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 SERIES FOREWORD 

 In describing the development of American literature from colonial settle-
ment to the early 20th century, Harvard Professor Barrett Wendell noted 
that Britain and Amer ica b egan as o ne, particularly in sha red language. 
“A common language, one grows to feel, is a c loser bond than common 
blood,” he wrote in  The Temper of the Seventeenth Century in English Liter-
ature  from 1904. “For at heart the truest community which men can know 
is community of ideals; and inextricably interwoven with the structure of 
any language—with its words, with its idioms, with its syntax, and nowa-
days even with its very orthography—are ideals which, recognized or not, 
have animated and shall animate to the end those who instinctively phrase 
their earthly experience in its terms.” But after initial 17th-century settle-
ment, the two diverged, leading ultimately to the 18th-century American 
Revolution. That divergence came from a lack of shared experience. While 
Britain rolled through the turbulence of urban growth, economic distress, 
and political revolution, America experienced “a period of almost station-
ary national temper” and retained its 17th-century idealism (what Wendell 
termed a delica te balance of common law r ights with a s ense of biblical 
right) long after Britain’s had pass ed. Thus, one common language came 
to be spoken in two entirely different nations. This divergence marked the 
creation not only of American literature, which emerged in full flower in 
the 19th century, but also of a uniquely American political culture, a cul-
ture that Wendell could still see operating in the United States of William 
McKinley, Theodore Roosevelt, and Woodrow Wilson. This task of under-
standing just w hat constitutes Amer ican p olitical c ulture, w hat makes i t 
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unique from other nations as well as similar, and how that affects our cur-
rent understanding of national development continues to fascinate Ameri-
can historians. 

 American political culture itself is a diverse concept, but at its base marks 
the boundaries, constructed over 400 y ears, of political discourse and un-
derstanding. W e under stand p olitical c hange t hrough a pa rticular, his-
torically de veloped, Amer ican len s, uniq ue f rom o ther nations a nd t heir 
collective exp erience. How we learn p olitical culture is als o multifaceted: 
from friends and family, schools and universities, media s ources, religious 
leaders and texts, or t he community institutions t hat shape our daily ex-
periences of lif e. D aniel Walker Howe, in his s eminal  Political Cu lture of  
the American Whigs  (1979), defined political culture as “an evolving system 
of beliefs, attitudes, and techniques for solving problems, transmitted from 
generation to generation and finding expression in the innumerable activi-
ties that people learn; religion, child-rearing customs, the arts and profes-
sions, and, of course, politics.” Jean Baker in  Affairs of Party: the Political 
Culture of Northern Democrats in the Mid-Nineteenth Century  (1983) noted 
that “ Political C ulture assumes t hat a ttitudes, s entiments, a nd cogni tions 
that inform and govern politics are not random arrangements, but repre-
sent (if only we could see them as an anthropologist does the tribal rites of 
Tikopia) coherent patterns t hat together form a me aningful w hole.” This  
collection of impressions and attitudes we call Amer ican political culture, 
distinct from other national traditions, is framed by the intellectual debates, 
party clashes, partisan disputes, religious difficulties, economic distress, and 
attitudes toward governance experienced since the 18th century and earlier. 
In a ma jor work of political culture,  Revolutionary Backlash  (2007), Ros e-
marie Zagarri shows that though Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jeffer-
son have been dead since t he early 19th century, their c lash over politics 
shaped t he role o f women in t he p olitical c ulture of t heir time . James T. 
Kloppenberg, the distinguished student of political culture, in his  Reading 
Obama  (2010), maintains that in order to understand the meaning of this 
new president’s political values, we must continue to use that early political 
struggle of Hamilton and Jefferson. Their battles help frame contemporary 
political disputes, as do es a c lose reading of political texts by authors like 
Kloppenberg a id in under standing t he p olitical c ulture o f co ntemporary 
times. No debate over health care, environmental issues, foreign affairs, eco-
nomic policy, the nature of governance, or the education of our youth oc-
curs in a historical vacuum divorced from precedent, nor can be understood 
without unearthing structures of political culture with roots stretching back 
hundreds of years. 

 The guiding theme of the Praeger Series in Amer ican Political Culture 
is exp laining ho w c ultural fac tors (ed ucation, fa mily, co mmunity, et c.) 
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and economic change (technological innovation, depressions, prosperity, 
market alterations, etc.) intersect with political methods and ideas (elec-
tions, strategies, laws, policies, institutions, etc.) to shape human actions 
throughout American history. While the series exhibits a t heme, it is un-
derstood broadly to encourage a wide a rray of new projects and scholars 
from many disciplines—history, politics, law, and philosophy, for example. 
We welcome diversity in approach to historical topics, such as biography, 
institutional history, history of ideas, policy history, and the development 
of political structures, among others, but this series works within the disci-
pline of history, not political science. We interpret political culture from a 
strictly historical perspective. 

 We are pleased to offer another volume in our series, Ann C ollins’s  All 
Hell Broke Loose,  a major work on race riots in 20th-century United States. 
She b elieves t hose r iots t o have b een ac ts o f p olitical vio lence revealing 
much about American cultural attributes of freedom and repression. Like 
the important works by Paul Gilje,  Rioting in America  (1996), and George 
Rable,  But There Was No Peace  (1984), C ollins grasps t he political utility 
of violent reaction. She adopts Gilje’s theory that one must study race riots 
in the context of white violence, or counterviolence, as whites attempted to 
undermine black desire for a better life. Violent forms of political oppres-
sion thus contested the cultural values of black freedom. Riots, states Col-
lins, became symbols of demand for change, as well as forms of reactionary 
political protest with cultural overtones. 

 Collins de velops her a rgument by f irst diss ecting t he nig htmare 1921 
race riots in Tulsa, Oklahoma.   With that event as a model, she details the 
history o f 12 o ther r iots, t heir ca uses, a nd r esults, co vering t he p eriod 
1898–1945. The r iots took place in si tes f rom Chicago to New Orle ans, 
thus were not geographic specific, but revealed similar characteristics of 
black p rotest a nd w hite r esponse wi th vio lent r ioting in b lack co mmu-
nities. I n all o f t he r iots she st udies, lo cal cir cumstances cr eated extra- 
legal and mercifully short white riots. Collins then focuses on the specific 
activities of each r iot or what she calls i ts cultural form. C ollins f inds a 
pattern after 1919 of increased white violence toward black property and 
people. She concludes with an examination of the records of various po-
litical commissions (state and national) formed to investigate those riots. 
Each of these commissions’ analyses of cause and result of riots confirms 
her theory. In doing so, Collins makes an important contribution to the 
political culture of those race riots that so marked the American landscape 
in the drive for black freedom and resultant white repression during the 
first half of the 20th century. As such, she points toward a reconsideration 
of t he b lack civil r ights movement and w hite vio lence of t he 1950s a nd 
1960s, and, alas, thereafter. 
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 INTRODUCTION 

 An angry crowd of Tulsa, Oklahoma’s white residents congregated in front 
of the city’s courthouse on the evening of May 31, 1921. Inside, Dick Row-
land, a 19-y ear-old Af rican Amer ican sho eshine, s at det ained for an al-
leged infraction that struck fear into whites across the country during the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries—attempted sexual assault. As in ma ny 
other instances, it did not matter that the charges later proved false com-
pletely ex onerating t he y oung ma n. The ga thering t hrong a vowed t hat 
Rowland must pay with his life. The mob intended to lynch him. 1  When a 
group of men from Tulsa’s black community converged on the courthouse 
to protect Rowland, a scuffle ensued. A shot rang out, and then, according 
to a sheriff, “all hell broke loose.” 2  One of the worst race riots in American 
history was under wa y. W hen t he vio lence st opped, G reenwood, Tulsa’s 
once thriving black community, lay in ruins. 

 Unfortunately, t he e vents in T ulsa were not unique. R ace r iots o f t his 
kind—characterized b y w hite ag gression t oward b lacks a nd t heir p rop-
erty (s ee t he dis cussion t hat f ollows f or w hat co nstitutes a race r iot in 
this study)—cropped up over and over again in t he United States during 
the late 19th century and into the middle o f the 20th century. This w ork 
explores the riots that occurred during that time period, beginning with 
Wilmington, North C arolina, in 1898, a nd t hose t hat followed until t he 
end of World War II, with the 1943 riot in Beaumont, Texas, serving as the 
last major white-on-black riot in this study. From 1898 to 1945, at least 50 
significant race riots flared throughout the United States, with more than 
25 o ccurring in t he Red S ummer of 1919 alo ne. 3  Not s olely a s outhern, 
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northern, eastern, or western trend, these riots appeared in g eographical 
locales as diverse as Atlanta, Georgia; Washington, D.C.; Detroit, Michigan; 
Chicago, Illinois; Omaha, Nebraska; Longview, Texas; and rural Arkansas. 

 One s cholar o f r iots co ntends t hat “an exa mination o f co nfrontations 
in selected American cities throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries demonstrates that there is  no clearly discernable pattern  to  this 
country’s race r iots.” Instead, according to this author, distinctive origins 
and local community history provide the crucial variables for explaining 
American racial vio lence during t his era. 4  Although unique in s ome re-
spects, u pon c loser in spection, t hese r iots do sha re co mmon c haracter-
istics t hat ca n b e hig hlighted wi thin t he b roader co ntext in w hich t hey 
occurred. Against the backdrop of white radicalism, Jim Crow laws, politi-
cal unrest, economic turmoil, labor strife, two world wars, African Ameri-
can assertions for equality at home as they fought for democracy abroad, 
and demographic change and its resultant effect on such issues as housing, 
race riots plagued the American landscape for most of the first half of the 
20th century. A discernable pattern can be found among them, and one of 
the contributions that this volume provides is t hat it makes a connection 
between these national concerns and local circumstances. 

 Through this window of American history—the Progressive Era through 
World War II—m y r esearch exa mines t he co nditions t hat allo wed race 
riots to occur. Although riot violence existed both before and after these 
decades, this particular era lacks a thorough assessment of these incidents. 5  
Most studies that do exa mine race r iots during these years focus on one 
riot, 6  or a na rrower chronological time spa n of one or two years. 7  Other 
scholars include these riots within a larger framework. 8  This work, there-
fore, explores the race riots that occurred during a crucial period of Ameri-
can history and fills a long-neglected gap in the literature. 

 Attentive to the research of previous collective violence social scientists, 
I def ine t he race r iots o f t his era as ra tional, extralegal , r elatively sho rt 
eruptions of white-on-black violence aimed at influencing social change. 9  
Like P aul B rass, a n exp ert o n co llective vio lence a nd r iots in I ndia, 10  I 
avoid labeling these acts completely spontaneous because white individu-
als mired in a culture committed to hate, destruction, and the annihilation 
of the African American race carried them out so deliberately. In the case 
of race riots from the late 1890s through World War II, whites intended to 
thwart—by any means necessary—economic, political, or social progress 
that African Americans strove to make. 

