans scattered throughout the South.

George Henry White left office in 1901, but not before he predicted that African Americans would one day return to the political arena. Black political officeholders in the Jim Crow period have a mixed legacy. With the dismantling of the Jim Crow system of segregation after World War II, scores of black elected officials and newly enfranchised voters made themselves felt and heard at the polls. This process arguably culminated with the election of Barack Obama as the first black president in 2008. In many ways, however, while African Americans made strong political gains in the South and across the nation, this did not always translate into greater job growth, more concrete political power, or improvements in safety. This mixed legacy parallels the lack of adequate forms of public commemoration. Despite the historical significance of Jim Crow–era political officeholders, there has been very little public remembrance of black politicians. Almost no statues or other forms of commemoration honor the black congressmen and other political leaders who served between 1868 and 1901. This presents a striking contrast to the large number of public monuments and memorials that commemorate white Northern and Southern political leaders, including the more controversial monuments to Confederate leaders and military figures of the Civil War. Considering the important legacy black political officeholders had not only from a historical perspective but also from the palpable effect they had on their constituents, it is fascinating that very few monuments exist as a testimony to the great work they did in the trying times of the American South.

Luis-Alejandro Dinnella-Borrego
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BLACK POPULISM




In the decade following the collapse of Reconstruction, African Americans in the rural South organized a movement for economic and political reform known as black populism. The movement of black farmers, agricultural laborers, and sharecroppers, which lasted for about 14 years, took shape in the mid-1880s and grew in response to economic hardship and political marginalization. Lack of access to productive land, lack of credit, and high interest rates kept most rural African Americans in deep poverty.

Black populism developed parallel to the white populist movement of the same period but remained largely separate, with its own leaders, organizations, and tactics, such as the cotton pickers’ strike of 1891, in which African Americans struck for higher wages. At other times, black populists worked alongside white populists, as they did two years before the cotton pickers’ strike during a boycott of jute (the coarse material used to wrap cotton bales). When black populist leaders turned to the electoral arena in the early 1890s, African Americans helped to form the People’s Party. The independent political party challenged the white-supremacist Democratic Party by fielding candidates of its own and working in coalition with the Republican Party through fusion (where two parties run a shared slate of candidates against a dominant party).

Black populism may be divided into two phases: from 1886 to 1891, when African Americans focused on agrarian organizing and lobbying, and 1891 to 1900, when the movement shifted to independent politics in the face of violence and the rise of Jim Crow—the legal segregation and disfranchisement of African Americans. The movement grew out of various networks of agrarian associations, benevolent societies, and fraternal orders. It took initial form through the Colored Agricultural Wheels, the Cooperative Workers of America, the Southern Knights of Labor, and the Colored Farmers Alliance, whose networks were consolidated under the National Colored Farmers’ Alliance before black populist leaders helped to establish the People’s Party in the early 1890s.

Black populists engaged in a range of activities, some public, others in secrecy for fear of retribution. These included regular meetings, educating its members in better farming techniques, publishing newspapers, carrying out strikes for better wages, mounting boycotts against monopolies, demanding black jurors in cases involving black defendants, lobbying local and federal government, and running independent and fusion electoral campaigns. Movement organizers typically traveled throughout the country speaking to African Americans wherever they could find them, alone, in the fields, or in their houses. Meetings, such as those of the Cooperative Workers of America in South Carolina, were often held after midnight, usually in churches, with armed sentries posted at entrances to guard against raids. Like the Southern Knights of Labor, from which the Cooperative Workers of America was in part derived, the organization attempted to raise wages and improve working conditions.

Among black populist leaders were William Warwick of Virginia, Walter A. Pattillo of North Carolina, George Washington Murray of South Carolina, Oliver Cromwell of Mississippi, Ben Patterson of Tennessee, and John B. Rayner of Texas. However, with notable exceptions, such as Phoebe Cobb of the Knights of Labor in the mid-1880s and Lutie Lytle of the People’s Party in the 1890s, little is known about female black populist leaders. Black women were nevertheless at the heart of Southern black churches—black Baptist and African Methodist Episcopalian churches—which were essential to the formation and development of the movement. As one congregant noted, black women “exercise an authority, greater in many cases than that of the ministers” (Hahn 2003, 533 n. 32). In addition to being a source of spiritual nourishment and providing a social space for its members, black churches formed training grounds for emerging leaders and supported communitywide events that enabled the growth of black populism.

Black women were not only coworkers of men and financial backers of the movement but also had additional gender-imposed responsibilities of managing households and taking care of children. The work of women—as mothers, daughters, sisters, and grandmothers—made it possible for male leaders to organize, which often included traveling across counties and states. The North Carolina black populist leader Walter Pattillo, for instance, who traveled across the state as a lecturer and organizer of the Colored Farmers Alliance in the late 1890s, was supported by his wife, Mary Ida (Hart) Pattillo, who came into the marriage with land but also took care of their three children at home (the couple would later have several more). In short, people needed to be fed, floors swept, clothes washed, food prepared, gardens tended, and farm animals handled.

In addition to serving as movement leaders in their own right, black women may have also served as advisers and confidantes to male organizers—that is, as strategists behind the scenes. The contributions of black women were therefore integral to the making and sustenance of black populism. In these ways, women such as Mary Pattillo, Clarissa Rayner, and Fannie Munn Shuffer, among other spouses of black populist leaders, were as important to the movement as their husbands—as were rank-and-file men and women, as there were thousands of people involved in the movement at any one time across the South. In 1891, the Colored Farmers Alliance alone claimed over 1 million members, a quarter of whom were women. This large percentage strongly suggests not only active female participation but also leadership.

For African American men and women, building the movement required enormous personal sacrifice and commitment. Black populists not only faced the regular pressures of sustaining their lives and that of their families but also did so with little guarantee that their political actions would lead to positive changes. While a few black populists won offices, most African Americans experienced further loss of economic and political power (prompting increasing numbers to migrate to cities, then to the West or North). As violence against African Americans grew in response to the growth of the movement in the early 1890s, black populists endured additional emotional stress due to fear of attacks and retribution not only to themselves but to their families and community.

By the turn of the century, black populism was crushed under the weight of even further economic and political marginalization, coupled with the assassination of movement leaders and terrorism against rural black communities. By 1900, with 90 percent of African Americans living in the South, of whom almost 83 percent lived in rural areas, there seemed little hope. It would take another generation to begin again to organize a movement for economic and political reform.

Omar H. Ali
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BUFFALO SOLDIERS




In the aftermath of the Civil War (1861–1865), the United States stationed cavalry and infantry units, composed of African Americans, in the Great Plains region of the United States. This geographic expanse covered what today are the states of Colorado, Kansas, Montana, Nebraska, New Mexico, North Dakota, Oklahoma, and South Dakota. In time, the term buffalo soldiers was coined to denominate African American regiments in the West. These units were dedicated to fighting the Indian Wars, conflicts that the U.S. military waged to pacify hostile Native American tribes and secure territory for westward expansion. Buffalo soldier units were formed by former African American slaves, freemen, and former Civil War combatants; they were the first to serve their nation during peacetime after the Civil War. Buffalo soldier units lasted until World War II, when segregated military regiments were terminated by presidential executive order and the military moved to end discriminatory practices.

Prior to the Civil War, African Americans had fought for the U.S. military in the Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, the Seminole War, and the Mexican War and served in Indian Territory. African American units also contributed to the victory of the Union over Confederate forces in the Civil War. The Kansas Colored Voluntary Infantry Regiments, for example, fought at Cabin Creek and Honey Spring, helping to secure victory for the Union forces in the battle of Honey Springs in 1863. This victory marked the beginning of the end of Confederate control in Indian Territory. However, it was for their post–Civil War service in Indian Territory and the Far West that African American soldiers became known by the term buffalo soldiers. Indian Territory was one of the geographic areas in the West that the federal government set aside by an act of Congress in 1834 for the relocation of Native Americans.

The U.S. Congress authorized in 1866 the creation of six regiments of regular U.S. Army—infantry and cavalry—composed of African Americans, meant to serve in this region. In 1869, Congress stipulated that all African American infantry units coalesce into the 9th and 10th Cavalry and the 24th and 25th Infantry. By the late 1800s, these regiments had become 10 percent of the army’s forces, and in some commands in the West they numbered up to 50 percent of military forces.

The 10th Cavalry was stationed in Indian Territory (present-day Oklahoma) until 1875 and was charged with keeping the peace among Native American tribes. In 1875, they were moved to the Texas Panhandle to fight in the Red River war, caused by the U.S. Army’s goal of forcibly relocating Native Americans to reservations within Indian Territory. These Native Americans, known then as Plains Indians, a term that has traditionally encompassed a vast number of different tribes ranging from sedentary to seminomadic groups, such as the Apache, Cheyenne, Lakota, Plains Cree, Tonkawa, and many others. Racism undoubtedly played a role in the location of black troops in the Western frontiers; among the reasons cited for this was the discomfort felt by whites at having armed African Americans established close to their communities. The tragedy of racism is compounded by the fact that the Apache were fighting for the preservation of their lands, culture, and way of life. Buffalo soldiers fought the Plains Apaches in their last stronghold, the Guadalupe Mountains, and learned to respect them as formidable foes. The exact locations of most battles are still subject to debate, although it is known that the last skirmishes took place by Rattlesnake Springs, between the 10th Cavalry, led by Col. Benjamin L. Grierson, and a group of Apache warriors led by Victorio. After the death of Victorio, the Indian Wars in the region ended and the majority of remaining Plains Indians settled into reservations.

African American regiments were segregated units, responding to a tradition of institutionalized discrimination in which people of color were made to serve in units reserved solely for them but often under the command of white officers. Nevertheless, African American frontier regiments earned an honorable reputation as the units with the greatest loyalty and rates of reenlistment. They not only played an important role in the westward expansion but also served nobly in the Spanish-American War (1898), the Philippine-American War (1899–1902), World War I (1917–1918), World War II (1941–1945), and the Korean War (1950–1953), before the integration of the U.S. military. African American units were among the regiments that liberated Nazi concentration camps after World War II. In 1948, the Truman administration issued an executive order that ended military segregation.

During the 1860s, African American regiments served mostly on the Great Plains, charged with protecting white settlers and fighting hostile Native American tribes. The first documented mention of the term buffalo soldiers appears in 1873. The origin of the name is unknown, although most scholars believe the term was coined during the service of African American units in Indian Territory. It is believed that the nickname was bestowed on them, as a sign of respect, by Native Americans, who likened the soldiers’ bravery and persistence to that of the buffalo. In fact, scholars and activists have pointed out the sad irony of the role of buffalo soldier regiments in the oppression of Native Americans, when many of their members had been previously enslaved themselves. Although the term became common usage to refer to African American soldiers in general, historical documents show that black soldiers did not refer to themselves by that term during most of the 19th century. Buffalo soldiers’ units were eventually relocated from the wider prairies; the 24th and 25th Regiments were transferred to Texas in 1870, and in 1888, the 24th was again transferred, this time to Arizona.





THE ONLY FEMALE BUFFALO SOLDIER

Not until the late 1970s were women admitted and deployed into some combat operations in the U.S. military. Prior to that, women who fought for the United States in its wars did so posing as men. One of these soldiers was Cathay Williams (1844–1893), an African American woman who enlisted as a private in the army using the pseudonyms of John Williams and William Cathay.

Williams was born into slavery on a Missouri plantation. As an adolescent, she was captured along with other enslaved people by Union soldiers and forced to travel with the regiment doing manual labor for the troops. This event led Williams to experience several battles and serve under various officers and units. In 1866, after the Civil War was over, Williams enlisted in the military in order to earn a living. She was assigned to the 38th U.S. Infantry Regiment, and, during her service, she patrolled the Santa Fe Trail, an important commercial route. Dangerous and isolated, the Santa Fe Trail spanned 900 miles and crossed through Comanche territory.

In 1868, after suffering a series of health problems that required hospitalization, an army physician discovered Williams’s true gender, which led to her being given a disability discharge. In 1893, suffering from deteriorating health, Williams applied to the U.S. Pension Bureau for a military disability pension. Although the U.S. government had previously granted military pensions to a few women, Williams’s request was denied. In fact, the rejection of her application may have been because of both gender and racial discrimination; pensions for black soldiers who had served in the frontier territories were not guaranteed until 1917. Cathay Williams died soon after being denied a pension. She is the only woman known to have served in a buffalo soldier regiment.






Buffalo soldiers had many responsibilities and obligations. Keeping the peace on the frontier territories included building forts, patrolling, watching over Native American reservations, and various other military operations. Moreover, buffalo soldiers were responsible for maintaining the infrastructure of the roads, bridges, telegraph lines, and military forts. They also had to be available to accompany postal carriers and stagecoaches, aid local authorities in keeping law and order, and even mediate railroad disputes. Some of their contributions had a long-lasting impact. For instance, in 1878, Lt. Henry O. Flipper (1856–1940), of the 10th Cavalry at Fort Sill, Oklahoma, designed and built a drainage system that eliminated malaria at the fort. The drain would become known as “Flipper’s Ditch” and was used well into the 20th century.

Historic records show that the daily life of buffalo soldiers was frequently harsh and dangerous, and their arduous work went unacknowledged. Life in the frontier territories may have been particularly tedious for the infantry, or foot soldiers, stationed at the forts, even though there was always upkeep work to be done and reports exist of frequent attacks from Native Americans. Cavalry troops, on the other hand, were usually out on the field, scouting long stretches of territory.

Nevertheless, buffalo soldier companies worked hard to better their conditions. For instance, regiment chaplains were responsible for educating those soldiers who were illiterate. Moreover, soldiers often organized cultural entertainment, which ran the gamut from informal music sessions to gala dances. The high reenlistment rates suggest that many enjoyed their service, which included job security, modest material comforts, and the prestige and opportunities for leadership that were scant for African Americans in 19th-century civilian life.

After leaving military service, many of these soldiers remained in the West, while others returned to their places of origin. The prevalence of racial discrimination in general—and of Southern segregation in particular—often made reintegration into civilian society challenging for these veterans. Nevertheless, buffalo soldier regiments were an important vehicle for social change. Military service provided an opportunity for gaining knowledge and skills and for employment for African American artisans—such as blacksmiths or carpenters—at a time when it was hard for black men to be hired as more than unskilled laborers. Moreover, as the story of Henry O. Flipper shows, it also provided opportunities for professional African Americans to prove their mettle. In fact, buffalo soldiers were also likelier to enjoy upward mobility after being discharged from military service because having served in the military made them attractive to employers.

At the inception of World War II, the traditional buffalo soldier regiments were dissolved and integrated into other units. In 1948, the U.S. military abolished discrimination and segregation in the army by Executive Order 9981.

Trudy Mercadal
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THE CIVIL RIGHTS CASES OF 1883




On October 15, 1883, the U.S. Supreme Court announced its decision on five cases that have become collectively known as the Civil Rights Cases. This decision is significant because it put a halt to any further federal involvement in protecting the rights of American citizens from everyday acts of discrimination. While a state could still not actively discriminate against any citizen under section one of the Fourteenth Amendment (the equal protection clause), individuals were beyond the realm of federal law. The court argued that Congress only had power under the Fourteenth Amendment to prevent states from abridging the rights of citizens. Any legal redress for individual acts of discrimination was bound by the laws of an individual state, not Congress. The 1883 decision thus set a trend that the Supreme Court would not reverse until the mid-20th century.

The five cases that made up this decision had reached the court as early as 1880: from district courts in Kansas, California, Missouri, New York, and Tennessee. They had all emerged from African American plaintiffs who had sued under the 1875 Civil Rights Act, which provided federal protection of civil rights. These cases ranged from a black woman being denied entry to the ladies’ car of a train to an incident of racial discrimination in a San Francisco theater. The origins of this law lay with Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts, who in 1870 first introduced a revised and more far-reaching bill than the existing Civil Rights Act of 1866. Sections one and two of the 1875 law guaranteed federal protection for all citizens using public transportation or other forms of public accommodation, such as inns and theaters. Under section three of the bill, federal courts would hear cases of discrimination. Supporters of the act claimed it was simply protecting the legal rights held by African Americans as a result of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments. Opponents claimed that the bill was unconstitutional and an attempt to legislate for social equality. This was especially the case, opponents argued, with the section in the original bill that legislated for desegregated schools. The bill became law on March 1, 1875, following a 38–26 vote in the Senate, yet it passed Congress without the provision of protecting integrated schools. This was deemed too controversial an issue at the time for its perceived encouragement and acceptance of social equality.

The political climate had certainly changed by the time the 1875 Civil Rights Act was passed. Within two years, the federal government would officially bring Reconstruction to a close through the political deal brokered as a result of the disputed presidential election of 1876. The result of this was the restoration of the whole South to white Democratic control and the removal of the last federal troops from the region. It was within this altered climate—a national withdrawal from the Reconstruction experiment—that the 1883 decision was made. The court decided to take a narrow interpretation of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments, whereby it argued that the first and second sections of the 1875 Civil Rights Act were unconstitutional. It declared that Congress only had power under the Fourteenth Amendment to protect citizens from discriminating acts carried out by states, not by private individuals. The court also argued that denying an individual access to a place of public accommodation, such as a restaurant, did not confer a badge of inferiority or servitude on that person, unconstitutional under the Thirteenth Amendment. The more restricted view put forward in the majority opinion argued that if the Thirteenth Amendment gave Congress the right to pass a civil rights law, African Americans would be made “the special favorite of the laws” (Oldfield 2004, 72). This was something that the court found unconstitutional. Justice John M. Harlan, the one dissenting voice in this decision, rejected this narrow interpretation, arguing that section two of the Thirteenth Amendment gave Congress powers to ensure civil rights were protected.

Across the country, African Americans protested the court’s decision. One African American newspaper highlighted the implications of the ruling. Now in the South, the paper noted, “every white can carry social ostracism to any extent without fear of law” (Robinson 2017, 229). A group of black citizens met in Washington, DC, shortly after the decision was announced. Frederick Douglass, the leading black spokesman of the era, addressed around 2,000 people, highlighting the sense of betrayal with which African Americans viewed the court’s decision. Meetings were also held at the local level across the country. In Alabama, for example, meetings were held in Montgomery and Birmingham that publicly protested the decision. Local black leaders at the Birmingham meeting drew up a petition that demanded equal facilities be provided on the state railroads so as to end the long-standing discrimination experienced daily by African Americans. The railroad company agreed to ensure separate and equal cars; however, enforcement was never consistent. Black men and women in Alabama, and elsewhere, would continue to sue railroad companies over the discrimination they experienced at the hands of white passengers and conductors.

While it would be in the following decade that segregation laws began to be passed in many Southern states, it was on the railroads where black Americans experienced their second-class citizenship on a daily basis before the introduction of these segregation laws. Experiences varied across the South: each railroad was different in respect to its rules, so it was often hard to discern what was sanctioned by whites (often white passengers) and what was not. Some African Americans traveling through the South were able to travel first class, but most were forced into the second-class or “smoking” car. The division of white and black passengers became more rigid after 1887, when individual states began to pass railroad segregation laws. Florida was the first state to do so in 1887; Mississippi followed in 1888. Here, again, conditions varied in the South. Virginia would only pass its railroad segregation law in 1900, 17 years after the 1883 decision.

The 1883 decision also enabled a number of Southern state legislatures to eventually repeal their own civil rights laws. South Carolina, for example, repealed its law in 1889 following a long, drawn-out debate that was as much about local political issues (and fears of federal intervention) as it was about removing a statutory legacy of Reconstruction. By contrast, 18 states in the Far West, the Eastern Seaboard, and the Midwest passed new civil rights legislation shortly after the decision. Ohio, for example, passed a new civil rights law in early 1884. African Americans, however, continued to face discrimination in public accommodations, such as in restaurants and barbershops. Enforcement of these laws was rarely forthcoming, in part due to the vagueness of the term public accommodations, and owners of such accommodations were willing to flout the law in order to protect their white customer base. African Americans found themselves barred from a variety of venues, including concert halls, skating rinks, and bicycle tracks. Hotels throughout the North routinely barred African American customers. Civil rights and social equality were synonymous to most white Americans at this time, and, as such, they were not willing to socially mix with African Americans. This racism was supported by disfranchisement, extralegal violence (in the form of lynching), and by popular culture, which was infused with derogatory images of African Americans. Therefore, African Americans routinely faced legal and social obstacles, not just in public accommodations but also in obtaining equal access to schools, employment opportunities, and housing.

Nevertheless, African Americans continued to protest against the discrimination they faced daily, especially when traveling by train, although relatively few could afford to bring suit against railroad companies. Of the cases brought to district federal courts, some did reach the U.S. Supreme Court. For example, in 1890, the court declared constitutional a Mississippi law that enforced segregation on its railroads because it only concerned state travel (enforced by state law), not interstate travel (governed by federal law). As such, the state had the constitutional authority to pass such a law as long as equal facilities were provided. The 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson decision reinforced this doctrine and extended the principle set out in the 1883 Civil Rights Cases. The court now argued that if “separate but equal” facilities were provided, any segregation law was constitutional. This rationale would inform the court’s overall stance until 1954, when the Brown v. Board of Education decision overturned Plessy.

Stephen Robinson
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CONSUMER BOYCOTTS




Consumer boycotts, the withdrawal of dollars and patronage as a means of expressing disapproval and forcing change, have been a central and valuable tactic of the black freedom struggle. In the late 19th and 20th centuries, even as Jim Crow informed every facet of black life, African Americans became more urban, educated, and waged. They leveraged both the contradictions of Jim Crow and their socioeconomic position—more specifically, their growing consumer power—to dismantle racial segregation and discrimination on public conveyances and in eateries, workplaces, amusement parks and swimming pools, and retail establishments, among others. Black consumer boycotts were effective for three major reasons: first, they hit white Americans where it arguably hurt the most—their wallets; second, boycotts were often employed in conjunction with picketing, lawsuits, behind-the-scene negotiations, labor strikes, and other tactics; and finally, they had a broad reach, meaning that, while they ostensibly focused on racial integration, they also struggled to enhance the black economic condition at work and at home.

After the Civil War and early in Jim Crow’s “strange career,” black consumer boycotts proliferated in nearly every state and municipality that passed segregation laws. The majority of these laws applied to streetcars, steamboats, and other conveyances; these laws, and segregation laws more broadly, were ruled constitutional in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896). African Americans typically paid the same fare and rode the same form of transportation as whites but found their travel marred by humiliation, injustice, and violence. In response, African Americans protested Jim Crow trolleys and horsecars in cities, including Philadelphia, Richmond, New Orleans, Charleston, Louisville, and Savannah, during Reconstruction. Streetcar boycotts occurred in Atlanta and Rome, Georgia, in 1900; Augusta, Georgia, from 1900 to 1903; Montgomery, Alabama, from 1900 to 1902; Jacksonville, Florida, in 1901; Mobile, Alabama, in 1902; New Orleans and Shreveport, Louisiana, in 1902 and 1903; Little Rock, Arkansas, and Columbia, South Carolina, in 1903; Houston, Texas, in 1903 and 1905; Vicksburg and Natchez, Mississippi, in 1904; San Antonio, Texas, and Richmond, Virginia, in 1904 and 1905; Memphis, Chattanooga, and Knoxville, Tennessee, and Pensacola and Jacksonville, Florida, in 1905; Nashville, Tennessee, in 1905 and 1906; Danville, Lynchburg, Portsmouth, and Norfolk, Virginia, in 1906; and Newport-News and Savannah, Georgia, in 1906 and 1907 (Meier and Rudwick 1976, 269).

Despite widespread protests, Jim Crow laws and practices—and, in response, black consumer boycotts—mushroomed in the 20th century. After World War I, African Americans lost occupational gains and responded with small, targeted consumer boycotts. The Great Depression aggravated black unemployment and inspired more intense and widespread black consumer activism, which came to be known as the “don’t buy where you can’t work” movement. The movement grew out of African Americans’ long-standing grievance that white merchants in segregated black neighborhoods monopolized black retail trade but only hired African Americans to perform menial labor. Many retailers insisted that neither white customers nor white salespeople would accept black sales and office workers, while others insisted that African Americans were not qualified to perform white-collar work in any case.

The movement started in Chicago in the spring of 1929 and relied on a new protest strategy that combined the traditional consumer boycott with picketing and sit-ins—a strategy that was economic, visible, and confrontational—to draw attention to employment discrimination, build black morale, and yield quick results. In the 1930s, the “don’t buy” movement spread to cities where black Southern migrants had settled and created significant centers of consumer power, including Cleveland, Detroit, New York, Washington, DC, Baltimore, Los Angeles, St. Louis, Oakland, and even the Southern cities of Richmond and Newport-News, Virginia. The movement placed thousands of African Americans in new, mostly white-collar and skilled jobs at five-and-dime stores, department stores, grocery stores, movie houses, restaurants, coal yards, dairy companies, and public works.

During World War II, African Americans grew more assertive in their role as consumers and linked their protests to the era’s “double V” campaign to demand jobs and equal access to and fair treatment in public accommodations. (The “double V” campaign fought for victory against fascism abroad and racism at home.) Blacks also demanded recognition as respectable and equal citizens from corporations and advertisers who used racist images to sell goods. To meet this end, they “boycotted American Tobacco Company for its marketing of ‘N— Hair’ tobacco”; “Whitman Candy Company for its ‘Pickaninny Chocolate’ product line”; the Shell Oil Company because its “advertisements feature[ed] a black man eating watermelon”; and New York City department stores that carried and sold racially offensive products, such as the Little Black Sambo film and an Amos ’n’ Andy baby doll (Weems 1998, 60).

Consumer activism was “the most potent nonviolent strategy employed by African Americans” in the civil rights movement (Weems 1998, 56). In the 1950s and 1960s, blacks continued to strategically—and arguably, more forcibly—wield their buying power to demand school integration, voting rights, fair employment, and, of course, an end to racial segregation and discrimination in public accommodations. Two notable black consumer boycotts are the Montgomery bus boycott, when local blacks stopped riding the city’s segregated buses for 13 months, and the lunch counter sit-ins of the 1960s, launched when four students from North Carolina Agricultural and Technical College in Greensboro staged a sit-in at F. W. Woolworth. Public transportation and retail establishments, arguably more than other spaces, “lacked a fixed color line,” meaning the boundary between blacks and whites could shift at a moment’s notice, and thus “rendered” these sites of consumption “far more vulnerable to . . . resistance” (Kelley 1994, 60). Mid-20th-century activism of this kind thus succeeded in integrating the public accommodations on behalf of black consumers—an achievement that many scholars have celebrated and emphasized. Other gains, however, were made. For example, the Montgomery bus boycott not only pressured city bus companies to treat African Americans fairly and courteously and seat passengers on a first-come, first-served basis but also secured the employment of black bus operators. Similar outcomes were had by lunch counter sit-ins.

Countless consumer boycotts were organized during the civil rights movement. Regardless of their locale or how long they lasted, collectively, they played an important role in the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which safeguards the rights of African Americans in public accommodations and workplaces, facilitating the recognition of African Americans as first-class citizens, and advancing black economic development in the 20th century and beyond.

Traci Parker
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DISFRANCHISEMENT




Disfranchisement, often misspelled as the ungrammatical disenfranchisement, in a chronological sense, refers broadly to the period 1890 to 1915, when states (most notoriously the former Confederate states) enacted broad programs of antidemocratic reforms intended to restrict ballot access, targeting African American voters particularly. As a descriptor, disfranchisement literally means to rescind the grant of suffrage. The period and the movement saw a breathtaking contraction of the United States’ body politic, which had since the colonial period steadily expanded. Now, however, and with breathtaking speed, nearly all African American men lost the right to vote, and near-majorities of white voters did as well.

In historical and legal scholarship, disfranchisement has come to refer both to suffrage restriction and to constitutional limits on the franchise, though these are distinct phenomena. Suffrage restrictions preceded disfranchisement via constitutional revision, and these could only whittle away at the margins. Sometimes these statutory changes came through seemingly benign innovations. States adopted literacy tests (these tests were left to registrars’ whims, and they varied in difficulty according to the complexion and political leanings of the voter in question); they moved election dates (scheduling state elections during the busy summer months when poor farmers and farm workers could not afford to leave their crops); they adopted Australian ballots (preprinted, state-issued ballots that confused illiterate voters); they instituted secret balloting (which had the double effect of both denying illiterates the chance to cast a voice vote and making it easier to steal, lose, or pad votes as they saw fit); and they instituted cumulative poll taxes (under which a voter who missed paying for one or more years would have to make arrears for several years’ payments prior to the next election). Virtually all statutory restrictions exploited Southern illiteracy rates, the exceptions being those that exploited the region’s endemic poverty. All Southern states imposed measures designed to severely restrict ballot access. For example, Tennessee’s 1889 Dortch Law targeted only those four counties with large black and Republican populations, forbidding any assistance to illiterate voters; Alabama’s 1892 Sayre Bill, by contrast, installed gubernatorial-appointed “helpers” in each polling place, thus giving the governor’s party control of illiterates’ ballots; South Carolina’s 1882 Eight Box Law required that voters mark separate ballots for each contest and then correctly place them in separate boxes.

[image: image]

A sign reminds citizens to pay their annual poll tax, a mechanism that all southern states adopted to suppress voter registration and turnout, especially among African Americans. If citizens did not pay their poll tax (and all unpaid poll taxes from previous years) by the January 31 deadline, they would not be permitted to vote in the November general election. (Library of Congress)

Statutory changes could not carry conservative Southern Democrats as far as they wanted. Despite the frauds and frequent violence, the “Democracy,” as they described themselves, faced ever-increasing threats from various agrarian-oriented political movements. With Jeffersonian Democrats, Silver Democrats, Populists, and others breaking with conservative leaders, Republicans and African Americans attained greater political significance as a potential swing bloc. Convinced they could not long hold on, and openly weary of carrying the burden of electoral fraud, conservative “Bourbon” Democratic leaders hoped to clear the field of all threats. So began the series of constitutional conventions and amendment campaigns that redefined state citizenship in the disfranchisement-era South.

Redemption, the 1860s and 1870s process through which the former Confederate states threw off Republican-dominated state governments and instituted one-party Democratic rule, turned on what contemporaries called the “Mississippi plan.” The Mississippi plan was quite simple: fraud, violence, and the threat of violence were applied as needed to guarantee Democratic ascendancy. This worked until the Populist Party and its forebears arose in the 1880s, when Democratic leaders across the region found themselves struggling to steal ballots and intimidate voters in numbers sufficient to maintain control. And this wasn’t simply a matter of stealing ballots or frightening potential voters: statutory suffrage restrictions were always their primary tool. It wasn’t enough, though, and so rather than work to thwart citizens’ access to the literal ballot box, they elected instead to thwart men’s access to citizenship. They would disfranchise those voters, white and black alike, stripping them of their voting rights altogether.

Mississippi was the first in redemption, and in 1890, it was first in disfranchisement. The resulting “second Mississippi plan” set the standard other states worked toward and against. Mississippi’s 1890 constitution featured the classic cumulative poll taxes and literacy tests, and these were all that was needed to dramatically shrink the electorate. Still, what made disfranchisement notorious was the brazen loopholes and workarounds. Commonly overlooked is just how unpopular disfranchisement was among whites, and to mollify them, Mississippi’s constitutional framers included the notorious “understanding clause” and “character test” loopholes. Both these loopholes turned entirely on election registrars’ discretion. In short, registrars could administer whatever standard they chose to determine applicants’ knowledge of the privileges and duties of citizenship, and they could institute whatever threshold they wished to establish prospective voters’ civil virtue. Moreover, for all the talk of eliminating fraud and purifying elections, conservative Democrats could not consent to let elections run their course. In every state, boards of registrars were empowered to administer these restrictions as they saw fit. It was not about eliminating fraud; it was about regulating fraud. Several states made noises about following Mississippi’s lead, but none did so until 1895, when South Carolina entered the movement. South Carolina followed Mississippi’s example in most respects. Ultimately, though, most subsequent states struggled to abandon Mississippi’s model, and Democratic leaders devoted themselves to a search for some more efficient device than the unseemly understanding clause. What they really wanted was something that would be self-executing, something that would exclude virtually all blacks, theoretically admit nearly all whites, and not require registrars’ discretion. This search would lead them to the notorious grandfather clause.

Louisiana (constitutional convention, 1898), North Carolina (constitutional amendments, 1899), Alabama (constitutional convention, 1901), and Virginia (constitutional convention 1901–1902) all employed versions of the notorious grandfather clause. The grandfather clause was born of a publicly expressed desire for a “self-executing” loophole, one that afforded to disfranchisers less leeway than Mississippi’s notorious understanding clause. The grandfather clause also testified to white voters’ persistent skepticism about the movement. Poor white men understood as well as African American men that they were potential targets, and on their face, the understanding clause, the poll tax, and the literacy test promised humiliation for any man who claimed them. In practical terms, the grandfather clause would involve the same embarrassments, but on its face it offered an easy out. It told white men they might yet retain their suffrage if they could show their grandfathers had voted in any state prior to January 1, 1867. The glaring flaw was the effective date, January 1, 1867, which corresponded to the imposition of Congressional Reconstruction. Alabama and Virginia “solved” this problem by adopting variants that turned upon military service, renaming the device the “Fighting Granddaddy” or “Soldiers” clause.

Whichever mechanisms they employed, and whichever loopholes they allowed, disfranchisement was stunningly effective. In every state, during the first registrations following the constitutions’ adoption, virtually all black voters were eliminated from the rolls, and pluralities of white voters suffered the same fate. As the years passed, and especially as cumulative poll taxes took effect, white voting steadily declined. Poll tax receipts in most states were earmarked for the common schools (so the disfranchisers could claim the whole thing was a pro-education measure), so when poll tax collections declined, illiteracy and ignorance were compounded in equal measure. It was all devilishly effective, and resoundingly unpopular, among both African Americans and poor whites.

In addition to disfranchisement’s political unpopularity, there was the lurking fear of federal intervention, not because the South was restricting suffrage, for that was a national phenomenon, rather because of the ridiculous loopholes Southern states adopted. The Blair Education Bill, which would have provided federal financial support for state-level education (and by extension, federal oversite), and the Lodge Elections Bill, which would have established federal oversite of elections (directly implicating Southern states’ electoral tricks), died in Congress in 1890, but Republican congressmen still threatened intervention, specifically the possibility of reducing Southern representation in the U.S. House per the terms of section two of the Fourteenth Amendment. An even more pressing concern had to do with the courts, and for the better part of two decades, leading Southern policy makers, opinion leaders, and rank-and-file voters argued publicly about the threat of federal judicial intervention.

Black Southerners, of course, were determined to make real the possibility of judicial intervention, and they shared skeptical Democrats’ suspicions that federal courts might yet act. African American leaders busied themselves plotting a series of test case challenges and congressional seating contests. These began in Mississippi in 1892, when former U.S. representative John Roy Lynch (1847–1939) traveled the state encouraging support for a series of seating contests. Two years later, former state representative Cornelius Jones (1858–1931) launched the first of what eventually became three U.S. Supreme Court challenges to disfranchisement. In Gibson v. Mississippi and Smith v. Mississippi, both decided in 1896, Jones sought to extend the court’s landmark jury service rulings in Strauder v. West Virginia (1880) to undermine the 1890 Mississippi constitution, but he was turned away on jurisdictional grounds. In Williams v. Mississippi (1898), Jones established jurisdiction but was turned away infamously by Justice Henry Billings Brown (1836–1913), who asserted that as the state constitution did not in its plain text discriminate against black voters, it could not be proved discriminatory.

Williams is often taken as a stopping point, but it was part of a much broader body of work. Ahead of South Carolina’s 1895 convention, for example, black activists began laying groundwork for court challenges and managed to briefly enjoin the state constitutional convention. As had happened with Jones’s first efforts, however, the Supreme Court in Mills v. Green (1895) turned them away on jurisdictional grounds. By the time of Louisiana’s 1898 convention, the nascent Afro-American Council, building on New Orleans black leaders’ earlier organizational efforts to challenge streetcar segregation, plotted to fight disfranchisement there, too. Internal failures doomed the effort however, prompting Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) to withdraw his support and concentrate his energies instead on his home state of Alabama. Washington covertly deputized the attorney Wilford H. Smith (1863–1926) to lead the work in concert with the Colored Men’s Suffrage Association of Alabama, whose president, Jackson Giles (1859–?), eventually lent his name to three of four U.S. Supreme Court cases challenging Alabama’s 1901 constitution. Smith orchestrated a four-pronged attack and secured a victory in Rogers v. Alabama (1904), which mirrored in its essentials Williams v. Mississippi. The more consequential Alabama decision, indeed the most consequential disfranchisement case the court ever considered, was Giles v. Harris (1903). There, the court, through the person of newly appointed associate justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. (1841–1935), essentially conceded that Alabama’s new constitution was a fraud. Yet the court refused to intervene, weakly claiming that ordering Alabama officials to register anyone under its provisions would make the court party to that fraud. The devastating decision quickly earned the sobriquet the “second Dred Scott.”

In the aftermath of Giles v. Harris, Smith, Giles, and other Alabama activists turned themselves to other challenges (including the successful Rogers v. Alabama), but soon circumstances proved the antidisfranchisement movement had for the moment lost momentum. Two significant court challenges to Virginia’s new constitution dragged on through the first decade of the 20th century, but those met a relatively quiet end. By the 1910s, disfranchisement had proved so effective that many states undid their retrograde constitutions or adopted amendments and statutes that increased white political participation (though still excluding nearly all African Americans). Still, the noxious grandfather clause would in due course meet its end. When Oklahoma and Maryland instituted versions of the device, President William Howard Taft’s Justice Department set sights on its destruction. The effort was successful, and in 1915’s Guinn v. Oklahoma, the court unanimously struck down the grandfather clause. Yet though the grandfather clause was dead, Guinn did not reverse disfranchisement, as that required the constant work of another 50 years.

R. Volney Riser
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INCARCERATION




Incarceration served as a social disruption within black life and community in Jim Crow America. Laws and public policy on incarceration have spurred national conversations about poverty, illegal substances, and policing. Some scholars, like Michelle Alexander, argue that similarities exist between Jim Crow–era segregation and the present-day system of mass incarceration, citing the relationship between war on drugs policies and rising incarceration rates, particularly among black men, in the late 20th century.

Before the U.S. Civil War, the majority of inmates occupying Southern prisons were white men. After the war, prison demographics shifted as “nine out of ten” prisoners in the South were black (Ayers 1984, 197). No longer relying on enslaved labor, Southern state governments used incarceration as a tool to disfranchise, intimidate, and control black mobility. Developed after slave codes, black codes passed by Southern states during presidential Reconstruction (1865–1867) explicitly targeted black persons, enforcing second-class citizenship. Examples of black codes included vagrancy laws that coerced blacks into signing unfavorable labor contracts and that explicitly prohibited African Americans from possessing firearms. Under congressional Reconstruction (1867–1877) and after the United States ratified the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution, Southern state legislatures repealed the black codes. But after the collapse of Reconstruction, the new state governments in the South once again reformed their criminal codes. Although written with race-neutral language, these reforms criminalized activities that black persons were more likely to engage in. Pig laws, first adopted by Mississippi in 1876, for example, defined stealing a pig (or any other property greater than $10 in value) as a felony rather than a misdemeanor and punishable with five years’ imprisonment. These laws produced gross racial disparities in sentencing and incarceration rates among black people.

Several convict labor systems existed in the Southern United States, such as convict leasing and the chain gang. The convict-leasing system played a significant role in shaping the New South political economy in states like Georgia and Mississippi. The convict-leasing system allowed states to lease convicts, predominantly men, to private corporations such as railroads and mining companies as a cheap labor force. Southern states profited enormously from convict labor. For example, between the years 1872 and 1873, the state government of Georgia earned more than $35,000 from convict labor. Public knowledge spread about the brutal conditions of forced prison labor, leading to efforts to end the system in Georgia in 1908 and continued nationally until 1941. As convict leasing phased out, Southern states grew dependent on the chain gang, a form of prison labor used to build and pave roads and works of public infrastructure. Black women also served as a valuable source of coerced labor and frequently encountered various forms of sexual, physical, and social violence.

New South prisons such as Parchman Farm in Mississippi and Angola Prison in Louisiana gained notoriety for their brutal working and living conditions. Founded in 1910 on a former plantation in Sunflower County, the Mississippi State Penitentiary, or Parchman Farm, housed inmates in racially segregated camps and put inmates to work growing cotton for the state. Black inmates at the prison farm encountered labor exploitation, violent punishments such as lashings and “the strap,” and a strict prison hierarchy that resembled antebellum plantations. Like Parchman Farm, Angola Prison—known as “the bloodiest prison in the South” in the 1960s—resided on the grounds of a former plantation. Mississippi River flooding in 1902, 1912, and 1922 devastated prison crops, and the Great Depression contributed to long-lasting budgetary cuts. Limited funding coupled with exploitative working conditions fueled inmates’ political resistance to the penitentiary administration. Angola inmates received national publicity when they cut their Achilles tendons to protest prison and labor conditions. Throughout the 20th century, both Parchman Farm and Angola Prison experienced high rates of inmate mortality and assaults.

Incarceration also affected daily lives in the Jim Crow North. Historian Khalil Gibran Muhammad has noted how Prohibition and New Deal–era policies in states like Pennsylvania and New York helped shape modern American ideas about race, criminality, and punishment. For example, in order to curtail the growing number of white men in Northern prisons, New York state instituted a four-strike law that targeted white inmates, many of which were arrested for bootlegging, and focused primarily on rehabilitation rather than punitive programs. In addition, alcohol decriminalization efforts were reserved for white criminals as ideas about criminality, justice, and reform were formed along racial lines (Muhammad 2011, 81, 84).

During the civil rights movement, imprisonment acquired new meaning as a symbol of protest with figures like Rosa Parks (1913–2005) and Martin Luther King Jr. (1929–1968) facing arrest and imprisonment for contesting the legality of Jim Crow laws. In his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” King argued that “imprisonment in order to arouse the conscience of the community over its justice” embodied “the highest respect for law” (King 1963). Groups such as the Black Panther Party engaged in campaigns that drew attention to “political prisoner” cases involving Angela Davis (1944–), Huey Newton (1942–1989), and Bobby Seale (1936–), arguing that these public figures were incarcerated for political rather than criminal reasons.

In the mid- to late 20th century, a variety of social theories emerged about potential causes for high levels of incarceration in black communities, ranging from systemic racism and overt racial discrimination to poverty, educational access, and post–World War II deindustrialization (Alexander 2011, 212). In 1965, sociologist Daniel Patrick Moynihan (1927–2003) published a report for the U.S. Department of Labor entitled The Negro Family: The Case for National Action, which identified black delinquency, crime, and poverty as pathological and cultural rather than the result of structural issues such as underemployment, postwar growth of suburbs and white flight, accessibility to low-interest loans, and de facto segregation in public schools evidenced in redistricting and busing campaigns (Alexander 2011, 45). Moynihan’s report, coupled with media coverage of uprisings in Harlem, Watts, and Detroit, remained influential in shaping modern national debates on stereotypes about black fatherhood and single-mother households, policing, and drug policies.

Samantha Bryant
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INTERRACIAL COOPERATION




The interracial cooperation movement began in the late 19th century but did not flourish until the 1920s. It was never powerful, but it was a significant expression of Southern reforming activism between the world wars and represented one of the few white-led regional challenges to several assumptions underlying Jim Crow. Across the South, thousands of African American men and women participated in interracial cooperation initiatives, although the movement was largely led by white men and, to a degree, white women. Drawing inspiration from the social gospel and invoking the spirit of goodwill, the movement connected willing members of the African American and white middle classes—people who normally would not interact, variously described as “the new order of whites [and] . . . the new order of black men,” or “intelligent elements of both races,” or “thinking Negroes and friends of the Negro” (Work 1919, 128; Ellis 2013, 92, 74).

Organizationally, the movement’s origins lay in the work of Southern dissenters such as Edgar Gardner Murphy (1869–1913), secretary of the Southern Education Board, who attacked the corrupting influence in a democracy of “the creation of a serf class, a fixed non-voting population” (Murphy 1904, 188). After 1910, efforts to improve race relations and enhance the education, security, and health of African Americans were supported by regional bodies such as the Southern Sociological Congress and the University Commission on Southern Race Questions and local groups such as the Committee on Church Cooperation in Atlanta. Northerners made contributions in the form of vast donations for Southern education through charities such as the Jeanes Foundation, the Slater Fund, the Phelps-Stokes Fund, and the General Education Board (GEB), all of which favored industrial and agricultural schooling.

Following World War I, new leaders of interracial cooperation, and especially the Commission on Interracial Cooperation (CIC) formed in Atlanta in 1919, called on the states and cities to address glaring sources of friction, such as underfunded schools, rural exploitation, racial violence, injustice in the courts, and poor medical care. The CIC declared this was for the benefit of the South as a whole and denied any intention to question racial segregation or disfranchisement. Rather, they sought dialogue and attempted to lift interactions between the races onto a more positive and respectful plane in ways that reduced violence and addressed the main causes of migration.

The CIC’s state committees produced well-researched reports and textbooks and sought to influence politicians and editors, with some success, but the main impact of interracial cooperation was intensely local, and at its best it made a real difference to people’s lives. The CIC’s 600 county-level interracial committees across 15 states became new points of contact between the races, marked by calm debate, courtesy, and the resolution of minor irritations. Across the South, African American clubwomen also worked closely at times with their white counterparts. In 1921–1922, the Southeastern Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs, led by Mary McLeod Bethune (1875–1955), Charlotte Hawkins Brown (1883–1961), Margaret Murray Washington (1865–1925), and Lugenia Burns Hope (1871–1947), urged white women to help “correct the ills from which our race has long suffered” and met with the CIC’s Woman’s Committee to “enlist the sympathy and co-operation of Southern white women in the interest of better understandings and better conditions, as these affect the relations between white and colored people” (Gilmore 1996, 216–18). State branches of the Women’s Missionary Council of the Southern Methodist Church raised funds for peripatetic black public health nurses, helping midwives to cut infant mortality rates. In South Carolina, the education and public health campaigns led by the African American Marion Wilkinson (1870–1956) and the white woman Clelia McGowan (1865–1956) grew from their shared membership of the state’s interracial committee, the Charleston branch of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, the Methodist Church, and the YWCA. Reform and religion were central to conferences of interracial cooperationists, usually held in segregated settings such as the Blue Ridge Assembly near Asheville, North Carolina.

The Ku Klux Klan tried to intimidate the CIC leadership, but the targets of mob violence were rural black people. White interracial cooperationists opposed a federal antilynching law, and during the 1920s the CIC and the cooperation movement hastened the breaking of the lynching habit by persuading rural elites, judges, county sheriffs, and the press to take a stand. Several states (such as Virginia in 1928) passed their own antilynching laws. Between 1918 and 1922, the annual average number of Southern lynchings was 60; by 1930, the annual rate of mob murder had declined into the single digits. Efforts to make the courts fairer and prison systems less oppressive were largely unsuccessful; improvements were confined to better probation services and social work for black children.

The CIC lobbied Southern states for more equal spending on education with some success, but the most effective work was the collaboration between African American communities and interracial cooperationists like the Georgia supervisor of Negro schools, Walter B. Hill (1892–1972), Jackson Davis (1882–1947) of the GEB, and agents of the Rosenwald Fund. Thousands of new schools were built and equipped, with black people donating most of the money, land, and labor. In 1921, the GEB allocated $210,000 to the salaries of black educators—county training school teachers, summer school teachers, and Jeanes Foundation supervising teachers, such as Lydia D. Thornton (1893–1923), who coordinated home demonstration programs for women in 24 counties in Georgia after state schools closed each year on July 1.

Forty years later, some black veterans of interracial cooperation, such as journalist and Virginia Union University professor Gordon Blaine Hancock (1884–1970), recalled with disappointment a movement that had “served a worthy purpose” but ultimately delivered “interracial misunderstanding.” Hancock preferred the climate of the civil rights movement, in which the races could be “brutally frank” and “the white man knows what the Negro wants [and] the Negro knows how determined the white man is that he will not get it” (Ellis 2013, 240).

Nonetheless, in a highly charged and dangerous atmosphere after World War I, interracial cooperationists such as Will Alexander (1884–1956), W. D. Weatherford (1875–1970), Carrie Parks Johnson (1866–1929), T. J. Woofter Jr. (1893–1972), Robert R. Moton (1867–1940), John Hope (1868–1936), and Isaac Fisher (1877–1957) stemmed racial violence, advanced black education, and built trust and confidence in some black and white circles. Ultimately, interracial cooperation failed to eradicate conflict: it could not improve day-to-day experiences of black people under Jim Crow sufficiently to make them abandon ideas of radical protest or leaving the South, and it could not convince enough white Southerners that black progress could happen without white supremacy being endangered.

Mark Ellis
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LAW ENFORCEMENT/POLICING




At the conclusion of Reconstruction in 1877, the emergence of Jim Crow entrapped African Americans in a permanent state of second-class citizenship. The new freedoms granted to African Americans during Reconstruction—land ownership, voting, political representation, education, reunification of families, and legalized marriage—were undermined by a series of new and repressive state laws, such as vagrancy statutes, the convict-leasing and chain-gang systems, lynching, and white terror groups. The failure to enforce the Reconstruction amendments (Thirteenth, Fourteenth, Fifteenth) by a network of law enforcement, Southern Redeemers, and white supremacists resulted in the mass arrest, torture, incarceration, forced labor, and murder of thousands of African Americans. Under Jim Crow, blacks were arrested for a variety of offenses, including gambling; possession of a firearm; practicing bigamy, homosexuality, or miscegenation; using insulting language or making rude gestures; or failing to adhere to racial etiquette. As the New South emerged, white terror groups and vigilantes penetrated newly formed police departments and replaced old slave patrols, further alienating African Americans from the criminal justice system.

Law enforcement and white-owned newspapers, in particular, reinforced stereotypical views that African Americans were subhuman, ignorant, and prone to criminal activity. While the New South became center stage for police brutality and racialized violence, in the formative years of Jim Crow, the urban North equally promulgated ideas about black criminality that defended widespread lynching, police brutality, and vigilante violence against African Americans. These racialized ideas about black criminality became the basis for a fractured criminal justice system that rendered African Americans defenseless and subjected them to corrupt police departments, racist juries, and biased judges.

Beyond the exploitative systems of convict leasing and chain gangs, under Jim Crow, the everyday policing of African Americans toed a fine line between law and order and vigilantism. Between the 1870s and the 1960s, lynching and state-sanctioned violence dominated the policing of not only African Americans but also Native Americans, Latinos, Asians, and certain European immigrant groups. Jim Crow laws reinforced the repressive stereotypes—brute beasts and promiscuous Jezebels—making it easier to arrest and kill African Americans under guise of the law. In 1894, the Chicago Tribune reported that between 1884 and 1892, more than 700 African Americans were lynched for alleged crimes ranging from murder, arson, theft, and rape to petty offenses that disrupted white supremacist norms. While the total number is unknown, between 1882 and 1968, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) estimated that 3,446 black men and women were lynched throughout the country. Of those deaths, the justification for African American men was mainly rape, and African American women were lynched for theft or resisting sexual assault. On March 30, 1914, for example, two white men sexually assaulted an African American woman, Marie Scott, in her home, and in his attempt to defend her, Scott’s brother murdered one of the assailants. Scott’s brother fled the scene, and Marie Scott was arrested and charged for the murder. The next day, a mob of white men removed Marie Scott from a jail in Muskogee, Oklahoma, and lynched her in the street.

The widespread use of lynching between the 1870s and 1960s illustrates not only a history of terrorism but also lawmaking and law enforcement. State-sanctioned lynchings during the Jim Crow era existed in two dominant forms: by spectacle and by a posse. In both scenarios, sheriffs, police officers, judges, and deputies were active participants and bystanders in lynching during Jim Crow. A major example of the grotesque practice of spectacle lynching involved the 1916 murder and mutilation of Jesse Washington in Waco, Texas. Washington was wrongfully charged for the murder of a white woman found on his family’s farm. In the aftermath of the verdict, 10,000 people gathered as businesses closed down and men, women, and children swarmed the town center. The mayor and police chief watched as Washington was mutilated, strangled, and burned. The gruesome details of Washington’s death were illustrated in the Dallas Morning News and Waco Semi-Weekly Tribune.

A year later, as the United States went to war in 1917 and the Great Migration moved millions of African Americans to urban America, riots sprang up in cities like East St. Louis, Chicago, Washington, DC, Knoxville, Charleston, and Omaha. In the summer of 1919, mass arrests and lynchings culminated in what African American writer James Weldon Johnson (1871–1938) described as “the red summer.” Police failed to intervene and protect African Americans targeted by white mobs, resulting in hundreds of lynchings and mass executions. The NAACP’s Legal Redress Committee attempted to address lynching and mob violence through the 1922 Dyer Anti-Lynching Bill, but it failed in Congress. The Washington lynching, like other spectacle lynchings, garnered national attention, but lynching by posse on an everyday basis continued well into the 1960s.

Lynchings by posse were less publicized and were arbitrarily executed in private by local white citizens who acted without fear of reprisal from local law enforcement. In some cases, local authorities even deputized white citizens or coordinated their vigilante actions. One prominent case involved three businessmen and friends of Ida B. Wells (1862–1931) who were harassed and killed by police in Memphis, Tennessee. The incident began on March 3, 1892, when W. H. Barrett, a white grocer, filed charges against his black competitors, Thomas Moss, William Stewart, and Calvin McDowell, who owned People’s Grocery Store located on the outskirts of Memphis in an area called the Curve. The day before, the owners had broken up an altercation involving two white boys and two black boys, which evolved into a brawl between white and black men. Barrett claimed Calvin McDowell assaulted him during the altercation. The police and Barrett stormed into People’s Grocery and pistol-whipped McDowell, arresting him after he responded by firing his revolver on Barrett. The next day, McDowell was released on bail and an armed brigade of black men guarded the store. The presence of armed black men angered the white community, and that night undercover policemen ransacked the grocery store. The black guards fired on the perpetrators as they fled the store, wounding three white policemen. The next day, the local newspaper, St. Paul Appeal, ran a column claiming that the black men had fired on police. In the aftermath, the police combed the Curve neighborhood in search of so-called conspirators, arresting all black men, including Moss, Stewart, and McDowell. Eventually, the three owners were removed from the jail and executed by a white mob. Sixty years later, in 1959, another prominent case surfaced when a white woman, June Walters, alleged she was raped by a black man south of Hattiesburg, Mississippi. Highway patrol arrested 30 black men and identified Mack Charles Parker as the suspect. The patrol officer offered his revolver to Mrs. Walters’s husband and encouraged him to kill Parker. But J. P. Walker, a deputy and candidate for sheriff, organized a lynch mob, removed Parker from the Pearl River County Courthouse, and hanged him.

During the interwar years, race relations intensified as white Americans and black newcomers clashed over access to housing, employment, education, and politics. Both in the South and the urban North, local white citizens served as unofficial agents of law enforcement and dominated the everyday policing of African Americans. Historian C. Vann Woodward (1909–1999) argued, Jim Crow gave authority of enforcement to the “street-car conductor, the railway brakeman, the bus driver, the theater usher, and also . . . the hoodlum of the public parks and playgrounds” (Woodward 2002, 107). State and local law enforcement along with local citizens kept African Americans under tight surveillance, ensuring whites retained superiority, and enforced racist and sexist social norms. African Americans were denied due process or were wrongfully accused of murder, theft, and rape to loitering or passing a white person on the highway. Amid new state and local ordinances such as “sundown towns,” law enforcement relied on white citizens to help maintain control. The influx of African Americans to these new cities coincided with the emergence of public signs that warned “White Only Within City Limits After Dark” or “N—r Don’t Let The Sun Go Down On You” (Loewen 2012, 3). In 1890, for instance, African Americans living and driving through southern Missouri witnessed signs and threats from the police and local white citizens. In the Ozarks, in particular, police stood by as vigilante whites stoned cars, brandished firearms, threatened, and prevented African Americans from stopping for food. Throughout the Jim Crow era, police often stopped, followed, and harassed African American motorists, but citizens played an integral part in intimidating blacks. In Wisconsin, white officers met black passengers at the train station and warned them to leave town. Sundown towns evolved into sundown states between 1890 and 1940; law enforcement expelled African Americans from as far as Connecticut to California.

As the nation entered World War II, the second Great Migration brought more than 4.5 million blacks to the North from the Jim Crow South. Similar to the race riots of 1919, racial tensions between law enforcement and African Americans intensified and resulted in several riots in 1943 in places such as Detroit, Harlem, and the shipyards of Mobile, Alabama. During the war, police violence persisted against African Americans, including soldiers and civilian personnel, but moved away from lynching and mob violence toward harassment and the use of lethal force. For instance, in a 1943 Alabama court record, Wilhelmina Griffin Jones shared her experience of being targeted by a white police officer as she left the Tuskegee Army Air Field. The officer charged Jones for identifying herself as “Miss Griffin.” In Alabama, racial etiquette banned African Americans from using courtesy titles. In 1946, World War II veteran Isaac Woodward (1919–1992) was attacked and subsequently arrested by police chief Linwood Shull of Batesburg, South Carolina. The incident left Woodward blind and charged with disorderly conduct. Woodward moved his family to New York, where the NAACP took on his case. The Woodward case rallied civil rights activists, entertainers, and white progressives like filmmaker Orson Welles (1915–1985) and President Harry Truman (1884–1972). The NAACP filed charges against Shull, but he was exonerated by an all-white jury. The Woodward case was part of a larger pattern of how law enforcement harassed and attacked African Americans with impunity.

In the last decades of Jim Crow, police often used militarized force and civil injunctions against African American leaders who built the black freedom movement. From Ida B. Wells, W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963), and Marcus Garvey (1887–1940) to the NAACP and the Congress of Racial Equality, police undermined civil rights leaders and protesters with brutality, unlawful arrests, and harassment. During the Great Depression, police specifically targeted blacks in radical organizations such as the African Blood Brotherhood and the Communist Party-USA. In one incident, African American communists were among the 100 casualties after 1,000 police stormed the 1930 demonstration for International Unemployment Day in New York’s Union Square. In another incident, three African American men were killed by police who disrupted a communist demonstration on August 3, 1931, in Chicago.

In the postwar era, African American activists in particular were targeted by police and extrajudicial groups for challenging and destabilizing white supremacy. Major incidents included the 1947 beating of Baynard Rustin (1912–1987) by the North Carolina state police and subsequent sentencing to a chain gang, a series of political assassinations, the violence against the 1961 freedom riders, the confrontation with Birmingham’s public safety commissioner Eugene “Bull” Connor (1897–1973) in 1963 resulting in Martin Luther King Jr.’s (1929–1968) arrest, and the mob violence by Alabama’s state and local police on “Blood Sunday,” March 7, 1965, in Selma, Alabama. On a daily basis, civil rights leaders and their families lived under the terror of state and political repression. In 1964, Fannie Lou Hamer (1917–1977), a sharecropper and leader of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party, testified at the Democratic National Convention and described being sexually assaulted in jail after her arrest when she attempted to register to vote. The rise of concentrated urban poverty combined with police brutality led to major urban riots throughout the North and West in the 1960s, most notably the Watts riots in 1965, in Newark and Detroit in 1967, and in dozens of cities following the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968. The disillusionment of African Americans in the midst of unprosecuted violence and unjust judicial practices led to the rise of the black power movement.

The everyday policing of African Americans under Jim Crow created an uneven criminal justice system that subjected African American communities to contract labor, extralegal vigilantes, and mob violence. While the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Voting Rights Act of 1965 outlawed these practices, African Americans remained victims of systematic criminalization and mass incarceration well into the 21st century.

Brittney L. Yancy
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LYNCHING




Throughout the Jim Crow era, extralegal violence reinforced the racial hierarchy of segregation and policed the racial boundaries of everyday life. African Americans who dared to contest Jim Crow risked falling victim to vigilante violence. Whites who participated in mobs that assaulted, terrorized, and murdered blacks faced few, if any, reprisals from a criminal justice system more committed to preserving racial order than to solving and prosecuting the murders of black people. Lynching emerged as the most common form of extralegal violence that enforced white supremacy and social control in the United States. In its 1940 definition of lynching, the Tuskegee Institute stipulated that “there must be legal evidence that a person has been killed, and that he met his death illegally at the hands of a group acting under the pretext of service to justice, race, or tradition” (Brundage 1993, 17). Lynching has taken multiple forms, including hanging, shooting, burning, and beating to death. In some cases it involved dismemberment and torture, and on some occasions it was performed as a spectacle before large crowds.

The term lynching is derived from Col. Charles Lynch (1736–1796), a patriot in frontier Bedford County, Virginia, during the American Revolution. Plagued by Tories and outlaws, Lynch and other community leaders decided to take matters into their own hands in order to control lawlessness and restore peace and security. Acting outside formally constituted law enforcement mechanisms, Lynch presided over an informal court and thus established “lynch law.” Similar practices were used in other areas of Revolutionary Virginia and elsewhere. The Revolutionary War furnished the ideological justification for the violent abuse of alleged enemies of the public good. The democratically inspired doctrine of popular sovereignty was cited by vigilantes who worked “out of doors” to protect and perpetuate established patterns of social and political order, especially when community members felt threatened. Vigilante groups, including lynch mobs, were frequently led by those with a vested interest in maintaining the status quo, including businessmen, professionals, planters, politicians, and law enforcement officers. Accordingly, vigilantism can be interpreted as a socially conservative phenomenon.

Lynching, along with other forms of vigilantism and social violence, was used in antebellum America to discipline those perceived to transgress social, political, and racial orthodoxies. After the Civil War, however, lynching became an increasingly Southern and racial affair. Reconstruction-era violence in the South was particularly bloody, with the Ku Klux Klan and other parallel groups acting as the paramilitary arm of the white Democratic Party. Most violence in this period targeted African Americans who sought to challenge the white power structure through upward mobility in education, politics, or economics. Whites who were working in the South to secure African American rights or promote the Republican Party were also victimized. Lynching represented an effective means of suppressing African American assertiveness, maintaining a pliant and subservient black labor force, and smothering black political power. Federal troops were largely successful in breaking up the Klan in South Carolina after the passage of the 1871 Civil Rights Act, but white terrorism continued virtually unabated in other states, especially Mississippi, Louisiana, and Florida.

The height of the lynching era in the United States lasted from roughly 1880 to 1930. The Tuskegee Institute recorded the lynching of 3,437 African Americans and 1,293 whites from 1880 to 1951. Sociologists Stewart Tolnay and E. M. Beck counted 2,462 black victims in 2,018 separate incidents of lynching from 1882 to 1930. In addition, 1,977 blacks were legally executed in 10 Southern states (as opposed to only 451 whites) during the same period, for a combined total of 4,291 blacks who were violently put to death in the South from 1882 to 1930—an average of about one African American killed every four days. Lynching statistics, kept in systematic fashion only from 1882 to 1968, are understandably imprecise, as they were often based on incomplete information, and there were many additional lynchings that went unrecorded. Patterns of lynching varied from state to state and county to county: Virginia, for instance, had substantially fewer lynchings than Georgia, and approximately one-third of Southern counties had no black lynchings from 1882 to 1930.

The most common rationale for Southern lynching was that it was an exercise in popular justice. Southern whites believed there existed a kind of social contract between the races that defined the limits of acceptable behavior; lynching was one means of policing those boundaries and punishing transgressors. Legally constituted mechanisms for enforcing social order were considered too slow or feeble, and many Southerners expressed doubt in the criminal justice system’s ability to carry out its responsibilities. Rather than seeing themselves engaged in illegal activity, lynchers believed they were serving the larger social good and a higher law, sidestepping the more precise and tedious process of establishing guilt through evidence and then meting out proportional punishment. Historian Michael Pfeifer has argued that 19th- and early-20th-century lynching existed as part of a conflict over the nature of criminal justice, pitting rural and working-class supporters of “rough justice” against middle-class and progressivist advocates of due process. In most cases, there was little proof that lynching victims actually committed the purported offenses they were killed for. Only a tiny number of white participants in lynch mobs were ever apprehended, and fewer still were convicted. Most lynchings, therefore, were performed with at least the tacit consent, if not approval, of the surrounding white community.

Scholars have offered a number of theories to explain the causes of black lynching, reflecting the complexity of the phenomenon. Early sociological views argued that mob violence was the result of weak educational, religious, and civic institutions; exploitative economic relationships; poverty; and ineffective law enforcement. Because lynching was associated with a premodern rural culture, these scholars reasoned, the modernization of the Southern economy would strike at the roots of the practice. A more recent historical treatment posited that lynching served to teach all Southerners, black and white, male and female, precisely where in the social hierarchy they stood, with blacks as debased, white women as vulnerable, and white men as the protectors of womanhood and civilization. Another theory suggested that lynching was a reaction to the possibility of postemancipation interracial relationships between black men and white women and represented an effort by psychologically frustrated white men to maintain their own status as well as control over black female sexuality. Other historians have situated lynching within the context of the Southern culture of honor or white insecurities fueled by the combined force of race hatred, sexual fears, honor, moralism, and localistic republicanism. Yet another approach sees lynching as a form of human sacrifice connected to the peculiar version of Protestant Christianity practiced in the postbellum South. Some of the most recent interpreters of lynching have emphasized its role as a means of labor control, specifically in maintaining a large, inexpensive, and submissive labor force. They suggest that it served as a crucial mechanism for perpetuating a plantation economy in the postbellum South and was attached to the distinctiveness of Southern politics and cotton culture.

Rather than viewing lynching as an outdated relic of premodern barbarity or primitivism, it is more useful to understand it as a modern phenomenon. The essentially modern character of lynching was particularly prominent in spectacle lynchings such as the murders of Henry Smith (in Paris, Texas, in 1893), Sam Hose (in Newnan, Georgia, in 1899), and Jesse Washington (in Waco, Texas, in 1916). The thousands of people, including women and children, who assembled to witness the lynchings drove cars or arrived on specially chartered trains, took photographs of the event and the victims, and spread the news via newspapers, telegraph, and radio. The mass production of lynching postcards, distributed nationally through the mail, made even more people virtual participants. “Trophies” acquired from the victim’s body were displayed in the front window of Main Street stores. For many white Southerners, spectacle lynchings were a grisly but popular form of mass entertainment.

African Americans mounted a sustained opposition to lynching, particularly in the late 19th and 20th centuries. One of the most prolific and vocal critics of lynching was Ida B. Wells (1862–1931). In contrast to the prevailing myth among whites that lynching was primarily used to discipline black rapists and murderers, Wells demonstrated that lynching victims were accused of rape in only about one-third of cases, and approximately two-thirds of all lynchings were for small offenses such as shoplifting and “insolence.” Driven out of Memphis, Tennessee, because of her antilynching writings, Wells moved to New York and also traveled to Great Britain where she helped foster a transatlantic antilynching crusade.

Many other prominent African Americans also spoke out against lynching, including Mary Church Terrell (1863–1954), Mary McLeod Bethune (1875–1955), Walter Francis White (1893–1955), W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963), and Paul Robeson (1898–1976). The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People advocated laws to halt the practice and conducted an in-depth study that resulted in the publication of Thirty Years of Lynching in the United States, 1889–1918 (1919). In the 1930s, the American Communist Party and International Labor Defense made antilynching a cornerstone of their platform designed to attract African Americans as members. Black newspapers documented and condemned lynchings, and black playwrights wrote 14 antilynching plays from 1916 to 1935. Interracial groups formed to protest lynching, and Southern white women sought to end the practice via the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching.

For the most part, the federal government was timid in its response to lynching. In 1901, George Henry White (1852–1918), the last former slave to serve in Congress, introduced a bill that would make lynching a federal crime, but it was summarily defeated. President Theodore Roosevelt (1858–1919) made public statements against lynching, engendering harsh feelings from white Southerners, but he did little in terms of concrete action. The Dyer Anti-Lynching Bill, introduced in 1918, passed the House of Representatives before being killed by filibuster in the Senate. Yet another antilynching bill, the Costigan-Wagner Bill, was defeated in 1935. Despite pressure from his wife, Eleanor (1884–1962), President Franklin D. Roosevelt (1882–1945) refused to speak out in favor of the bill, fearing backlash from the core Democratic constituency of the white South. Some progress was made after World War II, and the Truman administration called for federal antilynching legislation in 1947, but the power of Southern Democrats over Senate committees prevented any movement on the issue. In short, the federal government never passed an antilynching bill, a failure that the U.S. Senate formally apologized for in 2005.

Persistent opposition to lynching, combined with an increased commitment to law and order by Southern state politicians, led to a significant decline in the practice, as the rate fell to about 10 blacks lynched per year in the South during the 1930s. Lynching continued to wane in the 1940s and 1950s until surging in reaction to civil rights activism in the 1960s. Mississippi was particularly violent, headlined by the Klan-orchestrated murder of James Chaney (1943–1964), Andrew Goodman (1943–1964), and Michael Schwerner (1939–1964) in Philadelphia during the 1964 Freedom Summer. Lynching has fallen to negligible levels since the 1960s; when it has occurred, such as in Alabama in 1981 and Texas in 1998, the white perpetrators have been apprehended, convicted, and even executed by the state.

Patrick Q. Mason
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MILITARY SERVICE, SPANISH-AMERICAN WAR




As the likelihood of war between the United States and Spain increased in early 1898, American military leaders found themselves contemplating combat in a land that was foreign to them on many levels. The call for black soldiers to serve was originally based on suspect racial stereotypes, as military leaders believed that their African roots would make black soldiers less susceptible to the tropical diseases that were as much feared as the Spanish military. In the end, the black soldiers, as many as 2,000 of whom were buffalo soldiers—regular soldiers who had served on the frontier of the western territories of the United States— distinguished themselves in battle in a way that transcended any racial distinctions, even playing a significant, but often overlooked, role in the famous charge up San Juan Hill, the military triumph that did much to further Theodore Roosevelt’s political career.

From the start there were debates over the status of African Americans as they pertained to tropical health risks. The army sought soldiers who were definitively immune to yellow fever, but with that determination almost impossible to make, the controversial belief that black soldiers would be more acclimated to the heat and the outdoors and thus a superior force as compared to the white regulars, made them an attractive option. Indeed, African American leader Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) wrote the secretary of the navy arguing that Cuba’s climate was dangerous for the white man but that blacks who worked in the South were used to the distinctive climate.

In any case, the possible use of black soldiers raised political concerns among a segment of the black political leadership. While many argued that military service provided a way for blacks to prove themselves and move ever closer to acceptance and equality, others insisted that it would be little more than white exploitation if black efforts helped achieve a military victory that would only extend the country’s existing Jim Crow policies. Those leaders saw no reason for black troops to fight for the freedom of others when their own was still so limited.

Ultimately, both the terrain and the climate posed challenges to military personnel of all races. In fact, there was an outbreak of the feared yellow fever, and in response members of the all-black 24th Infantry Regiment were ordered to serve as hospital orderlies and nurses for the white soldiers who had been felled by the disease in the belief that they were better able to deal with the heat and the accompanying climate. In fact, the oppressive heat, rain, and mud were inescapable conditions that all had to endure.

The realities of Jim Crow emerged before the soldiers headed to Cuba, when, in preparation for their deployment, the previously frontier-based buffalo soldiers were brought to the South. There, in Tampa, Florida, their first post, they encountered a rigidly segregated city, and their military status meant nothing to town fathers who tolerated no violations of their local laws and customs. Such attitudes represented some of the biggest challenges the African American soldiers would face. Getting a haircut was a challenge, and going into a local drugstore to buy soda water only to be told to go where they sold black drinking water was the norm. Tensions were high, and Tampa witnessed an outbreak of violence that sent 30 soldiers to the local hospital. On leaving Tampa in mid-June, many black soldiers expressed the hope that they would never have to return.

Army life was not appreciably different. White and black soldiers might mix in the heat of battle, but in camp and in the mess hall segregation reigned. Segregation and perceived feelings of white supremacy were reinforced by the almost universal practice of white commanding officers for black units. The war shined a spotlight on the issue of blacks as officers, but a combination of white supremacy coupled with the assumption that leadership abilities were developed over time—a convenient rationale to exclude men who were a generation removed from slavery—contributed to a refusal by the military to open up such opportunities to blacks.

And yet in combat the African American soldiers distinguished themselves in the eyes of all observers. Roosevelt acknowledged that the group he led on the charge was a mix of white regulars, African American regulars, and his Rough Riders. That recognition helped gain the group newfound recognition. The heroic exploits of the 9th and 10th Calvary as well as the 24th and 25th Infantry were a source of incalculable pride to their fellow black citizens and even received notice in the white press. Indeed, the Spanish-American War was a brief high point for black soldiers, and their well-regarded performances in battle helped ignite new conversations about both a segregated army and the overall treatment of blacks in the United States.

But such discussions were short-lived. In fact, peace brought demands that blacks reassume their proper place. As president, after initially praising their efforts and especially their role in the San Juan Hill effort, Theodore Roosevelt backtracked, minimizing their efforts while also asserting that black soldiers did not have the ability to command and handle men.

In the end, the experience left black soldiers dispirited, and most returned to civilian life as soon as they could, disillusioned by the fact that military service was not much of a way to improve race relations. Indeed, the warm welcome the troops had experienced immediately on returning from Cuba was very quickly replaced by the reality of Jim Crow America, one that saw blacks being turned away from lunch counters in cities like Kansas City, Missouri, while their fellow white soldiers were invited to sit down and offered free meals for their service. It was an experience that would be repeated after World War I and World War II, when African American soldiers, after honorably representing the United States in an effort to foster democracy overseas, would return home only to be reminded of the failures of their own country to live up to its own promises, a failure embodied in Jim Crow society.





AFRICAN AMERICAN SOLDIERS AT SAN JUAN HILL

The charge of the Rough Riders up San Juan Hill, under the command of Teddy Roosevelt, is not only an iconic moment in American history but also the launching point for Roosevelt’s climb up the political ladder, first to the New York statehouse, then to the vice-presidency, and finally, barely three years later, to the White House.

But the Jim Crow sanitized version downplays the important role played by the roughly 2,000 African American soldiers—both buffalo soldiers and wartime volunteers—who made up the army’s black regiments, the 9th and 10th Cavalry and the 24th and 25th Infantry.

Modern research makes clear that the black troops played a significantly greater role in both the war and the battle then had previously been acknowledged. In fact, Roosevelt and the Rough Riders’ greater efforts were at the earlier companion battle of Kettle Hill—where black soldiers also played an important role. A joint effort, with prominent and critical contributions from the full range of black soldiers, was the key to the San Juan victory. At the same time, the Roosevelt-led “better late than never” charge near the end did clear out the remaining Spanish opposition. It also united his force with the black troops who had made the first critical charge.

These American victories all but ended the war, setting up the final siege of Santiago that preceded the final surrender on July 17. Ironically, once the American evacuation began in early August, the army, still clinging to the belief that blacks were more immune to tropical disease, left the all-black 9th Calvary as the occupying force, only to have almost one-third of the unit come down with yellow fever before they too left.






William H. Pruden III
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MILITARY SERVICE, WORLD WAR I




Between 1914 and 1918, the United States participated directly or indirectly in World War I. The timing of this global conflict coincided with the initial decades of Jim Crow, a system of legal dictates and racial conventions created in the aftermath of Reconstruction.

Jim Crow, and by extension various forms of racial segregation, maintained a presence in the U.S. military long before World War I. After the American Revolution, the military acts of 1792 eliminated Africans and African Americans, free or enslaved, from military service until altered in 1862 when the Union need for volunteers increased drastically. After the Civil War ended, the regiments of free blacks from Northern states and escaped slaves from Southern states created during the war, referred to as the United States Colored Troops, were consolidated into four U.S. Army regiments: 24th and 25th Infantry Regiments, and 9th and 10th Cavalry. Officered mostly by white men, these regiments took part in the military occupation of Southern states during Reconstruction and then went west as part of the U.S. wars against native peoples. It was in these conflicts that these regiments earned the nickname “buffalo soldiers” from various Native American nations they fought. The 24th, 25th, 9th, and 10th eventually participated in the Spanish-American War and Philippine-American War in various capacities. By the late 19th century, some black officers existed in these regiments, among them West Point graduate Charles Young (1864–1922) and Benjamin O. Davis Sr. (1877–1970).