 Indeed, “much of our nineteenth- and twentieth-century vio lence,” as 
Richard Maxwell Brown contends, “has represented the attempt of estab-
lished Americans to preserve their favored position in the social, economic, 
and political order.” 11  The violent actions of white rioters, therefore, hinged 
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on the rational goal of impeding any steps that might advance America’s 
black p opulation. Moreover, w hites p ossessed a vir tual ca rte b lanche t o 
carry out this agenda. As other scholars conclude, vigilantism propels “es-
tablished groups to preserve the status quo at times when the formal sys-
tem of rule enforcement is vie wed as inef fective or irrelevant.” 12  In many 
instances during t he era o f w hite r iots, t he lo cal, st ate, and national au-
thorities openly supported or condoned these atrocities. As I explain in the 
pages that follow, these factors and others allowed “all hell to break loose.” 

 In Chapter 1, I p lace the white-on-black riots that occurred during the 
Progressive Era t hrough World War II in hist orical context by providing 
a general history of race r iots in t he United States up until that period. I 
then lay out a co nception of how race r iots erupt. The next c hapters ex-
plain the structural factors, cultural framing, and precipitating events for 
the riots that occurred from the Progressive Era through World War II, the 
time frame analyzed in t his work. I als o present 12 cas e studies—6 racial 
pogroms during the Progressive Era through World War II (Wilmington, 
North Carolina; New Orleans, Louisiana; Atlanta, Georgia; East St. Louis, 
Illinois; Tulsa, Oklahoma; and Beaumont, Texas) and 6 riots from the Red 
Summer o f 1919 (L ongview, Texas; Washington, D.C.; Chicag o, Illino is; 
Knoxville, Tennessee; Omaha, Nebraska; and Phillips County, Arkansas), 
a particularly vicious year and the apex of white-on-black race riots. I con-
clude wi th a b road outline o f my a rguments a nd exa mine t he c hanging 
nature of race riots at midcentury with an overview of the 1943 race riot in 
Detroit. Finally, I include an epilogue addressing riot commissions set up 
in the immediate aftermath of various 20th-century race r iots, as w ell as 
modern-day truth commissions established for some of the riots examined 
in this study. 

 My journey into race r iot research ac tually b egan in L atin Amer ica (al-
beit intellectually, not physically). While working on my master’s degree 
in American and Latin American History at Louisiana State University, I 
became interested in the truth commissions set up in Latin America after 
the military dictatorships of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. This topic led me 
to the commission organized in 1997 by the Oklahoma state legislature for 
the purpose of a iring t he atrocities t hat o ccurred during t he 1921 T ulsa 
race riot. As I further explored this subject during my doctoral studies in 
political science at Washington University in St. Louis, the more I realized 
that this significant and critical story needed to be told. Dozens of white-
on-black race r iots marred the country, and they need t o be analyzed to 
explain why. 

 Race relations continue t o p lay a la rge role in t he s ocial fa bric o f t he 
United States, most recently with the election of the first African American 
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to the presidency. And w hile race r iots have la in dormant for many de-
cades now, racism co ntinues to thrive in t he United States. According to 
one study, for example, hate groups proliferated in r esponse to P resident 
Barack Obama’s inauguration. 13  Moreover, communities such as A tlanta, 
Georgia; S pringfield, Illino is; W ilmington, N orth C arolina; a nd T ulsa, 
Oklahoma, have established organizations or commissions in recent years 
to grapple with the race r iots that plagued their cities over 100 years ago. 
Clearly, the atrocities continued to haunt them. Indeed, while the whole-
sale, overt slaughter of black communities has not occurred in more than 
half a century now, the United States must understand its history of racial 
violence and racism in o rder to comprehend its present situation and to 
work for the betterment of society for future generations. It is my hope that 
 All Hell Broke Loose  helps shed some light on that endeavor. 



 Chapter 1 

 RACE RIOTS: STRUCTURAL 
FACTORS, CULTURAL FRAMING, 

AND PRECIPITATING EVENTS 

 HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE 

 The United States has long carried on a tradition of violent group conflict. 1  
White viciousness caused African Americans to suffer unimaginable hard-
ships and violence of every stripe during their years under slavery. White-
on-black race riots began in earnest in the 1830s and persisted throughout 
the a ntebellum p eriod p rimarily in r esponse t o a bolitionists’ p ush f or 
emancipation. In t he most w ell-known cas es, w hites in Cincinna ti, New 
York City, and Philadelphia forced b lacks f rom t heir homes, razed b lack 
churches and schools, and beat or killed any African American they could 
find. 2  During the Civil War, this brand of violence continued, with the most 
famous instance erupting in New York City in July 1863, when whites vented 
their condemnation o f t he b lack-aligned Republican Party and t he Civil 
War draft in the form of vicious attacks against African Americans. The riot 
marked an escalation of white savagery as mobs mutilated and strung up 
unsuspecting blacks and targeted a black orphanage. More than 100 people, 
mostly rioters and at least 11 blacks, died. Even more suffered injuries, and 
property damage was immense. 3  Rioting also broke out in other parts of the 
state—Buffalo and Troy—as well as Newark, New Jersey, during the war. 4  
In these incidents and others, many whites assumed that the draft would 
force them into a war that would free the slaves, who would subsequently 
usurp their jobs a nd assail their women, 5  dimensions that would take on 
particularly significant proportions by the end of the century. 



2 ALL HELL BROKE LOOSE

 Unfortunately, the war’s end did not stem the violence. “For the South,” 
as historian G eorge R able echoes Clausewitz’s renowned maxim, “ peace 
became war carried on by other means.” 6  Reconstruction did usher in a n 
era of hope for African Americans, but whites, particularly in t he South, 
redoubled their ef forts—with the aid of the newly minted Ku Klux Klan 
and other vigilante groups 7 —to quash any progress toward securing equal 
racial protection under t he law, as w ell as s ocial and economic advance-
ments. 8  Of co urse, “ the K lan’s b irth did no t ini tiate t hat tradi tion no r 
did the Klan’s disappearance terminate it,” avers historian Edward Ayers. 
“Honor, kin ship, is olation, lo calistic r epublicanism, a nd p overty—along 
with hatred for blacks—fed group violence in t he southern hills f or gen-
erations.” 9  But while the Klan generally focused its wrath on rural targets, 
race riots, typically a no rthern phenomenon before and during the Civil 
War, exploded in southern cities immediately after the war. Charleston and 
Norfolk in 1865, M emphis and New Orleans in 1866, N ew Orleans again 
in 1868, C olfax, Louisiana, in 1873, a nd Charleston again in 1876 exp e-
rienced intense racial co nflagrations. 10  Race riots eventually broke out in 
northern cities (Philadelphia, for example) after the war as well. 11  Accord-
ing t o one study, 33 ma jor race r iots t ook p lace during Reconstruction, 
most often for political control, but also because of white concerns over 
labor, social mores, and supposed black uprisings. 12  

 With t he end o f Reco nstruction, as s outhern w hites enac ted de fac to 
and later de jure segregation and disfranchisement without the veil of fed-
eral authorities over them, racial violence continued with a vengeance. But 
white terror did not stay confined to the South after 1877. As in the ante-
bellum era, racial vio lence reappeared in t he North, and now also in t he 
East and the West, as well as r ural and urban locales. 13  Fueled by a white 
radical ideology that cast b lacks as naturally savage and bestial and envi-
sioned no place for the African American in the United States, 14  white fear 
focused esp ecially on t he supposed b lack t hreat to w hite womanhood. 15  
With the Industrial Revolution and the subsequent agricultural depression 
in t he 1890s, w hite males lost co ntrol o f t heir eco nomic indep endence. 
This occurrence, in co njunction with the loss o f unfettered sexual acces-
sibility to black women after emancipation, dealt a s erious blow to their 
manhood. 16  Unable to provide for their household, white men turned their 
attention to enforcing Victorian principles designed to shield their women 
from the concocted “black beast rapist.” 17  In response to these and other 
threats, g enuine o r in vented, a pa rticularly s adistic f orm o f ag gression 
emerged, mainly in t he South. Between 1882 a nd 1937, 5,112 Amer icans 
were lynched—strung up, tortured, mutilated, and charred, or any com-
bination thereof—with 3,657 o f them being African Americans. 18  By the 
turn of the century, racial animosity reached a fever pitch, and a new wave 
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of race riots erupted across America, often in tandem with lynchings. This 
book focuses on t hese r iots and t hose t hat followed t hrough t he end o f 
World War II. 

 A CONCEPTION OF RACE RIOTS 

 Although p eople may co nceive o f r iots as sp ontaneous a nd p urely ir ra-
tional, the individuals who carried out the race r iots of the late 19th and 
the first half of the 20th centuries proved both purposeful and strategic—
in the words of Donald Horowitz, possessing “lucid madness,” not “blind 
fury.” 19  Perhaps more aptly described as massacres or pogroms, 20  particu-
larly during the early part of this study, the racial violence that occurred in 
the United States fits the definition that Horowitz constructs in his st udy 
on riots: 

 The deadly ethnic [based on ascriptive differences] riot is a n intense, sud-
den, t hough no t necess arily w holly un planned, let hal a ttack b y ci vilian 
members of one ethnic group on civilian members of another ethnic group, 
the victims chosen because of their group membership. . . . The riot is not an 
unstructured mêlée, in which it is impossible to disentangle attackers from 
their vic tims. R ather, the ethnic r iot consists of a s eries of discernible ac-
tions, identifiable initiators and targets, attacks and (rarely) counterattacks. 
Riots spring f rom hig hly patterned o ccurrences and conditions, and t hey 
reflect clear-cut structures of ethnic-group relations. 21  

 Horowitz’s co nception o f r iots ca ptures m uch o f t he racial t ension t hat 
permeated the United States between 1898 a nd 1945. S ome 50 race r iots 
erupted across the country, and in each incident, whites targeted individ-
ual blacks not because they knew them but because of their skin color and 
the political, economic, and social threat that it represented to them. 22  

 In his b ook on r iots, revolts, and insurrections, R aymond Momboisse 
paints a dramatic picture of mob b ehavior and accurately reflects the de-
scriptions provided in ne wspapers and other accounts detailing the race 
riots of the Progressive Era through World War II: 

 Mobs . . . do not suddenly spring into full bloom. They are the product of a 
process of evolution. Individuals who constitute a mob always have certain 
common interests and needs. . . . These individuals are preconditioned, for 
tension conditions do not as a r ule arise abruptly. There may be a series of 
irritating events or a deluge of vicious rumors which create a climate of ten-
sion. Frustrations are built up. 

 The first step in t he transformation of a preconditioned and responsive 
group of individuals into a mob is s ome climatic [ sic ] event. . . . It causes a 
crowd to gather at the scene. Its members mill about like cattle. The gathering 
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of a crowd automatically causes more onlookers to accumulate. . . . Rumors 
are n umerous a nd sp read ra pidly.  .  .  . A s a n inciden t p roceeds to a ttract 
numbers o f indi viduals, t hey a re pressed t ogether.  .  .  . The y ini tiate con-
versations with strangers. . . . [T]hey “mill” about. . . . Through the milling 
process, the crowd excites itself more and more. . . . More and more people 
appear on the scene. . . . 

 As tension mounts, individuals become less and less responsive to stimu-
lation arising outside the group and respond only to influences from within 
the crowd itself. . . . Brutalized emotions rise and receive the sanction of the 
mob. . . . Such overt behavior is, of course, always violent and destructive. . . . 
Once action has begun, it usually spreads quickly, engulfing even the more 
intelligent and s elf-controlled.  .  .  . To t he members of a r ebellious group, 
violence of whatever order provides an outlet for those feelings. 23  

 This work identifies the existing conditions and factors that produce the 
specific instances in time at which race riots coalesce in this process, caus-
ing all hell t o break loose. The ti pping point model also provides a us e-
ful and effective way to explore the proximate process that leads to riots. 
Fleshed out by Thomas S chelling in his a nalysis of neig hborhood racial 
segregation, 24  scholars use tipping to study any number of phenomena. 25  
Schelling co ncludes t hat a ti p o ccurs in a neig hborhood o nce a cer tain 
threshold of nonwhites emerges causing large numbers of whites to leave. 
The likelihood that any particular person joins in this group action hinges 
on his or her perception of what others seem likely to do. 26  

 The tipping mo del, t hen, relies on t he conception o f how indi viduals 
react to those around them, highlighting the significance of  perception  in 
spurring mobilization. Recent s cholars, moreover, us e t his mo del to ex-
plain how movement o rganizers us e c ultural no rms—common c ustoms 
and values within a society—to spur on collective behavior. 27  Mobilization 
based on race , as in t he cas e of t his study, would me an f raming ac tions 
through the prism of racial c ultural norms. During the late 19th century 
and f irst half o f t he 20t h, ne wspaper editors and p oliticians particularly 
served as the agents in this quest for white racial supremacy and, alterna-
tively, black equality. But as L isa Baldez suggests in her st udy of women’s 
movements in Chile , movement leaders cannot presume that individuals 
will automatically step into place once an appeal for action sounds forth. 
Instead, a political entrepreneur’s call will r esonate only if specific condi-
tions exist. 28  

 Like Baldez, I als o examine the  macro  conditions that allow tipping to 
occur. Specifically, my work focuses on the factors that prompted whites 
to unite violently under racial t erms against their black neighbors. While 
previous collective b ehavior s cholars us e t he tipping p oint mo del to ex-
plain t he  micro -level decisio ns t hat p rompt indi viduals t o co ordinate 
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into collective action, Baldez and I dif fer from others in o ur approach of 
employing t his mo del. 29  For race r iots to o ccur, and t herefore for a ti p-
ping p oint t o b e reached, t hree conditions must exist: cer tain  structural 
factors —primarily demogra phic, eco nomic, la bor, p olitical, legal , s ocial, 
and in stitutional f eatures;  cultural f raming,  o r ac tions a nd dis course b y 
both w hites a nd b lacks t o f urther t heir o wn ca uses; a nd a  precipitating 
event,  the immediate spark that ignites the violence. 

 Structural Factors 

 Some social sci entists a ttribute th e e mergence o f co llective a ction t o 
structural features within a society. In this scholarship, overarching politi-
cal, social, and economic conditions play a la rge role in exp laining when 
collective behavior occurs. Forces such as urbanization, the growth of capi-
talism, and industrialization exemplify this line of research. Structural fac-
tors make up one component of race riots; the violence that occurred from 
the Progressive Era through World War II erupted under specific societal 
conditions. 

 Beginning in t he 1890s, f or example, American blacks started to leave 
the rural South for the hope of better opportunities. Some went to south-
ern cities, while others made their way to the North and the West. A Great 
Migration s aw an outflux o f 500,000 Af rican Amer ican s outherners b e-
tween 1916 and 1919 and close to one million more the following decade. 
Chicago’s black population swelled from 44,103 in 1910 t o 109,458 s ome 
10 years later. Detroit saw a similar demographic change in t he same de-
cade, f rom 5,741 b lack residents in 1910, t o 40,838 b y 1920. N ew York’s 
black co mmunity als o gr ew, f rom 91,709 in 1910 t o 152,467 in 1920. 30  
This influx of people resulted in strains on housing, public transportation, 
and food, contributing to often already tense racial relations. In the South, 
white leaders began to undertake de j ure measures to separate the races. 
And as more blacks left this Jim Crow South, they asserted their rights for 
equality in the North, often to the chagrin of the whites there. Indeed, Af-
rican Americans faced deep racism a nd long-established patterns of resi-
dential segregation in the North. 

 Other str uctural fac tors a pparent d uring t his era f eatured eco nomic, 
labor, and political issues, as w ell as t he neglect of authorities. Economic 
fluctuation, at both the local and the national level, commonly left workers 
unemployed for weeks or months at a time . 31  When jobs became scarce, 
whites resented competition from black workers. The labor strife of the late 
19th century carried forward well into the 20th as workers tried to orga-
nize and businesses resisted, often with violence. Adding fuel to the fire of 
racial resentment, businesses also used blacks as strikebreakers. Moreover, 
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the agra rian revolt o f t he 1880s a nd 1890s t hat f or a sho rt time o ffered 
a class-based cooperative environment between the races b roke down as 
white agrarian radica ls b egan to us e st rident racist rheto ric to win ele c-
tions and set up a segregated society. 32  Furthermore, white authorities also 
often ignored or displayed open hostility toward African Americans. Some 
policemen and militia members, for example, turned a b lind eye toward 
race riots or even actively participated in them themselves. The cities that 
suffered race riots during this era featured one or more of these structural 
factors. 

 Cultural Framing 

 While t hese str uctural fac tors existed in r iot ci ties during t he 50-year 
span of my study, many of them appeared in nonriot cities as well. 33  It re-
mains insufficient, therefore, to simply uncover the structural factors that 
allowed riots to erupt. It also proves necessary to clarify why whites per-
ceived these factors as demanding them to act. Cultural framing provides 
this answer. Aaron Wildavsky and his colleagues conceptualize culture not 
only as “ ideas, values, and beliefs, as is co mmonly done, or as patterns of 
social r elations, b ut [als o] as val ues j ustifying r elationships indiss olubly 
bound together.” Moreover, they contend, political culture passes through 
generations, but in an altered form. “A first step in this direction,” they aver, 
“is to allow for the importance of adult, rather than only childhood experi-
ence in shaping individual orientations.” 34  This mind-set helps explain the 
growing assertion of African Americans of their fundamental rights and 
also whites’ gradual acceptance of this fact throughout the 1940s, 1950s, 
and 1960s. 

 As David Snow and Robert Benford contend, framing provides “an in-
terpretive schema that signifies and condenses the ‘world out there’ by se-
lectively punctuating and encoding objects, situations, events, experiences, 
and sequences of action in one’s present or past environment.” 35  This fram-
ing, they assert, proves crucial to building a co nsensus and a mo tivation 
for action. “By constructing a compelling sense of injustice and collective 
identities for t he protagonists and t heir t argets,” Marc S teinberg e choes, 
“frames provide a diagnosis a nd prognosis of a p roblem and a call t o ac-
tion to resolve it.” 36  The structural conditions that inflamed racial tensions 
during the first half of the 20th century, therefore, existed within a cultural 
framework that allowed race riots to erupt. 

 Moreover, the 1890s were crucial years in terms of cultural framing, in-
fluencing race r elations for decades t o come. As Joel Williamson argues, 
a radical ideo logy emerged that incorporated social Darwinism and sci-
entific racism, w hich fed views of white supremacy. This ideo logy led t o 
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a paranoid fear of sexual attacks on the sanctity of white womanhood. In 
combination with vitriolic political rhetoric, yellow journalism, and racist 
literature, this mentality resulted in h undreds of lynchings and the codi-
fication o f s egregation a nd disf ranchisement. 37  J eff Da vis, th e g overnor 
of Arkansas from 1901 t o 1907 a nd later a U.S. senator, for example, an-
nounced in one campaign speech, “[W]e may have a lot of dead niggers in 
Arkansas, but we shall never have negro equality, and I want to say that I 
would rather tear, screaming from her mo ther’s arms, my little daughter 
and b ury her ali ve t han t o s ee her a rm in a rm wi th t he b est nig ger o n 
earth.” In another screed he declared “that ‘nigger’ domination will never 
prevail in this beautiful Southland of ours, as long as shotguns and rifles lie 
around loose, and we are able to pull the trigger.” 38  Not surprisingly, black 
Arkansans felt the weight of those words. In Harrison, Arkansas, for in-
stance, between 1900 and 1910, the town’s black population dwindled from 
115 to 1, after two “instances of racial cleansing in 1905 and 1909, in which 
white mobs forced black persons out their homes, giving them twenty-four 
hours to leave.” 39  Overwhelmingly, newspapers served as the medium for 
spreading this white fear and paranoia. In this study, therefore, I examine 
newspapers, literature, and rhetoric to reveal how cultural faming played 
such a powerful role in creating an environment ripe for violence. 

 In addition, as whites strove to shut down black political and social rights, 
African Americans fought against this tidal wave in the courts, in elections, 
and in day-to-day interactions. A younger generation of blacks born after 
the Civil War resented their parents’ acquiescence to white supremacy. In 
the 20th century, leadership in the African American community began to 
shift from Booker T. Washington’s Atlanta Compromise position to a more 
assertive push for civil rights articulated by W.E.B. Du Bois. Using organi-
zations, such as the Niagara Movement and the NAACP, Du Bois stressed 
the need f or immediate civil r ights through federal intervention and the 
courts. Moreover, blacks created their own music, art, and literature that 
expressed their aspirations for their place in American society. 

 International events also played a la rge role in do mestic racial p olitics. 
The Spanish-American War heightened whites’ views of racial s olidarity 
and the white man’s burden. Almost two decades later, Woodrow Wilson 
argued that the United States entered World War I “to make the world safe 
for demo cracy.” S elf-determination for all p eople b ecame a k ey ingredi-
ent in this formulation. African Americans clearly saw possibilities for do-
mestic reform based on Wilson’s rhetoric during the war. Instead, the war 
unleashed xenophobia, racial r esentment, and violence. Similarly, during 
World War II, blacks launched the Double Victory campaign pushing for 
civil rights and equal economic opportunities at home as they fought doc-
trines of racial superiority overseas. In each of these wars, whites attacked 



8 ALL HELL BROKE LOOSE

African Americans in r esponse to their demands for equality. These cul-
tural faming ideas, in t andem with cer tain str uctural fac tors, created an 
environment for riot mobilization. 