By 1916, the American public expected to not enter the world conflict; however, congressmen understood that the potential for American involvement increased daily. Due to various incidents ranging from the Lusitania to the punitive expedition in Mexico to capture Pancho Villa, Congress began to discuss the possibility of expanding the U.S. Army through the National Defense Act (1916). The act intended to increase the size of the standing army to 175,000. As debate began over the proposed legislation, leaders in the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People supported the act, provided it set aside a few of the proposed regiments for African American soldiers. Senator James K. Vardaman (1861–1930) of Mississippi sought to derail the legislation entirely if the U.S. Army’s expansion included segregated regiments. Vardaman argued that the potential segregated regiments might be used by “a hostile president” to oppress white Southerners. Based on racial stereotypes of the time, Vardaman claimed that black soldiers did not possess the intelligence to think for themselves; therefore, he reasoned, blacks should not have the right to self-defense. Vardaman sought to ban African Americans from military service aside from minimal individuals working in menial labor positions. Surprisingly, it was the other Mississippi senator, John Sharp Williams (1854–1932), as well known for his racism as Vardaman was, who argued that service under the National Defense Act was entirely voluntary, and regardless of how either he or Vardaman felt about the issue, African Americans were in fact U.S. citizens and had the right to serve in the military if they chose to do so.

After the declaration of war in April 1917, the four U.S. Army segregated regiments stationed in various locations around the United States were not sent to Europe’s battlefields. Instead, roughly 400,000 of the African American soldiers who took part in World War I served in the American Expeditionary Forces, an extension of U.S. Armed Forces under the command of Gen. John J. Pershing (1860–1948). These men were organized into the 92nd and 93rd Divisions, respectively, and approximately 80 percent served as menial laborers who unloaded cargo from ships, built roads, and performed any other labor-intensive tasks to support the war effort in Europe. American military commanders justified these assignments by claiming that black soldiers would not be capable fighters and that blacks could not perform the duties necessary in the midst of combat to effectively fight against the opponent in front of them, cowering rather than engaging bravely in battle.

However, approximately 20 percent of those who traveled to Europe experienced combat when assigned as auxiliary support to French or British regiments stationed in France. Gen. Pershing sought to avoid detaching any U.S. regiments from his command, arguing that it could diminish morale and the nationalistic fervor driving the war effort. But under pressure from the French and British high command, he detached a number of regiments, including some from the 93rd Division, to aid the Allied efforts while serving under foreign officers. The 369th, 370th, 371st, and 372nd Infantry Regiments all served with distinction under French command, taking part in major engagements such as the second battle of the Marne, the Meuse-Argonne offensive, and the Oise-Aisne and Lorraine offensives. The most famous of these regiments was the 369th, nicknamed the Harlem Hellfighters due to their tenacity in combat. Their efforts on the battlefield earned many of these men the Légion d’Honneur and the Croix de Guerre, the latter being the highest medal bestowed on a soldier in France. Even though the French army recognized African American soldiers’ contributions to the war effort, the U.S. Army and federal government refused to extend any men the Medal of Honor until decades later, with the most recent posthumously awarded to Henry Johnson (1892–1929) of the 369th in 2015.

Regardless, the U.S. Army attempted to maintain Jim Crow in France in nearly every way. This was more difficult than they imagined, particularly because French soldiers and citizens rarely distinguished between American soldiers: the French saw an American in uniform and treated black soldiers with far more respect and decency than they had ever experienced when interacting with white Americans. In some cases, French restaurant owners attempted to sit African American soldiers with white American soldiers in their establishments, completely unaware of Jim Crow and the expectations of distinct treatment for specific groups of people. French officers also refused to adhere to Jim Crow on military bases or in combat.

It was much easier for the military to maintain Jim Crow in the United States. While numerous draftees and volunteers journeyed to Europe for the war effort, members of the 24th, 25th, 9th, and 10th remained stateside. After racial tensions at Camp Logan in Houston, Texas, involving the 24th Infantry erupted in violence, the U.S. Army either maintained segregated regiments stateside or sent them to the Philippines. The Houston riot in August 1917 occurred due to attempts by black soldiers to challenge Houston’s Jim Crow laws by integrating public transportation and local businesses, which coalesced with racial tensions among citizens and white police officers. The combination led to violence that left more than 20 people dead. Three courts-martial trials in the immediate aftermath, which included the largest murder trial in U.S. history, resulted in 18 death sentences, 53 life sentences, and 24 sentenced to anywhere from 2 to 50 years, to be served at Leavenworth Penitentiary or at the U.S. Disciplinary Barracks, also in Leavenworth, Kansas. After various petitions for retrials, pardons, or clemency, those serving lengthy sentences received reductions beginning in 1924, and many were released by the late 1920s and early 1930s.

When the war ended, the precarious nature of race relations in the United States, particularly in regards to Jim Crow, was clear. In 1919, a parade in New York welcomed home the 369th Infantry Regiment, with numerous white New Yorkers celebrating the Harlem Hellfighters’ homecoming. By contrast, the year 1919 saw 18 reported instances of racial violence orchestrated by white mobs targeting black soldiers or veterans, some of whom were lynched in their uniforms, making the year one of the most violent in U.S. history.

Amanda M. Nagel
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MILITARY SERVICE, WORLD WAR II




Close to 1 million African Americans served in the military during World War II. Jim Crow affected every part of the black military experience, as African American troops served in a segregated military. Their experiences illustrated the complicated relationship between citizenship and race in the United States, starkly exposing the hypocrisy of white supremacy in America. Segregation relegated black troops to second-class citizenship, even as they struggled for inclusion in the mobilization and the military and fought a war to uphold democratic ideals.

In October 1940, as the country mobilized for war, Congress passed the first peacetime draft in U.S. history. It asserted that in a free society, the privileges of military service should be shared in a fair system of military participation. Although it explicitly outlawed discrimination in the training and selection of inductees, it also affirmed the military’s racial quota and included a provision that essentially gave the military carte blanche to reject recruits it found unacceptable. Eager to serve, more than 3 million African Americans registered for selective service. Local draft boards administered the selective service act, however, and thwarted the attempts of many African Americans to join the military. These draft boards rejected African Americans at a rate of 18.2 percent compared to 8.5 percent of whites, sometimes fabricating medical reasons for the rejections. Some services, like the Army Air Corps, also maintained that without sufficient segregated facilities to accommodate black troops, they lacked the capacity to accept them.

[image: image]

During World War II, the Tuskegee Army Airfield in Alabama was the only training facility open to black fighter pilots. Despite facing segregation and discrimination in the U.S. military, the Tuskegee Airmen fought with distinction, and their record helped to make the case for desegregating the armed forces in 1948. (Library of Congress)

Until 1941, African Americans could only serve in the Army Ground and Service Forces and the navy’s steward’s branch. The navy had a longer history of accepting African Americans for general service, though it ceased recruiting them after World War I and then in 1932 began accepting them as stewards. In 1941, the Army Air Forces announced the creation of the all-black 99th Pursuit Squadron, an experiment in African American flight training. Then in 1942, the navy and marine corps adjusted their racial policies as well. The navy opened other occupational specialties to African Americans, and the marine corps began accepting the first black marines. Most of the black troops in the army served in the Army Service Forces, and the Army Ground Forces contained two segregated infantry divisions and a number of other battalion-sized units.

Segregation affected every aspect of training and military organization. Particularly the army and the Army Air Forces tended to select Southern white officers to command black troops. They used the rationale that Southern whites were more accustomed to “handling” African Americans. Black units frequently trained in the South, where some northern African American recruits experienced segregation for the first time. Military bases maintained the racial customs of their surrounding civilian communities. The army encountered logistical problems when it came to maintaining segregation for its two African American divisions. In order to minimize racial friction and white civilian protests, the army stationed the 93rd Infantry Division at Fort Huachuca, Arizona, far from white civilian communities. Meanwhile, it split the 92nd Infantry Division into four widely separated posts because it could not find a similar accommodation. The division did not reassemble until after the 93rd Infantry Division left for the Pacific.

Military services also had trouble placing those segregated units overseas while maintaining segregation and minimizing racial trouble. The 99th Pursuit Squadron remained on alert for six months in Tuskegee, Alabama, waiting for deployment. As they waited, like many other black troops in the Deep South, segregation also limited opportunities for recreation. The airbase at Moton Field in Alabama contained a small recreation building, but white civilians in Tuskegee remained hostile to the presence of the black airmen. In March 1943, the War Department issued a directive prohibiting segregated recreational facilities, but options remained limited and individual white commanders often tried to maintain segregation in other ways. At Freeman Field, Indiana, the African American 477th Bombardment Group protested when its commanding officer attempted to organize recreational facilities by units, which were segregated, to keep black officers out of the white officers’ club. In what became the “Freeman Field mutiny,” the airmen integrated the club and refused to sign an order agreeing to segregated facilities. On other bases throughout the country, tensions and lack of recreation turned into violent riots.

African American troops overseas faced not only the brutal experience of war but also contempt and racism from their own countrymen from white military and political leadership down to the individual white service members. The 99th Pursuit Squadron moved to North Africa in mid-1943, and Army Air Forces commanders placed it in support roles then questioned the airmen’s combat aggressiveness. Soldiers in the army’s 92nd Infantry Division found similar opposition. The division began arriving in Italy in autumn 1944, and the lack of cohesive training combined with a hostile command climate boded poorly. Its commander, Gen. Edward M. Almond, was a Southerner and an ardent segregationist. With a racist atmosphere emanating from the top, commanding officers accused the men of melting away under pressure, and disorganization throughout the combat regiments resulted in repeated failed operations. It was, as one historian described it, “the wavering faith of commanders in the ability and determination of subordinates and enlisted men, and the continuation in the minds of enlisted men of training period convictions that they could not trust their leaders. Disorganization born of desperation soon manifested itself throughout the task force” (Lee 1966, 549). General Almond blamed the division’s failures on the undependability of African American soldiers.

In the Pacific, the two segregated defense battalions in the marine corps performed air defense duties and saw little action. Black marines in ammunition companies, however, landed in support of Allied invasions throughout the Pacific. They unloaded ammunition, demolition material, and other supplies from amphibious trucks, receiving numerous commendations for their dedication. Yet the navy’s Committee on Negro Personnel still observed that black marines were unsuited for the technical aspects of antiaircraft artillery duties.

Until 1942, African Americans in the navy worked only as stewards, cooking and cleaning for and serving white officers on ships. In the event of an attack, however, segregation practices dissolved and sailors operated fighting positions regardless of color. When the navy opened up other occupational specialties to its black sailors, it found the logistics of maintaining segregation on ships difficult and could not relegate all African Americans to shore duty. As a result, the navy experimented with limited forms of integration toward the end of the war, although it still contained small numbers of African Americans.

Overseas, African Americans also had a variety of interactions with foreign troops and civilians. At times, the positive interactions with white civilians in Europe highlighted tensions between black and white American troops. African American servicemen often related accounts of white American service members’ unease or anger at mingling between black servicemen and white European women. Yet even in France, African Americans were more likely to be accused and convicted of crimes ranging from rape to murder, revealing the presence of European prejudices as well. Continuing relationships with white European women back in the United States was rarely an option with antimiscegenation laws in place in many states.

Stations in the Pacific frequently provided fewer opportunities to interact with civilians, and behind the front lines racial violence between black and white American troops broke out with some frequency. Competition for women in places like the Philippines also fanned the animosities between American troops, and racial hierarchies became more convoluted with the addition of Asians and Pacific Islanders.

The experience of military service made many African American veterans less willing to tolerate the type of mistreatment and second-class citizenship standard to the Jim Crow system. In 1946, black veterans returned to civilian life facing a significant and frequently violent white backlash as they strove for equality. The humiliations, hypocrisies, and injustices that black service members endured on a daily basis paved the way for a new generation of reformers, often the veterans themselves. Their experiences, and what their service symbolized to the black community and for black citizenship, formed an important part of the larger fight against Jim Crow.

Sarah Barksdale
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MILITARY VETERANS




In the struggle for equal rights, African Americans well understood that military service possessed a certain political currency. Theoretically, military veterans should have access to the full privileges of citizenship. For much of the 20th century, African Americans served in a segregated military, and competing forces worked to control the narrative of the black veteran to wield political power. White supremacist ideology consistently called their physical and mental abilities into question, working to deny them first-class citizenship. Black reformers continuously highlighted the achievements of African American veterans, hoping to leverage that service for greater equality.

By the Spanish-American War (1898), black soldiers had been part of the regular army for more than 30 years. The segregated 9th and 10th Cavalry Regiments served in Cuba alongside Lt. Col. Theodore Roosevelt (1858–1919) and his First U.S. Volunteer Cavalry, the “Rough Riders.” In the aftermath of the battle of San Juan Hill, Roosevelt proclaimed that the Rough Riders would not soon forget the black cavalry’s valor. Years later, in the political limelight, Roosevelt contradicted this sentiment, depicting black soldiers as “peculiarly dependent upon their white officers,” with a tendency to “drift to the rear” in heavy action (Roosevelt 1899, 435–36). The detrimental depiction of African American fighting abilities endured well into the 20th century.

During World War I, 8 of 10 black servicemen labored in the services of supply. Overseas, the majority of black troops worked as stevedores in French port cities, toiling more than 16 hours a day. The War Department formed two black infantry divisions during the war. The 93rd Provisional Division served under French army command, donning French equipment and gear, adjusting to French rations, and adapting to the language barrier. Despite those challenges, the 93rd Infantry Division performed well, receiving multiple commendations from the French military.

African American World War I veterans returned home to white fears of armed and militant black veterans and violent white backlash to maintain the racial hierarchy. Although organizations such as the American Legion and the federal Veterans Bureau formed in the aftermath of World War I, veterans’ organizations remained segregated and showed no interest in protecting the rights of nonwhite veterans. In 1919, at least 10 African American veterans were lynched, some still in uniform. One December 1918 incident resulted in what The Crisis magazine termed the “legal lynching” of Sgt. Edgar Caldwell, a soldier and veteran of the 24th Infantry Regiment who was involved in an altercation with a white streetcar conductor in Alabama. The fight led to the shooting death of the conductor. An all-white jury subsequently sentenced Sgt. Caldwell to death, and Alabama law enforcement hanged him in July 1920.

Civil rights organizations accordingly began developing new strategies in response to this postwar violence. It spurred the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) antilynching campaign in the interwar period. Although Congress repeatedly failed to pass antilynching legislation, NAACP legal defense successfully prosecuted cases such as Moore v. Dempsey, a 1923 Supreme Court ruling that established a precedent for challenging state rulings in federal courts when mob justice led lower courts to deny defendants their constitutional rights. These efforts provided civil right organizations with new methods of combatting mob justice, which became especially important in the aftermath of World War II amid continued violence against black veterans.

World War II brought close to 1 million African Americans into the military, serving in a greater variety of roles. With a pressing need for troops, the army began experimenting with limited forms of integration in Europe toward the end of the war, placing African American infantry platoons into white companies. At the same time, organizations such as the 92nd Infantry Division in Italy faced the same criticisms of ineptitude and cowardice under fire. It was a narrative that white supremacists in the United States employed in the fight to maintain Jim Crow and limit black opportunity.

Their wartime experiences during World War II frequently prompted black veterans to protest the Jim Crow system. A string of violent incidents, particularly against black veterans, occurred throughout the country in 1946. The most notorious incident occurred in early 1946 in South Carolina. Sgt. Isaac Woodard (1919–1992) was traveling home after 15 months in the Pacific, and some words with the bus driver led local police to detain Woodard and beat him senseless. The incident cost Woodard his sight. His story spread, and his NAACP legal defense juxtaposed his military service with the racist treatment. Although the white police faced no repercussions, word reached President Harry S. Truman (1884–1972). Some historians argue that his shock over the violence against black veterans influenced his decision to issue Executive Order 9981 in 1948, which ordered the desegregation of the military.

African American World War II veterans also returned home to a greater variety of veterans’ benefits and organizations. Although veterans organizations such as the American Legion remained segregated and provided limited opportunities for black participation, more inclusive progressive organizations such as the American Veterans Committee also formed and united black and white veterans in civil rights struggles. In addition, African American veterans sometimes formed their own veterans’ organizations to advocate for their particular causes, such as discrimination in housing or in the administration of G.I. Bill benefits. For their activism, however, allegations of communism in the 1950s took a toll on progressive veterans’ organizations.

The Servicemen’s Readjustment Act (1944), known as the G.I. Bill, provided a range of assistance to help returning veterans reassimilate into civilian society, including educational aid, home loans, and unemployment allowances. Although the bill theoretically included a broad swath of World War II veterans, local rather than federal administration of the act made it difficult for many black veterans to utilize those benefits, reinforcing segregation and socioeconomic inequalities. However, some black veterans, such as Aaron Henry (1922–1997) and Medgar Evers (1925–1963), noted that the educational benefits provided an opportunity that they would not otherwise have been able to access.

The military remained segregated until the Korean War (1950–1953). In early 1950, the army removed racial quotas that limited black enlistment and began assigning black soldiers on an as-needed basis. It disbanded the last remaining segregated unit, the 24th Infantry Regiment in late 1951. In the early months of the war, the unit underwent a number of operational failures. Military leadership blamed those failures on African American abilities, when in reality poor leadership and racial prejudice had generated problems throughout the unit.

By the Vietnam War, the trend of depicting black troops as unfit for combat had shifted. In addition to service occupations, African American troops served disproportionately in combat units. Accordingly, during the early years of the war through about 1966, they bore a disproportionate share of the casualties. Short on recruits, the military also implemented programs like Project 100,000, designed to induct service members who would not otherwise have passed the physical or mental standards for acceptance. Service members inducted through Project 100,000 were disproportionately Southern and African American and most frequently landed in combat specializations with little applicability in civilian life.

In 1973, the U.S. military transitioned into an all-volunteer force. Vestiges of Jim Crow lingered, but with opportunities in civilian life still limited for many, the percentages of African Americans in the military remained consistently high. Black veterans had faced discrimination in the military and then as they transitioned into civilian life. But their service, citizenship, activism, and what they symbolized for the African American community helped shape the nature of the civil rights struggle throughout the 20th century.

Sarah Barksdale
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MILITIA




African American men served as state militiamen in Northern, Southern, and Western states across the United States both before and after the Civil War. Their service in state defense forces was dependent on the political willingness of white leaders to arm black men with state-provided arms to meet the emergency facing state officials. Pre–Civil War African Americans organized militia units for at least two reasons: first, to protect black life and property and to challenge slavery, and second, to establish their status as citizens willing to defend their state and nation. Post–Civil War black militiamen across the United States generally served in segregated units following the lead of the U.S. Army and Congress, both of which insisted on racial segregation of the nation’s military. Black men joined the post–Civil War urban-based state militias to prove they were first loyal citizens of the United States, second citizens of their home states, and third up-and-coming as well as upstanding citizens of their local communities. They faced, along with their fellow white militiamen, the challenge of how to fund the unit locally because many states solely supported their militia units through a limited federal appropriation. Some postwar state militia organizations paid their troops, but most only utilized federal resources to equip state defenders who volunteered to defend the state without compensation.

Some Southern states after the Civil War also had rural all-black militia companies that operated not as state-sponsored units but as local supporters of African American politicians seeking to defend such newly acquired rights as labor and economic autonomy, land acquisition, the right to vote, and access to public facilities. Militiamen in these companies protected and defended local black politicians, mobilized the black populace for mass political meetings, and helped educate African Americans concerning their political rights.

Militiamen wore multiple hats as employees working for whites, professionals working and serving African Americans providing the black community with a variety of services, and active political operatives representing the race within their state’s political structures. The key to long-term militia service was having a stable job, a vocation that provided the black militiamen steady reliable income, allowing a militiaman time to volunteer as a local militiaman in his rural community or a state-sponsored urban-based militia company. Black militiamen were farmers, laborers, draymen, butchers, porters, barbers, janitors, ministers, small business owners, newspaper owner-editors, teachers, and doctors. Some of the officers benefited from political patronage positions as local federal officials in the internal revenue, postal, and customs offices. These men also held memberships and leadership positions in benevolent associations, masonic lodges, and churches. Militia officers were civic leaders.

The urban militia company was part of the social fabric of their sponsoring cities. While these militiamen were employed locally, their militia unit sponsored social activities that provided the company with a supportive financial stream and gave the community opportunities for blacks to come together for public events. Militia companies in Southern communities in the late 19th century held socials, excursions, bazaars, dances, picnics, parades, fairs, major public commemorative events, and military drills in public spaces that brought black people together for public community celebrations. These commemorations included individual militia company anniversaries, church functions and anniversaries, funerals of militia members and prominent white and black people, and visitations by public officials and other dignitaries.

Military competitions were also highly public and social events where militiamen demonstrated their acquired skills as military men with precision drills and skill competitions. Invitations went to out-of-state and in-state militia companies to board trains to visit the sponsoring units’ city to compete in day-long or multiple-day public competitions. These competitions brought militiamen together to compare their skill level but also drew black crowds and boosted the public reputations of the competing militia companies and the communities they represented because the local white and black press reported their activities.

The Fourth of July, May Day, and the anniversaries of the adoption of the Reconstruction–era amendments to the U.S. Constitution brought black people together in public spaces across the South in a public display of black citizenship. Locally based militiamen joined by units from communities with similar units paraded through downtown streets as African Americans cheered them on. These units also demonstrated their acquired military skill in a local park followed by a barbecue, picnic, dance, or other social event where black people of both genders and all ages gathered in their “Sunday rigging.” These public displays of freedom were reported by both white and black newspapers. The white press noted that these gatherings “as a rule [were] orderly and quiet,” a circumstance that pleased whites but reflected the social decorum that black militiamen insisted be maintained at their functions (Atlanta Constitution 1883).

The rural-based militia company, while an important political mobilization vehicle, also provided one additional reason for black people to utilize local institutions they owned and controlled. For instance, some rural militia companies were founded and organized at local churches, indicating that the black church served not only its traditional spiritual function but also political, economic, and social organizing functions as well as being the place where blacks created new institutions. Militiamen met at these churches on weekends to discuss militia business and training, local politics, local and individual black financial and business issues, and national politics involving civil rights, voting, and access to public facilities. Rural black militiamen, aside from utilizing churches as their organizational base, mobilized black voters for local and state elections and mass meetings. They assisted local law enforcement officials such as black constables, magistrates, and justices of the peace in protecting black people from white abuses of power and threats to black workers and sailors in port cities. These companies were also a source of political information about local, state, and national politics and the key institution for organizing and mobilizing black people for political action at the county level. Militia companies and the bands that sometimes supported them at public and social functions also provided the entertainment at mass political rallies where African Americans from multiple rural counties came together for public political functions such as Republican Party rallies at the county level and multicounty or regional state meetings. Militiamen, regardless of location, were productive members of their community who lived, played, organized, worked, and served local people and their neighbors.

Gregory Mixon
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MONTGOMERY BUS BOYCOTT (1955–1956)




In 1955, following the arrest of numerous African American women who refused to obey segregation laws on Montgomery’s city buses, the last being Rosa Parks (1913–2005), a secretary for the Montgomery chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), various black organizations planned a boycott of the city buses. These organizations included the NAACP, the Women’s Political Council (WPC) headed by Jo Ann Robinson (1912–1992), and the Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA), formed at the onset of the efforts to organize the boycott and led by Martin Luther King Jr. (1929–1968). The 13-month-long boycott ended after the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Brown v. Gale (1956) that segregation of public bus systems was unconstitutional.

Following Parks’s arrest, local black organizations reached a consensus that something must be done; however, they were not sure what form their reaction should take. The MIA, on its first day of existence, drafted a letter to be presented to city officials and the bus company demanding improvements in the treatment of black passengers. It did not call for an end to segregation. Their demands were not radical. While segregation was the heart of the problem on Montgomery buses, it was not the central concern for all black leadership in December 1955. The MIA was not demanding desegregation but rather courtesy from bus drivers, a change to the seating policy that maintained segregation but worked on a first-come first-served basis, and the employment of African American drivers to service the predominately African American sections of Montgomery. Their demands demonstrated the settled and largely uncontested nature of segregation within Montgomery’s community in 1955. Segregation was in fact not the focal concern of the MIA at the beginning of the boycott—abuse of black passengers was.

The MIA’s reluctance to demand desegregation held ramifications on a larger scale. In fact, segregation was a main point of contention between the MIA and the NAACP in the early stages of the boycott. In a letter to William C. Patton (1911–1997), a field secretary for the NAACP, Roy Wilkins (1901–1981), the recently appointed executive secretary of the NAACP, stated that since the NAACP sought desegregation, it could not be a part of any agreement upholding the racist practice. If the MIA wanted legal and financial backing from the NAACP, it needed to push for complete desegregation of the buses, a decision that was made much easier after Montgomery officials refused the MIA’s initial demands. The MIA, WPC, NAACP, and all other members of the blossoming boycott eventually demanded the desegregation of Montgomery’s buses.

During the Montgomery bus boycott, two intricate systems emerged. First, black activists sustained the boycott through extensive and well-coordinated carpools that provided an effective alternative to bus travel. Second, an all-reaching police-run official surveillance unit, similar to what later came to be known as task forces, was constructed to harass and criminalize the predominately black carpoolers. While black Montgomerians drove and rode in cars to abstain from the buses, police used cars as spaces to exert authority, charge drivers with misdemeanors and fines, and gather information through traffic stops. The carpool was the central site of activity during the bus boycott, both as a tool for boycotters and a target for police.

While many boycotters walked as a means of getting to work and leisure activities, walking was a limited option for those who participated in the boycott. More often, boycotters drove or hitched a ride in the carpool. Driving and riding in the carpools created a drastic change from the transportation of Montgomery buses. By removing themselves from the buses, the drivers and passengers of the carpools seized power where they previously were denied. Black drivers and black passengers overwhelmingly dominated the cars of the carpool, leaving the buses with exclusively white drivers and white passengers.

The MIA ensured accessibility to the carpools by having 33 separate dispatch locations and 40 pick-up stations across the city that ran on a time schedule and a calling system. Dispatchers received calls and had the nearest dispatch stations send a car to pick passengers up, creating a system that functioned well enough to keep those in need of transportation off the buses. As a complex, massive, and organized network, this system kept hundreds of cars fueled, the riders mobile, and the buses empty. Hundreds of drivers and thousands of passengers made up this carpool. Carpoolers met at designated parking lots, which the boycotters had often repurposed, such as church parking lots, service stations, and the lots of private black-owned businesses such as Dorothy Posey’s beauty salon. Would-be passengers lined up as hundreds of cars entered and exited the parking lots, carrying riders off to work, stores, private homes, and places of leisure.

The boycotters were made well aware through mass meetings dispersing legal information from the NAACP that the police could arrest any driver who accepted money from a passenger. Had a driver accepted money, he could be charged with running an unlicensed, and hence illegal, taxi service. While providing a means to circumvent the illegal taxi statute, this web simultaneously made the carpools an affordable alternative to the buses. Donations to the MIA were predominately made through two means. The first was collections taken at the local churches during mass meetings and regular church services, and second, through extensive donations to the MIA that the NAACP collected from supporters across the nation. Some service stations, owned and operated by members of the boycott, donated gasoline to the carpool while simultaneously being paid by the MIA for repair services and gas budgets. The MIA spread funds to pro-boycott and predominately black automobile businesses, which then benefited the boycotters through the dispersal of funds in the form of gasoline. Within the first three months of the boycott, more than 10 service stations benefited from weekly checks from the MIA, covering the costs of carpoolers’ gasoline, maintenance, and repairs. Either the MIA paid the tab for the carpoolers by prepaying for gas, or the service station kept track of the amount owed, which the MIA covered later. The MIA’s complex methods of paying gas stations with donated money then allowed carpoolers to receive technically free gas and enabled them to circumvent a law on the books that made any unlicensed taxicab service illegal.

After over a year of boycotting that left the bus line economically crippled, the U.S. Supreme Court found segregation on public transportation unconstitutional. Browder v. Gayle (1956) delivered the final blow to segregation on the Montgomery bus lines. In accord with the Brown v. Board of Education (1954) decision two years earlier, the court ruled that bus segregation violated the Fourteenth Amendment. With a federal ruling that specifically applied to Montgomery bus segregation, along with the Montgomery City Lines’ desire to integrate in order to keep the business from filing for bankruptcy, legal segregation officially ended on December 20, 1956. Montgomery’s black community filled the seats, both in the front and back, of the Montgomery City Lines buses. For the first time in Montgomery history, the city’s white and black citizens sat side by side on the city’s buses. Newspapers made Martin Luther King Jr. the figurehead of the boycott and declared the boycott a success. The boycott officially lasted 381 days, surviving police surveillance, mass ticketing and arrests, violence and intimidation waged by organized white opponents, and daily challenges too numerous to list.

Xavier J. Macy
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NATIONAL ASSOCIATION FOR THE ADVANCEMENT OF COLORED PEOPLE (NAACP)




In the spring of 1909, some 300 white philanthropists and black civil rights advocates gathered in New York City to establish the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), a new, aggressive movement in defense of the rights of African Americans. The vicious antiblack riot in Springfield, Illinois, the previous summer had convinced the attendees of the need to revive the spirit of abolition in order to not only defeat the growing specter of race war but to also establish political, social, and economic equality for African Americans. The New York conference attracted white progressives with roots in the abolition movement and a new generation of black activists who openly challenged the accommodationist disposition of Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) and his Tuskegee Machine. Over the next several decades, the NAACP became the nation’s largest and most influential civil rights organization. Its team of lawyers would use the courts to contest the legal foundations of statutory Jim Crow, its leadership would lobby the federal government to promote the interests of black people, and its network of local branches would form the front lines of black protest throughout the Jim Crow era and civil rights movement. Its expansive agenda of combatting racial violence, segregation, and disfranchisement earned it a reputation as the nation’s guardian of civil rights and as an organization that worked tirelessly to improve the everyday lives of African Americans.

Within its first decade, the NAACP reoriented the trajectory of black protest. In 1910, the association published the first issue of The Crisis: A Record of the Darker Races, its monthly magazine with W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963) as its editor. Du Bois dedicated The Crisis to exposing “the danger of race prejudice” and advocating “for the rights of men, irrespective of color or race” and “for the highest ideals of American democracy” (The Crisis 1910, 10). Du Bois used the pages of the magazine to challenge the strategies and temperament of accommodationism; to publish investigative reports and exposés of racial violence and lynching; to advocate for black education grounded in a curriculum that took seriously black history and culture; to promote black achievement in literature, music, and the arts; and to report on the activities of its local branches. The association organized a nationwide boycott of the film Birth of a Nation (1915), a racist film directed by D. W. Griffith that celebrated the Ku Klux Klan’s overthrow of Reconstruction. Association lawyers also began to make an impact, winning cases before the Supreme Court against the grandfather clause voting restriction (Guinn v. Oklahoma, 1915) and against residential segregation ordinances (Buchanan v. Warley, 1917).

Membership in the NAACP surged during World War I. Beginning in 1917, the NAACP launched a nationwide campaign to increase its membership, especially in the South where it hoped to build a network of branches that could become “a real first line defense facing the enemy at proper range” (Reich 2007, 147). African Americans responded by the thousands, confident that the NAACP could be an organizational vehicle that would empower them to convert President Woodrow Wilson’s war to make the world safe for democracy into a fight for racial justice and citizenship at home. Local black elites spearheaded the organization of many of these new branches, but as the NAACP’s executive secretary recognized, the common people accounted for the association’s rapid growth and gave the organization its strength and salvation. The men and women who built these branches pursued an agenda that addressed the peculiar everyday concerns of black people in the Jim Crow South. They flooded the national office with evidence documenting employment discrimination and brutal working conditions in Southern agriculture, supported black workers on strike, operated their branches as farm cooperatives, petitioned Congress to eliminate color bars in railroad employment, registered black voters and mobilized them in local elections, and simply worked, as one branch activist put it, for the political education of the black working class.

Although the black masses of workers helped to transform the NAACP from a small, elite reform group into a national organization of more than 90,000 members, the association could not capitalize on the surge of grassroots activism that flowed into its growing network of branches. The national office lacked the resources, ability, staff, and experience in mass-action politics to provide meaningful support to its more than 300 branches, many of which were located in remote corners of the rural South. For example, in 1922, when the members of a branch in Oklahoma appealed to the national office for help for 75 black workers who had been blacklisted for joining the nationwide railroad strike, officials in the national office refused to intervene, claiming that it was not the kind of issue that the association could handle. The NAACP never developed a clear agenda or strategy about how to respond to these kinds of appeals or how to mobilize black workers once they became members. Consequently, many of these branches fell into dormancy within a few years of their organization. Membership declined in the South in particular, where many branches became the targets of political violence and legal intimidation in the immediate postwar years.

Even if the NAACP was not capable of responding to every appeal for help it received from across the country, it was able to mobilize effective mass protests. In July 1917, the NAACP in New York City coordinated with churches and civic groups to organize mass demonstrations to protest the race riot in East St. Louis that killed perhaps as many as 200 African Americans and left more than 6,000 homeless. The Silent Protest Parade, the largest political march of African Americans since Reconstruction, was part of a broader and coordinated effort by the association to mobilize American public opinion against mob violence. The NAACP dispatched investigators to the scenes of lynchings and gruesome episodes of racial terrorism. Their widely publicized reports revealed the causes of lynching and exposed the hostility and lawlessness of its perpetrators. The NAACP broadened its campaign against lynching by lobbying Congress to pass a federal antilynching law. Republicans in the House of Representatives passed such a bill in 1922, but Southern Democrats engineered a filibuster that defeated the bill in the Senate. Although the NAACP never succeeded in compelling Congress to pass federal antilynching legislation during these years, the association never relented in its efforts to investigate, report on, and expose the menace of racial violence.

In addition to combatting racial violence, the NAACP in the 1920s challenged both residential and educational segregation. Although the Supreme Court had overturned municipal ordinances mandating residential segregation, restrictive covenants remained powerful instruments that barred African Americans from purchasing real estate or moving into neighborhoods of their choice. While the NAACP tried challenging the legality of these deed restrictions in courts (a process that would not succeed until the late 1940s), it came to the defense of individual African Americans who tried to move into white neighborhoods. Ossian Sweet (1895–1960), a young black doctor, and his wife moved into such a community in Detroit in 1925. On his second night in his new home, a white mob encircled his house and threw rocks at it, shattering his windows. In self-defense, Sweet fired a gun into the crowd, killing one of the white men in the crowd. When the police arrested Sweet and charged him with murder, the NAACP took his case, raised thousands of dollars for his legal defense, and in a case that garnered national attention, helped him to win acquittal. Despite the success in the Sweet case, restrictive covenants continued to force African Americans, especially recent migrants from the South, into overcrowded neighborhoods. Residential segregation created school segregation. Northern communities drew their school district boundary lines in order to intentionally restrict black students from attending school with white children and to create substandard and underserviced black schools. Local chapters of the NAACP in cities like Indianapolis, Cleveland, and Philadelphia challenged these tactics. Black residents were often divided on how best to respond to this kind of segregation. Whereas middle-class Northern blacks often pushed for integrated schools, black migrants from the South whose only experience had been in black schools sometimes favored separate schools. Some within the NAACP, like Du Bois, increasingly adopted the position that the NAACP would be better served by demanding fair and equal funding for black schools while keeping those schools under the control of black administrators and teachers.

The Great Depression posed significant challenges to the NAACP. Because of high rates of unemployment among African Americans, many of the NAACP’s members could no longer afford to pay annual dues; consequently, the association lost thousands of members in the early 1930s. Although officials in the NAACP’s national office recognized that the association was failing to attract the interest of the black masses, the NAACP proved slow to adopt measures—such as granting local branches the power and independence to pursue a more confrontational agenda—that might make it more relevant to its membership base. The NAACP’s failure to make substantive changes to its agenda and strategies amid the economic collapse of the Depression inspired the rise of new protest networks that catered to the interests of the black masses. In several Northern cities, communists organized unemployed councils that used collective direct action to challenge evictions of unemployed African Americans. Even if the communists enlisted few black recruits into the party, their support of the black unemployed and their use of confrontational tactics publicly challenged the NAACP’s approach and commitment to solving the everyday problems of black people. The National Negro Conference (NNC), organized in 1936, presented another challenge. As its first president, A. Philip Randolph (1889–1979), explained, the NNC aimed to develop a “militant program” that would mobilize African Americans who “win their bread by selling their labor power.” By coordinating the activities of disparate groups of local grassroots activists, the NNC further challenged what some came to see as the cautious agenda of the NAACP. Perhaps even more importantly, the NNC fostered a close working relationship with industrial unionists in the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO). The NNC enabled CIO organizers to make critical connections to the black community that built the relationships of trust and reciprocity among black and white workers.

Even if the national leadership of the NAACP balked at these labor-oriented models of protesting racial inequality, black workers continued to see local NAACP branches as relevant organizations that could advance their interests as blacks and as workers. Much to the chagrin of officials in the national office, NAACP branches in places such as Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Detroit cooperated with local chapters of the NNC on a host of protests. The branch president in Baltimore, who worked with local black CIO unionists to organize longshoremen and steelworkers, insisted that the NAACP needed to recruit the masses rather than cater to the interests of teachers, doctors, lawyers, and other black professionals. Such energy forced NAACP executives such as Roy Wilkins and Walter White to concede that the association had to abandon its cautious conservatism and adopt the more aggressive and confrontational tactics that its membership base now expected.

By the eve of World War II, these emerging networks of activists at the local level reoriented the national agenda of the NAACP into a closer partnership with organized labor. Unlike during World War I, the new push from below now offered ample evidence of the effectiveness, indeed necessity, of a confrontational politics that had the capacity to pressure the powerful. The NAACP acted on this new awareness when Walter White (1893–1955) traveled to Detroit in April 1941 to help the UAW-CIO recruit the support of black auto workers in its strike at the Ford Motor Company’s River Rouge plant. White and the NAACP also committed to these tactics when they collaborated with Randolph later that spring to use the threat of a mass march of 100,000 African Americans on the nation’s capital to pressure President Franklin Roosevelt to issue Executive Order 8802, which banned employment discrimination in defense industries and established a Fair Employment Practice Committee (FEPC) to investigate violations.

This style of activism also transformed the composition and agenda of local NAACP branches. Between the late 1930s and the end of World War II, black membership in the NAACP surged from 50,000 in 355 branches to nearly 450,000 organized in more than 1,000 branches. Many of these new members were among the half million black workers who joined unions affiliated with the CIO. As militant participants in the labor struggles of the nation’s mass-production industries, these black workers emerged as the new vanguard of black activists who expanded the labor-oriented character of the NAACP’s activism and helped to mobilize the broader black community around the interests of the black masses. Detroit and its nearly 100,000 unionized black workers became a site of particularly acute black working-class activism. Black unionists joined the local branch of the NAACP by the thousands, transforming it into one of the nation’s largest and most working-class branches. As workers flocked to the NAACP, the city’s traditional black elites—lawyers, ministers, and teachers—remained active in the branch, but now they collaborated with unionists to develop confrontational strategies for a more urgent agenda. They worked together in 1942 to defend the rights of black residents to move into the Sojourner Truth Homes, a federally funded public housing project originally built for black occupants. Energized by their success in housing, they mobilized to pressure the city’s many factories, which had now been converted to manufacturing matériel and munitions for the war effort, to open their doors to black employees. Sponsored by the Detroit NAACP’s labor committee, a mass rally on Cadillac Square drew an interracial crowd of more than 10,000 people in April 1943. Those who gathered listened to community activists as well as UAW vice-president Walter Reuther (1907–1970) denounce racial discrimination in war plants and issue what they called the Cadillac Charter, demanding that defense employers be bound by the provisions of Executive Order 8802.

Industrial workers were not only new recruits for membership in the NAACP but also presented association lawyers with promising cases for developing a legal assault on Jim Crow rooted in economic discrimination. Cognizant that Executive Order 8802 had little support among employers and trade unions, the NAACP warned its branches that it would take “courage, hard work, and alert intelligence” to make the president’s order effective. The association performed the critical work of gathering data about defense opportunities for black workers, processing complaints of violations, pressuring the White House to appoint an African American to the FEPC, and testifying before hearings that gave public exposure to discriminatory employment practices. Black industrial workers flooded the NAACP with letters detailing violations of the FEPC from employers and racial discrimination from exclusionary unions that either barred them from membership or relegated them into subordinate auxiliary locals. Lawyers with the NAACP’s newly formed Legal Defense Fund came to their aid, winning a series of class-action lawsuits against discriminatory unions and employers in California’s wartime shipyards.

In the postwar years, the NAACP continued to push its long-term strategy of dismantling statutory Jim Crow through the courts. The association won cases before the Supreme Court that overturned segregation on interstate buses (Morgan v. Virginia, 1946), ruled that restrictive covenants were unenforceable contracts (Shelley v. Kraemer, 1948), overturned state laws mandating segregation on buses (Gayle v. Browder, 1956), overturned electoral districts designed to disfranchise black voters (Gomillion v. Lightfoot, 1960), and defended the rights of civil rights sit-in protesters (Garner v. Louisiana, 1961). But its most important case was Brown v. Board of Education (1954), in which the court ruled that separate educational facilities were inherently unequal, and in so ruling reversed the separate-but-equal doctrine that had been the legal foundation of Jim Crow since Plessy v. Ferguson (1896). None of these court rulings ended segregation or disfranchisement. In fact, they inspired a grassroots civil rights movement to demand that Southern states and municipalities implement and enforce the rulings. Activists in the NAACP’s local branches as well as a number of other civil rights organizations continued to mount a struggle that finally culminated in the passing of the Civil Rights Act in 1964 and the Voting Rights Act in 1965.

Although federal civil rights law overturned the legal foundations of statutory segregation and political disfranchisement, Jim Crow left an enduring legacy of racial inequality. In the years since the civil rights movement, the NAACP has shifted its focus to enforcing and expanding the reach of antidiscrimination law at the federal, state, and local levels and has continued its mission of exposing racism in all its forms, advocating for the victims of race-based discrimination, and fulfilling its vision of political, educational, social, and economic equality of all citizens. With more than 400,000 members organized into some 2,000 local branches, the NAACP remains the nation’s premier civil rights organization.

Steven A. Reich
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NATIONAL URBAN LEAGUE




The National Urban League (NUL) is a progressive era organization originally established to address the needs of African Americans migrating to urban areas in the North and South in the early 20th century. The organization played a critical role in fighting to improve economic conditions for African Americans in the face of worsening racial discrimination. Though initially focused on the private sector and providing social services, the organization had expanded its work by the 1960s as it engaged with the public sector and became more involved with the civil rights movement. Through its many programs and initiatives, the NUL strove to improve the material conditions of daily life for millions of African Americans in the nation’s cities during the Jim Crow era.

The NUL was founded in 1910 in New York City as the National League on Urban Conditions Among Negroes. The following year, it merged with two local organizations that had been founded earlier during the first decade of the 20th century. One of these two organizations was the Committee for the Improvement of Industrial Conditions among Negroes (CIICN), which was founded in 1906. It was established under the leadership of Dr. William Bulkley (1867–1933), a prominent educator and civil rights activist who served as the first African American principal in the New York City public school system. The CIICN worked among African Americans to negotiate better employment opportunities among local industry leaders and to provide industrial training. The second of these two organizations was the National League for the Protection of Colored Women (NLPCW). Founded in 1905, the NLPCW primarily focused on the large numbers of African American women engaged in domestic service in New York and other urban areas. These women often labored for long hours with low wages. Thus, the NLPCW worked to assist these women by providing a variety of services from lodging to access to social agencies. The NUL continued and expanded on the work of each of these organizations following the 1911 merger, eventually adopting its current name in 1920.

Two of the NUL’s key founders were Ruth Standish Baldwin (1865–1934) and George Edmund Haynes (1880–1960). Baldwin was the widow of Long Island Railroad president William H. Baldwin Jr. and vice-chairman of the NLPCW. Like other white social activists involved in the NUL, Baldwin never advocated for full social equality for blacks and whites but desired to address some injustices and inequities experienced by African Americans. Haynes was an African American social worker educated at Fisk and Yale Universities who had been involved with the CIIN. He was also the first African American to receive a doctorate degree from Columbia University. Haynes realized that many white philanthropists and activists involved with the NUL were not interested in complete social equality; however, Haynes and other African Americans involved with this organization realized that interracial cooperation was essential to achieving the NUL’s goals, especially in the economic realm. Haynes served as the new organization’s first executive secretary, occupying this position from 1911 to 1918.

The NUL was a true product of the progressive movement as revealed by the personal histories and activities of the organization’s founders. This interracial group included individuals involved in a range of activities connected to social justice progressivism, including work in the settlement house movement; advocating for child labor, factory, and housing reforms; and fighting for women’s suffrage. The organization’s progressive roots were also evident in its tactics. The organization primarily used negotiation, persuasion, education, and investigation to affect change. Progressives had used these same tools in their efforts aimed at social justice and economic and political reform. Investigation was a particularly important tool in the NUL’s early years. In 1921, the organization established a Department of Research and Investigations, which took the lead in investigations on problems faced by African Americans in urban environments, particularly those related to employment, housing, health, sanitation, recreation, and education.

The NUL emerged in the 1910s in response to the mass movement of African Americans from the rural and agricultural South to the nation’s urban areas, particularly those located in the North and Upper South. This exodus, known as the Great Migration, was spurred by a number of interrelated factors, including the devastation of Southern crops caused by the boll weevil, a desire to break free from sharecropping’s oppressive economic cycle, and the continual advance of Jim Crow. As a consequence, African Americans arrived in the cities of the North in droves. Between 1910 and 1920, New York’s black population increased by 66 percent, Chicago’s black population increased by almost 150 percent, and Detroit’s black community swelled by an astonishing 600 percent.

Thus, the primary goal of the NUL was to ease the process of urbanization for African Americans, primarily through seeking employment opportunities and decent housing. At the core of the organization’s mission was the fight for better jobs. The NUL virtually ignored efforts to encourage independent black business and instead focused on finding opportunities within the existing structure of white industry. The NUL also counseled black migrants on behavior, dress, sanitation, and health, reflecting the politics of respectability of its black middle-class leaders.

Central to the work of the NUL from its beginnings was the field of social work. The league played a critical role in expanding opportunities for African Americans in this field and securing the black social worker’s legitimation as a professional. The NUL trained black social workers and placed them in a variety of positions that furthered the aims of the organization, including positions as probation officers, settlement house workers, day nursery supervisors, and family caseworkers. This work in the field of social work was likely the league’s most important and innovative program during its early years.

By 1920, the NUL had branches in 20 cities. This number expanded to 34 by 1930, including both Northern and Southern cities. However, despite this expansion, the NUL remained organizationally weak and became even weaker during the 1930s as the Great Depression deepened, resulting in increasing financial losses as fewer dues were paid. However, the work of the NUL continued as the need for the organization became even more apparent in the midst of the nation’s economic crisis, which inevitably hit African American communities the hardest.

During the 1930s, under the leadership of Eugene Kinckle Jones (1885–1954), who served as executive secretary from 1918 to 1941, the league paid greater attention to the public sector than it had in the past. The organization placed continual pressure on the federal government to ensure that the African American community had access to the recovery programs of the New Deal. The NUL also continued its efforts to break down barriers to employment for African Americans, particularly through organizing boycotts of businesses that refused to hire blacks and pushing labor unions to be more racially inclusive. During the Great Depression, the NUL would end up securing employment for hundreds of thousands of African Americans; however, the majority of blacks would see little economic improvement.

Emerging from the Great Depression, the NUL gained new leadership under Lester Granger (1896–1976), who served as executive secretary from 1941 to 1961. Granger had been instrumental in organizing the Los Angeles chapter of the NUL in 1930, where he proved to be an adept labor organizer, challenging racism found in labor unions and local industries. Granger brought this valuable experience to the fore as head of the NUL. Under his leadership, the NUL supported A. Philip Randolph’s march on Washington movement in 1941 to fight against racial discrimination during World War II. As a consequence, the NUL was successful in its battle for the integration of defense plants and the U.S. Armed Forces. Following the war, the NUL continued its push for better employment opportunities for African Americans by expanding blue-collar training programs and even convincing General Electric to recruit employees from Howard University.

In 1961, Whitney Young (1921–1971), a social worker from Kentucky, assumed the role of executive secretary of the NUL, serving in this role until 1971. Under his leadership, the NUL moved from solely being a social service organization to full participation in the civil rights movement. The league increased the number of branches in Southern cities, launched voter registration drives, and participated in the shaping and planning of the 1963 march on Washington. And Young played a critical role as a mediator within the movement.

During Young’s tenure, the fight for better economic opportunities remained at the forefront of the NUL’s activities as the organization achieved unprecedented financial stability. At its height during this decade, the NUL placed close to 50,000 African Americans in jobs in a single year. Among the programs established to improve economic conditions for African Americans were a secretarial training program to place more black women in this white-collar field; a broadcast skills bank to open up opportunities in television and radio; and Street Academy, a program aimed at preparing high school dropouts for college. Young also pushed for a domestic Marshall Plan, a $145 billion plan to close the economic and social gap between whites and blacks in the United States. Some of the ideas from this plan were eventually incorporated into President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society.

Dennis A. Doster
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THE NEW NEGRO




The political activities of Walter F. Green (1861–1932) during and immediately after World War I brilliantly capture the enormous impact of the New Negro movement on the masses of African American women and men. Seven months after President Woodrow Wilson (1856–1924) declared war on Germany, Green, a railroad worker from Portsmouth, Virginia, traveled to Buffalo, New York, for the 37th annual convention of the American Federation of Labor (AFL). Over the course of the two-week gathering, Green and his comrades challenged the AFL to put an end to its racist practices and structures as well as to develop a comprehensive recruitment agenda in the Jim Crow South. Noting that they had “thoroughly examined the situation of organized labor” in the South’s major industrial and commercial centers, the African American delegates believed the labor movement’s “cause would be greatly improved if colored organizers were given a place in the workings of the American Federation of Labor” (Foner and Lewis 1978, 418). Similar recommendations emanated from other African Americans who attended the next two AFL conventions, but the organization failed to substantively respond to their demands. Frustrated but undeterred, Green turned away from the AFL and assisted in the founding of the National Brotherhood Workers of America (NBWA). Organized in 1919, the NBWA tackled the traditional bread-and-butter issues of wages, working conditions, and union recognition. It also denounced the South’s systematic denial of African Americans’ constitutional rights, the United States’ foreign policy initiatives in Haiti and Mexico, and the federal government’s widespread persecution of left-wing activists under the Sedition and Espionage Acts. Thanks to the superb leadership of Green and other black trade unionists, the NBWA eventually amassed a membership of 4,000.

Notwithstanding his active participation in the labor movement, Green also supported Marcus Garvey’s (1887–1940) Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA). As the president of the Portsmouth UNIA chapter, he purchased and sold shares in the Black Star Line, regularly read the Negro World, and joined the 25,000 black women and men who attended the organization’s First Convention of the Negro Peoples of the World in August 1920. Though largely ignored in the historical record, Green contributed immensely to the political fervor and cultural vibrancy of the New Negro movement.

Not just confined to the intellectual elite, this grassroots movement encompassed black trade unionists who challenged the inequities of the capitalist system and organized labor, black women seeking to exercise the vote after the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in the repressive Jim Crow South, black college students outraged by the racism and paternalism of white administrators, and consumers of popular culture enamored with the sounds of jazz, the blues, and gospel. The movement derived its vibrancy from spaces as diverse as J. C. Austin’s Pilgrim Baptist Church in Southside Chicago and the Ritz Theater on Ashley Street in Jacksonville, Florida.

First employed in the late 19th century but popularized in the post–World War I period, the term New Negro typically refers to a generation of black artists and activists marked by a growing race consciousness and political militancy. “There is a New Negro to be reckoned with in our political and social life,” Maj. J. E. Cutler informed his Military Intelligence Division colleagues in 1919. “The emphasis which has been laid upon the principles of democracy and self-determination during the progress of the war has not been without its effect upon the colored people of this country” (Harold 2016, 30). Indeed, the demographic, political, social, and cultural upheavals of World War I engendered a radical shift in the lives of millions of African Americans as they enlisted in the armed forces, explored new economic opportunities in the industrial North, intensified their demands for political equality, and created activist organizations that solidified their bonds across regional and transnational boundaries.

The spirit of resistance engulfing black America manifested itself in a variety of arenas, from the annual conventions of the AFL to the cotton fields of Elaine, Arkansas, where African American farmers challenged the planter class in a quest to reap the benefits of wartime prosperity. Throughout the New Negro era, black women and men participated in work stoppages, initiated unionization drives at both the local and national levels, called for substantive changes in the AFL’s organizing and funding policies, and lent their support to new organizations like A. Philip Randolph’s (1889–1979) Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP). Formed in 1925 by disgruntled Pullman porters, the brotherhood developed a strong following in New York and Chicago as well as visible support in other cities. Frank Crosswaith (1892–1965), one of the union’s most ardent advocates, promoted its growth as indicative of a monumental ideological shift in black America:


In the short space of four months, more than 45 percent of 12,000 Pullman Porters of the nation have rallied to the bugle call of unionism and class solidarity. These Negro workers are breaking traditions and establishing the fallacy too long accepted as true, that Negro workers can’t be organized and that they constitute the “scabs” of America. They have established the unmistakable fact that a new type of Negro is now facing America, and America must heed his presence. (Harold 2016, 89)

These class-conscious workers involved in the BSCP and other unions constituted a visible presence on the New Negro political landscape. So, too, did the thousands of African American women who after the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920 sought to augment their political power. Though scholars of the New Negro era tend to ignore the electoral arena, this was an important space where black men and particularly black women demonstrated their rising race consciousness and political militancy. The two-month period before that year’s congressional and presidential election would be one of intense organizing in rural areas, small towns, and large cities. Covering the Hampton Roads area of Virginia for the NAACP, activist Addie Hunton (1866–1943) marveled at the seriousness with which black women approached the process of qualifying for the vote. “One woman told me that she slept with her application form, as given by her husband, for a week—studying it the last thing in the night and the first thing in the morning” (Hunton 1920). The political drive of African American women did not escape the notice of the white press. On September 20, the New York Times led with the headline “Negro Women in the South Rushing to Register.”

Not all New Negroes, however, had such confidence in their future in the United States or invested their energy in the electoral arena. Between 1918 and 1925, hundreds of thousands of African Americans and West Indians rallied behind the pan-African politics of Marcus Garvey’s UNIA. Throughout the nation, from Harlem to Los Angeles, black women and men diligently read the Negro World, donated their hard-earned money to major initiatives like the Black Star Line Steamship Corporation, and strengthened their local chapters through the establishment of economic cooperatives and health clinics. Every Sunday afternoon, thousands of women and men assembled in their local liberty halls to listen to inspiring speeches touting the political achievements of the UNIA, hear updates about the organization’s initiatives in Liberia, enjoy the music of their division’s choir or jazz band, and fellowship with like-minded individuals who shared their political perspectives.





LESSONS IN NEW NEGRO POLITICAL ACTIVISM

New Orleans native Sylvia Woods (1909–1987), the daughter of a construction worker who proudly dedicated his time and money to the UNIA, had vivid memories of the organization’s profound impact on her political development. Within her local division, she discovered models of female leadership and assertiveness.


I’ll never forget, there was a little woman there and she used to speak every Sunday. When that woman got up to talk, my father would just sit thrilled and then he’d look at me: “Are you listening?” I’d say, “I’m listening.” “I want you to hear every word she says because I want you to be able to speak like that woman. We have to have speakers in order to get free.” And when we got home he would say, “Now what did she say?” I could say it just like her, with her same voice, all of her movements, and everything. This would please him [to] no end.

Thanks to the political lessons gleaned from the UNIA and other New Negro organizations of the period, Woods emerged as a major labor leader in the 1930s.

Source: Alice Lynd and Staunton Lynd. 1973. Rank and File: Personal Histories by Working-Class Organizers. Boston: Beacon, 114.






These kinds of political activities and experiences serve as important reminders that the New Negro movement’s influence extended beyond the literary world of writers and artists. Not merely a sentimentalized call for race pride and unity, it was also a substantive grassroots movement launched by political activists and cultural workers with a deep commitment to bringing the nation closer to its democratic ideals.

Claudrena N. Harold
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PLESSY V. FERGUSON (1896)




On June 7, 1892, Homer A. Plessy (1862–1925) was arrested for riding in a “whites only” railroad car in New Orleans, Louisiana. Almost four years later, on May 18, 1896, seven of the eight justices participating on the U.S. Supreme Court upheld Louisiana’s Separate Car Act (1890) in the case of Plessy v. Ferguson. The law’s provision of “equal, but separate” soon became the law of the land throughout the South and portions of the West. However, it was the dissent’s phrasing of “separate, but equal” by Justice John Marshall Harlan (1833–1911) that reverberated, giving the so-called Jim Crow era its mantra. The case itself signified more than just the imposition of racial segregation over the nation. It was a tragic result for a community that had arranged for Homer Plessy to take that fateful ride and be arrested—a community that had defied racial stereotyping for many decades but was now relegated to a footnote in the nation’s constitutional history.

In one of the great contradictions in all of American law, Homer Plessy was arrested for being a “colored” man in a “whites only” car despite the fact that, in the words of the U.S. Supreme Court summary, “the mixture of colored blood was not discernible in him.” In other words, Homer Plessy was arrested for being a white colored man under Louisiana’s one drop rule—one ancestor from sub-Saharan Africa (actually 1/64th) was enough. Homer Plessy was but one member of a community of people in New Orleans who did not identify themselves as either black or white. Historians today refer to them as Afro-Creoles. They called themselves the gens de couleur, French for “people of color.” They could trace their ancestry to both the French colonists and their African slaves. They retained their French mixed ancestry. Some of them had been educated in France and sent their children to study there as well. They went to French churches. They were lawyers, merchants, teachers, and businesspeople, and a few owned plantations and slaves or their ancestors had prior to the Civil War. Some had even served in the Confederate Army during the Civil War.

However, when Union forces occupied New Orleans in 1862, the Afro-Creoles took leading roles in Louisiana and New Orleans’ Reconstruction governments, serving as legislators, members of Congress, and pillars of their communities. When former Confederates and other white supremacists opposed this newfound equality, the Afro-Creoles and their allies fought back. They sued in court and won victories. They waged political campaigns. They organized. Only after formal Reconstruction ended in Louisiana with the Compromise of 1877 did the white supremacist Democrats celebrate their plan to “redeem” Louisiana. Using their militias to intimidate African Americans at the polls or worse, like the massacre in Grant Parish that led to the U.S. Supreme Court case of U.S. v. Cruikshank (1876), the Democrats managed to reassert control over the state.

Informal segregation by race had been present in Louisiana long before Louisiana passed the Separate Car Act in 1890, but the Reconstruction constitution and antidiscrimination laws had curtailed the emergence of legalized segregation. The U.S. Supreme Court had a mixed record concerning these efforts, upholding the Reconstruction state government of Louisiana’s creation of a slaughterhouse under the Fourteenth Amendment in the Slaughter-House Cases (1873) but declaring the state’s antidiscrimination statute for steamships null and void on waterways in Hall v. DeCuir (1878). The Afro-Creoles found themselves increasingly excluded from the better restaurants, placed in the colored sections of theaters, and pushed into the colored schools and churches. When the Louisiana state legislature considered the bill to segregate railroad cars into “whites” and “colored,” the writing on the wall was plain.

Prominent members of their community, Aristide Mary (?–1893), Rodolphe Desdunes (1848–1929), and Louis Martinet (1849–1917), among others, formed a committee, the Comité des Citroyens (the Citizens’ Committee) to fight the law. They raised money from across their community, from cobblers, shoemakers, bricklayers, lawyers, teachers, businessmen, and tradespeople like Homer Plessy, and in their churches. When the legislature passed the separate coach law and Governor Louis T. Nicholls, a former Confederate general, signed it, they formed a plan to challenge it in the courts. In addition to local counsel, they hired Albion W. Tourgée (1838–1905) to formulate, litigate, and execute their case.

In many ways, Tourgée was an obvious choice for the task. He was the nationally famous lawyer who was dedicated to the cause of civil rights for African Americans, founding the National Civil Rights Association and helping to found Bennett College for African American women. The true source of his fame was his best-selling novels, A Fool’s Errand, by One of the Fools (1879) and the sequel Bricks without Straw (1880), based more on his days as a Northerner in Reconstruction North Carolina than his legal prowess, but there was no doubt about his dedication. Unfortunately, his lack of experience in practice before appellate courts counterbalanced his commitment to end Jim Crow.

Corresponding from his home near Chautauqua, New York, Tourgée wanted someone to be arrested who would highlight the problems with the act under the Reconstruction Amendments to the U.S. Constitution, specifically the Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery and the Fourteenth Amendment’s due process and equal protection clauses that applied to state governments. The committee selected Plessy and Daniel Desdunes (1870–1929) because of their appearance and asked them to ride railroad cars and be arrested so they could challenge the law before the U.S. Supreme Court. Desdunes rode an interstate train while Plessy rode the intrastate (solely within the state) train. When the U.S. Supreme Court declared in an unrelated case that state laws did not apply to interstate trains, Desdunes’s arrest became moot, but Plessy’s survived. When Judge John H. Ferguson ruled that Plessy’s arrest and conviction stood, the case of Plessy v. Ferguson was born.

After the Louisiana Supreme Court upheld Plessy’s conviction, the lawyers for Plessy and the state of Louisiana filed their briefs and made their arguments before the U.S. Supreme Court. Tourgée and his fellow lawyers Samuel F. Phillips (1824–1903) and John C. Walker (dates unknown) argued that the law gave a “badge of inferiority” to Plessy, a violation of the Thirteenth Amendment’s prohibition of slave status, and failed to afford him due process because the conductor was not an adequate enforcement officer, and, finally, in Tourgée’s phrasing, the Constitution was “color-blind” as per the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. The state of Louisiana’s lawyers argued that the act was a reasonable use of the state’s police power and its wording of “equal, but separate” accommodations were within the literal language of the “equal protection” clause. In a seven-to-one decision authored by Justice Henry Billings Brown (1836–1913), the U.S. Supreme Court upheld the statute.





JUSTICE JOHN MARSHALL HARLAN’S DISSENT IN PLESSY


It [i]s said in argument that the statute of Louisiana does not discriminate against either race, but prescribes a rule applicable alike to white and colored citizens. [But e]veryone knows that the statute in question had its origin in the purpose not so much to exclude white persons from railroad cars occupied by blacks as to exclude colored people from coaches occupied by or assigned to white persons. . . . The thing to accomplish was, under the guise of giving equal accommodation for whites and blacks, to compel the latter to keep to themselves while traveling in railroad passenger coaches. No one would be so wanting in candor as to assert the contrary. The fundamental objection, therefore, to the statute is that it interferes with the personal freedom of citizens. . . .

[I]n the eye of the law, there is in this country no superior, dominant, ruling class of citizens. There is no caste here. Our Constitution is color-blind, and neither knows nor tolerates classes among citizens. In respect of civil rights, all citizens are equal before the law. The humblest is the peer of the most powerful. . . .

What can more certainly arouse race hate, what more certainly create and perpetuate a feeling of distrust between these races, than state enactments which, in fact, proceed on the ground that colored citizens are so inferior and degraded that they cannot be allowed to sit in public coaches occupied by white citizens. That, as all will admit, is the real meaning of such legislation. . . .

The arbitrary separation of citizens on the basis of race while they are on a public highway is a badge of servitude wholly inconsistent with the civil freedom and the equality before the law established by the Constitution. It cannot be justified upon any legal grounds.

Source: Plessy v. Ferguson (No. 210). https://www.law.cornell.edu/supremecourt/text/163/537.






Justice Brown, a Republican born in Massachusetts who established a law practice in Michigan, dismissed all Plessy’s attorneys’ arguments with an opinion that adhered to the letter of the law, ignored the legislative history of the Fourteenth Amendment and its context in Reconstruction, and completely missed the significance of Plessy’s physical appearance for the law’s validity. It was the dissent from Justice John Marshall Harlan, a former slave owner turned Republican from Kentucky, that was to resonate through the ages. Harlan adopted “color-blind” Constitution from Tourgée’s brief as well as the reasoning behind it. Although Harlan still wrote of races and racist concepts, his appeal for equal treatment under the law inspired future generations to overturn his phrasing of “separate, but equal.”

For the litigants, this bright hope was beyond their sight. After Plessy, states in the South and West enacted Jim Crow segregation to a greater or lesser extent in their constitutions, state laws, and municipal ordinances. The decision would become one of the most reviled in the court’s history, but, at the time, it was consistent with white Civil War veterans who had reconciled the racist science in academia both North and South and the white supremacist histories of the nation written by scholars at Columbia University and other leading institutions of higher learning. Segregation had become both law and fact.

The committee and the community that brought the case dissolved under this onslaught with very little surviving the rejection of their more nuanced view of race. Homer Plessy himself may well have “passed” for white in the decades that followed before his death in 1925. Their successors in organizations like the NAACP’s Legal Defense Fund eventually did mount a successful campaign to overturn Plessy. But, Plessy’s legacy lives on in a still divided America.

Williamjames Hull Hoffer
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POLITICAL SPECTACLE




After the Civil War, Americans expressed their politics in the voting booths but also in the streets in the form of political spectacles. They had used political spectacles prior to the war, but political spectacles took on a militant look and feel in the decades after the war as a new generation of Americans wanted to demonstrate their masculinity, just as their ancestors had done in combat. Americans rallied in public urban spaces to hear their candidates and processed through the streets wearing uniforms and colors of their causes with torches and banners announcing their views. They hosted barbecues, where voters dined and listened to candidates make their cases. They politicized holiday parades, like Independence Day, for causes such as Prohibition and union protection. After the campaigns ended, Americans ratified or protested, depending on the outcome, the results of the election. After gaining freedom and the right to vote, African Americans participated in all these types of political spectacles. As segregation laws, lynching, and disfranchisement laws restricted the political power and the limits of possible behavior for African Americans, they continued to participate in political spectacles and, therefore, made themselves a visible and audible part of the political sphere.

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, reformers, such as prohibitionists and labor advocates, and third-party leaders, like the Populists and Communists, relied on vibrant spectacular political culture to spread their message and mobilize voters. They needed these methods because they, as outsiders and underdogs, had to agitate the established order. They generated popular approval for their reforms with spectacular demonstrations. They wore badges and uniforms to the polls, organized parades, raised banners and flags in the city squares, and performed other ceremonies to create a sense of community. Likewise, the major political parties used these methods, especially in the South. As Northerners emphasized an elitist brand of politics based on debate, which left out uneducated and illiterate voters, Southerners continued to practice a militaristic style of politics that took place in public spaces, such as the city parks and streets.

Newspaper editors and reporters sensationalized political spectacles for partisan purposes. They boasted about crowd size and enthusiasm at favorable rallies and parades, and they criticized their opponents’ spectacles for lack of attendance and energy. To help readers relive the spectacle, journalists interpreted the movements of the crowds, the symbols, and the signs and banners. The coverage of these spectacles read like battlefield reports, testifying to the drama and militancy of these events. They referred to voters “firing” ballots “hot and heavy” into the boxes, and they described crowds as military units fighting for position.

African Americans frequently attended rallies and paraded through the streets. Sometimes, they marched and rallied with their white neighbors. At other times, they organized their own political spectacles. At all these events, African Americans exhibited a variety of behaviors. By simply showing up, African Americans reminded their white counterparts of their place as citizens and forced politicians to remember their power as voters. Beyond showing up, some African Americans aggressively participated in these political spectacles.

As Southern states took away black voting rights with poll taxes and literacy tests, African Americans continued to attend political spectacles either as the guests of white politicians or as unannounced support or opposition. In the South, many white politicians wanted to create nostalgia for the Old South, so they hired black performers for campaign rallies and in parades, just as black performers, especially musicians, had played at plantation balls and picnics. By employing black musicians for these campaigns, white politicians reinforced the myth that slavery entailed harmony and respect between the races. Even though white politicians hired black bands to reinforce white supremacy, black musicians took the jobs because of financial benefits and access to larger audiences. They showed up, played the part, heard the hateful and racist rhetoric, and took their pay to improve their own circumstances. When white politicians did not invite African Americans, they showed up anyway to voice their support or opposition to candidates.

Whether hired to play or not, some black Southerners exhibited aggressive political behavior by harassing or intimidating the candidates. Brass bands played loudly to drown out the candidates’ voices or struck up humiliating songs like funeral dirges or Northern war anthems. Despite lacking the right to vote, African Americans used these methods to make their position known.

African Americans organized their own political spectacles too. After elections, they marched in celebration and in protest of the results. African Americans burned undesirable politicians in effigy, staged mock funerals for them, and similarly harassed them. Alternatively, black crowds serenaded favorable candidates and marched with torches and banners to show their support. They showed up outside hotel rooms as a form of vigil to support their candidates or riot as a form of protest.

In a period when white Americans lynched African Americans for even the slightest breeches of conduct, African Americans, especially musicians, escaped these political spectacles unharmed. In popular culture, white Americans had become accustomed to seeing the character of the feckless black musician at blackface minstrel shows. Even though these shows reinforced racist stereotypes and strengthened white supremacy, African Americans adopted blackface to improve their economic circumstances and, sometimes, achieve fame. Due to the popularity of these shows, white Americans did not consider black performers as a threat to the social order. By playing the role of the humble servant and naïve musician, African Americans satisfied white expectations yet dared to exhibit political behavior and even humiliate white men and women in public. With these methods, African Americans accessed otherwise unavailable political spaces and political power.





BLACK MUSICIANS AND POLITICAL SPECTACLE

In 1892, black musicians gave Tennessee governor John P. Buchanan (1847–1930) a preview of his funeral. Buchanan, a Democrat, rose to power in Tennessee by supporting populist platforms and publicly condemning black voting rights. On October 17, 1892, Buchanan traveled to a speaking engagement in Clarksville, Tennessee, where he encountered a “chilly” reception. In the morning, many of the spectators traveled from nearby counties and from across the border in Kentucky to hear Buchanan speak. More than 500 people gathered just “to see the fun” (Daily Tobacco Leaf-Chronicle 1892a, 1). Buchanan and his supporters paraded through the town. While others rode horses or marched, Buchanan rode in a carriage pulled by four white hearse horses. The parade featured two musical groups, including a black band that played funeral dirges as they led Buchanan’s carriage. Whether intentional or not, the black musicians had made a political statement by humiliating Buchanan.

By playing these songs, African Americans had given the audience a framework through which to voice their opposition to Buchanan. The Memphis Appeal-Avalanche (1892, 1), for example, used the headline “Blacks Guy Buchanan,” which insinuated that the black musicians had purposefully represented the governor in effigy. The audience seized on the scene, which according to a reporter from Clarksville’s Daily Tobacco Leaf-Chronicle (1892b, 1), “suggested a funeral procession” with Election Day “as the day of internment.” The reporter added that the “burial will take place promply [sic] on that day, and the oration will be delivered by the Democracy of the Old Volunteer State.” It seems likely that many in attendance, including the black musicians, could not access the voting booth, so they dramatized the death of the candidate as a form of political expression.






Mark A. Johnson
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STREETCAR BOYCOTTS




The streetcar boycott movement was a coordinated effort to protest the system of racially segregated seating on public transportation in large cities. There were three eras or phases of this protest, the first in the antebellum North, then in the South during Reconstruction (both targeting horse cars and omnibuses), and at the beginning of the 20th century with the introduction of electric streetcars. Boycotts—refusing to patronize a private business or service—as a strategy to end racial segregation was one of many tactics to oppose discrimination in large cities in the 19th and 20th centuries. The tactic was not used exclusively for public transportation, but the circumstances of commerce and black ridership would prove the most effective conditions for employing a boycott protest. The most well-known and organized of the historic transportation boycott movements occurred between 1900 and 1906. Cities such as Atlanta, Montgomery, Jacksonville, Mobile, New Orleans, Memphis, Richmond, and as far west as San Antonio reported organized boycotts of segregated streetcars. This effort in the early 20th century to oppose Jim Crow segregation on public transportation failed to usher in an end to racial discrimination on streetcars but instead was significant in inspiring future protests decades later against segregated bus systems in many of these same cities using the same organizing methods and tactics.

The transportation boycott movement originated in Northern cities before and just after the Civil War. As the free black population increased in the North after the 1840s, transportation companies and their employees instituted a de facto system of racial segregation in omnibuses, horse cars, and streetcars. During the antebellum period in the South, slavery made enforcing Jim Crow policies unnecessary. Racial segregation on public transportation first emerged on train, boat, and stagecoach travel in the early 19th century. Black patrons reported captains, conductors, and stagecoach drivers refusing service or requiring African American travelers to sit removed from white passengers. Between 1850 and 1865, transportation companies in Brooklyn, Philadelphia, Cincinnati, and San Francisco periodically faced protests for sometimes infrequently and at other times systematically enforcing policies of racial segregation. In antebellum horse cars and omnibuses there was not a second car or separate section for black passengers; instead black riders were forced to stand on the platform of the car instead of using the seats. Sometimes the traction companies enforced this policy, but more often it was initiated and enforced at the discretion of the employees—usually working-class white conductors who capriciously imposed the travel restrictions against affluent blacks who used the services. African American middle-class activists protested these measures in these cities through civil lawsuits with the traction companies or individual conductors that when successful usually only recovered a modest monetary claim. Coupled with the lawsuits, local African American pastors and activists called for boycotting the transportation companies, which was less effective than the lawsuits because the black population throughout Northern cities was small. So few black patrons used the streetcars that the boycotts did not register an economic impact on travel but did show a symbolic stand against local discrimination.

The Civil War had a tremendous effect on racial segregation of public transportation across the country. When the North embraced emancipation toward the end of the war, urban communities in Pennsylvania, New York, Ohio, and Massachusetts pushed for legislation banning racial discrimination on public transportation, thus ending the Jim Crow system on horse cars and omnibuses. In the South after emancipation, large cities in former slave states began to enforce a system of racial segregation on public transportation. In the late 1860s and early 1870s, traction companies in Mobile; New Orleans; Charleston; Richmond; Washington, DC; Louisville; St. Louis; and Savannah imposed a system of racial segregation identical to that in the North before the Civil War. In each of these cities, local civil rights activists protested through the courts and with boycotts. With the coming of congressional Reconstruction and the adoption of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments to the U.S. Constitution, African Americans gained citizenship and voting rights. As a result, the enfranchisement of black men in the South gave Republicans majorities in state legislatures and in municipal governments, which then banned the practice of racial discrimination on public transportation.

The Reconstruction-era victory lasted only as long as Republican majorities held on at the state and local levels. When the Southern Democratic Party returned to majorities in state legislatures and local governments, state laws and local ordinances that separated the races in public accommodations in theaters, restaurants, hotels, schools, and train travel soon emerged again. Until the end of the 19th century, traction companies lobbied state and local politicians to leave the newly emerging electric streetcar outside Jim Crow legislation. The reason for this was because, unlike trains with multiple cars, managers of streetcars feared that requiring separate compartments, signs, screens, or other means to physically separate black and white passengers would be too costly and needlessly caustic between black and white passengers, both possibilities they predicted would translate into a loss of revenue. Because of this, streetcars were the last public spaces in the South to be racially segregated.

Between 1892 and 1899, boycotts and protests in Atlanta, Augusta, and Savannah were successful in temporarily ending discrimination on public transportation in those cities. Like in the North during the antebellum era, seating restrictions were usually enforced initially by local white conductors and were not a systematic policy throughout these cities. Due to protest by white customers and, in some cases, political targeting by local white politicians, cities and some state legislatures passed laws to separate the races on streetcars. By the dawn of the 20th century, traction companies could no longer slow down or stop the emergence of Jim Crow segregation on streetcars.

As in the antebellum and Reconstruction eras, activists engaged in a two-prong approach by organizing boycotts of streetcars and filing lawsuits to end the practice of Jim Crow on the local streetcars. Oftentimes the boycotts and lawsuits were coordinated as part of the same organizing structure; other times they could be competing protests in the same city to bring law makers and utility corporations to the negotiating table. Between 1901 and 1902, boycotts in Jacksonville, Montgomery, and Mobile were successful in overturning local streetcar segregation ordinances. After the success of the Jacksonville protest in 1901, the state legislature passed a statewide segregation ordinance that was overturned by the Florida Supreme Court in 1905 during a second larger boycott that coordinated with organizers from the cities of Pensacola, Jacksonville, and Tampa. The Mobile Daily Register reported that “in every city where it has been found advisable to separate the races in the street cars the experience has been the same. The negroes . . . have invariably declared a boycott” (Meier and Rudwick 1969, 760).