 Precipitating Events 

 It remains possible (even probable), however, that structural factors and 
cultural f raming occurred in nonriot locales as well. Precipitating events 
provide the third element necessary for race r iots to occur. While struc-
tural fac tors a nd c ultural f raming s et t he s cene f or co llective b ehavior, 
these pre cipitating e vents s park t he i mmediate c ause for  p eople t o m o-
bilize. 40  “ The pre cipitating f actor,” N eil S melser s tresses, “ confirms t he 
existence, sharpens t he def inition, or exag gerates t he ef fect o f [existing] 
conditions.” 41  Moreover, “it provides adherents of a b elief with more evi-
dence of the workings of evil forces. . . . A precipitating factor, then, links 
the generalized b elief to concrete si tuations.” 42  Horowitz echoes, “In t he 
view of participants, precipitants render aggression both appropriate and 
necessary. . . . They supply a shorthand recollection of group qualities and 
relations, as well as guidance for a course of action.” 43  

 Similarly, S chelling h ighlights t he role of  pre cipitating e vents, or what 
he ca lls incidents, in r iot ac tivity, esp ecially in t he absence of organized 
leaders: 

 It is usually the essence of mob formation that the potential members have 
to know not only where and when to meet but just when to act so that they 
act in concert. Overt leadership solves the problem; but leadership can often 
be identified and eliminated by the authority trying to prevent mob action. 
In this case the mob’s problem is to act in unison without overt leadership, 
to find some common signal that makes everyone confident that, if he acts 
on it, he will not be acting alone. The role of “incidents” can thus be seen as a 
coordinating role; it is a substitute for overt leadership and communication. 
Without something like an incident, it may be difficult to get action at all, 
since immunity requires that all know when to act together. 44  

 Not surprisingly (due to the white radical and racist ideology that perme-
ated the country), the overwhelming majority of precipitating events re-
sulting in race riots from the 1890s through the mid-1940s stemmed from 
charges of real or alleged instances of interracial sexual assault or murder. 
Other infractions, such as b lacks acting as str ikebreakers or encroaching 
into white public facilities, a lso served as precipitating events. Moreover, 
rumors often exaggerated and distorted the reality of these events, stok-
ing a n alr eady he ated en vironment, a nd ne wspapers hel p sp read t heir 
destruction. 45  
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 But newspapers proved only partially responsible for spreading rumors. 
Audiences had to be willing to accept them, and then to act on that infor-
mation. As Horowitz suggests, 

 A rumor is a short-lived, unverified report, usually anonymous in its origin. 
No rumor that is disseminated widely enough to help precipitate collective 
violence can be understood as merely a chance falsehood or, as is commonly 
thought, a b it of misinformation that gains currency because official news 
channels have been remiss in putting out the truth. Concealed threats and 
outrages committed in secret figure prominently in pre-riot rumors. . . . 

 Rumors form an essential part of the riot process. They justify the vio-
lence that is about to occur. Their severity is often an indicator of the severity 
of the impending violence. Rumors narrow the options that seem available 
to those who join crowds and commit them to a line of action. They mobi-
lize ordinary people to do what they would not ordinarily do. They shift the 
balance in a cr owd toward those proposing the most extreme action. They 
project onto the future victims of violence the impulses entertained by those 
who will vic timize them. They confirm the strength and danger presented 
by the target group, thus facilitating violence born of fear. Rumors, then, are 
not stray tales. They perform functions for the group and for individuals in 
it. . . . 

 [B]ut a rumor will not take hold unless there is a market for it, a need in 
an emerging situation; and rumors change in the telling, becoming sharper 
in their factual assertions and more meaningful to recipients. . . . Moreover, 
the same rumors recur across widely different contexts, suggesting that an 
evolutionist, rather than a creationist, view of them is warranted. 46  

 Brass stresses the role of leaders in using rumors to incite action. In many 
cases, “[t]here is . . . little or nothing that is either arbitrary or spontaneous 
about the occurrence of . . . rumor[s]. . . . Rumors serve the purpose of mo-
bilizing members of a co mmunity for attack or defense.” 47  Recurrent ru-
mors did come into play—quite prominently—before, during, and after the 
race riots that erupted during the Progressive Era through World War II. 48  
Indeed, white leaders used these rumors to great effect. And white society 
often proved ready to accept them. 

 Between the Progressive Era and World War II, therefore, structural fac-
tors, cultural framing, and precipitating events combined to prompt white 
Americans to riot against blacks over and over again in a wide va riety of 
geographical locations. This conceptualization is drawn out in  Figure 1.1 .   

 This work, then, provides an analysis of the causes leading to the nu-
merous race riots that occurred during the Progressive Era through World 
War II. Dra wing partially on collective behavior, collective violence, and 
riot li terature, t his conception of race r iots demonstrates t he conditions 
that led w hites to r iot against b lacks during t his p eriod. As I r eveal, for 
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these riots to erupt, structural factors, cultural framing, and precipitating 
events coalesced to provide a tipping point for white Americans to riot. It is 
important to note, however, that riots did  not  occur in most of the United 
States during this period. Critical components of the model must be miss-
ing in t hose instances that could have tipped into r iots but that did no t. 
After the July 1919 Chicago race riot, for example, many people feared that 
another riot would occur. However, the police force and local press took an 
aggressive stand against racial conflict, in sharp contrast to their behavior 
before. 49  

 Therefore, t his w ork p rovides a n under standing o f t he cr ucial in gre-
dients t hat allo wed race r iots t o o ccur. S tructural fac tors, suc h as de-
mographic c hange, economic turmoil, la bor str ife, a nd elec toral p olitics 
provided an overarching societal backdrop. Cultural framing stirred these 
structural embers. Newspaper editors and politicians especially played an 
important role in spreading white radical and racist ideology. Meanwhile, 
African Americans organized to assert their rights and to expose the hy-
pocrisy of white Americans. Finally, precipitating events, such as actual or 
alleged sexual attacks or murder, created the immediate spark for rioting. 

 In the chapters that follow, I explore these topics more in-depth and pro-
vide 12 case studies that illustrate my conception of race riots. 50  In Chapters 
2 and 3, I examine the structural factors, cultural framing, and precipitat-
ing events in t he riots that occurred in Wilmington (1898), New Orleans 
(1900), Atlanta (1906), East St. Louis (1917), Tulsa (1921), and Beaumont 
(1943). These six riots exemplify the racial pogroms that erupted from the 
Progressive Era through World War II. In Chapters 4 and 5, I analyze the 
1919 Red Summer riots that all occurred within months of each other, but 

RACE RIOT

Cultural Framing

(Newspapers)
White Radicalism

Virtuous White Women
White Supremacy
Black Assertion

Literature

Structural Factors

Demographics
Economic Turmoil

Labor Strife
Electoral Politics
Jim Crow Laws

Segregation
Authorities

Precipitating Event

(Rumors)
Alleged/Actual Sexual Act

Alleged/Actual Murder
Other Alleged/Actual Infraction

 Figure 1.1.  A model of race riots
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in geographically diverse lo cales. L ongview, Washington, D.C., Chicago, 
Knoxville, Omaha, and Phillips County—six of the seven major race riots 
that year—provide a good representation of the riots that exploded in the 
aftermath of World War I. In my conclusion, I use Detroit (1943) to illus-
trate the changing nature of race riots at midcentury. The Detroit riot has 
characteristics of the earlier riots (that I exa mine in t his study) and fore-
shadows the so-called black ghetto race riots of the 1960s.  





 Chapter 2 

 RACIAL POGROMS 

 After Reco nstruction, s outhern w hites mo ved t o co nsolidate t heir co n-
trol of society politically, economically, and socially, and to impose white 
supremacy. 1  By t he 1890s, t he promise o f equality once held o ut by t he 
14th and 15th Amendments had all b ut been lost. M ost African Ameri-
cans toiled in t he economically depressed South as sharecroppers, tenant 
farmers, a nd wag e la borers. Thos e w ho moved u p t he e conomic ladder 
faced constant threats to their lives and property. Whites used any means 
necessary t o co nsolidate t heir p ower, inc luding race r iots. I n t his c hap-
ter and t he next, I exa mine t he str uctural fac tors, c ultural f raming, and 
precipitating events that created the racial pogroms from the Progressive 
Era through World War II. I also provide six case studies of these types of 
riots—Wilmington, New Orleans, Atlanta, East St. Louis, Tulsa, and Beau-
mont. The riots share similar features—the precipitating events stemmed 
from perceived black violations against sacred facets of white society (as-
saults aga inst w hite w omen o r a uthorities); b lack r esistance exist ed b ut 
proved largely futile; and the outcome left whites securely in control. 

 STRUCTURAL FACTORS 

 At the turn of the century, 90 p ercent of African Americans lived in t he 
rural South. 2  However, a tremendous demographic shift had begun. Many 
blacks mo ved t o s outhern ci ties, a nd incr easingly no rthern ci ties, lo ok-
ing for b etter jobs, s chools, and opportunities. 3  In regard to this migra-
tion, “something new seemed to be happening from the mid-1880s, a nd 
especially f rom t he e arly 1890s,” hist orian S teven H ahn exp lains, “as t o 
volume, direction, composition, and political meaning.” 4  Whites met this 



14 ALL HELL BROKE LOOSE

movement with fear and trepidation. Moreover, younger Af rican Amer-
icans, t he f irst generation “b orn and bred in f reedom,” made u p a la rge 
contingent of these new urban migrants. They wanted to form new com-
munities and expand not only their economic advantage but also their so-
cial position in society. 5  Paranoid whites viewed this younger generation as 
a threat to their supremacy. “The generation of Negroes which have grown 
up since t he war,” st ated a w hite Memphis ne wspaper edi torial in 1892, 
“have lost in large measure the traditional and wholesome awe of the white 
race which kept the Negroes in subjection.” 6  

 Indeed, this urban migration during the late 19th and early 20th centu-
ries brought blacks and whites into contact in new ways that often created 
challenges to whites’ conceptions of racial s eparation and social control. 
When a wealthy black farmer drove his new car to a nearby town in Geor-
gia in 1917, for example, a white mob set the car on fire and warned him, 
“From now on, you nig gers walk in to town, or us e t hat o le mule if y ou 
want to stay in t his city.” 7  Housing and job competition, as well as p oliti-
cal concerns, often spurred this racial animosity. Whites feared that blacks 
would work for lower wages and undermine their economic p osition in 
society. Economic fluctuations, such as the Panic of 1893, led to increased 
tensions both economically and politically. In the late 19th century, both 
black and white farmers suffered under the strain of low agricultural prices 
and looked for political solutions to their economic crisis. 

 The Populist Party emerged in t he 1890s, esp ecially in t he S outh and 
Midwest, to provide a v oice for agrarian anger. For a mo ment, some his-
torians argue, class outweighed race. Black and white Farmers’ Alliances 
formed and sometimes worked in t andem. This co operation worried the 
more conservative elements in t he Democratic Party committed to white 
supremacy. Southern Democrats also feared fusion between Republicans 
and Populists. Indeed, political considerations played a co nsiderable role 
in ma ny o f t he Amer ican race r iots f rom t he P rogressive Era t hrough 
World War II. A s soon as b lack men ga rnered the right to vote with the 
15th Amendment in 1870, many whites began to take measures to thwart 
them from doing so. As Horowitz suggests, “Groups constituting a politi-
cal threat . . . have a greater likelihood than others do of becoming victims 
of violence.” 8  And, not surprisingly, the agrarian revolt of the 1880s a nd 
1890s that for a short time offered a class-based cooperative environment 
between the races broke down as white radicals began to use strident racist 
rhetoric to win elections. 9  

 The 1898 Wilmington, North Carolina, race r iot, for example, erupted 
directly as a result of the Democratic Party’s efforts to prevent blacks from 
maintaining a ny s ort o f p olitical p ower in t he r egion as t hey had do ne 
in the previous two elections by aligning with the Populists. In speeches 
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leading up to t he November 8 elec tion t hat year, C olonel Alf red Moore 
Waddell, a f ormer U.S. congressman and officer in t he Confederate cav-
alry, avowed, “We will never surrender to a ragged raffle of negroes, even if 
we have to choke the current of the Cape Fear with carcasses.” In a screed 
to the white denizens of Wilmington on the eve of the election, he directed, 
“Go to the polls tomorrow, and if you find the negro out voting, tell him to 
leave the polls, and if he r efuses, kill him.” 10  His words proved prophetic. 
Although the election passed with no vio lence in W ilmington and some 
African Americans turned out to vote, in the days that followed, the city’s 
democratically elec ted o fficials r esigned under p ressure a nd f led t own, 
Democrats appointed themselves to the vacated offices, and the black pop-
ulation suffered death, injury, and exile. After the riot, which broke out two 
days after the election, one woman’s recollection of the Democrat’s white 
supremacy campaign relayed, “It is pitiful to hear the accounts of reliable 
eye-witnesses to the harrowing scenes. ‘We are just shooting to see the nig-
gers run,’ they cried as the black men began to fall in e very direction. . . . 
[The] whole thing was with the object of striking terror to the [black] man’s 
heart, so that he would never vote again.” 11  White supremacy had indeed 
reigned supreme. 

 In addi tion t o o utright vio lence, w hites us ed o ther me ans t o p revent 
blacks from attaining the power they secured through the 14th and 15th 
Amendments. W hile t his J im Cr ow mentality exist ed e arlier ( Jim Cr ow 
Cars—or s egregated ca rs—started r unning o n s ome no rthern ra ilroads 
even before the war), southern states began passing legislation in the late 
1890s to enact de jure measures relegating African Americans to second-
class st atus. 12  B y 1910, e very f ormer C onfederate st ate had s ecurely en-
acted this system of discrimination—primarily blocking black males from 
voting and segregating the races in p ublic places. Beginning in t he 1870s 
and culminating in 1896 wi th  Plessy v. Ferguson,  the U.S. Supreme Court 
gave its consent. 

 Southern states passed such measures as poll taxes, literacy tests, white 
primaries, and grandfather clauses to disfranchise black citizens. They also 
hung segregated signs marking public restrooms, water fountains, court-
houses, theaters, libraries, or any public building. 13  In their  White Man’s 
Declaration of Independence  revealed on November 8, 1898, W ilmington, 
North Carolina’s whites trumpeted: 

 [T]he Constitution of the United States contemplated a g overnment to be 
carried on by an enlightened people . . . , not . . . the enfranchisement of an 
ignorant population of African origin. . . . We declare that we will no longer 
be ruled, and will never again be ruled, by men of African origin . . . [in part 
because] .  .  . the negro has demo nstrated, by antagonizing our interest in 
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every way, and especially by his ballot, that he is incapable of realizing that 
his interests are and should be identical with [ours]. 14  

 Between 1865 a nd 1967, over 400 ci ty ordinances, state laws, and consti-
tutional a mendments en sured t his men tality t ook ho ld t hroughout t he 
country. 15  

 Local, state, and federal authorities contributed to how race riots played 
out from the late 1890s t hrough the mid-1940s as w ell. At least 17 st ates 
passed statutes against mob vio lence by 1890, and 24 st ates did s o by the 
mid-1930s, reacting to “such activities as lynchings, labor confrontations, 
civil disturbances, and demonstrations involving religious feelings.” 16  But 
the victims of race riots often found themselves either ignored by authori-
ties d uring t he vio lence o r b lamed a fterward. Of ficials s ometimes e ven 
joined in t he brutality themselves. On A ugust 17, 1900, f or example, the 
editors of  t he  New York Times  responded with disgust t o the role of the 
police in that city’s riot: 

 The record of the police in the riotous attacks on negroes in their quarter 
on Wednesday night may briefly be summed up. They stood idly by for the 
most part while the negroes were b eing b eaten except when they joined 
savagely in t he sport, until the r ioting threatened to extend dangerously; 
then they gradually dispersed the crowds, arresting almost no w hites and 
many b lacks, most o f t he la tter b eing c lubbed most unmer cifully.  .  .  . It 
discloses s everal vices b oth in t he individual p olicemen w ho est ablished 
the record and in t he system under w hich t hey ac t. It tells of cr uelty, of 
the brutal cowardice of armed men ass aulting helpless men a nd women, 
of violent racial prejudice, but especially of the open and brazen violation 
of the first duties of policemen. And i t tells of implicit confidence on the 
part of the offending officers that they will not be called to account by their 
superiors. 17  

 Shortly a fter t he 1921 T ulsa, Ok lahoma, race r iot, r umors cir culated—
“apparently well-founded,” according t o Alf red Brophy—“that t he entire 
bench of the Tulsa district court, the court clerk, the county sheriff, and all 
jury commissioners” belonged to the Ku Klux Klan. 18  

 The national government often did little in the way of riot intervention, 
and not until Franklin Roosevelt’s administration did f ederal authorities 
begin to move toward ensuring blacks’ rights. William McKinley, for ex-
ample, opted not to send federal troops into Wilmington, North Carolina, 
during the 1898 r iot. He did co nvene his ca binet to discuss the situation 
and, in t he end, decided aga inst intervention since t he governor had no t 
asked f or i t. 19  Af ter t he r iot, a n umber o f Af rican Amer icans s ent p leas 
to t he p resident f or assist ance. One D enver wr iter r eminded M cKinley 
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that blacks fought bravely on behalf of the United States in t he Spanish- 
American War, yet continued to face hostilities at home: 

 My race stands loyal to this government and to the Stars and Stripes. When 
the call came for the negro to pick up arms and go face a foreign foe, leaving 
their own country, wives and children, t hey ne ver fal tered but went will-
ingly to the f ield of battle and have shown to the world that they were no 
cowards. . . . [W]hat is this country in the South doing for their brothers[?] 
Is it possible we must leave our homes and go f ight a f oreign foe and not 
get any protection at home by the government we are defending? We see at 
Wilmington, N.C. a nd Greenwood, S.C. t he neg roes shot down li ke dogs 
and deprived of the right of ballot. . . . The outrages of the negro in the South 
if left to continue will sp read to the North and West, and then what is lef t 
for us to do but prove disloyal to our government. In the name of God and 
humanity lend us a helping hand! 20  

 A Wilmington woman echoed these sentiments: “I call on you the head of 
the American Nation to help.  . . . We are loyal we go when duty calls us. 
And are we to die lik e rats in a tra p? Will you for God sake in y our next 
message to Congress give us some releif [ sic ]? . . . The laws of our state is 
[ sic ] not good for the negro.” 21  A N ew Yorker besieged, “Please do all in 
your p ower to stop [t he vio lence], if t here needs t o b e a st anding army, 
please send one there. Lynching has been going on in the Southern States 
ever since President Hayes removed the Standing army from the South.” 22  

 Structural fac tors, t herefore, hel ped s et t he st age f or t hese racial p o-
groms to occur. Demographic concerns, such as black migration to cities; 
economic factors, namely recessions and depressions that constricted jobs; 
political alliances between blacks and Populists, much to the Democrats’ 
dismay; de facto and de jure segregation; and the failure of local, state, and 
national authorities to protect blacks against white violence exemplify the 
structural factors that allowed race riots to erupt. Cultural framing played 
an important role as well. 

 CULTURAL FRAMING 

 The Progressive Era p roved crucial in t erms of shaping race r elations for 
decades t o co me. A s J oel W illiamson a rgues, a w hite radical ideo logy 
emerged that incorporated social Darwinism, scientific racism, and (prob-
ably most important to the outbreak of race riots) the fear of sexual attacks 
on the sanctity of white womanhood, all in conjunction with vitriolic po-
litical rhet oric a nd y ellow jo urnalism. 23  This racist mind-s et r esulted in 
thousands of lynchings and numerous race r iots and helped solidify the 
codification of segregation and disfranchisement. 
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 So-called experts, such as Paul Barringer, a professor of medicine at the 
University of Virginia, suggested at the turn of the century, for instance, 
that only enslavement had truly protected blacks and that “all things point 
to the fact that the Negro as a race is reverting to barbarism with the inor-
dinate criminality and degradation of that state. It seems, moreover, that he 
is doomed at no distant day to ultimate extinction.” 24  Echoing this senti-
ment, Professor William Smith of Tulane University published  The Color 
Line  in 1905, co ncluding, “ The vision .  .  . o f a race va nishing b efore i ts 
superior is no t at all disp iriting, but inspiring rather.  .  .  . The do om that 
awaits the Negro has been prepared in like measure for all inferior races.” 25  

 White politicians also weighed in on the supposed subordination of the 
black race. Senator Wade Hampton of South Carolina, for example, labeled 
black suffrage “a crime against civilization, humanity, constitutional rights, 
and Christianity.” 26  Moreover, he and others proposed a complete schism 
between t he races. “ I unhesi tatingly ass ert,” S enator James Vardaman of 
Mississippi declared in 1913, 

 that p olitical equality for t he colored races le ads to s ocial equality. S ocial 
equality leads to race a malgamation, and race a malgamation to deteriora-
tion and disintegration. . . . I expect to favor and urge the enactment of laws 
that will make perfect the social and political segregation of the white and 
colored races. We cannot follow the idea of Lincoln and send the colored 
man away to a country of his own. The next best thing, therefore, is to bring 
about complete segregation. 27  

 Others b eat t he D arwinian dr um, as st udies sug gested t hat b lack b irth-
rates fell below death rates as African Americans began migrating to cities. 
“God’s law of evolution, the survival of the fittest, and the extinction of the 
unfit,” dec lared S enator John S harp Williams o f M ississippi in 1907, “ is 
operating.” 28  

 To w hite radicals, ho wever, t his su pposed b lack deg eneracy ca me a t 
a steep price—the peril that it put white women and girls in as a r esult. 
“The single most signif icant and awful manifestation of black retrogres-
sion [in the radical mind-set],” asserts historian Joel Williamson, “was an 
increasing frequency of sexual assaults on white women and girl children 
by black men. Above all else, it was this threat that thrust deeply into the 
psychic core of the South, searing the white soul, marking the character of 
the Southern mind radicall y and leaving it crippled and hobbled in ma t-
ters of race long after the mark itself was lost f rom sight.” 29  With the end 
of slavery, white radicals sug gested, black males co uld roam the country 
unchecked in t heir quest to satisfy their thirst for white women. 30  More-
over, the Industrial Revolution and economic uncertainty undermined the 
white man’s control over his own household (women and children began 
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to work more and more outside the home) and weakened his eco nomic 
independence, further accentuating his insecurities. 31  Countless southern 
politicians, such as Senators James Vardaman, Pitchfork Ben Tillman, and 
Coleman Blease, made their name by capitalizing on this angst and stress-
ing t he vast da nger of—and t he remedies for—this conjured b lack male 
beast. 32  

 “I ha ve t hree da ughters,” T illman p ronounced o n t he S enate f loor in 
1907, “but so help me God, I had rather find either one of them killed by 
a tiger or a b ear and gather up her b ones and bury them, conscious that 
she had die d in t he purity of her ma idenhood, than to ha ve her cra wl to 
me and tell me t he horrid story that she had b een robbed of the jewel of 
her womanhood by a black fiend.” 33  Tillman sounded this theme regularly. 
Southerners “have never believed [African Americans] to be equal to the 
white man,” he thundered before his Senate colleagues seven years earlier, 
“and we will not submit to his gratifying his lust on our wives and daugh-
ters without lynching him.” 34  White radical politicians, writers, journalists, 
preachers, and scholars saw that this threat loomed all around them, and 
they spread the message of fear every opportunity they could. 