Cumulatively, the streetcar boycott movement at the beginning of the 20th century was not successful in overturning racial segregation on public transportation in the South. The streetcar segregation legislation and ordinances overturned by boycotts and court cases in Jacksonville (1905), Pensacola (1905), Mobile (1902), and Montgomery (1902) were replaced with subsequent legislation. And in those cities as well as other boycott cities the protest eventually ended. Historians have documented that after these boycotts, the protest leaders who emerged from it soon shifted their attention to local and national civil rights organizations, some joining the Niagara Movement and later the National Association of the Advancement of Colored People, and continued to politically fight against racial segregation in their local communities and the nation at large.

Robert Cassanello
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UNIVERSAL NEGRO IMPROVEMENT ASSOCIATION (UNIA)




The First International Convention of the Negro Peoples of the World confirmed for many political observers the unparalleled popularity of the Jamaican-born activist Marcus Garvey (1887–1940) and his Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA). On August 2, 1920, Garvey beamed with pride as more than 20,000 people assembled in Madison Square Garden for the opening session of the convention. Over the next few days, delegates participated in festive parades, contributed to the writing of the Declaration of Independence for the Negro Peoples of the World, and listened to their comrades discuss the political opportunities and challenges facing black people in their respective communities. “Colored people,” Allen Hobbs (dates unknown) of Norfolk, Virginia, informed his fellow delegates, “are Jim-crowed, segregated, ostracized and given everything but a square deal” (Hill 1983, 534). Despite these obstacles, Hobbs and his Virginian comrades looked optimistically toward their future. Not content with simply telling stories about their difficulties, they hoped to leave the convention with a deeper understanding of the UNIA’s political agenda. “I have come here to learn,” delegate W. H. Johnson (dates unknown) of Norfolk explained at one of the plenary sessions, “and [to] get everything I can to help this organization along” (Hill 1983, 518).

[image: image]

The Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) holds its annual parade in Harlem in 1930. Marchers carry signs that proudly proclaim UNIA slogans of self-governance, racial pride, and unity with Africa. (Bettmann/Getty Images)

Johnson was hardly alone in his support of the UNIA. Since his arrival to the United States in March 1916, Garvey had struck a responsive chord among hundreds of thousands of African Americans and West Indians with his emphasis on race pride, pan-African unity, and economic nationalism. By the summer of 1919, the UNIA claimed hundreds of chapters and divisions throughout the country and firmly established itself as the preferred organization for the race-conscious New Negro. No small factor in the organization’s remarkable success was its Black Star Line Steamship Corporation (BSL), a joint-stock enterprise that functioned as the cornerstone of the organization’s economic agenda. This ambitious enterprise aimed to create an integrated community of investors, skilled and unskilled workers, business managers, and consumers equipped with the collective power to improve blacks’ economic position throughout the African diaspora. On the political front, Garvey was equally ambitious. He envisioned the quasi-independent republic of Liberia as a nation-state that with the support of his organization and the larger African world could possess the international leverage to elevate the status of black people globally.

If there were any doubts about the appeal of black nationalism in the postwar period, the UNIA’s meteoric rise in the post–World War I era erased them all in dramatic fashion. Across the nation, black women and men proudly waved the red, black, and green flag of the UNIA, financed the organization’s economic ventures, most notably the BSL, and quoted liberally the Negro World in their public speeches. Their deep faith in the movement and Garvey was captured eloquently in the quote of one working-class Garveyite: “We, the Negro peoples of the world, must put our trust in God and the Honorable Marcus Garvey and follow his footprints so that we will someday take our stand among the mighty nations of the earth. We can build a government of our own to be ruled by black men. As black men ruled in the past so black men can rule in the future” (Harold 2007, 98).

Though deeply supportive of Garvey’s initiatives and ready to defend him against his ever-growing legion of black and white critics, Garveyites also endeavored to build a movement culture reflective of the socioeconomic, cultural, and political needs of their local communities. Their independent spirit emerged in New York Garveyites’ independent political initiatives, Miami Garveyites’ economic cooperatives, and New Orleans Garveyites’ public health initiatives, most notably its free medical clinic in the heart of the Crescent City’s uptown community.

Within the institutional matrix of the UNIA, the movement’s rank and file also created a vibrant cultural world. Strolling down West 135th Street in Harlem, North Broad Street in Philadelphia, or South Rampart Street in New Orleans, one could hear impassioned political speeches from women and men, beautiful poetry extolling the virtues of black womanhood, a collection of voices singing the UNIA’s national anthem, or the division band playing the syncopated sounds of jazz.

Not everyone appreciated Garvey’s public display of support. Deeply disturbed by the movement’s growing popularity among black Bahamians in Key West, George Washington (dates unknown) carried his grievances to attorney general Harry Daugherty (1860–1941). “These people,” Washington raged, “are displaying a red, black and green flag; this they hoist on a mast at their meetings, and each of them are wearing in the lapels of their coats an emblem of their flag and going around preaching to other Negroes that it is the only flag that they honor” (Harold 2016, 11). North of Key West, in the city of Miami, white opposition to the movement extended beyond letter writing. On July 1, 1921, four white Klansmen kidnapped UNIA supporter Rev. Ritchie Higgs (dates unknown), sped off to a local store where they added four additional Klansmen to their ranks, and then headed to an undisclosed location. On reaching their destination, they removed Higgs from the car, slammed him to the ground, and mercilessly flogged him for nearly three hours. “They beat him up good,” fellow Garveyite Albert Gibson remembered, “and gave him 48 hours to leave town” (Harold 2016, 74). Notwithstanding these acts of violence, along with heavy surveillance from local and federal authorities, Garveyites remained faithful to the organization. Throughout the 1920s, UNIA branches and divisions functioned as critical institutional anchors of the New Negro movement.

Unfortunately, a combination of factors, including but not limited to the collapse of the Black Star Line in 1922, Garvey’s imprisonment for mail fraud in 1925 and his eventual deportation two years later, and the onset of the Great Depression in 1929, weakened the movement tremendously. Across the country, divisions struggled to sustain the movement under the weight of internal dissension and external attacks. Notwithstanding its eventual demise, the UNIA had a profound impact on black working women and men. Long after its heyday, many who grew up in Garveyite households credited the organization with providing them invaluable political lessons as well as a deep pride in their racial identity.

Claudrena N. Harold
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RECREATION AND SOCIAL CUSTOMS
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INTRODUCTION

Social customs, as much as the law, reinforced the racial boundaries of Jim Crow America. Alongside the thicket of state laws and municipal ordinances that segregated social spaces, an elaborate and often contradictory racial code of conduct governed everyday encounters between blacks and whites. These unwritten rules of racial etiquette required African Americans to act with deference, subservience, and humility in the presence of white people. Regardless of their social station, whites expected black people to address them with titles of courtesy and to enter their homes through the backdoor or servant’s entrance and never through the front door. Conversely, whites never addressed blacks, no matter how wealthy or how well educated, with titles of courtesy that might imply social equality.

Social customs and laws segregated places of leisure. Throughout the Jim Crow South, popular recreational destinations—bowling alleys, tennis courts, golf courses, swimming pools, municipal parks and playgrounds, public libraries— were either racially segregated or excluded black patrons altogether. Amusement parks, where whites and immigrants cultivated fond childhood memories of fun and excitement, typically barred African Americans. Because of social taboos of bathing in the same waters, private, state, and municipal operators of beaches excluded black swimmers from their shorelines. In the early 20th century, when states began to establish parks to protect and preserve scenic and historic landscapes, those in the South most often refused to admit black visitors or set aside small, inferior spaces for them. Black shoppers had to negotiate both laws and racial etiquette to patronize department stores in downtown commercial retail districts. If retailers permitted black people to shop in their stores, they often enforced policies that restricted black shoppers to certain times of the week, prohibited them from trying on clothes in store fitting rooms, and refused to accept returned merchandise from them.

Law and custom segregated the world of sport. The major professional leagues that governed the sports of baseball, football, and basketball enforced so-called gentlemen’s agreements that banned black athletes from their teams. A complex system restricted the playing time of black college athletes. Some states adopted laws that barred college teams from competing against integrated teams. Elsewhere, especially predominantly white institutions in the North, schools would recruit black athletes but abide by informal agreements that restricted the number of blacks who could play at any given time. African Americans contested these arrangements by creating all-black intercollegiate athletic conferences, establishing their own professional sports leagues, and training and cultivating black athletic talent in gyms, YMCAs, and sandlots across the country.

African Americans developed their own traditions, practices, and spaces in other arenas of leisure and recreation. In the first few decades following the Civil War, while white Southerners ignored Independence Day, African Americans claimed public spaces to celebrate the nation’s birthday and invest it with political meaning. Excursionists flocked to annual Emancipation Day celebrations for orations, picnics, fireworks, and revelry. Black-owned beaches, amusement parks, resorts, hotels, and other attractions catered to African American vacationers who were excluded by the broader American tourist industry.

AMUSEMENT PARKS




In 1963, Martin Luther King Jr. (1929–1968) penned a classic in protest literature, “Letter from Birmingham Jail.” In that letter, King described a common experience for African American parents growing up in the age of Jim Crow: “You suddenly find your tongue twisted and your speech stammering,” he wrote, “as you seek to explain to your six-year-old daughter why she can’t go to the public amusement park that has just been advertised on television, and see tears welling up in her eyes when she is told that Funtown is closed to colored children” (King 1964, 68–69). The amusement park, that quintessentially American invention of chaos and consumerism, was born in the 1890s, the decade in which Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) codified Jim Crow and flourished as segregation deepened nationwide. For many white and immigrant families, a visit to their local amusement park was a part of coming of age in a commercial culture, but for black families like King’s, parks were symbols of exclusion and humiliation.

In the late 19th century, modest picnic grounds and religious camps on the outskirts of major cities proved irresistible to entrepreneurs seeking to capitalize on the growing popularity of mechanical rides and amusements. Private companies running electric trolley lines and steamboat operators built amusement parks around these picnic grounds to lure passengers and increase profits. These new commercial centers encouraged young men and women to put aside their daily cares, flirt, and play. But because whites associated African Americans with dirt and disorder, white patrons insisted that recreational spaces be racially homogenous in order to be safe for youthful romance. Owners and managers of amusements obliged and constantly reassured their white customers that their segregated facilities were clean and safe places to let loose and mix with the opposite sex. Many, including New York’s Coney Island Parks, entirely excluded African Americans, while others kept blacks out of their dance halls, roller skating rinks, and swimming pools. Some parks opened to blacks only once a year, often at the beginning or end of the season when the weather was less agreeable, or one day per week, most commonly Mondays.

White owners used a variety of strategies to segregate parks, including the creation of private “clubs.” But a key and underexamined enforcement tool was violence. Blacks who ventured into segregated parks, or parks that had few to no black customers, often encountered local toughs who beat them up and threw them out. Activists on picket lines were also vulnerable to the fists of white “defenders” of parks as well as the billy clubs of local law enforcement. Because white racial violence so often resulted from challenges to segregation, local officials often argued against desegregation. As a result, many whites associated desegregation with racial strife and fully segregated parks with racial peace.

In response to segregation, some African American entrepreneurs opened amusement parks fully accessible to all customers. Norfolk, Virginia, alone boasted two black parks in the 1920s, and black-owned and -managed amusement parks were located in at least nine additional cities. These were often precarious enterprises, but they offered safe spaces for black consumers to picnic, dance, and play without fear of confrontation with white customers or hired guards. They also demonstrated African Americans’ full engagement with the world of commercial amusements that defined urban America in the early 20th century. This creation of separate spaces was a strategy of resistance that refuted white assumptions that blacks were not worthy of such amusements. But because amusement parks were large and expensive forms of recreation, these black parks were difficult to sustain over time.

During the 1940s, nonviolent direct action in conjunction with gradualist desegregation policies began to break down amusement park segregation, but this activism was met with fierce resistance from white consumers. In parks such as Cleveland’s Coney Island and Cincinnati’s Euclid Beach, white mobs attacked nonviolent protesters, made up largely of Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) activists. This white violence stymied desegregation efforts as city officials called for racial peace rather than full civil rights for the increasing numbers of black citizens. Park owners found they had free rein to subvert the law and brutalize protesters who challenged their segregationist policies. CORE members and their allies were deeply discouraged by the beatings of nonviolent activists and parks’ evasion of civil rights statutes. But they had also discovered how targeting the largest recreational facilities in American cities, urban amusement parks, could galvanize activists and consumers. By the early 1960s, the mass civil rights movement would take this lesson to amusement parks nationwide.

As amusement parks increasingly became the staging ground for civil rights protests, white consumers found recreational alternatives in the growing theme park industry. Starting in 1955, when Disneyland opened in Anaheim, California, theme parks built on earlier amusement park owners’ insistence on cleanliness and order. But by locating their parks outside cities, inaccessible by public transportation, theme parks successfully avoided racial conflict. Because of high gate fees, teenagers could not easily roam the grounds of such parks, and the parks’ well-trained staff helped defuse conflicts.

Disneyland, which set the standard for theme parks, could afford to be color-blind because of careful planning. Most significant was Disneyland’s isolation from the city and the absence of facilities, like swimming pools, that had most provoked racial conflict throughout the 20th century.

After desegregation, the owners of traditional parks cut off public transportation, instituted pay-one-price plans, and tried to reassure their white customers that their parks were safe. However, knowing the land the parks occupied was valuable, they also let the facilities decline and sold them to the highest bidder. City dwellers without access to cars or the price of admission would never experience the joys of an amusement park. Therefore, the lack of equitable access to recreation continued into late-20th-century America. And while many white Americans are nostalgic for the urban amusement parks of their childhood, African Americans growing up during Jim Crow shared Martin Luther King Jr.’s memories of exclusion.

Victoria W. Wolcott
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BASEBALL




As Jim Crow laws became institutionalized throughout America, African Americans were relegated to their own space in terms of public service, schools, and sports. As the African American community looked for their own sources of entertainment, one organization took on the challenge of filling that void. That organization, the Negro Leagues, cultivated the African American community’s affinity for baseball. Notably, the Negro Leagues were born from necessity because an exclusionary policy—largely influenced by Southern whites seeking power through segregation—in the first national baseball organization prohibited African Americans from playing. By 1920, the Negro Leagues helped bring about the New Negro renaissance as it became one of the biggest African American businesses in the United States, and it made baseball the sport of choice for African Americans.

Its impact is due largely to iconic names like Jackie Robinson (1919–1972), Josh Gibson (1911–1947), “Cool” Papa Bell (1903–1991), and Buck Leonard (1907–1997), who took part in “barnstorming” exhibition games. This practice involved players traveling through different cities to inspire future players by showcasing their talents on the diamond. The league was also bolstered by the historical alignment of African American artists and athletes who were often seen together in the South, particularly the Memphis community, as music and sports continued to be intertwined within various African American communities across the United States. One notable relationship was the marriage of Clara Smith (1894–1935) and Charles “Two Sides” Wesley (1896–1944). Clara Smith, a blues recording artist, was famous for tunes such as “Don’t Advertise Your Man” and “Alley Cat Blues,” and Charles Wesley managed the Memphis Red Sox in 1929.

[image: image]

Because professional baseball leagues enforced a policy of racial exclusion, African Americans created and operated their own leagues. By the early 20th century, black communities across the country fielded teams whose success often became a source of local pride. (Getty Images)

Relationships like these were not uncommon as the ballpark was the place to be during the Jim Crow era. In fact, themes of community pride, sold-out ballparks, fan engagement, and youth participation in baseball—both organized and informal—were the cultural norms during the Jim Crow era. Some contemporaries of the time describe the baseball games as “the most wholesome avenue for an outing on Sunday afternoons” and “the thing to do” (Haddock, Ross, and Jackson 1996). Photographs by Ernest Withers (1922–2007) also depict the games as important social events as both prominent citizens, such as school principals, judges, and entertainers, and everyday citizens, such as day laborers and churchgoers, were featured.

By 1930, these athletes’ efforts were noticed by both whites and African Americans as civil rights leaders and newspaper editors such as Wendell Smith (1914–1972) of the Pittsburgh Courier began to call for the integration of major leagues. Fortunately and unfortunately, Jackie Robinson integrated Major League Baseball in 1947—seven years before the successful Brown v. Board of Education court decision in 1954. The negative fallout, sometimes overlooked by those with assimilationist strategies of integration, was the destruction and collapse of African American institutions such as important community structures like schools or the Negro League stadium in Memphis where the Memphis Red Sox played Negro League games, Negro League all-star games, and even all-star games against white American major leaguers.

When integration began with Jackie Robinson and later Larry Doby (1923–2003) in the American League, many African Americans no longer supported the brand of Negro League baseball. This may have been because of the “MLB’s ‘talent raiding’ of the” Negro Leagues (Comeaux and Harrison 2004, 69). This left the Negro Leagues having to compete against Major League Baseball for their previous clientele without the talent, capital, and privilege of their white counterparts. Soon after, African American–owned businesses such as banks, newspapers, and insurance companies followed suit.

In terms of post–Jim Crow, Major League Baseball saw the highest representation of African American participation in baseball between the 1970s and the early 1980s, making up 25 percent of the players. Today, approximately 8 percent of Major League Baseball players are African American, while more than 30 percent of the professional baseball players in Major League Baseball are Latino. While some cite social class and economics as the major factors for this decline, a study during the mid-2000s cited another explanation. This 2004 study featured approximately 300 high school student athletes from urban Los Angeles (Comeaux and Harrison 2004). The premise of this study was that, contrary to popular belief, the most significant factor for why contemporary African American males choose football and basketball over baseball is due to popular culture versus economics and social class. Images of mentors and role models in baseball are underrepresented in comparison to what we might call the Michael Jordan and LeBron James phenomenon in basketball. Comparatively speaking, African American males account for approximately 80 percent of the National Football League and more than 50 percent of American collegiate football at the Division IA levels (including both the Football Bowl Series and Football Championship Series) (Lapchick and Associates 2016).

One African American professional baseball player whose story could bridge this gap was drafted by the Atlanta Braves in 1987 and had a successful career spanning nine years. His name is Brian Hunter (1971–). Hunter grew up in Long Beach and Compton, California, attending Paramount High School near the city of Compton. As a youth, Hunter’s mother, Barbara, was instrumental in his participation in both football and baseball. Hunter was never a standout baseball player in high school and did not even start on varsity until his senior year (which is very rare for any professional baseball player). His two years at Cerritos Community College proved productive as the baseball team won state in 1987 and Hunter was drafted the same year. After his career with the Atlanta Braves, Cincinnati Reds, Seattle Mariners, Pittsburgh Pirates, and Philadelphia Phillies, Brian scouted for nine years. Hunter now speaks at college campuses across the country with his message of hard work, competition, and faith in oneself. Hunter strongly believes that these virtues are universal to success and specifically can help address the lack of African American baseball participation. During Hunter’s stints with the Braves and Reds, the number of African American players on these teams often exceeded 10, which is far from the average on any team today in Major League Baseball.

C. Keith Harrison, Brian Hunter, Danielle McArdle, and Zachary Hunter
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BASKETBALL




Invented by James Naismith in 1891 at Springfield College in Massachusetts, the game of basketball quickly grew in popularity across the country. Originally a winter option for college physical education classes, the game’s early presence on the American athletic landscape was focused on the college arena, but its popularity spread in all directions, transcending race and geography.

Further fueling the growth were numerous local amateur club teams, which competed widely. The game’s popularity was enhanced by its comparatively low cost and the fact that it could be played on virtually any surface. It soon became a great outlet for the black community, one furthered by the increased African American involvement with the YMCA, which itself helped foster the game’s growth.

Howard University coach Edwin Henderson (1883–1977) is credited with introducing the game to one of his physical education classes a little over a decade after its start at Springfield, and from there it became tremendously popular among African Americans. Howard fielded its first varsity team in 1910, and the game quickly spread to high schools. This ready-made pipeline of players fueled the game’s growth, and in 1916, a group of historically black colleges and universities got together to create the Central Intercollegiate Athletic Association. That was followed in 1920 by the creation of the all-black Southeastern Athletic Conference. By 1928, there were four all-black regional conferences. While a limited number of blacks were afforded opportunities to play for integrated teams in the North, those players and their schools were soon forced to wrestle with the impact of Jim Crow on the sport and their competitive programs.

Once the game had become an established part of a college’s program, basketball also became a new door through which prospective students could attend college. Scholarships appeared almost simultaneously, and with no real oversight until the 1950s, the only requirement for receiving an athletic scholarship was that the student be enrolled at the school.

The period from the 1920s through the end of World War II saw continued limitations on black athletes playing on integrated college teams, a fact that strengthened the talent pool from which the all-black conferences benefited. However, opportunities did begin to come, opening the door to blacks attending some of the nation’s major Northern universities. But the process was complicated when schools suddenly found themselves scheduled to play a game against a school whose policies on race presented an intractable conflict. During the Jim Crow era—in many cases under state law—Southern schools were limited to whites-only competition and were prohibited from playing against integrated teams. In response to this situation, college basketball adopted two different versions of what was known as the “gentleman’s agreement.” The first was an outright ban on black athletes competing against a Southern, all-white squad. The other provided that in cases in which integrated play was allowed, a team would have no more than three black players on the floor at any one time. These requirements, demeaning and disrespectful to African American players, governed the collegiate sport during much of the first half of the 20th century. The fact that Northern schools accepted these policies, while disheartening, was not really surprising, for in reality, the few blacks on integrated campuses were generally treated as second-class citizens, often excluded from most campus activities and organizations.

While the college game grew at an impressive pace, efforts to establish a professional league were less successful. There was a series of short-lived efforts beginning in 1898 and continuing through the 1920s and 1930s. Ultimately, these efforts became little more than historical footnotes when, in the aftermath of World War II, in 1949, the National Basketball Association (NBA) emerged. Throughout this period, the various leagues refused to integrate. This left the New York Rens, an all-black team founded in 1922, which legendary coach John Wooden (1910–2010) said played the best team basketball he ever saw, consigned to barnstorming, even though games with various league members made clear how competitive they were. Finally, in 1950, the NBA opened its doors to African American players, with the New York Knicks, Boston Celtics, and Washington Capitols’ opening-day rosters all including African American players. While more teams would soon follow suit, and with all NBA teams located north of the Mason-Dixon Line, there were few of the problems that plagued the more national college game. But the league’s overwhelmingly white fan base led to informal limits being placed on the number of black players on each team.





JOHN McCLENDON (1915–1999)

Few people have made a greater impact on the game of basketball than John McClendon. Twice inducted into the Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame, McClendon was a visionary but was forced by Jim Crow to initially toil in anonymity at all-black colleges.

As a student at the University of Kansas, his desire to coach already clear, he was unable to play on the school’s all-white team, but James Naismith, the school’s athletic director and the game’s inventor, took McClendon under his wing, teaching McClendon about the game, about teaching, and about loyalty. And it was from Naismith that McClendon got the seeds of the aggressive up-tempo style of play that the young coach used to revolutionize a game that at one point followed each basket with a jump ball.

Following McClendon’s lead, black teams adopted a style marked by swarming defensive pressure and fast-paced, fast-breaking offense that was both entertaining and also a stark contrast to the more plodding style played by most white teams. While Jim Crow delayed broad public awareness of McClendon’s efforts, they represented the wave of the future. The Hall of Fame recognized his role in developing and popularizing the game when it inducted him as a contributor in 1979.

His stellar coaching career began in 1941. Over the next three decades, he coached teams at five different universities, including Cleveland State University, where he became the first African American to coach at a predominantly white institution. He also coached pro teams in the fledgling American Basketball League and the American Basketball Association. In 2016, the Hall of Fame recognized him with a second induction, this time as a coach. Jim Crow had delayed the recognition due John McClendon, but it could not deny it.






The game was not limited to college and the pros. Indeed, those who went on to play in college had often gotten their start either in high school or in the YMCA, both of which were developing burgeoning programs. All the elements that made basketball an attractive indoor physical education option in the colleges were equally applicable in the high schools, and from those classes soon bloomed teams and interscholastic programs. Indeed, less than a decade after Naismith had invented the game, Indiana, which would be an eternal hotbed of the sport, already had high school teams competing, and a rudimentary version of the state’s hallowed high school championship tournament was played in 1911. Meanwhile, YMCAs across the country developed programs and sponsored teams that only enhanced and fostered the sport’s popularity and growth. Finally, given the fact that the game could be played on any playground that had a basket, the developing national playground also helped the sport develop, offering an ever-greater number of venues where players, young and old, could indulge their passion for the new game.

Meanwhile, the college game began to see major changes following World War II. With a new, veteran-heavy generation of students recognizing that the democracy they had fought for overseas was still an illusion at home, calls increased for American racial equality. As college basketball’s popularity continued to grow, as the national tournaments became ever-bigger events and the number of holiday competitions increased, there was ever-greater pressure on Southern schools to compete against integrated opponents. Northern and Midwestern coaches increasingly looked south, recruiting black Southern players who not only helped their teams but also began to alter the social dynamic as they were introduced to life north of the Mason-Dixon Line. The pressures mounted, and cracks in the gentlemen’s agreement began to appear. Finally, in the late 1950s, an increasing number of Southern schools, unwilling to be further isolated, concerned about their standing in the educational community, and cognizant of the increased financial rewards of big-time basketball, not only allowed their teams to play against integrated opponents but also began to host them in their home states.

It was a slow process, and with the integration of some universities only coming under the eye of federal troops, it was not a smooth one, but over time, as the nation moved into the 1960s, integration at varying levels became a reality. For many, the 1966 National Collegiate Athletic Association championship game in which Texas Western University, starting an all-black lineup, defeated the all-white University of Kentucky was seen as the end of Jim Crow in college sports, and while it may have provided a symbolic exclamation point, in fact, the momentum had already shifted. Blacks had earned their place in the game of basketball on all levels, making their mark on the sport and on American society.

William H. Pruden III
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BEACHES




Beaches were barren, forlorn spaces until the late 19th century, when a few elite seaside resorts for whites, located primarily in the Northeast, emerged. These sites supplied important economic opportunities for African Americans, including some former slaves, who took jobs as servants, porters, waiters, and other related occupations. They were a seasonal workforce, migrating to work the summer tourist trade before returning to jobs in nearby cities or the South.

After emancipation, coastal counties in the South provided unique economic opportunities. The infertile, sandy soil of the coast meant affordable land prices for free persons looking to establish homesteads. Into the early 20th century, some of the highest levels of black landownership appeared in coastal counties. Hardscrabble farmers near the shore used the sea both for leisure and for fishing. The beach became favored for summertime Sunday outings involving religious gatherings or family picnics. The sea breeze eased the stifling summertime heat.

For most African Americans, beaches did not emerge as recreational sites until the early 20th century. In 1900, roughly 90 percent of the black population lived in the South, largely in agricultural areas with limited access to beaches other than along sandy riverbanks where children might venture. Improved rail networks and, later, the automobile facilitated migration to nearby Southern cities as well as Northern industrial centers like Chicago, Detroit, Buffalo, and New York City. Blacks, crowded into either legally or economically segregated neighborhoods, accessed recreational beaches near these cities as affordable leisure outings, especially on weekends.

Blacks were generally unwelcome at beach resorts like Atlantic City, New Jersey, and Coney Island, New York, popular with white day-trippers. Hotels, restaurants, and other tourism-related businesses nevertheless used black staff to cater to the white clientele. The most infamous example is the “Negromobile,” prominent in Atlantic City and Palm Springs, in which whites could hire a cart pushed along the beachfront by an African American.

Coastal cities throughout the United States faced pressure to designate beaches for African Americans. Southern cities often dragged their heels in creating beaches for blacks. Galveston, Texas, for instance, repeatedly redesignated the “for colored” beach, pushing African Americans away from the best facilities downtown. New Orleans’s white leadership did the same, establishing Lincoln Beach far from the city’s finest beaches and reneging on promises to improve facilities. Northern cities created more accommodating sites but also practiced unofficial segregation. White toughs, often with the sanction of the police, enforced the color line. Despite this discrimination, beaches were often populated by dance halls and amusement rides. These sites became a seasonal part of the so-called Chitlin Circuit worked by musicians like Fats Domino (1928–2017) and Ray Charles (1930–2004). African Americans flocked from the surrounding hinterland to the designated beach, especially on weekends, to cool themselves, enjoy attractions, court partners, and strengthen family bonds.

Black organizations and the growing African American middle class carved enclaves into the shoreline. For instance, black millionaire Abraham Lincoln Lewis (1865–1947), president of the Afro-American Life Insurance Company, established American Beach outside Jacksonville, Florida, in 1935. He sold homes to his fellow well-to-do while offering the black masses a recreational beach. Similar developments appeared along the coast, such as Atlantic Beach, South Carolina. Religious leaders, too, looked to the beachfront to facilitate efforts of racial and spiritual uplift. Most famously, Bishop Robert Jones (1872–1960) founded the 300-acre Gulfside United Methodist Assembly in Waveland, Mississippi, in 1923. The site hosted various Methodist gatherings and catered to poor African American children from across the region. Educators, such as Mary McLeod Bethune (1875–1955), similarly found the beachfront fertile ground for their efforts. Bethune moved to Daytona Beach, Florida, in 1904 to teach black children of laborers pioneering the railroad to Miami. Bethune raised funds from the wealthy white Northern elite who increasingly vacationed in the Sunshine State. The school she created has evolved into Bethune-Cookman University.





CHRISTMAS IN AUGUST AT BUCKROE BEACH


It was as if Christmas had been brought from the month of December to August and Santa Claus had worked overtime.

That is the way it seemed last Tuesday when 600 of the poor kids and invalids of Norfolk [Virginia] gathered at Buckroe Beach to spend the day in fun-making and eating.

Down by the waters of Chesapeake Bay were old men and women, some blind, ambling around only by the aid of crutches and canes; little babies brought by their mothers; and a host of youngsters from the highways and byways—those whose only parks and playgrounds were the streets and alleys around their homes.

There were little girls like Agnes D—, 7 years old, who said, “I am so glad I came. My father is dead and my mother has to work every day and can’t find time to bring me to the beach.” Or old men, like John W—, who declared “There is a great difference between being here and sitting all day by a window. I am having a glorious time.”

There were no eskimo sleds with their teams of reindeers coming from the “land where the North wind blows,” but there were great truckloads of large juicy watermelons, bushels upon bushels of peanuts, thousands of sandwiches, an endless flow of lemonade, and so many cookies and bags of candy.

The Santa Claus of the occasion and the man solely responsible for the party was J. Howard Hale, Norfolk’s leading undertaker.

With the music of the waters reaching their ears, a kindly sun keeping them warm, and the exhilarating breezes refreshing them, the throng sat and ate—the old chatted, the young romped; making the most of their one day at the seashore.

Source: G. James Fleming. 1930. “Free Outing for Poor Kids, Cripple, and Blind, Held at Buckroe Beach.” Norfolk Journal and Guide, August 16.






Though beaches provided leisure space, lethal racial tensions lurked. The occasional blurring of racial lines at recreational beaches in Northern cities could spark violence. A major race riot erupted in Chicago in 1919 when white youths threw rocks at a black teenager who drifted onto the whites-only beach. The teenager drowned. White and black gangs clashed in the aftermath, sparking one of the worst race riots in the nation’s history. Violent clashes at recreational beaches across the United States were sporadic but not uncommon, as evidenced by the Crystal Beach riot outside Buffalo, New York, in 1956.

The increasing value of beachfront property after World War I challenged African Americans’ coastal access. Developers catered to wealthier white vacationers, pricing poorer blacks out of the market and strengthening segregation practices. Rising real estate values and higher tax bills caused many African Americans with coastal property owned since the 19th century to sell. Unscrupulous speculators pried other black families from their homesteads. Rates of black ownership in coastal counties declined throughout the 20th century.

However, this rise of mass coastal tourism facilitated the civil rights movement. Beaches marked a key battleground in the fight for racial equality, especially as federal moneys assisted with coastal improvements such as beach restoration. Beachfront access, so vital for affordable leisure and relief from summer heat, united the African American community across class lines. Organized protests emerged in the 1930s. The first protests of the modern civil rights movement in Mississippi erupted in Biloxi in 1959 as Dr. Gilbert Mason (1928–2006) led a wade-in on the whites-only beachfront. Wade-ins at public beaches joined other nonviolent protest tactics across the South and even in places like Chicago. Most notably, violent clashes at a wade-in at St. Augustine, Florida, gained national media coverage. Public outrage galvanized support for the Civil Rights Act of 1964.

Beaches for the African American community were sites of promise and danger. Most significantly, beaches provided one of the key contexts for breaking down the barriers of Jim Crow.

Anthony J. Stanonis

See also: Recreation and Social Customs: Excursions and Vacations; State Parks; Primary Documents: Driving to the Beach in the Deep South (Henry Hooten, 1949)
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BOWLING




Before 1950, Jim Crow’s shadow cast a pall over African Americans’ involvement in the game of bowling. Dutch settlers brought it to North America in the early 1600s, and over the next nearly two centuries, its connection to gambling and alcohol led to complaints and even censorship. Enthusiasm for bowling, however, never waned, and in the 1870s, its promoters sought to make it even more popular by cleaning up its reputation and making other needed changes.

With this in mind, in 1874, a group of bowling enthusiasts founded the National Bowling Association (NBA), and in 1895, the American Bowling Congress (ABC) was formed to ensure that tenpin bowling became standardized and to promote bowling as “a source of good clean fun” (Riess 1989, 77). In 1916, the ABC’s leaders voted to exclude nonwhites and women from its activities. While the ABC was not the only organization to bar nonwhites and women, by 1940, it was the most powerful bowling association in the nation.

In response, in 1939, a group of African American bowlers formed the National Negro Bowling Association (NNBA). Interest in the organization grew during World War II, a period when Americans considered bowling to be a great way to unwind. Each year during the war, an estimated 16 to 20 million people bowled on the country’s approximately 75,000 bowling alleys.

Throughout the 1940s, NNBA’s leaders pursued a dual mission of promoting African American bowling and ending the ABC’s discriminatory practices. In 1941, the nation’s first black-owned bowling alley was opened in Cleveland, an event that spurred entrepreneurs to open lanes in Pittsburgh, Detroit, and other places. That NNBA included women and people of all races in its teams and tournaments further added to its appeal. By the fall of 1941, enthusiasm for bowling among African Americans led a Pittsburgh Courier writer to call the game a “craze.” The article reported, “Bowling is the thing! The art has spread like wildfire throughout the area. . . . Businessmen, laborers, women, and children may be found at Hillvue [Bowling Alley] laboring hard to hit ‘150’ or ‘200!’” (Pittsburgh Courier 1941). Courier writer Bess Holloway, who started a column for female bowlers, commented on their enthusiasm. She wrote, “Hey Mister! If for the past two weeks you’ve been wondering where your secretary, office girl, wife or sweetheart has been spending her lunch hour or her evenings, you can just bet that it’s been at the recently opened Hillvue bowling alleys, down Duff and Wylie way” (Holloway 1941).

Within its first three years, NNBA amassed 1,800 members and 300 bowling teams. Meanwhile, the organization’s members and others dedicated to stopping discrimination in the field of bowling became involved with members of labor organizations, churches, and others working for social change. On July 4, 1942, for example, when NNBA members gathered in Cleveland for the organization’s convention, the Cleveland Call and Post reported they joined with the city’s Industrial Union Coalition toward the goal of “put[ting] organized Negro bowling on a par with other bowling organizations.”

Postwar activists continued the anti-ABC movement in hopes of ending its ban against nonwhites and women. From 1946 through the end of the decade, groups including the Catholic Youth Organization, led by Rev. Charles T. Carow, urged the ABC to delete the clause in its constitution that included this rule. Time and again, ABC’s members refused to do so. At its bowling tournament in Atlantic City, according to a March 19, 1949, Chicago Defender article, ABC’s delegates “shouted down for the third straight year the proposal to delete the qualification ‘white male’ from its eligibility clause” (Chicago Defender 1949).

As early as 1948, protesters began to consider whether they ought to turn to legal tactics in their efforts to force the ABC to abandon its discriminatory practices. The NAACP, labor unions, and other groups, including the newly formed National Committee for Fair Play in Bowling, wanted to avoid lawsuits. The last straw, however, came in the spring of 1949, when the ABC complained about a black bowler at a United Steelworkers Union-CIO tournament in Chicago. In April, a legal brief was filed urging the state to revoke the ABC’s right to do business in Illinois. During the six months it took for the case to be decided, similar lawsuits were filed in Wisconsin, Ohio, and New York. On April 22, 1950, the court announced its decision, which imposed a $2,500 fine on ABC leaders while threatening to revoke the association’s charter.

Under the federal court’s order, the ABC would cease to exist if it persisted in excluding people of color and women from its activities. While discrimination against African Americans in the field of bowling would continue into the future, this step was an important milestone in bowling’s victory over Jim Crow.

Patricia L. Dooley

See also: Recreation and Social Customs: Golf
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BOXING




Segregation in U.S. professional boxing was hardly monolithic. While present in various forms in other weight classes, it was most pronounced in the heavyweight division due to the symbolic power of that title. Guardians of white supremacy charged that interracial boxing spectacles spurred racial unrest and sought to restrict them. Still, bouts between black and white men occurred in both the bareknuckle and gloved eras. While many black pugilists had careers curtailed by the color line, others found less restrictive conditions in larger cities or abroad. Though mixed-race fights were televised nationally after World War II, Jim Crow laws prevented their staging in many locales well into the 1950s.

Free blacks in the United States had fought one another at least since 1822, but competition increased with the sport’s rise in the 1880s, even as it remained illegal in much of the country. The low cost of bareknuckle fighting made it accessible to enter, but whites could refuse black opponents, managers could steal from them, and promoters could renege on payment. After John L. Sullivan (1858–1918) won the world heavyweight title in 1882, he drew the color line for the duration of his decade-long reign, locking out Peter Jackson (1860–1901), the black Australian champion who might have successfully challenged him.

The turn of the 20th century saw the rise of a few black champions, among them Canada’s George “Little Chocolate” Dixon (1870–1908)—winner of the world bantamweight and featherweight titles in 1890 and 1891, respectively—and “Old Master” Joe Gans (1874–1910), who assumed the world lightweight throne in 1902. Frequently, managers coerced black boxers to “throw” fights to white opponents or to “carry” them longer to make the bout seem more competitive to white spectators.

Though black fighters in the early 20th century were often relegated to fighting one another for meager purses, battles royale were even more exploitative. In these events, nonwhite scrums fought en masse, often with restrictions such as blindfolds, for the amusement of white audiences. Nonetheless, battle royale veterans included a handful of future stars, including Jack Johnson (1878–1946), the world’s first black world heavyweight champion.

Before retiring in 1905, undefeated champion Jim Jeffries (1875–1953) had drawn the color line against Johnson and fellow black heavyweights Joe Jeanette (1879–1958), Sam McVey (1884–1921), and Sam Langford (1883–1956). Johnson finally won the title following a one-sided 1908 victory in Australia over champion Tommy Burns (1881–1955), a Canadian. The news sparked a racist international media campaign to draw Jeffries back into the ring. In 1910, Jeffries obliged, but Johnson dismantled him in their July Fourth bout in Reno. Enraged by the loss, rioting whites killed and injured black celebrants in several states. Given the climate, many in the black press were circumspect in cheering Johnson’s victory while making their partisanship for him clear. Ostensibly to prevent what they called “race conflict,” state and local governments banned showings of the Johnson–Jeffries fight film despite opposition from black community leaders.

The outrage that met Johnson’s ascension to the championship had more than pugilistic origins. The “Galveston Giant” had an outsized reputation for his refusal to accede to the dictates of white supremacy at a time when the lynching of black men was horrifically commonplace. Johnson spent money lavishly, raced automobiles, and most scandalously of all, wooed and married white women of questionable character, whom he sometimes treated abusively. His first documented marriage, to white divorcée Etta Terry Duryea (dates unknown), was an unhappy one that ended in 1912 with her suicide. Shortly afterward, his relationship with Lucille Cameron (dates unknown), a young white prostitute from Milwaukee whom he would soon marry, spurred intense revulsion. When Cameron refused to participate in a Mann Act prosecution against Johnson (known as the United States White Slave Traffic Act of 1910, the law criminalized the transportation of females across state or national lines for “immoral” purposes), the federal government reintroduced the charges using a former lover of Johnson’s, a white prostitute-turned-madam named Belle Schreiber (dates unknown) whose interstate transportation he had funded just after the law’s passage.

Sentenced in 1913 to payment of a fine and a year’s stint in federal prison, Johnson skipped bail and fled to Canada and then Europe, remaining in exile until surrendering to U.S. authorities in 1920. He engaged in sporadic title defenses from abroad but was hampered by the outbreak of World War I (1914–1918) and the Mexican Revolution (1910–1920) as well as his own personal challenges. In a sweltering Havana ring in 1915, he lost the championship by knockout to Jess Willard (1881–1968), a Kansan whose reign was much shorter than that of the color line he reimposed. With the earlier exception of “Battling” Jim Johnson (1887–1918), who earned a draw in Paris with Jack Johnson in 1913, there would be no black contender for the title until Joe Louis (1914–1981) defeated James Braddock (1905–1974) in 1937.
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In 1910, Jack Johnson, the first black professional boxer to become the world heavyweight champion, successfully defended his title against Jim Jeffries, who came out of retirement to challenge Johnson. (Library of Congress)

Paving the way for the eventual reintegration of the heavyweight championship was Harry Wills (1889–1958), the “Black Panther.” His modest demeanor and stable marriage to a black woman, in stark contrast to the behavior of Jack Johnson, led whites and blacks alike to view Wills as “a credit to the game and to his race,” in the words of Nat Fleischer (1887–1972), founding editor of the boxing periodical The Ring (Sammons 1990, 76). In the years after World War I, the black press in New York, Chicago, Pittsburgh, and other urban centers forcefully advocated for Wills’s right to challenge Jack Dempsey (1895–1983). Dempsey had fought black opponents before knocking out Willard for the title in 1919 but had drawn the color line since. Though he later claimed to have been open to the bout, Dempsey was briefly barred from fighting in New York state for refusing to meet Wills. By 1926, Dempsey was no longer champion, and Wills’s career was on a downward path.

Nonetheless, Wills’s efforts to win a title shot through serving as an exemplary figure in the black community—in addition to his impressive skills in the ring itself—helped to mold expectations for subsequent African American athletes seeking to integrate their sports. This was especially true for Joe Louis, who finally and permanently broke the color line in the heavyweight division. Within the black press and the wider community, the pent-up demand for a heavyweight champion who could “become truly both a racial and a national hero” (Bunk 2012, 75) led to an explosion of pride when Louis finally met that standard.

As with professional baseball player Jackie Robinson, Louis’s impact among black fans was immeasurable. Many African Americans bought radios, a relatively new consumer good, in order to hear national broadcasts of his fights. Years later, poet Maya Angelou (1928–2014) recalled an announcer’s words: “Champion of the world. A Black boy. Some Black mother’s son.” Novelist Richard Wright (1908–1960) exulted, “Joe was the concentrated essence of black triumph over white” (Roberts 2010, 100, 102).

Louis’s defeat of Braddock, a decade before Robinson’s integration of Major League Baseball, is often celebrated as the end of Jim Crow in heavyweight boxing, but the reality is more complicated. To soothe whites who still recalled Johnson’s tenure, Louis was marketed as his antithesis: respectful, reserved, and, like Wills, married to a black woman. Louis was discouraged from risking his title against black competitors in bouts that might garner less attention; in 25 defenses, he fought John Henry Lewis (1914–1974) once and “Jersey” Joe Walcott (1914–1994) twice. Only after World War II did black champions regularly take on black challengers, though substantially less qualified white opponents were at times manufactured for the television age.

Top black fighters in lighter weight divisions usually faced a less rigid color line than did their heavyweight counterparts, but they also typically earned smaller purses. As the first Great Migration (1910–1940) drew African Americans out of the South, Mexicans fled the devastation of their country’s revolution, and Filipinos, Latin Americans, and Caribbeans arrived in the United States seeking work, the talent pool of smaller men diversified further. By the 1930s, The Ring regularly depicted nonwhite champions and up-and-comers alike in generally favorable if racialist terms. Though many African American fighters could not escape the South due to lack of geographic mobility, those who did achieve prominence in this era made a perpetual color line harder to justify.

Black fighters conquered most divisions by the 1930s. Senegal’s “Battling Siki” Louis Fall (1887–1925) won the light-heavyweight title in 1922. In 1926, Theodore “Tiger” Flowers (1895–1927) became the first African American world middleweight champion. “Panama” Al Brown (1902–1951) was Latin America’s first world champion, claiming the bantamweight crown in 1929. In 1931, “Kid Chocolate” Eligio Sardiñas Montalvo (1910–1988) won Cuba’s first world boxing championship as a junior lightweight. And in 1938, Henry Armstrong (1912–1988) became the first prizefighter to hold three world titles simultaneously: featherweight, lightweight, and welterweight.

These displays of excellence coexisted side by side with Jim Crow laws and practices into the 1950s, when legal challenges succeeded in eroding them. A Texas law banning mixed-race prizefights was overturned in 1954, and in 1959, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld an earlier ruling striking down a Louisiana law. As such barriers fell, the boxing ring finally became one of the few places in which blacks could escape the legacies of racism in the United States.

Anju Reejhsinghani

See also: Family and Gender: Interracial Intimacies; Manhood; Recreation and Social Customs: Baseball; Basketball; Football; Primary Documents: Tuesday Night Boxing (Charles Johnson, 1941)
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CHRISTMAS




In the aftermath of the Civil War, Christmas in the United States began to take on the celebratory, increasingly commercial character it has today. But as the nation shifted its approach to the holiday, the newly emancipated freedmen and their families were left a bit adrift, as freedom meant that Christmas was added to the long list of things to which the former slaves had to adapt.

While enslaved, Christmas had not only been a day off from work but also slaves were often given a small token gift. But the slave owner’s ability to take it all away represented another way in which slave owners manipulated and controlled their slaves, and these experiences inevitably affected attitudes as blacks began to make their own choices about how to celebrate the holiday. Even those who sought to focus on the holiday’s religious message could not ignore the paradoxical relationship between slavery and Christianity. While slaves had often identified with the martyrdom of Christ as they endured the rigors of slavery, they also recognized the contradictions inherent in the way the Bible had long been used to support slavery. The religious aspect was also affected by the new realities of freedom, since spirituality, more than formal religion, had characterized slave life. Another issue was how so much of Christmas was based in white culture. From Santa Claus to A Christmas Carol to “The Night Before Christmas,” the holiday was defined by the nation’s white population. This led to efforts by African Americans through the years to inject their own flavor, style, and sometimes music into the event.

Celebrations of Christmas as a family-based holiday were complicated by the fact that family was itself another concept with which the former slaves were wrestling. While all this presented challenges in determining where the holiday fit into their newly developing lives and culture, by the late 19th century, Christmas was generally accepted as an established tradition, but one celebrated in a range of ways. For many it was a family-oriented and modest affair with the exchange of small, generally homemade gifts of food and clothing and attendance at church being central to the celebration. Others took some of the old planation traditions, including the one where the children greeted adults with a cry of “Christmas gift,” hoping for a generous response. Meanwhile, leaders like Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) urged people to celebrate in a sober manner while observing the religious aspect of the day and also devoting some time to help the poor and needy.

Throughout the Jim Crow era, the day generally represented a respite from the rigors of individual lives while playing a different role and having a different meaning for each individual and family. For many, the centerpiece, one recognized in the church service of the day, was the celebration of their religious or spiritual faith. For others it was all about children, with toys for them being an essential part of the day. For many blacks, Christmas was largely a cultural event, one where African American culinary customs and traditions were displayed. Indeed, the food offerings, frequently featuring old family favorites, were often extravagant and reflected their regions. South Carolina featured rice and shellfish, while central Virginia might see a spread featuring almond country ham, oranges, raisins, and yeast bread with desserts including cake and cookies. And New Orleans tables would groan under the weight of seafood from the Gulf Coast. Some of this changed with the migration north, especially as families moved away from the farms. At the same time, Northern Christmas gatherings often saw visiting family introduced to new foods that a black domestic worker prepared for the family for whom she worked. Sometimes, befitting the communal and spiritual aspect of the holidays, local churches, rather than individual homes, were the centerpiece for Christmas celebrations.

Such gatherings reflected the longtime and undeniably deep faith of the black community, one that in many ways was rooted more in spiritual feelings than in deep formal denominational connections. Indeed, this spiritual approach likely made African Americans more open to the introduction in 1966, as segregation was legally ending, of Kwanzaa, a week-long holiday celebrated at the same time of year, which celebrated the African culture from which the nation’s black population had originated. In that way, Jim Crow Christmas has come to represent a bridge from the slavery era’s one-day celebrations to the modern faith-based holiday that is itself in competition with the comparatively new Kwanzaa.

William H. Pruden III
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CIRCUSES




The circus was a crucial cultural institution and artistic outlet for African Americans during the Jim Crow era. The golden age of the American circus coincided with the period of American history known as “the nadir of American race relations.” Between 1890 and 1920, Southern states and municipalities passed laws that segregated public space and denied black voters access to the ballot, scientific racism assumed intellectual credibility, and lynch mobs terrorized African American communities. Circuses employed black laborers to work with animals and in construction. Black circus artists almost exclusively performed in sideshow minstrel troupes, which consisted of all-black musicians, artists, and entertainers. African American audiences eagerly anticipated the black sideshow minstrel troupes to hear the latest music and see the latest dances coming out of the black artistic world. While African Americans faced barriers in the circus world, ranging from racist imagery to inferior treatment to physical threats of violence, many African Americans eked out livelihoods in manual labor, launched successful artistic and musical careers, and disseminated black culture across the country and around the globe. By the turn of the 20th century, every major circus had an African American minstrel show.

There were many difficult barriers for African Americans to surmount in the circus industry. First, circus companies incorporated into their shows displays of highly racist imagery that infantilized African Americans at best and portrayed blacks as savage brutes at worst. W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963), the African American scholar and political activist, decried minstrel shows and their imagery as inauthentic and degrading. Second, circus companies barred African American artists from performing under the main show tent, which staged the biggest and most popular acts. In an overt sign of disrespect, circus companies forced black troupes to perform alongside various so-called freaks, curiosities, and oddities of the sideshow. Sideshow companies were usually split into two departments, the band and the minstrel show. This setup enabled white spectators to enjoy black artistry and entertainment while keeping a social distance and maintaining that such acts were inferior to the white entertainment under the big top. Third, circuses designated separate seating areas for blacks and whites in the Southern states. Finally, dangers—both the threat of harm and real physical violence such as lynching—were an inescapable reality of circus life for African Americans. These threats sometimes came from within the circus company when bosses and managers intimidated black workers by assigning them to more strenuous and dangerous work and threatening to fire them in order to discipline their behavior on the job. Most often, violence came from outside of the circus, especially from crowds who did not want African Americans in their communities. The most infamous case of racial mob violence at a circus occurred in Duluth, Minnesota, in the summer of 1920. When local whites there accused several black men of raping a white woman, a white mob brutally beat, burned, shot, and hanged Elias Clayton (1901–1920), Elmer Jackson (1897–1920), and Isaac McGhie (1900–1920), all black employees of the John Robinson Circus.
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The Zip Coon racial stereotype dates as far back as the minstrel shows of the 1830s. The character forever strives but always fails to adopt the sophistication and style of well-mannered whites. (Library of Congress)

Despite challenges, the circus afforded many African Americans opportunities to strengthen their artistry, build businesses, and travel the world. On the lowest level of employment were the manual laborers called roustabouts, tent-makers called canvas men, and the men who loaded and unloaded the railroad cars, called razorbacks. They were easily exploitable and had a high turnover rate. These employees were usually the last to eat, and some had no choice but to sleep alongside the animals whose cars they cleaned or under cars to escape inclement weather. African American men performed common service-oriented jobs working as cooks, waiters, porters, barbers, and carpenters. Some circuses hired African Americans to live and work in their winter quarters where they kept their animals and maintained equipment during the off season.





ZIP COON IN THE SIDESHOW TENT

Circuses relegated black performers to the sideshow tent, sometimes called the “kid tent.” This space showcased so-called human oddities such as bearded ladies, tattooed people, and individuals with physical differences and disabilities. Popular images depicted black artists in a demeaning light, with bulging eyes, blackface makeup, and belittling positions. A staple African American stereotype in minstrel shows was Zip Coon. This ostentatious character wore blackface and sported supposedly stylish, but in reality gaudy, ridiculous clothing. He spoke in puns and used words inappropriately due to his lack of education. Zip Coon was a mockery of free African Americans because he was always trying to appear as sophisticated as whites but was never able to pull it off due to his inherent ignorance and lack of refinement and class.






African Americans used the circus as a springboard to create other opportunities. For blacks, this often meant careers as producers and entrepreneurs in stand-alone minstrel shows. Black newspapers, especially the Indianapolis Freeman, detail the lives and careers of African Americans in the circus. African American sideshow annex troupes showcased aerial acts, animal acts, magicians, jugglers, acrobats, wire walkers, and musicians. Their exclusion from circus big tops was purely due to racial discrimination. During the 1910s and 1920s, black sideshow annex companies disseminated ragtime, blues, and jazz to audiences across the nation. This enabled black and white audiences across the country to connect with the latest African American music. By the turn of the century, circus sideshow annex companies were providing employment for a large and growing number of African American musicians and performers. Many became household names and superstars in their own right. The circus was a treat, but for black people, the sideshow band was often the main attraction. They looked forward specifically to seeing and hearing the sideshow annex band and revered them as people who were elevating black artistry in the eyes of Americans and the world. In 1920, P. G. Lowery (1869–1942) and his minstrel band broke racial barriers when they performed under the big-top tent in the Ringling Brothers and Barnum and Bailey Circus in New York City.

For the average African American circusgoer, the space outside of the circus could be an important cultural event. On the boundaries of the circus lot, African Americans sometimes set up scores of itinerant stands to sell a variety of foods, drinks, liquor, games, jewelry, clothing, and a host of other goods and services. This “outside show” was often as spectacular an event and as socially interactive in small towns as the circus itself. African American snack stands ranged from simple tables to elaborate framed booths with canvas awnings. Whiskey stands sold drinks by the cup. Sometimes, especially in the South, the stands numbered in the hundreds. This area, like the circus itself, was filled with the sounds of proprietors yelling out their wares, calling to people to buy their products. The Ringling Circus reported that this was good business; in some towns in the South the black majority could not buy from the white stands inside the circus, so the outside area functioned as a social space for black people. Circus proprietor John Robinson noted that African American social interaction at snack stands was just as important to the black population as the circus itself.

Sakina M. Hughes
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COMMERCIAL DOWNTOWN RETAIL ESTABLISHMENTS




In Jim Crow America, downtown retail establishments, such as department stores, five-and-dimes, and clothing boutiques, were places of consumption, leisure, and work as well as sites for self-fashioning, self-expression, and human satisfaction. Generally, they enthroned consumption as the route to democracy and citizenship and invited everyone—regardless of race, gender, age, class, and country of origin—to enter, browse, and purchase (Leach 1993, 6). But, even as they celebrated democracy, they were, in fact, Jim Crow institutions designed to satisfy the needs and desires of whites, albeit with an ambiguous color line. Retailers used racial boundaries and restrictions to ensure that their stores remained white-only amusements and that blacks remained in a place of second-class citizenship. African Americans, therefore, were hired only as maintenance and stockroom workers, elevator operators, porters, and maids and barred from white-collar staff positions in sales, clerical, and management. Black customers were welcome to spend their money on material goods in many stores but were frequently ignored and underserved. They were refused service at eateries and beauty shops, prohibited from trying on and returning clothes, and denied credit. Some stores, especially those in border and Southern cities, forbade black patronage entirely or often on a whim, while others confined them to bargain basements.

As early as 1900, African Americans challenged Jim Crow in downtown stores in four major ways. First, blacks pressured stores to modify their hiring practices and treatment of customers of color. Second, African Americans challenged the racial order by purchasing their way into seeming equality with whites and reinventing themselves into middle-class citizens. Buying, in other words, could provide black consumers with feelings of pleasure, affluence, and importance—something they often did not get when purchasing in retail establishments that subjected them to degrading treatment. Third, some avoided Jim Crow stores altogether and patronized black-owned stores, purchased from mail-order catalogs, and traveled great distances to shop at establishments that provided decent customer service to African Americans. Baltimore Afro-American publisher Carl Murphy (1889–1967), for example, traveled to and shopped at Wanamaker’s and Strawbridge and Clothier in Philadelphia because these establishments did not subject African Americans to the humiliations of the final sale rule and were known for courting shoppers of color. Finally, an untold number of African Americans passed for white in order to get quality work or better customer service in downtown stores. In this capacity, passing was often “looked upon as having fun at the white folks’ expense” and as a means of exercising choice—a freedom that, if one was black, was limited as a result of race discrimination and segregation (Drake and Cayton [1945] 1993, 162).

By the mid-20th century, African American consumers “had become generous downtown spenders, but their presence was still construed narrowly” by retailers and other businesses (Isenberg 2004, 7). Frustrated, tired, and angry, African Americans intensified their efforts to end Jim Crow in downtown stores during World War II. Their activism was influenced by the “don’t buy where you can’t work” movement, which targeted stores and other businesses in black enclaves in the 1930s. Downtown retail establishments, they understood, were central to the social and economic life of cities and towns and thus were ideal places to display the “best” members of the race to a large audience of whites on a daily basis and make claims to black first-class citizenship. Conditions were ripe for change: wartime patriotism and personnel shortages in stores coupled with the proliferation of civil rights unionism, a “national movement” that simultaneously engaged the struggle for workplace and civil rights and compelled some store managers to employ African Americans in visible, albeit deskilled or unskilled, positions such as elevator operator, waitress, stock clerk, wrapper, and cashier (Korstad 2008, 256). G. Fox Company department store in Harford, Connecticut, went even further and began employing black executives and sales workers in 1942.

Pushing for fair employment, however, was only half the battle. Activists also organized protests on behalf of black consumers in downtown retail establishments as well as theaters, restaurants, hotels, and on modes of public transportation. In the 1940s, for example, the Baltimore Afro-American launched its “orchid and onions” campaign, whereby newspaper reporters canvassed Baltimore’s downtown stores and identified those who were nondiscriminatory, labeling them “orchids,” and those who were not, listed as “onions.” This approach compelled several stores to change their racial policies, such that, after one month, the number of orchid stores had nearly doubled.

After World War II, civil rights activists were armed with new allies and weapons: growing black purchasing power, state and local fair employment laws, and social scientific studies that proved that racial integration would not harm businesses. Civil rights organizations like the National Urban League, the Congress of Racial Equality, and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) attempted to persuade white retailers to hire African Americans in white-collar jobs. Few strides were made, however, and activists quickly learned that most so-called decent people were not easily swayed to integrate.

The 1950s and 1960s saw the proliferation of widely publicized sit-ins and pickets that forced the desegregation of downtown retail establishments on behalf of both African American workers and consumers and restructured the physical space of cities. As historian Lizabeth Cohen notes, “Civil rights activists regularly were mounting boycotts and other consumer actions both to achieve the end goal of desegregation and as a political strategy to put pressure on the racial status quo at its weakest link, white economic dependence on black consumers.” Further, she states, African Americans “understood that downtown merchants [especially those] in southern cities could hardly afford to lose black customers when whites were fast relocating to the suburbs” (Cohen 2003, 187).

By the late 1960s and early 1970s, however, most downtown retailers had relocated to faraway white suburbs as a result of deteriorating center cities, suburbanization, and incidents of urban conflict and turmoil. Civil disturbances, in particular, “plague[d] urban commerce . . . reaching beyond the well-known examples of Watts, Detroit, and Newark to touch smaller [American] cities” (Isenberg 2004, 205). At their core, these disturbances were revolts against exploitative retail practices as well as protests against police brutality and inadequate employment, housing, and education. Some rioters also sought to drive out white businesses, nurture black capitalism, and take control of downtowns—spaces where they resided and worked. Once retailers abandoned center cities and relocated to the suburban shopping centers, aspects of racial segregation and discrimination in retail work and consumption were restored and a new phase of the black freedom struggle was initiated.

Traci Parker
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EMANCIPATION DAY




Rev. A. L. Demond’s (1867–1936) oration on January 1, 1900, was indicative of much of the sentiment that surrounded the annual commemoration of the Emancipation Proclamation as the Emancipation Day holiday. Subsequently published in pamphlet form so that those not in the vicinity of the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama, could heed his observations about the intersection of historical memory and citizenship, Demond used the occasion to celebrate the contributions of blacks to the nation’s past and to look ahead to a nation where equality was finally realized. His themes reveal much of the power that Emancipation Day held for African Americans at this time, since, as he eloquently termed it: “Without the Declaration of Independence the nation could not have been born; without the Emancipation Proclamation it could not have lived.” Demond spoke of the power of black sacrifice in battle from the Revolutionary era to the present day and the ongoing ways in which the building of the nation’s future would hinge on the labor and contributions of its black residents. Such sacrifice wrote black Americans into the national community and ensured that they were Americans “not by the mere accident of birth but by measuring up to the requirements of American citizenship.” A sting in the tail remained though if the future did not unfold with a guarantee of that place in the civic community for the estimated 10 million black Americans. “And thou, America,” he declared, “deal justly with these ten million, for there is judgment day for nations as well as for individuals” (Demond 1900, 16).

From the first notes of its celebration on January 1, 1863, it is evident that through Reconstruction and the Gilded Age, Emancipation Day rituals settled into a familiar path—parades of military veterans and residents, excursions, ball games, sermons, speeches, and orations drew the black business community and black churches in Southern cities to this annual celebration. Emancipation Day was, to The Voice of the Negro, one of the “two natal days . . . days of blood and providential ordering,” for the nation (Voice of the Negro 1905). January 1, 1863, was the moment when both for whites and for blacks the nation was emancipated “from the tyranny and brutality of slavery.” Emancipation Day provided a moment for black men and women to claim the public space of the nation and assert their claims to citizenship. Women, too, through their involvement in informal church benefits or formal organizations like the National Association of Colored Women, used emancipation celebrations to educate the community and challenge institutions of white prejudice. And even if the place of black militias waned in celebrations as the century closed, it was still evident in Richmond, Virginia, in 1905 that the remembrance of emancipation could flood downtown streets with parading men and women, “armed with miniature United States flags and attended by brass bands” (Washington Post 1905).

Yet, if one places the Demond oration alongside the events in Richmond, Virginia, and drills a little deeper into the events, one can see some of the tensions that surrounded Emancipation Day and whether it truly became a national moment of reflection. For example, while Demond’s oration was on January 1, the Richmond event was on April 3, since that date commemorated the evacuation of the city by Confederate forces and retained its local meaning as the moment of emancipation. What was the correct date for Emancipation Day? While January 1 retained the link to the Emancipation Proclamation, local remembrances were stubborn and January 1 did not retain the weight of Emancipation Day everywhere in the country. June 19, August 1, and September 22 all held specific emancipation meanings in different parts of the country, either as alternative traditions of Juneteenth or as commemorations of the end of the West Indian slave trade in 1807 or the issuance of the preliminary emancipation proclamation in 1862. There were additional examples of locally specific events—May 29 in Upson County, Georgia, as the commemoration of when slaves there learned of their freedom; April 16 in Washington, DC, as the date when the nation’s capital ended slavery; May 20 in Tallahassee, since that was the date that the Emancipation Proclamation was read by the Union Army commander, General Edward McCook. All those events witnessed emancipation celebrations. Even the logic of a January 1 street parade held differing appeals the farther north one resided in the nation; Emancipation Day sat alongside a multitude of “Freedom Days” in the Jim Crow era.

Moreover, what was the correct way to celebrate? Parades were illustrative of the way in which African American communities sought the public streets of the nation as a bridge to civic inclusion, but the potential for the celebrations to be misinterpreted increased as Reconstruction waned. Commentators worried that an overly boisterous celebration would only bolster arguments that black residents were unsuited to a sober, industrial age and that the return of order (such as that indicated under slavery) was necessary. And what of the messages from the pulpit and city grounds? Since the permission to march often required the acquiescence of white-controlled governments, a fervent recounting of history designed to bolster a challenge to racial boundaries may be too inflammatory, and some orators emphasized restraint and accommodation rather than heightening calls for the unfulfilled promises of slavery’s end—voting rights in particular—to be attained. Such reticence for politicization or for boisterous events was not only a consequence of white observations. An observer for the New York Times in 1877 noted a split between upper and lower classes where those who had prospered in the industrializing America “will not condescend to turn out at all to celebrate ‘Emancipation Day’ caring, perhaps, as little to be reminded of the past degraded condition of their race as retired tradesman cares to be reminded of the shop” (New York Times 1877). What was the place of the past when the future seemed worthy of greater focus? Many in the black community wanted to focus on the eradication of racism and the realization of civil liberties and civil rights rather than to be reminded of a slave past. To generations not born into slavery, it seemed more prudent to focus ahead.

These questions whirled around Emancipation Day even as Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) sought to forge a national commemoration of emancipation in its semicentennial year. But even as his 1913 proposals settled on a weeklong exposition from October 19 to 26, he could not escape wider politics. Washington sought an exposition in each state detailing the progress made by black men and women in intellectual, moral, business, and commercial pursuits. But divisions over the arrangements—partly within the black leadership and partly since funds were appropriated by white-led legislatures whose perception of progress may not have meshed with those of the black community—meant that such state celebrations were far from unifying for the black community. A subsequent 1915 exposition, held in Richmond, included exhibits celebrating the achievements of black people but segregated black exhibits from white. It was clear that, as the first decades of the 20th century closed, national efforts were undermined by the likelihood that they would fall victim to white visions of black acquiescence to a Jim Crow nation; instead, Emancipation Days settled into local communities and churches and fractured into a quieter mix of sermons, excursions, and picnics without the sustained gaze of national commemoration.

Richard Gowers
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EXCURSIONS AND VACATIONS




The poverty and isolation of agricultural work largely confined African Americans to the fields of the South. Prior to the Great Migration in the early 20th century, roughly 90 percent of blacks lived in the region, where they frequently worked as wage laborers, sharecroppers, or farmers of small homesteads. The rhythms of cotton, sugar, or other crops defined the annual cycle of African American life. Vigilante violence by white supremacists, discriminatory enforcement of vagrancy laws, and local Jim Crow customs further impeded the ability to vacation. In the rest of the United States, limited employment opportunities and de facto segregation practices similarly hindered African American efforts to holiday.

Economic and demographic shifts occurred in the early 20th century as racist practices in the South worsened and as industrial cities beyond the South recruited black labor. Northern and Western cities offered greater freedom, including improved prospects for leisure. Nevertheless, African Americans undertaking rail travel during the Jim Crow era typically did so for work or migration rather than for a vacation. Only a quarter of African Americans lived outside the South by the start of World War II, and just under half by the end of the Jim Crow era in the 1960s. Though typically crowded into slum areas, wage laborers in Northern and Western cities often managed to save enough for a day trip undertaken on a Saturday or Sunday. The usual destination was a nearby segregated beach or amusement park. Depending on location, a lengthier overnight excursion might occur as part of a church or fraternal outing. Historic sites, such as the Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, battlefield, were popular, particularly if relevant to accounts of racial progress. Any journeys lasting more than a day were unmanageable for most.

Many African Americans who migrated maintained ties to their relatives by returning home for vacations. For example, Emmitt Till, born in Chicago to a mother who left Mississippi, visited relatives during the summer school break in 1955. Unfamiliar with the repressive racial climate in Mississippi, Till’s fun-loving personality was seen as a threat by local whites who lynched the 14-year-old. The Till lynching revealed the dangers confronting African Americans, even on vacations.

A small but growing African American middle class, formed of teachers, ministers, lawyers, doctors, postal workers, and other professionals, contributed to the emergence of black leisure resorts for the well-to-do. The serenity of sea or forest enclaves attracted wealthier black urbanites. Those in Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Washington, DC, trekked to Highland Beach, Maryland, established in 1893 by Frederick Douglass’s son Charles (1844–1920). Elites from Chicago, Detroit, and other Midwestern cities vacationed at Idlewild, Michigan, founded in 1912. As the reputations of these and other such resorts grew, wealthier African Americans from across the United States joined the communities. By congregating in select towns, the African American upper classes forged spaces less impeded by the degrading effects of Jim Crow. These communities facilitated marriage among the elites and fostered business contacts. Similar resorts appeared later in the South, usually along the Gulf of Mexico or Atlantic Ocean rather than the more repressive inland areas. Founded in the 1930s, Atlantic Beach, South Carolina, and American Beach, Florida, became two of the more prominent such vacation spots.

Vacation resorts catering to whites may not have accommodated African Americans, but they provided unique economic opportunities. Hotels, restaurants, and other tourism-related businesses at popular sites depended on black labor to fill roles as porters, waiters, bellhops, and laundresses. These were menial positions with long hours and low pay. However, for African Americans seeking escape from Southern fieldwork or Northern slums, the jobs in resort communities were highly sought after due to the generally better wages and conditions. African American families of these workers often migrated to these resorts during the peak tourism season or became permanent residents. Popular resorts like Saratoga Springs, New York, and Newport, Rhode Island, claimed prominent African American communities linked to the vacation trade. Even in the South, African Americans seized employment opportunities within the expanding tourism industry.

[image: image]

First published in 1936 by Victor Hugo Green, a New York postal worker, The Negro Motorist Green Book offered essential advice to black travelers in Jim Crow America. Each annual edition listed, by state, the restaurants, motels, service stations, and other points of interest that served black customers. Such information enabled black motorists to plan safe road trips. (New York Public Library)

The emergence of the automobile after World War I gave African Americans greater freedom to enjoy excursions while avoiding discrimination on public forms of transportation. Car travel was more affordable since motorists packed food and other supplies necessary to reach a destination. This was significant given the need to navigate communities where restaurants and hotels often refused service and where white residents threatened hostility to African Americans, especially those unknown to the area. Black businesses arose to cater to the increasing number of black travelers. Victor Hugo Green (1892–1960), a New York City mailman, published the annual The Negro Motorist Green Book from 1936 until 1966. The guide focused on the United States and sections of Mexico, Canada, the Caribbean, and Bermuda. Motels, eateries, gas stations, and other businesses serving black motorists were listed. The Green Book became the bible of black travelers during the Jim Crow era.

The maturation of the vacation industry after World War II paved the way for civil rights reforms. Focused on interstate commerce, the U.S. Supreme Court in Boynton v. Virginia (1960) banned segregation on public buses. The freedom riders in 1961 pressed this decision by targeting interstate bus companies such as Trailways and Greyhound. Segregated air travel also received scrutiny. Planes sped across state lines, and the Federal Aviation Authority oversaw airports. As more blacks could afford air travel, airports presented unique difficulties in maintaining Jim Crow. The Department of Justice in 1961 initiated suits against several Southern airports for segregation practices, leading to the integration of all airports by July 1963. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 guaranteed black vacationers’ access to public accommodations.

Ironically, the successes of the civil rights struggle during the 1960s brought the decline of traditionally African American resorts popular during Jim Crow. As blacks gained access to previously whites-only venues with better locations and amenities, they increasingly opted for these recreational sites.

Anthony J. Stanonis
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FOOTBALL




Modern American football had its formal mid-19th-century origins in collegiate competition, a fact that limited early African American participation. However, it was not long before it became an important part of the black college experience. But for African Americans, there were additional considerations as the developing competitive landscape clashed with the Jim Crow world in which the game and American higher education existed.

With Jim Crow limiting higher education opportunities for blacks, historically black colleges and universities provided most of the early football experiences, but they too were limited, with schools dedicating their finite resources to academic programs and facilities. But the game’s soaring popularity at the start of the 20th century convinced school leaders to expand their competitive programs and develop formal conferences, all in an effort to further the colleges’ athletic fortunes. Once football became part of a school’s program, it also became a new door through which prospective students could enter. Scholarships appeared almost simultaneously with intercollegiate competition, and with no broad oversight or regulation until the 1950s, the process was left to the schools, with the only requirement for receiving that era’s version of an athletic scholarship being enrollment at the school.

As football became an ever greater part of a school’s identity, major rivalries, soon known as football classics, became the centerpiece of the black collegiate football landscape. While the big game was the focus, it was only a part of a weekend full of events, including bands, parades, reunions, and academic enrichment programs, all aimed at celebrating African American culture, the community, and the black collegiate experience.





JAZZ BYRD

Jazz Byrd was one of college football’s first black stars. With a nickname befitting the age in which he shined, Franz Alfred “Jazz” Byrd (1905–1994) thrilled fans and dazzled the sports world with dynamic open-field runs that often snatched victory from the jaws of defeat. In his final season, he led the 1924 Lincoln University Lions (Pennsylvania) squad to an undefeated season and the Colored Intercollegiate Athletic Association championship.

The legend of Jazz Byrd began when the unknown freshman was plucked from the bench and, using the distinctive combination of speed, agility, quickness, and determination for which he became famous, scampered 60 yards to secure an unexpected victory against rival Howard University. It was the first of the many long-yardage runs that marked a career in which every team he faced knew that Byrd was Lincoln’s sole—but unstoppable—weapon. While his measurable accomplishments—yards gained, touchdowns scored, games won—were impressive, they often seemed secondary to the dazzling displays of athleticism to which spectators, mesmerized by his play, were treated. Time and again, Byrd would leave defenses flailing, unable to tackle what sometimes seemed like a ghost, as he regularly turned seemingly hopeless games into exciting, last-second victories against opponents who had only one seemingly simple task: stop Jazz Byrd. It was something they could not do.

For all his accomplishments, Byrd’s reputation and his place in the pantheon of football greats was a victim of the Jim Crow era in which he played. While some called him the black version of the legendary Galloping Ghost, Red Grange, with no film of his games and no games against white competition, Byrd’s legacy resides in the cherished memories of those who witnessed the incomparable, electrifying on-field improvisational play of Jazz Byrd.






While the black schools embraced football, the sport also served as a source of new opportunities for a select few at some of the North’s integrated schools. But those opportunities were often limited if not shaped by a number of often unwritten rules, most focusing on the number of blacks on a team. Indeed, seldom did predominantly white schools have more than two blacks on their team, and if they did, those players were almost always starters. Black athletes were often the victims of on- and off-field discrimination. Typical was the case of UCLA’s Kenny Washington (1918–1971), who, despite leading the nation in total offense in 1939, was relegated to second team all-American, a decision many believed was based in racial discrimination.

The nature of regional rivalries and conference membership allowed schools to avoid potential contests between Southern all-white and Northern integrated teams. Southern holiday bowl games soon presented a problem as Southern hosts found themselves in a commanding position when inviting participants for the games. Integrated schools were often forced to decide whether the rewards—in both finances and prestige—were enough to consign a black team member to the sidelines. Often it was, with black athletes expected to accept it—for the good of the team—although the message sent both to the team and outsiders about their worth as men and as team members was unmistakable and often left lasting emotional scars. And those were often made worse by black critics who questioned the black athletes’ courage, wanting to know why they did not quit in protest. Put in an untenable position, the athletes could not win. That some Northern schools acceded to the request was not surprising, for the limited number of blacks on integrated campuses were often treated as second-class citizens and often excluded from most campus activities and organizations.

Things began to change following World War II. A new generation of students included veterans who increasingly called for America to make the democracy they had fought for overseas a reality at home. Equally important was the fact that in maintaining segregation the schools were putting themselves at a competitive disadvantage, both in the athletic arena and among the ranks of their fellow colleges. But those pressures ran head on into long-held racial views. And yet slowly, in the midst of the developing civil rights movement, change began to occur. The first crack came in the late 1950s when all-white Southern teams were permitted to play against integrated squads. Soon such contests were hosted in Southern venues. Finally—or so the story goes—a 1970 rout of the Alabama African American–laden Southern Cal team coached by Paul “Bear” Bryant (1913–1983) convinced the Crimson Tide’s boosters that integration was necessary if the school wished to remain competitive. While Jim Crow may have been legally over by then, the opening up of the rosters of the formerly all-white teams represented a momentous change.

The college game was originally the center of American football. Early efforts to establish a professional football league—which were generally small and regional—failed until the late 1920s when the National Football League (NFL) emerged out of these smaller organizations. African American players had been allowed in the earliest efforts, albeit in limited numbers, but in 1934, the now-dominant NFL became a white-only league and adopted a policy of segregation, however unstated, which was abandoned in 1946. Until then, aspiring black professional football players were forced to play in low-level minor leagues, including the American Association and the Pacific Coast Professional Football League. Some played on an all-black barnstorming team, but regardless of the choice, the lifestyle was nomadic and racked by financial instability. This changed in 1946 when Kenny Washington, the prewar star at UCLA, was signed by the Los Angeles Rams. Washington had been approached in 1940 by Chicago Bears owner George Halas (1895–1983), but it is believed that Halas’s desire to sign Washington was vetoed by his fellow owners. Washington’s controversial signing did not open the floodgates in a league that remained overwhelmingly white. Typical of the resistance was the Washington Redskins owner George Preston Marshall, who in 1962 became the final owner to sign a black player, doing so only after the Kennedy administration (1961–1963) threatened to bar the team from playing in their federally owned stadium if he continued his discriminatory practices. In fact, by the time Marshall came on board, the impact of black players on the league was already apparent, and their influence would only continue to grow. Indeed, these efforts mirrored the developments being seen on the college side, all of which served to solidify the role of football in American culture as well as the role of African Americans in the nation’s athletic landscape.