 And with this crescendo of radical t hinking, Tillman’s pronouncement 
on lynching came true. “The sudden and dramatic rise in the lynching of 
black men in a nd a fter 1889,” hist orian Joel Williamson ass erts, “stands 
out like some giant volcanic eruption on the landscape of Southern race 
relations. There was, indeed, something new and horribly palpable on the 
earth. It was signalized by the mob, the rushing, swelling fury of a mass of 
struggling men, the bloody and mangled bodies, and the smell of burning 
flesh. It would be some years before anyone would earnestly contend that 
actually only about one-third of the lynchings were committed for ‘the new 
crime’ (the rape of white women by black men), and many more years be-
fore Southerners at large would acknowledge that lynching itself was itself 
a cr ime.” 35  Indeed, many w hites did f eel justified in usin g lynching as a 
weapon to tame the supposed black beast. 

 Southern w hite newspapers constantly promoted this racist theme. “It 
is t he sp ontaneous o utburst o f emo tions lo ng f elt a nd lo ng smo thered,” 
 Atlanta C onstitution  co lumnist Bill Ar p wrote in 1897, “ and t hose emo-
tions are based upon love—love for home and wife and children, love and 
respect for t he wives and daughters o f t he neig hbors. Lynching negroes 
for this crime is no evidence of lawlessness among our [white] people. . . . 
How many more outrages there would be if t hese lynchings should stop 
we can only conjecture.” 36  And Georgian Rebecca Latimer Felton invoked 
this most hideous form of violence when she trumpeted, “if it takes lynch-
ing to protect woman’s dearest possession from drunken, ravening human 
beasts—then I say lynch a thousand a week if it becomes necessary.” 37  Yet 
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protecting t he vir tue o f w hite w omen p roved no t t o b e s olely r elegated 
to t he S outh. In Urbana, Ohio, in J une 1897, f or example, a w hite mob 
charged the local jail to capture a black man accused of assaulting a white 
woman. Before the National Guard could quell the crowd, they strung the 
man up from a tree in the town square, only a short distance from a Union 
soldier monument. 38  

 People who spoke out against the atrocity of lynching became “nigger 
lovers” or t he vic tims of vio lence t hemselves. One ac tivist, Jessie D aniel 
Ames, received an anonymous letter in 1926 stating, “God will burn . . . the 
Big African Brute in Hot Hell for molesting our God-like pure snowwhite 
angelic American Women.” And Ames’s local newspaper, the Williamson 
County (Texas)  Sun,  avowed, “Abstractly we are against mob violence, but 
negro rapists, North or South, must die; by the law if possible; without the 
law if need be.” 39  Moreover, as one attendee of the 1900 Montgomery race 
conference declared, the white man “regards the rape of white women by 
Negroes not as ordinary criminality, [but as] an attack on the integrity of 
the race.” 40  Nothing struck condemnation or anxiety into whites more than 
this largely imagined threat, and many white men capitalized on this fear 
through violence. 

 Moreover, white women also played a r ole—and not always altogether 
passive—in promoting racial vio lence at the turn of the century and be-
yond. S ome sim ply t urned a b lind e ye o n t he b rutality elici ted in t heir 
names. But others took a more active approach. Rebecca Cameron, cousin 
of Wilmington’s white supremacists’ leader Alfred Waddell, chided him in 
a letter during the days leading up to the 1898 election and subsequent race 
riot: “Where are the white men and shotguns! It is time for the oft quoted 
shotgun to play a part, and an active one, in the elections. It has reached the 
point where blood letting is needed for the hearts of the common man and 
when the depletion commences  let it be thorough ! Solomon says, ‘There is 
a Time to Kill.’ ” 41  Ten years later, Kate Howard, the Springfield, Illinois, 
“Joan of Arc,” led a group of irate whites to destroy the restaurant of a white 
man who assisted police in escorting two alleged black rapists out of town. 
“What the hell are you fellows afraid of?” she rebuked the mob, “Women 
want protection, and this seems to be the only way to get it.” And during 
World War II, wi tnesses saw white women in M obile, Alabama, str iking 
black male shipyard workers with bricks and iron bars after a riot broke out 
there because of labor strife and rape rumors. 42  

 Other white leaders, however, took a more accommodationist (although 
often still racist) stance on race relations. “[The African American] is natu-
rally do cile and p eaceable” ass erted Julius Dreher, president of Ro anoke 
College in Virginia in 1889, “and if we treat him with anything like fairness, 
justice, and consideration we claim for ourselves as men, we shall hear less 
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of race antagonism in the future.” 43  Other paternalistic racists went further. 
“The Negro race,” declared Charles T. Hopkins, head of those prominent 
whites who gathered in A tlanta to discuss the 1906 race r iot there, “ is a 
child race. We are a strong race, their guardians. We have boasted of our 
superiority and we have now sunk t o this level—we have shed t he blood 
of our helpless wards. Christianity and humanity demand that we treat the 
Negro fairly. He is here, and here to stay. He only knows those things we 
teach him to do; it is our Christian duty to protect him.” 44  

 Of course, much of what whites taught blacks consisted of degrading 
rules o f etiq uette. B efore t he mo dern ci vil r ights era, w hites exp ected 
blacks t o b e def erential (mo ve o ut o f t he wa y o n a side walk, r emove 
their hat when speaking to them), address them with respect (“Boss” or 
“Cap’n” for men or “Miss” for women), and separate from them in public 
capacities (different entrances to public buildings, even separate hospital 
wards and staffs). “The whole intent of Jim Crow etiquette boiled down 
to one simple rule,” concludes historian Ronald Davis, “blacks must dem-
onstrate their inferiority to whites by actions, words, and manners.” 45  In-
fractions by blacks to these codes of behavior f requently led t o violent 
outbursts. The  Shreveport T imes  r eminded Af rican Amer icans o f t his 
fact: 

 We venture to s ay t hat f ully ninety p ercent of all t he race tr oubles in t he 
South are the result of the Negro forgetting his place. If the black man will 
stay where he belongs, act like a Negro should act, work like a Negro should 
work, talk like a Negro should talk . . . there will be very few riots, fights or 
clashes. Instead of the “societies” and “unions” f loating propaganda to .  .  . 
lift them up to the plane of the white man, they should foster education that 
will instill in the Negro the desire, and impress upon him the NECESSITY 
of keeping his place. 46  

 In addi tion to s cholars and p oliticians, contemporary wr iters als o ex-
plored the relationships between blacks and whites. Some harkened back 
to their turn-of-the-century childhoods years later and elaborated on their 
eventual realization of racial hierarchies. In  Making of a Southerner,  Kath-
erine Lumpkin recalls: 

 We can be certain that from the time I could sit in my high chair at table or 
play about the parlor floor while others conversed, my ears saturated with 
words and phrases at all times in timately familiar to Southern ears and in 
those years of harsh excitement carrying a special urgency: “white suprem-
acy,” . . . “inferiority,” “good darkey,” “bad darkey,” “keep them in their place.” 
As time pass ed, I m yself w ould le arn t o sp eak t hese w ords p erhaps wi th 
special emphasis . . . even before I had t he understanding to grasp all t hey 
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stood for. Of course I did come to comprehend. When I did, it was a sharp 
awakening. 47  

 Lillian S mith, in her 1949 a utobiography  Killers o f t he Dr eam,  recounts 
how white children in the early 20th century learned about racial distinc-
tions. “We were given no formal instruction in these difficult matters but 
we learned our less ons well. We learned the intricate systems of t aboos, 
of r enunciations a nd co mpensations, o f ma nners, v oice mo dulations, 
words, feelings, along with our prayers, our toilet habits, and our games.” 48  
Other writers, both black and white, who penned novels and other literary 
works played a large role in framing discourse at the time of these women’s 
childhoods. 

 North C arolinian Tho mas Dix on, f or exa mple, wr ote a tr ilogy o f 
novels—made into a stage play in 1905 and the film  The Birth of a Nation  
in 1915—that promoted the myths of white supremacy and the black male 
beast. In  The Leopard’s Spots: A Romance of the White Man’s Burden, 1865–
1900  of 1902, he addresses distortions to his view of southern history, espe-
cially in response to Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1852 novel  Uncle Tom’s Cabin,  
which he saw dramatized in a play in 1901. 49  Using some of her characters, 
he completely recasts the roles that whites and blacks play—namely to be-
come the heroic saviors in the Ku Klux Klan and the dastardly black male 
rapists. The b ook s old over one million copies, a t estament to t he reso-
nance of Dixon’s words and views. 50  

 He also responds to a c haracter thinly disguised as (b lack Wilmington 
editor) Alexander Manly and his edi torial challenging t he ide a of w hite 
supremacy as “ defaming t he vir tue o f t he w hite w omen o f t he co mmu-
nity” and views his ac tions as j ust more “Negro insolence.” 51  For Dixon, 
the resulting white violence in response to the black editor’s words stems 
from a natural impulse, and he deems it completely justifiable to preserv-
ing white supremacy and the purity of white womanhood. Penning a letter 
to a friend, Dixon quotes a review of  The Leopard’s Spots : 

 No o ther b ook y et p rinted has gi ven suc h a gra phic p resentation o f t he 
Southern view of the Negro problem. . . . [T]he book will slow up sectional 
prejudices. It will be read with more than passing interest in the North. . . . It 
is the best apology for lynching, it is the finest protest against the mistakes of 
reconstruction—The South has been silent when books like this might have 
made their position clearer. 52  

 In addi tion t o t he vir tues o f violence, Dix on als o f ocuses—almost 
obsessively—on mis cegenation a nd racial p urity in  The Le opard’s S pots : 
“One drop of Negro blood makes a N egro. It kinks t he hair, f lattens the 
nose, t hickens t he lip, puts out t he lig ht o f intellect, and lig hts t he f ires 
of brutal passions. The b eginning of Negro equality as a vi tal fac t is t he 
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beginning of the end of this nation’s life. There is enough Negro blood here 
to make mulatto the whole Republic.” 53  In  The Clansman  (1905) and  The 
Traitor  (1907), he sees the Klan through in preventing this calamity and in 
attaining white supremacy, and he then disbands the Klan after it achieves 
its glorious mission. 54  

 Dixon’s vie ws tie in c losely with other w hite radicals o f t he time w ho 
suggested t hat ema ncipation ca used Af rican Amer icans t o r etrogress t o 
the point of being unable to f it into American society. According to his-
torian Glenda G ilmore, t his ne w g eneration o f w hites emer ging in t he 
1890s—“The New W hite Man”—“stated b luntly t hat t he p rerogatives o f 
manhood—voting, sexual choice, freedom of public space—should be re-
served for him alone.” 55  Dixon served as a p rominent voice in this group. 
Indeed, historian Joel Williamson labels  The Leopard’s Spots  “virtually an 
encyclopedia of Radicalism.” 56  

 Dixon combined his first two novels into a play,  The Clansman,  in 1905, 
and two stage companies performed it to enthusiastic audiences through-
out the United States. 57  Interestingly, several months before the 1906 At-
lanta r iot, an audience t here hailed Dixon after opening nig ht (he o ften 
attended the performances and gave a sp eech afterward) with an ovation 
lasting several minutes. 58  Clearly the racist t hemes resonated with white 
Atlantans and other white southerners, as Dix on reveals in a n interview 
with the  Atlanta Constitution : 

 Words cannot express my gratitude and love to the southern people for the 
enthusiasm with which my play has b een everywhere received. Thus far it 
has been presented in thirty cities to crowds that have broken the record of 
each house. But the thing that pleased me most has not been merely the size 
of the crowds, but the passionate approval they have given to every senti-
ment expressed. . . . This approval of a play from the hearts and heads of an 
audience is the final decision of the supreme court of public opinion. 59  

 He also responds to critics of the play’s racist sentiments: 

 The voice of a hostile critic here and there cuts no figure against it. . . . Only 
six papers out of the forty-three published in thirty cities where the play has 
been given have attacked it. . . . One editor, who, I imagine, ate a Welsh rabbit 
and had a nightmare after seeing “The Clansman,” gravely warned the world 
that t he p lay would le ave a tra il o f lynchings b ehind i t. We have t hus far 
safely passed thirty southern towns without a lynching and in one of them, 
on the night of the performance, a negro was caught and put in ja il for an 
attempted assault on a beautiful white girl. 60  

 Ironically, according to one source, his play  had  incited a lynching in Bain-
bridge, Georgia, only the week before. 
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 According to an October 30, 1905,  Chicago Daily Tribune  story, the vio-
lence began after a local sheriff died from a gunshot wound inflicted by a 
black man. 

 Wrought up t o a hig h p itch o f a nger aga inst negroes by t he presentation 
of Thomas A. [ sic ] Dixon’s play “ The Clansman,” last w eek, a mob o f 300 
men stormed the jail [where authorities incarcerated the suspect]. . . . The 
terrified captive was dragged through the streets to the Flint river bridge in 
the suburbs and suspended to a b eam, where the body remained hanging 
all day, and object of gr im c uriosity to hundreds.  .  .  . The f eeling against 
negroes, ne ver kindl y, has b een im bittered [ sic ] b y t he Dix on p lay, since 
when s tories of  t he d eeds of  n egroes du ring t he p eriod of  re construction 
have been revived and the whites have been wrought up to a high tension. 61  

 Moreover, others credit his play with contributing to race riots that broke 
out in cities where it appeared, such as Atlanta (several months later) and 
Philadelphia (in direct response to the play). 62  African Americans and pro-
gressive whites reacted strongly against Dixon’s novels and their renditions 
on stage and screen. In a 21-pag e letter, Kelly Miller of Howard Univer-
sity lambasted Dixon for his “evil propagandism of race animosity” in  The 
Leopard’s Spots . “You have become,” he continued, “the chief priest of those 
who worship at the shrine of race hatred and wrath. . . . You stir the slum-
bering fires of race wrath into an uncontrollable flame.” 63  In reaction to the 
stage play, L en Broughton, a B aptist pastor and college f riend of Dixon, 
preached from his pulpit: 

 His w hole show is a disgrace t o s outhern manhood and womanhood. To 
claim that it is necess ary today for him t o go girating [ sic ] about over the 
south, stir ring u p suc h passio ns o f hell , t o k eep t he races a part a nd t hus 
prevent, what he imagines, and impending amalgamation of the whites and 
blacks into one race of mixed bloods, is a slander of the white people of the 
south—a slander so vile, especially coming from a man who is posing as the 
friend of the south. . . . I deny that the south needs a traveling troup [ sic ] of 
masked men a nd women, f rom God knows where and what, to keep our 
men chivalrous, our women pure, and our children free from the blood of 
blacks. . . . I call upon the south to resent it. I call upon the north to disbe-
lieve it and to boycott it. . . . It is unAmerican; it is unchristian; it is unsound; 
and it is unsafe. 64  

 Several times d uring his sp eech, t he 4,500-mem ber co ngregation b roke 
into “prolonged applause.” 65  

 The black press spoke out in response to these vitriolic words and vio-
lent actions from whites as well. According to one source, more than 1,200 
black ne wspapers a ppeared t hroughout t he co untry b etween 1895 a nd 
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1915. 66  As racial violence rose and whites grew more openly strident after 
Reconstruction, black editors often became circumspect in their coverage. 
But those who dared to criticize the prevailing white racist mentality and 
actions suffered at the hands of weapon-toting white arsonists ready to kill 
them and destroy their presses. Before the 1898 Wilmington, North Caro-
lina, riot, for instance, Alexander Manly, black editor of the Wilmington 
 Daily Record,  lambasted lynching, s o-called w hite supremacy, and w hite 
hypocrisy. Responding to a speech by Rebecca Latimer Felton, a women’s 
rights advocate and native Georgian (and later the first woman to serve as 
a U.S. senator), Manly suggested that “our experience among poor white 
people in the country teaches us that women of that race are not any more 
particular in t he matter o f c landestine meetin gs wi th co lored men t han 
are the white men with the colored women.” 67  Not long after, a white mob 
burned his press to the ground, as he narrowly escaped with his life. 

 Moreover, author Richard Wright explains some of the options available 
to African Americans at the beginning of the 20th century: 

 They could accept the role created for them by the whites and perpetually 
resolve the resulting conflicts through the hope and emotional catharsis of 
Negro religion; they could repress their dislike of Jim Crow social relations 
while striving for a middle way of respectability, becoming—consciously or 
unconsciously—the accomplices of the whites in oppressing their brothers; 
or they could reject the situation, adopt a cr iminal attitude, and carry on 
an unceasing psychological scrimmage with the whites, which often flared 
forth into physical violence. 68  

 People such as I da B. Wells, Alexander Manly, William Monroe Trotter, 
Booker T. Washington, W.E.B. Du B ois, J ames Weldon J ohnson, M ary 
Church Terrell, Jessie Daniel Ames, Cla ude McKay, Marcus Garvey, and 
countless other African American men and women employed these tactics 
and more to strike out a life of their own “behind the veil.” 69  Using newspa-
per articles and editorials, books, statistics, grassroots organizations, and 
sometimes their own blood, black Americans fought back against the igno-
rance and fear that white radicals and their offspring sewed into the social 
fabric of American life. 

 Perhaps no o ne did mo re in t he e arly y ears o f l ynching t o sp eak o ut 
against i t t han Wells. B orn in M ississippi during t he Civil War in 1862, 
she le arned f irsthand t he injustices and atrocities carried out by w hites. 
In 1884, t he conductor of the Chesapeake & Ohio R ailroad Company in 
Memphis, along with other workers, forcibly removed her from a train—to 
the applause of the white passengers—when she refused to move out of the 
ladies coach into the smoking coach as she returned home from teaching 
one day. She recounts the event in her autobiography: 
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 When the train started and the conductor came along to collect tickets, he 
took my ticket, then handed it back to me and told me that he couldn’t take 
my ticket there. I thought that if he didn’t want the ticket I wouldn’t bother 
about it so went on reading. In a little while when he finished taking tickets, 
he came back and told me I would have to go in the other car. I refused, say-
ing that the forward car was a smoker, and as I was in t he ladies’ car I pro-
posed to stay. He tried to drag me out of the seat, but the moment he caught 
hold of my arm I fastened my teeth on the back of his hand. 

 I had braced my feet against the seat in front and was holding to the back, 
and as he had already been badly bitten he didn’t try it again by himself. He 
went forward and got the baggagemen and another man to help him and of 
course they succeeded in dragging me out. They were encouraged to do this 
by the attitude of the white ladies and gentlemen in t he car; some of them 
even stood on the seats so that they could get a g ood view and continued 
applauding the conductor for his brave stand. 70  

 She hired a la wyer to sue t he railroad, but, after an initial victory in t he 
circuit courts, Tennessee’s Supreme Court ruled against her. 71  

 Undeterred, Wells went on to build a career in journalism after her white 
school board dismissed her when she publicly accused it of taking advan-
tage of black female teachers. 72  Asked to recount her train experience in a 
Baptist weekly, she soon found a voice under the pen name Iola, and nu-
merous black newspapers printed her words of outrage and calls for justice. 
In her o wn ne wspaper, t he  Memphis Free Speech,  she hig hlighted topics 
such as white hypocrisy—namely white women who lured black men into 
relationships—violence aga inst b lacks, a nd t he subst andard co nditions 
that blacks endured. 73  Her call to end lynching in earnest came when her 
good friend Thomas Moss and his tw o associates felt its brutal effects in 
March 1892. Their offense consisted of running a successful Memphis gro-
cery store. When a w hite competitor organized a gr oup to demolish the 
store, the black men shot three of the whites. Although authorities hauled 
Moss and his colleagues off to jail, a white mob wrenched them from their 
cells and killed t hem. This a trocity caused Wells to deduce that lynching 
provided “[a]n excuse to get rid of Negroes who were acquiring wealth and 
property and thus keep the race terrorized and ‘keep the nigger down.’ . . . 
This is what opened my eyes to what lynching really was.” 74  

 Indeed, her f riends’ l ynchings sp urred her t o lo ok mo re deep ly in to 
why whites used this heinous method to kill b lacks. Not convinced that 
black men raped white women on a regular basis, she instead revealed that 
whites could not abide legitimate interracial affairs. “Nobody in t his sec-
tion of the country,” she ass erted, “believed the threadbare lie t hat Negro 
men rape white women. If southern white men are not careful . . . a conclu-
sion will be reached which will be very damaging to the moral reputation 
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of their women.” She bought a gun and urged other African Americans to 
do so, “when the truth dawned upon us that protection of the law was not 
ours.” “A Winchester rifle should have a place of honor in every home,” she 
advised in o ne editorial. 75  “I felt that one had b etter die f ighting against 
injustice than to die like a dog or a rat in a trap,” she later recalled. “I had 
already determined to sell my life as dearly as possible if attacked. I felt if I 
could take one lyncher with me, this would even up the score a little bit.” 76  

 Wells als o urged Af rican Amer icans to le ave Memphis, since i ts envi-
rons obviously did not bode well for their future. 77  “There is . . . only one 
thing lef t that we can do,” she r ecommended in her edi torials, “save our 
money and leave a town which will neither protect our lives and property, 
nor give us a fa ir tr ial in t he courts, but takes us o ut and murders us in 
cold blood when accused by white persons.” 78  Foreshadowing the strate-
gies that African Americans would use a half century later, Wells organized 
a streetcar boycott for those African Americans who stayed. It became so 
successful that the company owners made a personal appeal to her to end 
it. 79  Memphis’s white papers reacted to her words and actions with a white 
call to arms. “Tie the wretch who utters these calumnies to a st ake at the 
intersection of Main and Madison Sts.,” one demanded, “brand him [ sic ] in 
the forehead with a ho t iron and perform upon him a sur gical operation 
with a pair of tailor’s shears.” 80  A group of white leaders took heed, demol-
ishing the  Free Speech  office with the intention of killing its occupants as 
well. They also advised Wells, then on a trip through the East, not to return. 
Convinced to stay in New York, she joined the staff of the  New York Age  and 
continued her mission to end racial violence and expose white hypocrisy. 81  

 In the years that followed, Wells toured other countries and published 
works revealing the truth about lynching. She helped organize groups in-
strumental in the fight for African American rights and justice, including 
the National Association of Colored Women in 1896, t he Anti-Lynching 
League in 1899, and the National Association for the Advancement of Col-
ored People (NAACP) in 1909. Ou tspoken in her b eliefs, she gr ew frus-
trated with other b lack le aders’ caution in race r elations. Indeed, by t he 
turn of the century, influential African Americans began a heated discus-
sion in e arnest over how best to deal with their role in t he United States. 
Accommodationists, such as B ooker T. Washington, b orn under sla very 
and founder of Tuskegee Institute, subscribed to the idea that working hard 
and learning skills for self-sufficiency and economic independence would 
do more to advance their race than resistance against white hegemony. In 
his famous Atlanta Exposition speech on September 18, 1895, he declared, 

 The wisest among my race understand that the agitation of questions of so-
cial equality is the extreemest [ sic ] folly and that progress in the enjoyment 
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of all the privileges that will come to us, must be the result of severe and 
constant struggle, rather than of artificial forcing.  .  .  . It is im portant and 
right that all privileges of the law be ours, but it is vastly more important that 
we be prepared for the exercise of these privileges. The opportunity to earn 
a dollar in a factory just now is worth infinitely more than the opportunity 
to spend a dollar in an opera house. 82  

 These s entiments appealed to many w hites and b lacks, and Washington 
came to b e considered a s afe black man who would not cause trouble in 
race r elations, co nsulted a nd p raised b y p residents a nd o ther p owerful 
whites. 83  “Your words,” President Grover Cleveland commended, “cannot 
fail to delight and encourage all who wish well for your race.” 84  Some black 
leaders lik e Wells, ho wever, sh unned t his a pproach, ass erting t hat t hey 
must fight back in order for blacks to achieve equality and justice. 