William H. Pruden III
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GOLF




In the world of Jim Crow, African Americans were formally excluded from participation in all sectors of white American life. Blacks responded to segregation, as a form of racially motivated discrimination, by creating their own institutional activities in religion, marriage and the family, education, government, economics, and other areas. By engaging in social activities within their own communities that paralleled the social life of mainstream white America, African Americans developed their own world, one that continues even today, long after the end of the Jim Crow era. Especially revealing are the activities of ordinary citizens in everyday life inside the world of Jim Crow. In the area of sports, these activities provide valuable insight into the world of Jim Crow experienced by millions of African Americans. Among the sports emerging from the 19th century, golf has probably been least examined during this period.

The initial African American presence in golf coincided with the introduction of golf to America’s white elite, where black youth served as caddies for wealthy whites at exclusive country clubs in the 1890s. As caddies, they developed as players. For example, a 17-year-old African American caddie from Washington, DC, John Shippen (1879–1968), played in the United States Golf Association (USGA) national championship tournament of 1896 (only the second tournament to be held by the newly established USGA). However, unlike some of their white counterparts who began as caddies and later became golf professionals, black caddies who became successful golfers were prevented from moving up through the ranks by the racial barriers present during the Jim Crow era. Nevertheless, they were recognized as professional golfers in black communities. While not formally recognized by the Professional Golfers’ Association of America (PGA) when it was established in 1916, these so-called colored golf pros were instrumental in the spread of golf throughout African American communities. They were often hired as teachers of the sport by elite blacks who, themselves, became attracted to the sport in their effort to emulate wealthy whites by establishing African American golf and country clubs and pursuing golf as a leisure activity. Some of the earliest black golf clubs were established before or during the 1920s, including Alpha Golf Club in Chicago; Mapledale Golf and Country Club in Stow, Massachusetts (near Boston); Saint Nicholas Golf Club in New York City; Fairview Golf Club in Philadelphia; Shady Rest Golf Club and Resort in Scotch Plains, New Jersey; Lincoln Golf and Country Club in Jacksonville, Florida; Wilson Park Golf Club in Baltimore, Maryland; Riverside and Citizens Golf Clubs in Washington, DC; and Acorn Golf and Country Club in Richmond, Virginia. In the following two decades after the 1920s, African American golf clubs were established in cities such as Detroit, Atlanta, Indianapolis, Kansas City, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Los Angeles, Dayton, Gary, St. Louis, Miami, Minneapolis, and Houston, among others. Some of these organizations built impressive physical structures that also served as venues for local activities, such as hosting wedding receptions or bringing nationally known entertainers to perform in their communities.

Promotional efforts to introduce golf and make it accessible to the black masses were mounted by the black press during the Jim Crow era, including weekly columns in such influential and nationally circulated newspapers as the Baltimore Afro-American, Chicago Defender, and Pittsburgh Courier. Although African Americans were usually able to play golf at public golf courses, mostly in the North, access to public courses in the South was more restrictive in the world of Jim Crow. In a few cities, privately owned golf courses were built by wealthy blacks who made the courses open to the public. Ordinary black citizens sometimes joined forces with black golf clubs, civil rights organizations, black celebrities, and black professional golfers in protest to gain access to segregated, white public golf courses, which led to several major legal battles over issues of racial discrimination in golf.

Perhaps the most significant activity in the sport of golf that brought together members of the black elite, ordinary citizens, and black golfers who considered themselves pros or amateurs was the staging of golf tournaments at the local, regional, and national levels. In the golf world of Jim Crow, both informal and formal social codes (such as the PGA’s infamous “Caucasian-only clause” in its constitution) promoted exclusion of African Americans from white golf organizations or barring them from participating in golf tournaments staged by the golf establishment (including organizations, private sponsors, and private or municipally owned golf courses). In response, African Americans created their own national organization in 1926 called the United Golfers Association (UGA). Along with regional affiliates, the UGA staged golf tournaments (which did not exclude entry based on race). In addition, some local golf clubs staged golf tournaments that often attracted black golfers from outside the local community. Examples include the Southern Open golf tournament in Atlanta, which was organized annually by the Lincoln Golf Club of Atlanta, and the North-South golf tournament held for many years in Miami. Also, some black celebrities and sports figures such as boxing champions Joe Louis (1914–1981) and Sugar Ray Robinson (1921–1989) sponsored their own golf tournaments. The UGA national tournament, known as the Negro National Open, was played throughout the Jim Crow era, from 1926 to 1962 (except during World War II between 1942 and 1945), with winners named for male professionals (beginning in 1926) and amateurs (beginning in 1928) and female amateurs (beginning in 1930). Although news coverage of the UGA events appeared in leading black newspapers, local tournaments sometimes received coverage only in local newspapers. Most black golfers engaged in the sport for leisure (estimated to be around 50,000) rather than entered tournaments. While the history of golf in the world of Jim Crow is not widely known, an examination of this history demonstrates the value of using the lens of sport to further reveal the lived experiences of African Americans.

Marvin P. Dawkins
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HOLIDAYS




The holiday experience for African Americans has been distinctive. While celebrating the standard American holidays, they also have created and developed a number of holidays of their own, events that celebrate and commemorate important events and figures in their own American experience. The Jim Crow period was central to this process.

The creation of these distinctive events stems in part from the fact that blacks’ relationship with many standard historical American holidays is complicated. While those, like Easter, based in a more personal religious or spiritual faith could transcend the politics and history that often made celebrating the holidays problematic, even Christmas, with its roots in slavery, has long evoked mixed feelings in the African American community. Indeed, while masters usually gave slaves the day off from work, that kindness, like the occasional small token gift, could just as easily be denied, a reflection of the power the slave owners all too often manipulated to their advantage. That reality, coupled with the way the Bible had often been used to support slavery, left a cloud of ambiguity over the holiday and made it ripe for the introduction in 1966, as Jim Crow was coming to a legal end, of Kwanzaa, a celebration of spirituality and African roots.

Similarly, no holiday is more paradoxical than America’s Independence Day, the Fourth of July. In the early Jim Crow period, celebrating white plantation owners usually allowed their workers to take the day off, thus allowing blacks their own celebrations, often featuring a big picnic shared by local tenant families. At the same time, however, going back to before the Civil War, Frederick Douglass had made clear that the Fourth of July was a white holiday, accusing those who had invited him to speak at a celebratory event of mocking him, a black man, for whom the equality celebrated that day was little more than an illusion. Emancipation could not erase these memories or the stain they left on the holidays. Instead, given this ambivalence about both Christmas and the Fourth of July, arguably the most American of holidays, and in recognition of their distinctive experience in the United States, beginning in the Jim Crow era, the nation’s blacks began to create and celebrate their own holidays, each of which has served as a symbol of their own distinctive place in the American landscape.

Foremost among these is Emancipation Day, a holiday recognizing Abraham Lincoln’s issuing of the Emancipation Proclamation. Celebrated widely, generally on either September 22—the date Lincoln first issued the preliminary proclamation—or January 1, the official date on which it was issued and went into effect, it was a holiday actively celebrated throughout the Jim Crow period in communities across the country. The popularity it enjoyed during the Jim Crow era diminished in the 1950s and 1960s as blacks moved beyond celebrations of their freedom and began the pursuit of equality that was the centerpiece of the civil rights movement of that era. And of course from that movement emerged a number of new modern holidays and historical icons.

Another broadly celebrated African American holiday, one with historical roots predating the Civil War, is Founder’s Day, a day that honors Richard Allen, who founded the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) church in 1794 in Philadelphia. AME, as well as offshoots of the original church, has played a large role in the black community. Indeed, local churches often served as community centers whose influence and offerings went well beyond the spiritual role expected of such institutions. In addition, in the mid-20th century, they often served as centers for the activities that marked the civil rights movement that would ultimately usher in the end of the Jim Crow period. The day is generally celebrated by individual AME churches on the Sunday closest to Allen’s February 14 birthday, a date that also provides for its inclusion in Black History Month, which has been celebrated in one form or another since 1926.

Although not a holiday in the traditional sense, African American History Month, celebrated in February and an expansion of Negro History Week, which was started in 1926 by educator Carter Woodson (1875–1950), is an important annual celebration of black accomplishments and a reminder to all of the important role African Americans have played in the American story. While the modern African American History Month now begins with a presidential proclamation, its establishment came at a time when Jim Crow was in full force and not only were the accomplishments of blacks minimized but also their very existence was marginalized. In many ways this holiday is a bridge between those regularly celebrated in their varying ways during the era as well as the many that have emerged since that time and that now celebrate both the efforts to cast off the era’s shackles as well as the developments, like the blues, that emerged from that difficult period. In fact, with the end of Jim Crow and the advent of true legal equality, the African American community began to exercise their new power, pushing for the establishment of a number of new holidays, many of which had their roots in events and milestones of the Jim Crow period.

There are now many of these often local events. The best known is obviously the national Martin Luther King Jr. Day, but others include Rosa Parks Day on December 1, the Mississippi Delta Blues and Heritage Festival in Greenville, Mississippi, in September, as well as other local blues festivals. Across the nation there are a variety of similar events honoring individuals ranging from Crispus Atticus to Harriett Tubman to Jackie Robinson, who fought for black freedom and equality, as well as other events of significance to the African American experience. Each holiday and celebration serves not only to recognize important people and milestones in African American history and culture but also to reflect a newfound willingness on the part of modern African Americans to step forward and put these people and these events up for celebration, creating holidays whose meaning is a tribute to their past and thus something very different from the old white holidays that represented little more than a break from the drudgery of their lives.

William H. Pruden III

See also: Recreation and Social Customs: Christmas; Emancipation Day; Independence Day; Primary Documents: Emancipation Day Celebration in Florida (Harriet Jefferson, 1920s)

FURTHER READING


Douglass, Frederick. (1845) 1995. Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass. Mineola, NY: Dover.

Douglass, Frederick. 1852. Oration delivered in Corinthian Hall, Rochester, NY. July 5, 1852. Frederick Douglass Project. University of Rochester. http://rbscp.lib.rochester.edu/2945.

Gay, Kathlyn. 2006. African-American Holidays, Festivals and Celebrations. Detroit: Omnigraphics.

William, Lena. 1990. “In Blacks’ Homes, the Christmas and Kwanzaa Spirits Meet.” New York Times, December 20, 1990.

INDEPENDENCE DAY




Frederick Douglass’s (ca. 1818–1895) famous 1852 question, “What to the slave is the Fourth of July?” was answered in the wake of emancipation as freed slaves capitalized on the abandonment of national memory by white Southerners to claim the celebratory mantle of the occasion with parades and festivities. But as the century drew to a close and the Reconstruction-era promise of equality and civic protections was weighed down by Jim Crow racial divides, the nation’s birthday was a site of reclamation for white Southerners—moving back to celebrate a nation that seemed in step with their rendering of historical memory. Within that America, black men and women in the Jim Crow era were split by the dilemma of celebrating a nation that so overtly negated their rights and within which they were plagued with violence. The nature of life in Jim Crow America left what precisely to celebrate? There was no singular African American response to the meaning of the nation’s birthday, but for those men and women who imbued the nation’s birthday with meaning, the observations of Catherine Fields in 1878 testify to the nature of their patriotism. Noting that many black Americans felt that “My Country ’tis of Thee” only highlighted the separation between their community and the nation that desired their patriotism, Fields nevertheless articulated: “the soil of this land has been watered by the Negro’s tears and blood. If it is not our country, whose is it?”(Litwack 1998, 47). Independence Day celebrations in Jim Crow America bore witness to that sentiment.

During Reconstruction, the nation’s birthday was embroiled in racial politics across the American South. Abandoned by the white communities who clung to the memory of the Confederacy, Independence Day gave black residents of Southern cities the space (both literal and metaphorical) to celebrate the national birthday. Attracted from rural areas into the cities of the South, black residents rode railroad cars to downtown parades of colored military companies. As those parades tied the sacrifice of black war veterans to nationalism, they helped to establish the Fourth of July as an occasion of meaning. Tensions did emerge over such ties. In July 1876, armed white men in Hamburg, South Carolina, attacked members of a black militia company, killing six African Americans. But through the late 19th century, as white Southerners continued to ignore the holiday and its meaning, colored military company parades persisted in Southern cities on Independence Day and were witnessed by thousands of excursionists who journeyed on railroad cars to enjoy music, food stalls, fireworks, and baseball games on the nation’s birthday. Seizing the public space of the city empowered black Southerners to claim the imagined space of the nation.

As the end of the century neared, attitudes toward the Fourth shifted and a “white” Fourth emerged to challenge black celebrations. First, black residents celebrating the national day were derided as lacking in any patriotic intent. “In Atlanta, Savannah, Augusta, Richmond and nearly all Southern cities,” a correspondent for the New York Times wrote in 1896, “you see only the negroes doing any celebrating.” But this was not for “patriotic reasons” but rather because “it is a public holiday and watermelon are in their prime” (New York Times 1896). Derision was the first step in removing a connection between black residents and the day as observers focused on festivities rather than parades. As the Spanish-American War concluded and the white Southern communities felt re-embraced in the national community, the national birthday bore witness to their attempts to reclaim its patriotic mantle. Atlanta’s leaders, for example, forged a Fourth of July committee in 1902 and barred licensees for stalls where the railroad head let out black visitors on the Fourth, and newspapers extolled the virtue of a day when white residents could savor a “new sacrament of patriotism” (The Atlanta Constitution 1902). Such shifts slowly worked to push black celebrations away from the city; gradually white veterans displaced black paraders, severing the Fourth’s association with the aspirations of black Southerners.

Black Southerners did not cede the Fourth in its entirety. Black colleges persisted as sites of Independence Day festivities and orations, and churches continued to sponsor pageants so the patriotism of their congregations could be cultivated and expressed. Men and women continued to celebrate with fireworks and to enjoy the day as a leisure-infused occasion. In their actions, men and women echoed the sentiments of newspapers like the Afro-American Ledger, which argued that the connection between African Americans and the national birthday needed to be maintained to keep alive the historical record of black patriotism: “This is our country and Old Glory is our flag,” they wrote in 1910 (Afro-American Ledger 1910). On the other hand, the Chicago Defender pointed to a new and chilling reality that African Americans faced on the nation’s birthday. Observing in 1911 that white Southerners shot blacks on the Fourth rather than firecrackers, the Chicago Defender reported that 50 blacks had died at the hands of white Southerners surrounding the celebrations that year. Such a picture of the Fourth left little cause for celebration (Chicago Defender 1911).





FREDERICK DOUGLASS AND THE FOURTH OF JULY ORATION

The Fourth of July has long been recognized through commemorative orations. One, by escaped slave and abolitionist Frederick Douglass, although given on July 5, 1852, had special relevance to those for whom Jim Crow was a constant reminder of the unfulfilled promises of the Declaration of Independence.


What, to the American slave, is your 4th of July? I answer; a day that reveals to him, more than all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant victim. To him, your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty, an unholy license; your national greatness, swelling vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty and heartless; your denunciation of tyrants, brass fronted impudence; your shouts of liberty and equality, hollow mockery; your prayers and hymns, your sermons and thanksgivings, with all your religious parade and solemnity, are, to Him, mere bombast, fraud, deception, impiety, and hypocrisy—a thin veil to cover up crimes which would disgrace a nation of savages. There is not a nation on the earth guilty of practices more shocking and bloody than are the people of the United States, at this very hour.

Source: Frederick Douglass. 1852. Oration, Delivered in Corinthian Hall, Rochester, NY. July 5. Frederick Douglass Project. University of Rochester. http://rbscp.lib.rochester.edu/2945.






What did this leave for ordinary men and women within Jim Crow America? For many, all that was left was to celebrate a truly imagined nation as opposed to one realized. In Half-Century Magazine, editor in chief Katherine Williams (1894–1957) wrote in 1919 that to participate in the Fourth, one needed to “look beyond the horizon, beyond the prejudices, which beset us at every turn, beyond petty jealousies and catch the spirit.” This required the embrace of an illusory nation, a future United States in which the darkness of Jim Crow violence would persist no longer. At best, Williams conceded, African Americans had to “observe the Fourth of July as if we were the beneficiaries of the full meaning of the Stars and Stripes” (Williams 1919, 1). As with Americans in general, black participation shifted away from formal parades and toward backyard barbecues. Even so, the formal streets of American cities occasionally bore witness to pageantry that was far from inclusive. In 1924, the Ku Klux Klan marched in cities across the nation on July 4 to protest the campaign of New York governor Alfred E. Smith (1873–1944) for the Democratic presidential nomination. Seizing the national birthday, such Independence Days portended the menacing barriers that African Americans fought to remove Jim Crow from America.

Richard Gowers
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STATE PARKS




State parks are designed to protect each state’s most scenic and historic places, providing opportunities for visitors to enjoy picturesque settings in mountains, forests, beaches, and other protected landscapes; to contemplate important episodes in state histories; and to picnic, canoe, hike, swim, or simply socialize with family and friends in the great outdoors. In preserving such places, state parks play a role in American life that is similar to national parks, but they are closer to home for most residents and are thus more accessible. Under the Jim Crow system of white supremacy, however, state parks in the South remained mostly off-limits to the region’s large African American population. The struggle against this exclusion from parks was added to a broader civil rights struggle that eventually opened access to all institutions in the region.

The development of state parks in the United States began with the emergence of a nationwide park movement in the latter 19th century. The state park movement was an outgrowth of this broader effort to design and construct grand municipal parks and scenic national parks. By 1921, National Park Service director Stephen Mather (1867–1930), who recognized that national parks were too distant for most Americans to visit, effectively led the state park effort. While some individual state parks began appearing decades earlier, Mather envisioned well-distributed systems of scenic parks in each state that would facilitate easy access for all citizens. Funding constraints inhibited much state park expansion through the 1920s, but in the following decade, the Great Depression provided an opportunity. The New Deal programs of the Roosevelt administration (1933–1945) included significant funding and institutional support for park development nationwide.

[image: image]

My Old Kentucky Home State Park is located on the grounds of Federal Hill, a 1,200-acre farm and antebellum mansion. Federal Hill, along with Harriet Beecher Stowe’s novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin, inspired Stephen Foster’s anti-slavery ballad “My Old Kentucky Home.” The site has been a popular destination for African Americans since it became a state park in 1936. (Morse Collection/Gado/Getty Images)

The National Park Service coordinated and planned this activity and implemented state park plans with the help of the Civilian Conservation Corps, Works Progress Administration, and other agencies. Many of the New Deal efforts had generally aspired to improve the circumstances of black Southerners, and the Park Service, fielding requests from civic groups such as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), Boy Scouts, and Girl Scouts, followed suit. The agency’s efforts to extend state park access were hampered, however, by the opposition to most proposals by Southern white officials and residents as well as by contradictory Park Service policies. The agency pursued an official nondiscrimination policy, but it also sought to smooth federal-state relations by accommodating the “local custom” of Jim Crow. The result was that the Park Service did not press too hard for gains, and by the end of the New Deal only a small number of segregated state park facilities in just a few Southern states were accessible to African Americans.





BARRED FROM JAMESTOWN

State parks across the South excluded black visitors, and historical sites owned and operated by preservationists adopted similarly discriminatory admissions policies. In 1930, for example, the black newspaper the Norfolk Journal and Guide reported that historic Jamestown Island refused admission to black tourists. In recent weeks, the paper explained, a philosophy professor from Virginia Union University and a group of 50 college seniors from Hampton Institute had been turned away on account of their race. The Association for the Preservation of Virginia Antiquities (APVA), a private organization, had owned and operated Jamestown since 1893. At one time, the paper reported, the APVA welcomed black visitors, but when a group of white tourists from New Jersey encountered black sightseers there, they objected and demanded the return of their admission fee. In response, the APVA adopted a new policy that barred blacks from visiting Jamestown.

As the editors of the paper explained, Jamestown Island, as the site where the first Africans arrived on the North American mainland in 1619, was of particular historical interest to African Americans. For the APVA to deny blacks the privilege of visiting a “place so important to their history is indeed unlike true Virginians, and is one of the strange inconsistencies of our time” (Norfolk Journal and Guide 1930).






These facilities included small, segregated sections of parks that provided larger spaces for white visitors. Examples included Oklahoma’s Lake Murray State Park and Roman Nose State Park, and also Greenwood State Park and Hunting Island State Park in South Carolina. The National Park Service designed other New Deal–era state parks for exclusively African American use, such as Tennessee’s Booker T. Washington State Park and T. O. Fuller State Park, Arkansas’s Watson State Park, and North Carolina’s Jones Lake State Park. The Park Service provided African Americans with a few additional facilities through the New Deal’s Recreational Demonstration Area program, but their access to park facilities in general remained separate and vastly unequal in relation to the many state parks constructed for white Southerners during that time. White park visitors had access to not only many more parks but also to a greater variety of landscapes, including the most spectacular and scenic, with larger spaces and better developed amenities.

The New Deal ended during World War II, and along with it ended the close involvement of the National Park Service in state park design and construction. The war years were also pivotal to civil rights activism, as African American activists and leaders rejected the goal of “equalizing” Southern institutions, demanding instead their desegregation, including parks. Federal legal actions, brought mainly by NAACP lawyers, argued that racial segregation violated the U.S. Constitution, and after the war, lawyers filed cases demanding state park desegregation in jurisdictions including Maryland, South Carolina, Texas, and Virginia. Southern states responded with attempts to expand the number of state parks available to African Americans. They had hoped to show the courts that they were committed to equalization, as “separate but equal” remained constitutional. The result of this effort was a regionwide expansion in the number of state park facilities available to African Americans, particularly between 1949 and 1954, although the number of additions overall was modest. Most Southern states succeeded in adding only one or two such facilities, while most of the gains were limited to just three states—Florida, Georgia, and South Carolina. Impeding further expansion were state legislatures that were reluctant to provide funding, white residents and communities that continued to resist the construction of nearby “Negro” parks, and the fact that African Americans were generally opposed to the idea of segregated parks.

In a 1955 article in New South magazine, the Southern Regional Council, an Atlanta-based interracial group, declared that parks and recreation was the “Achilles heel” of Jim Crow. More so than in Southern schools, it stated that African American exclusion from parks, including state parks, was near total, let alone “separate but equal.” Its assertion came after the monumental Brown v. Board of Education (1954) ruling by the U.S. Supreme Court in May, and late in 1955, the court upheld an appeals court ruling to confirm that park segregation, like schools, was unconstitutional. Kentucky, Maryland, West Virginia, and Oklahoma desegregated their state parks soon after the ruling, but others resisted compliance, citing fears of civil unrest. Further construction of segregated park spaces came to a virtual halt after the Brown ruling, signaling that equalization plans were likely moot. However, a few states added an additional facility or two between 1955 and 1962, despite the court’s ruling. A few threatened to sell or lease state parks to avoid compliance with the ruling, while South Carolina closed its entire system in 1963 after the court ruled in the case of Watson v. City of Memphis that states could no longer delay park desegregation. By then, additional states had already desegregated their state park systems, such as Tennessee and Texas. The remainder, including South Carolina, would desegregate their parks in compliance with the 1964 Civil Rights Act. Many Southern states did so quietly, fearing outbreaks of racial violence, which never occurred.

William E. O’Brien
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RELIGION AND BELIEFS
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INTRODUCTION

African Americans have long observed that 11:00 on Sunday morning is the most segregated hour in the United States. Segregated worship has a long history, dating back to the immediate aftermath of the Civil War when freed men and women organized their own autonomous churches in which they could worship God free of white intrusions and the memories of slaveholder sermons. African Americans established their own independent denominations, developed unique styles of worship, espoused a theology shaped by the everyday experience of life under Jim Crow, and expressed their Christian faith through distinctive forms of sacred music.

Independent churches emerged as vital black institutions and social spaces that empowered African Americans to survive and challenge Jim Crow. Independent black churches and black church denominations such as the African Methodist Episcopal Church and National Baptist Convention attracted black congregants by the thousands across the South. Black Pentecostalism grew out of the black Holiness movement of the rural South and spread rapidly among tenant farmers and sharecroppers. Many of these congregations grew out of annual religious revivals where believers gathered in a festive and less formal atmosphere to reaffirm their faith and spread the word of Christ among the unchurched. These churches served as centers of black associational and community life. Sunday schools fulfilled an educational mission, not only teaching the tenets of church doctrine but also expanding literacy among congregants and their children. Black civic organizations often used church buildings for meetings and gatherings. The church itself functioned as a safe space for blacks to debate social and political affairs and to develop strategies for demanding the rights of citizenship.

The denominational diversity of black Christianity notwithstanding, African American religion was comprised of several core tenets of faith. Ministers and preachers shared the message of God’s promise of the salvation of the soul and the reunification with loved ones in Heaven. But they also delivered sermons that resonated with the everyday pain and suffering of their congregants. The faithful gathered to hear how biblical prophecies connected with their current struggles for social justice. Through prayer and worship, they affirmed their belief in an all-powerful God who would deliver them to the Promised Land. They invested their religious rites of passage—baptisms, marriages, and funerals and burials—with these convictions. In spirituals and gospel music, they sang these messages of hope amid a world of injustice and spread Christ’s message of good news for bad times.

African American spiritual belief during the Jim Crow era also embraced supernaturalism. Unlike the black church, which often focused on questions of social justice, believers in the supernatural turned to specialists in the arts of magic for individual healing. These rootworkers, conjurers, and hoodoo doctors staged elaborate rituals in which they demonstrated their power to summon magical spirits on behalf of their clients. They cast spells and distributed charms that provided their clients with supernatural protection while bringing harm to their enemies. Because practitioners of the supernatural often had to contend with the legal suppression of their craft, they frequently operated in the shadows.

BAPTIST CHURCH




The role of the Baptist Church during the era of Jim Crow differed vastly depending on denomination and specific location of each church. This is in part due to some of the fundamental elements of the Baptist tradition. First, all Baptist churches believe in church autonomy, which means that there are no particular authority figures that the church must answer to outside of God. Second, and more importantly, historical schisms that occurred in the Baptist denomination undoubtedly shaped the role the church played in the world of Jim Crow. In 1845, the Baptists from the North split from Baptists in the South largely over the issue of slavery. Southern slave owners wanted to serve as global missionaries. However, Northern Baptists objected because they did not want the world to think that they condoned slavery. So in May 1845, the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC) was formed as a uniquely Southern denomination of the Baptist Church. After the American Civil War, the SBC turned its focus to preserving Southern cultural and social norms. Slowly, some free African Americans began to leave Southern Baptist churches and form their own. In 1880, a formal meeting of more than 100 African American pastors occurred in Montgomery, Alabama. They formed what would later be referred to as the National Baptist Convention, USA. The convention was founded to spread the biblical truth both locally and globally. Finally, the Progressive National Baptist Convention (PNBC) was established in 1961. This organization was established in direct response to the challenges faced by ministers during the civil rights movement. Members of the PNBC disagreed with the strategies and tactics used by the National Baptist Convention. They preferred to form a Baptist denomination that explicitly focused on social justice and political activism. Thus, the Southern Baptist Convention, National Baptist Convention, and Progressive National Baptist Convention were all influential church denominations during the Jim Crow era.
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During the Great Migration, southern migrants, including Baptists, established new congregations by converting former stores into churches. These so-called “storefront churches” dotted black neighborhoods of the urban North and became sites of some of the most significant, expressive, and inventive African American theology. (Library of Congress)

Southern Baptist Convention

Historically, the Southern Baptist Convention was known for its religious and cultural conservatism. However, even this denomination was not above the influence of the civil rights activist campaigns that had spread throughout the South by the 1960s. The U.S. Supreme Court ruling in the court case Brown v. Board of Education (1954) created an interesting dilemma for many Southern Baptist churches. Many ministers had agreed not to undertake massive resistance against the court ruling, and they also did not support the virulent forms of racism in the South that had typified much of the struggle for equality. Most Southern Baptist seminaries had open admission policies, and Southern Baptist ministers encouraged integration within the public school system.

However, by many accounts the church had become the most segregated place in the South. In 1959, Baptist minister Wesley Shrader (1912–1986) noted how “the church of Jesus Christ has become the primary instrument for the perpetuation of segregation” (Freeman 2015, 177). Results from a survey during the 1950s confirmed this sentiment because more than 90 percent of Southern Baptist churches banned African Americans from joining their congregations. Two events precipitated organizational changes in the Southern Baptist Convention. First, Martin Luther King Jr. visited several prominent white Baptist churches during the early 1960s in places such as Chapel Hill, North Carolina, and Atlanta, Georgia, which highlighted whites’ refusal to include African Americans in their sacred spaces. King was so successful in so many of his other campaigns for racial justice and in most of those instances that he even had the support of Southern Baptist ministers. However, some of those same congregations did not allow him to preach from the pulpit. The visual of one of America’s most prominent preachers and crusaders for social justice not being able to preach from the pulpit reflected poorly on the Southern Baptist Convention.

At the same time, kneel-ins facilitated mainly by college students forced certain Baptist churches to act on some of their unwritten policies. These kneel-ins were typically protests at segregated churches by an interracial cohort and aimed to question the logic of Jim Crow Christianity. Participants were inspired by the sit-in movement that had forced integration in many places throughout the South. These kneel-in campaigns involved groups attempting to be seated in the worship space of white congregations on Sunday mornings. The kneel-ins occurred at Baptist churches throughout the South, including Louisiana, Alabama, Georgia, and Mississippi. Reactions to the kneel-ins varied depending on the congregation. Some churches accommodated the demands of the participants, and in other churches, African American protesters were ushered into a separate auditorium. However, in the more hostile cases, African Americans were completely banned from entering the sanctuary and possibly faced arrest or jail. The direct-action tactics forced many churches to confront the moral questions concerning racism and its practical implications for relationships within the congregation. Both the action of King and the students involved in the kneel-in campaigns created a slow and gradual change in the Southern Baptist Convention’s policies toward race.

National Baptist Convention and Jim Crow

As with the Southern Baptist Convention, the National Baptist Convention’s race history predated the Civil War. At least 20 years before the Civil War, a steady number of black preachers sought autonomy from white Baptist conventions. Directly following, the American Baptist Convention met and agreed to give black ministers the right to form their own state conventions. By 1880, a critical mass of ministers created and organized a black Baptist convention. However, the National Baptist Convention namesake was not formalized until September 24, 1895. The convention focused on the areas of foreign missions, home missions, and education. These areas greatly influenced the National Baptist Convention’s approach to the world of Jim Crow.

One of the key ways that the National Baptist Convention was involved in the struggle for civil and human rights was with their publishing company. At the turn of the 20th century, the National Baptist Publishing House was the only Baptist publishing board in the South that would publish the written work of black ministers. Other Baptist publishing companies refused to do so because of the fear of opposition they believed they would receive from their other clients. The publishing house became a platform not only to spread the gospel to other African American communities but also to spread a message affirming the spirituality and equality of African Americans. National Baptist ministers were not concerned with public demonstrations and political activism. Their primary tactic to face Jim Crow was through ministry and education. They preached for spiritual salvation and encouraged their congregations to seek the kingdom of God first and to not concern themselves with earthly struggles. During the 1950s, National Baptist Convention president Joseph H. Jackson (1900–1990) publicly supported civil rights activism such as the Montgomery bus boycott. However, by the 1960s, he strongly cautioned members participating in any civil rights activism. Specifically, Jackson led the strong opposition against the activism of Baptist minister Martin Luther King Jr. The tension between Jackson’s and King’s factions in the convention came to a head during Jackson’s reelection campaign. When it was clear that the National Convention had no intention of changing its stance on political activism, several key members withdrew from the organization and started their own convention.

National Progressive Baptist Convention and Jim Crow

Martin Luther King Jr. and others founded the Progressive National Baptist Convention in 1961 after Joseph Jackson was reelected by the National Baptist Convention. It was created as a Baptist organization that specifically emphasized civil rights activism and social justice. At the first meeting of the new convention, 33 pastors representing 14 different states were in attendance at Zion Baptist Church in Cincinnati, Ohio. The first act of the group was to pass a resolution to organize on behalf of King’s upcoming civil rights campaigns. Specifically, they pledged to work with the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and to take civil actions to force the government to uphold affirmative action policies. They also worked very closely with the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, an organization led by King. A year after the first meeting, the organization changed its name to the National Progressive Baptist Convention.

The Progressive Baptists were able to maintain their focus on civil rights activism because a significant portion of the leadership was composed of civil rights veterans, such as Benjamin Mays (1984–1984), Ralph Abernathy (1926–1990), Wyatt Tee Walker (1928–2018), and Gardner Taylor (1918–2016). The theology that these ministers preached differed from the National Baptist Convention because they emphasized the role of the church in bringing about the kingdom of God on Earth. Their sermons focused not only on the moral evils of segregation and racism but also on the moral duty of every Christian to oppose this evil. They encouraged the members of their congregations to actively engage in acts of civil disobedience and to protest unjust treatment in the Jim Crow South. Furthermore, Progressive Baptist ministers allowed their churches to be used as headquarters in organizing efforts such as bus boycotts, marches, and protests and as a space where activists could teach nonviolent resistance tactics. Ultimately, a staple of the National Progressive Baptist Convention was its use of a morals-centered theology to actively promote and engage political mobilization against Jim Crow.

Baptist faith and leadership traditions have been an essential aspect of the religious lives of many people living in the South during some of the most challenging periods in U.S. history. The changing racial climate forced the denomination to challenge its worldview. Thus, the Southern Baptist, National Baptist, and Progressive National Baptist Conventions represented several different perspectives on how Baptists adjusted to shifting views on race throughout the nation.

Richard A. Thomas
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BLACK PENTECOSTALISM




African American Pentecostalism is a religious movement that began at the turn of the 20th century and grew quickly to become one of the largest and most powerful Christian traditions in the United States. While steeped in the black Holiness movement, its formal origins trace back to the 1906 Azusa Street Revival in Los Angeles, California, where a one-eyed black minister, William Seymour (1870–1922), taught a radical new doctrine of salvation that he learned while attending a Bible school in Texas run by Charles Parham (1873–1929), a white evangelist. In a sharp break with conventional denominational theology, both black and white, Seymour preached that only Christians who had undergone the experience of sanctification—in which the Holy Spirit infused them with God’s grace, triggering bouts of speaking in tongues (or “glossolalia”)—could be considered saved. He encouraged a fresh worship style that suited the physical experience of speaking in tongues, one open to improvisation and spontaneity as men and women reacted to being seized and shaken by the Holy Spirit; they often jumped, spun around, danced, sang lustily, and clutched at the heavens with outstretched arms. He taught that the newly sanctified frequently enjoyed special spiritual powers, such as the ability to heal bodily ills, cast out evil spirits, testify, or prophesy. Seymour also proclaimed that preachers need not be formally educated but only saved and that women could serve in most high-ranking positions in their churches, with the exception of pastor. Outside of church, Pentecostals were to lead a visibly “holy life,” which meant placing faith in the Holy Spirit to provide for their needs and wants and avoiding worldly temptations, such as dancing, smoking, drinking alcohol, swearing, parading in public, wearing expensive clothes, and decorating their churches or their homes with costly or frivolous goods. The Azusa Street Revival continued for nearly three years, attracting white and black followers. Eventually racism split the movement into two groups, the black Church of God in Christ and the white Assemblies of God. The African American branch took root in the rural South, where it spread rapidly among tenant farmers and sharecroppers before being transported to Midwestern and Northern cities during the Great Migration.

While Seymour is the father of modern African American Pentecostalism, its roots stretch back to the black Holiness movement, which erupted across the South after Reconstruction. In 1896, for example, William Christian (1856–1928), a 40-year-old black minister and recent founder of the Church of the Living God in Wrightsville, Arkansas, defined the essence of Christianity in his brief autobiography. The faithful must learn how to be saved, he wrote, but how to do so was a secret only recently revealed to him: “Now when sinners ask the preachers what they must do to be saved, they tell them to come to the mourners’ bench and go get religion. They are telling the poor sinners to do something they never saw in the Bible in their lives.” People only learned the truth about salvation by reading about the event of the Pentecost as told in the Bible. “On the day of Penticost [sic] sinners asked the apostles what they must do. Peter said repent” (Christian 1896, 15). And when the sinners did, the Holy Spirit blessed them with supernatural powers, purified them of sin, and assured them of eternal salvation. It was an experience that William Christian made a prerequisite for all who would follow him. And many did; by 1905, he counted over 10,000 members of his church, nearly all poor black sharecroppers and tenant farmers living in the Arkansas and Mississippi Delta.

Christian’s new faith emerged from the racial stresses and religious tensions simmering in the post-Reconstruction era in the Arkansas and Mississippi Delta, an area that served as the main incubator of the black Holiness-Pentecostal movements. First, many black Christians were experiencing a depth of despair and powerlessness unrivalled since slavery. It was a reaction to the steady deterioration of their citizenship—to the loss of the franchise, the right of due process, state financial support for public schools, and any pretense of public safety. Racial violence was rampant and unchecked by any court or law enforcement agency. In searching for a reason for their current plight, many Delta blacks pushed beyond the upheaval in national and local politics and also wondered if they had unknowingly displeased God and somehow played a supporting role in bringing about the deplorable state of civic and racial affairs. Others were more direct in assigning blame and identified the contemporary culture of black spiritual life.

By the 1890s, an increasing number of black Baptists and Methodists rejected recent developments in their denominational culture. They came to view as blasphemers the thousands of men and women who sustained concurrent memberships in fraternal orders and churches and who claimed that these two institutions jointly represented a new institutional core of black spiritual life. Fraternal orders, through their secret oaths, fancy uniforms, parades, and insurances, encouraged hubris in their members. They also rejected the emerging popular stress on material adornment in churches as a legitimate way to celebrate progress and the emergence of fund-raising strategies that saw ministers shilling for consumer goods like medical panaceas.

At the same time that political and religious complaint was peaking, a series of conditions came into being that made possible large-scale religious dissent. The establishment of a modern transportation infrastructure and the expansion of African American print culture made it easier to organize groups of protesters and disseminate information across rural areas. A new breed of black preacher matured as well, men like Christian who were born at the end of slavery or in freedom, literate, highly mobile, and eager to explore fresh paths of growth for their churches.

This combination of social misery, religious change, technological improvements, and the coming of age of a new generation of ministers primed the Delta for the birth of a religious revival like the African American Holiness-Pentecostal movements. Its local leaders were three one-time Baptist preachers: Christian, Charles Price Jones (1865–1949), and Charles Harrison Mason (1864–1961). These men collectively preached that earthly comfort, security, and authority lay not in the teaching of any denominational church but only in the acceptance of their new theology of moral perfectionism. The core of their message was the idea that Christians of any rank or station in life could suddenly be sanctified and forever cleansed of sin. Most denominational ministers believed it too, but only as an abstract doctrine of faith rarely realized.

Jones and Mason were both born in freedom, spent much of their childhoods working on farms, received rudimentary schooling, and entered the ministry in their early teens. Like Christian, they matured as Baptist ministers at a time when the local denominational culture was rapidly expanding. Both men attended Arkansas Baptist College, though only Jones graduated, and both participated in Sunday school organizations, Baptist Young People’s Unions, and district and state ministerial conventions. With Christian, they were also dismissive of many of the ideas about black domestic culture shaping religious life in the Delta and, in response, founded Holiness churches. Jones and Mason collaborated as Holiness ministers for a short time but eventually parted ways and built independent church communities, with Mason pioneering new Pentecostal houses of worship after visiting the Azusa Street Revival. Indeed, Jones refused to accept the core Pentecostal idea that speaking in tongues signified elect status in a Christian. Nor did he necessarily agree with Mason that Pentecostals, by virtue of their faith, enjoyed newfound protection against the curse of racial violence and threat of disease and illness.

After severing ties with Jones, Mason founded the Church of God in Christ in 1907 and served as its senior bishop for over 50 years. He oversaw the organizational development of black Pentecostalism and served as its main spokesperson during his lifetime. Today the Church of God in Christ remains as the principal body of African American Pentecostalism and includes over 12,000 churches and 6.5 million members in the United States.

John M. Giggie
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CAMP MEETINGS. See REVIVALS AND CAMP MEETINGS

CEMETERIES




Throughout the South, cemeteries remain one of the last deliberately segregated landscapes. During the social, political, and economic racism associated with the Jim Crow era, African Americans expressed their religious and cultural traditions at these sacred sites. The grave markers in these deathscapes highlight the accomplishments and beliefs of multiple generations. Taken together, these mortuary artifacts represent outdoor museums of black culture and traditions. If we peel back the layers of meaning in these sacred landscapes, we find information about African American families, religion, attitudes toward death, and community. The placement of these cemeteries, often located in geographically marginal spots, illustrates the legacy of Jim Crow, forever preserved through segregated plots within public burial grounds and cemeteries located alongside historically black neighborhoods.
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During the Jim Crow era, white southerners prevented blacks from buying burial plots in public cemeteries. African Americans thus established and maintained their own cemeteries, such as this one in Aiken, South Carolina. (Library of Congress)

Postbellum African American cemeteries followed the antebellum practices of slave graveyards and family burial plots. Prior to emancipation, enslaved families often had limited choices for where to bury their dead, resulting in separate slave cemeteries, segregated burials outside of a whites-only graveyard, or, less commonly, the selection of “favored” individuals to be buried within a slave owner’s family plot. Southern legislation also restricted free antebellum African Americans to burying their dead in separate cemeteries (Krüger-Kahloula 1994, 135). During the Jim Crow era, segregated burial practices continued as white politicians and local leaders sought to ensure segregation in death as in life. To combat this second-class status, black families established community cemeteries and family graveyards as one of the three main pillars, buttressed by schools and churches, of their postemancipation communities.

From this racist effort to segregate the eternal rest of African Americans came an unexpected source of economic stability and power through landownership and the rise of the black funeral business, including black-owned and -operated funeral homes. Throughout the United States, African Americans made and distributed coffins, manufactured and applied embalming products, and prepared and buried the dead. The prestige of these successful mortuary businessmen and women resulted in increased financial and social status. For example, in 1920, black businessmen raised $200,000 to establish the Tri-State Casket and Coffin Company to provide materials to African American undertakers (Memphis News-Scimitar 1920). Indigent families relied on burial associations or churches to assist with their mortuary rituals.

During the Jim Crow era, cemeteries served three main functions for the living: as places to mourn, as places to honor the dead and their accomplishments, and as places to preserve black cultural traditions. Each function manifests itself in a different way. First, black mourners visited the graves of their ancestors on a regular basis, often on the birthday of the deceased, holidays, or annual homecomings sponsored by churches. This afforded families a chance to clean up botanical overgrowth, replace old funerary wreaths, and pay their respects. Second, the erection of a marker at the site of the deceased’s grave provided survivors with an opportunity to craft minibiographies and commemorate the lives of their loved ones. The choice of a motif was influenced by several factors, including religious beliefs, the socioeconomic status of the deceased or their surviving family members, and prevailing beliefs about death and the afterlife. And while earlier colonial and antebellum African American headstones sometimes included Afro-Caribbean symbols, by the Jim Crow era many black gravestones in the South displayed Christian motifs, such as angels, praying hands, the Pearly Gates, and crosses. Differences between black and white gravestones often depend on the socioeconomic status of the stone purchaser, with the elites in both groups often selecting ornate marble obelisks and massive granite tombs that were popular during the Victorian period and the later Gilded Age. Poorer families turned to locally available fieldstones, memorials crafted from concrete, or wooden markers. In some areas of the South, the graveside offerings reveal the most distinctive patterns, with some black families leaving behind artifacts that suggest West African beliefs, such as the use of shattered mirrors and broken ceramic vessels to release the soul of the deceased.

The location of these cemeteries within Jim Crow–era communities demonstrates broader patterns, as their locations sometimes define the boundaries of historic African American neighborhoods. As such, they are often located in marginal areas of late-19th-century American cities, and in rural areas they are often at the edges of former plantation lands. Within these sacred sites, the distribution of the dead reveals “ordering principles such as biological descent, cultural community, and social hierarchy” (Krüger-Kahloula 1994, 138). As such, the contemporary genealogist, historian, or member of the curious public is well served by a walk through these historic black cemeteries.

Lynn Rainville
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CHURCH ATTENDANCE




For generations of enslavement, African Americans had embraced Christianity and organized churches that helped them maintain a sense of community and spiritual attachment to God. After emancipation and through the era of Jim Crow, black churches grew from mostly scattered, informal congregations without ownership of church property to huge denominations like the National Baptist Convention, which by 1906 boasted more than 2.2 million members, the largest black organization in the world, and 20 years later, church edifices worth $205,782,628.

African American churches were multipurpose organizations and major players in the political, economic, and social lives of the South. African Americans generally chose the churches they attended. In rural areas, their options were more limited than in cities, and the effort required to get to church was greater. Attending largely autonomous Baptist churches was usually a more intimate and emotional experience than attending Methodist, Presbyterian, Episcopal, and Catholic churches. Methodist, Episcopal, and Catholic churches were, in principle, biracial, which appealed to many blacks as racial segregation intensified. At the same time, however, African Methodist churches stood for racial solidarity.

Despite the churches’ prominence in the Jim Crow era, it has not been possible to determine with much precision how many black men, women, and children who identified with a particular church actually attended its services, and if they did, how often they attended. As a rule, Baptist churches did not consider young people, not yet baptized, as church members. No doubt they were present and active in the churches but were overlooked in many counts. Nor is it possible to establish a very clear picture of other demographic characteristics of the vast body of churchgoers. Black church record keeping was often inaccurate due more to circumstances than to any lack of interest. Few blacks possessed the requisite skills, time, or materials to build and manage church archives. Many poor rural churches had no full-time pastors and sometimes no deacons. Services were conducted once or twice a month by licensed preachers who arrived on Saturday nights and left after dinner on Sunday. Furthermore, by tradition, Baptist churches did not erase the names of parishioners who moved away or joined other churches or denominations.

In 1890, for the first time, the U.S. Bureau of the Census took churches, their assets, and membership into account in compiling census reports. The Census Bureau, however, asked the churches to provide the information about congregants. Some churches did; others did not. In 1906, the Census Bureau attempted to collect more accurate data regarding church membership and other pertinent data, but many churches again did not always respond completely and accurately. Then, in 1916 and 1926, the Census Bureau was able to gather more information from local churches, and the Census of Religious Bodies reports in those years were far more accurate. But even those reports do not provide enough information to answer all questions about churches in the United States during the Jim Crow era. The difficulty goes beyond reporting. Still largely unanswered and perhaps unanswerable is the question of how many people actually attended church and how frequently. How closely church membership matched church attendance or how frequently members attended services remain difficult to verify.

The 1926 Census of Religious Bodies updated tabulations made in the 1906 and 1916 special censuses and modified the tabulation plan as well, keeping the basic format of enumerating church bodies for whites and blacks separately. The information the census tabulated came from reports submitted by 42,585 black churches. Of that number, 22,081 were Baptist churches, 6,708 were African Methodist Episcopal churches, 2,518 were Colored Methodist Episcopal churches, and 2,466 were African Methodist Episcopal Zion churches. In addition, 3,743 black congregations reported as members of the Northern-based and biracial Methodist Episcopal Church. Those five denominations contained 88.1 percent of all black churches in the United States in 1926. Approximately one in four (23.9 percent) churches belonging to those five denominations was located in a city, whereas in 1920, 34 percent of all African Americans lived in cities. Baptists accounted for 3.1 million black church members (61.4 percent). The average number of members of black Baptist churches was 220 in cities (compared to 546 overall) and 91 in rural churches (compared to 115 overall). Females outnumbered males in black churches—61.9 men to every 100 women, compared to 79.7 males to every 100 females in the population of American churchgoers overall.

These data may not tell us everything we would like to know about church attendance; however, they do inform us about the distribution and the extent of black church membership and, thus, give us some idea about how many African Americans attended church during the Jim Crow era.

William E. Montgomery
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CONJURE




Conjure was the most popular name for African American supernatural practices during the period from the antebellum era until around the 1930s. The name itself is of European origin and refers to the practice of calling on spirits while performing magical rituals. Approximate synonyms are rootwork, tricking, mojo, and hoodoo. Believers designate specialists in the art using a wide variety of terms, including conjurers, rootworkers, two-headed doctors, hoodoo doctors, conjure men and conjure women, and wangateurs and wangateuses.

At heart, conjure has always been a practice designed to provide supernatural aid to practitioners and their clients and to harm their enemies—what most would refer to as magic. Historically, the practice centered on professional two-headed doctors (a common term for spiritual practitioners) who worked for paying clients. Among the many services provided were spells and charms designed to win love, luck, and success for clients and protection from malevolent forces, human and spiritual. At the same time, many conjurers would work against one’s enemies by driving them from the vicinity, causing them to become ill or insane, or even killing them. To perform such works, they relied mostly on items gathered from the natural world around them, including roots and other parts of plants, animal products, and minerals, each of which they understood as possessing distinct spiritual properties.
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Edward Kemble’s sketch of an African American Voodoo dance captures how white observers portrayed these ceremonies as mysterious and threatening. (Print Collector/Getty Images)

By the late 19th century, the profession was undergoing a profound change as believers and practitioners entered the urban industrial age. Individual specialists, though still present, were partially supplanted by what scholar Carolyn Morrow Long has termed spiritual merchants. In the changing milieu of the age, business was shifting from the homes and offices of conjure men and women to urban spiritual supply shops. Such shops were most prevalent in urban areas, where they were cut off from easy access to nature. In place of items gathered from the fields, forests, and swamps, manufactured wares like spiritual soaps, incense, and oils became increasingly prominent in conjure practice. Sales clerks who directed customers to the proper do-it-yourself books and the corresponding paraphernalia replaced the ritual specialists who worked for clients. Advertising through fliers, newspaper ads, mail-order catalogs, and eventually Web sites became commonplace.

The racial context of the American South has always profoundly affected the perception and practice of conjure. Published descriptions of African American magical practices rarely appeared during the antebellum era, but they became much more prominent during the period following Reconstruction. Such writings almost universally emphasized conjure as a prime example of African Americans’ supposed tendency toward superstition. Folklore collections, such as Mary Alicia Owen’s Voodoo Tales as Told among the Negroes of the Southwest (1893), tended to treat practitioners as curiosities and their work as material for entertaining local color tales. In some cases, authors went a step further, writing accounts that presented two-headed doctors and their craft as threats to white society. A prime example is Thomas Nelson Page’s (1853–1922) novel Red Rock (1899), which includes a minor villain named Dr. Moses who rises to prominence among fellow African Americans by his work as a “trick doctor.” By the 1890s, such images had become commonplace in literature that depicted the South and African American life in ways that confirmed whites’ assumptions of black inferiority and informed white support for Jim Crow legislation designed to keep African Americans separate from and subordinate to whites. Not surprisingly, following the implementation of segregation and other discriminatory laws across the South and other parts of the United States during the 1890s and early 1900s, interest in conjure experienced a temporary decline.

While whites portrayed conjure as a central feature of black society that demonstrated its need for outside oversight, many African American leaders responded by attempting to expunge the magical system from their society. Beginning in 1878 and continuing into the 1890s, for instance, the school newspaper of what is today known as the Hampton Institute printed material on conjure. The publication’s twin goals were to preserve knowledge of what editors hoped was a rapidly disappearing practice and to speed it on its way out. Such an approach was understandable in the racial climate of the day, coupled with the prevailing African American view on advancement, known as racial uplift, which called on black Americans to prove their equality with whites by pursuing education, working diligently in their vocations, and abandoning aspects of culture that clashed with white mores. Though such efforts doubtless had their effects, especially among those few studying at the college level or seeking to compete in middle-class professions, many others ignored them, as evidenced by the myriad news articles, blues songs, and the like that have continued to reference conjure into the present.

Paradoxically, though some whites used the image of conjure to undermine African American claims to equality and many blacks sought to suppress the practice, rootwork became a frequent target of legal suppression in the Jim Crow era. Sometimes local laws against the sale or production of charms affected conjure. A more frequent culprit was legislation designed to protect consumers. Stephaney Robinson (before 1885–1947), better known as Dr. Buzzard, one of the 20th century’s most famous conjure men, was a target of investigation on charges of practicing medicine without a license as well as mail fraud, the latter because he reportedly had a large mail-order clientele. While Dr. Buzzard escaped prosecution, others saw time in prison. The best way to avoid the eyes of the law was to avoid dispensing formulas meant to be ingested or sending any items by mail, but doing so meant voluntarily restricting one’s income. Secrecy was a riskier but more profitable method. A third manner was to add terms like alleged or phrases such as sold as a curio only to product titles and descriptions. After all, if a maker or seller never claimed his magical products worked, could he or she be prosecuted for fraud? The end result of suppression and practitioners’ efforts to resist it were further demonization of conjure, secrecy among believers, and distrust of those who sought to learn more about it.

Jeffrey E. Anderson
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FUNERALS




Today few Americans have washed a dead body, carried a coffin to a gravesite, or dug a grave by hand. A century ago, these funerary activities were commonly performed by the deceased’s relatives instead of undertakers or hospital nurses. For African Americans burying their dead during the Jim Crow period, the role of families was crucial in the tripartite funerary ritual: preparing the corpse, hosting a wake and religious service, and processing to the gravesite. As the 20th century unfolded, these duties were increasingly shared with funeral homes, leading to the rise of black entrepreneurs who specialized in the death care industry. In both cases, the dead’s “homecoming” was marked with dignity and pageantry.

At the start of the Jim Crow era, in the 1880s, the first stage in caring for the dead began at home, where the majority of Americans died, rather than in hospitals. Accordingly, close relatives, often women, played an essential role in conducting postmortem rituals within the home, including bathing the body, selecting clothes, occasionally covering the eyes with coins, and laying the body in a room on a cooling board or within a coffin. These domestic parlors were often filled with elaborate floral arrangements. Race, gender, and socioeconomic class influenced the nature of these funerary rituals. Wealthy, urban blacks might pay for help from professional nurses or servants, while poor black families, especially ones living in rural communities far from institutional networks, usually relied on close family members. In both communities, a stylish send-off was often a priority, perhaps because it solidified the respect deserved by the dead that they may not have received in the segregated South during their life.

By the early 1900s, the rise of hospitals and funeral homes contributed to the creation of a professional funeral industry that took over some of these familial tasks. With this change came the economic and social rise of black undertakers. In 1890, there were only 231 African American undertakers in the country; by 1930, the number had increased more than twelvefold to 2,946 (Walker 1999, 255). These men, and some women, were not only successful entrepreneurs but also held prestigious positions within their communities, sometimes serving as moneylenders and providing luxury vehicles (hearses) for special occasions. These black businesses were some of the most enduring institutions within Jim Crow communities. Examples include the People’s Undertaking Company (in Oklahoma), the J. F. Bell Funeral Home (founded in 1917 and still operating in Charlottesville, Virginia), and the James M. Wilkerson’s Undertaking Company in Petersburg (founded by the first African American embalmer to be licensed in the state of Virginia). These businesses received support from national associations, such as the Independent National Negro Funeral Directors Association (founded in 1925), which later became the National Funeral Directors and Morticians Association. Black families who could not pay for funerary services often turned to charitable associations such as church burial associations, fraternal groups, or mutual aid organizations to ensure a proper burial for the deceased.

The second stage in the funerary rituals was the wake or the “settin-up.” This premodern tradition of waiting with the body to ensure that it would not awake dates back hundreds if not thousands of years. This solemn occasion brings together family and community to provide food and comfort to the survivors while they wait for the funeral. For many Jim Crow–era African Americans, the next step was a Christian-inspired religious service, often held in a church. The funeral concluded with a procession to the graveside, the final rites and goodbyes, and the covering of the grave and erection of the marker. Depending on the distance, horse-drawn carriages or, later, funeral hearses, were used to carry the coffin. At the graveside, a preacher might perform a service, and mourners sometimes left behind offerings, including funeral wreaths, an object that belonged to the deceased, or deliberately broken vessels that symbolized the release of the soul.

These funerary rituals reveal more than attitudes about death. They also point to broader issues, such as unequal access to plots within supposedly public cemeteries and the racist and paternalist views of outsiders. For example, although most funerals during this period were segregated, white Southerners sometimes picked “worthy Negroes” to publicly mourn. These individuals were often successful businessmen or individuals who played an important role in the white community, like a barber or a beloved nanny. For example, when a wealthy New Mexico man died in 1916, his funeral was described as “the first time in the history of New Mexico that white pall bearers officiate[d] at a Negro’s funeral” (Denver Star 1916). Otherwise, the social and economic restrictions that most African Americans faced in life were often continued in death by restricted access to white-owned funeral-related businesses and cemetery plots.

Lynn Rainville
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GOSPEL MUSIC




For African Americans, gospel music means “good news for bad times.” Like the Negro spirituals, it is sacred music embodying psychic uplift. However, unlike the spiritual songs, gospel music is composed, published, and copyrighted to be recorded, sold, and performed, often by professionals. In truth, African American music production (including blues and hip hop) originates as a reflection of what is happening sociologically. Black gospel music represents an excellent example since it was first created during the Great Depression. Rooted in the Southern sacred and secular traditions, a northern urban context supplied the impulse to gravitate toward the formation of something new. This creativity coincided with Jim Crow laws and the institutionalization of racial segregation, disfranchisement, lynching, and other forms of terrorism.

During the pregospel era (1905–1925), African Americans excelled in privileging Western European musical technique. African American men originated close harmony barbershop quartets that emphasized diction and timing and were sung acapella. In schools and social organizations, African American glee clubs thrived, mastering Western-trained arrangements by black composers and anthemized adaptations of Negro spirituals. Foremost, students of higher learning (like the famous Fisk Jubilee Singers) successfully toured (nationally and internationally), including neospirituals (concertized compositions) in their repertoire. These university choirs helped to keep alive the original sacred music of the agonizing past.

On its way to becoming gospel, African American sacred music encountered several transitional detours to bridge discomfort with the traditional spirituals. For instance, composed over 300 years ago by Englishman Dr. Isaac Watts, lined-out common-meter music (lyrics first spoken by a song leader and then sung congregationally) still informs many forms of African American church preservice devotional worship. Conterminous with Jim Crow, African Americans convened their own segregated Sacred Harp and shape-note singing conventions, utilizing a European four-note scale (called fasola) or seven notes (dorayme), respectively. In Ozark, Alabama, Judge Jackson (1883–1958) composed rudimentary songs and published his and others’ compositions in The Colored Sacred Harp, which is still sung from today. Most African American congregations also adapted and improvised standard Christian anthems from the European Protestant hymnody, significantly altering them in performance. Passed along intergenerationally and now gospelized, singers refer to their favorites as the “Old One Hundreds.” Finally, as an outgrowth of the Holiness-Pentecostal Church, worshippers incorporated instrumental accompaniments usually unacceptable for religious expression, such as trap drum sets, tambourines, and even washboards.

Considered to be the father of gospel music, Thomas Dorsey (1899–1993) surfaced as the founder of traditional gospel music. Dorsey possessed a blues music background and was known as “Barrelhouse Tom” or “Georgia Tom” when he managed Gertrude “Ma” Rainey’s (1886–1939) famous band. Being credited with the introduction of a “blues voice,” he gave birth to the Dorsey era (1930–1945) and devoted his life to the promotion of religious composition and instruction. One of his most enduring masterpieces, “Take My Hand Precious Lord,” Dorsey composed in response to the death of his wife during childbirth. Breaking away from the formality of the score, text, and melody, Dorsey influenced gospel music with the addition of vocal ornamentations such as melisma, moans, and screams. Dorsey’s protégé Mahalia Jackson (1911–1972) is the only gospel singer of this era with whom Americans are generally familiar. After performing at President John F. Kennedy’s (1917–1963) inauguration, Jackson legitimized the music within more mainstream African American churches, resulting in gospel’s prominence in the worship experience of virtually every African American denomination.





JUDGE JACKSON

Born in Montgomery County on March 12, 1883, Judge Jackson moved to Ozark, Alabama, in 1889, where he resided until his death in 1958. There he thrived as a farmer and real-estate developer and began learning the rudiments of Sacred Harp from music teacher Columbus Sistrunk. Sacred Harp singing is perhaps one of the more obscure genres of sacred music surviving among African Americans today. Also known as the four-note fa-sol-la system, it can be traced back to Elizabethan England, with African Americans in the Wiregrass tracing their participation to the mid-19th century. In his youth, Jackson also wrote poetry that he later set to the fasola music scale. On numerous occasions he attempted to get his music compositions accepted in the Cooper Edition of the Sacred Harp but only received rejection because he was African American. In 1932, African American Wiregrass Country singers formed The Dale County Musical Institute to appoint a committee to oversee the composition of songs and appointed Jackson as chairman. After a couple years, he authored and published The Colored Sacred Harp.






During gospel’s celebrated golden era (1945–1960), quartet singing evolved into another new style, distinguished by being more arranged with complex harmony, yet allowing for improvisation. Emotionally riveting, the primary concern was to show off vocal virtuosity using four-part harmony—alto, tenor, baritone, and bass. It also emphasized a lead singer who often sang falsetto (an exaggeratedly high vocal lead) offset by chanted vocal acrobatics. Some innovators were the Pilgrim Travelers, Highway QCs, the Dixie Hummingbirds, and the Fairfield Four. When finally absorbed by American popular music, untypically, gospel was transformed by African Americans into the genre called “soul” music, with secular performers like the Temptations, Four Tops, and Isley Brothers appropriating its debonair wardrobe, stylistic movements, and harmonizing sound.

Beginning with the popular release of “O’ Happy Day” in 1967, the Edwin Hawkins Singers ushered in the first semblance of contemporary gospel. There is further secularization with this style of gospel, and it became an integral part of African American worship. Known as the king of gospel music and a four-time Grammy winner, James Cleveland (1931–1991) contributed the most to the modern gospel sound, infusing it with other secular genres of music such as soul and jazz. Moreover, influenced by Thomas Dorsey, Cleveland specialized in mass choir arrangement and established the Gospel Workshop of America. According to Pearl Williams-Jones, a scholar and acclaimed gospel musician, it retains more African-derived aesthetic characteristics than any musical form thus far created by African Americans. For instance, her argument lists 15 retentions, such as call and response, repetition, varying vocal tone, use of falsetto, percussive-style techniques, and an emphasis on dynamic rhythms.

Hospitality, collective economics, and reciprocity all infuse a communitarian outlook and are the mainstay of African American gospel music production. Besides professional recording artists, gospel singers from African American church communities organize their own singing conventions and anniversary programs to support their incessant travel to perform recreationally as reciprocal support networks. It is as spiritual activists that these community-based singers travel forth, often over great distances, to support one another’s endeavors. Significantly, outside of Sunday-morning worship service, amateur singers, duets, quartets, and ensembles along with church choirs commit their lifetime to perpetuating a level of spirituality bequeathed to them. Such reciprocity implies that they are involved in an economy of mutual interest that has both immaterial (such as mutual respect, solidarity, hospitality) and material (collective economics, monetary sacrifices, and other gifts) aspects. The communalism imbued within gospel music revitalized a spiritual sense of reality that helped to assuage the harshness of living Jim Crow.

Jerrilyn McGregory
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HOODOO




Because of the word hoodoo’s similarity to Voodoo, modern scholars and popular authors frequently define it by stating something akin to “hoodoo is magic. Voodoo is a religion.” From this viewpoint, hoodoo is a synonym for conjure. On the other hand, hoodoo historically had strong ties to the Mississippi Valley region, where believers in what is today known as Voodoo once described themselves as Voodoos and their practice as hoodoo. The historical usage of the terms is no longer common, however. Moreover, hoodoo has become the word of choice for those recent authors who approach the subject of African American supernaturalism from a positive or even celebratory perspective. For these reasons, the following essay will take the somewhat anachronistic approach of using hoodoo as a blanket term for African American magical practices.

Twenty-first-century scholars often examine hoodoo in light of its interactions with racist social systems such as slavery and Jim Crow laws. Well before the Civil War, African Americans used magic to mitigate the harshest aspects of slavery. The most famous slave who turned to hoodoo for aid was no less than Frederick Douglass (ca. 1818–1895). As a young man, he found himself in the hands of a cruel man named Covey. Douglass sought relief from an acquaintance, Sandy Jenkins, who knew something of magic. Jenkins instructed his friend to carry a particular root in his pocket, promising that it would protect Douglass from beatings. Other slave narratives include similar tales. In addition to protecting themselves from harsh masters, hoodoo specialists supposedly had the ability to kill whomever they saw fit, a skill sometimes turned against white masters. Thus, as scholar Sharla M. Fett has noted, masters often feared any bondsperson they found in possession of magical paraphernalia, believing them to be potential killers.

Following emancipation, hoodoo adapted to aid blacks in their new situation. Charms and spells designed to protect African Americans from criminal prosecution or conviction became common during the days of discriminatory legislation. Even more popular were items designed to draw work or business success to their possessors, things their possessors sorely needed in an age when freedom commonly meant little more than an absence of slavery. Even the development of spiritual churches, which contain elements drawn from Christianity, Spiritualism, Voodoo, and hoodoo, has been described by some scholars as an example of the institutionalization of magical practices as an organizational response to the pressures of Jim Crow.

Of course, whether or not the powers of magic workers truly brought about the results they promised is a matter of speculation. One thing that is not debatable is the wealth, power, and prestige achieved by individual practitioners. Prior to the Civil War, hoodoo doctors often became feared and respected members of their communities. So great was the regard in which others held them that several emerged as leaders of efforts to violently overturn slavery. The most famous of these would-be revolutionaries was Gullah Jack Pritchard, a top lieutenant in the 1822 conspiracy of Denmark Vesey (ca. 1767–1822).

After slavery, markers of a successful practitioner were fame and often wealth. New Orleans, for instance, was home to the famed Marie Laveau (1801–1881), who was probably less than wealthy but was one of the most famous African American women of her day. In the decades surrounding the turn of the 20th century, “Aunt” Caroline Dye (ca. 1843–1918), a hoodoo woman of Newport, Arkansas, not only became well known as a fortuneteller but also reportedly used the income from her craft to purchase multiple farms. The most spectacularly successful practitioners of the 20th century were arguably Stephaney Robinson (before 1885–1947) of St. Helena’s Island, South Carolina, known as Dr. Buzzard, and James Jordan (1871–1962) of Como, North Carolina. The former reportedly earned sizeable sums and became a well-known figure across the South. Jordan, though not quite as widely renowned as Dr. Buzzard, was nevertheless incredibly successful, generating enough wealth to purchase farms and businesses and seeing the growth of a small community around his rural shop.

Today, many see hoodoo as a symbol of what it means to be African American. The first notable impulse in this direction was Charles Waddell Chesnutt’s 1899 work, The Conjure Woman. Although Chesnutt (1858–1932) was certainly no admirer of hoodoo as a genuine practice, he nevertheless used fiction about it to subtly promote equality and critique racism. During the 1930s, anthropologist and novelist Zora Neale Hurston (1891–1960) provided some of the first explicitly positive interpretations of African American magic in her 1931 article “Hoodoo in America” and 1935 book Mules and Men. Unlike most previous authors, she avoided describing hoodoo as simply a curiosity of the past and instead depicted it as integral to African American history and culture. While many of the tales she wrote about the practice were easily as sensationalistic as those by its critics, she described hoodoo in memorable prose that evoked its power and mystery and avoided characterizing it as evil. Today, Hurston’s viewpoint is that of the majority of scholars as can be glimpsed in such works as Katrina Hazzard-Donald’s Mojo Workin’: The Old African American Hoodoo System (2013). African American literary works are even more apt to embrace hoodoo, typically as a symbol of African American strength or liberation.

Ultimately, while hoodoo has long responded to racial injustice and sometimes combatted it, one must not interpret it simply as an expression of a longing for equality. On the contrary, like other systems of supernaturalism, it responds to the desires of those who believe in it. As such, it has a tendency to operate outside of questions of right and wrong, justice or injustice. As a consequence, works designed to win an individual’s love, luck, success, and even liberty exist alongside those designed to harm or kill. To be sure, many hoodoo doctors eschew the malevolent aspects of their craft, but practitioners’ reputed ability to both harm and heal accounts for the aura of both respect and fear that has historically surrounded them.

Jeffrey E. Anderson
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MINISTERS. See PREACHERS AND MINISTERS

PRAYER




Black Christians in the Jim Crow era believed in an all-powerful, providential God, and prayer was the key link between those believers and God. One of the themes in African American Christianity was that God stood on the side of justice and goodness and by covenant would protect those who had faith. Furthermore, black Christians understood that God would defend them and punish their tormentors. “Fight our battle for us and lead us to the rock of salvation,” one black Christian prayed (Mays 1968, 85). During the 19th and 20th centuries, African American theologians drew from Old Testament prophecies several ideas about why, how, and when God would redeem them. African Americans regarded jubilee (emancipation) as evidence of the fulfillment of the biblical prophecy laid down in Exodus, Deuteronomy, Isaiah, Ezekiel, Jeremiah, Daniel, and Revelation. These prophetic traditions may have been ambivalent as to when justice would prevail, but for many it seemed more likely later than sooner. Meanwhile, blacks gave thanks for the blessings they received. “Oh Father, you are a good God” (Mays 1968, 84).

For many black Christians, the proper purpose of prayer was for God’s protection. Racism, especially brutal violence perpetrated by whites, was an evil that blacks were largely powerless to prevent; however, striving for righteousness was their decision to make. Francis Grimké (1850–1937), a graduate of Princeton Theological Seminary and pastor of Washington, DC’s, prominent Fifteenth Street Presbyterian Church (1878–1885), offered two reasons to hope for redemption: God’s existence and prayer. “Because God reigns, there is hope for the oppressed, for the down-trodden, for all upon whose necks the iron heel of oppression rests” (Hobson 2012, 112). In this sermon, Grimké drew from Isaiah 40:31: “They that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings as eagles.”

That God answered prayer was a promise that might lead “one to believe that his chief task is done when he prays,” meaning that prayer was compensatory rather than prophetic (Mays 1968, 90). Nothing more need be done. Whether persons who prayed to God received concrete answers in the form of less violence, more opportunity, and greater freedom is difficult to determine; however, even Booker T. Washington (1856–1915), no great friend of African American churches and black religion, regularly prayed before delivering public addresses, obviously satisfied that his successes were answers to his prayers. Moreover, Washington advised African Americans throughout the South that if they wanted to solve the “race problem, they should” start with a prayer to God. “Ask him how you to-day . . . would desire the white man to treat you.” Then, “whenever you have answered that question in the sight of God and man, this problem in a large degree will have been solved” (Mays 1968, 145).

Many ordinary blacks prayed not so much for justice in the South as to give thanks beforehand for the equality they anticipated in heaven. Some, however, became fed up with white meanness and unanswered prayers and grew cynical. James Robinson (1907–1972) remembered his mother challenging his father: “Why didn’t you ask God to give us some coal and some wood? You’re always praying to Him. You’ve got your head stuck in a Bible and your [sic] always down at that durn tabernacle whooping and hollering and shouting. You do so much for God, why doesn’t he do something for you?” (Litwack 1999, 401–402).

William E. Montgomery
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PREACHERS AND MINISTERS




At the turn of the 20th century, Jim Crow laws enacted a system of legal segregation across the United States that created separate facilities and accommodations for African Americans and white Americans. These laws were first formally recognized with the Supreme Court case Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) and were not officially overturned until the Supreme Court case Brown v. Board of Education (1954), the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. However, between 1896 and 1965 there were many challenges to Jim Crow laws that came from various groups in the United States, including preachers and ministers. The everyday work that preachers and ministers were involved with during the Jim Crow era included delivering inspiring sermons, providing essential services to their communities, and building effective political coalitions.

Many African American ministers believed that the church was a sacred place to address the racism and discrimination that their congregants experienced outside of the church in society. This led ministers and preachers to not only preach a message of social justice from the pulpit but to also rely on analogies and metaphors to symbolize the freedom that so many desired. The social justice message was not unique to the Jim Crow era. Black ministers from the South had preached a message of freedom and liberation since the period of enslavement. During slavery, ministers such as Denmark Vesey, Nat Turner, David Walker, Theodore Wright, and many others preached a message about deliverance from oppression. Their sermons identified the slave struggle with the story of Moses and the Hebrew people’s flight out of Egypt told in the book of Exodus. In a similar fashion, ministers during the Jim Crow era identified the black struggle in the 20th century with God’s suffering servants, such as Job and Jesus. Job served as a model because he was a minority of one and was faced with overwhelming tragedies and defeats. His struggles were extremely similar to the ones that African Americans faced on a daily basis. Both struggled against power and evil in high places, strove for existence in an alien society, and believed in the righteousness of their cause. Jesus represented righteous suffering and God’s preference for marginalized groups. Preachers also wrote sermons evoking the rhetoric of ancient prophets such as Micah, Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Jeremiah to condemn social injustices that were perpetrated against oppressed groups.

At the same time, the sermons of many preachers and ministers appealed to the religious imagination of their congregation by using analogies from their everyday life to relate to their struggle for equality. For example, one area where African Americans faced inequality was with the public transportation system. They were typically relegated to the dirtiest and most dangerous places on trains, streetcars, and buses. Preachers and ministers used trains and buses in their analogies to relate religious teaching to the everyday struggles of their congregations. In sermons, trains and buses were used to symbolize freedom from oppression and a path to the next life. Another cornerstone of sermons during the Jim Crow era was the analogy of God as the ultimate judge, who symbolized both the legal struggle that African Americans faced in the fight for equality and the moral judgment that God provided for followers.

Another way preachers and ministers were involved in the day-to-day activities of African Americans was through their ability to provide services to their community that in many instances they would not have had access to. Black churches in the Jim Crow South often functioned as the organizational center of black communities. Various ministers would allow members of their community to gather in the safe haven of the church to organize and strategize about ways to combat the different forms of segregation they faced. Ministers also helped to facilitate a social network to meet the consumer needs of black communities. They sold life insurance policies, provided business loans, and even created a black religious press. The black religious press advertised and sold consumer goods to community members in a safer environment. Preachers knew that oftentimes white merchants made shopping a humiliating experience for black customers, so using religious presses provided a more satisfying alternative.

Oftentimes preachers and ministers were leaders of local movement centers throughout the South. Local movement centers were social organizations within a community that “mobilized, organized, and coordinated collective action aimed at attaining common ends of that group” (Morris 1984, 40). They connected community leaders with political officials and others who wanted to be involved in affecting change in the community. They were essential to the civil rights campaigns in places such as Montgomery, Tallahassee, and Birmingham. Oftentimes they took the place of organizations such as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), which were often rendered ineffective and in some cases outlawed in Southern states. One of the most famous local movement centers was the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights. This organization was led by Rev. Fred Shuttlesworth (1922–2011), who was the pastor of Bethel Baptist Church. His organization played a pivotal role in the Birmingham campaign of 1963 that helped to desegregate schools, buses, and public spaces in the South.

Preachers such as Fred Shuttlesworth also built coalitions with both national organizations and other ministers during the Jim Crow era. For example, on the Birmingham campaign, Shuttlesworth worked alongside an organization called the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and its president, Martin Luther King Jr. (1929–1968), a preacher from Atlanta. Other ministers such as Ralph Abernathy (1926–1990), A. D. King (1930–1969), James Bevel (1936–2000), and Wyatt Tee Walker (1929–) worked alongside the NAACP and the Congress on Racial Equality (CORE) to plan protests and lead mass demonstrations during the period. Ministers such as Walker and Bevel were responsible for organizing campaigns by finding meeting places, gaining support from black communities, and recruiting volunteers. On the other hand, Rev. James Orange (1942–2008), King, and Abernathy issued public statements alongside of the NAACP, CORE, and other organizations to appear as the public faces of the civil rights campaigns. There were many preachers and ministers during the Jim Crow era who were able to blend their religious convictions with political activism. This resulted in their ability to be involved in the everyday lives of their community through their sermons, the services they provided, and the coalitions they built.

Richard A. Thomas
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REVIVALS AND CAMP MEETINGS




Revivals and camp meetings were key sites of self-expression, self-determination, and leadership for African Americans during the Jim Crow era. During this era of legalized racism, inequality, and disfranchisement, the church was a space where blacks could exercise authority and discuss heavenly and earthly concerns, including racial inequality and racialized violence. In addition, revivals—vibrant gatherings often held outside of the formal church space—helped grow black denominations and develop new ones. As less formal spaces of worship, revivals offered both men and women the opportunity to speak on complex beliefs, church doctrine, and the church’s response to the violence and inequality of the Jim Crow era.

The term revival is often used to describe a period of energy and growth in a new or established religious group. In the American Christian context, the term revival can also refer to a specific kind of worship service that is usually lively, expressive, held outside of a formal church structure, and that often lasts several days and at times several years. During the early part of the 20th century, these types of services were at times associated with large, established denominations that used revivals to reinvigorate their congregations and consolidate their churches. At times, though, revival services were used by new denominations and congregations to work through doctrinal changes, experiment with new worship styles, and draw in potential members. Camp meetings were a particular type of revival held outside for an extended period of time. Believers lived in tents for a week or more and spent every day focused on worship and prayer in community. Revival services included extended singing, praying, and preaching by a variety of preachers. For black believers in the first half of the 20th century, revivals were places to socialize, sing hymns and gospel music, and hear the preaching of leading thinkers in the black community. Preaching always dealt with the divine but often also addressed earthly matters of inequality, racism, and the ever-present threat of violence against African Americans.

[image: image]

Shortly after the Civil War, African Americans began organizing religious revivals. These gatherings became important outlets for black spiritual expression and led to the creation of many black religious denominations. (Library of Congress)

Revivalism aided the growth and development of black church denominations, which gave African Americans stable sources of spiritual and social sustenance. Major black denominations during the Jim Crow era included the National Baptist Convention of America, which was consolidated in 1895 and represented 3 million black believers. This denomination flourished in the South, and thus the churches associated with the National Baptist Convention of America tended to congregants’ souls but also and as importantly, offered safe buildings for blacks to congregate in and momentarily escape the culture of violence surrounding them. In the North, the African Methodist Episcopal Church (established in 1816) used revivals to energize congregants and to draw in Southern transplants familiar with this style of worship.

Established denominations profited greatly from revivals, but perhaps not as much as new denominations. Indeed, the period of Jim Crow saw the explosion of new black denominations across the nation, and revivals were a primary way these groups attracted members and worked through these new beliefs and practices. Perhaps most notable was the Azusa Street Revival (1906–1915), a years-long revival in Los Angeles that served as the starting point for Pentecostalism in the United States and around the world. Pentecostal churches embraced the doctrine of speaking in tongues as a necessary part of Christian life. During the Azusa Street Revival, these new Pentecostals spread the doctrine of speaking in tongues and practiced worship styles that included trances, out-of-body experiences, visions, and, of course, speaking in tongues. The Azusa Street Revival helped pave the way for such huge and influential denominations as the Church of God in Christ, the Assemblies of Christ, and Pentecostal Assemblies of the World. Thus black believers used revivals not only to maintain and grow established denominations but also to develop new ones.

During the Jim Crow era, revivals and camp meetings fostered worship spaces that allowed black believers to nurture their spiritual lives while also providing social structures that gave assistance to African Americans in need. For many African Americans, religious organizations were the most dependable sources of employment help and economic aid. As importantly, church organizations and associated revival services gave blacks a space of self-determination and leadership; African American preachers held places of authority in the community, and leaders and laypeople alike used the worship space to address spiritual and earthly concerns. At the turn of the 20th century, black thinkers were often ignored and erased from public conversation, so revivals—in which African American preachers stood on a stage in a place of prominence and commanded the attention of crowds—became spaces of affirmation of black beliefs and ideas.

Church organizations served as differently crucial sites for black women’s participation. Revivals and camp meetings drew particularly large numbers of women, in part because their participation was so valued and affirmed. Women participated in worship, often led Sunday school classes, and helmed religious organizations specifically for women, such as the Women’s Auxiliary of the National Baptist Convention. Revivals in particular offered women extra opportunities for leadership. Most Christian denominations in the early 20th century forbade women from being ordained as preachers, and this was true for most black denominations. Revivals, though, were often held outside of the formal church structure and thus did not require ordination for preaching. Some revivals, then, allowed women to take on the role of preacher in that informal worship space. Many such women became itinerant (traveling) preachers, leading revivals across the United States. Amanda Berry Smith (1837–1915) was one such revivalist. Smith became a successful and internationally known preacher for the African Methodist Episcopal denomination, primarily through revivals. Smith used revivals to work against deeply engrained gender bias in the church. Furthermore, revivals often helped build wholly new denominations, and for some this meant denominations that, if even only for a time, would allow women preachers. The Azusa Street Revival is again a good example of this phenomenon. Although most Pentecostal denominations would eventually adopt prohibitions against women preachers, articles in the revival newspaper The Apostolic Faith suggest that women held leadership roles at Azusa. Although many churches did not regularly afford women positions of authority, revivals opened up a space for black women in leadership.

Rebekah Trollinger
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SPIRITUALS




The spirituals (varyingly referred to as Negro spirituals, slave songs, or plantation hymns) emerged as a distinct African American form of Christian musical expression during the period of chattel slavery in the United States. Scholars have identified various levels of meaning in the songs created by slaves, often observing a key distinction between the explicit content of the spirituals and the deliberately concealed messages signified in an indirect way by many of the lyrics. A multitude of themes appear in the spirituals, including the daily suffering experienced within a system of coercive labor, hope in a world where joy and freedom will replace the injustice of slavery, covert ways of communicating messages to other slaves, communal self-assertion and the affirmation of human dignity amid dehumanizing conditions, and poetic observations of the natural world. Such themes are often expressed in a theological language filled with references to biblical figures, places, and narratives (e.g., “Go Down Moses” and “Steal Away to Jesus”). While the spirituals originated in the antebellum period and served a vital role among (and beyond) the slave population at that time, the importance of this musical genre persisted in a variety of ways after the Civil War and throughout the Jim Crow era. The legacy of the spirituals featured prominently in the ongoing conversations about racial justice, education, culture, tradition, concrete efforts to challenge multiple forms of socioeconomic inequality, the oral transmission of social memory, and the liturgical life of the black church.

By the time the first substantial collections of spirituals were published in 1867, most white Americans had little or no direct exposure to this musical tradition and often held distorted views of such songs largely due to their depiction in blackface minstrelsy. During Reconstruction, the Fisk Jubilee Singers became the first group of black performers to offer a formal alternative to the racist presentation of spirituals in minstrel shows and began challenging the stereotypes of black identity disseminated through popular theater in the 19th century. Originally consisting of former slaves seeking to raise funds for the recently founded Fisk Free Colored School (now Fisk University), the Fisk singers toured throughout the United States and Europe, introducing unfamiliar audiences to refined arrangements of the spirituals. Although the group of concert singers worked to subvert the degrading popular images perpetuated by minstrelsy, they faced ridicule and humiliating treatment under Jim Crow culture while on tour. They were often refused lodging in hotels, turned away from waiting rooms at train stations, forced to endure racist insults, and dismissed as serious concert singers by white reviewers.

Following the example of the Fisk Jubilee Singers, several other groups soon began performing spirituals for wider audiences. Troupes such as the Hampton Singers, the Sabbath Glee Club of Richmond, the Calhoun School Singers, the Tuskegee Institute Singers, and the Carolina Singers joined the process of bringing the tradition of spirituals to the public and thereby helped pave the way for the significant contributions of black musicians and composers in the following decades. Twentieth-century classical composers and performers such as Harry Burleigh (1866–1949), Nathaniel Dett (1882–1943), Roland Hayes (1887–1977), Marian Anderson (1897–1993), and Paul Robeson (1898–1976) discerned in the spirituals a universal value that highlighted their powerful roles as musicians in the Jim Crow era. For instance, Burleigh considered black music to offer a vital resource for overcoming systemic racial inequality and working toward racial harmony, identifying the spirituals in particular as “the deepest aesthetic endowment of the race” and observing that “they typify the race’s spiritual ascendancy over oppression and humiliation” (Burleigh 1934, 26, 27). Hayes adopted an antisegregationist policy as a musician and would not perform before exclusively white audiences, thereby employing the spirituals as an effective force in engaging institutionalized forms of racial violence. Similarly, Robeson retrospectively discussed making headline news when he refused to sing for a segregated audience and described the spirituals as containing the same “power of spirit” that also lives in everyday acts of resilience and courage in the face of daily Jim Crow terror; that is, he recognized in the songs an insurmountable force produced by the long history of struggling for freedom that also persisted in the defiant advance of black athletes, artists, performers, mothers, students simply walking to school, and countless others whose attempts at an ordinary life necessarily disrupted the racial caste system (Robeson [1958] 1988, 10, 32, 100–101).

The continued growth of the spirituals after Reconstruction also generated a vibrant conversation among philosophers and scholars who were deeply concerned with the structural and personal injustices of Jim Crow. Famously designating the spirituals as “sorrow songs,” W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963) situated this musical inheritance in the larger context of cultural development, the ambiguous history of black leadership, and a utopian vision of national flourishing (Du Bois [1903] 2007, 33–44, 128–39, 167–77). Writing in a time when white segregationists were depicting black culture as inferior and framing antiblack prejudices as a scientific basis for Jim Crow legislation, Du Bois presented the spirituals as an antiracist critique of the logic of difference underlying Jim Crow culture and informing widely held views regarding aesthetic and creative inequality. Notably, he introduced each chapter of his classic The Souls of Black Folk (1903) with epigraphs that placed an excerpt from the spirituals (in the form of musical notation) alongside an excerpt from predominantly European and North American writers. Du Bois interpreted the “sorrow songs” (in their evolution from the everyday cultural expression of black folk to refined concert performances) as an invaluable gift to white America that helped undermine ideologies of racial separation while pointing to a future of liberation. Comparably, Alain Locke (1885–1954) understood the spirituals in light of an ongoing musical evolution from black folk origins to the universal expression of formal music. This developmental process begins in folk everydayness and over time unfolds in a way that remains grounded in that folk setting while making it less recognizable to most listeners of concert spirituals. Locke recognized this transformative process as socially meaningful: it anticipated racial unity and democratic growth.

Others, such as Zora Neale Hurston (1891–1960), offered important critiques of the concert spirituals and viewed the interpretations of Du Bois and Locke as reflecting class biases and a disconnect from the everyday life of the black church. Hurston considered the spontaneity, informality, and “jagged harmony” of spirituals as sung daily in churches to be essential features of the genre; hence her categorical statement on polished performances: “There never has been a presentation of genuine Negro spirituals to any audience anywhere.” She rejected the reduction of the spirituals to “sorrow songs” from the time of slavery, highlighting both the broad range of ordinary subjects addressed in the spirituals and that the songs continue to be “made and forgotten every day,” undergoing constant change and unrestrained by rules, pitch, or aesthetic conventions (Hurston [1934] 1981, 79–80).

During the first half of the 20th century, spirituals also served as an increasingly popular basis for protest songs and labor union songs. Although the majority of labor unions implemented discriminatory practices and did not support the full participation of black workers, several organizations fostered racially integrated activism. Miners, textile workers, sharecroppers, auto workers, and many others—black and white—engaged in a variety of strikes and protests often involving singing revised spirituals as a way of expressing solidarity amid unjust working conditions. The format of the spirituals enabled protesters to adapt them in ways that more explicitly addressed the particular situations they faced. The content of these reworked spirituals continued to reflect everyday life—namely, that of ordinary laborers asserting their basic dignity and refusing abuse, economic insecurity, evictions, and racial terror.

This practice continued in the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s. The persisting daily violence of Jim Crow gave rise to a sustained struggle to overcome its legal underpinnings that included the singing of spirituals during marches, sit-ins, boycotts, protests, in churches, mass meetings, prisons, and other settings. Challenging the racial arrangements of everyday facilities such as buses, schools, and restaurants resulted in increased harassment and attacks from white segregationists, and singing spirituals offered a source of perseverance and hope for protesters under such trying circumstances. While groups such as the Freedom Singers sang spirituals to strengthen crowds of activists, civil rights leaders such as Martin Luther King Jr. (1929–1968) often drew on the spirituals in sermons and in articulating the vision of freedom in a world devoid of Jim Crow.

Eduardo M. Gonzalez
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SUNDAY SCHOOLS




African Americans in the South experienced seemingly insurmountable problems resultant from de jure segregation (segregation governed by law). And there was a consensus in black communities that without access to white-owned and -operated institutions, “independent Negro organizations” were a necessity in solving “the Negro problem” by expanding the educational content for African Americans to include not only literacy but also training for the social, political, and economic advancement needed to demand full citizenship rights. The first of those independent organizations, churches and schools, were established across the South soon after the end of the Civil War. Independent black churches and black church denominations such as the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) and National Baptist Convention (NBC) grew quickly in membership and prominence to become the center of African American communities and daily life during the Jim Crow era.

The primary role of Sunday schools as the educational arm of the church was to teach for conversion to Christianity. Yet African American Sunday schools also assisted black Americans to negotiate the culture of racial separation in which they lived daily. Sunday school was a place where African Americans learned much of what was not taught in a “black curriculum” created for African Americans by Northern white philanthropists and Southern white progressives during the Jim Crow era. African American Sunday schools taught economic development, understanding the American democratic political process, social skills, lessons on equality, survival, and resilience in a segregated society as an addendum to a focus on literacy, increased black readership, and, of course, religion.

During the Reconstruction era, Sunday schools focused on teaching freed slaves to read. As the literacy rate among African Americans steadily increased and black denominations established their own publishing houses, the focus of the Sunday schools became visual image and racial pride. Negative images of African Americans in local Southern newspapers could be found almost daily. AME and NBC publishing boards provided their own Sunday school literature as well as weekly newspapers—namely, the National Baptist Union Review, Christian Recorder, Southern Christian Recorder, and the Baptist Voice to combat negative images of blacks and cultivate racial pride among black Americans. Black Sunday school newspapers, unlike black newspapers in general, served as spaces where black communities could state their ideals and discuss the realities their communities faced. Newspaper staff carefully crafted the structure of newspapers covering African American sufferings, past and present. Yet those stories of racial sufferings were juxtaposed with reports and photographs celebrating racial pride and progress.

NBC and AME publishing houses were among several of the more prominent and successful businesses of the early 20th century. Because of their attainments in business, at least one publishing house editor, R. H. Boyd (1843–1922), promoted the furtherance of black-owned businesses in African American communities. Boyd was not only founder of the National Baptist Publishing Board but also a prominent private business owner whose corporations manufactured black dolls and other church accoutrements. He rose to become president and founder of the One Cent Savings Bank. Boyd promoted buy-black and cooperative black business programs. His business prowess became a model for Sunday school participants and a method of discussion among Sunday school leaders. Sunday school publishing houses encouraged their readership to save money and advanced the black-owned business philosophy in regularly run columns in their newspapers.

It was in African American Sunday schools that attendees had the opportunity to discuss black-owned business and cooperative economics, to attend Sunday school libraries because there was no access for African Americans at “white-only” public libraries, and to join social organizations or clubs for youth because African Americans were not permitted to join such organizations as the Boy Scouts. Sunday schools supplemented formal schooling by providing a venue where young people were encouraged to believe that regardless of the limitations others imposed on them because of their race, class, or sex, none of those conditions necessarily determined their abilities and should not inhibit their aspirations.

As 20th-century America progressed in technology, industrialization, and urbanization, African Americans also advanced amid the challenges of racism and segregation. Of course, there were setbacks. By the 1930s, the United States was in the throes of an economic depression that brought financial hardship and unprecedented unemployment for all Americans, but increasingly so for black Americans. African American youth were appalled at the judicial racism shown toward such young men as Angelo Herndon and the Scottsboro Boys. Small educational budgets for African American children in the South, the continued practice of lynching, disfranchisement, and other signs of the prevalence of de jure segregation in the South and de facto segregation (segregation not governed by law but a reality) in other parts of the United States fostered a new generation of outspoken advocates for racial equality in America. This new generation of activists favored militancy over moderation and recruited from the grassroots level up to middle-class black communities.

Youth groups founded during the Jim Crow era, such as the Southern Negro Youth Congress (1937–1949) and the Youth Council of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) (1936), recruited youth into their organizations and shared meeting space with other community and religious organizations, including Sunday schools. Most importantly, Sunday school leaders and attendees maintained their commitment to conversion to Christianity. Yet, Sunday school youth also identified with the militancy of Jesus in the biblical teachings of the New Testament and collaborated with others to teach young people the tenets of protest in advocating for full citizenship in a country where their rights were being denied. Sunday school participants sat alongside others in a militant fight for justice, discussing, strategizing, and becoming educated in nonviolent tactics in order to get out the black vote, eliminate racial segregation in schools and public facilities, combat police brutality, advocate for equal rights for all Americans, and eradicate the culture of social difference that was the reality for African American people from the late 19th century through the first half of the 20th century.

Patricia Haggler
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TESTIFYING




Testifying as a religious term generally refers to when a person provides testimony on how they were converted to a specific religious tradition. It is most commonly referenced in Protestant Christian denominations such as Baptists, Methodists, Quakers, and the African Methodist Episcopal Church. In these denominations it also refers to a specific event in which the person is able to witness God performing a specific feat in his or her life. In many churches testifying has been alternatively referred to as “bearing witness,” where members go before the congregation and explain a religious encounter with God that they experienced. For African Americans during the Jim Crow era, testifying served as an expression of an everyday encounter with the sacred, a form of praise despite adverse circumstances, and as a way to live out faith encounters through daily social actions.

For many African American communities, testifying can be viewed as the “ritualized mundane” (Lincoln and Mamiya 1990, xix). This term describes how the everyday world can be viewed as sacred for black religious life. Testifying is a form of the “ritualized mundane” because it shows how God’s intervention in everyday life connects a sacred encounter with mundane activities. They can trace their origins to the Christian conversion experiences that were articulated by enslaved Africans when they worked on plantations in the United States. Slaves used testimonies to tell members of their community how they had a direct experience with God through a vision, dream, or another form of encounter, and as a result their lives were changed for the better. Through testifying “a believer described what God had done in their life, in words both biblical and personal and the hands of their friends clap in affirmation” (Hoyt 1997, 92). The experience of testifying allowed slaves to affirm that they too were made in God’s image and that they were also entitled to humane treatment. It allowed them to tell others that despite the physical and social conditions caused by their enslavement, their humanity was affirmed through a God that opposed slavery. Testimonies functioned as both an act that acknowledged God’s work in the daily lives of the slaves as well as a way to refute the circumstance that caused their bondage.

The tradition of testifying continued throughout the Jim Crow era as well. One of the many functions of testifying during this period is that it served as an ardent expression of the faith of many African Americans as they faced the daily challenges of segregation and discrimination. The person who testifies gives an account of a personal encounter with God or a religious conviction in hopes that it will strengthen or spark the faith of other members who belong to the community. Their testimony allowed them to understand and interpret their religious encounters for themselves and others. Both men and women in African American churches testified to affirm their belief that God would help them to overcome the challenges of Jim Crow. One church parishioner from Detroit testified that “I don’t go for demonstrations. I believe that God created all men equal and at His appointed time He will give every man his portion, no one can hinder it” (Marx 1967, 70).

Testifying also allowed many African Americans to express their praise for God despite the way they were treated by other groups in society. Much like during the period of slavery, they wanted to affirm God’s righteousness, justice, and ability to provide for them. It gave them the opportunity to show how grateful they were for God’s daily provision in their lives. This form of testifying was important because it allowed members of the community to encourage each other by knowing that God had been at work in their lives. This inspired many African Americans to continue to fight against social inequality during the Jim Crow era. A typical testimony for praising God stated: “Thank you God for waking me up this morning; for putting shoes on my feet, clothes on my back, and food on my table. Thank you, God, for health and strength and the activities of my limbs. Thank you that I awoke this morning clothed in my right mind” (Hoyt 1997, 93–94). Testifying as an expression of gratitude also allowed African Americans to reflect on their experiences, and for many of those involved in civil rights activism, it grounded them so that they would be prepared for future adversities.

Finally, testifying also served as a way for many African Americans to blend their faith lives with their everyday actions to bring social justice to their communities. For them, being faithful to their religious encounters with God meant leading a meaningful life not only through their faith communities but also through political institutions and in their social life. In the context of the Jim Crow era, the conception of testifying allowed many African Americans to understand their civil rights practices as a natural extension of their daily faith practices. For example, Victoria DeLee (1925–2010) described how she experienced an encounter with God after hearing a sermon in church. Previously, she desired to harm white people because of her experiences of inequality. After her encounter, she felt a conviction to show love toward those who had caused her harm, which motivated her to be involved in nonviolent civil rights protests. Others such as Fannie Lou Hamer (1917–1977), Ella Baker (1903–1986), Myles Horton (1905–1990), and many others also believed that their religious encounters with God called them into a higher service for their communities. This led to citizenship education work through programs such as the Highlander Folk School and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference’s Crusade for Citizenship in 1958. Civil rights activist Septima Clark (1898–1987), one of the cofounders of the Highlander School, testified to how her encounter with God motivated her citizenship and education work. Her efforts aimed to answer her call from Jesus to obtain the spirit of his ministry by “striving with every energy, working . . . in the true spirit of fellowship to lift [the unfortunate] to a higher level of attainment and appreciation and enjoyment of life” (Clark 1962, 132). Throughout the Jim Crow era, testifying was a key religious ritual because it allowed African Americans to express their experiences with the divine, served as a form of praise for God’s work in their daily lives, and motivated actions to create social change.

Richard A. Thomas
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WEDDING CEREMONIES




Wedding ceremonies served a critical function for African Americans surviving the Jim Crow era. They not only linked families in a broader network of extended kinship but also provided respite from the arduous labor of sharecropping and brought communities together in celebration. As many African Americans in this period were only a generation or two removed from slavery, the ability to pursue a marriage relation and select their own decorations, minister, and ceremonial format without the master’s interference was especially rewarding. Though a couple’s economic and spatial circumstances determined the scale of festivities, the historical record is replete with testimonies of lavish weddings and communal revelry.
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A preacher presides over the wedding of an African American couple in 1908, as loved ones bear witness to the ceremony. (Library of Congress)

Though the marriage contract was important for legal purposes, wedding ceremonies held symbolic value for former slaves and their descendants throughout the Jim Crow period. Reflecting on her parents’ marriage under slavery, Rena Raines noted they used a custom called “jumping the broom,” sometimes employed by enslaved people in place of more elaborate, and often unavailable, Christian ceremonies. However, Raines quickly noted that her parents left the plantation after the American Civil War and departed for Raleigh, North Carolina, where they could be “married right” (Federal Writer’s Project 1941, 195). Raines’s statement implies that former slaves viewed the postemancipation wedding ceremony as an entry point toward freedom. She believed legal recognition was the “right” way to marry, and black communities throughout the Jim Crow South deeply appreciated the ability to form their unions independent of white interference.

In rare circumstances one finds relics of the slave past continuing in the marriage customs of rural black communities into the Jim Crow era. A few narratives from the formerly enslaved reveal that folk customs like jumping the broom continued after the Civil War when few other options were available. The formerly enslaved George Leonard claimed black couples continued to jump the broom “long after freedom came,” suggesting that certain people maintained an affinity for the custom or simply used it for practical purposes (Rawick 1972, 13:268). Though surrounded by oppressive circumstances, black people created and maintained meaningful customs that held value across generations.

The church was a primary destination for couples seeking both spiritual and communal approval. Serving as the locus for black political and social activities following the end of slavery, African American communities often centralized their social gatherings within their church homes. Formerly enslaved African Americans were especially proud to note that a “preacher” officiated their “second marriage” (Rawick 1972, 13:116).

White observers found black marriage customs both fascinating and festive. In one example, Susan Showers, a white Southerner, attended a wedding in the “black belt” and noted the cleanliness of the facilities and the reverence of the attendees. The wedding ceremony generally conformed to Christian traditions, as the couple preferred a minister over a magistrate. It was “as romantic as a leaf out of an old story book.” Following the ceremony, Showers noted that games, dancing, and festivities took place in the moonlight and that the revelries displayed the “sunny cheerfulness of the people” (Showers 1898, 479–80).

Some gatherings were especially grand and gained exposure in local newspapers. The 1906 wedding of John Marshall Morris and Mary Ellen Taylor in Winchester, Virginia, drew a reported crowd of 400 relatives and friends, which included “quite a number of white friends in attendance” (Stoddert Family Papers). The newspaper stated that Morris and Taylor hailed from “two of the best-known and most prosperous and industrious colored families in the city,” which reflected the high “social tone” of the union (Stoddert Family Papers). All attendants were sharply dressed, and the maid of honor was adorned in a gray gown and carried pink carnations. The elaborate ceremony was performed by Rev. George H. Carter at the Free Will Baptist Church, and the reception was held at the bride’s home, where the newlyweds received various gifts and adulations from their guests. In this case, the wedding reflected the couple’s standing in their community and provided an opportunity to exhibit their extensive social network. Though locked in a Southern state characterized by segregation and white supremacy, Morris and Taylor claimed their dignity with a stunning ceremonial display.

Though African Americans married in various formats throughout the Jim Crow South, few doubted the general importance of celebrating and securing their kin. The extralegal violence of the Jim Crow era was an ever-present threat to the safety and security of African Americans, but weddings and other communal celebrations provided opportunities to secure friendships, embrace loved ones, and solidify one’s commitment to the community.

Tyler D. Parry
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WORSHIP STYLES




African American churches originated during slavery. Whether due to the presence of Protestant Christian missionaries (especially Methodist and Baptist) or because Africans observed and listened to European worship services in churches on the plantations of their white masters, many African Americans borrowed freely from both traditions in order to establish personal and spiritual connections with brethren and the spirit world. The key tenet of African American religion was salvation of the soul, including a Heavenly and eternal reunion of family and friends; however, African American religion was also shaped by experience, the physical pain and emotional heartache of enslavement, and the people’s expectation of ultimate justice as written in biblical prophecy. Christianized slaves incorporated components of African music and dance into their worship—antiphonal and improvisational singing, call-and-response interaction between pulpit and pew, shouting and wailing from the congregation, along with hand clapping and leg slapping—that were loud and often spontaneous. African “ring-shouts” and various percussion and stringed instruments also appeared in some regions of the South. Freedom of expression in slave religion gave African Americans the resolve to survive life’s travails, not only during slavery but also through the Jim Crow era.

Following emancipation, freed people continued to worship as they had. Northern Baptist, African Methodist Episcopal, and African Methodist Episcopal Zion church missionaries helped freed men and women organize informal congregations into regular denominations and to acquire buildings in which to worship. Typically, the missionaries took charge, preaching and managing the business side of the churches. In the case of the Baptists, these were mostly ad hoc arrangements, but with African Methodists the appointment and tenure of clergy followed denominational guidelines. As the hopeful Reconstruction era dissolved into new and grim realities of humiliation and terrorism that resembled slavery, African Americans continued to bathe in the promise of justice and eternal salvation while grinding out the days, months, and years of their lives behind what W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963) called the “veil” of race. Many found refuge and joy in their churches. As Benjamin E. Mays (1894–1984), a black Baptist minister who grew up in rural South Carolina in the 1890s, recalled, the little Baptist church four miles from his family farm “was the one place where the Negroes in my community could be free and relax from the toil and oppression of the week” (Mays 1987, 13).

Religious black Southerners desired justice from a just God. Heaven seemed the most likely place to find it. “It was the general opinion,” one young Georgia man reported, “that there would be no white people in heaven” (Litwack 1999, 398). Short of the Pearly Gates, many ordinary black Christians looked forward to whites getting their comeuppance. “So the last shall be first, and the first last” (Mathew 20:16). More modestly, one Methodist woman expected that blacks “will have mo’ power dan what he’s got now. De Lawd says so in de Bible. It may take a long time but it sho’ will come, you watch whut I tell you” (Litwack 1999, 399).

The Christian missionaries who labored among black people in the South usually had significant formal education, including seminary training. They delivered literate and reasoned sermons and criticized the overly emotional styles of worship engaged in by poor black folk as inappropriate for a rising black population. In the face of increasingly intense white hostility from the 1890s through the first half of the 20th century, educated black ministers sought to reform church services, specifically trying to eliminate shouting and other unseemly forms of spiritual expression. Although they sometimes succeeded, just as often they encountered unbreakable resistance. In 1886, at a meeting of the (Northern) Baptist Home Mission Society in New Orleans, one black preacher in attendance exclaimed: “Some folks preaches [in a formal style] and says ‘keep still, stop that shoutin,’ but I doesn’t preach style. Who dares to say to a soul filled with the spirit, ‘stop shoutin!’” (Harvey 1997, 107).

Migration of African Americans from the countryside into the cities after the turn of the century brought the different forms of black churches and worship into sharp contrast. The small but steadily growing black bourgeoisie, mostly residing in towns and cities, felt embarrassed by black folk religion and worship. They favored decorum in the pulpit and pew. For ministers who pastored multiple churches, trying to meet various congregational needs was challenging. One preacher in Fayetteville, North Carolina, addressed well-educated congregations in a “regular pulpit style.” For a less-educated group, however, he paid scant attention to formal grammar. And in the largest and least educated churches, “I shut up the Bible; rumple up my hair, shove up my coat-sleeves, [and] fall back on my imagination” (Litwack 1999, 384).

Many black Christians were unmoved and frustrated by intellectual worship and longed for the “old-time religion.” The Holiness movement provided satisfaction. Holiness originated with the Methodists but took firmest hold on black Christians in the Church of God in Christ, established in 1897. Holiness emphasized sanctification (purification) and exciting forms of worship. Revivals did much the same. In Austin, Texas, in 1915, thousands of black Baptists gathered at the annual St. John’s Baptist Association encampment for a week of exciting worship. “Young men and women with buoyant spirits and joyful hearts joined their elders in singing, shouting, and praying” (Austin Daily Statesman 1915).

Churches were vitally important institutions to African Americans in the Jim Crow South. They helped them survive in perilous times. As Benjamin Mays testified, the pastor of the church he attended as a boy “could moan, and did. Almost invariably, he made some of the people shout.” The gospel he preached was “an opiate to enable them to endure and survive.” “Sometimes,” Mays reflected, “an opiate is good in medicine. Sometimes it may be good in religion” (Mays 1987, 15–16).

William E. Montgomery
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SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY
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INTRODUCTION

During the era of Jim Crow, advancements in science and technology transformed everyday life in the United States. The application of scientific agriculture expanded crop yields, advances in medical care and public health policy reduced mortality rates and diminished the spread of infectious diseases, new forms of transportation made long-distance travel cheaper and easier, and new modes of communication enabled the emergence of new media that created and catered to a mass consumer culture. None of these changes, however, reversed racial discrimination or encouraged Jim Crow America to become a more racially tolerant society. In fact, advances in science and technology expanded the reach of segregation into new arenas of public life and deepened racial inequality.

Beginning in the late 19th century, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) began to promote education in the scientific and mechanical arts. Over the years, it established a number of programs to help farmers improve agricultural methods, increase their yields, and stabilize their incomes. But the USDA established separate programs for black and white farmers. Although the federal government employed black professionals trained in agricultural science, they worked with leaner budgets and earned smaller paychecks than white agricultural extension agents. Likewise, when the USDA established 4-H clubs in the early 20th century as part of a federal initiative to make rural life more appealing to farmers’ children, it not only segregated clubs but also made clear distinctions between the educational focus of each, reinforcing racial distinctions among American farmers.

Jim Crow threatened the health and well-being of African Americans. Segregation and poverty restricted their access to modern hospitals and the expertise of medical professionals. In the early decades of the 20th century, as more Americans received medical care in hospitals for procedures such as childbirth, Jim Crow confined blacks to separate and substandard facilities. Environmental factors of poverty and segregation—overcrowded living conditions, poor sanitation, contaminated water, and diets poor in nutritional value—left African Americans far more vulnerable to tuberculosis, heart disease, and waterborne illnesses. The black maternal and infant mortality rates far exceeded the national average. Only fears of the spread of contagious disease motivated public health officials to eventually adopt policies that slowly improved black health.

Rather than care for the health needs of African Americans, medical health professionals looked at African Americans as guinea pigs for scientific and medical experiments. In the early 20th century, medical experts persuaded by eugenics—a scientific theory dedicated to preserving and encouraging well-bred populations—advocated methods of restricting reproduction among poorer classes of people they regarded as inferior. States soon adopted compulsory sterilization laws that left black women living in poor conditions vulnerable to state-mandated sterilization. Between 1932 and 1972, medical experts deceived hundreds of black men in rural Alabama who had contracted syphilis to conduct medical experiments on them without actually treating them for the disease.

However African Americans traveled, Jim Crow accompanied them on their journeys. In some areas of the country, railroads had operated separate passenger cars for blacks and whites since before the Civil War, but Southern states adopted separate coach laws in the closing decades of the 20th century. All black passengers, even those who could afford a first-class fare, were excluded from sitting in the fancier parlor cars and had to ride in the far less comfortable and rowdier smoking car. Municipal and interstate bus lines modeled their seating patterns after the Jim Crow rail car by designating separate sections for black and white passengers. Even black automobile travelers had to contend with segregated rest areas and could never be certain whether service stations, roadside attractions, or motels would welcome them as customers.

The invention of radio and later television in the 20th century enabled entertainers, news journalists, sports teams, and advertisers to reach a national, rather than just a regional, audience. Although the new media opened spaces for black performers to showcase their talents to wide audiences, most of the programming was created by whites for white audiences and perpetuated dehumanizing racial stereotypes.

AGRICULTURAL EXTENSION SERVICE




Educating Americans in agricultural and mechanical arts became a national priority after the U.S. Congress passed the Morrill Land-Grant Act of 1862. Union states had first right to accept public lands offered through the Morrill Act. As former Confederate states gained readmission into the Union after the Civil War, those states became eligible for Morrill Act land grants. African Americans lobbied for funding for agricultural, mechanical, and industrial training, but all states except Mississippi limited public education to teacher education or vocational institutes that did not qualify for Morrill benefits.





THE 1890 INSTITUTIONS: JIM CROW PUBLIC HIGHER EDUCATION

The 1890 institutions resulted from a 25-year struggle over access to public funding for colleges in the South. The Morrill Land-Grant Act of 1862 extended national funds in the form of public land grants or equivalent issues of script to partially offset state costs for a school to train the agricultural and industrial classes. Most Southern legislatures denied African Americans access to Morrill Act appropriations by only extending public funding for segregated normal institutes to train teachers. These schools did not qualify for Morrill Act funding. In 1890, Congress passed a revised Morrill Land-Grant Act, which authorized Southern states to utilize Morrill Act funds for state-administered segregated schools to train blacks in agricultural science, vocational trades, and home economics. Most of these institutions also had teacher institutes.

Seventeen Southern colleges gained access to public funding under the 1890 land-grant designation. Congress also extended a land grant to Tuskegee Normal School for Colored Teachers in 1899. Thus, while most Northern and Southern states had several public teacher colleges and one land-grant college catering to white citizens by the early 1900s, African Americans in Southern states had access to just one public university, a combined teacher college and agricultural and mechanical university.

Land-grant designation gave 1890 institutions access to public programs administered through the U.S. Department of Agriculture, including experiment station research, state extension services, and support for vocational and technical education for high-school teachers. But legalized segregation created stark inequities. Staff and faculty at white institutions earned more, enjoyed up-to-date facilities, and worked with constituents who controlled political, economic, and educational opportunities. Few 1890 institutions had their own research facilities. None were independent; all had to answer to white authorities. The 1890 institutions did not gain autonomy over their programs until the early 1970s.






When the U.S. Congress passed the Morrill Land-Grant Act of 1890, the 11 former Confederate states, five border states, and Oklahoma Territory designated existing schools or chartered new ones. The schools balanced instruction in liberal arts and sciences with vocational education in agriculture and mechanical arts for black citizens. They all implemented extension education, which was a form of special instruction presented by faculty and technical experts and tailored to the needs of working adults, including farm families, not otherwise enrolled in formal coursework.

Private funding also supported formal and extension educational programming for African Americans. Two well-known examples, Hampton Agricultural and Industrial School (1868) and Tuskegee Normal Institute (1881), bore responsibility for serving citizens in Virginia and Alabama, but philanthropists sponsored schools in rural crossroads communities, county seats, and small cities across the South to educate children and adults. The presidents of both Hampton (Hollis Burke Frissell, 1852–1917) and Tuskegee (Booker T. Washington, 1856–1915) sought private support for rural education, including extension education. Anna T. Jeanes (1822–1907) gave $10,000 to both Hampton and Tuskegee in 1902 and increased the donation to expand her project across the South. Jeanes’s teachers organized tomato clubs and canning clubs for rural girls. The General Education Board (GEB), endowed by John D. Rockefeller (1839–1937), covered program costs and salaries for African American education starting in 1903. Morris K. Jesup (1830–1908), a member of the GEB, donated funds to Tuskegee Institute to outfit the Jesup Agricultural Wagon, which, starting in 1906, carried the agricultural education devised by George W. Carver (ca. 1864–1943) to Alabama residents beyond Tuskegee. Washington called this agricultural extension education “Farmers’ College on Wheels.” It continued, renamed the Booker T. Washington Agricultural School on Wheels, through 1944.

Farmer institutes held at Tuskegee starting in 1897 drew rural families back to the school and provided more opportunities to interact with faculty and technical experts than did the workshops in the country. The 1890 land-grant schools across the South imitated Tuskegee and Hampton models by launching farmer congresses and short courses designed to appeal to farm families, particularly owners and tenants who constituted one-quarter of all black farm families in the South between 1910 and 1920.

Public support for agricultural extension education for African Americans developed simultaneously. The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) appointed Dr. Seaman A. Knapp (1833–1911) as a special agent for the promotion of agriculture in the South in 1902 and sent him to Texas in early 1903 to work with farmers to combat the boll weevil infestation. This effort launched what became known as Farmers’ Cooperative Demonstration Work. The USDA appointed more white agents to work in Texas in 1904. African American farmers sought access to the services that these technical experts provided. In April 1906, the USDA entered into an agreement with the GEB to fund cooperative demonstration work in areas not already infested by the boll weevil and with those who supported local appropriations to help cover costs. Washington secured permission from the USDA and Alabama in November 1906 to hire the first African American USDA agent paid with GEB funds, Thomas Monroe Campbell (1883–1956). Virginia officials nearly immediately authorized the hiring of John Baptist Piere (1875–1942), with headquarters at Hampton. Mississippi officials followed in 1907, and James A. Booker (1875–?), the son of a coal miner in Kanawha County, West Virginia, worked out of Mound Bayou at least until 1910.
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Public nurses often joined agricultural extension agents with the Booker T. Washington Agricultural School on Wheels on their visits to African American farms. The technical expertise that the nurses and agents shared improved the health, well-being, and agricultural practices of black farmers. (National Archives)

The private funding sustained employment of black USDA demonstration agents from Mississippi to Virginia. The agents formed corn and pig clubs, partnering with children and adults to demonstrate the merits of soil management, crop cultivation, and cholera inoculations. White officials with state departments of agriculture or with 1862 land-grant colleges grudgingly extended services to African Americans who did not benefit from contact with the three black agents employed by the USDA or who did not live in counties with black cooperative demonstration agents hired through the combination of national, local, and GEB funding. By 1912, 32 black agents worked in nine Southern states, including four of the states with the largest number of black farmers in the nation (Mississippi, Georgia, Alabama, South Carolina), but not in the fifth (Texas). The first local “colored” agent for cooperative demonstration work hired in Louisiana was Thomas Jefferson (“Tommie”) Jordan (1885–1967). He received part of his salary from the Farmers Union and worked in two parishes between 1913 and 1916 coordinating demonstrations to increase yields and stabilize farm income. He organized farm families into cotton clubs, corn clubs, pig clubs, and poultry clubs, and members demonstrated cultivation techniques for cotton, corn, soybeans, and other crops, and improved husbandry practices for pigs, poultry, and dairy cattle. In 1918, he began in “Negro work” with the Division of Agricultural Extension headquartered at Southern University and A&M College, Scotlandville, Louisiana, near Baton Rouge.

Programs serving African Americans gained visibility and support in the nine states with agents in the field through the USDA-GEB partnership. The “separate but equal” precedent established with the 1890 Morrill Land-Grant Act and the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson Supreme Court decisions prompted USDA policy makers to adopt distinctive names to ensure separation. Programs for black youth would be identified as “Negro” to eliminate any possible confusion with clubs designed exclusively for white members. African American girls would participate in homemaking clubs while white members had exclusive access to canning clubs. Black children could earn badges, but the badges had to have a different design than the badges that white children could earn (Reid 2007, 18).

The U.S. Congress passed the Smith-Lever Act in May 1914. This created the Federal Extension Service within the USDA and prohibited private funding as the basis for the employment of black agents. Henceforth, states bore responsibility for distributing extension service funding and administering the programs as they saw fit. Texans created a “Negro” division of the Texas Agricultural Extension Service, headquartered at its 1890 land-grant institution, Prairie View, after Smith-Lever wording assured them of exclusive authority over the separate division. Seventeen “separate but equal” bureaucracies grew at the 17 1890 institutions plus Tuskegee. Staff in each reported to administrators in the agricultural extension service headquarters, located at the 1862 institution in each state. The “Negro” divisions operated from the mid-1910s to the early 1970s when states had to integrate in compliance with the Civil Rights Act of 1964.

The “Negro” extension divisions employed black professionals trained in agricultural science or domestic science. They received less funding, and the agents only earned a fraction of the pay of their white peers. White administrators expected the black extension agents, both the male county agents and the female home demonstration agents, to put oil on the waters of racial dissent in rural and farm communities. They maintained decorum. Their community activism affirmed self-help and economic independence, goals that suited the farm families with access to the services they provided. These families tended to own and operate their own farms. They supported local organizations such as churches and schools. They frequented businesses owned by their neighbors. They had firsthand experience with the challenges of sustaining rural communities during the Jim Crow era of legalized racial discrimination and segregation. The agents often facilitated community organizing that had lasting civil rights consequences.

The unequal partnership that linked officials and civil servants of the USDA with state-based civil servants, and farm families and rural business owners, educators, and clergy, ensured that partners in the relationship could share information. The 224 African American county and home demonstration agents employed in 15 states in 1920 served 920,104 black farmers enumerated in the 1920 population census. Within the context of the Jim Crow South, these agents could only travel in train cars and backseats of buses designated “black only.” They had to go to “black only” windows in restaurants. They could not use facilities that whites used if no “black only” facilities existed, and they could not stay in hotels unless they operated specifically for African Americans. They did not receive equal pay for their work, nor did they receive comparable office space to their white peers. Gendered divisions of labor placed men over the programs that related to livestock breeding and crop cultivation and women over gardening and home improvement. In reality, men and women, boys and girls, worked together to accomplish most tasks.

The “Negro” division helped funnel information from the USDA into the hands of black farm families. This funnel flowed most effectively during times of war or economic crisis, when the nation’s strength depended on the participation of all citizens, including black Americans. Farmers learned about the cotton buy-out program and then the Soil Conservation Service programs from black agents. The experiences of owners thus differed from the experiences of sharecroppers and other wage laborers who found themselves displaced because of landlord decisions to reduce cotton acreage during the 1930s.

After World War II, farm-owning families began leaving their farms, following a path to urban jobs that sharecroppers had worn smooth for the previous 60 years. Even as this vital constituency declined, black administrators remained committed to agricultural extension services. The “Negro” divisions remained in place until the early 1970s. Integrating extension service personnel proved difficult. African Americans often retired rather than accept demotion to assistant extension agent status and subordination to their white peers. In the face of black frustration over their loss of status through integration, the Agricultural Act of 1971 vested 1890 land-grant institutions with full authority for the new “Small Farm Program” dedicated to serving economically disadvantaged and ethnically diverse populations. The Cooperative Extension Work Act of 1977 increased USDA Federal Extension Service funding to support growth of what became popularly known as the 1890 Cooperative Extension Program, dedicated to serving low-income minority populations in the city and the country.

Debra A. Reid
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AUTOMOBILE SERVICE STATIONS AND GARAGES




African Americans took to the automobile and the open road quickly and for many reasons, the most obvious being that public transportation was unpleasant at best and nearly always humiliating. The automobile allowed African Americans to ignore many aspects of the racial etiquette that governed everyday life. They also anticipated that automobility would enable them to more easily travel to reconnect with kith and kin who had become geographically separated in the wake of the Great Migration. Automobile service stations and garages played a vital role in enabling blacks to acquire cars as well as to keep them in working condition. During the Jim Crow era, white-owned and -operated service stations often refused to cater to black motorists, excluding them from access to vital services and resources. They would sell them gasoline but often refused to offer them other services. In response, black entrepreneurs published guidebooks that informed the everyday black traveling public of where to find service stations that reliably catered to African Americans. Other enterprising blacks opened their own service stations and garages to provide black motorists with access to essential roadside services.

Garages and service stations became an important part of owning a car as soon as the purchase was made. Car owners needed to buy tires and batteries and oil for the vehicle, often at a moment’s notice and often in an unfamiliar area where one had to deal with strangers. Cars in the Jim Crow era required frequent refueling. For example, the 1932 Ford Coupe had a tank that held only 11 gallons, not atypical of automobiles of the period. Because most cars traveled between 16 and 25 miles per gallon of gasoline, a motorist could expect to refuel every 180 miles. Therefore, there was a greater need for filling stations during a long trip. Moreover, as engines aged they burned more oil, so drivers needed more engine oil during a trip than is needed in modern vehicles. Until quite recently, tires did not last as long as today and replacements were necessary more often, and everyone who drove needed to know how to change a tire, repair an inner tube, and at the very least have a jack and a decent spare tire in the car. Batteries, like tires, were not as reliable as they are today and could fail unexpectedly on any long-distance road trip. Consequently, many African American motorists feared breaking down, since they would not want to experience car trouble and depend on unsympathetic whites to fix and service their cars, especially if anything more than gas or oil was needed. Therefore, it was crucial for black car drivers to know of friendly and reliable mechanics and places to service one’s car. The black press often served as an early travelers’ guide to black motorists as they ran advertisements for service stations and garages that catered to black patrons.

Because most African Americans could only afford to purchase used cars, they were often at greater risk of experiencing car trouble. Automobiles with as little as 50,000 miles on them were considered old and needed much more care than a car today with equivalent mileage. According to advertisements in the African American newspapers, garages also often dealt in used cars, handling the sale for others or buying and selling vehicles themselves. Numerous advertisements placed by the garages in the African American newspapers offered a payment plan, so the garage was apparently holding the paper for the sale. The first African American car dealership was awarded in Michigan in the late 1950s by Studebaker; therefore, before then blacks had to buy new cars from white dealers if they wished to buy a new vehicle. And these dealerships seldom extended credit on fair and equitable terms to black car buyers.

The increasing number of African Americans who owned cars was not lost on the white business world. The Green Book often directed black motorists to patronize Esso and Standard Oil, because as early as 1934 Standard Oil hired James Albert “Billboard” Jackson (1878–1960), who had previously worked as an adviser to the U.S. Department of Commerce on black business and entrepreneurship. He thus became the first African American to work for Esso Standard Oil Company as a marketing specialist in public relations. He remained at Esso for 21 years, as the company put it, a “representative to the race” to encourage sales to the black consumer market. The efforts of the men like Jackson, who also wrote a regular column in the New York Amsterdam News, expanded the sales of the Green Book and encouraged the black traveling public to refuel at Esso and Standard stations.

A growing number of African Americans attended driving schools that taught students how to become chauffeurs and automobile mechanics and also offered driving lessons to the general population. Graduates of these schools became service station owners in their own right, and the proliferation of black-owned garages eased some of the difficulties experienced by black travelers. Some of these black-owned service stations also doubled as parking garages, especially in crowded urban spaces such as New York City where overnight parking on the street was restricted in the years before the 1950s. These businesses provided car owners with an off-street parking place as well as someone who would service the car when needed. Whether this carried over into rural America is not obvious, since parking in rural areas was not usually at such a premium. Licensing drivers was encouraged, since it was seen as a revenue stream by the states.

Clay Williams
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COMPULSORY STERILIZATION OF AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN




In the early 20th century, Jim Crow laws and customs were the norm in America, particularly the American South. At the same time, eugenics, a scientific theory that sought to preserve well-born populations, encouraged reproduction among so-called superior or high-born people while restricting reproduction among those thought to be of inferior class. Some popular methods of reproductive restriction were marriage restrictions, institutionalization, and sterilization. Indiana was the first state to legally sanction sterilization for those who were labeled feeble, a term used among American academics and scientists to describe those from an inferior class. Soon, other states followed. In the South, the Virginia General Assembly passed the Eugenical Sterilization Act in 1924, which the U.S. Supreme Court upheld in Buck v. Bell (1927). State-ordered sterilizations would spread all over the country. African Americans, who lived the realities of Jim Crow conditions, which included poverty, poor living conditions, lack of education, and restricted economic mobility, found themselves vulnerable to state-sanctioned sterilizations.

Historical research has uncovered that the interwar years (1919–1939) were riddled with narratives of sterilization abuses that were legally sanctioned by public-health policies that fused theories on racial degeneracy with eugenic solutions. Therefore, African Americans, particularly African American women, found themselves targeted for sterilization based on new categories of “feebleness,” which was a loose term that identified those who were deserving of some form of eugenic control. During the Jim Crow era, states such as Virginia often demanded the sterilization of inmates as a condition of release from state institutions. Other states such as North Carolina ordered sterilizations of African Americans independent of institutionalization. This meant that African Americans could be recommended for state sterilizations by social workers, judges, and community and family members. Oftentimes, African American women were forced to consent to sterilization under the threat of removal of state benefits such as housing and food assistance, or the removal of children from their natal care. Another practice of sterilization abuse was stealth sterilizations, which meant physicians would perform actual sterilizations while patients were under general anesthesia. In another noted instance of sterilization abuse practices, physicians performed sterilizations on women immediately after child delivery.

By the end of World War II, eugenics had lost scientific credibility in the United States. At the same time, an emergent national movement for civil rights advocated for an end to Jim Crow segregation and the passage of federal civil rights legislation that would eventually help to open access to federal benefits and programs that would aid African Americans. One such program was Aid to Dependent Children (ADC), which was created under the New Deal as part of the Social Security Act of 1935. This program was designed to dispense federal financial assistance to single mothers who fell below the poverty line. Prior to World War II, only white women were considered eligible to apply for assistance under the ADC program. Along with creating the ADC program, the U.S. Children’s Bureau recommended a national standard for administering the benefits as well as oversight by the Children’s Bureau for state welfare programs. Politicians nationwide rejected the idea of federal oversight, instead demanding that welfare programs remain at the state level, which almost guaranteed that the programs would be inaccessible to African American women. This backlash intensified with the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka Kansas decision (1954), which was aimed at dismantling segregation in public schools. The federal order of desegregation, along with the activism of civil rights organizations and welfare advocacy groups such as the National Welfare Rights Organization, expanded the boundaries of welfare programs to include minority mothers.

As African Americans gained access to state and federal welfare after World War II, imagery of the “poor black welfare mother” began to appear in the national media discourse. The welfare mother was a woman who was represented as lazy and fraudulent and who deliberately birthed children in order to collect state welfare benefits. According to the stereotype, these women were not having children responsibly, and they purposely manipulated the welfare system. Soon, the general public linked the rising cost of ADC payments and the media discourse, which contained strong messages about dependency on the government, with a clear relation to illegitimate births. States all over the country faced questions from conservative tax payers, both white and black alike, regarding the allocation of their tax monies to welfare programs.

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the issue of welfare payments to those who were undeserving heated up nationally, prompting several states to introduce legislation that served to reform and purge the welfare rosters of those who were burdening the system. In doing so, they drew on the legacy of state compulsory sterilization laws. Georgia convened three grand juries in 1959 to consider the legality of recommending sterilization for any mother who bore illegitimate children. In 1963, state senator Howard Buck (1899–1985), on behalf of the Iowa Legislative Committee, proposed compulsory sterilization for all mothers of illegitimate children receiving ADC benefits. Delaware introduced a bill that stated that the mother of more than two illegitimate children would be required to request a sterilization order to receive any ADC benefits for additional children. In 1957, Senator Wilbur Jolly (1917–2007) of North Carolina pushed for laws that would authorize state medical authorities to sterilize mothers of illegitimate children, arguing that mothers of three or more such children needed sterilization. The state of Mississippi proposed House Bill 479 in 1958, which called for the sterilization of any woman who gave birth to a second illegitimate child.

These proposals for the compulsory sterilization of unwed mothers bore racial undertones. Mississippi’s sterilization practices prompted the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, a civil rights organization, to distribute pamphlets in the state that equated the sterilization of African American mothers to genocide. When Senator Jolly introduced his sterilization proposal to the North Carolina legislature, he pointed to the African American spectators to insinuate that African American North Carolinians were the reason behind his sterilization bill. In 1961, the “welfare crisis in Louisiana” and the “battle of Newburgh, New York” of 1960 and 1961, respectively, pushed the issue of welfare reform and sterilization of those who abused welfare into the national spotlight. Both states advanced initiatives, such as the “suitable home clause,” which allowed state officials to determine what they felt was an appropriate home for children. Women who lived with men outside of marriage and women who were divorced were among those who were stripped of ADC benefits for having “unsuitable homes.” In Newburgh, specifically, city manager Joseph Mitchell (1922–1993) gained national notoriety for his controversial methods for purging the city’s welfare roster. His methods included police interrogation of welfare recipients and were criticized for their racial bias toward African American citizens.

The national backlash and criticism over compulsory sterilization legislation caused some states to abandon their bills and instead turn to existing pre–World War II eugenic laws to sterilize unwed mothers, particularly African American women. In North Carolina, Elaine Riddick (1954–), a 14-year-old teenager, was ordered to be sterilized after a state social worker discovered she was pregnant during an in-home visit. Riddick, who was in the care of her maternal grandmother, was secretly sterilized after the delivery of her child. Her sterilization was the result of a 1929 sterilization law that sought to sterilize undesirable persons based on the recommendation of a state eugenics board. North Carolina did not end its sterilization program until 1974. Although compulsory sterilization measures did not pass the state legislature in Mississippi, state authorities continued to sterilize African American women under an old 1928 eugenic sterilization law until it was rescinded in 1983. The Virginia sterilization program (1929–1974) utilized its existing eugenic laws as a response to the racial inclusion of welfare benefits to minority recipients.

Overall, the legacy of compulsory sterilization during the Jim Crow era meant an overpolicing of the reproductive practices of African American women as well as the intentional restriction of their reproductive rights under the banner of eugenic science and family planning policies.

Bridgette Trinise Robinson
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COUNTY FAIRS




Fairs provided opportunities for rural and urban residents to escape their daily routines. Local boosters created these events where county residents could celebrate, collectively, local distinctions. The events facilitated community cohesion. They also became opportunities to celebrate bakers of excellent pies, seamstresses of stylish attire, or breeders of remarkable livestock. Residents could also relax, watch a parade, listen to music, and root for their favorite baseball team or racehorse.

White Americans had the freedom and economic influence to put on elaborate demonstrations of their prowess. Sometimes African Americans participated. Residents of Rochester, New York, invited abolitionist Frederick Douglass (ca. 1818–1895) to speak at the 76th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence on July 4, 1852. He used the opportunity to deliver his famous speech “What, to the Slave, Is the Fourth of July?” More than 40 years later, educational administrator Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) spoke to attendees at the 1895 Cotton States and International Exposition in Atlanta. He crafted a parable around a sea captain advised to “cast down your bucket where you are” as a rhetorical device to convey the importance of recognizing opportunity in the resources, including human resources, readily at hand.

As African Americans formed their own businesses and established their own crossroads communities, business owners hosted their own local “colored” fairs. These often occurred on the grounds of a church or school and resembled a church supper. As attendance grew, local fairs took on more visibility. Black fairs at the county level created opportunities for locals to put aside denominational differences, or school rivalries, and seek common purpose in celebrating racial distinction. These county fairs often occurred at the fairgrounds located in the county seat if no other black-owned and -operated facility existed.

Boosters formed their own associations, sometimes incorporated as a business at the state level. Doing so reduced the financial risk any one sponsor might assume for the more elaborate events. The “colored” fair associations could recruit more well-known baseball teams, athletes, and performers. They could also award premiums to exhibitors. Competition existed among these booster organizations, as evident in Texas, where two organizations, the Colored Lone Star State Fair and the Texas Colored State Fair, both attempted to start black fairs. Successful “colored” fairs often advertised “white” days, much as segregated fairs offered “colored” days when African American residents could attend.

Club members of special interest groups, such as the Farmers Improvement Association in Texas, sponsored “colored” fairs. This pattern repeated itself wherever African Americans owned and operated businesses, churches, and schools. During the first two decades of the 20th century, the formation of clubs for farm families, including corn and pig and tomato clubs, increased the incentives to compete for prizes for the best corn display, pig grown, or canned goods packaged. After 1914, the number of county-based agricultural and home demonstration agents employed through the Negro divisions of the Agricultural Extension Service increased, as did the number of participants with economic leverage at the county level. They allied with schools and churches to further their cause.

Teachers and preachers and business owners formed county associations to coordinate their efforts. Some of these launched during the 1910s and 1920s and continued through World War II and into the 1950s. In Chesterfield County, Virginia, for instance, James Preston Spencer (1888–1960), a veteran of World War I who self-identified as a teacher and school builder, served as chairman of the membership committee of the Chesterfield County Colored Fair Association during World War II. After the war ended, fair features such as garden produce and preserved meats became less fashionable as canned goods and frozen meats replaced them. The outmigration of black farm owners combined with the quest for civil rights and integration reduced support for the “colored” fairs. No visible evidence of the existence of these black-led booster activities may exist, but local historical records, business incorporation papers, and biographies of local activists document their existence.

Debra A. Reid
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4-H CLUBS




Established originally for rural children as part of the U.S. Cooperative Extension Service, 4-H clubs were intended to encourage effective farm and home production. The designation 4-H dates from 1918. At a time when “country life” was on the decline, federal officials hoped the clubs would make rural life more attractive to farmers’ children—just as agricultural extension and home demonstration work were intended to improve rural life both economically and aesthetically for their parents. In Southern states, African Americans constituted a significant portion of the farming population. Members undertook competitive projects in agriculture and domestic science with the potential of earning local and national recognition and even scholarships. Segregation in the national 4-H program existed from its inception into the civil rights era. It only ended completely when desegregation was implemented. Even then, vestiges of the Jim Crow hierarchy continued to disadvantage African American children who participated in the program.
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4-H was an organization dedicated to educating American youth about the virtues of a career in farming. In the rural South, 4-H clubs were racially segregated. Here, a visiting 4-H agent teaches a boy the proper technique for raising piglets. (Buyenlarge/Getty Images)

The 4-H clubs originated from several sources. Albert Belmont Graham (1868–1960) established clubs between 1901 and 1902 in Springfield, Ohio, to promote rural life by encouraging boys and girls to undertake projects raising corn or hogs. In the Southern states, Thomas Campbell (1883–1956), a graduate of Tuskegee Institute, and J. B. Pierce (1875–1942), who worked out of Hampton Institute in Virginia, were hired in 1906 by Seaman Knapp (1833–1911), special agent in charge of farmers’ cooperative demonstration work, to promote club work among African American children. After the Bureau of Plant Industry in the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) established an office to coordinate the various programs that included federally funded extension work, in 1907, it hired Oscar B. Martin (1870–1935), the former superintendent of South Carolina schools, to promote club work nationwide. Martin was especially keen on promoting clubs for girls, and his discussion of the program at a white teachers’ conference in his native state inspired attempts to establish girls’ clubs. In 1910, Ella Agnew (1871–1958) in Virginia and Marie Cromer (1882–1964) in South Carolina established tomato clubs to encourage girls to cultivate and can tomatoes. In June and August, respectively, Knapp appointed these women girls’ club agents for tomato canning clubs. These clubs operated under federal auspices for nearly a decade before they were rebranded in 1918 as 4-H by the Club Division.

Because of segregation in the Southern states, Jim Crow clubs were organically part of the club movements there. When Martin was hired, he began the process of formalizing and institutionalizing racial segregation in 4-H work. From the outset, Martin wanted to make clear distinctions in the programs by encouraging subsistence activities for African American children and for-profit activities for white children. He suggested different emblems and different names for the clubs. Clubs for whites—which were the norm—were referred to as “boys” or “girls” clubs, while those of African American children were always preceded by the term “Negro.” I. W. Hill (1861–1945), an Alabama superintendent for education who was also recruited into management of club work, insisted that there should be no interracial competition between clubs.

One of the clearest distinctions between the two programs was the staff devoted to the effort. The 4-H club for white children was implemented by agents hired specifically for that purpose. Typically, there was an agent hired for every agricultural county. Twenty-six black men served as club agents in 1911 in the entire South. The next year, 1912, those positions were replaced with an extension agent program and the agents (32 men and 2 women) became responsible for work both with adults and youth. The 4-H program was not fully created until 1918, but these distinctions along racial lines established in the program’s precursors continued to inform how the program operated from then well into the 1960s. By 1916, more than 2,500 African American children were enrolled in these programs, and by 1923 more than 55,000 were enrolled in 4-H programs (Martin 1926, 14; Evans 1925, 18).

In general, the projects that white and black children undertook were similar. However, because of Southern insistence that black and white programs not be seen as comparable, they were marketed differently. The 4-H clubs for white children were organized by project, for example, the “Boys’ Pig Club” or the “Girls’ Tomato Club.” The clubs for African American children were organized by gender as “farm makers” and “home makers” clubs for boys and girls, respectively. However, within those clubs the children engaged in a variety of projects and even multiple projects at the same time. Boys typically selected agricultural (such as corn or cotton cultivation) or animal husbandry (typically cattle or pigs) projects. Girls had options in home gardening, canning, clothing, home beautification, and nutrition. White clubs were different in that full-time agents for club work were hired to conduct activities. Black clubs were directed, typically, by the farm or home demonstration agents who provided services to their parents. In addition to extension and demonstration agents, Jeanes rural supervisor teachers organized clubs as well. This African American teachers’ program was endowed by Anna T. Jeanes (1822–1907). The teachers worked in black schools in the rural South. Their areas of instruction were agriculture and domestic science.

Because of the racial and economic disparities that Jim Crow created, African American children benefited from this program far less than did white children. Beginning in 1927, the USDA began hosting a national encampment for white children in the nation’s capital. The delegates were selected by state extension services, which also paid for club members’ expenses. Although Jim Crow segregation was established by law only in the South, by not selecting interracial delegations for their own states, Northern states abetted this system of disparate treatment in the system.

While African American extension agents worked to create opportunities for camping activities in their own states, there was no chance for national encampments for members of their race. During World War II, a Negro committee made up of white extension directors from Southern states began making plans for a Southern encampment for black children. However, by then, these plans were deemed insufficient in some quarters. The announcement of a segregated encampment struck a sour note among African Americans who had sacrificed for the war effort.

Gertrude Warren (1884–1979), credited as the “mother of 4-H” for coming up with the emblem for the program, came to Washington to work as an extension agent and was tasked, additionally, with developing programs for girls’ clubs. She tried to persuade James L. Hicks (1915–1986) of the National Negro Press Association that a segregated encampment was beneficial. Members of the African American community saw things differently. Readers pointed out the disparate funding for black and white club work and argued that the treatment of African American club members was tantamount to fascism. Federal officials attempted to evade their complicity in the national encampments by asserting that the arrangements were done totally by state services and they only provided a venue. Some members of the federal service argued that the demands for equal treatment should be patently ignored. However, public pressure resulted in the establishment of a segregated camp in Washington, DC. Pains were taken to ensure that African American club members had an experience that was not as prestigious as that of white children, but, nonetheless, in the context of other organized challenges to segregation in the 1950s, this move was historically significant.

As the civil rights movement escalated in the 1960s, the pressure to desegregate extension work also increased. The two became intertwined as school desegregation led to club desegregation as well. However, even as competitions were desegregated and clubs in schools that desegregated before 1970 brought black and white clubsters together, African American children often found themselves disadvantaged in competitions and sometimes felt they had been cheated out of awards they earned. While 4-H promoted good citizenship and fairness, for African American children in a world of Jim Crow, it further emphasized the two-tiered system that provided some opportunity rather than equal opportunity.

Carmen V. Harris
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HEALTH AND WELL-BEING




Segregation and discrimination created a host of threats to black health and well-being during the Jim Crow era, as African Americans were victims of what is now referred to as the “social determinants of health”—meaning that a people’s well-being was in many ways determined by the environment in which they lived. Segregation and poverty reduced access to modern health care facilities and medical professionals, and African Americans also suffered from a host of health problems caused by inadequate nutrition, poor living conditions, and environmental factors. As a result, blacks were much more likely to die from diseases such as tuberculosis and heart disease than whites, and black maternal and infant mortality rates throughout the South dramatically exceeded national averages.

Poverty was, of course, at the root of the health and well-being problems for Southern blacks. In an era before Medicare and Medicaid, the poor—both black and white—knew that they could not afford professional health care, so they rarely sought it, relying instead on patent medicines, folk healers, and unlicensed practitioners. Midwives, for example, were not just birth attendants but regularly administered all types of health care to Southern blacks, as they charged far less than what a physician would and were usually highly respected members of the community, often trusted to a much greater degree than the local physician, especially if he was white.

As the 20th century progressed, more Southern blacks sought care from trained physicians, both black and white, but both poverty and racism limited their access to modern health care. Both black and white physicians expected to be paid—often in advance of services rendered—providing an obstacle to the poorest citizens. As black physicians were scarce in many areas of the Jim Crow South, many African Americans were left to turn to white practitioners, who regularly treated them with both disrespect and second-class care. Black patients were subjugated to segregated waiting rooms and were seen only after the doctor had tended to all his white patients, and many reported that some white physicians would not even touch them during an examination.

Despite the indignities of white medical care, many Southern blacks patronized white physicians, even when black doctors were available, for a host of reasons. Black physicians often tried to appeal to race pride and exploit the lack of respect shown African Americans by white doctors in order to attract their clientele, often without success. One issue was economic, as many Southern blacks during the Jim Crow era relied on their employer to pay their medical bills, they went to the doctor that their employer told them to go to. There was also a belief among many blacks that white doctors were better trained, which they sometimes were, and had access to better facilities, which was almost always the case. For example, as black physicians were barred from treating patients in virtually every public and private hospital in the Jim Crow South, African Americans needing hospital care needed a white physician to admit and treat them—in the segregated, basement wards of Jim Crow hospitals.

While the vast majority of Southern hospitals were segregated facilities, there were a number of all-black hospitals scattered throughout the Jim Crow South run by churches, schools, benevolent or fraternal organizations, and often physicians themselves. Most of these institutions were small, privately run facilities that often lacked even the most basic amenities that one might expect in a hospital, such as X-ray machines or dedicated operating rooms. Indeed, some of these hospitals were little more than a couple of rooms in a doctor’s office or home, while others, like Tuskegee Institute’s John A. Andrew Hospital, were larger facilities with modern amenities. Some cities, including Winston-Salem, St. Louis, and Kansas City, eventually opened large, all-black public hospitals as well. These hospitals—from the small proprietary facilities in black physicians’ homes to large, publicly financed institutions—were significant in providing health care for African Americans removed from the humiliating aspects of Jim Crow society, even if the accommodations were not the most advanced.

Any type of hospital care, however, was often an expense that many Southern blacks could not afford, or, if they lived in very rural areas, could not access. Many physicians and nurses, both black and white, gave of their time and expertise in a number of public health projects throughout the South during the Jim Crow era, often sponsored by churches, philanthropic organizations, hospitals, schools, and the National Medical Association (the African American counterpart to the American Medical Association, which excluded most black physicians). Perhaps most famously, in 1915, Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) instituted Negro Health Week to raise awareness about black health issues, and within 20 years, with assistance from the U.S. Public Health Service, Negro Health Week programs were conducted in over 2,000 locations, providing care to more than 1 million African Americans.

While discrimination in medical care was a significant threat to the well-being of African Americans, many other aspects of Jim Crow society also significantly affected black health and well-being, such as residential segregation. Devoid of any political power, black neighborhoods regularly lacked modern amenities that white sections of Southern cities installed, such as electricity, running water, and sewage systems. Many rural blacks hauled water from municipal water supplies in town, while others relied on pumps or even water from streams and ponds. Sharecroppers often stored their water in old 55-gallon drums that had previously held pesticides. The want of clean water caused a host of health problems, including diarrhea, and contributed to high infant mortality rates. The absence of indoor plumbing caused other health problems, as most rural Southern blacks in the Jim Crow era relied on outhouses, many of which were little more than open pit privies, which led to the spread of parasites like hookworm that ravaged the rural South. Black neighborhoods were most often without garbage services, and the open dumps that emerged were festering grounds for disease-carrying insects and vermin. The poor state of housing in impoverished areas—shacks often without heat, windows, or screens—also contributed to the poor health conditions of Southern blacks.

Finally, and perhaps most significantly, malnutrition was a central threat to black health and well-being in the Jim Crow South. Rural blacks during this era relied on a diet of “meat, meal, and molasses,” which was usually devoid of fresh fruits, vegetables, and dairy. There was a tragic irony in that some of the nation’s poorest, hungriest people lived on the richest farmland in the nation, but the cotton plantations of the Deep South did not provide subsistence agriculture for its workers, and the chemicals sprayed on the cotton made it virtually impossible to raise small gardens, even if landlords would permit them to do so. Instead, sharecroppers relied on the plantation store to purchase cheap foodstuffs, lacking in nutrition and vitamins, leading to a host of health conditions, most notably pellagra, as well as contributing to sky-high maternal and infant mortality rates.

Thomas J. Ward Jr.
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HOSPITALS




In the Jim Crow era, African Americans could not access all available hospital facilities. Many hospitals, particularly those in the South, were legally segregated. Yet African Americans also created their own hospital facilities for patients. In the 1960s American health care desegregated, making American hospitals one of the most racially diverse institutions in the nation.

In the late 19th century, American hospitals were evolving into their current modern form. Up to that point, hospitals were not at the center of American medicine. The main purpose of 19th-century hospitals, which emerged from the tradition of alms and workhouses, was to provide charity care to indigent patients. These hospitals were often operated by religious and fraternal organizations. Wealthier patients opted to receive medical care in their homes. When given a choice, many 19th-century Americans avoided hospitals. In these precursors to modern hospitals, chances for survival were marginal at best. Physicians and hospital staff had only just begun to understand the germ theory of disease. Furthermore, the efficacy of medicine largely did not meet today’s standards.

American hospitals became destinations for health and healing in the early decades of the 20th century. This was achieved, in part, by bringing procedures like childbirth from the home into the hospital. Modern surgery also drove large numbers of patients to modernizing hospitals. Yet African Americans, along with other racial and religious minorities, could not access all available hospital facilities. Like schools, movie theaters, swimming pools, and other public accommodations, hospitals across the United States were racially segregated. This separation was legally mandated in some areas and customary practice in others. In response to the rising number of African American patients, especially in the Northern United States where many African Americans were moving during the Great Migration, some segregated hospitals created “colored wards” in basements, attics, and auxiliary hospital facilities. In St. Louis, for instance, indigent black male patients were treated in the City Hospital’s “colored ward,” also known as “District 9.” Separate spaces for African Americans were allocated in the rear of the second and third floors of the facility. Female patients were housed in the hospital’s prison ward. Patients seeking private hospital care could do so in the basement of Barnes Hospital. If African American physicians petitioned the hospital to admit their patients, the case and the revenue that came with it almost certainly went to the white physicians who ran the institution.

Some municipalities created entirely separate hospitals, as in the case of City Hospital No. 2 in Kansas City, Missouri, or Homer G. Phillips Hospital in St. Louis. Many of the entirely separate municipal hospitals for African Americans were designated as “Number Two,” symbolizing the second-class status of these facilities and the patients under their care. At City Hospital No. 2 in St. Louis, overcrowding was inevitable and the technology was faulty. One physician, for example, was electrocuted by a faulty X-ray machine. A photographic exposé of the facility, an effort led by civic-minded leaders for better hospital conditions, documented that the conditions of the hospital were no better than the conditions for animals at the St. Louis Zoo. Only the basement and first floor housed patients, as the remaining floors posed significant fire hazards. Black patients were housed in hospital hallways, and sometimes three patients shared two pushed-together beds. At the very least, physicians had more autonomy over their patients and medical practice in the separate black hospitals as opposed to the colored wards.

Segregated hospitals complicated emergency cases involving African Americans. In the process of finding the closest African American hospital, pregnant, severely injured, or sick patients could, and often did, die. In 1931, Fisk University dean of women, Juliette Derricotte (1897–1931), was fatally injured in an automobile accident. Though she was treated in the home of white doctors and later transported to an African American hospital in Chattanooga 66 miles away, Derricotte died the following day. One of the most famous rumored cases was the death of physician, and blood storage pioneer, Charles Drew (1904–1950). Gravely injured in an automobile accident on a North Carolina highway, it was widely rumored that Drew died because a white hospital refused to treat him and that he was too far away from the nearest African American hospital. In actuality, Drew was treated in a white hospital, though his injuries were too severe for recovery. Some confused the story of Drew’s death with that of Matthew Avery, giving rise to rumor. The same year of Drew’s death, Matthew Avery, a World War II veteran and student at North Carolina Agricultural and Technical University, died after being refused admission to a North Carolina hospital. There were no more beds available for African American patients.

The rumors surrounding Drew’s death did speak to a larger truth regarding African Americans and segregated hospitals: some individuals did die because they were not admitted to white hospitals. The Untouchables, written by Alfred Maund and published by the Southern Conference Educational Fund in 1952, documented a series of these tragedies to highlight the injustices of segregated hospitals.

African Americans responded to these conditions by building their own hospitals. From the 1920s to the 1940s, physicians and entrepreneurs participated in the black hospital movement, creating medical spaces that trained African American physicians, nurses, and allied health professionals. First and foremost, these institutions treated African American patients. John A. Kenney, a physician from the National Medical Association (NMA), named the movement the Negro hospital renaissance. African Americans could be assured that these hospitals would not turn them away in their times of need. These institutions trained black physicians and nurses; employed African Americans as cooks, secretaries, and janitors; and gave rise to a professional class of hospital administrators and allied health professionals. Black hospitals were created by municipalities, fraternal organizations, entrepreneur physicians, and religious organizations. These hospitals included Good Samaritan Hospital of Charlotte, North Carolina; L. Richardson Memorial Hospital of Greensboro, North Carolina; Lincoln Hospital of Durham, North Carolina; City Hospital No. 2 of Kansas City, Missouri; Harlem Hospital of New York, New York; Homer G. Phillips Hospital of St. Louis, Missouri; and Provident Hospital of Chicago, Illinois, among many others. Many of these hospitals were located in, or very near, the communities they served. The significance of black-established hospitals exceeded their roles as medical institutions. They were also social and sometimes religious spaces. In the Jim Crow era, these hospitals were often underserved, understaffed, and underfinanced compared to their white counterparts. For many ordinary African Americans, however, hospitals that were established and operated by blacks became symbols of modernity and racial progress and were mainstays in the course of African American life.

These hospitals, established in some cases as a necessity of the segregated social reality, were not always seen as positive influences in the black community. Some, like hospital reformer and NMA journal editor W. Montague Cobb (1906–1990), lamented that these facilities were a “Negro medical ghetto,” particularly as calls for racial integration grew after World War II. With the passage of Medicare and Medicaid legislation in the 1960s, poor and elderly patients could receive medical care at any institution that would accept the plans. Moreover, the legislation guaranteed that hospitals would not receive federal reimbursement for indigent care unless they desegregated their facilities. Along with the Simkins v. Moses Cone decision upheld by the U.S. Supreme Court in 1963, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and other forms of legislation and Supreme Court cases ushered American hospitals into a new age of desegregation. Consequently, American hospitals, along with the U.S. military, became among the most diverse institutions in the nation.

Ezelle Sanford III
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INTERSTATE BUS TRAVEL




The requirement that African Americans sit in the back of the bus was perhaps more symbolic than any other Jim Crow practice of separating the races and confining black people to the status of second-class citizens. Forcing people to move to the rear seats or to stand so that white people could take their seats did more than reinforce white supremacy; it created emotional distress, stripping bus riders of their dignity and reinforcing feelings of personal inferiority. Jim Crow buses conveyed a resounding message that went beyond personal prejudice. The state itself classified black people as inferior.

With the development of a national system of highways and roads paved with macadam came the proliferation of interstate bus lines. Unlike railroads that were tied to the location of the train tracks, buses could take riders anywhere. For African Americans, buses offered an inexpensive method of travel but also one that could be humiliating. Buses and trains became the most common public spaces in which antiblack behavior was acted out. As buses passed state borders from a state that did not require segregation to one that by law enforced the separation of black and white passengers, drivers stopped the bus and ordered black riders to move to the seats in the rear. Moveable signs placed halfway back indicated where the Negro section of the bus began. If more white people boarded the bus, the sign was moved back to accommodate them and the black riders were forced to stand.

Segregation posed a significant problem for bus companies. From a practical standpoint, maintaining separate facilities—separate bus waiting rooms, bathrooms, ticket windows, dining facilities, and entrances—was extremely costly. These architectural requirements could add as much as 50 percent to the cost of constructing a bus terminal. From a public relations perspective, Jim Crow practices hurt bus companies. Negative publicity followed every incident in which black passengers were removed, shot, or beaten by drivers, police, or other passengers, or denied access to bus transportation. Bus drivers gained a reputation in the black community as surly at best and as vicious and violent at worst. And African American passengers who were denied their civil rights on buses often protested their unfair treatment or filed lawsuits against bus companies. The failure of bus companies to protect black riders was regularly reported in black newspapers.





CODE OF VIRGINIA

Passengers who violated Virginia’s law mandating racial segregation on motor vehicle carriers were subject to a fine and ejection from the bus.


§56-329—All persons who fail while on any motor vehicle carrier, to take or occupy the seat or seats or other space assigned to them by the driver, operator or other person in charge of such vehicle, or by the person whose duty it is to take up tickets or collect fares from passengers therein, or who fail to obey the directions of any such driver, operator or other person in charge, as aforesaid, to change their seats from time to time as occasion may require, pursuant to any lawful rule, regulation or custom in force by such lines as to assigning separate seats or other space to white and colored persons, respectively, having been first advised of the fact of such regulation and requested to conform thereto, shall be deemed guilty of a misdemeanor and upon conviction thereof shall be fined not less than five [$5.00] dollars nor more than twenty-five [$25.00] dollars for each offense. Furthermore, such persons may be ejected from any such vehicle by any driver, operator or person in charge of such vehicle, or by any police officer or other conservator of the peace; and in case such persons ejected shall have paid their fares upon such vehicle, they shall not be entitled to the return of any part of the same. For the refusal of any such passenger to abide by the request of the person in charge of such vehicle as aforesaid and his consequent ejection from such vehicle, neither the driver, operator, person in charge, owner, manager nor bus company operating such vehicle shall be liable for damages in any court.

Source: Pauli Murray, ed. and comp. 1950. States’ Laws on Race and Color. Cincinnati: Women’s Division of Christian Service, Board of Missions and Church Extension, Methodist Church, 483.






In 1946, Irene Morgan (1917–2007), a woman in her late twenties, traveling from her home in Baltimore, Maryland, through Virginia, refused to give up her seat when the bus driver demanded that she relinquish it for white passengers. Morgan informed the driver that because the bus was on an interstate trip she was not required to observe intrastate segregation laws. After an unpleasant altercation, the sheriff physically removed her from the bus. Morgan was jailed for violating Virginia’s transit segregation law and also for resisting arrest for kicking and fighting back as she was dragged from the bus by two law officers. The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) adopted her case and appealed her conviction all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court. But the case did not end segregation on public conveyances. “Old Man Jim Crow was rocked by a resounding right hook to the chin but was not down for the count,” reported the Chicago Defender of the case Irene Morgan v. The Commonwealth of Virginia (1946) (Chicago Defender 1946). Fourteen years later, in 1960, the Supreme Court held racial segregation as illegal based on the interstate commerce clause of the Constitution in Boynton v. Virginia. The court overturned an African American college student’s conviction for trespassing for attempting to be served in a bus terminal restaurant reserved for whites only.

Greyhound and Trailways, two of the largest interstate carriers, like most other bus companies, established a policy that they would take no strong philosophical or moral position on civil rights. Rather, their policy was to obey whatever laws each state enacted. This in itself was difficult since every Southern state developed different laws to maintain white supremacy. Ten states—Alabama, Arkansas, North and South Carolina, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, Oklahoma, Texas, and Virginia—required bus carriers in their states to keep the races separate when traveling on public conveyances.

In May 1961, civil rights protesters boarded Trailways and Greyhound buses in Washington, DC, for a trip to New Orleans. Their goal was to challenge the continued segregation of interstate travel despite the federal legislation that prohibited it. They intended to test the Boynton v. Virginia ruling. James Farmer, one of the founders of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), led the protest. As the buses moved south, the group who called themselves freedom riders encountered only slight difficulty in Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia as black and white riders sat together and integrated terminal facilities at every stop. The rides turned violent as the buses entered Alabama and were greeted by mobs armed with clubs. In Anniston and Birmingham, angry white citizens stopped the buses and drove the passengers off. Near Bynum, between the two cities, vigilantes forced one bus to stop and set it on fire, hoping to burn the passengers alive. Those exiting the bus were beaten, and several suffered severe injuries from the smoke. In Birmingham, the zealous segregationist police commissioner Eugene “Bull” Conner (1897–1973) collaborated with the local Ku Klux Klan by providing the thugs with 15 minutes to intimidate and bludgeon their victims before intervening to disperse the mob. Despite the fear and the attacks, 27 freedom riders continued on to Jackson, Mississippi, where they were arrested.

While the freedom riders pressed for an end to bus segregation, the NAACP, on another front, pushed for an end to the segregation of railroad trains. The operation of buses, trains, and airplanes was regulated by the Interstate Commerce Commission and thus the federal government, not the states, had jurisdiction. Using the Motor Carrier Act of 1935, the commissioners ruled that Jim Crow in both intrastate and interstate bus transportation was illegal in facilities that used the same terminals. They also instructed the bus companies to post signs informing travelers that seating was without regard for race, color, creed, or national origin. Interstate transportation became the first public accommodation to be integrated and provided impetus for African Americans to work even more aggressively to end all segregation.

Gretchen Sullivan Sorin
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JIM CROW RAIL CARS




The term Jim Crow railcars or Jim Crow cars refers to separate passenger cars that were used by railroad companies to segregate black and white patrons during travel. The practice of separating the races on train travel originated in the Northeast before the Civil War. These policies began in the 1830s when African American travelers reported being required to sit in a separate car away from white passengers, a policy also in practice on steamships and stage coaches. Railroad employees, most often white conductors, oversaw the enforcement of these measures with the claim that it was official railroad policy. However, it was not due to legislation or local ordinances before the Civil War but rather was a response to white passengers who did not want to travel with black travelers and claimed that their presence in the railcar was “offensive.” Railroad companies in the Northeast instituted these forms of racial discrimination to bend to the pressure of racist whites who demanded African Americans be removed completely from sight, unless they were in subservient positions as servants or caretakers of wealthy white passengers riding in the white car. Railroad companies claimed that racially segregated seating was necessary because of conflict and sometimes fights between black and white passengers; however, there is no evidence of physical altercations before these policies were enforced. This practice died out in the North before the end of the Civil War but was introduced on trains traveling throughout the South at the end of the 19th century. The intent of white politicians, railroad employees, and white passengers was to codify the idea that African Americans were socially inferior to whites in places where blacks enjoyed emancipation from slavery, first in the North during the antebellum period and later in the South after the Civil War.

The term Jim Crow was used to describe segregated black seating on railroads as early as 1838. In one surviving account, a black passenger and abolitionist named David Ruggles (1810–1849) was ejected from the first-class section of the Boston and Providence Railroad and “into what [railroad workers] call the pauper (or jim crow) car” (Pryor 2016, 76). The term Jim Crow was used to describe a type of racially offensive blackface minstrel performance popular in antebellum America, and the character Jim Crow and related songs depicted blacks as lazy and inferior. Both blacks and whites appropriated this term as a shorthand for the segregated black car meant to stigmatize black passengers culturally and socially as inferior. Typically, the use of the term Jim Crow was not found in legislation or newspapers that supported the system of racial segregation; it was used instead in protest as an unofficial term and by black passengers and activists to describe unequal racial accommodations.

Initially, railroad companies required blacks to sit in open compartments with no roof, seats, or doors. These cars were used exclusively for poor travelers who could not afford the cost of interior seats. Even if black patrons could afford first-class travel, they would be required by railroad employees to ride with poor patrons. In the 1830s, railroads first introduced the “short car,” which was smaller than the other cars, roughly the size of a stage coach, that black passengers would have access to away from white passengers. The short car was located between the engine and the first car, which caused it oftentimes to be filled with fumes and smoke and thus made for an unpleasant experience. The alternative to separate compartments for African American travelers was to ride in the baggage compartment. Eventually, many railroads followed the separate car model and provided separate smaller and more uncomfortable spaces for black travelers on railroads in the Northeast.

After the Civil War, Northern railroads phased out racially segregated seating. By the end of the 19th century, Southern states passed legislation to segregate the races on public transportation, which Northern railroad companies had to accommodate for their lines that traveled from the North into the South. On interstate travel, segregation was only enforced when the railroad passed through a Southern state that required the use of Jim Crow cars. The railroad companies set aside a specific car for black travel that all black passengers were required to use on railroads and in states that legislated racial segregation. In some cases, black passengers could not enter the train and meet the conductor at the front of the car because that would allow for black passengers to walk through the white car to enter the black car, so some railroad companies required black passengers to enter through a “colored” entrance in the back. The white cars were prohibited for use by black passengers, but black employees and black servants traveling with their employers could travel in the white cars. The black or Jim Crow cars, however, were not policed for the exclusive use of black patrons because white men frequently stopped into the black cars to smoke and chew tobacco, which was banned from the white first-class car. As such the black car doubled as the smoking car as well as the Jim Crow car.

Throughout the 19th century, railroad travel became more available and widely used across the country, and a consequence of that was an increase in the number of female passengers. Transportation companies included ladies’ rooms, cabins, and cars to separate white women from men who traveled. Gendered spaces on transportation affirmed the expectation that white women were chaste and virtuous and thus would be easily offended and corrupted by men smoking and engaging in ribald talk, which was a common occurrence on steamships and railroads. The ladies’ cars were for the exclusive use of white women; thus, black women were required to travel in the black or Jim Crow car, with black men and any white men who wandered through.

The practice of enforcing racial segregation led to many lawsuits because the cost of creating equal accommodations prohibited railroad companies from creating first-class black cars. Affluent black passengers who could afford first-class travel frequently sued the railroad companies for not providing first-class accommodations and demanded access to white first-class cars. Affluent black women made similar objections in courts throughout the country for access to the ladies’ cars.

The most famous railroad case to come from this era was Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), a case in which a black passenger named Homer A. Plessy (1862–1925) sued the state of Louisiana over its separate car law, which required a separation of the races but in practice not equal accommodations. The U.S. Supreme Court decided that the “separate but equal” doctrine was constitutional and would not be overturned at that time. The U.S. Supreme Court decision in Browder v. Gayle (1956) desegregated bus travel in Montgomery, Alabama, and railroad companies operating throughout the South took this as a sign to desegregate railroad travel, which they did quietly over the next few years. By 1960, railroad companies integrated railroad travel and retired the Jim Crow car; however, it would take another year to integrate bathrooms, waiting areas, and restaurants at railroad stations in the South because of local white pressure to maintain segregation.

Robert Cassanello
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JITNEY BUSES




Entrepreneurs in the early 20th century created jitney buses by retrofitting early automobiles to fit the maximum number of passengers possible. These jitneys served urban communities across the United States as a means of transportation separate from streetcar services. African American communities, particularly in the urban South, looked to jitney buses as a means of circumventing the segregated, and often dangerous, spaces of streetcars. Jitneys got their name from the nickel the operator typically charged as a passenger’s fare. Nickels were colloquially referred to as jitneys, and thus the jitney bus got its name. These buses typically sat at least eight people and had space on the outside of the cab to hold on to so that more passengers could be accommodated. They thus allowed passengers to avoid traveling on segregated streetcars without purchasing their own automobiles. The automobile, modified into a jitney, was the premiere tool used by African Americans to gain power in a system that largely left them powerless.

Jitneys, unlike streetcars, did not require city permits and were not subject to state and local segregation law. African Americans both owned and operated private jitney companies. For a small fare, black passengers could be dropped off at virtually any destination within the city. While rail systems confined streetcars to specific routes, jitney buses capitalized on the transportation freedoms offered by the automobile. Although jitneys often followed the routes of streetcars, drivers might break from the route to drop passengers off closer to their desired destination, or conversely, pick certain passengers up at undesignated stops.

By the 1900s, jitneys were a major factor in public transportation. One North Carolina city was home to more than 22 black-owned jitney companies employing a total of 35 jitneys, all within the confines of a fairly small city. Jitneys became the most promising means of challenging streetcar segregation for African Americans. The jitney buses were a separate form of transportation from the white-run streetcars. They not only allowed African Americans the opportunity to dictate how and where they traveled but also gave them the opportunity to keep their business within their own communities.

Recognizing the threat that jitneys posed to the urban racial order, white legislators brought their own challenges to the rise of jitneys, precipitating a fluid tug of war for power over public transportation in Southern towns and cities. Following the advent of the jitneys, the first decade of the 1900s saw massive opposition from streetcar companies, legislators, white supremacists, and a host of others who desired to maintain the streetcar systems. White supremacists, streetcar corporations, and those that held streetcar stock shared a common desire to do away with the jitneys.

While there were numerous motivations that brought forth jitney regulation, one of the excuses given conflated racial and commercial motivations: public safety. Ordinances on jitney bus segregation were justified through fears of race mixing, particularly among black men and young white girls (Atlanta Constitution 1915). White anxiety regarding African American men among young girls, while not new, was still effective in helping to pass segregation regulations. The fear was such an effective tool that in Houston, city officials required an entire “Jim Crow” line of jitneys be established in order to separate the white and black passengers. This in turn limited the fares that a driver could pick up, thus lowering the amount of money that drivers could make.

A 1915 New York Times article explains the ramification of another popular regulation that limited the routes of jitneys, stating the regulation would “put [jitneys] in a different category from that in which they began. The earliest jitneys bore the slogan, ‘Take you anywhere for a jitney’; meaning that the limitations of rails and franchises were to be abolished” (New York Times 1915). Eliminating the free mobility of the jitney would take away one of the key technical features that made it such a success, the freedom of movement that jitney operators and passengers enjoyed, and force jitney drivers into a rigid route. Published time tables, fixed routes, extensive licensure, and a volley of other regulations largely brought an end to the jitneys. Despite the successes of the jitney buses, racist-driven legislation disguised as public safety outlawed jitneys and forced African Americans off of the modified trucks and into the streetcars. While there were numerous motivations that brought forth jitney regulation, the excuses given conflated racial and commercial motivations, centering around discussions of public safety. African Americans’ route around segregation had been impeded.

Although the jitney largely vanished from the streets of major cities, it served as a prime example of the empowerment that could be grasped through the use of the automobile, and African American communities would again look to the car as a tool to fight white supremacy. The lasting legacy of the jitney bus should be that of African Americans’ ability to exploit the jitney in order to navigate through segregation on their own terms, temporarily claiming power through mobility and spatial authority. Although regulation mostly restored white control over urban black mobility prior to World War II, the automobile was again brought to the front lines in the fight for civil rights in the 1950s to help topple Jim Crow and again empower black communities through automobility.

Xavier J. Macy
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MEDICAL CARE




During the long period of Jim Crow, African Americans struggled to secure trustworthy medical care for themselves in the face of stark racial inequities. In the decades after Reconstruction, government officials did little to address the health of African Americans, who generally suffered from higher mortality and morbidity rates than did white populations with access to better working and living conditions and municipal sanitary services. Left to their own resources, they turned to self-treatments, called on midwives, and occasionally sought out the attendance of physicians. By the 1920s and in subsequent decades, migration to urban areas and government investment in public health programs and hospitals connected more black patients to professional medical care on a racially segregated basis. The separate and substandard facilities for black patients in white-run hospitals fueled demands for equitable care and desegregation.

In the rural communities in which the vast majority of African Americans lived before World War I, black families frequently self-treated with homemade and store-bought remedies. Women made use of household products such as turpentine oil, applying oil-soaked rags to the chests of family members to relieve congestion and colds. In many parts of the South, African Americans continued to draw on herbal practices dating back to slavery, seeing plant-based medicines as connected to spiritual well-being and less harsh than physicians’ drugs. Some pointed to a decline in skilled herbalists in the early 20th century, a development dating back to the post–Civil War expansion of the agricultural and lumber industries that restricted opportunities for foraging and gardening. African Americans also took part in a booming market of commercial medicines, available in general stores or by mail.

For childbirth, rural African Americans frequently turned to black midwives, who outnumbered physicians in some Southern states. Midwives charged less than a physician, had personal experience with childbirth, and were willing to help out with postpartum and infant care in the home. Even after Southern states began to regulate and limit midwifery practice, midwives still attended to the majority of the births of black women in the South through the Great Depression of the 1930s.

Due to rural distances, racial divisions, and scarcity of cash, African Americans who wanted a physician by their side faced limited choices and had to go to great effort to secure care in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Few rural patients had the choice to visit African American physicians, who tended to settle in urban areas where they had more opportunities to make money and to work with other black health care providers. Many black patients expressed a reluctance to call on white physicians, who were connected to the racial degradations of Jim Crow. Making contact with a physician was an arduous and always uncertain undertaking. Rural African Americans needed to transport a patient over rough roads to a physician’s office or send a messenger to request a visit to their home. Both options involved the possibility of a physician demanding an upfront payment, making a black patient wait until white patients had been seen, or refusing to provide treatment altogether. When black patients were able to secure a physician’s attendance, they did not become passive participants in the medical encounter. They and their family members communicated their medical needs and preferences about treatment, and they sought out other medical options if a physician was not able to relieve their suffering.

[image: image]

Throughout much of the Jim Crow South, rural blacks lacked access to professional medical care. Pregnant women often relied on midwives to deliver their babies. Although most black midwives learned their skills from elders and had no formal training, by the 1940s many southern states required them to be licensed in order to provide their services. (Library of Congress)

African American patients had less say in a physician’s attendance that had been arranged by employers. White employers who provided access to a physician did so out of concerns about having workers physically able to do hard labor. Many also disparaged domestic workers for allegedly spreading diseases to white families and homes. Employers tried to require African American laborers to get permission to take time off to seek treatment, and many tried to manage what type of medical care laborers received. Physicians contracted by the employer would answer to the employer, and not the patient, for services rendered in the course of treatment, thus compromising the patient’s privacy and dignity. The cost of treatment was then usually deducted from the worker’s pay.

African Americans in both rural and urban areas worked to procure professional medical care that was affordable and responsive to their needs. Black churches and volunteer associations helped to pay members’ medical bills, and a number of black fraternal associations contracted directly with physicians to provide basic medical services to members for a low per-service fee. By the 1920s, a growing proportion of African Americans had moved to large towns and cities, both within and outside of the South, where hospitals were becoming central to medical care. White-run hospitals that admitted and segregated African American patients confined them to “colored” male and female wards, often located in damp basements or hot attics. Aware of a long history of white medical students and physicians using black bodies as clinical material, many patients feared that they would be experimented on. Because most white-run hospitals categorically denied admitting rights to African American physicians, some black physicians established their own hospitals, touting a commitment to treating black patients with personal care and respect.

The Great Depression and World War II prompted the federal government to help fund health programs and hospitals, especially in the South. The 1935 Social Security Act directed federal money to maternal and infant care programs that provided African American patients with additional medical options. The 1946 Hill-Burton Hospital Survey and Construction Act allotted funds for the construction of hospitals and included a clause allowing hospitals receiving federal money to be racially segregated. The act also included nondiscrimination provisions requiring racial parity in the number of hospital beds. The result was a “deluxe Jim Crow” infrastructure that gave African American patients access to better equipped biracial hospitals, with a higher number of beds and private and semiprivate rooms instead of open wards. Yet patients still faced the indignity of using separate entrances, waiting rooms, and cafeterias. They went through the devastation of being turned away from hospitals in emergency situations when there was space available in the white wings but not in the “colored” ones. Black patients’ experiences in segregated medical facilities led to growing demands not just for desegregation but also for the right to respectful treatment from health care professionals and institutions.

Lynn Marie Pohl
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MORTALITY




African Americans experienced high mortality rates throughout the Jim Crow era. At the turn of the century, the mortality rate for nonwhite Americans was 2,504 deaths per 100,000 people, a number that dwarfed the white mortality rate of 1,702 deaths per 100,000 people. Over the following decades, mortality rates fell dramatically for both white and black Americans as incomes, living conditions, and medical technology improved. However, by the dawn of the civil rights era, the mortality gap remained large, with the black mortality rate of 1,031 deaths per 100,000 people still 10 percent higher than that of the white population (Carter et al. 2006, Table Ab952–987). Differences in black and white mortality over this period were even more pronounced for infant and maternal mortality. In 1940, the black infant mortality rate was 69 percent higher than the white infant mortality rate. The black maternal mortality rate, the number of deaths due to delivery or pregnancy complications per 1,000 live births, was a staggering 782, 145 percent higher than the white maternal mortality rate (Carter et al. 2006, Table Ab912–927). These mortality gaps reflect the daily hardships faced by African Americans during Jim Crow. They were the direct consequence of low incomes, poor living conditions, and exposure to interracial violence. They also, and the infant and maternal mortality gaps in particular, point to the dramatic impacts of discrimination in the training of medical professionals and access to health care on black health outcomes during Jim Crow.

One major factor influencing black mortality was the poor daily living conditions faced by the typical black family. Throughout the Jim Crow era, black households had substantially lower average incomes and educational attainments compared to white households. In general, lower incomes and educational attainments are associated with worse health outcomes. However, there were also aspects of black living conditions during Jim Crow that exacerbated these problems. In the early years of Jim Crow, the majority of black households lived in rural, Southern communities. The low densities of rural communities helped in part to reduce the spread of disease, but this advantage was mitigated by large families living in small dwellings with a lack of clean water and inadequate sanitary facilities. These poor living conditions coupled with a lack of adequate nutrition severely hindered black health in rural areas, increasing mortality risks.

When black households migrated from the rural communities of the South to urban environments in search of better job opportunities during the Great Migration, they traded poor rural health conditions for poor urban conditions. While incomes may have improved as a result of migration, urban population densities and housing conditions created new health problems; despite the greater educational opportunities and higher incomes offered by cities, black migrants remained at serious risk for infectious diseases. During the late 1800s and early 1900s, the science of preventing and treating these diseases improved dramatically. Public health efforts during this period dramatically reduced the risks of diseases such as typhoid through the construction of modern sewer systems and water treatment plants. While one might expect black residents to be excluded from these public goods, there is evidence that black neighborhoods benefited from the infrastructure improvements. Despite extensive racism during Jim Crow and exclusion of black individuals from many other services and facilities, cities determined it was worthwhile to provide water and sewer service to black neighborhoods in order to help prevent the spread of disease from these neighborhoods to white neighborhoods. In some cases, public health improvements actually led to greater declines in infectious disease mortality for the black community than for the white community (Troesken 2004, 12).

High black mortality rates were not simply the product of increased daily exposure to health risks; they were also due to discrimination in the provision of health care. As with many other institutions, hospitals were segregated under Jim Crow, and white doctors often refused to treat black patients. Black physicians were barred from many medical schools, oftentimes leading to inferior training relative to their white counterparts, and could not join the American Medical Association, preventing them from gaining privileges at most hospitals until the 1960s. While the doctor-to-patient ratio was 1 to 700 for white individuals in 1910, the ratio of black physicians to patients was 1 to 3,000 (Byrd and Clayton 2000, 398). Throughout the Jim Crow period, the reliance of black patients on a relatively small number of black physicians and often-inadequate segregated medical facilities compounded their health problems relative to white patients, contributing to excessive mortality.

Beyond living conditions and access to health care, black mortality was also profoundly affected by exposure to violence during Jim Crow. In 1920, the number of homicides among nonwhite individuals in death registration states was half the number of homicides among white individuals despite white individuals constituting 89 percent of the overall population (Carter et al. 2006, Table Ec199–236). These homicide rates remained excessively high among the black population throughout Jim Crow and into the civil rights era. The racial animus of the Jim Crow period directly contributed to this differential impact of violence on the black community. Lynchings, murders by vigilante mobs that typically involved white perpetrators and black victims, reached their peak in the 1890s, concurrent with the establishment of the first Jim Crow laws.

John M. Parman
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MUNICIPAL BUS LINES




Replacing streetcar lines, municipal buses became the primary urban mode of transportation for African Americans throughout the United States during the late 1920s through and early 1940s. Individual, often national, companies and corporations ran these bus systems, under contract with cities and counties, and followed bus routes and stopped to pick up or drop off passengers at designated bus stops. Each city bus company typically was a subsidiary company of a national corporation such as the National City Lines Corporation, which owned bus lines across the South, Midwest, and West Coast. Buses, vital to African Americans’ daily lives, predominately provided the only means of transportation in order to travel through and across cities and towns. African American riders used buses in order to get to and from work, travel to grocery stores and other places of necessity, and visit family and friends. Due to economic barriers, African Americans disproportionately did not own cars and thus relied on buses for transportation across spaces too difficult or long to walk. State and city officials of predominately but not exclusively Southern cities enforced segregation on public transportation, transferring the segregation laws and methods of city streetcars to that of buses. Because it was not cost-effective to run entirely separate buses—one for white passengers and one for black passengers—officials and bus company managers devised various methods to segregate the inside spaces of streetcars and later buses. The most common of these methods was the installing of signs above the rows of seats that indicated black and white sections. The signs could be flipped in order to expand or constrict the spaces allotted for black passengers depending on the demographic makeup of the bus riders.

The replacing of one transportation system with another led to the increased implementation of bus lines, which offered many of the basic advantages enjoyed by both African American and white passengers and operators. Buses, while tied to a set route, could navigate through city blocks much more effectively than streetcars. One route may take a bus onto more than a dozen streets, and since they were unconfined to the rails that streetcars relied on, routes could be more effectively set and changed as the market for riders demanded. Despite segregation and rampant abuse at the hands of bus drivers, African Americans remained the primary patrons of municipal bus systems.

The space of the bus, like streetcars and railroads, was legally dominated by whites, who dictated where African American passengers could sit. With the backing of both local and state governments, bus operators held legal authority over the space within the buses, allowing drivers the power to deny passengers entrance to the buses, to order black passengers to move to other seats or to stand, and to order the arrest of passengers regardless of whether or not the passengers broke any laws. This authority was legally supposed to have its limits; however, in practice drivers often exceeded these legal constraints without reprisal or consequence.

Within the space of segregated buses, African Americans would be seated in the back, with whites located at the front, and the signs denoting the segregated sections were permanent visual reminders of Jim Crow and the second-class status of African Americans. Should there be significantly more African American passengers than white ones or vice versa, the signs could be flipped, either manually or electronically, to increase or decrease the size of the designated racialized sections. Bus operators typically required black passengers to enter through the front doors to pay the bus fare, then exit the bus and reenter through the rear doors, keeping them from walking past white passengers or through white space. Once within the bus, black passengers frequently fell victim to verbal and physical abuse at the hands of white operators and white passengers. A common complaint among African American passengers was that when they entered the back of the bus, drivers would rapidly accelerate the bus prior to the black passenger finding a seat, sending the passengers falling to the ground. Other times, white drivers were reported to close the door on the arm or foot of black passengers prior to them fully entering the bus, and then the driver would drive off, dragging the helpless passengers across the street.

These abuses were often unchallenged due to the importance of the buses in relation to black labor. Often buses were the only means of transportation for African Americans to get to their jobs, to places of leisure, and to other daily destinations. Black riders were often forced to endure these abuses in order to maintain a regular schedule and fulfill daily tasks. Regardless of this centrality of buses to daily black life, instances of resistance did occur. One of the first of these was a boycott of the bus lines in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. There, in 1953, black citizens organized a widespread boycott of the bus system as a means of general mistreatment of black passengers. This boycott made significant gains for black bus riders in Baton Rouge and served as a blueprint for the more famed Montgomery boycott.

Xavier J. Macy
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PUBLIC HEALTH POLICY




Black health deteriorated in the decades following Reconstruction, when blacks increasingly relocated to Southern cities. Many states reported a greater death than birth rate for black urban populations. Scientists and social commentary offered theories of inherent racial differences, forcing blacks to defend themselves against charges of physical inferiority, immorality, and ignorance. Yet principal factors for disease were poverty, discrimination, and inadequate access to doctors and hospitals. Segregation required a costly dual health care system that relegated blacks to substandard facilities and negligent care. Only fear of contagion prompted public health initiatives that gradually improved black health. Yet some measures were racially biased and even involved medical experimentation. Black medical professionals and activists played a crucial role in ameliorating health conditions, paving the way for the national Negro health movement.

Mass urban migration confined blacks to overcrowded and unsanitary living conditions. Mortality in some Southern cities was three times higher than in the North. Insufficient or nonexistent sewage systems disproportionately affected black neighborhoods. In Atlanta, drainage of elevated white residential districts formed stagnant pools that fueled breeding grounds for malaria-bearing mosquitoes. Contaminated water from surface wells caused cholera, dysentery, and typhoid epidemics that led to twice as many deaths from waterborne diseases in black communities. Maternal and infant deaths also manifested themselves to a greater extent, and over 50 percent of urban blacks, at one time or other growing up, were infected with tuberculosis. Medical experts attributed the infection rate to biological racial differences, and white governance initially did nothing to address the crisis, until advances in medicine and a better understanding of germ theory triggered a public health response by the second decade of the 20th century.

The federal government, operating through the Marine Hospital Service (MHS), had confined medical care to military and merchant seamen to prevent diseases from entering the country. This left public health measures largely to the states. The role of the MHS expanded in the late 19th century when military officers were increasingly involved in managing quarantine efforts during major epidemics, such as the 1878 yellow fever outbreaks along the Mississippi River valley. At the turn of the century, it further included the screening of immigrants entering in unprecedented numbers. In 1912, the name changed to the U.S. Public Health Service (USPHS), signaling its new responsibility for the population in general. The Southern progressive movement initiated reforms on the local level, and every state had some health agency by 1913. Most experienced financial strains, and improvements were stalled by the boll weevil crisis (1920s) and the Great Depression (1930s). Assistance from Northern philanthropies and the federal government helped fund public health campaigns but provided little institutional care for black patients. The Rockefeller Foundation contributed most. It operated in 11 Southern states during its sanitary commission for hookworm control and helped establish numerous county health departments, though it failed to reach over 100 primarily black counties, thus allowing reinfection. Most rural blacks lived in shacks without toilets, screens, or windows. Flies transmitted diseases and malaria wreaked havoc until soldiers were stationed in Southern camps and army medical units spent millions on antimalarial campaigns during World War II.

Most public health projects focused on urban populations. Montgomery, Alabama, became one of the pioneer cities to create an antituberculosis organization in 1908, reducing tuberculosis mortality by over 20 percent. Despite some success, antituberculosis associations demonstrated the complexity of racialized public health care under Jim Crow. In many states separate black auxiliaries were founded, but policy, finances, and employees were managed by white associations. Few hired black nurses or sanitation agents, and the racial prejudice of white personnel and distrust of black patients hampered the success of initiatives. Better baby campaigns offered free weekly clinics where black mothers received instructions in infant care, but condescension and reproach over insufficient hygiene or alleged lack of morality discouraged attendance. This directed attention to the education of black nurses, and gradually more black public health nurses were employed, reaching 356 nationwide by 1925. Most were forced to train in the North because the South offered few facilities for black nurses.

Not only were personnel and facilities frequently out of reach but also sanitary reform rarely extended into black neighborhoods, or if it did, it was applied with different standards. Some measures ostracized contagious patients, and many lost employment or were even ordered out of town. The Tuskegee syphilis study in Alabama (1932–1972) exploited blacks for medical experimentation. A campaign to reduce syphilis turned into a 40-year medical trial by the USPHS. Treatment was withheld from 500 black males even after antibiotics became available in the 1940s. Black doctors at Tuskegee Institute and black nurse Eunice Rivers Laurie (1899–1986) served as conduits between white governance and black patients in this infamous study. Historians believe that this cooperation demonstrates the predicament some black health professionals faced in a segregated society where challenges to white medical authority and government officials were not tolerated.

Grassroots efforts under black leadership proved more effective. The black women’s club movement, dedicated to racial betterment, addressed public health by establishing welfare agencies and hospitals. They started neighborhood unions, such as Atlanta’s union, which provided health care for over 4,000 blacks by 1930. Many black health care providers engaged in community activism. Jesse Sleet Scales (1865–1956) became the first black public health nurse in New York City for the Charity Organization Society in 1902, and physician Katherine Richardson (1858–1933) founded the Mercy Hospital for children in Kansas City in 1904. Dorothy Ferebee (1898–1980), a black physician in Washington, DC, organized the Alpha Kappa Alpha Mississippi Health Project (1935–1941) with members of the first black sorority. They visited plantations in remote areas—amid fears of lynching as their work might be perceived as civil rights activity—and provided physical examinations, vaccinations, treatments for malaria and venereal disease, dental services, and instructions in hygiene and nutrition. Black-owned insurances, like North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Company, further played a major role in improving black health by offering health examinations and sending agents to conduct weekly home visits.

The most successful movement was an annual clean-up campaign known as the National Negro Health Week (NNHW). Its founder, Booker T. Washington (1856–1915), wanted to draw national attention to the black health care crisis in 1915, when nearly half a million blacks were seriously ill at all times. It was subsequently held each April, and thousands of communities participated, coordinating with existing government programs. In 1932, the NNHW became an extension of the USPHS and turned into a year-round national Negro health movement that reached 5 million people by the 1940s.

Andrea Patterson
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RADIO




Radio erupted across the nation in the middle of the Jim Crow era, gaining popularity and prominence throughout the 1920s. By 1930, almost half of U.S. homes included a radio, and major networks such as the Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS) and the National Broadcasting Company (NBC) were filling the airwaves with programming. Music, news, sports, and serial programs were the prime drivers of programming, though church services and speeches by local figures were also prominent. Radio provided one of the new means of escape for Americans in the post–World War I era, along with the automobile and movie theaters, and did much of the heavy lifting of creating a national commercial identity until television took over that role three decades later. African Americans were as enamored of the new medium as were their white counterparts. However, like most of the country, radio remained segregated throughout the Jim Crow era, and though African Americans were avid consumers of radio programming, most of that programming, particularly early on, was created by and for white audiences.

Although newspapers contributed to shared local identities, radio was the first medium to be truly national and as such did much to create and shape the American character of the middle third of the 20th century. African Americans, though almost wholly absent from the radio waves early on, did much to influence this character. Early radio broadcasts featured the new genre of jazz, a truly American art form and one that was directly created and refined by African Americans. While jazz was characterized by some white listeners and critics with all the racially loaded stereotypes of the era, it was a newfound artistic freedom for black musicians, and radio represented a new opportunity for publicity; the country was introduced to such luminaries as Duke Ellington (1899–1974), Billie Holiday (1915–1959), and Ella Fitzgerald (1917–1996). Likewise, many blues artists found greater opportunity with the exposure that radio afforded.

Music was not the only type of entertainment that radio offered. Sporting contests were a large part of the broadcast calendar, though segregation in baseball and football left only boxing as a venue for African Americans to follow black participants. Boxers such as William Landon “Gorilla” Jones (1906–1982) and Joe Louis (Barrow, 1914–1981) were two of the prime draws during the 1930s and 1940s. Much like Jesse Owens at the 1936 Berlin Olympics, Louis’s battles in 1936, and again in 1938, with Max Schmeling (1905–2005), the former world heavyweight champion, were especially notable for cultural connotations that infused the two fights. Louis was seen as an American champion to thwart the Nazi regime, represented by Schmeling. The fights were also viewed by many African Americans as a means by which to assert a sense of belonging in the sports world.

Much as sports has been an enduring staple of broadcast media throughout the 20th century and beyond, serial programming was also a staple of radio broadcasts throughout the era of radio’s primacy. The early decades of radio saw plenty of mystery and action shows, many featuring characters made famous in literature, as well as another new medium, the comic book. As segregated as the early airwaves were, African Americans did find programming that reflected their lives and struggles, though many of the first shows, such as Destination Freedom, were only locally broadcast. Though extant for only two years (1948–1950) and broadcast locally in Chicago, the show broke new ground, featuring African Americans in the starring roles as well as behind the microphones, writing and directing, and featured stories that truly reflected the lives and dreams of African Americans. In addition, stations in major markets were beginning to add limited programming for African Americans. Beginning in 1927, shows such as The Pittsburgh Courier Hour and The Negro Achievement Hour, both broadcast in New York City, and The All-Negro Hour in Chicago, began giving African Americans a platform on radio to speak specifically to their communities. The two New York shows were dedicated to racial uplift and highlighting the contributions of African Americans to the nation, while the latter was a microcosm of radio fit into one hour a week. Segments included music, news, and serials featuring black actors that broke the mold of the exaggeration and caricature that shows such as Amos ‘n’ Andy had perpetuated.





THE STRUGGLE TO BAN RACIAL SLURS ON THE RADIO

African Americans were not only making strides over the airwaves throughout the 1940s; movements behind the scenes were improving the programming as well. While African American–centered on-air broadcasts worked against the racial stereotyping of the stock black character, industry groups were working to eliminate offensive language used in national programming. Carl Murphy (1889–1967), president of the Afro-American Newspapers Association and treasurer for the National Negro Press Association (NNPA), spearheaded an effort in 1949 to remove the term darky from the airwaves of the National Broadcasting Company (NBC). After an NBC staff member rebuffed his initial inquiry, and NBC reaffirmed its policy in an interview with a NNPA reporter, Murphy organized NNPA newspapers into an all-out editorial assault on the network’s continued use of the word. The pressure brought to bear by African American newspapers resulted in an internal review and, subsequently, an announcement by NBC in August 1949 that the network would no longer allow the term in any of its radio or television programming.






In the 1940s, more programming became available, and many of these new programs took up the mantle of voicing social, political, and economic concerns. One of those, New World A-Coming, featured issues experienced in Harlem as well as those of African Americans serving in World War II. In addition, the Armed Forces Radio Service began producing and distributing Jubilee! intended not only to entertain African American service members but also to showcase African American culture to a world audience. The show ran from 1942 to 1952, just two short years before Brown v. Board declared separate to be inherently unequal.

Michele R. (Scout) Johnson
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RAILROAD AND BUS STATIONS




Interstate railroad and bus stations were racially segregated in Southern states during the Jim Crow era. In one example, the Illinois Central Railroad adopted an architectural plan referred to as “standard southern style depot” by 1903. In its plan the spatial dimensions of the white and black facilities were identical; however, the black waiting room was behind the white waiting room and only accessible through a side entrance; by contrast, the white waiting room faced a window with a view of the tracks and the train as it arrived. As with the railroad cars themselves, railroad stations in the South had separate waiting rooms for white women but did not offer a separate room for black women. Likewise, restrooms and access to the restaurants in railroads and bus stations were also segregated by race. In most cases, the ticket booth or office had separate windows servicing the “colored” and “white” waiting rooms. The first states to pass specific laws requiring railroad companies to segregate railroad depots were Mississippi, Louisiana, and Arkansas. By 1909, all Southern states as far west as Texas and Oklahoma had passed laws enforcing separate, segregated railroad stations. In Texas, the Texas Railroad Commission offered railroad companies a few years to conform to the legislation due to the cost of creating separate spaces in stations.

Jim Crow segregation was not uniform, nor did it adhere strictly to the principle of “separate but equal.” Black travelers in South Carolina and Virginia recall bathrooms separated for white men and white women, but a single black bathroom was designated for both black men and women and labeled “colored.” Signs were also curiously impermanent and could be moved or removed at a moment’s notice so that the space could be used for different purposes. In West Texas, where the black population was small, the Texas Railroad Commission allowed railroads operating there to ignore the legislation altogether. In 1923, a traveler complained to the Panhandle and Santa Fe Railroad Company that blacks, whites, and Mexicans were seated in the white waiting room in Slaton Station just outside of Lubbock, Texas. The company defended its practice, replying that Slaton had only 4,000 residents, 43 of whom were black. In rural communities where the railroad stations were smaller and outdoors, and thus provided no indoor waiting areas, there were no signs or enforcement of racial segregation that travelers were expected to follow.

Starting in the 1880s, African Americans periodically brought suits against railroads for their treatment during interstate travel on trains and in stations. The courts time and again decided the cases as individual claims against the companies and refused to hear these cases as part of a class action representing how African Americans were treated as citizens. Some black activists appealed to the Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC) to force equal accommodations for black travelers on railcars and station facilities, but only in rare cases did the ICC demand railroads provide equal accommodations. To the courts and the ICC, the evidence of unequal accommodations was in the eye of the beholder, and between the 1890s and 1920, the federal government overwhelmingly sided with the perspective of railroad corporations rather than that of black travelers.

As bus travel first emerged in the 1920s, bus companies excluded black travelers from their services altogether during the first couple of years, until segregated seating and stations were introduced to conform to the interstate travel policies of Southern states. After World War II, the Congress of Racial Equality organized the first wave of freedom rides to integrate interstate travel on buses. This first protest was not successful and also did not target the racial segregation at bus stations. Activists in 1947 were arrested as they passed through stations sometimes waiting to board their next bus. Unlike at the turn of the 20th century, by the 1950s, the federal government acted as the enforcement arm of the desegregation of transportation facilities. Following the decisions of the U.S. Supreme Court, first in Keys v. Carolina Coach Company (1955) against segregated bus facilities and then in Boynton v. Virginia (1960) against segregated restaurants in bus stations, the Kennedy administration along with the ICC issued orders to desegregate all interstate travel in the spring of 1961. Many Southern communities still refused until the direct action of the freedom riders in the summer of 1961, which forced the ICC to impose effective policies to finally integrate bus and railroad accommodations across the South by the end of 1961.

Robert Cassanello
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TELEVISION




As much as television is ubiquitous in American life today, it was a late arrival to the Jim Crow era. First demonstrated at the New York World’s Fair in 1939, it was not a commercially viable enterprise until the late 1940s. This was due in part to some technological barriers, but World War II was the largest obstacle to the spread of TV. Television followed the paths blazed by radio in network structure, programming, and advertising, but its later entry into American culture also came at a time when some Americans were taking a much harder look at old institutional structures. As a result, African Americans were a more visible presence from the onset of national TV broadcasts than they had been until the most recent decades in radio. In light of the strides that had been made during the war, some thought that the new medium would allow for greater representation and integration of African Americans. However, the visage that most blacks saw of themselves on early television did not match their lives or circumstances. While African Americans were common on the screen, their roles were limited to that of entertainer on the many variety shows or as cooks, butlers, and maids on drama or comedy programs. One similarity that persisted from radio was the almost total exclusion of African Americans from behind the cameras.

As limited as the acting roles were, there was much more room for African Americans to appear on the musical variety shows of the era. Steve Allen (1921–2000) and Ed Sullivan (1901–1974) were also household names to black audiences, in part because they insisted on showcasing the talent of many African American entertainers. Stars such as Lena Horne (1917–2010), Ella Fitzgerald (1917–1996), and Sammy Davis Jr. (1925–1990) were all welcomed to their stages. Neither man limited his guests to entertainers, however. Sullivan hosted 1950 Nobel Peace Prize Laureate Dr. Ralph Bunche (ca. 1903–1971) in 1953, and Allen dedicated individual episodes of The Tonight Show to civil rights; both were dedicated to using their platforms to create a more egalitarian society.
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In the early years of television, few African Americans appeared on screen. Those who did were most often famous entertainers such as the singer Ella Fitzgerald, who performs here on an episode of the Ed Sullivan Show in 1963. (CBS Photo Archive/Getty Images)

Sports were another font of programming for television. Major League Baseball was newly integrated as of 1947, so in its infancy, television did not have a lot of black faces to show from the baseball diamond, but that number grew tremendously over the 1950s and 1960s. Football and basketball were both popular on TV but also had very few African Americans participating in this early era. Boxing, as in radio, was the sport most likely to showcase black athletes. Joe Louis (Barrow, 1914–1981), whose fights in the 1930s had galvanized the nation, was still in the ring and was still a big draw for advertisers and audiences alike. Other prominent boxers, such as Archie Moore (Archibald Lee Wright, 1916–1998) and Sugar Ray Robinson (Walker Smith Jr., 1921–1989) thrilled audiences throughout the 1950s, the heady days of televised boxing.

Another popular format for early television was the quiz show. Shows such as The $64,000 Question (and its successor The $64,000 Challenge), Strike It Rich, and Break the $250,000 Bank featured African American contestants with some regularity. The contestants often did well enough to make them into celebrities in their own right, though celebrities such as former boxer Joe Louis appeared as well. This gave African American viewers another view of themselves as well as an opportunity to watch and dream. Again following in the footsteps of radio, the first all-black shows were mainly local in origin. Created in major metropolitan areas such as New York and Chicago, these shows were mostly variety shows highlighting local talent, and most had relatively brief runs in the 1940s and 1950s. As with major network programming of the era, there were no African American producers or directors.

Television emerged as a business run by white men whose only goal was to maximize profits. In doing so, they sought to produce programs that would appeal to the widest possible audiences, with the means to buy what their advertisers were selling, and these audiences were assumed to be white. Though the National Broadcasting Company (NBC) had pledged to treat “aspects of race, creed, color and national origin . . . with dignity and objectivity,” there was a fear of offending white Southern audiences, one that was not entirely unfounded (MacDonald 2009). Georgia’s governor Herman Talmadge (1913–2002) threatened to call for a white boycott of advertisers in 1952 in reaction to programming that did not reflect segregationist sensibilities. As a result, the early promise of television went unfulfilled, and black viewers continued to see contrived representations of themselves on the small screen. It was not until the 1960s that African Americans were cast in leading roles, when the first programming to center on black characters was broadcast.

Michele R. (Scout) Johnson

See also: Arts: Actors; Jazz; Housing and Community: Consumer Behavior; Politics and Warfare: Consumer Boycotts; Recreation and Social Customs: Baseball; Boxing; Science and Technology: Radio
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TUSKEGEE SYPHILIS STUDY (1932–1972)




The Tuskegee Study of Untreated Syphilis in the Negro Male (also commonly referred to as the Tuskegee experiment or the Tuskegee syphilis study) was a controversial and highly criticized experiment that lasted from 1932 to 1972. This human medical experimentation involved 399 African American men in Macon County, Alabama, who had untreated late-stage syphilis and an additional 201 African American men who comprised the control group of this study. This topic is important as it exemplifies the racism inherent in Jim Crow and how this was expressed through human medical experimentation. This study negatively and profoundly affected the daily lives of African Americans. Not only were the subjects of this medical experimentation adversely affected by not having their syphilis treated, but also their families suffered as well in terms of wives and sexual partners being exposed to syphilis, and in turn some babies were born with congenital syphilis. These men were deceived, and the study had nothing to do with treatment despite being characterized as a medical treatment program. Life under Jim Crow came with deep prejudice, and clearly attitudes at the time about black Americans shaped the contours of this study and allowed for a deep breach in the ethical considerations and practices of human medical experimentation.

Macon County was home to a predominantly poor African American community and was identified by the U.S. Public Health Service (USPHS) as the area with the highest prevalence of syphilis in the United States. The men who were the subjects in the study—recruited by the USPHS—were mostly poor sharecroppers. Originally, the plan was to treat those afflicted with syphilis throughout the county, but it was soon discovered that there was not enough funding to carry out such a large-scale treatment plan. Further accentuating the financial shortfall in terms of being able to provide the necessary treatment was the fact that the United States had entered the Great Depression. As an alternative to providing treatment, Dr. Taliaferro Clark (1867–1948) and Dr. Thomas Parran (1892–1968), high-ranking officials at the USPHS, decided to pursue a study of how untreated syphilis would affect black men’s bodies compared to white individuals. The study was carried out at Tuskegee Institute’s John A. Andrew Memorial Hospital and cooperating agencies. Due to the racism inherent in the Jim Crow South, it was thought that untreated syphilis would affect black bodies differently than white ones. Specifically, it was thought that while Caucasian individuals acquired neurological issues with untreated syphilis, black people would develop cardiac ailments, as it was thought that black people’s brains were primitive and thus would not be adversely affected by syphilis. The main impetus for carrying out this study was to satisfy a curiosity about how syphilis played out in black individuals compared to white ones. The racism of everyday life in the Deep South was palpable and fully played out during the 40-year duration of this study.

The subjects of the study were deceived by the public health researchers—many of whom were white but some who were black researchers and medical personnel. The subjects of the study were recruited to participate and were given free meals, afforded free medical care for minor ailments, provided transportation to and from medical appointments, and ultimately offered free burial insurance. The African American men were told that they had “bad blood” and that as part of the study they would be treated for their medical ailment. “Bad blood” was a term that was sufficiently vague and used to refer to a variety of possible ailments of which syphilis was only one. The main point is that the syphilitics were never directly told they had syphilis. They were misinformed. Rather, these men were being observed from the time they were recruited for the study until their deaths when they would be autopsied to see what postmortem examinations would reveal about how their bodies were affected by the disease. All the medical appointments involved taking blood samples, doing spinal taps, and conducting a variety of other tests to observe the progression of the disease.

The daily lives of these men were affected by being part of this study. The researchers were so intent on keeping the integrity of the study intact that they intruded on these men’s lives. For instance, the researchers went to great lengths to make sure these men were not treated for their syphilis by any local physicians in or around Macon County. There was an African American nurse, Eunice Rivers (1899–1986), who was trained at the Tuskegee Institute and who was hired from the onset of the study in 1932 and was on staff up to the termination of the study in 1972. Her job, in part, was to stay in close contact with the subjects and their families. She had a good relationship with these men, and she gained their trust over time. She made sure the subjects kept their medical appointments, drove them to their appointments, provided them with hot meals following their visits to the clinic, and dispensed medications and ointments for their minor health concerns.

The main ways in which these men’s daily lives were affected was that they were lied to about the nature of the syphilis study and had to undergo painful spinal taps, which the doctors referred to as “special treatments.” At one point the physicians wrote a letter to the subjects that mentioned they could receive a special treatment that might end up involving an overnight hospital stay. As the seminal historian of the Tuskegee syphilis study, James Jones, wrote, “the letter explained, but added reassuringly ‘If this is necessary you will be furnished your meals and a bed, as well [as] the examination and treatment without cost.’ The letter closed with the stirring exhortation: ‘REMEMBER THIS IS YOUR LAST CHANCE FOR SPECIAL FREE TREATMENT. BE SURE TO MEET THE NURSE’” (Jones 1993, 127).

Even though these men were deceived, it is likely that they participated in the study, in part, because of the inducements they were offered. As indicated earlier, they would often receive free hot meals on the days when they visited the clinic to be examined and “treated.” The study also budgeted for burial insurance to ensure proper burials. Many of these men and their families were so poor that this was a significant incentive. They also received medical care for minor health issues. These men were typically without health insurance, which was certainly a significant factor in becoming involved in this study and remaining a part of it for decades. One can understand how these African American men believed their connection to the study was in some ways beneficial, even though their syphilis was left to ruin their bodies and potentially kill them. So, not only did their own syphilis go unchecked but also the potential of creating even greater harm in a community could have been devastating to the point of making daily life extremely difficult on many fronts.

The apologists for the Tuskegee syphilis study have argued that the merits of treating late-stage syphilis are questionable at best. However, there is evidence that treating syphilis in the late stages is beneficial as the rates of progression, relapse, or death are reduced (Brandt 1978). While some individuals went along with the reasoning from proponents of the study that older treatments for syphilis were perhaps worse than the disease and potentially ineffective, that reasoning became increasingly challenged when penicillin became available in the 1940s and generally available in the early 1950s. These men were denied treatment even when penicillin became widely available.

Although the researchers wanted to make this study as “pristine” as possible in terms of preventing the study subjects from getting treated for syphilis, some subjects ended up being treated at least partially over time. It was hardly a perfect study both in terms of biomedical ethical implications and scientific methodology. The study came to a halt in 1972 when a USPHS employee in the venereal diseases division, Peter Buxtun (1937–), blew the whistle and released information to journalist Jean Heller (1943–), who wrote a newspaper article exposing what was perhaps one of the most egregious forms of human experimentation in U.S. history. It “revealed more about the pathology of racism than it did about the pathology of syphilis” (Brandt 1978, 27).

The notoriety of this study led President William (Bill) Jefferson Clinton (1946–) to offer a public apology on March 16, 1997, for how these men were betrayed. In his speech, President Clinton declared that a memorial would be built at Tuskegee and that a center for bioethics in research and health care would be established along with exploring ways of strengthening community engagement to restore African Americans’ trust in the medical establishment. President Clinton’s focus was on training bioethicists and consulting with them to prevent such a reckless occurrence from ever happening again. President Clinton also called attention to Fred Gray (1930–), a civil rights attorney, who fought the long legal battle to assist these men and their families. The Tuskegee syphilis study has had a lasting impact on the daily lives of those directly involved in it and has had a chilling effect in general.

John P. Elia

See also: Family and Gender: Sexuality; Science and Technology: Health and Well-Being; Public Health Policy
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Primary Documents




What Mrs. Fisher Knows about Old Southern Cooking (Abby Fisher, 1881)


Abby Fisher worked as an enslaved cook in the Old South before she and her husband moved to California after the Civil War, where they established a successful pickle business in San Francisco. Master cooks such as Fisher, whose expertise came from years of training and experience rather than formal education, took their cooking knowledge with them when they abandoned the households of their old masters. At some point, she decided to capitalize on a growing interest and market in the tastes of prewar plantation cooking and dictated her recipes for jams, pies, stews, pickles, and other delights in what is the oldest known cookbook published in the United States by an African American.

The publication of a book on my knowledge and experience of Southern Cooking, Pickle and Jelly Making, has been frequently asked of me by my lady friends and patrons in San Francisco and Oakland, and also by ladies of Sacramento during the State Fair in 1879. Not being able to read or write myself, and my husband also having been without the advantages of an education upon whom would devolve the writing of the book at my dictation caused me to doubt whether I would be able to present a work that would give perfect satisfaction. But, after due consideration, I concluded to bring forward a book of my knowledge based on an experience of upwards of thirty-five years in the art of cooking Soups, Gumbos, Terrapin Stews, Meat Stews, Baked and Roast Meats, Pastries, Pies and Biscuits, making Jellies, Pickles, Sauces, Ice-Creams and Jams, preserving Fruits, etc. The book will be found a complete instructor, so that a child can understand it and learn the art of cooking.

Respectfully,

Mrs. Abby Fisher,

Late of Mobile, Ala.

NO. 19 ROAST PIG

Examine when it comes from the butcher and see that it is completely cleaned. The pig should be roasted the same way you would a turkey well done. For the stuffing take a loaf and one-half of baker’s bread cut thin, fry the bread in butter or lard and mash it well; season it with salt and pepper according to taste, using a little red pepper. Then stuff the pig putting an apple in its mouth. Put it in the pan and baste with lard, then put it to roast, and while it is cooking keep basting it every five or ten minutes until it is cooked; you can tell when it is perfectly done by a fork passing through it easily. To make the gravy for the pig—After it is cooked, take about a tablespoonful of flour and put it in the pan where you cooked your roast and brown well on the stove, then add a little water; stir till it commences to get thick. A little onion in your stuffing is good.

*****

NO. 40 CALF’S HEAD SOUP

Let the butcher open the head wide. Take the brains from it and lay into clean water with a little salt. Leave the tongue in the head when put on to boil; when the tongue is tenderly boiled or done, take it out of the pot and let it get cold for making tongue salad. Two gallons of water to a calf’s head; boil to one gallon; strain it off clear for soup to one dozen guests. Take two quarts of this liquid and put to boil; two tablespoonfuls of flour and brown it; one tablespoonful of butter; rub into the brown flour till it comes to a cream, then add to the soup gradually, and stir well while adding. Season with salt and pepper, and a little red pepper. While cooking, boil a small piece of thyme and the half of an ordinary sized onion tied tight in a clean linen rag, and to be taken out of soup when done. One teaspoonful of mustard mixed with one tablespoonful of wine, to be put into the tureen before pouring in the soup hot, also one glass of sherry wine. Pick all skin from brains; beat two eggs light and add to the brains, then beat the eggs and brains together to a batter; take one-quarter tea cup of powdered cracker, one tablespoonful of flour added to the brains and egg batter well beaten together. Then make this brain batter in cake the size of a hickory nut, and fry them brown in hot fat just before taking up soup, and send to table on separate dish. Serve them with the soup, two cakes to a plate of soup.

*****

NO. 48 PASTRY FOR MAKING PIES OF ALL KINDS

One pound of flour nicely sifted to quarter pound of butter and one quarter pound of lard, one teaspoonful of salt, fine, mixed in flour while dry; then with your hands rub the butter and lard into the flour until thoroughly mixed, then add enough cold water and mix with your hands so as to make pastry hold together, be sure not have it too wet; sprinkle flour very lightly on pastry board, and roll pastry out to the thickness of an egg-shell for the top of fruit, and that for the bottom of fruit must be thin as paper. In rolling pastry, roll to and from you; you don’t want more than ten minutes to make pastry.

******

NO. 53 SWEET POTATO PIE

Two pounds of potatoes will make two pies. Boil the potatoes soft; peel and mash fine through a cullender while hot; one tablespoonful of butter to be mashed in with the potato. Take five eggs and beat the yelks and whites separate and add one gill of milk; sweeten to taste; squeeze the juice of one orange, and grate one-half of the peel into the liquid. One half teaspoonful of salt in the potatoes. Have only one crust and that at the bottom of the plate. Bake quickly.

*******

NO. 73 SWEET CUCUMBER PICKLES

Take as many pickles as you want to make that have already been pickled in vinegar, and slice them in four pieces lengthwise, or cut them crosswise the thickness of a silver half-dollar, and place them in an earthen jar in layers of about three inches in thickness, covering each layer of pickles all over with granulated sugar. Keep repeating the layers three inches thick and covering them with sugar until you have placed all the pickles under sugar you have cut up. Let them remain under the sugar twenty-four hours, then take them out and put them in jars. Then make a syrup in the following way: One quart of sugar to one quart of clear water, and let it boil down to one quart. You will then have one quart of pure syrup. Add one tea-cup of wine vinegar to one pint of syrup, then add the vinegar syrup to the pickles until they are thoroughly covered. Always use granulated sugar.

NO. 102 BLACKBERRY SYRUP—FOR DYSENTERY IN CHILDREN

Take one quart of berries and mash up fine in a bowl squeezing all the juice from them, then strain the juice through a thin muslin cloth. To this juice add one pound of crushed sugar and put to boil in a porcelain saucepan, adding one ounce of whole clove and one-half ounce of cinnamon, tying the cinnamon up in a clean cloth; let the cloves remain in the syrup ever after is cooked. It will take two hours steady boiling to cook. Put into bottles when cool. Dose for an infant of six months, a teaspoonful three times a day till bowels are checked. For a grown person one-half wine glass three times a day. This recipe is an old Southern plantation remedy among colored people.

**********

NO. 126 TERRAPIN STEW

Always have the female terrapins, and put them alive in boiling water. Let them remain for fifteen minutes and then take the shells from them, being careful not to break the galls. Clean the entrails from the meat, and scrape the black skin from the feet with a knife. Half a dozen terrapins will serve twelve persons. After thoroughly cleaning the terrapins, lay them in clear water for ten minutes, and then put them in a kettle to stew with half a pint of water, and stew very slowly for about three hours. Boil half a dozen eggs hard, and rub the yelks to a powder. Then add half a pound of best butter to the eggs and beat together until it becomes a cream. To this cream add one pint of sherry wine and mix it well. Then add this preparation to the stew very gradually, stirring well, so as to thoroughly mix it in. While the stew is cooking, mix a teaspoonful of best mustard to a tablespoonful of wine and put in. Slice one lemon and add to stew just before dishing it up for table. Three hours is sufficient time to cook it. You had better put the wine in the stew and not mix it with the eggs, for fear you may not mix it in right and that there may be no mistake. With the above directions you have a perfect stew. A teacupful of sweet cream is an improvement, if you like it: also a dozen grains of allspice. Salt and pepper to taste.

NO. 143 PEACH COBBLER

Peel the peaches (freestones) and make a pastry the same way as for pie, and roll out the dough as thin as for pie crust. Put one layer at the bottom of the dish and cut the peaches into pieces the size of a plum and fill the dish with them, sprinkling them freely with fine sugar. Cover them over with another layer of pastry, cut with a knife two or three air-holes on the top and put to bake. Let it bake brown. It makes a delicious luncheon or dessert. Season the peaches with powdered cinnamon to taste. See recipe for all kinds of pastry.

Source: Abby Fisher, What Mrs. Fisher Knows about Old Southern Cooking (San Francisco: Women’s Cooperative Printing Office, 1881). https://archive.org/details/whatmrsfisherkno00fishrich.

A Black Nurse in the Jim Crow South (Anna de Costa Banks, 1899)


In 1893, Anna De Costa Banks (1869–1930) graduated from the Hampton Institute’s Training School for Nurses, thus becoming one of the first African American women to earn her credentials as a registered nurse. For more than 35 years, she worked as a tireless advocate for expanding blacks’ access to professional medical care. In 1898, she became the first head nurse of the Charleston Hospital and Training School in South Carolina. In her review of the institution’s first 18 months of operation, Banks details the multiple challenges that she confronted in serving the medical needs of the region’s black residents.

The hospital in which I have the position of head nurse is only one year and six months old. . . . On the first floor is the office, dispensary, dining-room and kitchen. The second is given up entirely to the patients. We have two wards, each containing four beds. And three private rooms. On the third floor is the operating room, girls’ dormitories and bath room. Sometimes we are compelled to put patients in nurses’ rooms, thus compelling two nurses to use one bed, one sleeping in the day and the other at night. . . .

We have cared for one hundred and thirty-five patients 10 the building and forty-two outside cases. Only one-half of these patients have been able to pay us the small sum of $3 a week. We usually get potatoes, rice, corn, eggs and chickens in the place of money. Of course all these things help, but I cannot buy medicine, bedding, wood and coal with such articles. It is a mystery to us all how we manage to keep going without an income of some kind. Many times just as I am about to give up, some kind friend sends us a dollar or fifty cents to keep it going. God helps those who help themselves. . . .

When we first started this work our object was the training of young women to be good nurses. The care of the sick of the South has always been the work of the colored women, called “mormers” or “grannies,” but the physicians have begun to realize the need of trained nurses, and will not take any others. Now these old nurses have to either come up to the requirements by attending some training school or give up the work. In order to keep this work from drifting into the hands of white nurses, we have got to train these girls to take the places. Our hospital work is entirely among the poor, ignorant, and superstitious class of colored people of Charleston and its counties—people who are without homes, money and friends, and who believe in all kinds of signs and conjuration. One of our patients said that his house was too small and he had been thinking of adding on two more rooms but his friends advised him not to do it, because it was bad luck; some one in the family would die before the year was up. Another patient says he will surely die because he took sick on Friday—Friday being considered a very unlucky day for anything to happen: They come to us for treatment with such notions as snakes in their legs and frogs in the throats, and if they don’t know which it is then they will say that they have been conjured. Such cases usually require weeks and sometimes months to cure them. Besides the doctor’s treatment I have to plan some way to keep their minds employed, and if they cannot read I have to read to them and give them some kind of light work to do, such as sweeping, dusting or sewing. One patient said that she had really seen a snake taken out of her sister’s leg. She said that the doctor made an opening just above the swelling and covered it with a cow’s horn, and in a minute afterwards the snake jumped out. The whole truth of the story is that the ignorant conjure doctor, in order to deceive this poor woman, had a snake concealed in the end of the cow horn, and the cut was simply made to obtain blood to cover the snake. As soon as the warm blood touched the snake it began to move. The usual price for such cases is from ten to twenty-five dollars. When the conjurer finds the money is scarce or the patient likely to die on his hands he suddenly disappears.

Now if we had small hospitals and training schools through the South, where the people could be treated, it would protect them from such persons and at the same time teach them the great need of soap and water, fresh air and sunlight in the sick-room. One of our doctors was called to a case six miles in the country. The man said: “Please, Missus, ask the doctor to come right away; my wife is dying.” The doctor and the nurse started; they had to pay twenty cents to cross the ferry, and remained with the patient six hours. The doctor received only eighty cents for his services; the nurse only a peck of potatoes. The house was a log cabin, partitioned off. In one side lived the old man and his wife and three daughters. In the other half the married daughter and her husband. The room was dark, dirty and smoky. The woman was in one corner on a bed; by the bed was a table, on which was a dish of “hopping john”—a great Southern dish, made by boiling corn, peas and rice together—a sweet potato, corn bread and a cup of black coffee. We saw that it was impossible for any human being to hope to get well in such a place, so we had the woman brought to the hospital. After one week’s treatment she was able to sit up in bed, and after two weeks went home cured.

Our work is not confined to the city of Charleston and its vicinity, but patients come from all parts of the State. On the 24th of February, 1898, a wagon drove up to our door with four patients, and two children besides. It was the Baker family from Lake City. You remember how the mob went out to the post office at midnight and set it on fire. They put shavings under the building and poured kerosene oil over it; then struck a match to it. The family had retired for the night and were sleeping soundly. The little fellow named Lincoln was the first to awaken. He was sent out to see about the fire, but as soon as he opened the door he was shot down. The father and mother then ran out, and each one was fired upon. The Postmaster and babe, about six months old, were killed. The rest of the family made their escape by running through the woods and jumping into a ditch. Lincoln Baker was shot in the abdomen; the ball passed through the coating of the abdomen. For days his life hung on a thread. Mrs. Baker’s right arm was broken in two places and had to be put in plaster of paris.

Cora Baker’s left arm was broken above the elbow. Rosa Baker was shot in the hand. The ball was taken out the next day. Postmaster Baker and his child were consumed in the flames. His watch was all that could be found the next day. We took care of them until they were well, and then we had to beg clothing for them and get a place for them to stay. The Colored Preachers’ Union gives them five dollars a month for rent and friends help to furnish food for them.

On one of my visits to the Old Folks’ Home I found a young man quite sick. He had no one to care for him but the inmates, who could hardly get out of their own way. I found that he had not eaten anything for two days, and he was very weak and very much discouraged. I had him brought to our hospital. His name was Gilbert Johnson, a graduate of Hampton. These are only a few of the many cases that come to us for help. Should we not try to do something to relieve the suffering of these poor people by placing hospitals and medical aid within their reach?

Source: Anna de Costa Banks, “The Work of a Small Hospital and Training School in the South,” Eighth Annual Report of the Hampton Training School for Nurses and Dixie Hospital (Hampton, VA, 1898–1899), 23–28.

Racial Etiquette in the South (1904)


Between 1901 and 1902, the white Northern photographer, illustrator, and author Clifton Johnson (1865–1940) traveled throughout the rural South to document the everyday lives of rural Southerners. He published his impressions and photographs in his book Highways and Byways of the South (1904), which offers an often sympathetic glimpse of the conditions of black life in the rural Jim Crow South. In the following excerpt, Johnson relates how racial etiquette, as much or more than legal proscription, constrained the lives of African Americans.

As soon as the traveller on his way south passes Washington the black man becomes a large and vital part of the population, and an ever present problem. You now find the interior of the better railway carriages placarded with the word WHITE, and the poorer ones with the word COLORED, and the negroes must keep entirely to the latter whether they wish to or not. What you see on the railroad is characteristic of the whole social structure of the Southern states. The negro occupies a position of servility and inferiority, and he is constantly reminded of the fact by restrictions when travelling, by discriminating laws, and by the habitual attitude of his white neighbors. The sentiment of the dominant race is clearly indicated by the universal use of the term “n—” when a white person speaks of a black person. “N—” is recognized as opprobrious. It is like calling an Irishman a “paddy,” or a farmer a “hayseed.” It is equivalent to a kick, yet there is a superstition that it is not only the negro’s due, but that it is necessary to administer these verbal kicks in order to avoid any possibility of his forgetting his inferiority. Besides, it is affirmed that the negroes will not work unless one is rough and vigorous with them. I was told that if I wanted a thing done I must say, “‘Come here, n—!’ Why, if you was to say, ‘Come here, Mr. Jones,’ they wouldn’t do nothin’ for you.”

“A n— is all right in his place,” say the whites, but add emphatically that his place is very lowly and that he must not step out of it. If he fails to keep to “his place” of his own volition, they will go to any length of force or subterfuge to compel him to do so.

One of the few times in the South when I heard a black person called “colored” was at a private house where I lodged in Florida. A little girl came in and said to her grandmother, “There’s a colored lady out on the porch wants to speak to you.”

“Colored lady!” commented the grandmother, derisively. “Colored lady! Say ‘that nigger’!”

As she viewed things, her granddaughter had been using fancy and inappropriate language. Probably the child had learned the nonsense from the Northern people who frequented the region in the winter. At a town where I stopped in an adjoining state there had been a great commotion some time before over a negro named Richard Foster. The negro wrote a polite letter to a local merchant from whom he was in the habit of buying supplies, requesting the merchant to call him “Mr. Foster” instead of simply “Dick.” Foster was a man of intelligence and education, and he expressed himself with entire courtesy, but the merchant was virtuously indignant at the n—’s assumption that he or any other man with a black skin had a right to the prefix of Mr. The letter was passed around among the business men of the town, and swearing and heated denunciation were general. Such impudence could not be borne, and they got ready their guns.

Meantime the colored man had learned that trouble was brewing, and he wrote another letter “twice as long as the first,” apologizing for his indiscretion. “It was a beautiful letter,” his persecutors acknowledged in relating the incident, but it did no good, and they continued their martial preparations to teach the n— the racial proprieties. There is no knowing how serious the consequences might have been had he not concluded it was wisest to slip away. Friends sent his wife and goods after him and that region knew him no more, and the threatened invasion of the white man’s rights was squelched.

“I know,” said my informant, “Dick was a smart nigger, but he was no better than any other nigger. You Northern people don’t understand this matter. If you would come down here and live six months, you’d see it just as we do.”

Their view is that a negro must constantly in word and action acknowledge the whites’ superiority. He must be respectful to them on all occasions, while it is optional with them whether they shall be respectful in return.

Source: Clifton Johnson, Highways and Byways of the South (New York: Macmillan, 1904), 331–33. https://archive.org/details/highwaysandbyway012168mbp.

Trouble on the Streetcars (1904, 1916, 1924)


From the moment that Southern municipalities adopted ordinances that segregated passengers on streetcars, African Americans challenged the laws and the white conductors who enforced them. As the following news stories from Richmond, Virginia; Atlanta, Georgia; and Birmingham, Alabama, reveal, black passengers, often visitors from outside the region, sat where they pleased, sparking confrontations with white conductors and intervention by the local police. But whereas white conductors used their authority to force black passengers into segregated sitting areas, they did nothing to protect black passengers from obnoxious whites who forced them to endure daily indignities.

“Miss” Coles, of New York, visiting colored friends in RICHMOND bumped suddenly into the Jim Crow car law on Main-street trolley yesterday. The bump was so hard that she lingers in the police court cage to-day awaiting the arrival of friends with $20 in cash to redeem her person from hoc.

The visitor took a front seat, and the conductor told her as she sat comfortably clad in her diaphanous white silk wait that she would be compelled to backs up.

In the unmistakable twang of the Northerner she demanded the reason.

“We have a Jim Crow law” said the conductor.

“To hell with the Jim Crow car,” said the passenger.

The conductor did his best to move her, but received only long and bitter curses for his efforts.

On the back platform she drew a knife and made a long Johnson-street razzoo swipe at his stomach.

He dodged in time.

On the street the insulted colored female from New York made the air break into blue bubbles from the multitude of her oaths.

Police Sergeant Kerse arrested her and had to hold her by the neck until she dropped the knife.

“I like little old New York,” said Cruthfield, who had never seen the town up to two years ago, “But they certainly don’t look after their little niggers in the right way. If they had raised this one properly, she’d be in twenty dollars.”

Further comment is unnecessary, but it emphasizes the fact that those of the colored people who wish to keep out [of] trouble should walk and permit the company to have the entire possession of its street-cars. Walking is good now. Stay off the streetcars.

Source: Richmond Planet, June 4, 1904.

*******

Arthur Duckett, a 19-year-old negro from Detroit, Mich., forget he was in the south last night and calmly sat down beside a white man on a street car. When asked by the conductor to move to the rear of the car with the other negroes he insisted that he had a right to stay where he was, as he was a citizen of the United States. When he refused to move the conductor attempted to force him to the rear of the car. The negro immediately started a fight and struck the conductor several times. The car was stopped and the negro placed under arrest by officers and carried to police station, where he was held, being unable to make $100 bond.

Source: Atlanta Constitution, August 26, 1916.

******

A fine of $100 or ninety days imprisonment was the penalty imposed by the recorder here yesterday in the case of a negro woman who refused to take a back seat in a trolley car, insisting that she had paid her fare and had a right to sit anywhere in the car. She was also bound over to the city court for assault and battery.

The negress [black woman], on entering the car, made her way to the seat that was third from the front while there were plenty of seats in the rear. She demurred when the conductor reminded her of the law requiring negroes to occupy seats in the back of the car, informing him that she had sat beside white persons on cars in New York and occupied tables with whites in cafes. A plain clothes man on the car undertook to persuade the woman to relinquish her front seat, but with no success. His patience exhausted, he had the car stopped for the purpose of forcibly ejecting her, which he did, but not until she made several passes at him with a hatpin, succeeding in grazing the skin in one of the jabs.

Source: Atlanta Constitution, October 27, 1916.

*****************

Birmingham, Ala.,

March 18, 1924

To The City Commissioners:

We, the Colored Inter-Denominational Ministers Alliance of Greater Birmingham, petition your honorable body to correct certain injustices and evils which are being perpetrated daily upon our group who ride on the street cars of our city.

The treatment we receive on some of the street car lines is almost inhuman and beyond endurance. We are acquainted with Jim Crowism and segregation laws but we must confess Birmingham has all of them bested in her treatment of its Negro passengers.

In the first place the section of the car set apart Negroes is being continually invaded by white people.

White men and boys are allowed to crowd the platform and smoke.

White boys stand on the platform in a position to press purposely against Negro women when leaving the car.

This condition is very acute, and our women are determined to use their hat pins and other instruments of defense if this evil continues.

Some of the conductors provide but little space for Negroes when it is possible to properly provide equal accomodations for both races.

On lines where trailers are operated exclusively for white passengers many times those trailers are scarcely half filled when if they were filled, our group would not have such small space alloted us on the motor car, hence the congested condition would be greatly relieved and we would not be forced unnecessarily to stand.

On trailers provided for Negro passengers, white men and conductors often occupy the front end and smoke. No matter how distressing the congested condition in the rear may be, there will be no relief offered until the last white man gets off.

We are not contending for race intermingling, or what some people denominate “social equality,” but we are contending for a principle of justice, and fairness. We ask no special favors. In the light of fairness and justice we believe and take the position that the [Birmingham Railway Light and Power Company] is entitled to give its Negro passengers proper traveling facilities as it gives other passengers from whom it collects the same fare.

Therefore, we ask that these wrongs be adjusted.

Source: Birmingham Reporter [Alabama], March 29, 1924.

“But What Am I Getting for My Labor?” (Nate Shaw, 1907)


In the early 20th century, a young Nate Shaw set out to make a living farming the soil of Alabama’s Black Belt. Shaw considered himself a skilled farmer who could raise a productive crop of cotton and corn. But as he explains in the following selection, white landlords from whom he rented, such as Mr. Curtis and Mr. Ames, refused to acknowledge the expertise of their sharecroppers and gave them little credit or reward for the work that they did. Consequently, black sharecroppers such as Shaw seldom accumulated the resources needed to acquire land of their own.

Mr. Curtis and Mr. Ames both, they’d show me my land I had to work and furnish me—far as fertilize to work that crop, they’d furnish me what they wanted to; didn’t leave it up to me. That’s what hurt—they’d furnish me the amount of fertilize they wanted regardless to what I wanted. I quickly seed, startin off with Mr. Curtis in 1907, it weren’t goin to be enough. First year I worked for him and the last year too he didn’t allow me to use over twenty-two hundred pounds of guano [fertilizer]—it come in two-hundred-pound sacks then—that’s all he’d back me up for all the land I worked, cotton and corn. It was enough to start with but not enough to do any more. Really, I oughta been usin twice that amount. Told him, too, but he said, ‘Well, at the present time and system, Nate you can’t risk too much.”

I knowed I oughta used more fertilize to make a better crop—if you puts nothin in you gets nothin, all the way through. It’s nonsense what they gived me—Mr. Curtis and Mr. Ames, too—but I was a poor colored man, young man too, and I had to go by their orders. It wasn’t that I was ignorant of what I had to do, just, “Can’t take too much risk, can’t take too much risk.” Now if you got anything that’s profitable to you and you want to keep it and prosper with that thing, whatever it is, however you look for your profit—say it’s a animal; you’re due to look for your profit by treatin him right, givin him plenty to eat so he’ll grow and look like somethin. Or if you fertilize your crop right, if you go out there and work a row of cotton—that’s evidence of proof—I have, in my farmin, missed fertilizin a row and it stayed under, too. Them other rows growed up over it and produced more. If you don’t put down the fertilize that crop aint goin to prosper. But you had to do what the white man said, livin here in this country. And if you made enough to pay him, that was all he cared for; just make enough to pay him what you owed him and anything he made over that, why, he was collectin on his risk. In my condition, and the way I see it for everybody, if you don’t make enough to have some left you aint done nothin, except givin the other fellow your labor. That crop out there goin to prosper enough for him to get his and get what I owe him he’s makin his profit but he aint goin to let me rise. If he’d treat me right and treat my crop right, I’d make more and he’d get more—and a heap of times he’d get it all! That white man gettin all he lookin for, all he put out in the spring, gettin it all back in the fall. But what am I gettin for my labor? I aint gettin nothin. I learnt that right quick: it’s easy to understand if a man will look at it.

I worked four years on halves, two with Mr. Curtis. I was just able when I moved from his place to leave him paid. What did I have left? Nothin. Of course, if I’m left with nothin, no cash in my pocket, I can look back and say what I paid for I got. But what little I did get I had to work like the devil to get it. It didn’t profit me nothin. What little stuff I bought to go in my house—it set in my house! What is that worth to me in my business out yonder? It aint prosperin me noway in my work. I’m losin out yonder to get a little in my house. Well, that’s nothin; that aint to be considered.

You want some cash above your debts; if you don’t get it you lost, because you gived that man your labor and you can’t get it back.

Now it’s right for me to pay you for usin what’s yours—your land, stock, plow tools, fertilize. But how much should I pay? The answer ought to be closely seeked. How much is a man due to pay out? Half his crop? A third part of his crop? And how much is he due to keep for hisself? You got a right to your part—rent; and I got a right to mine. But who’s the man ought to decide how much? The one that owns the property or the one that works it?

———————

Mr. Ames was a little better man than Mr. Curtis, and not sayin that altogether because he put me on better land—it weren’t much better. I didn’t just look at one angle or one point in the difference. I looked at it this way: Mr. Ames did put me on a little better land than Mr. Curtis, but I had to go by his orders, too. Well, that cut my britches; he didn’t let me branch out like I wanted to. But I got along well with him. He never did cripple my cow and he never stood over me, tell me how to drive his mule of a Sunday—Mr. Curtis done that. When I’d go and get that plow mule to hitch him to the buggy that I bought from his brother-in-law, go where I wanted to, he’d tell me—well, I know that no man wants his stuff mistreated, but I never did treat his mules wrong; he had no cause to get at me about it. And I never was pleased to mistreat my mules after I got able to buy my own mules. Mr. Curtis laid his larceny to me: “Nate, when you get to where you goin, you’ll be thar. Give the mule his time, give the mule his time.”

Didn’t want me to drive him out of a slow gait. His way of speakin was “thar”; he didn’t say “be there,” he’d say, “be thar.” That was his mule, it weren’t mine, but he just disrecognized me, considered me not to know nothin. Know or not know I had to go by his orders to please him. He just considered me not to know nothin. so he would have to tell me.

It’s stamped in me, in my mind, the way I been treated, the way I have seed other colored people treated—couldn’t never go by what you think or say, had to come up to the white man’s orders. “You aint got sense enough to know this, you aint got sense enough to know that, you aint got sense enough to know nothin—just let me tell you how to do what I want you to do.” Well, that’s disrecognizin’ me, and then he slippin around to see that I doin like he say do, and if I don’t he don’t think it’s on account of I got my own way of doin, but he calls it ignorant and disobeyin his orders. Just disrecognized, discounted in every walk of life. “Just do what I say, like I tell you. Don’t boot me.” Showin me plain he aint got no confidence in me. That’s the way they worked it, and there’s n— in this country believed that shit. The only way you could gain any influence—he puts you out there, come along after a while and look over what you done—“O, it’s done nice, it’s done to suit me.” Then he’ll—some of em will do it—he’ll give you praises, thisaway he’ll give it: “O, Nate, you is better than I thought, you all right.” And so on. Pleased at it, didn’t know I could do it. I’ve studied and studied these white men close. And I’ve studied em up to many and many a thing that surprises me.

Source: Theodore Rosengarten, All God’s Dangers: The Life of Nate Shaw (New York: Vintage Books, 1974), 107–10. Copyright © 1974 by Theodore Rosengarten and the Estate of Ned Cobb. Used by permission of Alfred A. Knopf, an imprint of the Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House LLC. All rights reserved.

The Outlook for Nashville Baseball (1909)


Since the late 19th century, professional baseball leagues in the United States excluded African Americans. In response, blacks aspired to create their own separate professional leagues, and by the early 20th century, a number of larger black communities of the urban North and Upper South fielded baseball teams. And black newspapers such as the Nashville Globe, from which the two following selections come, devoted ample space to promoting baseball in their cities and to building a loyal base of fans to support local teams and players. Yet as these two articles from 1909 reveal, these early teams struggled to recruit the resources necessary to convert the local athletes into stars of the diamond. It would not be until the 1920s that Negro leagues would begin to flourish.

There seems to be quite a dull spell with the different baseball teams in Nashville, and one can hardly hear any ball talk, about the city. The managers seem to be asleep and they are letting the long winter months go by without saying anything. It is to be hoped, however, that Nashville will have her share of Negro baseball teams the coming season, and that they will be in the field early to get down to work. The Globe is continually getting letters from good colored teams wishing to stop over in Nashville on the return to the North, but as we have had nothing from the different managers, we have no one to recommend to the teams. Nashville has a record in the baseball world of which any city should be proud and to see the sport slowing down in the city is a source of much worry. Ball players from Nashville have made good all over the country and they of course speak a good word for the home team. And when the teams write here for dates and find that they cannot get them on account of not having a live manager here, it speaks bad for the town. This is not because there is no one here who can play the game. There are as many good ball players here as ever. During the summer season one has only to go out here on the commons and he will see boys playing the game as fast and as steady as any one could wish. All they want is some one to take them and teach them the finer points of the game. They have the speed, the natural ability and the actions of a ball player. All they want is a chance to show. There are boys around this town playing ball for the fun they get out of it, that would make diamond stars in less than two seasons. We have seen this thing done and it is true to-day. Now why is it that we do not have good teams here? 1. We have no wideawake managers. 2. We have no place to play ball or to invite visiting teams. 3. Ball players cannot live on a promise to pay, but they must have some money.

Now get several live managers in Nashville, provide a park for the Negro teams and you will see the sport on the rise in Nashville again. Negro fans will spend money to see a good team play. This fact has been proven Nashville is one of the best baseball towns in the south, and with a good team would more than keep the name which she has justly won. Here is hoping for a first-class team in Nashville for the coming season.

Source: Nashville Globe, January 22, 1909.

****************************************

The baseball fans of Nashville have been asking about the coming season in the world of baseball. The Globe man has been quite busy for the past month gathering information and is now in a position to state that Nashville will be well up in the running when the season is on. There are to be some of the best Negro baseball teams in the country seen in Nashville this season. From a long conversation with some of the best known baseball men, and men who have had a world of experience in baseball, it was learned that we are to have a first-class team out that will truly represent Nashville. From letters received by one of the managers in this city it seems that we are to enjoy the chance to see the world’s greatest Negro baseball team and one that more than compares with any major league team and which has only first-class ball players. The Chicago Leland Giants are to play two games in Nashville at an early date. With them will be seen the renowned Rube Foster, a pitcher that [John] McGraw says is the best the world has seen. Then there is Gatewood and Petway, who are both men in the top rank of baseball. After, this team come many others of note, such as the St. Louis Black Sox, the A. B. C, of Indianapolis, Memphis, Birmingham, Chattanooga and many others that space will not permit us to mention.

The young men behind the movement for a new park for Negroes are moving along nicely and report that they are still hopeful. They seem to be having some trouble with the ground, but hope to have the matter straight in a few days and the work of building will then be started and by the first of May they hope to be started and [. . . ] ready for the public. The local Negro business men should encourage this movement and lend these young men some aid. Let the Negro polish his own star and when it shines he will know that it is the work of his own hands. Give us a park by all means, one that we will feel a pride in one that the ladies can attend. The investment will be a profitable one. When these young men call on you encourage them and Nashville will be benefited by their work. Here is hoping for a good baseball season in Nashville for 1909.

* * *

Mr. William Smith, an old Nashville boy, and better known around town as Serk Smith, is in the city, having just returned from Florida and Cuba, where he has had charge of a number of ball players during the winter season. Mr. Smith is a man of wide experience in baseball, having been at the head of some of the leading Negro baseball teams in the country such teams as the Cuban Giants, Cuban X Giants and Philadelphia Giants and for the last fifteen years has given his attention to the game both as player and manager. Mr. Smith has been working out every day during his stay here getting ready for the hard season in the East. When seen the other day by a Globe man Mr. Smith stated that he was surprised to find baseball at such a low tide in Nashville. And that he had several good things in store provided the movement for a Negro park comes along all right. He seems to think Nashville is good baseball town and that a good team here with a park to play in would be a profitable investment. He says the record Nashville has made in the world of baseball is one to be proud of and that whenever a ball player says he hails from the Rock City he is given a good chance to show what he can do. When asked if he thought well of any of the talent around here he said there was a world of good young ball players in Nashville and that he was thinking strongly of taking some of them with him if he did not decide to stay here and work up a good team. He also stated that by mixing some older heads with the young blood already here he could mold out a very fast team. It is to be hoped Mr. Smith will remain in the city. Such a man has been badly needed in Nashville and we should give Mr. Smith a world of encouragement and do all we can to help him. Nashville needs baseball and that badly; here is wishing him success.

Source: Nashville Globe, April 2, 1909.

“Negro Dolls for Negro Children” (1909)


Black parents raising children in the era of Jim Crow struggled to inoculate their children against the racist imagery that saturated American culture. Aware that few mass-produced toys catered to black children, Richard Henry Boyd (1843–1922), a Nashville publisher, Baptist minister, business owner, and civil rights activist, coordinated with German manufacturers to design, produce, and market black dolls that would teach black girls vital lessons of race pride and self-worth. To meet the demand for the black figurines, Boyd founded the National Negro Doll Company (NNDC) in 1908. Adopting the motto “Negro dolls for Negro children,” the NNDC, as the following article explains, embraced not just a commercial but also a reformist mission.

The real development of the Negro race in America must come from an inborn and innate self or race pride. That so long as the Negro is taught to believe that any race is his superior, just so long will he feel that he is an inferior, and hence will crave to be removed from his inferior, social, moral and financial condition. Our churches, schools, colleges, etc., may be great agencies, but there must be a still greater agency to raise the Negro to this higher plane. We must begin at the cradle. The mother must begin with the little infant and that infant must be taught that it is from a superior race rather than an inferior race. It must be taught by both precept and example that the race with which it is identified is capable of becoming a model in beauty, virtue and in moral development as any other race.

The National Negro Doll Company is composed of men of this class of thought. It was not the financial or mercenary consideration that brought into being the National Negro Doll Company. The founders of this enterprise had reason to believe, and do believe that the kindergarten idea of teaching the little ones great lessons from small objects, is the idea that must develop the race. For instance, they believe that so long as the manufacturers of toys will picture a hideous object, black, blared-eyed, flat nose, red lips, with great tusks, with wooly, knotty or kinky hair, all out of proportion to any human being, and modelled after the lowest form of the monkey, orang-outang, or gorilla, that it would be impossible for the parents of Negro children to use these object lessons, as they serve for nothing but to create a stigma and thought of inferiority in the little child that must be the future mother.

But, on the contrary, it was the belief and is the belief of this company that if the real American Negro woman could be portrayed in waxen form with all the graces and beauty that come with a well-developed and refined American Negro woman, if this kind could be put into the arms of the little tot, and when she grows into womanhood she will feel that she and her descendants belong to and are a part of the greatest of God’s creation. It is indeed a mistake, yes, almost a crime for any intelligent mother of the Negro race to take her little girl in its tender age, and place in her arms a flaxen-haired, blue-eyed, rosy-cheeked waxen figure of the pure Anglo-Saxon race, and teach her that all that is virtuous, beautiful and great is to be found in the race represented by that waxen figure; for when the child grows into womanhood that early impression will still linger in her breast. . . .

The Negro Doll company, however, found itself confronted with another more vexatious problem when it undertook to manufacture or to prescribe for the Company a representative American Negro. The Anglo-Saxon can be traced by certain characteristic features, the natives of China the same, the Japanese, the French, the Hindoos and the East Indians, and even the American Indians are to be traced by their characteristic features. But the American Negro after two hundred and fifty years of slavery . . . has become so intermixed with other nationalities that there is no one feature nor color nor one characteristic by which he can be traced. Their colors are as numerous as those of the rainbow, and their features and characteristics are almost as numerous as the individuals themselves. . . .

The National Negro Doll Company, therefore, has for two years attempted to find these features. They have not been able as yet thoroughly advertise these dolls, and it is only where these dolls have been exhibited that they have taken a strong grasp upon the people. It is the idea of the company to sell only a few of these beautiful dolls in the different states, and scatter them among individuals, and by the exhibition of these by the individuals to bring about a demand for them to the point where it will become general.

It is surprising, however, that since the passing of the first resolution by the National Baptist Convention at Lexington, Ky, in September, 1908, this company has sold and distributed more than 3,000 of these toys, ranging in prices from 50 cents to $8.50. In fact, it has been impossible for two Christmas holiday seasons for this company to meet the demands. We are informed by the managers that they have set to work already to lay plans for another year’s trade. They propose to prepare a lithograph or color-print catalogue that will portray the colors as well as the features of these beautiful toys.

A few days ago in company with the manager of one of the largest daily papers in Tennessee, we heard him make a noted expression. After standing and gazing a few moments on the artistically arranged shelves, and seeing the faces and features of possibly more than one hundred of these toys, he asserted, “Here are the features and colors and representatives of all the races of the earth, but there is something about their features unlike the average Caucasian doll that I have been accustomed to look upon and handle. They look to be real live persons. That dead or corpse-like character is missing.” . . .

These dolls can be had at a very reasonable price by writing or calling upon the National Negro Doll Company. . . . For some reasons, unknown to the writer, the dry goods and toy merchants among the white race have not seen their way clear as yet to handle them. But such Negro merchants as have put them in their show cases report flattering success. In fact, the manager of the Negro Doll Company informs us that he had urgent orders for forty-two dozen from merchants who could not be supplied. But he hopes to be able to overcome this financial impediment by another season, and to fill the country with these toys.

Source: Nashville Globe, December 31, 1909.

“Black Men and Women of the Stage” (Aida Overton Walker, 1912)


The versatile stage performer Aida Overton Walker (1880–1914) was “one of the greatest American actresses of all time,” declared the editors of the Indianapolis Freeman. In the following feature article by her that appeared in the Freeman in 1912, Walker, the “queen of the cakewalk,” reflects on her career and defends acting as a profession with dignity, asserts that black actors have done as much or more than any other class of black professionals to enhance the reputation of African Americans, and insists on the need for good schools to train future black actors. She advises black actors to shy away from imitating the theater of whites and instead develop an original black theatrical artistic tradition.

In the past the profession which I am now following may have merited severe criticism, but like every other profession or calling, the stage has improved with the progress of time, and I am proud to say that there are many clever, honest and well-deserving men and women of color in professional life who will compare favorably with men and women in other honored professions. There are good and bad in all vocations, but it does seem rather strange that many outsiders should judge all alike, bad. When white people refuse to classify, in dealing with us, we get highly indignant, and say we should not all be judged alike, and yet we often fail to classify and make distinction when judging ourselves.

Some of our so-called society people regard the stage as a place to be ashamed of. Whenever it is my good fortune to meet such persons, I sympathize with them, for I know they are ignorant as to what is really being done in their own behalf by members of their race on the stage. In this age we are all fighting the one problem; that is, the color problem. I venture to think and dare to state that our profession does more towards the alleviate of color prejudice than any other profession among colored people. The fact of the matter is this: that we come in contact with more white people in a week than other professional colored people meet in a month and more than some meet in a whole year.

We entertain thousands of people in the course of a season. We do a great deal of private entertaining in connection with our public performances, and to do it all successfully requires much hard study. It is true that God has blessed us with much ability along musical lines, but even genius requires nursing to be used to good advantage. When a large audience leaves a theater after a creditable two hours and a half performance by Negroes, I am sure the Negro race rises in the estimation of many white people.

It has been my good fortune to entertain and instruct privately many members of the most select circles, both in this country and abroad, and I can truthfully state that my profession has given me entree to residences which members of my race in other professions would have hard task in gaining, if they gained at all. . . .

I do not mention the work of the Williams and Walker company from an egotistical standpoint, but to call attention to the fact that professional colored people have appeared privately as well as publicly before and been appreciated by members of the better classes of white people. We as individuals must strive all we can to show we are as capable as white people. In all other walks of life, when colored people have had fair play, they have proved their ability, so we must strive to do our part on the stage. We must produce good and great actors and actresses to demonstrate that our people move on with the progress of the times and improve as they move. Our people are capable, and with advantages they will succeed.

As yet our profession is young, and like all else, we have thus far been permitted to do little. We are often compelled by sheer force of circumstances as well as prejudice, which is as we all know, prevalent, to work at disadvantages, but I think the time is fast approaching when talent will speak for itself and be accepted for its real worth. White people used to allow for us, and say, “that is good for a colored person,” but to-day we are criticised as severely as white actors and actresses, who have every advantage. Here is rather a strange fact: the only time white newspapers speak of us as the equal of white people, is when they are severely criticising us and our ability to act well. When we fall short they cry out and think it strange that we act as inferiors. Of course, there is a method in all this, we know. But at best, when it comes to singing and dancing, our critics find much difficulty in showing us up to a disadvantage. They often acknowledge that it is wonderful that we have done so well and accomplished so much in spite of all difficulties.

I have stated we ought to strive to produce great actors and actresses; by this I do not mean that all our men and women who possess talent for the stage should commence the study of Shakespeare’s works. Already too many of our people wish to master Shakespeare, which is really a ridiculous notion. There are characteristics and natural tendencies in our people which make as beautiful studies for the stage as any to be found in the make-up of any other race, and perhaps far more. By carefully studying our own graces, we learn to appreciate the noble and the beautiful in ourselves, just as other people have discovered the graces and beauty in themselves from studying and acting that which is noble in them. Unless we learn the lesson of self-appreciation and practice it, we shall spend our lives imitating other people and depreciating ourselves. There is nothing equal to originality, and I think much time is lost in trying to do something that has been done and “overdone,” much better than you will be able to do it.

MORALITY ON THE STAGE.

I do not wish to morali[z]e. I only wish to say a few common-sense words in closing this article. I am aware of the fact that many well-meaning people dislike stage life, especially our women. On this point I would say a woman does not lose her dignity today, as used to be the case, when she enters upon stage life. In claiming stage life as a profession it is not the profession you choose which should be emphasized; it is the purpose with which you make the choice. If a girl is gay and easily dazzled by the brilliant side of life on the stage, or off, then I would say to that girl, “Choose some other line of work; look to some other profession, for the stage is not for you.” But if she be a girl of good thoughts and habits, and she chooses the stage for the love of the profession and professional work, then I would say to her, “Come in this field, and by hard work I am sure the future will repay you and us all.”

One of the greatest needs of the time is a good school in which colored actors and actresses may be properly trained for good acting. With such an institution we could make a great record in the artistic world. Of course, it takes time to do anything worth doing, and especially to carry out great aims and accomplish good work, but when something has been accomplished we consider the time well spent, so we go on working in the profession, with the hope that the future will bring us more encouragement and better success and less criticism. Not that we cannot stand criticism, for we can, but for the reason that our work is a great work and ought to be encouraged in these days, when it needs help and encouragement.

Our stage work is grand and our lives can be made beautiful. Just think, night after night, we entertain people and make them happy and forget their troubles and sorrows, which occupy their thoughts during the day. I am sure it is a pleasure to live and work and give pleasure to others as well as to receive pleasure ourselves. When we look at the stage from this standpoint, we see it means something to ourselves and to others. It is rather easy to stand the harsh things some people say about us when we can feel that besides doing good for ourselves and our race, we are using the gifts that God has give us for a good purpose. With this view before us we are bound to succeed.

Source: Indianapolis Freeman, December 28, 1912.

Basketball among Colored Players (Edwin B. Henderson, 1912)


Edwin B. Henderson (1883–1977) first learned to play basketball in 1904 when he attended a summer class for gym teachers at Harvard University. When he returned to his home in Washington, DC, he introduced the game to the students of the city’s segregated school district, where he served as athletic director. By teaching the game, coaching teams, organizing leagues, and promoting intercity competition, Henderson became known as the “father of black basketball.” In the following essay, which was widely reprinted in the black press in 1912, Henderson surveys the growing popularity of basketball among black athletes and the emergence of competitive leagues at the college, high school, club, and even elementary school levels.

Already basketball players in New York City are dropping the inflated sphere through the ring and get in hotly contested games, while their more Southern brothers will hardly clash on the court before the knell of football season around Thanksgiving time. In our colored schools and colleges football takes so many of the star basketball players that little attention is given the game until later.

That basketball will be more popular than ever this year is assured. From the standpoint of both scholastic and amateur basketball the game will be given a boost. In collegiate circles the newly organized intercollegiate Athletic Association will, through its rules and government, make for keener competition and more interesting sport. Last season marked the entry of colored colleges in the field of basketball. Three of the big four in the Middle Atlantic district met. Howard University team had played the game for a longer time and carried experienced men. Lincoln University was not so favored nor was Hampton, but it was up to Hampton to put the first crimp in the crown so long won by the Blue and White team of this city. No one had heard of Gurnoe, the Indian, until Howard went to Hampton, and then much discussion arose as to the comparative merit of the—for a long time incomparable “Huddy” Oliver and the “Redskin.” Lincoln played Howard in the old True Reformers’ Hall at Washington and did little but watch the ball switch for Howard. Hampton is the only one of the colleges in this section that has a gymnasium and will be a big factor in collegiate basketball. Lincoln University is not favored with a good practice court, but is in a field offering splendid practice competition with the many and good teams in Philadelphia. When Howard erects a gymnasium a better varsity aggregation will exist than now holds premier honors. In the far South, Tuskegee won an unbroken string of victories, while in the West Wilberforce met and defeated the few colored teams in its neighborhood. More sport will be observed in these two sections during the coming term.

In Washington City two series of games will be conducted for secondary school teams, one to be for the interscholastic championship and the other for the public school championship. The existence of three suitable courts for basketball creates an almost ideal situation. True Reformer’s Hall will be the most inferior court of the three. The Y. M. C. A. gymnasium and the Armstrong Manual Training School gymnasium are ideal in playing arrangement, although not so many spectators can be accommodated as could be crowded in the old hall. Two of the best scholastic players in the city will enter Howard College this fall and should make some of the other players hustle to hold down their jobs. Both Lafayette of last year Academy team and Holland of M Street High School’s championship five will be seen on the metropolitan city courts in a year or two. Rector, formerly of the Smart Set aggregation, improved enough to make the M Street team. In his first year there, and this year is given the honor of leading that organization. The Armstrong team with a new and capacious gymnasium in which to practice will make a strong bid for championship honors in the coming season.

P[ublic] S[chool] A[thletic] L[eague] elementary school boys in Washington have been tossing the sphere about at the various city playgrounds all summer, and in many backyards a paper ball with dimensions of a basketball and an old barrel hoop are affording practice to youthful aspirants. A red-hot series is predicted in the struggle for division and city honors in the light and heavyweight classes. Club teams representing the government department are forming a league, and the Y.M.C.A. court will be the battle ground for many a series of games. It is very likely that a strong Y.M.C.A. quint will invade the northern and eastern cities this year.

The Dunbar Club of Baltimore is one of the most serviceable of athletic clubs. This organization not alone puts a team in the field of various sports, but spends most of its energies in developing athletics among the youth of the graded schools of the city. Unfortunately the Board of Education of Baltimore has adopted a most non-progressive stand in regard to school athletics; that of refusing to permit athletic teams to officially represent the schools. It is bad that a loose construction cannot be given a rule that is so largely responsible in keeping schoolboy athletics among colored boys far behind what it should be in a city where the colored population is proportionally so large. However, the Dunbar Club may be the means of bringing Baltimore to the forefront.

The lack of newspaper publicity is all that prevents Philadelphia being considered a hot bed of basketball activity. The Stentonworth Athletic Club is the championship organization, with the Y. M. C. A., the Wissahickon Boys’ Club, the “S” Club and other runners-up in their various classes.

In Pittsburg the Monticellos have made themselves famous in the East by trimming a crack five of Howard University that essayed to win Western honors in the Smoky City. This team will be brought to Washington this year and may be tempted to take the trip North. From all angles it is a first-rate basketball team and will make things hum around the circuit.

It might be well in this article to air a few points of discussion that might bring benefit to the game among us. First, a lover of the game hates to read of the almost annually occurring wrangle among many of the leading clubs in the city of New York. It seems to be the result of too many independent clubs running basketball almost entirely from their own points of view. Editor Hebbron of the A. A. U. Handbook deplores the tendency to run basketball teams independently, and suggests that there be more league formations. Were a commission formed to classify teams, arrange a schedule, make rules of eligibility of players, with men acting thereon solely for the good of the game minus the influence of competing clubs, a model situation it would be. Many colored schools were once in the habit of putting teams in various sports only when it was definitely assured that the team had a winning chance, with the result that a really good team was seldom or never built up. It is a poor constructive policy to build along such lines and is typical of poor sportsmanship. It is questionable in my mind, whether good comes to the game when it is dependable upon a following dance to draw supporters, and I have always regretted more the seeming necessity to find a suitable hall for the game with adjoining saloon privileges, especially where school, Y. M. C. A. or college teams are playing. In this city a determined effort is to be made to run games without the attraction of a dance to follow in hope that basketball like football will be appreciated by all who attend from love for the game itself. In Washington last year we found it a paying policy to severely criticize lack of sportsmanship and perpetual contentionsness on the part of players in the news columns in the local players. It was seldom that such comment failed to bring about a better state of affairs. Lastly, it would be well for the game everywhere if impartial, competent officials were always secured. With league organization it is possible to train officials, and when once a good man is gotten he should be amply paid for efficient service. I am sure that this will be a banner season in basketball with many beneficial results secured to player, school, college and club.

Source: Edwin B. Henderson, “Basketball among Colored Players,” Nashville Globe, October 4, 1912.

Black Businesses of Tulsa (1914)


When the National Negro Business Men’s League held its 14th annual meeting in Muskogee, Oklahoma, in August 1914, the Tulsa Star published a special edition to celebrate the occasion. By selecting Muskogee as the location for its national meeting, the league endorsed the local campaign to promote the state and the city of Tulsa in particular as a place that offered “splendid opportunities” for black entrepreneurs to make “good safe investments.” To substantiate those claims, the special edition featured biographical sketches of some of the city’s successful black business owners, including automobile mechanic J. W. Williams and his wife, Lulu, who owned a confectionary. But just seven years later, the businesses profiled in this special edition, including the Williams Confectionery, were destroyed in the Tulsa riot of 1921.

J. W. WILLIAMS

AUTOMOBILE EXPERT

At the age of 14 [J. W. Williams] drifted [from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania] to Memphis, Tenn. Starting so early in life to shift for himself, he worked around places where machinery was used, and here learned his first lessons in the work which made him a success in the face of all the opposition which the people of his race meet at all times. While living in Memphis, he worked as fireman on the Illinois Central railroad, and also as engineer at the Memphis Cotton Oil mill.

Leaving Memphis as a man, he located at Magnolia, Ark, and worked for four years, superintending the Magnolia Cotton Oil Company. Leaving here, he came to Tulsa and worked as a helper for the paving company which paved the first streets of Tulsa. By careful saving he accumulated a small bank account and later bought the first automobile for the accommodation of Negro passengers. While in the automobile livery business, he studied carefully the mechanism of the various makes of machines, and gradually applied this knowledge in establishing a garage repair trade.

Today Mr. Williams has an acquaintance among automobile owners which extends far and near, throughout Oklahoma and other states. He owns a garage and automobile livery in Tulsa, employs a force of five mechanics and chauffeurs, and has a business with a gross income of about $500 per month.

Besides this business, Mr. Williams is erecting a modern $10,000 theater and hotel in a two-story brick building built and owned by him. Mr. Williams is a hard and steady worker, and as a self-made man of business, having opened up a new avenue of employment and investment, he has demonstrated that race and color are not such serious barriers to business as many would have us believe.

He was married to Miss Lula Cotton, his present wife, and together they have since fought the battle of life.

MRS. LULU T. “COTTON” WILLIAMS

WILLIAMS’ CONFECTIONARY

Mrs. Lulu Williams, proprietor of the Williams Confectionery, is unquestionably the foremost business women of the state, among Negro women. Starting five years ago in a very small corner store in Tulsa, with comparatively small capital saved from her earnings as country school teacher, she has, by close attention to business, builded step by step, until today she has a business running $1,200 to $1,500 per month, conducted in her own three-story brick building, which is strictly modern in all its appointments, and besides an account in the bank, has a credit rating of $10,000.

In her dealings, she is absolutely fair with every transaction and her word in any matters has never been questioned. Her disposition is pleasant at all times, and her friends among all classes of people of either race in this section are numbered only by those who have come in contact with her upon business or social lines.

Her judgment in matters of business is equal to that of the most experienced business men, and for this reason she has made few mistakes. As a progressive woman, she is ever pleased to support any worthy cause, which has for its purpose the advancement of the race.

Mrs. Williams is a native of Jackson, Madison county, Tenn. She was educated in Lane College, in her home town. After leaving school, she taught in the schools of the state of Tennessee until coming to Oklahoma. After teaching in this state two years, she embarked in business as stated and her success throughout has been well and fairly earned. Mrs. Williams is yet a young woman, feeling a great responsibility ahead in educating her young son, Willie, to succeed her in the management of her affairs. She and her husband are partners in business.

Source: Tulsa Star, August 19, 1914.

Pioneer Caterer of the West (Kansas City Sun, 1914)


The African American newspaper the Kansas City Sun published this biographical sketch of Henry Compton, a former cook on a Mississippi River steamboat. By drawing on his culinary skill, business acumen, and good taste, Compton established the Delmonico Café in Kansas City, which soon became a favored gathering place of the city’s black elite. The Delmonico’s reputation for excellent food and first-class service made it an institution of the black community of Kansas City.

The earliest recollections of Henry Compton date back into the swift receding days of the “Ante Bellum” period just when war was about to make this phrase a thing of the past. He was a mere boy at that time, romping about a sequestered cabin in a village of Jackson county, M[issouri]. This in itself was not unusual, but the business career of this “boy” in after life is not without its charms and varied interests to the race, as well as local people. The tendency of public investigation is to call attention to the solid achievements by members of the race and disallow the empty vociferations of nameless individuals who do nothing real, but manage to keep themselves before the public. And so in making this statement about Mr. Henry Compton as a real business man, the thought is entertained that we are bringing to light a dignified Kansas City success of a Negro enterprise.

Mr. Compton started life as a cook on a steamboat plying on the Mississippi river between St. Louis and New Orleans, in the palmy days when the maritime trade stood unrivaled. Here, no doubt, he acquired that culinary art which has stood him in such good stead, in his long experience as Caterer.

On coming to Kansas City he engaged in the grocery business with indifferent success. Also, he contracted for house moving (a business which was flourishing at that time) but gave it up to go into the restaurant business, which has occupied his time and attention unto the present day, and which has proven his success.

The “Vision of a Solon” recently revealed this truth. “I see the path, of progress has never taken a straight line, but has always been a zigzag course amid the conflicting courses of right and wrong, truth and error.” This seems to eloquently sum up the life work of him who is engaged in a business which is naturally of a shifting nature. The restaurant business, superficially studied, is inviting, but when engaged in, soon appears difficult and complicated, so much so that more financial ships have grounded upon the hidden shoals in its sea than any other. If you do not believe this, ask the thousands who have ventured on its waters only to perish!

The “Delmonico Cafe,” of which Mr. and Mrs. Compton are the able managers, has been located in various parts of the city, always following the trend of the Negro population upon which it depends solely for its support. When historic Independence avenue was flourishing in the late “Nineties” it was there (under a different name) and at one time it received the influx of patrons at Nineteenth and Grand, leaving there to locate on Twelfth street near Charlotte, a place which is fitted nicely into the economic and social plan of the then thriving “Church Hill Center.” Conditions changed; so did the Delmonico Cafe, which is located now (and has been for several years) at 1512 E. 18th street, in the very heart of a thickly populated Negro district. Here, has been established the best appointed Café and the best equipped Bakery west of Chicago that caters to people of color exclusively.

Mr. Compton, whose life has been wrapped up in his business, proves to be a man of good sound business judgment, nicely sustained by a high morale of decency. Constant application, long laboring—aided by an ever dear and helpful wife, he has built up the best legitimate race institution in Kansas City.

Mr. Compton’s reputation for keeping a first class place is more than local fame, and people here are not only aware of its high standard in efficiency, but recognize the Delmonico Cafe as the one social gathering place where the Elite may be found. A few of the leading facts which distinguish the “Delmonico” from all others are as follows:

1st.—It is the pioneer restaurant of Kansas City for colored people. Weathering every condition, normal or abnormal, for twenty years. “Restaurants may come, Restaurants may go, but I go on forever” quoth Delmonico.

2nd.—Its cuisine is unexcelled, affording a first class service to large patronage, which is drawn from all parts of the city.

3rd.—It is the distributing point for Mrs. Compton’s celebrated sweet potato pies and a large variety of Bakery goods which have the Comptonian stamp of excellence with a daily delivery through the popular “Black Belt” District, furnishing many homes with that most important of things: Daily bread.

4th.—It employs eleven people with an aggregate wage of over eighty dollars per week, thus taking front rank as an employer of colored help by a colored enterprise. And also taking an advanced step toward solving the race question on a real, economic and industrial basis.

5th.—It is the best equipped Cafe in the city for members of the race, surpassing many of the downtown restaurants in style and appointment having every arranged facility for quick and efficient service. Banquets, parties and luncheons specialized for all occasions. A banquet at the Delmonico being considered a “classic” and means the sum total of elegance and quality with an attending social triumph.

Source: Kansas City Sun, February 28, 1914.

Black Communities of Oklahoma (Theo Baughman, 1915)


Theo Baughman, journalist and traveling agent of the black newspaper the Topeka Plaindealer, published regular reports that celebrated the success of black business owners and professionals and provided a detailed directory of the African Americans who operated businesses in the towns and cities of the Southwest. His short profiles exude the race pride that characterized the spirit behind his journalism and social advocacy. These kinds of stories also served as early travel guides, advising readers where to shop, eat, stay overnight, and worship when in town.

The Golden Rule Hat Shop at 200 W. Walnut street, Oklahoma City, is nothing less than a place where swell hats are kept. We visited same and found Mrs. Lydia R. Buchanan, the polite owner busy showing our ladies one of the swellest lines of hats that’s its been our good luck to see. Considerable money has been spent in fixing up the place, a commendable millinery. Not only hats but every thing to be found in modern places is kept by Mrs. Buchanan, and our people should see to it that her business grows.

The O.K. Barber shop is a modern two-chair place located at 202 N. Walnut street, Oklahoma city. This gentleman has spent considerable money to give the race a clean, up-to-date shop, where the best of workmanship can be had. The proprietor, Mr. G. L. McGee is a courteous gentleman and invites the public to call again. . . .

The Tonsorial Café at 11 W. California Ave., Oklahoma City, is owned and operated by Messrs. W. D. Fuller and E. W. Gist. These young men make a specialty of serving the best of everything. When you are hungry and want something good to eat, call on them.

Mr. P. W. Winslett, a progressive young man of our race, is in the tailoring business at 13 W. California Ave., Oklahoma City. He also conducts a three chair barber shop, shining parlor, cigars, tobacco, etc. Tailor Winslett informed us that he was doing a nice business.

Rev. William Leonidor Bethel, an honorably retired minister of the Presbyterian church is engaged in the grocery business at 131 South Klein street. The store is ably looked after by Mrs. Annie L. Bethel, who is the owner. She owns the place in which the business is conducted and her stock is carefully selected. More than $1,000 is invested and both races trade at the Bethel grocery. Everything to be found at this place. Rev Bethel owns three excellent rent houses and Mrs. and Miss Bethel, a popular teacher owns six other lots. A son of Rev. Bethel is a physician, a pharmacist and a minister and a daughter is a teacher. This is one of the best families we have in Oklahoma City and are helping to make history for our race. . . .

Yale Theater, the only colored play house in Oklahoma City, will be found at 215–217 E. First street. The place is a large airy one, and the latest pictures and high-class vaudeville are to be seen nightly. The owners, Messrs. W. T. Cook and A. P. Bethel, have spent considerable money to give the race a creditable play house and our people are showing the appreciation by turning out in large numbers. The latest pictures are shown and the best order maintained. If you desire to spend a pleasant evening, drop in at the Yale.

* * * *

Johnson and Hoard opened up a first class grocery store and meat market at Okmulgee and by putting strict business methods into their business, they are succeeding. They are representative men. They own their own business house and will, this fall erect a new brick business house. This is the kind of push we need.

The Eureka Undertaking Co., of Okmulgee is a Negro concern, that is equipped with everything carried by a first class undertaker. The president is J. H. Hoard; secretary, D. J. Wallace; A. J. Wallace, treasurer. This is the only colored undertaking establishment in the city.

A three-chair tonsorial parlor with modern furniture and first class workmen is the kind of business Mr. R. L. McGlanthing at Okmulgee is conducting on North Muskogee St. He also conducts a grocery store and his clerks are his wife and daughter. This man is full of push and his success is due to the fact that he treats the public rights.

King and Williams are tailors at Okmulgee and they are doing all right, because they do work right. When its come to doing tailoring of a high order, see them. . . .

Teamer’s Broom factory is a Negro concern at Okmulgee, where the best brooms the market affords are found. Mr. Monroe Teamer is the owner and he is assisted by a brother. . . .

Mrs. Carrie E. Burnett, a popular business lady, has an up-to-date millinery, in which she carries hats and goods to be found in a first class place. We found Miss L. C. Lynch in charge. This lady is an expert along her line and comes from St. Louis each season to help out the business.

The People’s Hotel, owned by Mesdames Mitchell and Tompling, two excellent ladies. They serve the best of meals, and their beds are clean. If you want good treatment along this line, see them when you are in Okmulgee. . . .

The Eagle café owned by Miss Lela Simpson is a nice place where you can always secure something good to eat. When you are in Okmulgee, stop at the Eagle Café. Mr. W. W. Erskin is the popular chef at this place.

Hon. J. A. Calloway, an eminent Negro attorney at Okmulgee, has one of the best fitted offices that it has been our pleasure to visit. Mr. Calloway has plenty of books on his shelves and a great deal of them, he has crowded into his head. This gentleman is a product of the State University of Kansas, and is making good. Such men help the uplift of our race. Miss Pearl Ruby Perdeau, the stenographer, is a cultured lady and has been in the office five years. . . .

Patton and Haggood are conducting a creditable store at Okmulgee, in which they carry a complete line of dry goods, hats, shoes, crockery, etc. The proprietors are full of push and by square dealing and selling the best for the least, have built up a large patronage.

Mr. J. C. McGee is an extensive dealer in dry goods, groceries, boots, shoes, cold drinks, etc., and he is pleasing the public and the public is making the business a success. . . . .

One of the best regulated colored hotels at Okmulgee is the Boyd Hotel owned by that Christian lady, Mrs. Jennie Boyd. The rooms are clean and she sets a table that will please the gods. This lady strives to conduct a place where you will be treated right.

In the class of 1913, Howard University, a young man, A. M. Carpenter finished, as a dentist, and his record since graduating reflects credit on that well known school. He spent a short time at Detroit, Mich., and then moved to Okmulgee, where he maintains modern offices, and enjoys a lucrative practice. The people are liberal toward him because his is one of the race’s best dentists, and does his work right. He is the son of Virginia, and secured his literary training at Lynchburg and at Pittsburgh, Pa.

Davis and Hines rooming house is located in the Sneed building. There are 12 rooms, neatly furnished with baths and modern conveniences. These ladies strive to please the public, and when in Okmulgee, call and see them. . . .

One of the men who has done more than his part to make Fifth street of Okmulgee, the leading Negro business street, is Mr. J. E. Harrison, who has just completed a magnificent two story, brick business house, 50×60, with a roof garden. There are three business apartments on the first floor; these places are 17×17, and are ideal places. The second floor contains 15 rooms, baths, etc. The first seven rooms are offices and the remainder has been converted into a flat. The feature of the building is the roof garden, which will be equipped to make it haven of pleasure. This place is easily worth $12,000. Mr. Harrison owns another building, two-story and a lovely home equipped in modern style, presided over by a cultured lady. He is a general contractor, owning many teams, (15 good mules) and employing many of our people. Such men are the ones who help to give the race standing. He has 15 good rent houses, some of the best in Okmulgee. He makes a special effort to employ large numbers of our people and his pay roll runs more than $125 each week. He’s not only living for himself, but the race.

Source: Topeka Plaindealer, April 23, 1915, and May 14, 1915.

Impressions of the Convict Camps of Florida (Marc N. Goodnow, 1915)


In 1915, in a nationally published exposé on the use of convict labor in the Florida turpentine industry, journalist Marc Goodnow challenged readers to contemplate the human cost in the manufacture of turpentine. Even though the state had implemented some humanitarian reforms of its penal system, Goodnow discovered that the remote location of the camps left them immune from state inspection. Goodnow’s essay documented the everyday brutality that produced one of the most common everyday household products. For Goodnow, what he witnessed was unmistakable evidence of the persistence of a dark form of slavery that left its victims forever disfigured—both physically and mentally.

A mile’s tramp brought the party to a clump of whitewashed, rough board buildings squatted in the white sand close to a railroad. From a distance the largest building had the appearance of a warehouse or a stable surrounded by a high board fence or stockade. It was a story and a half high, thrice as long as its width, with windows along the sides heavily barred.

At two opposite corners of the high stockade were rudely constructed platforms sheltered by as rude a roof of pine boards. Beneath these shelters sat two young men lazily smoking cigarettes, their long-barreled pistols beside them.

Near the railroad was the camp store, or commissary. Inside another enclosure was a small, one-story shack from one end of which a cloud of smoke issuing, proclaimed the kitchen. Farther back in the same enclosure was another shack, open on three sides, and a pigpen. In the middle of the sandy yard stood a well, fed from surface water and the excess of the bayou more than a mile away. There were no trees, no grass, no shade of any kind, nothing but hot white sand and a few stumps.

A lean, swarthy man of thirty-five years, wearing the ubiquitous black slouch hat and known by the official title of Captain, welcomed me as a visitor, and announced that dinner would be ready shortly. Until then we might inspect the camp.

The convicts are worked in three or four squads, each in charge of one or two guards and several dogs. One squad may box virgin trees, another dip fresh pine pitch, another scrape third-year trees, another pull fourth-year trees, and another back-box older trees that are sufficiently large to yield still more resin. The work is so arranged that the squads arrive at a certain stage of their rounds on certain days of the week. The entire territory is covered between early Monday morning and Friday night or Saturday noon. But it is constant and heavy work. A soft pitch is gathered from the open face of the blazed tree from March to October. From October to March, the gum must be scraped or pulled from the tree. The still, in which the gum and pitch are distilled into spirits of turpentine, is located near the camp and is kept supplied by teamsters and their wagons. A barrel of soft pitch produces approximately ten gallons of spirits of turpentine. In a single charge of ten barrels of scrapings, or gum, there are about six barrels of resin and two barrels of spirits. The stills run two charges a day ordinarily, and produce from 100 to 120 gallons of turpentine in one charge. . . .

The interior of the building was even more crude as a place in which to live than the exterior as a means of shelter. No attempt had been made to “finish” the building, as craftsmen would say, that is, to ceil, or plaster, or remove the bare effect of finished rafters and boards. A barricade of heavy timber set vertically from floor to roof formed a partition between mess-room and sleeping quarters. Next to the only door of the building, was a small cage built of heavy timbers and furnished with a small heating stove and a chair for the guard who kept the night watch over the forty sleeping convicts.

Two zinc-covered tables to the right of the entrance formed the dining-room tables; boxes and broken chairs formed the seats. In a corner close by, stood a sink and basin where the dishes were washed. Only dishes, pans, and spoons are used inside this stockade. There are no knives or forks (except for warden and guards). Fingers were made first; besides, knives and forks are much too ugly as weapons in a quarrel.

In the same room, at the corner farthest from the door, were two cracked porcelain-lined tubs set in a space not screened off but merely surrounded by torn wire netting. Several more broken chairs and boxes and a heating stove within a wooden pen, completed the furniture and equipment of the mess-room. On one wall, hung an illumination of the ten commandments, and several illustrated psalms. On another wall hung the rules and regulations of the state prison authorities, almost too black from soot and grime to be deciphered. Except for these wall decorations, there was no evidence anywhere of any reading-matter.

The bunk-room was a long, low compartment filled with iron beds supporting filthy mattresses. The floor was bare and reasonably clean, and the entire interior smelled strongly of a mixture of formaldehyde and other disinfectants.

“The beds are a bit old,” was the explanation volunteered, “but we’ve made a requisition for new ones. We disinfect every other day and scrub the floor every morning. Sunday morning, of course, the men always take their time about things.”

In the mess-room the prisoners were singing and laughing and telling jokes. In one comer a black figure was just emerging from his “tub”; in another, the rattle of tin and granite dishes told of preparations for dinner. . . . .

All the men were in their barefeet; feet, too, that were swelled and misshapen almost beyond recognition. They were spread out, broken down, cut, gouged, blistered and scratched: and the nails of many of their toes were gone. It is hard to imagine what comfort such feet will ever find in the shoes of civilized society when release from prison conditions finally comes. . . .

The meal consisted of stewed tomatoes, boiled rice with tomatoes, soggy cornbread, leaden biscuits and fried chipped beef. Cream for coffee came from condensed milk cans, fly-specked and rusty. The knives and forks were encrusted with a thick coating of rust which made contact with one’s teeth the equivalent of excruciating toothache and produced a form of nausea. The beef was well cooked, though it was too strongly seasoned with sand to make an appropriate viand for a Broadway café.

The state report catalogues the following as the diet of the prisoners:

“Good bacon, meal, flour, grits, rice, peas, white potatoes, onions, beans, syrup, coffee, vegetables. In addition, prisoners are served twice a week with fresh beef, pork, or fish for a change.

On Thanksgiving, Christmas, and July 4, when there is no work, they have chicken, turkey, pork, pies, cakes and all kinds of fruits.”

A tempting menu. But this is what the convicts tell you they get: “Three biscuits and a piece of meat for breakfast; biscuits or cornbread, and meat for dinner in the woods; biscuits, meat, and beans for supper. The meat is generally salt pork, sometimes bacon or fresh pork. And beans till you can’t rest.”

Being able, however, to catch raccoons or opossums and to buy the big sweet potatoes or yams, the convicts often feast in the stockade at no expense to the lessee. . .

Seven convicts died in this camp in a single year from diseases contracted from standing or working in water around their waists at all seasons of the year. There were no funeral services. The local carpenter throws together a rude coffin of pine boards; the black, inert hulk is rolled into a blanket, dropped in the box, nailed up and carted to the burying-ground. . . .

July and August, the rainy season in Florida, are the worst months of the year for ague, chills, fever, pneumonia and the like. Then it rains almost every day and the water floods the country. “Dat’s de time when it gits yo,” said a convict in a whisper. “Mah Gawd, man, hit’s sho’ awful, standin’ in watah an’ runnin’ all day long in the wet grass up to yo’ waist. Why, man, Ah’s got a lump in mah chist right now as big as yo’ fist. Every man in this heah camp has got sumpin’ the matter of him.” . . .

My host, the captain, was a slender wiry fellow who, one could see at a glance, was accustomed to overseeing Negroes. He showed a certain quiet reserve of manner, but an unmistakable force. There was a catlike stealthiness, springiness, about him even in moments of repose, that gave one a kind of wonder, when he discussed the treatment of prisoners.

“‘Tisn’t necessary to handle the men roughly, except when they get incorrigible or commit some act that requires punishment,” he said with a typical drawl. “Yes, we use a strap; but not very much. I don’t have much trouble.”

My mind reverted to the pictures which the tales of people who live close to this camp had conjured for me, of Negroes yelling for mercy while being flogged: “Oh, Captain—I’ll be good. I’ll be good, Cap’n. Please don’t beat me no more, Cap’n.”

No one who has seen that strap—heavy leather lash four inches wide with a thick handle—could have difficulty in picturing a prisoner prone upon the floor receiving full punishment at the hands of a broad-shouldered guard or even from the lithe, wiry captain himself.

“Of course,” observed the captain, “there are some things about a convict camp that are best not talked about.” . . .

When you cut or burn your finger and run to the medicine cabinet for a bottle of spirits of turpentine, you seldom stop to think of the way in which this medicine is gathered; how much more of pain it involves than the pain which you seek to allay by its use; what bodily and mental travail; what cost in human life; what degradation of a great and beautiful state merely for the sake of a few paltry dollars—the continuation, in fact, of a slavery even blacker in its sin than that before the war.

Source: Marc N. Goodnow, “Turpentine: Impressions of the Convict Camps of Florida,” The Survey (May 1, 1915): 103–108.

How the Colored Boys Were Trained at Home (1918)


At the end of World War I, a number of African American military veterans documented the record of black participation in the Great War. Trying to counter so-called official histories that ignored the heroics of black soldiers in the defense of “democracy and liberty,” the compilers of The Complete History of the Colored Soldiers in the World War communicated to black readers what they insisted was a true record of how African Americans served their country with honor, dignity, courage, and distinction. The following excerpt captures the daily life of black recruits training to become soldiers at Camp Funston in Kansas.

In March 1918, we decided to visit Camp Funston where a great many of our colored boys were in training. Our purpose was to learn all about the methods of training, discipline, and the general treatment of the lads who were about to make history. The majority of boys at this camp, were drafted men from various parts of the country, brought together as a unit under the heading of the 92nd Division.

The regular colored National Guard outfits were trained at different camps, but much under the same conditions, except that they had had previous training which made their period of preparation much shorter than the untrained men.

We were met at the train by Lieut. J. T. Whittaker, who will be remembered by our many readers in Kansas and Oklahoma as one of the most prominent surgeons in this section and who incidentally holds the important position of “mess” officer of the medical corps. He guided us through the long unending rows of barracks, stretching one after the other like great two-story wooden tenement houses, plain and unpainted and so much alike that only the numbers can distinguish one from the other, to the west end of the cantonment, where “our boys” were domiciled. The immensity of Camp Funston is staggering. It is a veritable city, the largest cantonment in the country, covering several square miles and housing at present about 40,000 soldiers, 3,506 of whom are colored and members of the 92nd Division, commanded by Maj.-Gen. Charles C. Ballou . . . .

MEN LEARN QUICKLY

The outstanding feature of the work at Camp Funston is the marvelous progress which is being made in whipping raw material in the shape of men who a few weeks before had never seen a gun or realized in any way what military discipline meant, into a fighting machine, the superior of which we venture to predict will not be found in the United States Army. Everywhere are men in olivedrab or overalls, the latter uniform being the result of the much discussed failure of the War Department to get supplies to the camp. You can fairly see the change which has been wrought from the slow ungainly farmer, the swaggering callow dude, or the ordinary chap whom we all knew into the soldier, erect, shoulders thrown back, an air of purpose on his face and who obeys his officers’ command with snap and precision.

OFFICERS USE PSYCHOLOGY

The men are being molded into soldiers through a definite psychological process. These are not ordinary soldiers, who have gone into the army because they did not fit anywhere else; they are, for the most part, men who were not concerned with war and who were playing their parts in the life of a nation at peace. To keep them contented and optimistic, to keep their morale up to the highest notch is a task which requires insight into their minds and character. Each company is like a great family, with the captain in the role of father. The men are encouraged to be loyal to their company and officers, to take a pride in the organization and its achievements. They are taught discipline and order. Their quarters, beds and belongings, must be kept just so. Their clothes must be kept clean, their hats on straight, and those who may have been inclined to be lazy or slovenly are learning naturally to be neat and tidy. They have work to do. Their drills are most exacting; there is the digging of ditches, washing of pots and pans, scrubbing of floors, cleaning up generally, and they are required to do it well. It cultivates thoroughness and they learn the satisfaction which comes from a task well done and in knowing that it benefits others as well as themselves. After all, it’s the way a man thinks that counts, and when he has the interest of his company and his fellows at heart, he has gone the first step toward that larger service for his country.

PLEASURES OF CAMP LIFE

All is not work for the drafted man. In the evening and on Sundays he is at liberty to spend most of his time as he chooses. The Y. M. C. A. offers a congenial quiet atmosphere, where a man may write a letter, read the numerous books, magazines and newspapers, attend religious services or mingle with his fellows generally. The secretaries in charge, under the leadership of Arthur W. Hardy, make the organization fill quite a niche in the lives of the men and do everything possible to make them feel at home and that “somebody cares.” In the evening, twice a week, moving pictures of the best variety are shown, and some rattling good boxing matches pulled off. Another interesting organization is the Knights of Columbus, who maintain a building in the 92nd Division. This is the only building furnished by them exclusively for colored soldiers, and it is dedicated to much the same sort of service which the Y. M. C. A. offers. Professor Guillot, of Howard University, where he has been head of the French department, is the secretary, and has thrown himself into the work with an enthusiasm which is certain to provide many pleasant hours for the men.

RELATIONS BETWEEN THE RACES

Be it understood that two divisions occupy Camp Funston, the 89th Division (white) with about 35,000 sharing the camp with the 92nd. The relations between the races at this camp are all that could be expected, in fact there is little chance for friction, separated as they are by an imaginary line, yet a thoroughly distinct one. So much so in fact that non-coms and privates, save when on some mission, are not seen in the white portion of the camp and vice versa. There is an amusement zone in the white section of the camp to which the men of the 92nd never have the slightest inclination to enter, in fact they are barred and this has been largely responsible for the recent appointment of a Director of Camp Activities whose constant service is being utilized in looking after the recreational side of the men of the 92nd Division. . . .

DAILY ROUTINE

Of course the training differs somewhat each day, but the day’s training as mentioned below will give you some idea of how the boys are conditioned:



	5:00 A.M.

	Reveille.




	5:15 “ “

	Gymnastics.




	5:20 “ “

	Washing.




	5:30 “ “

	Breakfast.




	5:45 “ “

	Inspection.




	6:15 “ “

	Cleaning Rifles.




	6:30 “ “

	Hospital Call.




	6:35 “ “

	Morning reports signed.




	6:50 “ “

	First call for drill.




	6:55 “ “

	Assembly.




	7:10 “ “

	Reports of day pasted on board.




	7:15 “ “

	Drill, one quarter mile run.




	8:30 “ “

	Games.




	8:50 “ “

	Manual of Arms.




	9:20 “ “

	Classes for instruction of rifles, rights, trench rights.




	10:30 “ “

	First call for retreat.




	10:40 “ “ to 11:30

	Parading in companies.




	12:00 P.M.

	Lunch hour, rest hour to 1:00 P. M.




	1:30 P.M.

	Bayonet drilling, lunging the bayonet to the mark.




	2:10 “ “

	Lecture on the physical building up of the body. The lectures generally last one hour or longer after which the boys then would drill again.




	4:30 “ “

	Assembly would blow and they would line up for the final review of the evening.




	6:10 “ “

	Chow or supper call sounded.




	7:30 “ “ to 8:00 P. M.

	School for non-commissioned officers.




	8:00 “ “ to 8:30

	Lectures.




	8:30 “ “ to 9:00 P. M.

	Recreation period.




	9:00 “ “

	Tattoo.




	9:15 “ “

	Call to quarters.




	9:30 “ “

	Taps or lights out and all to bed.





Source: Complete History of the Colored Soldiers in the World War (New York: Bennett and Churchill, 1919), 14–19. https://books.google.com/books?id=f5Bcl0Nns_4C&pg=PA4#v=onepage&q&f=false.

Hunting in the Southern Forest (Bill Willie Gilder)


Bill Willie Gilder made his living during the Jim Crow era in the piney woods of the Big Thicket region of southeast Texas on land that his ancestors acquired in the 19th century. Gilder earned a reputation as an expert bird shooter and trainer of bird dogs. Gilder’s talents for the hunt and his knowledge of the woods were not unusual. Rural blacks such as Gilder long knew how to keep the wolf from the door by supplementing their diet from hunting and foraging in the Southern forest.

I used to go to the hunting camps and cook. I used to cook for Mr. Ray Gay and Lester Gay and Jeff Overstreet and Mr. McKim, Dr. Anderson; oh, I just used to have a big time. I tell you I never cared much about killin’ a deer, just like shootin’ a beef, I figured. I’d rather shoot one quail than ten deer. I hunted with jus’ about ever’ fella in this part of the country. Bird huntin’, whooooo! If I missed a bird it worried me all night I jus’ didn’t see how I done it. I learned to shoot ’round in these woods here. I was keepin’ some dogs for C. E. Walter, a banker out of Beaumont. I went down there and got two pointers, one of them named Rip and one of them named Rap, and I brought them up here and trained ’em for him and he give me five hundred shells.

I used to hunt with a doctor out of Port Arthur, Dr. S. G. Ellis; he was a dentist, and I hunted with Dr. McCall. Of course long in there white people didn’t think colored people ought to kill birds; that was too big a sport, cost too much, shells was high. Colored fellow he couldn’t get the shells, too expensive, and then you know he jus’ wasn’t qualified to do that; that was white man’s job. But everyone I ever went with, I made him play catch-up. Jus’ as the bird’d get jus’ above the dogs, you know, I’d kill ’im. I practiced that, and the more you practice anything, you begin to get perfect at it. Everyone I ever went out with, I made him play catch-up. He have to ask me to let him shoot first.

I owned pointers and setters. One of my neighbors give me one pointer, then I raised one or two. Old Jack, the one I called Smokehouse, was the best pointer I ever had, and he was a bobtailed dog. You could take him out in the tree swamps and he’d tree a squirrel for you, bark; and then when you comin’ out, birds be comin’ back out into the piney woods to roost, you know, and he’d point quail then, and we’d kill a mess of birds comin’ out. Named him Smokehouse ’cause he was a meat dog, helped us get our meat.

You know we had a old part bird dog and she had pups, and the little cats started to suck. That bird dog was shaggy, and maybe it was ’cause it was kinda cold, and they got to sleepin’ with the dog, and I guess they got the idea they wanted some milk. No use goin’ huntin’ for their mama for milk and it right there. Dog was named Speck. Pups and kittens slept together, nursed together. They all got along good.

We had a regular old hog dog, old brindle cur dog, I thought was just as good as ever went in the woods for a bunch of hogs; and we trained him to go get the calf every mornin’. You know, when we milk the cow at night we used to turn the calf out. This dog was named Brownie, and I carried him with me a time or two and made him run the calf back home, and all you had to do after that was let him out and say “Get the calf, Brownie,” and it wouldn’t be long before he be comin’ back with ’im.

They’re good watchdogs too. We had one, you couldn’t get no farther than the gate. Had to keep a good fence, and when you come to the gate, brother, you holler. Please don’t come in the yard, ’cause he’d bite you shore.

We had a feist named Buttercup, and we thought it was the best squirrel dog in the world. When we’d go squirrel huntin’, he’d tree a squirrel, and wouldn’t be but just a minute till he have ’nother one treed. You know, he’d tree ’em just about as fast as you could kill ’em. Sometimes I see him barkin’ at the squirrel and the squirrel be barkin’ at him. I used to go down here to this creek before breakfast and I’d kill four squirrels and come back to the house and dress ’em, and we’d have ’em for breakfast.

These fox squirrels, lots of ’em so tough you can’t hardly cook ’em no other way than parboil ’em with rice or make dumplin’s out of it. Then sometimes you find these young cat squirrels, they gooood, fried, ’specially in hard times. Durin’ the Depression I bootlegged squirrel—sell ’em for two bits apiece. We had our own hogs and cows—fished a whole lot. We eat birds, squirrels, and rabbits and ducks. Oh, man! ducks was plentiful, these big old green heads. We didn’t go hungry.

Source: From Big Thicket Legacy, compiled and edited by Campbell and Lynn Loughmiller (copyright 1977; reprint Denton: University of North Texas Press, 2002), 194–96. Used by permission of University of North Texas Press.

Emancipation Day Celebration in Florida (Harriet Jefferson, 1920s)


Even though President Abraham Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863, African Americans throughout the South celebrated the anniversary of emancipation on different days. Black Floridians celebrated May 20, the day that the Union Army captured the city of Tallahassee, as Emancipation Day. In Virginia blacks celebrated April 3, the day that Richmond burned and the Union Army liberated the city. Blacks in Texas celebrated June 19 (which became popularized as Juneteenth), the day that Union General Gordon Granger landed at Galveston Island and announced the abolition of slavery. Harriett Jefferson, who grew up in Florida, recalls the cultural significance of May 20 Emancipation Day celebrations.

We didn’t go anywhere but to church and back home. And then we always had a picnic on the 20th of May. Twentieth of May. Emancipation. There was mama and another lady that always ever since I was little girl they used to have this big picnic on the 20th of May and my daddy and all the community would get together and they’d make this great big barrel of lemonade. And they set it up to say speeches. We would all say speeches. We would march and dance behind the drummer. Daddy had some drums and I reckon all my brothers grew up beating the drums. They could really beat them drums. I had two brothers, Carter and Henry. They would beat the drums and they would just start that morning at the sun rise. We’d have this 20th of May Day and my mama would have the May pole. She’d have a May pole wrapping with all red, white, and blue strings on the pole. And we’d practice, but we’d start practicing about April, about the first of April, the last of March, first of April. We’d start practicing how to wrap this May pole and all the children out of the community would come from miles. Would come from all up here about the church and every which a way and she would practice like twice a week. Every Monday night and Friday night. And we’d learn how to wrap this pole. She’d start the small children them to wrap it about like that and then the middle set would wrap the pole. They would always wrap the pole after we wrapped it.

They’d be singing and beating the drums and patting their hand and they’d have a partner and here we’d go and we’d be, you know. Sling their partners and go back and come get another one and swing that one. They just had a big time. So we practice this up until the 20th of May. Then the 20th of May we had to really do that thing and my daddy would [make] a special place down there. There’s a place down there aside the road where you’ll see a picnic ground at now, and [daddy] would always whitewash his trees. All the trees in this picnic place in the picnic ground where we’d have the picnic on the 20th of May. They’d lime and whitewash the trees. And then we would all gather there for Emancipation. And then my brothers would always say the Emancipation and why we having the 20th of May we was always taught that from a kid. That is from the day that people was freed. Black people was freed. When we had Emancipation. And we still do that. We do that in remembrance of my mother. Every 20th of May we have a big picnic down there and the grandchildren tell the reason, you know. We had the great-grand. They mostly, you know, they grow up now and they remember it better than I do. And we still have the wrapping of the May pole. Get all the little children and we wrap the May pole, but people won’t, you know, participate. The neighbors and things won’t send the children now. They teach children better than that. “That’s old folks.” Don’t teach them to remember it, but we always remembered.

Source: William Henry Chafe, Raymond Gavins, and Robert Korstad, eds. Remembering Jim Crow: African Americans Tell about Life in the Segregated South (New York: New Press, 2001), 71–72. Copyright © 2001 by the Center for Documentary Studies for the Behind the Veil Project. Reprinted by permission of The New Press. www.thenewpress.com.

“The Heritage” (Blanche Lynn Patterson, 1920)


In 1920, W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963) and literary editor Jessie R. Fauset (1882–1961) launched the publication of The Brownies’ Book, a monthly periodical for children. By featuring short works of fiction, biography, poetry, history, and news, Du Bois and Fauset hoped to inspire race pride in young readers and encourage them to revere the achievements of African Americans. In one such story, “The Heritage,” by Blanche Lynn Patterson (fl. 1920–1928), Mother Mason, an elderly black woman, teaches Julia, a young girl sick and tired of school, the importance of education.

The calendar and the glowing March sunshine marked the beginning of spring, but in the heart of the young girl stumbling across a vacant lot, whose brown surface was dotted here and there with tips of venturous green—it was winter, grim and dreary. The playful wind blew back the flimsy brim of her velvet hat, and tried to smooth away some of the unhappiness from her fatigued brown face. Passing through a gateway, she followed a broken-planked walk to the open door of a little unpainted cottage. Dropping an armful of books on the porch, she rumpled down in the doorstep. Throwing the limp piece of head gear to the ground, she sat staring into the back-yard, full of flapping clothes.

At the sound of the falling books, an elderly woman came to the door, a smile of welcome on her dark face.

“Why howdy, Julie. How are you? You ain’t been to see me for a long time.”

“I’m—I’m—” began the girl, but the remainder of the sentence lost itself in a choking sob.

“Why, chile!” exclaimed Mother Mason. “What on earth is the matter?”

Then as she saw twin streams of tears coursing down the girl’s pale brown cheeks, she interrupted her speech, and sat down on a bench near the dejected figure, waiting.

“I’m going home,” came the muffled declaration at length. “I’m going to leave school.”

“Leave school?” shrilled the older woman, leaning forward in her seat.

“Yes. I’m sick and tired of it all,” came the bitter affirmation.

“You tired of school, Julie?” the old woman asked in amazement. “Why you seemed so set on your books.” ·

“I love my books as much as ever, but I’m tired of working myself to death to stay in school. It isn’t worth it,” came the vehement explanation. She dabbed her wet cheeks fiercely.

“Shorley you ain’t going to give up all yo’r plans for gettin’ an education, jest because you’re a little bit fagged!”

“I’m not a little bit tired,” retorted Julia. “I’m worn out; I haven’t had a moment’s rest for two years. I’ve been pegging away from half-past six in the morning till half-past twelve at night. I can’t keep on working and studying like that. It’s killing me.”

This bitter outburst left a silence; then Mother Mason said slowly:

“I know how hard you have to work to keep yourself in school, and I’ve always held you up as an example to other girls. You’ve gone so far that you ought to keep on now in spite of everything, if you possibly can.”

“Well I can’t,” replied Julia quickly. “I’ve worked away endlessly about as long as I can stand it. I’ve never had decent clothes or any good times. It has just been work, work, forever. I’m left out of everything.” The girl’s voice broke and she sat motionless looking out at the wind harrassed clothes on the lines.

“I understand, Julie,” said Mother Mason comfortingly, “but two years more is sech a short time, after all.”

“Two years more of slaving is more than I can stand anyway,” put in Julia abruptly.

“Two years ain’t nothin’ in comparison with three hundred years that yo’r fo’parents spent in endless drudg’ry without no hope of reward.”

The sober face of the older woman had the effect of making the girl forget her own problems for a few minutes, but at length she said,

“But that is all over and—”

“No it ain’t all over,” put in the old woman quickly. “That’s jest it. You young folks have ev’ry chance that yo’r parents didn’t have. You owe it to them never to quit till you have showed that you can use the opportunities you have.”

“Why, I never thought of owing anything to anybody,” said the girl.

“I know you never, honey, but you do, jest the same. The only reward that yo’r unhappy fo’fathers ever will get is through you, an’ if you fail, you disappoint yo’r whole race.”

“Why, Mother Mason!” exclaimed Julia in surprise, and with a look of pride in her dark eyes, “Is it true then that I am not struggling alone, and that I have my whole race to work for?”

“That’s jest it, chile; you are the third generation since life for our people really begun an’ you have two generations’ hopes to fulfill.”

Julia sprang to her feet; the March wind, blowing through her crisp black hair, flung little locks of it against her glowing cheek.

“Oh I am so glad you told me. I might have given up and been a failure and disappointment. Now I have something to work for, and I’ll keep on, Mother Mason. I’ll keep on!”

Source: The Brownies Book (August 1920), 248–49.

The Dangers of Jim Crow Trains (1924, 1942)


The indignities of Jim Crow travel were many. Railroads positioned the cars that accommodated black passengers in a way that left them far more vulnerable than white travelers to serious injury and even death in the event of a derailment. In the first piece below, the African American editor of the Atlanta Independent decries the practice in a 1924 editorial, but as the second news item from the Black Dispatch of Oklahoma City reveals, the inequality of separate train car accommodations continued to endanger the lives of the traveling black public nearly 20 years later, during World War II.

We are writing to call your attention to a situation with which all of us are familiar that comes under daily observation of every Negro who travels on railroads in that part of our country we call the South, where President “Jim Crow” presides. On practically every railroad operated in the South the white passengers in the day coaches are accommodated in a steel car or cars. The Negro usually occupies the wooden car generally forming a part of the baggage car and the Negro coach combination. This car is always situated between the engine and the steel cars occupied by the white passengers. In event of any collision, one can easily imagine what happens to this wooden coach which is usually crowded to its capacity by Negro passengers.

On Sunday, May 17, the Seaboard local passenger train No. 44, sixteen miles north of Raleigh, collided with an express standing in the yard at Appex, N.C. In the collision the baggage car of the local train was driven forward through the passenger coach. All of the fatalities occurred in the Negro coach. Aside from the Engineers, Baggage Master, and News Agent, no white passengers were injured at all. So badly smashed was the Negro coach that the last of the dead was not removed until four hours after the smash. According to the newspaper dispatch the baggage coach went through the first passenger car (Negro wooden car) like a battery ram splintering it and giving instant death to six of the eight persons riding in the forward end. The position that the Negro passengers occupy in the day coach of our Southern trains is always more hazardous than the position occupied by the other passengers.

Each railroad charges the Negro the exact fare that it charges any other passenger and promises to give “separate, but equal accommodation.” According to Roscoe Simmons, the white man has forgotten half of the agreement—he only remembers the separate. I feel that the Negro must take advantage of every opportunity to constantly remind the railroad officials through every legitimate medium possible of the other part of that agreement,—“equal” accommodation.

This situation is sufficiently grave and the lives of the traveling Negro public are of sufficient consequence for the Negro people to create and establish or inaugurate an annual Railroad Day on which the railroad officials in every city will be approached in the interest of securing the steel cars for the accommodation of the Negro traveling public until such a provision is made.

As there is more traveling by colored people during the summer months than is correspondingly true during any other season of the years—the writer would suggest that the first Monday in July be designated as Railroad Day throughout the South. We further recommend that the most substantial, influential Negro citizens and as many outstanding white men and women who are kindly disposed and who are willing to co-operate to go before the local railroad officials on an annual pilgrimage in question of better accommodation for Negro travelers.

This situation is a nightmare to all Negroes who must travel in the domain of President Jim Crow. Especially is this true with intrastate travel.

Source: Atlanta Independent, May 22, 1924.

**********

A fine example of what we discussed last week, in connection with Jim Crow travel in the South, was exposed last Saturday near Ardmore when the north bound Santa Fe passenger train was derailed, the engine and the two front coaches going into the ditch.

On that very train was Marian Anderson, incomparable song bird, but Marian Anderson was occupying car nine, with drawing room accommodations. Car nine remained on the tracks, while cars one and two went into the ditch.

The question is whether or not the State of Oklahoma is guaranteeing the same measure of safety to Negro passengers as to whites, when Negroes under existing laws and rules are forced to ride in the front while white passengers ride in the rear.

If you have not been paying attention to this type of statistics, put a little time in noting train wrecks in the South. Observe the number of Negroes who die from the impact of the car coming from the opposite direction, while riding in the half baggage and passenger compartment up on the front end, down in Dixie.

There’s nothing about separation that will make for equality. The whole theory of Jim Crow is based upon the idea and notion that one human being is better than another. Added to this damning indictment of the practice comes knowledge and experience that accommodations under such conditions are never equal.

The passenger, when he pays his fare, should be left to determine where he desires to sit in the car. One of these days we are going to adopt Old World practice, which designates different types and classes of fares. Under such a system a man can determine for himself where he wants to ride and the type of service he will buy.

Is it not a shame that any German a saboteur bent on wrecking our Oklahoma City plane industry could ride into Oklahoma City in a Pullman, survey the oil fields and our defense industry from the observation car, while the black trooper coming in on the same train to visit his relatives must ride in the dangerous Jim Crow car ahead?

All of the Negroes in the United States are not fortunate like Marian Anderson. They do not have a white manager to proceed in front and secure drawing room accommodations when they travel. Millions of them would like to ride in chair cars a few coaches back from the engine and where they could recline at ease and perhaps steal a nap like their white neighbors. The black man’s dollar, here in America, should have the same exchange value as that of anyone else. Do you think the black man’s dollar buys the same service on railroad’s as does the white man’s? . . . When will Texas and Oklahoma decide to lift black citizens up to the level of pet dogs?

Source: Black Dispatch (Oklahoma City), March 7, 1942.

Does Not Like the Name “Negro” (An Afro-American, 1928)


Throughout the Jim Crow era, white daily newspapers and publishers seldom capitalized the word Negro. In February 1928, a conference of ministers in Baltimore vowed to fight back “with every weapon of protest,” insisting that the widespread practice of using a small N intentionally degraded black people and denied them of honor, dignity, and respect. An anonymous reader of the Norfolk Journal and Guide applauded the ministers but urged black people to go further and reject outright the term Negro as an appropriate name for black people of African descent.

A few days ago I noticed an article in your paper stating that a conference of colored ministers (in Baltimore, I think), were raising an objection to the word Negro being spelled with a small N. Today I see another objecting to the word Negro altogether, in reference to the colored race. Sir, I want to take my hat off to the man objecting to the word “n—” or the compromising word “Negro.” I too object to the name in any form whether the N is large or small in reference to the colored race. I find after carefully looking up the word that it comes from the Latin word nigrum, meaning black. The object may be a horse, cow or dog or any other object for that matter if it is black! and if you will please take anything black and place it beside the human skin and you will see a vast difference. On the other hand take anything that is the same color of the darkest colored man and that object will not pass among the standard colors for black. The name was no doubt given to us by way of burlesque and not for the want of a name for a nameless people.

As a rule the white man, and especially the Southern white man, delights in calling the colored man by a nickname that he is quite sure is not the name of the person spoken to. Some folk say they do not care that there is nothing in a name, and you can’t hurt them by calling them names. Well, whether there is or not, there are names given to my people that as an individual I will not answer to. I saw a white boy get into it by calling a colored lady a coon some time ago. Look up the name and you will find that aside from the little four-footed animal called racoon it is a slang name for a Negro. A man was called a dago in Greenville, S.C., once and the man grew angry and replied that I had rather be called a “n—.” And we can give a case where death was the result of a name. I hate the name and think that all papers printed by and for our people should wage war against the word. I do not think that we should insult anybody about it but in a nice way let the WORLD KNOW that the name is unacceptable and forced upon us as a race.

A mayor in a certain city of this state some years ago called the leading colored people of that town into a conference to learn the cause of the great exodus of our people north, the bulk of the men called on refused to tell the real cause but when one of the ministers was called upon, the told him that it was the treatment that the white people of the South were forcing upon our people, naming many of them. The mayor replied that he knew that they were not treated right but he had heard no complaints and thought they were satisfied.

We miss many of the rich blessings of God because we fail to make our desires known to Him. In the dark days of slavery our fathers were forced to take what came and hold their peace and the effect can yet be seen on their children—they want to take what comes and look for a reward in the end. There are some things that if we miss in this life we will not get in the life to come. Cut out the new pet names “n—” and “Negro” and give us the original with the name of our country.

—Afro-American

Lumberton, N.C.

Source: Norfolk Journal and Guide, March 24, 1928.

Segregation on Main Street (Kansas City and Houston, 1930)


The following news stories from black newspapers report on the daily indignities that black women encountered when they attempted to shop for clothes at fashionable stores in downtown commercial retail districts. The first two stories, from Kansas City, reveal how white retailers, though not opposed to selling merchandise to black customers, nevertheless created a shopping environment that discouraged black patronage. The third story, from Houston, shows how city police regarded even the wealthiest African Americans who visited downtown retail shops as nothing more than common loiterers.

The Doyle Dress shop, 726 Minnesota Avenue, will not fit dresses on colored women. This information is not hearsay or second hand talk, but comes direct from the manager of the store, Mr. Doyle. The investigation revealing this attitude towards colored women shoppers followed the receipt of a letter from a woman who had visited the store and was told that colored women were not fitted therein.

In further strengthening his stand on the “no fitting” rule for Negro women, Mr. Doyle said that the high grade dresses (in his store priced at from $30 to $40) were not bought by colored women at his place or elsewhere.

“Seldom,” said Mr. Doyle, “do we get a call for our silk dresses from your women.”

It seems that the manager of the Doyle’s shop is only kidding himself when he believes that customers can select garments satisfactorily without their being fitted, especially in women’s and children’s apparel. The policy of the store for colored customers is the “sight” rather than the “trial” system.

It is known how many women give their trade to this store and then suffer the embarrassment of being told they cannot be fitted.

Therefore, so long as “the buy it and take it out,” method is used, women and members of the race in general will be treated courteously and kindly at the Doyle shop, but remember don’t ask for a fitting for that is against the rule and of course, rules are supposed to be followed.

The management said that the store had considerable trade among our people in the merchandise that was not necessary to be fitted. Probably few of these customers know if they desired to buy the “higher priced good,” and desired to be fitted, they would be politely but firmly refused this service.

Source: Kansas City Call, February 7, 1930.

**********************

A new shop at 103 East Eleventh street, selling Virginia Dare dresses, would like to have Negro trade, the manager says, but “just can’t let colored women try on dresses on Saturdays.”

“Our white patrons simply would not stand seeing colored women trying on dresses, and Saturdays our store is crowded with white trade. Any other day but Saturday colored people are welcome to try on frocks,” was the explanation.

One young woman bought a dress there last week and was so pleased with the service she took two friends back on Saturday, but lo and behold, on Saturday her friends could not try on the dresses. So they walked out of the shop.

“We’ll spend our money where we can try on our dresses any day in the week,” was the way the young would-be purchasers put it.

Source: Kansas City Call, April 25, 1930.

**************

While Mrs. Lola Brady was parked on Main Street in front of Levy’s store, she was accosted by a city policeman, who first told her that if she did not straighten the license tag on her car, they would put her under the jail. Though the tag was examined by Mrs. Brady immediately, nothing was found wrong with it.

In about ten minutes the policeman returned to the car and said to Mrs. Brady and her sister, who was with her: “If you n— have any business on Main Street, you had better ’tend to it, and get back on Milam [a major street in Houston’s black neighborhood] where you belong.” Mrs. Brady had engaged to buy an expensive ermine coat, and was looking at the fall styles in the window to decide upon the pattern she would select the next day, when she was to get the coat. She answered the policeman, that if she didn’t have business on Main Street, she would not be there. The policeman told her to “‘tend to it and get off Main Street.”

He went across the street and stood about ten minutes, then he went back to the car, followed by four men. This time he said, “You n— get off Main Street. I mean now.” Mrs. Brady told him she thought any one could go on Main Street, if they had business and was not disturbing the peace, and that she would take his number and go to the chief of police and see why she had to get off Main Street. The office said, “Go ahead and see what you’ll get.” She took his number and went to the station. The captain on duty was busy and she went home and called. The captain had gone off duty at eleven. The captain on duty told her to report the matter to the captain over the phone, and that he would not come [in] until the next day at three.

In the meantime a committee of business men of Houston waited upon the chief of police. The chief promised to investigate it. So far, no word has come from the chief of police.

Mrs. Brady is one of our wealthiest citizens. She not only owns her home, which is a modern seven-room brick, but she owns other real estate in Houston. Negro citizens are disturbed over the menace to the rights of freedom. Many have called The Informer office for information, and to express protest. The Informer awaits the chief of police’s reaction. It will keep the readers advised through the editorial columns.

Source: Houston Informer, September 13, 1930.

The Negro Social Worker Evaluates Birth Control (Constance Fisher, 1932)


In 1930, sex educator and birth control advocate Margaret Sanger (1879–1966) opened a branch of her New York City birth control clinic in the black neighborhood of Harlem. A number of leading black intellectuals contributed to a special issue of Sanger’s monthly periodical Birth Control Review in 1932 in support of the clinic and of the need to provide access to birth control among African Americans. One of the contributors, social worker Constance Fisher (1902–1979), explained the responsibility of social caseworkers to provide proper advice to families on birth control.

With the general tendency today of more tolerance of birth control clinics and information, and with the increasing freedom in asking for direction in matters concerning birth control, attention is drawn to cross sections of people as well as to the general group. We are naturally interested to know what this new trend means in terms of social conditions or solutions of problems.

The Negro has been emerging from an agricultural to an industrial state of existence in the past fifteen years, more or less. Just before and after the World War the transition seemed to take place speedily. In earlier years, in the more predominantly agricultural state, each child born to a family became an economic asset, all life was a struggle with nature and the more children there were to fight, the easier and better it was. Moreover, the large family was supposed to be the happy family and the more children a man had the more he won the respect and regard of his community. Then, too, there was the sense of security in old age, which parents felt because of the children who would always take them in and care for them. But when the pendulum began to swing in the direction of an industrial existence, it seemed that a wage Utopia had come and it was no longer necessary to have such large families to insure the bare necessities of life, still every additional person was of value in bringing in extra money and security to the home.

With the present period of economic depression the story has begun to change. When a plant closes down for lack of work or when Negro labor or help is being replaced by others, the larger family does not help matters. When landlords refuse to accept a family because of too many children, and force it to go from house to house hunting a place to stay, the children become liabilities rather than assets. Despite the fact that many say “the Lord will provide,” each new baby seems, inevitably, more of a burden than the last. Negroes are usually the first to feel any cuts in jobs or wages or any general lay-off. What their future in industry is no one knows. Suffice to say that in the present situation the smaller family is an asset.

Family case workers frequently hear what might be called the song of regret from their clients who are finding their other problems intensified because of the narrow economic margin on which they are forced to exist, they want no more children now and they ask often where they may obtain bona fide and scientific information concerning this. Not only is the question coming from those concerned chiefly over their economic situation, but also from those homes in which the social worker finds domestic incompatibility, alcoholism, and many other social ailments. In many instances the case worker sees the need for birth control where and when the couple involved do not. Where there is low mentality, a serious health impairment, or other very obvious complications, it is very easy to see the need for information of this sort.

In making a study of desertion a few years ago, the writer was impressed with the fact that in even the small sample studied at the time, the factor at the bottom of the difficulties in well over half the situations was sex maladjustment. This frequently bred feelings of inadequacy, insecurities of every sort, alcoholism, infidelity, desertion, and generally broken homes. And in most of the families the objections to constant pregnancy came from the mother, though the father was often greatly discouraged over the situation too.

THE SOCIAL WORKER’S RESPONSIBILITY

Obviously the family case worker must play some role in this new trend in public opinion, whether it is active or passive. When her clients come to her with their questions and problems, she must make some effort to help them find solutions, and when she goes into their homes she needs to be alert for causative factors as well as symptoms of difficulties. Her job is not to proselytize, but to administer her treatment of the case on as sound and thoughtful a basis as possible. If the family recognizes the need for birth control as either one of or the chief factor in working out its problems, and asks the worker for advice on the matter, she must meet her responsibility adequately. In instances where she sees a definite need for advice of this sort, the writer feels that she owes it to the community, as well as to the family, to use the birth control clinic as a tool for preventive social therapy as well as remedial or palliative treatment.

The trend toward greater use of birth control clinics is one which must be recognized and reckoned with. Not every worker is qualified to suggest or advise procedures to families on this level of treatment, any more than every medical doctor is capable of diagnosing a psychosis or neurosis, but in the hands of an alert and capable worker, there is little danger. The Negro client is feeling less and less guilty about asking for and receiving information on birth control and is expressing himself freely as having wanted such guidance for a long time without knowing where to get it. There are still a great many who have not lost their sense of sinning in seeking such help, or who have superstitions concerning it, or who fear that it will only breed greater difficulties in the home. Yet, there are increasing numbers who seek birth control information because they feel that if they go on resenting themselves and their mates for physical, economic, and emotional reasons, greater problems are certain to arise, and the existing tensions in their family life are bound to be stretched to their logical ends—the breaking point.

Source: Constance Fisher, “The Negro Social Worker Evaluates Birth Control,” Birth Control Review 16, no. 6 (June 1932): 174–75.

“Sweet Girl Grads” Want Husbands, Children, Homes (Floyd G. Snelson, 1932)


In 1932, the nationally circulating black newspaper the Pittsburgh Courier, under the direction of Floyd G. Snelson, conducted a survey of graduating women attending various black colleges and universities in order to ascertain their views on marriage, divorce, and family. The Courier published a summary of Snelson’s study, reporting that black collegiate women generally expressed conservative views. They insisted that they favored marriage, so long as they and not their parents chose their husbands, expected to marry a man of the same class and level of education, and looked forward to raising large families.

The young ladies, commonly regarded as rather advanced and radical, reveal themselves to be quite conservative in their frank answers to the many interesting personal queries.

The girls were unanimous in their preference of marriage to a career, and also they agreed that marriage and a career are quite compatible, with the exception of a few ladies from Philander Smith [College in Little Rock, Arkansas], who decided that marriage and a career are not compatible. The question of independent vacations of husbands and wives seemed to be favored in most instances.

Most of the young women believe in the same standard of morals for men and women, yet some of the State normal girls of N.C. were broad-minded enough to give the male the benefit of the doubt, while most of the women from the Virginia Theological Seminary think there should be two separate standards of morals.

Question 7, with reference to divorce, seemed to reach hearty approval everywhere. The grounds for a divorce seemed to meet with common consent, as did a demand for equal laws in every state.

Companionate marriage and trial marriage were overwhelmingly opposed. Little interest was shown in alimony where children are not involved. The preponderance of the element of companionship over the physical as the basis of marriage, though to a certain extent counter-balanced by the largest percentage who would marry a poor man they loved, is supported by the fact that many, in voting for occasional leaves of absence, realize that each partner is entitled to a distinct cultivation of his and her own personality. These percentages, coupled with an almost unanimous demand for the single standard, illustrate a conception of love and marriage materially different from the romantic idealism which once shrouded the marital state.

One commendable fact about the girls in the Southland, they all seem to welcome large families, and are quite optimistic on the subject of bearing children, more so than their sisters in the North. Some of the girls desired as many as five or six offsprings. Most of them preferred their children the first year of wedlock. It seems that the girls are in preference, much to my surprise, as I had figured that the average couple desired a boy first, and also I felt that boys were usually the favorite children, especially as far as the mothers were concerned; but not so with the college girls of today.

The question of marrying against the wishes of their parents was highly approved, which denotes that the young women do not care to have their parents make a selection of their life mate. They feel that their love affairs are entirely their own. However, the girls of New Orleans University seemed willing to allow their mamas and papas to pick the man for them.

The young ladies seemed quite reluctant in marrying a man considered socially ineligible, and most of them prefer a man with a college education, yet some were frank enough to admit that love would play a heavy hand in that direction. The difference in ages of husband and wife varied from four years to 15 years, and the consensus of opinion was against marrying a man younger than themselves. One lady explained that it would depend upon her love for the man her junior. Sentiment was almost unanimous against interracial marriages. In selection of a husband, the business men and professional men ran an even break with each other. The girls from New Orleans seemed to prefer professional men, and the Philander Smith girls like business men, as was the case with the Virginia Theological Seminary.

Platonic friendships were out of the question for either husband or wife. Love at first sight was taboo. Prejudice to color was denied in most cases, yet I feel that many were not true to their own convictions on the subject. Some of the girls, however, at Virginia Theological Seminary were frank enough to admit that color mattered somewhat in the selection of a husband.

Most young men after leaving school usually work a year or two in order to accumulate a sufficient bank account to prepare for marriage, as they usually choose their ideal while in school, and both of them make for preparation. Most of the sweet girl graduates gave a ready answer to the question of how much money they shall expect the young Lochnivar to have on hand to foot the bills. Philander Smith girls placed their figures from $350 to $1000; the Va. Seminary ran from $500 to $3,000; Bennett College ladies said from $100 to $2,000 would suffice, while the N.C. State Normal girls did not relish the subject very much. The Arkansas ladies were willing to get along with $1,000 to $1,500 per year, and the Bennett girls felt about the same in speaking of finance.

The love-child got very little sympathy from the women. I suppose they are of the opinion that if the family were childless it could just as well remain that way. About marrying a divorced man, most of them didn’t fancy the idea, but that would be a difficult matter to decide right here; the occasion presented would decide the matter.

The conclusions which our average girl has reached are not particularly reactionary. Her conservatism is based on conviction and expediency, but it is not unreasonable. She has decided definitely against Victorian double standards for men and women, because experience has taught her the same standards are desirable for complete compatibility. She has shown little sign of selfishness in her reactions to the situations she was asked to consider. In spite of talk about the complete emancipation of women, she is determined to have a fairly large family and to devote herself to domesticity.

All of these things show that she has given a great deal of thought to the more serious problems which may arise from marriage. She has, in most cases, so qualified her answers as to prove that she will have few prejudices in making individual decisions. She is idealistic about marriage, but she intends to consider every question on its own merits and to solve it in a fair and reasonable way.

We are able to present this small proof that the pendulum is swinging back and that the young people of today have not been carried by every phrase and catchword of the time. These young people at college are neither flaming youth nor young people who flaunt radical ideas for the express purpose of shocking their elders. They have admitted their belief in the wisdom of many theories commonly called conservative, and they have departed from others only after considering all the elements involved. We urge our readers who are interested in this subject to comment on our survey.

The following was written by a young lady from North Carolina and is typical of the scores of others we have received:

WHAT I, AS A COLLEGE STUDENT, THINK OF MARRIAGE AND DIVORCE

To me marriage is preferable to a career because careers were not originally intended for young women, and I feel that a woman’s place is in the home.

After marriage I would insist upon being economically self-supporting if my husband’s income were small. There should sometimes be independent vacations for husbands and wives in order that they move within their own circles and in order that they might not grow tired of one another. I do not believe in the same standards of morals for men and women. Concerning divorce, I am strongly opposed to it. There are just grounds for divorce in such instances, as incompatibility, infidelity, desertion, insanity and alcoholism, providing that every available means to put an end to these have been exhausted, then the Federal Government should have a uniform divorce law which should be binding in all states.

I feel justified in a church wedding because I am not an ardent believer in divorce and companionate marriage. If divorced, I would accept and demand alimony only if there were children to support. I am not in sympathy with trial marriage, although such may prove to be beneficial. My ideal number of children is three, preferring two boys and one girl, having them about two years older than each other. I would like to have a child one year after marriage.

Love is based upon companionship. I approve of marriage without parents consent because parents rarely approve of marriages until afterwards. I would marry a man without a college education for we have many men who have made a success of themselves and have made happy homes without having a college education. In marriage, if I loved the poor man I would marry him, as I would find more happiness, although it might not be economic happiness. The maximum age difference between husband and wife, I feel should not be over 10 years. I would try in every way to avoid marrying a man younger than myself.

Source: Pittsburgh Courier, May 21, 1932.

Everyday Clothing in the Black Belt (Arthur Raper, 1936)


The sociologist Arthur Raper (1899–1979) wrote numerous pioneering and influential studies in the 1930s that chronicled the daily lives of sharecroppers and tenant farmers across the Southern Black Belt. In his 1936 study Preface to Peasantry, Raper conducted a comparative study of two Georgia counties—Greene and Macon—that revealed a region that was home both to what he called “the richest soils and the poorest people.” In the following excerpt, Raper explains how farmers with little disposable income struggled to meet their everyday clothing needs.

The expenditures for clothing are closely related to total cash incomes, the [land]owners of each race spending most, renters next, then croppers, and wage hands least. The Negroes used a smaller proportion of their cash incomes for clothing than the whites, in Greene 13.2 per cent in contrast with 18.4 per cent by whites, in Macon 10.8 per cent against 15.8 per cent. The average annual clothing bill for white families was $55.46 in Greene and $137.59 in Macon, for Negroes $19.96 in Greene and $32.42 in Macon.

With their small cash incomes, it is little wonder that most of the farm Negroes and many of the poorer whites literally live in overalls, in winter wearing one or more pairs of old pants under them, in summer wearing them “agin de skin.” It is easy to believe the common report of Negro teachers that some of the children cannot come to school because of inadequate clothing. The writer has seen a few Negro children in school in January barefooted. New dresses for the farm mother and her daughters are few and cheap, and although many are made at home on sewing machines or by hand, the poorest people of both races frequently buy ready-made dresses, and shoes with shiny qualities rather than lasting ones, in their effort to dress up in Sunday clothes for a few dollars.

People accustomed to being poor and wearing the same clothes for weeks and months at a time—literally everyday clothes, these are—get a real thrill out of a cheap, gay outfit which costs no more than one good pair of boots and lasts hardly one-fourth as long. For a few days the farm peasant escapes his lot—he wears clothes not made to work in. Even this empty relief is outside the reach of many families who spend less than fifteen dollars a year for clothes; the Negro wage hands and croppers in Greene and the wage hand in Macon averaged but $9.54, $17.09, and $22.87 respectively. The tenant farmer, often with debts to his landlord absorbing all his cash income, pleads for a little money—at least enough to buy his wife a new dress. Each year in the Black Belt thousands of farm mothers chop cotton and pick cotton and then fail to get one new cotton dress at the end of the year. The clothes for the children in duty of the families are strikingly inadequate; thousands of babies have only two or three dresses and a half-dozen napkins each, and most of these are made from feed and salt sacks.

Source: Arthur Raper, Preface to Peasantry: A Tale of Two Black Belt Counties (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1936), 45–46.

The Ethics of Living Jim Crow (Richard Wright, 1940)


The African American novelist Richard Wright penned an autobiographical sketch in which he illustrated the tough daily childhood lessons about how to act and behave around white people that he had to master in order to avoid confrontation and ensure his survival. Wright’s testimony reveals how racial etiquette compelled blacks to contort themselves in order to please whites and cater to their expectations of black people. But beneath these daily performances of servility and deference, Wright insisted, lay a deep rage among black people.

I had learned my Jim Crow lessons so thoroughly that I kept the hotel job till I left Jackson for Memphis. . . .

Here my Jim Crow education assumed quite a different form. It was no longer brutally cruel, but subtly cruel. Here I learned to lie, to steal, to dissemble. I learned to play that dual role which every Negro must play if he wants to eat and live.

For example, it was almost impossible to get a book to read. It was assumed that after a Negro had imbibed what scanty schooling the state furnished he had no further need for books. I was always borrowing books from men on the job. One day I mustered enough courage to ask one of the men to let me get books from the library in his name. Surprisingly, he consented. I cannot help but think that he consented because he was a Roman Catholic and felt a vague sympathy for Negroes, being himself an object of hatred. Armed with a library card, I obtained books in the following manner: I would write a note to the librarian, saying: “Please let this n— boy have the following books.” I would then sign it with the white man’s name.

When I went to the library, I would stand at the desk, hat in hand, looking as unbookish as possible. When I received the books desired I would take them home. If the books listed in the note happened to be out, I would sneak into the lobby and forge a new one. I never took any chances guessing with the white librarian about what the fictitious white man would want to read. No doubt if any of the white patrons had suspected that some of the volumes they enjoyed had been in the home of a Negro, they would not have tolerated it for an instant.

The factory force of the optical company in Memphis was much larger than that in Jackson, and more urbanized. At least they liked to talk, and would engage the Negro help in conversation whenever possible. By this means I found that many subjects were taboo from the white man’s point of view. Among the topics they did not like to discuss with Negroes were the following:

American white women; the Ku Klux Klan; France, and how Negro soldiers fared while there; French women; Jack Johnson; the entire northern part of the United States; the Civil War; Abraham Lincoln; U. S. Grant; General Sherman; Catholics; the Pope; Jews; the Republican Party; slavery; social equality; Communism; Socialism; the 13th and 14th Amendments to the Constitution; or any topic calling for positive knowledge or manly self-assertion on the part of the Negro. The most accepted topics were sex and religion.

There were many times when I had to exercise a great deal of ingenuity to keep out of trouble. It is a southern custom that all men must take off their hats when they enter an elevator. And especially did this apply to us blacks with rigid force. One day I stepped into an elevator with my arms full of packages. I was forced to ride with my hat on. Two white men stared at me coldly. Then one of them very kindly lifted my hat and placed it upon my armfu1 of packages. Now the most accepted response for a Negro to make under such circumstances is to look at the white man out of the comer of his eye and grin. To have said: “Thank you!” would have made the white man think that you thought you were receiving from him a personal service. For such an act I have seen Negroes take a blow in the mouth. Finding the first alternative distasteful, and the second dangerous, I hit upon an acceptable course of action which fell safely between these two poles. I immediately—no sooner than my hat was lifted—pretended that my packages were about to spill, and appeared deeply distressed with keeping them in my arms. In this fashion I evaded having to acknowledge his service, and, in spite of adverse circumstances salvaged a slender shred of personal pride.

How do Negroes feel about the way they have to live? How do they discuss it when alone among themselves? I think this question can be answered in a single sentence. A friend of mine who ran an elevator once told me:

“Lawd, man! Ef it wuzn’t fer them polices ’n’ them ol’ lynch-mobs, there wouldn’t be nothin’ but uproar down here!”

Source: Richard Wright, Uncle Tom’s Children (New York: Harper Perennial, 1993), 13–15. Used by permission of HarperCollins and John Hawkins and Associates.

Sunday Morning in the Black Belt (Charles Johnson, 1941)


In the 1920s, the black sociologist Charles Johnson (1893–1956) worked as the research director of the National Urban League. During that time he became one of the leading investigators of the impact of black migration on the urban North. But in 1926, he returned to the South to accept the position of chair of the Department of Sociology at Fisk University in Nashville. While there, he shifted his research interests to the rural South. In the following selection from his study of black youth in the rural South, he describes a Sunday-morning church service in North Carolina and how the minister’s sermon resonated with the everyday experiences of his parishioners’ lives.

Mount Pizgah Church in Johnston County, North Carolina, is a large, gray, single auditorium structure, with high ceiling and long horizontal iron bars overhead to brace the walls. The altar rests at the rear of a small, semicircular platform. There are four chairs directly in front of the platform which are usually occupied by the members of the deacon’s board. Back of the altar is a large, frayed, and soiled red plush chair with a high back, in which the minister sits.

The church is filled with perspiring worshippers, both young and old, who are cooling themselves with fans provided by the undertaker. The women are dressed in organdy and voile, and the men in wash pants and shirts. A few wear coats.

After the opening hymn, the congregation is seated; a hardfaced, wiry, dark man remains standing. He is Deacon Eppse, and he prays thus:


Blessed Jesus, we thank you for life, the greatest blessing in the world, life. We thank you for the blood that circulates through our bodies. We thank you for the blood and the air so we can stand on our feet. We thank you for the loving hand of mercy bestowed upon us; that Thou are in our midst. Prepare us for our souls’ journey through this unfriendly world, and when our life on this earth is ended receive us into Thy home which art in heaven.

The congregation sings, “We’ll Understand It Better By and By.” An elderly brown man of about 65 reads the scripture. There are groans and solemn exclamations from the four men in front of the altar, “Lord have mercy,” “Amen.” . . .

The minister comes solemnly forward to the altar. He is a stout and pompous man who continuously rubs a large gold watch chain extended across a prominent waistline. . . . He turns attention to his double text: “If a man die shall he live again,” and “I am the resurrection and the life,” and discourses at length on the life and trials of Job. The sermon then gets down to everyday experience.

Now I’ve seen men in critical conditions, sometimes their fingernails decay and come off and disease is destroying their bodies. Sometimes we say sin causes disease. But it’s not always so. Sin in the hearts of men causes disease too. I’ll make an example. Job was wrapped in sackcloth and ashes a’praying to God, and his wife said, “Look at old Job. He’s no good to himself and nobody else. I’m tired of him being sick, and my children’s all forsaken me.” But Job heard her, and to Almighty God he said, “Lord, though you slay me yet shall I trust you.” Job looked at his wife and his wife said, “Curse God and die!” But Job said to her, “Foolish woman, foolish woman. I brought nothing into the world with me and I’ll take nothing out. All the time of my worriation has to be lived out somewhere.” [The minister wipes his dripping face, and groans and gasps; the congregation groans and shouts.]

Job took his question to Daniel, and Daniel said, “I saw Him as a stone, hewn out of the mountain.” But when Job asked him, “If a man die shall he live again?” Daniel said, “I don’t know.” Job kept on a’going till he come to Ezekiel, and Ezekiel said, “I saw Him as a wheel within a wheel. I saw Him in the haunts of women.” But when Job asked him if a man die shall he rise again, Ezekiel said, “I don’t know.”

But here comes a man from a new country, a man called Jesus Christ. A man that said, “I am the Son of God, the friend of salvation. I am the lowly fisherman from Galilee. I’ve seen the face of God. I feed the leprosy cast out by yourself. I can cure the incurable disease. I can perform miracles such as the world has never known.” And they brought out the leper, the man dying with that terrible disease, the man everybody shunned and let alone to die. And the Nazarene cured him. [Shouts] Blessed be His name! [Shouts and shrieks]

The congregation is now fully stirred, and its fervent chorus of assent punctuates dramatically the minister’s spaced phrases. He refers to the loved ones who have departed, and stresses the certainty of death for everyone.

It don’t matter how much you know or how high you climb, you got to die. Mr. Roosevelt, the president of this country’s got to die, just like you and I. He can run all these things and do all them big things that everybody talks about, but he’s got to lay down and die just the same.

The audience becomes sobered, the preacher lowers his voice:

If we fail to live the life in this world, it’ll be too late when we come to cross the River of Jordan. It’ll be too late then to get ready. Just like you start dressing at home in your room. You got to get dressed at home before you come out in the street, ’cause if you don’t when you get out in the street without no clothes, they’ll arrest you and take you to jail. It’s too late to get dressed up then. Children, let’s dress up and get ready for heaven and glory now. Now’s the time to get dressed. Don’t wait ’til it’s too late. Let’s be like Paul was when he said, “I’ve fought a good fight, I’ve kept the faith, and now I’m ready for glory.”

Another deacon prays. The congregation sings a song about “True Religion” . . . They sing of backsliders and cowards. The minister rises in excitement at the close and shouts, “That song is as true as my hand. It’s true, true, true. There’s not enough words to say it.” He then extends an invitation to join the church; no one responds on this occasion. A deacon takes his place behind the collection table.

Whilst everybody is happy and enjoying this service, we come to you. We know you must have that true religion. But today we want $5.00. We want to get it right at once, quick. Now let everybody push hard while we sing. Let everybody give all he can to the service of the Lord.

The congregation sings a song with verses that could be extended indefinitely:


       It’s the walk that you take

       That takes you home.


       It’s the prayer that you pray

       That takes you home.

They raise $4.06. After three hours of this worship they go home.

Source: Charles Johnson, Growing Up in the Black Belt: Negro Youth in the Rural South (Washington, DC: American Council on Education, 1941), 137–41.

Tuesday Night Boxing (Charles Johnson, 1941)


Because organized team sports excluded black players, many black youths gravitated toward boxing as a recreational activity in which they could demonstrate their individual athletic prowess and skills in a competitive atmosphere. In the following excerpt, black sociologist Charles Johnson (1893–1956) observes the regular boxing matches that convened every Tuesday night in a rural Southern county.

Unlike swimming, whose major equipment, “water and a hole,” is provided by nature, boxing illustrates the type of recreational activity created through the initiative and ingenuity of the participants themselves. The success of Joe Louis in boxing has done much to stimulate interest among the rural youth in this type of activity. The following description of one of the regular Tuesday night boxing matches held in one county illustrates the ingenuity which is often employed in providing recreational facilities in rural areas, as well as the enjoyment which spectators and participants alike secure from such activities.

The bouts, scheduled for eight o’clock, usually start at nine and are over about ten o’clock. Admission is 20 cents. The ring in which the boxing takes place is a rather crude but serviceable affair built outdoors in a fenced lot. It is owned and operated by one of the colored citizens in the community. Wooden bleachers, made of rough plank, are built on three sides of the enclosure. The spectators number about 200, some 15 of whom are white men, who are seated in a special section at the right of the entrance.

The boxers are all young boys from 12 to about 20 except in the main event, for which any age is acceptable. The boys get about 50 cents for fighting and the opportunity to see the other bouts free. They fight stripped to the waist and barefooted unless they happen to have tennis shoes. Nothing is furnished except the gloves—no towels, sponges, or medical equipment, and there is no doctor. Boys fight at their own risk. Friends of the fighters volunteer as seconds to “work on them,” and offer suggestions between rounds. The fighters sit on Coca-Cola cases and drink water from pop bottles. The referee and the timekeeper are either volunteers from the crowd or boxers who are not busy.

The “bell” is an old tire rim that is sounded by striking with a hammer. The preliminary bouts between the young boys are scheduled for four rounds but are usually terminated by a knockout or a decision by the end of the second.

In the first bout, Leon, a popular local boy of 14, is matched with a new lad whom he severely trounces in less than one round. The crowd clamors for another opponent for Leon and a second boy goes in. Leon is so tired that he cannot hit the second fellow, and at the end of the second round the fight is called a draw. The next match is the main event between Little Caesar, a 19-year-old local boy, and a 26-year-old man from a nearby town who is announced as being a champion from New Orleans. Little Caesar beats his opponent severely and knocks him out in the second round. The stricken contestant lies on the canvas unattended, bleeding freely from the mouth until a woman from the crowd climbs into the ring with a bottle of water and bathes his face and head. In a few minutes he gets up, unassisted, and climbs out of the ring. The ring is cleared and another bout is announced, but fifteen minutes elapse before two 16-year-old boys are found who are willing to fight. One boy, Man O’ War, is a popular favorite who has fought before. His opponent quits after a round and a second partner is found for him. But Man O’ War is tired and nearly gets whipped; the fight is declared a draw.

The spectators walk about the bleachers. They eat peanuts, peaches, and drink Coca-Cola. Most of the spectators are young and quite a few are women. They shout continuously to the fighters and the referee. . . .

The white men laugh but seldom call out to the fighters. They are the ones who call for the second opponents for the fighters and the referee turns to them without question, and says “Yes, suh, gentlemen,” and proceeds to get the new fighter.

The referee often turns to talk to someone while the fight is going on. Frequently a spectator shouts, “Hey, ‘ref,’ pull those boys apart and make ’em fight!” The young fellows punch each other in clinches and use illegal blows without being stopped by the referee unless the spectators howl loud enough to attract his attention. Little Caesar referees one bout in which one of his “pals” is fighting. When he has occasion to separate the two, he either shoves his friend’s opponent with his closed fist or butts him with his head. He aids his friend as much as he can.

Although the spectators continuously “razz” the fighters and officials, it is all taken as fun. Repartee passes back and forth between spectators and officials or fighters. The pugilists fight willingly and smile continuously. They do considerable clowning, at which the crowd laughs. They enjoy this as much as the actual fighting.

Source: Charles Johnson, Growing Up in the Black Belt: Negro Youth in the Rural South (Washington, DC: American Council on Education, 1941), 173–75.

Black Midwives (Willie Ann Lucas, 1945–1972)


Born in 1921 in rural Arkansas, Willie Ann Lucas earned her living as a midwife. She learned her trade from her mother, who had learned to become a midwife from her mother. But by the time that Willie Ann was a young adult, the state required midwives to become licensed. In this interview that she gave in the 1990s, Willie Ann explains how her work between 1945 and 1972 as a licensed midwife differed from that of her mother.

Well, my grandmother was a midwife, my mother was a midwife, and I guess I took it up from my mother. But I had to go to school a year to learn all about it and everything, and after that I had to go out with an experienced midwife, which was my mother, to deliver babies. The first one that I went with her that she delivered, they named their child after me. My first delivery, the lady named it after me.

Yeah, it was a requirement that you go to school a year to learn it, so I did. Of course, that was way back in the ’40s when I started. I think I got my license in ’45. But back in those days, you delivered a baby for $5, and sometimes you didn’t get that. I remember before then, in the late ’30s and all, my mother would deliver babies and they would pay her with corn. Corn was 50 cents a bushel. Pigs were a dollar. They would pay her in corn, pigs, and you’d get a half a calf sometimes for $5, and that’s the way she got her money most of the time for delivering babies back in the Depression days.

In my mother’s days, if [women] got pregnant, they would come and ask you if you would deliver the baby for them at such and such a time [when] they thought they were going to deliver. But in my days, I had to have what they called a blue card. They would issue them to me from the health office, and I would give them to the patients when they came and engaged me to wait on them. They would have to take them to the doctor, and every time they went to the doctor, the doctor would fill out this card with their blood pressure and whatever else on there. And if they had any danger signals, like feet swelling or high blood pressure or something like that, they wouldn’t recommend that they have a midwife to deliver. When they went for their last checkup [the doctor] would mark whether they’re safe or unsafe for a midwife to deliver, and if anything happened, then he was responsible. He had to come if I called him. That was my backup. He had to come.

But back in my mother’s days, the midwife just delivered the baby. When World War II broke out, well, then doctors were scarce and everything else. So, therefore, a midwife was just like a doctor back in those days. She’d wake up twelve o’clock at night and hear this wagon coming down the road, and she’d just get on up out of the bed because there wasn’t anywhere else for them to be going but coming after her. They’d come in the wagons. They didn’t have any cars. She would come in sometimes when it was raining in the wintertime and her clothes would be frozen stiff on her. She’d be standing up there, and I said, “Oh, I’d never be a midwife.” And bless goodness, before I knew it I was one. You had a briefcase to carry. In this briefcase, you carried everything necessary. You had a set of towels and you had masks. You were required to have a mask. If they didn’t have anything to put on the child, you had something in your bag that you could dress the baby with. Back in those days, you had what they called a belly band. They don’t use them anymore, and that’s why you see so many babies have a hernia, because the band kept the navel from protruding. And you had a pan and scissors. You carried your own pan because that’s what you had to sterilize your scissors with, and you would put that on and boil your scissors and sterilize them so when you cut the navel cord, umbilical cord they call it, it wouldn’t set up an infection or anything. And you had to carry this tape, umbilical tape, that you’d tie the cord with before you cut it. But they didn’t require you to use gloves. Because one thing, you didn’t do any examining. You didn’t give any medicine. You weren’t allowed to give medicine. . . .

When I started doing midwife work, we had telephones. And then when they called and asked me if I would wait on them, I would tell them you have to come see me and I have to talk to you and I have to give you a blue card and you will have to take it to the doctor every time you go. After the doctor examines you and everything, fill it out. He would put the date on there and everything when you visited him. So that was the difference, you know. I had to have proof and my mother didn’t. [Women] just would come to her house and say, “I’m pregnant, going to have a baby, and I’d like to get you to deliver it for me,” and that was it. Some doctors, when World War II was going on, they sent them to my mother. They would send them to her to deliver. I guess they didn’t have any money and they weren’t going to be paying. And I had some to do me that same way here in Brinkley. They owed the doctor and the doctor said he wasn’t going to wait on them because they owed him, they didn’t pay. “They didn’t pay me; maybe they’ll pay you,” he said. And then they would call me and ask me if I wanted to wait on them. And I have some that still owe me. At that time, it wasn’t but $15.

Most of my deliveries were at home, and the majority were from rural areas. I delivered for both black and white. I delivered quite a few white. But like I say, it was the poor whites that didn’t have much money, not rich whites. And the same way with the blacks. The rich blacks could afford to pay. Well, they paid, and so did the whites. But I delivered a lot of white babies.

To me, it was just natural. It wasn’t anything. I didn’t get afraid, nothing scared me or anything. I could still be doing it, but they got all these health clinics now and they wrote me a letter and they said they wouldn’t renew my license because they have enough facilities to take care of the OB patients. And so that’s why I’m not doing it today. I would still be doing it. I loved it. It didn’t bother me one bit.

Source: Anne Valk and Leslie Brown, eds., Living with Jim Crow: African American Women and Mothers of the Segregated South (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 63–66. Used by permission of Springer Nature.

Burial Rights for Black War Veterans (James L. Hicks, 1947)


African American veterans had long been denied or excluded from veterans’ benefits, including full military burial honors. After World War I, for example, reports surfaced that thousands of black veterans had been buried without honors, burdening their families with the high cost of burial expenses. Thousands more had been buried in unmarked graves despite being entitled to a headstone. After World War II, the black press ran a series of columns that advised black veterans of their many rights under the law. In this weekly “Tips for Veterans” column from 1947, James Hicks, a staff writer for the Negro National Press Association, explains that black war dead have the right to be buried in a national cemetery.

Colored soldiers continue to remain a problem to our naval and military authorities, even unto death. The return of the bodies of the war dead to these shores has put the brass hats in a new dither.

Under regulations governing the return of war dead who served as members of the armed forces of these United States the next of kin may request that the serviceman be buried in a national cemetery and have his request granted.

This poses no problem to the brass hats except that in some states the local white yokels object to “a colored boy sleeping by my boy.”

There are national cemeteries located in the following states: Alabama, Florida, Arkansas, California, Georgia, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Minnesota, Mississippi, Missouri, Nebraska, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, the District of Columbia and at Sitka, Alaska.

A colored veterans organization has been quietly gathering data on our national cemeteries and, according to reports is ready to fight to see that colored war dead is afforded the same burial rights as are their white brethren.

This organization says it has evidence to show that in some southern national cemeteries, which the local authorities claim are lilywhite, the bodies of colored soldiers killed in the Civil War are actually buried there and they are planning to use this evidence as a “wedge” to force entry into these cemeteries.

On July 20, 1946, Major General Floyd L. Parks, then chief of the War Department’s bureau of public relations, was quoted as saying that no regulation of the War Department requires that the bodies of colored and white soldiers be segregated in national cemeteries but that it had been a “custom” to bury them in separate parts of the cemeteries since the Civil War. The War Department later announced that in cemeteries where racial plots have been designated, the plots would be filled but that in the future when new plots are opened there will be no segregation in burial.

The colored veterans organization is prepared to challenge that “custom” and a fight is sure to develop as the bodies of more colored soldiers are returned to the states. ·

(The superintendent of a national cemetery in Philadelphia has already been quoted as saying that there is “no room” for colored war dead in the Philadelphia cemetery.)

The regulations governing the return of war dead also authorize the returned serviceman to be buried with full military honors. These honors usually consist of a guard of honor, a firing squad, which fires a final salute, and a bugler who sounds taps over the grave.

The Army Department has recommended to the next of kin that they contact a local veterans organization to render this service.·

The colored veteran organization indicates that in some communities it expects a fight over this provision of the regulations inasmuch as it is customary to draw the rifles and ammunition for the firing squad from local headquarters of the national guard and in many places of our great country the local yokels consider it bad practice to place rifles and ammunition in the hands of colored people.

The organization, however, has alerted its local chapters and declares that where the next of kin of a colored veteran asks for it, it will insist on a full military burial for the dead serviceman, customs notwithstanding.

TO THE NEXT OF KIN

Although the choice as to where you would have your loved one buried is purely for you to decide, this column strongly recommends that you request his burial in a national cemetery.

If he is buried in a national cemetery there will be no cost to you for the grave site, the opening of the grave or the actual burial and closing of the grave.

The government approved type headstone will be erected without cost and you may have the remains sent directly to the cemetery for the burial or request that it first be sent to your home for religious services and then later sent to the national cemetery.

It should be noted, however, that if you request that the body be first sent home, you will have to pay for the subsequent transportation to the national cemetery. You will be allowed $75 for such transportation.

Source: Norfolk Journal and Guide, October 25, 1947.

“Justifiable Homicide in Self-Defense” (Ray Sprigle, 1947)


In May 1948, the Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist Ray Sprigle assumed the name James Crawford and disguised himself as a light-skinned African American. For the next 30 days, he traveled more than 4,000 miles throughout the Deep South gathering stories on the conditions of black life in the “land of Jim Crow.” With the crucial assistance of J. W. Dobbs, a black civil rights activist who served as his guide to the South and helped to protect his cover, Sprigle wrote a series of exposés for the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. In the following excerpt, Sprigle reveals how local law enforcement failed to protect black lives in the Jim Crow South.

She is worn and aged and bent beyond her time. Her hands are warped and gnarled as she wrings them helplessly. Nearly a quarter of a century behind a plow and mule under blazing Georgia suns has done that to her.

In a haze of dull despair, this broken, hopeless Negro farm woman sits in the drab, neat little parlor in black Atlanta and tells her tale of wanton murder. Terror and tragedy seemingly have wrung her dry of emotion.

“When the white folks gave him back to me he was in his coffin. I held his head in my hands when I kissed him. And I felt the broken pieces of bone under the skin. It was just like a sackful of little pieces of bone.

“I put my arms around him for one last time as he lay there. All down one side of him there were no ribs—just pieces that moved when I held him.”

That was her husband she was talking about—Henry Gilbert, forty-two years old, Negro farmer, murdered by the white folks of Harris and Troup Counties, Georgia, May 29, 1947.

Henry Gilbert was victim of the mores of the white Southerner. When a Negro kills a white man and escapes, another Negro—any Negro—has to pay. Henry Gilbert just happened to be the Negro picked for slaughter.

Sunday night, May 4, Olin Sands, a white planter, in his pickup truck overtook Gus Davidson, a young Negro with a bad record among both blacks and whites, driving his father’s car, in front of the Union Springs Baptist Church. Sands accused him of driving over a calf lying in the road and began beating the Negro with a club. The Negro shot and killed him.

Henry Gilbert, a deacon and treasurer of the little Baptist church, was inside the church counting the evening’s collection. Mrs. Gilbert and the wives of the other deacons were waiting in front. At the sound of the shots they called their menfolk and everybody started for home in short order.

Two weeks later, E. V. Hilyer, sheriff of Troup County, with two officers from Harris County, appeared at the Gilbert home at four-thirty in the morning. They arrested him on a warrant charging him with aiding and abetting the escape of Gus Davidson, despite the fact that a short time before Gilbert had had Davidson arrested and jailed for creating a disturbance in the church. Davidson, his father, Lovett Davidson, and their white employer, Luke Sturdevant, had all told Gilbert that they’d get even with him. The officers drove away with Gilbert just as it was getting light.

And that glimpse of him in the early dawn, three gunhung white men shepherding him into their car, was the last time Carolyn Gilbert was ever to see her husband alive. He’d be dead “when the white folks gave him back.”

For the next ten days Henry Gilbert dropped out of sight while Georgia law dragged him from jail to jail. Early Monday Mrs. Gilbert hurried to Hamilton. She was told her husband had been “carried” to Columbus, where “the FBI wanted to talk to him.” Not until May 29 did Mrs. Gilbert get any definite word as to where her husband was being held. That afternoon two of her uncles, Jesse and Cicero Davenport, told her that Henry was back in Hamilton Jail, that they had talked to him through his cell window.

Friday morning, “happier than I could tell you, Mr. Crawford,” at the news that her husband was alive and well, she bustled through breakfast and got ready to go to Hamilton to see the husband she had feared was dead.

She was all dressed and was waiting for a neighbor to drive her into town when another neighbor, Willie B. Andrews, came in.

A white man, Mr. Louis Booker, had given Willie word to carry to Mrs. Gilbert. Her husband was dead. She’d find his body in a Hamilton undertaker’s rooms.

Thursday night County Policeman Willie H. Buchanan had gone into Henry Gilbert’s cell. “To get a confession,” he said afterwards.

“The n— drew a chair on me and I had to kill him,” he explained.

Here is what the undertaker found when he fixed Henry Gilbert’s body up for burial:

His skull was crushed to a pulp both in front and in hack. One leg and one arm were broken. All the ribs on one side were smashed into splinters. He was riddled by five bullets fired at close range. That is what Georgia justice officially describes as “justifiable homicide in self-defense.” And Willie Buchanan, wanton killer, is “man of the year” in Harris and Troup Counties. . . .

“I just don’t understand those white people,” says Mrs. Gilbert. “If Henry had an enemy in the world it was Gus Davidson. He was a bad man. He came into our church with a gun and threatened one of our deacons. Henry had him jailed for that. And right then Gus Davidson told Henry he’d get even. So did his father, Lovett Davidson, and so did Lovett Davidson’s white man, Luke Sturdevant.” . . .

“Twenty-two years we were married before the white folks killed him,” she says, not a sign of emotion in her voice. “We sharecropped two years and I worked with him in the fields from the day we were married. Then we saved enough to buy us a little old mule and we went to rentin’. We worked seventeen years on our rented farm and saved our money until we had $1,350. So we bought us a farm a few miles out of Chipley. It was 111 acres and run down pretty bad. But we built it up, Henry and me, working from daylight to dark.

“Henry borrowed $1,000 from the man at the bank and he let Henry have it just on his note. We had the whole farm wired in. We had nine cows and four big hogs and two mules. Henry worked one of the mules and I worked the other. But we didn’t let the girls work in the cotton. Henry wanted learning for them. So they all went to high school in La Grange. Two of them go to high school here now and the other one graduated and works in Mr. Rich’s store.

“Henry paid back the thousand dollars he borrowed and the bank man lent him $600 more. Henry worked on the house, too. We had five rooms—big rooms and screens on every window, and he screened in the whole back porch too.”

All of this, the murder of her husband, the simple story of her life, without a tear, without a tremor in her voice.

Suddenly she dropped her head in her hands and sobs shook her.

“Every night I keep asking God to help me. But I don’t know what he could do. Help me pray. Pray for me.”

Me, a white man even though she thinks I’m black—pray for Carolyn Gilbert! Who would listen?

Source: Ray Sprigle, In the Land of Jim Crow (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1949), 43–49.

Where Are You Going to Stop? (James A. Jackson, 1948)


In 1936, Victor Hugo Green (1892–1960), a New York postal worker, published the first edition of the Negro Motorist Green Book. For the next 30 years, annual editions of The Green Book advised black motorists of which restaurants, motels, resorts, parks, service stations, and other businesses and points of interest would welcome black customers. In the following article from the 1948 edition of the guide, James A. Jackson (1878–1960), a marketing executive for Esso Standard Oil Company, explains the importance of The Green Book for black travelers while at the same time making a pitch for Esso automotive products.

Or maybe, in response to the suggestion, when a trip has been mentioned, the expectant traveler is obliged to state that “I would like to stop off and see that place, I have heard so much about it, but I don’t know anyone there and I wouldn’t know where to stop.”

Even the person required to go hither and thither on business, sometimes makes his trip filled with apprehension, unless he happens to know some more experienced traveler or tourist, who happens to know some addresses and more often than not, because of the lack of definite address, exhausts much of his time locating a place to serve as his temporary “home away from home”.

In past years, the Negro Traveler, either tourist or business traveler, has spent more money per day or used more time, maybe both, thus making his travels more expensive than the same mil[e]age would cost other people.

It makes little difference whether one is transported by car or train, or even by plane, he needs to know where to lay a weary head when nightfall comes.

His home and office needs to know where he may be found when he goes forth. He needs to be free from calling twice each day at a general delivery window for possible mail, often needlessly wasting time there in a long line.

Those are the handicaps Victor H. Green has been trying to solve for his people for the past eight years. His successive issues of the Green Book for the Negro traveler have been consistently becoming better with each issue. Today, our thousands of travelers, if they be thoughtful enough to arm themselves with a Green Book, may free themselves of a lot of worry and inconvenience as they plan for a trip.

The Esso Marketers Public Relations men of the race group have been using the Green Book for all the years of its existence and have been impressed with its usefulness, that we have devised a way to help Victor H. Green Co. obtain a more widespread distribution, and our own customer friends to be more certain of finding accom[m]odations when they get there, wherever they may be going.

The segregated group in American life can no more than others be expected to know where hotels may be found, where tourist homes and camps or cabins exist, or where restaurants available to them are to be found, than can other people. Those other peoples have long had provided such information services. Tourist agencies and Guide publishers have been at their service for these many years.

As a group we need more hotels and kindred services, as we constitute a substantial segment of the traveling public. Because the places of accommodation to adequately serve this tremendous volume of potential business are still too few in number, it is all the more necessary that homes, hotels, etc. open to serve us, should be known.

That’s why Esso is glad to make our customers acquainted with the Green Book which enables them to go farther with less anxiety and more pleasure, thereby obtaining greater satisfaction from their travel and making more amiable patrons of our own business of supplying gasoline and lubricating oils for their tours when in our territory.

With Esso products, your car will take you there and bring you back, while the Green Book tells you where you may stop while there. Bless the Green Book and its service.

When contemplating a trip, you should write Victor H. Green, 200 West 13Sth St., New York City for his Green Book, and to the Esso Touring Service for road maps and route directions.

Source: The Negro Travelers’ Green Book (New York: Victor H. Green, 1948), 10–11.

Driving to the Beach in the Deep South (Henry Hooten, 1949)


In the late 1940s, a group of black parents in Tuskegee, Alabama, pooled their resources to purchase a used Greyhound bus that they could use for community excursions to the beaches along the Gulf of Mexico. By driving to the coast in their own private bus, they avoided the indignities and humiliation of traveling on segregated commercial bus lines. But as Henry Hooten recalls in this oral interview, they still had to negotiate segregated service stations and lunch counters and the police that enforced the local Jim Crow order.

We were always taught never to talk back to the white man but to tell him what he would like to hear. That’s in order to save your face. You’re not being Uncle Tom, but you’re just being firm. Let him hear the things he would like to hear you say: “Yes sir.” “No sir.” “Yes ma’am.” Being polite. At the same time you kept your mouth [closed].

We had a fishing club. Once a month we’d go down to Florida and fish in the Gulf of Mexico. Well, at first we would have little convoys of cars, like eight or ten or twelve cars with three or four people in a car. So one trip, we were on our way out of Alabama into Florida, which [was] mostly night driving. Well in a little town they call Laura Hill, Florida, they had a speed trap there. If you were running, say, 40 miles an hour, here on an incline, when you’d get to the bottom you’d still be doing 45 coasting, and the police would pick you up and they would fine you. So the first trip they picked us up. They picked the lead car and had everybody behind him to pull in, and each one had to pay $125 apiece, each car. So that night I made a suggestion: let’s buy us a bus. If we’re caught speeding we’ll just have $125 rather than eight $125 [fines]. So we did, we bought a bus.

In 1949 I was a member of the recreations team at the V.A. Medical Center in Tuskegee. We were athletes just out of school, and we tried to do things for the patients. Everything we did was for the patients. We had baseball teams. We had basketball teams. We had tag and rag football teams on a modified scale and very safe. And when a patient saw you playing, if he was an athlete, [he] came out [to play]. Although he was a patient, he’d want to show you what he could do. So we played along with him. This was during the time when Larry Doby, Roy Campanella, Jackie Robinson, and Joe Black had their barnstorming baseball team. They were the few blacks that played on the big league teams, and during the winter months they would come south and they would play us and different [teams].

Joe Black was introduced and he was on the staff of the Greyhound bus company; he was one of the vice presidents for it. So making a long story short, we bought a bus, an old Greyhound bus from the Greyhound bus company. During that time, every 10 years, Greyhound would take the old buses off and put new buses on. They would sell the old bus to the community—like church groups or organizations or whatnot, private groups.

We went up to Indianapolis, Indiana, one of the bus areas where they pulled the Greyhounds off the line at the end of 10 years. So four of us went up there and got this bus through the letter of Joe Black. Black being one of the vice presidents, they gave us a chance to view their buses. So we was able to buy this bus.

I’ll never forget. We had 45 kids and mothers and dads on our way to the beach. We would leave Tuskegee at twelve o’clock at night, and we’d be in Florida at six o’clock in the morning. We had no place we could stop [like] at a motel. We had no place we could stop and eat but a segregated place. So Evergreen was the halfway point. So one night we pulled in. I was the driver of the bus. We had 45 kids or maybe 50—could have been two or three sitting in other’s laps. But they had never been to the Gulf of Mexico, and we had taken them down to swim. We were taking them to Panama City, Florida. So at Evergreen, which was the halfway point as I said, we could pull in the same lanes behind the Greyhound buses and what we would do is gas up behind the Greyhound buses, and at the same time we had to stand in line to get a hot dog.

A hot dog wasn’t but 25 cents at the time. But can you picture yourself feeding 45 kids [with] 25-cent hot dogs, and they’re going to wait on the white man over in the other portion? They had a little cubbyhole for the Negroes to go in. So that night I had a bunch of kids, and they were scattered everywhere. And some of them went in the white side. My oldest son was one of those that went in the white side. So then we started to looking. We said, “Where is so-and-so? Where is so-and-so?” They said, “He went over next door to get him a hot dog.”

Well, the white proprietor of the little restaurant there in the bus station got so excited [because] they’d never had that many blacks in there [on] both sides to get a hot dog—so they called the police. Well, the police came. The chief of police happened to own the station. So he was asking who was in charge, who was the bus driver. I was getting the bus filled up with diesel fuel. Diesel fuel was 25 cents a gallon at that time. And can you picture me filling up? One tank was 100 gallons and another tank was 50 gallons and I usually filled up both while we were there.

So the policeman asked me, “Boy, don’t you know you can’t go in here? This is segregated. You can’t go in there and eat.” I said, “Have you ever had a busload of hungry kids, no place to eat, and no place to go? Well, can you feature having a busload of 45 kids who want to eat and what are you going to do, look at them?” Then he said, “No, you can’t just look at them. You know this is a segregated place. You can’t come in here and eat. Well, you can’t do that. I’ll have to put you in jail.”

I said, “Well, of course now, don’t put no more gas in. We’ll go. We’ll leave you. I’ll load them up and we’re going to run out of gas down the road someplace. You wouldn’t want us to run out of gas down the road when you could sell us the gas now?” [He said,] “No, no.” I said, “Well, just cut my tank off. The amount that you put in there, don’t put no more in it.” He said, “Well wait a minute. We can do better than this. We can do better than this.”

I think what really let him feel the pinch was when I told him, “Don’t put nothing else in the tank.” That was a 150 gallons of diesel fuel at 25 cents a gallon and at that time that was a pretty good chunk of money. He wanted that money.

He only had about three white customers in there. He knew them, but they were laughing. [They] thought he was going to put all of us in jail. His little jail wouldn’t hold all of us. So he said [to himself] I’d better feed them and sell them their gas and get them out of here.

He says, “I’ll tell you [what], I’ll just close my station to feed all of you.” He closed the station. When he closed the station he fed everybody in both sides. He put [the white customers] to work waiting on us. He did! So evidently they were off-duty policemen. He was the chief of police and after they saw what he was going to do they helped him. They got back there and helped fix the hot dogs and everything.

See the money that he was going to get for gasoline, he wasn’t going to get it because I told him, “Don’t put another drop in.” So he says, “All right, when are you coming back through here?” I said, “I’ll be back through here tomorrow night.” He says, “Well I’ll tell you, I’ll close soon as you get here.” And we did that for most trips. We got diesel fuel and we came on home.

We got to be friends, although he was the chief of police in the little town of Evergreen, Alabama. He’d always ask me, “Henry, when are you bringing the kids down again? When you going to Florida?” I said, “Give us about two weeks. I think I’ll have a load.” He said, “Make it be twelve o’clock now when you get here.” Twelve o’clock he’d close up the station. It would be closed when we’d get there. We’d try to make it be twelve o’dock each time to fill up with 25 cents a gallon of diesel fuel.

So that would be my halfway point to and from Florida, at Evergreen, to get service, use the restroom and then fill up with diesel fuel for 25 cents a gallon. Other than that I’d have to scuffle to find another place. But accidentally it worked. After he made that decision, that was it.

But I think we mentioned it to Joe Black, too, one time when we were making a payment on our bus that we had. “I understand that you went down to Florida and you stopped at Evergreen,” [Joe Black says]. We said, “Yes. How did you know?” He says, “A policeman told me. He said y’all was very kind; you didn’t create no incident and you got what you wanted.”

We found that being courteous, not boastful or arrogant, you could solve the problem by talking. Just let them know.

Source: William Henry Chafe, Raymond Gavins, and Robert Korstad, eds. Remembering Jim Crow: African Americans Tell about Life in the Segregated South (New York: New Press, 2001), 293–96. Copyright © 2001 by the Center for Documentary Studies for the Behind the Veil Project. Reprinted by permission of The New Press. www.thenewpress.com.

Musically Speaking (Noah Ryder and Georgia Ryder, 1950)


Noah Francis Ryder (1914–1964) enjoyed a prolific career as a composer, conductor, choral director, and music educator. He was best known for his choral compositions that integrated black folk music within a Western European classical style. In 1947, he accepted a position as head of the music department at the Norfolk Division of Virginia State College. Between 1950 and 1952, he and his wife, Georgia—a soprano vocalist and pianist—cowrote a regular column entitled “Musically Speaking” for the African American newspaper the Norfolk Journal and Guide. In this edition of their column, they insist that school administrators should not set aside music as an optional extracurricular activity, but rather they ought to incorporate musical literacy as integral to any school curriculum.

Sometimes we wonder if our parents and teachers know that they are lending support to one of the oldest of the myths about the Negro. Which myth? The one so often heard expressed in words something like these, “Oh, Negroes don’t need to be taught music. They’re born musical.”

To say this in the presence of a music educator is to throw down the gauntlet and invite a lively challenge. Do we mean that no one has innate aptitudes and talents? Certainly not, but we know that many of us arrive in this world as bereft of them as we are of clothes, and our hue and cry is raised in defense of the principle that with or without natural aptitudes there must be cultivation development and learning.

A few years ago we attended a meeting of the music division of the Virginia Teachers Association where we heard an address by one of America’s outstanding music figures. During the course of his talk he made the statement that in his state no effort was made to teach music reading to the Negro children—it was considered totally unnecessary.

In response to this the audience sat, some in stunned silence, others grumbling among themselves. However, at this point the beloved Miss Lindsay, the real “mother” of music teaching in the schools (Negro) of Virginia, arose and with the dignity of her years and her accomplishments informed this obviously misguided man that God bestows on no one the gift of sight reading. It is an acquired art.

We are in total accord with Miss Lindsay on this point. A certain acquaintance with music can be had simply by listening and repeating or remembering that which is heard, just as we become acquainted with a spoken language. We are born with the inclination to speak—to communicate and express ourselves, and after having been exposed to speech for a relatively short time we are able to grasp the meanings conveyed by speech and use it as a medium of expression.

From birth we hear people talking to each other and we therefore learn to talk as they do. You might have heard the story of the “GI” Joes discussing how they would make use of the money allotted them for further education. Said one, “I’m going to school and major in French. I didn’t know it was so easy! Why when I passed through France I saw it was so easy that even the children who hadn’t been to school were speaking it!”

Yes, we learn to sing (in our own fashion) and even to play instruments “by ear.” We learn to like some songs and dislike others. But with music as with a language, it one learns only to speak it, he remains illiterate. He cannot interpret it graphically and whole worlds of treasures are lost to him. The great books remain inaccessible and his unrecorded thought[s] die with him.

Why, in our present culture, should we be content to remain musically illiterate? Why should we perpetuate the old myth? Why should there be those of us who say almost boastfully “I can’t read a note.” Is it something of which we should be proud?

We live by strains of music. Turn on your radio today, now to any station, and immediately or within a few minutes you will hear music; the mystery story will chill your spine with it, the Lone Ranger will ride to it, the comedian will make you laugh to it, the ball game will be interrupted for a “singing commercial.”

Go to church or the theater, or even to work or the hospital (for now music is being used in therapeutic fashion). It is always with us, and yet teachers teach music reading if they find time for it, and principals schedule it if there is room left for it, and parents tell children to work with their music after they are through studying their lessons!

The picture is not all dark. Thank heaven for parents who demand music in their children’s daily school activities and private instruction besides. Thank heaven for the teachers who make room for it, and the principals and school boards who see that before and after school “extra-curricular” music experiences are not enough. And thank heaven for children who love it—who, contrary to some popular ideas, do not feel it is being “crammed down their throats,” but who participate in it, find joy in it, and read the printed page like an overdue letter from home.

If you, through lack of opportunity or laziness, are a victim of musical illiteracy do not allow your children to be victims too. Give them at least the privilege to use this universal means of communication, and they will make use of it as their personal growth and aptitudes lead them.

Source: Norfolk Journal and Guide, September 23, 1950.

Memories of a Retired Pullman Porter (Robert E. Turner, 1954)


By the mid-1920s, more than 12,000 African Americans worked as porters serving affluent white passengers aboard railroad sleeping cars operated by the Pullman Sleeping Car Company. Porters performed a variety of tasks—carrying and stowing luggage, making beds, cleaning rooms, pressing clothes, shining shoes, cutting hair, serving drinks, and performing virtually any task a passenger might request. The Pullman Company expected its porters to be forever polite and deferential, but as retired porter Robert E. Turner explains, porters had to be forever on guard, especially when white passengers misplaced their belongings.

Many passengers harbor the belief that the porter is responsible for everything in their car, when as a matter of fact, the porter has no control over anything on his car. He is merely the servant, there to administer to their wishes. Porters find it awful hard, at times, to satisfy some of their passengers, but if he can please the majority aboard, he has done well and should remember that the Lord himself could not please everyone; and some of those He displeased nailed him to a cross.

Many passengers get hysterical when they happen to miss some of their belongings. The porter is suspected of knowing something about it, and no explanation the porter can advance will satisfy them until that article has been discovered. But nine times out of ten, he or she, whoever it may be, agitates himself into a traveling fit that takes all the joy out of the trip and dims all others’ joy on the car. Fortunately, the porter finds the lost article where the passenger has carelessly laid it, leaving it for anyone who might have wanted to take it. Many passengers will not help the porter locate their lost property, but maintain an aloofness, when as a matter of fact, it might turn out to be an oversight on their part. If the lost article happens to be a wallet, they always say that it contained more than was in it. That has been brought out so often that porters who have had such experience, to avoid being suspected of tampering with those wallets, take them to their conductors. The passenger always accepts the wallet from the conductor without any fanfare.

For an example, a passenger plans to have breakfast on the train. He leaves a call with the porter for six o’clock. Porter calls passenger. He gets up when he is called, goes to the washroom, dolls up, comes back to his berth, and finishes dressing. But while he is dressing, he drops his wallet down by the side of his berth, but does not notice or miss it. Then he goes to the dining car for breakfast. In the meantime, the porter puts his berth away while he is at breakfast, and finds his wallet down by the side of his berth. Fortunately for the porter, the Pullman conductor happens to be in the drawing room of the porter’s car. The porter takes the wallet to the conductor, and they count the money in it. They find ninety dollars in the wallet. Then the porter leaves the wallet with the Pullman conductor. He remains in the drawing room until the passenger returns from the dining car, raving about the loss of his wallet. The passenger had never missed his wallet until he went to pay for his breakfast. Then he rushed back to the sleeping car, all excited and frustrated, and exclaimed in a very haughty manner to the porter, “What did you do with my wallet? I left it under my pillow, and I know that you have found it.”

“True,” says the porter, “but not under your pillow as you seem to think. I found it on the floor by the side of your berth, where you dropped it while you were dressing. May I ask you just how much was in your wallet?”

“More than a hundred dollars,” says the passenger. Then the porter tells him that both he and the Pullman conductor have counted it and found only ninety dollars in it. The conductor steps out of the drawing room, holds up the wallet, and asks the passenger if that is his wallet. The passenger looks at the wallet and says that it is his. Then the conductor says, “We counted it and found only ninety dollars in it.” Then the passenger accepts it without any further fanfare. Had the porter presented it to the passenger, he would have still contended that there was more than one hundred dollars in it, and the company says the passenger is always right. The porter would have lost his job or gone to jail. The porter has no redress in his own behalf. His case is tried and he is found guilty before he reaches the office. The passenger’s word always convicts the porter . . .

Different kinds of traps are set, from time to time, and baited with money for the purpose of testing the trustworthiness of their porters, and if a porter allows himself to be influenced by these small amounts of money he is liable to fall into the trap. When they realize what a foolish step they have taken for such a small amount of money, they find themselves looking through iron doors between them and liberty. Give me liberty and keep that small change. Old honesty is the safest and surest way to go through the world with clean hands.

This porter has reasons to believe that such a trap was set for him. Two men traveling together occupied lowers nine and ten. In those days, it was the custom of all porters to put passengers’ berths away as soon as passengers went to the washroom, so that their passengers could have seats when they returned from the washroom. When lower ten went to the washroom, lower nine got up and sat in his berth while lower ten was away. The porter put the berth away, and when he pulled the slip from the pillow, a bushel of small bills fell out of the slip. Lower nine was sitting there, seemingly to watch the porter. The porter, seeing him sitting there, turned his back to him and counted the money that was lying scattered all over the bed, then turned around to lower nine and said, “Lower nine, I am glad that you are sitting there.” Lower nine asked the porter why. The porter said, “Because I want you to help me count all this money.” The porter had counted it. Lower nine took the money, and the first thing he asked was how much there was in the whole bunch. The porter told him to go ahead and count it, and he would I tell what he had found. When he had counted it, the porter had found the amount to be two hundred and forty dollars. After lower nine had counted it, he still wanted to know what the porter’s count was. The porter insisted upon him telling what he found the amount to be. Then he said two hundred and forty, the same amount the porter had found it to be. Then lower ten came from the washroom and wanted to know what the porter had done with his money. The porter handed it to him and asked him to please count it. He counted it and found it five dollars short. Then the porter said, “You are excited; count it again,” while lower nine sat there looking on silently. Then lower ten counted it again, but still found the amount to be only two hundred and thirty-five dollars. The porter said to him, “Let’s count it together,” calling lower nine to help count the money. Then the porter took the large wad of bills in his own hands, counted aloud to the two of them, and found two hundred and forty dollars to be correct. The porter told lower ten that it was all there when he counted it, and that they had tried to pull a joker from the bottom of the deck, but had picked the wrong fellow to try the trick on; that he did not fall for those kinds of tricks; that he had been around for quite a while and had not yet fallen into one of the traps set for him with green bills. “And you are both losing time trying to coax me to bite at your bait.”

Both passengers looked at each other sheepishly, hung their heads, and offered no argument. The trick was disposed of before they could get a chance to try it out. They both stepped off the train and bade the porter good-by.

Source: Robert E. Turner, Memories of a Retired Pullman Porter (New York: Exposition, 1954), 143–45, 148–49.

Saturday Night at Zeke’s Colored Café (Hylan Lewis, 1954)


Between 1948 and 1949, the African American sociologist Hylan Lewis, at the time a professor at Atlanta University, conducted an in-depth study of the black community of York, South Carolina. Published in 1954 as The Blackways of Kent, his work provides a rich ethnographic portrait of a Southern segregated community on the eve of the civil rights movement. In the following excerpt, Lewis captures the sounds, smells, and style inside one of the black community’s most popular night spots, Zeke’s Colored Café.

A number of habits and tastes tie in with the tavern; it tends, too, to select certain types. For instance, whisky drinking is well-nigh universal among adult males and very frequent among lower status women. A line, however, is drawn between those who drink in public and those who drink in private or with select company. Among those who drink in public there is one type that seems to have a compulsion to drink or get drunk in the midst of a large group; the tavern provides a setting for this type. The tavern provides a spot for male and female idlers and hangers-on and for those who are in search of company or the possible chance to see something exciting. There are many tavern regulars, and some drinkers regularly make the rounds of all the taverns.

An essential part of the tavern complex is the “juke box” or “piccolo” and its collection of popular hits by colored artists. I did not see a single automatic phonograph in a Negro public place in Kent that had a record by a white artist. This selection is a function in part of tastes of dancers and listeners—a taste that has been stimulated by radio programs and national publicity—and in part it is a function of the white distributor’s anticipation of the tastes of this particular segment of the Negro public. There is a characteristic “tavern music” that provides the basis for dancing and listening and tends to become a vogue in the Negro community.

Instrumentation, rhythm, and lyrics fit in with the behavior and sentiments of the tavern clientele. Particular numbers change, but the basic styles and themes are fairly constant: blues of sentiment or pathos (“Rainy Weather Blues”); instrumental “jump” numbers styled for jitterbugging (“The Huckle Buck”); the jazzed-up “gospel songs” of Rosetta Tharpe (“Take My Hand Precious Lord”); rhythmic numbers with topical lyrics (“Chicken Shack Boogie” or “Grandma Plays the Numbers”). Many of these songs have bold sex themes (“I Want a Bow-Legged Woman”); most tend to be pertinent comments on man-woman relationships. These songs are obviously meaningful; many people adopt a particular song as expressive of their experiences or current sentiments.

Many of these songs tend to be popular among some of the people who are not tavern patrons; they add them to their record collections. The record collection of the lower status person, however, is likely to duplicate in categories, if not in specific numbers, the tavern songs. The tastes of this group were reinforced during this study by two very popular radio programs featuring the latest in tavern music. One of the programs was run by a Negro disc jockey in a nearby city; the other was a late evening program from Nashville, Tennessee, the chief publishing center for American folk music. . . .

Taverns do their greatest volume of business on Fridays and Saturdays. Behavior on weekends is a crude index to status, i.e., whether one is respectable or nonrespectable. The tavern figures in the definition. For a large group of males, the idealized pattern of week-end behavior would involve the following: purchasing a supply of whisky in the whisky store; sharing a drink in the back lot or in Burton’s shed; making the rounds of the taverns (or in the case of some, remaining for hours at a time in the favorite tavern); purchasing supplementary whisky from a bootlegger. Contact with or search for a sexual partner is likely to be a goal incident to this round of activity. Some do no more than get drunk with the taken-for-granted risk of getting arrested and fined ten dollars. This risk is part of the pattern and is blandly accepted.

The following describes Saturday night in one of Kent’s taverns:

Zeke’s Colored Cafe is the most popular commercial gathering place for Negroes in town, with the possible exception of the colored balcony in the town’s one theater. Zeke’s occupies one-half of a one-story frame building; the other half houses a barber shop. Zeke’s is a combination grocery-cafe-beer parlor; he sells beer and bottled wine, canned and packaged goods, sandwiches—fish, hamburger, hot dogs—and ice cream. Tonight he is helped by two young women clerks who constantly exchange quips with the patrons.

There are five booths and a large multicolored “juke box.” On the wall are large lettered signs: “No Cursing”-”No Whisky Drinking”-”$25.00 Fine for Anyone Creating a Disturbance.” Dancing couples and solo exhibitionists use a floor space of about 10 by 25 feet.

The fluctuating crowd averages about twenty-five; there are twice as many men as women; as many more men and women are milling around outside. Persons who appear to be in their early twenties predominate. Three small boys of about eleven stand around drinking soda and watching the older groups intently. All the men with the exception of two wear hats or caps; these two have “straight” hair—one natural and the other artificial.

The general pattern is to drink beer from the bottle; however gin and whisky are poured surreptitiously in the booths and mixed with cokes in paper cups. A bootlegger hovers around on the outside selling half-pints of “sealed whisky” for $2.00. A few persons leave, announcing their intentions to get some whisky. Considerable “mooching” and sharing go on.

Two white cops come in twice within a half hour and scan the crowd for about five minutes. The tempo and the noise slacken a bit and the patrons studiously ignore them. On the second visit, one of the cops beckons to a man who is obviously drunk; the man says, “Yes sir, Mr. Brice” and lurches across the floor to him and goes peacefully with him to the car. The group watches impassively until they have gone and then breaks out into laughter and banter. One person laughs and says, “I bet you he’ll get out and be back here before Zeke close; he got plenty money; he ‘rocked’ [drew veteran’s unemployment insurance] today.”

One man was speaking pidgin-French and talking about his experiences as a soldier; he broke off his comments on segregation in the Army with the announcement that he had to leave to meet his girl who was coming in on a bus. Three youths were trying to make arrangements for transportation to a party out in the country where they could make contacts with some girls. Another man was regaling a group about how he had beaten a man with an axe after the man had cut him; he was bemoaning his luck that he had been fined $75 despite the fact that he had been cut.

The tavern crowd is characteristically a shifting one, made up of small groups that cluster and then fade. There is no constant or common focus of attention except in the case of an argument or a display of exhibitionistic dancing.

Source: Hylan Lewis, Blackways of Kent (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1954), 65–68. Copyright © 1955 by the University of North Carolina Press, renewed 1983 by Hylan Lewis. Used by permission of the publisher. www.uncpress.unc.edu.

A Black Teacher Remembers (Bernadine Morris, 1997)


Born in Richmond, Virginia, in 1924, Bernadine Morris graduated from that city’s only all-black high school before earning her college degree from Fayetteville State Teachers College (now Fayetteville State University) in North Carolina. After college, she taught school in Warrenton, Virginia, and Charlotte, North Carolina, as well as became one of the first black teachers to teach in the desegregated school district in Hampton, Virginia. In this oral interview that she gave in the mid-1990s, Morris recalled how the schools that she taught in routinely deprived black students of the proper resources—books, facilities, and equipment—necessary for learning. Nevertheless, she recalls the close relationships that she forged with black parents and pupils.

I remember many of my teachers from my childhood. Sara Brown, my first grade, was excellent. She taught at the same school for several generations. She visited her pupils’ homes, and she insisted that all the teachers in that school also go visit homes. In those days it was customary for teachers to visit their students’ homes on a regular basis. . . .

I attended Fayetteville State Teachers College; the school had a rigorous program. Its reputation was so good, its graduates were virtually guaranteed jobs when they graduated. When I finished I had four choices. I selected Warrenton in Warren County, because the school was located in the town. I lived in a “teacherage,” a house where nine other teachers boarded right across the street from the school. It was a delightful situation, largely because of the esprit de corps that we developed. We did social things together. The group also encouraged its members academically, to pursue further education. It is unlikely that I would have started my master’s degree as soon as I did if I had not been thrown into an atmosphere where people were going back and forth getting their master’s degrees.

Most of the people in Warrenton were rural people and very poor. A few of them owned their own farms but most of them were tenant farmers. Teachers were expected to be upstanding citizens and participate in community events. We were supposed to be models for the community, and the rules for our behavior were spelled out. One of the things the principal told me when I went to the interview was that we were expected to stay in the community at least one Sunday a month to attend church. He also said that although he realized that I was young and probably wanted to have some nice times, he cautioned me about going to the local beer gardens and advised me to go over to the next county’s.

In Warrenton, teachers were respected by children and their families. I remember several Christmases, even though the families didn’t have money to go out and buy the teacher a gift, the children would come to school with gifts, something that their families had raised. If you’d go to the home, the parents would often invite you back to dinner. They would notify you if their children were involved in various church activities and invite you to come and see. After teaching in Warrenton for several years, I worked in Charlotte, which was a much larger community. I have some good memories of my early years as a teacher in Warrenton and Charlotte. The relationships between black teachers and parents and the support we used to enjoy aren’t like they used to be.

And as a result children—black children—are suffering. . . .

What upsets me is that whether it was under segregation or integration, black people seem to have to bear all of the burdens. In one of the all-black schools where I taught whenever the temperature dropped down below thirty degrees or thirty-two degrees we were cold. There were times when the principal had to move us from one side of the building and double up classes because it was so cold. How can you teach in a doubled-up situation? I remember the day my girlfriend, who had a daughter in the school called me up to say that her daughter had complained about the cold. When I told her that we were often cold, my girlfriend took off from her job at NASA, and she and another parent, who worked at the Veteran’s Administration, went to the school for a conference with the principal. They didn’t get much satisfaction.

The first ten or eleven years that I taught in Hampton black students never got new books. Our schools got books that the white kids had had at least three years. We never got the state adoption books until a few years after that book had been adopted, and then they had gone on to some new books. I remember an incident at Union, the second school where I taught. The books were so worn out that a first-grade teacher spoke up at a faculty meeting. She complained to the principal. She told him, “These books are so old the state adoption period has been passed. They're so dirty I don’t even want to touch them myself.” The principal agreed with her. He told us to go through the old books and stack all of those that were not usable outside of our rooms. He told the janitor to take them down to the furnace room to be burned. Two or three days after we got those books down to the furnace room the superintendent came to visit. When he saw the books stacked in the furnace room, he asked what was wrong. When the principal told him that the books were to be burned, the superintendent said, “There's nothing wrong with those books. The children can still read them.” It was just not ideal at all. The books, the facilities, and the equipment at both Greenbriar and Union were not comparable to those of the white schools at all.

Source: Bernadine B. Morris, in Black Teachers on Teaching, by Michele Foster (New York: The New Press, 1997), 53–55, 56–57.
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