  “Prof. B . T. o r B ad Taste Wash. has made a sp eech,” co ndemned o ne 
black ne wspaper. “[I]f t here is a nything in him ex cept t he most s ervile 
type of the old Negro we fail to find it.” 85  The well-known schism between 
Washington and W.E.B. Du B ois, teacher, author, intellectual, and leader 
of the New Negro movement, received much scrutiny in subsequent years. 
Although generally in agreement with Washington’s philosophy during the 
1890s, Du B ois, born in New England just after the end of the Civil War, 
grew incr easingly o pposed t o a grad ualist a pproach t o race r elations. 86  
While Washington f ocused o n ind ustrial ed ucation f or b lacks, Du B ois 
stressed the need for higher education (he was the first African American 
to earn a doctorate from Harvard). And as Washington called for self-help, 
Du Bois suggested that a “Talented Tenth,” or the top 10 percent of blacks, 
should use their expertise to pull the rest of the race up out of poverty and 
oppression. 87  

 Du B ois later revealed his t houghts toward Washington at the turn of 
the century: 

 At a time w hen Negro civil r ights called f or organized and aggressive de-
fense, he b roke down that defense by advising acquiescence or at least no 
open agitation. During the period when laws disfranchising the Negro were 
being passed in all Southern states, between 1890 and 1909, and when these 
were being supplemented by “Jim Crow” travel laws and other enactments 
making co lor cast e legal , his p ublic sp eeches, w hile t hey did no t entirely 
ignore this development, tended continually to excuse it, to emphasize the 
short comings of the Negro, and were interpreted widely as putting the chief 
onus for his condition upon the Negro himself. 88  

 Du B ois’s time in N ashville a s an undergraduate at Fi sk University dur-
ing the 1880s had a p rofound effect on his vie ws of racism in t he United 
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States, where he saw its effects around him. And the brutal murder of Sam 
Hose outside Atlanta in 1899, as w ell as t he death of his t oddler son the 
same year, particularly hardened his resolve to fight for African American 
rights. 89  By his 1903 p ublication  The Souls of Black Folk,  Du Bois had be-
come an outspoken critic of Washington and white America. 

 Two years later, he, William Monroe Trotter, and other black leaders in 
discord with Washington’s philosophy formed the all-black Niagara Move-
ment as a mig hty c urrent t o p ush f or—among o ther basic r ights—free-
dom of speech, a f ree press, manhood suf frage, the elimination of racial 
and color distinctions in the United States, and equal access to education 
and housing. 90  “We are men,” the group proclaimed; “we will be treated as 
men. . . . And we shall win.” 91  At their second annual conference, held at 
Harpers Ferry, West Virginia, in 1906, t hey declared the following to the 
country: 

 In the past year the work of the Negro hater has flourished in the land. Step 
by step the defenders of the rights of American citizens have retreated. The 
work of stealing the black man’s ballot has progressed and the fifty and more 
representatives of stolen votes still sit in the nation’s capital. Discrimination 
in travel and public accommodation has so spread that some of our weaker 
brethren are actually afraid to thunder against color discrimination as such 
and are simply whispering for ordinary decencies. 

 Against t his t he N iagara M ovement et ernally p rotests. We will no t b e 
satisfied to take one jot or tittle [ sic ] less than our full manhood rights. We 
claim for ourselves every single right that belongs to a f reeborn American, 
political, civil and social; and until we get these rights we will ne ver cease 
to protest and assail the ears of Amer ica.  .  .  . Never before in t he modern 
age has a gr eat and civilized folk threatened to adopt so cowardly a cr eed 
in the treatment of its fellow-citizens, born and bred on its soil. Stripped of 
verbiage and subterfuge and in its naked nastiness, the new American creed 
says: Fear to let black men even try to rise lest they become the equals of the 
white. 92  

 The Brownsville, Texas, riot in August 1906, and the Atlanta riot the fol-
lowing month prompted t he group to redouble t heir ef forts at attaining 
racial justice, and its members wrote letters appealing to President Theo-
dore R oosevelt hims elf. 93  By 1910, ho wever, t he Niagara Movement had 
dwindled to only a trickle. Lack of funds and the opposition of  The Tuske-
gee Machine,  as Washington and his supporters came to be known, proved 
too much for the struggling organization. 94  But Du Bois and his fellow Ni-
agarans laid the groundwork for a group that would prove quite successful 
in many of its endeavors to fight injustices and violence over the following 
decades. 
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 Indeed, Du Bois, Wells, Terrell, and other outspoken African Americans 
joined w hite le aders, such as J ane Addams, Moorfield Storey, and Mary 
White Ovington, to form the integrated NAACP in 1909. Du B ois urged 
the mem bers o f t he fadin g N iagara M ovement t o enr oll, t oo. To co m-
memorate its five-year anniversary, Ovington wrote how the organization 
began, largely in response to the Springfield, Illinois, race riot: 

 In the summer of 1908, the country was shocked by the account of the race 
riots at Springfield, Illinois. Here, in the home of Abraham Lincoln, a mob 
containing many of the town’s “best citizens,” raged for two days, killed and 
wounded scores of Negroes, and drove thousands from the city. Articles on 
the subject appeared in ne wspapers and magazines. Among them was one 
in the  Independent  of September 3rd, by William English Walling, entitled 
“Race War in the North.” After describing the atrocities committed against 
the colored people, Mr. Walling declared: 

 “Either the spirit of the abolitionists, of Lincoln and of Love-joy must 
be revived and we must come to treat the Negro on a p lane of abso-
lute political and social equality, or Vardaman and Tillman will soon 
have transferred the race war to the North.” And he ended with these 
words, “ Yet w ho r ealizes t he s eriousness o f t he si tuation, a nd w hat 
large and powerful body of citizens is ready to come to their aid?” 
 It so happened that one of Mr. Walling’s readers accepted his q uestion 

and answered it. For four years I had been studying the status of the Negro in 
New York. I had investigated his housing conditions, his health, his oppor-
tunities for work. I had spent many months in the South, and at the time of 
Mr. Walling’s article, I was living in a New York Negro tenement on a Negro 
Street. And my investigations and my surroundings led me t o believe with 
the writer of the article that “the spirit of the abolitionists must be revived.” 95  

 In addi tion t o t he N AACP’s ef forts, Af rican Amer icans f ound o ther 
outlets t o mak e t heir wa y in t he United S tates d uring t his era o f racial 
violence. Just as li terature sounded racial t hemes with white Americans, 
blacks used literature and music for their advantage as w ell. Not surpris-
ingly, the brutality directed against them played a central role in the books 
they published and the music they created. 96  Following the 1898 Wilming-
ton race riot, for instance, David Bryant Fulton (under the pseudonym Jack 
Thorne), penned  Hanover; or, The Persecution of the Lowly: A Story of the 
Wilmington Massacre,  and Charles Waddell Chesnutt wrote  The Marrow of 
Tradition,  fictional accounts of the violence engineered by the city’s white 
men after the November election, as w ell as b lack reaction to it. The r iot 
profoundly affected Chesnutt, a school teacher, businessman, and author, 
who lived a subst antial portion of his lif e in North Carolina, and Fulton, 
a journalist and an author, and a na tive of North Carolina who had ties 
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to W ilmington. 97  “[I a m] deep ly co ncerned a nd v ery m uch dep ressed,” 
Chesnutt wrote the day after the riot, “at the condition of affairs in North 
Carolina.” The vio lence represented “an outbreak of pure, malignant and 
altogether indefensible race prejudice, which makes me feel personally hu-
miliated, and ashamed for the country and the state.” 98  These sentiments 
and others pour out into their fiction, as Fulton expresses the responses of 
black men a nd women to the riot, portraying them as b rave and bold in 
their resistance to the white violence, while Chesnutt explores more fully 
the complicated relationships between the races. 99  

 As well, b lack wr iters pointed with pride to the achievements of their 
race. When the indomitable and pompous Jack Johnson knocked out Jim 
Jeffries (t he “Great White Hope,” w ho w hites lured out o f retirement to 
teach t he “haughty” b lack b oxer a less on) on July 4, 1910, no t only did 
violence en sue o utside t he r ing, b ut Af rican Amer icans t ook p leasure 
in t heir man’s accomplishments. 100  Poet William Waring Cuney wrote a 
poem to commemorate the occasion. After black boxer Joe Louis beat Ger-
man Max Schmeling (who symbolized Hitler’s idea of Aryan superiority) 
in New York in 1938, a blues musician sang a tune in his honor. 101  Athlete, 
singer, and actor Paul Robeson fought Jim Crow in many arenas. His stage 
premier in 1924, w hen he p erformed as part of an interracial couple in a 
Eugene O’Neill play, infuriated whites. But he us ed  Show Boat  and con-
certs during the 1930s “ to speak his mind a bout Jim Crowism on stages 
all over America and Europe.” By the mid-1930s, he stressed the power of 
identifying with his African roots. “[I]n my music, my plays, my films,” he 
wrote in 1935, “I want to carry always this central idea—to be African.” 102  
“Strange Fruit,” a poem popularized in song by Billie Holiday beginning in 
the late 1930s, expressed the horrors of lynching. 103  These black assertions 
of equality did no t occur in a vac uum. Whites often took umbrage with 
these ide as a nd s entiments. S igns o f b lack ass ertion o r p ride, t herefore, 
often led to violence. 

 Moreover, as they had in every American war, African Americans served 
bravely during the Spanish-American War in 1898. And as Frederick Doug-
lass had stated during the American Civil War, the military uniform sym-
bolized equality. “Once let t he b lack man get upon his p erson t he brass 
letters, U.S.,” he declared, “let him get an eagle on his button, and a musket 
on his shoulder and bullets in his p ocket, and there is no p ower on earth 
which can deny that he has e arned the r ight to ci tizenship.” 104  Southern 
whites met this assertion with hostility and violence. As black soldiers from 
the West traveled by tra in t o s outhern p orts o f embarkation during t he 
“splendid little war,” interracial gatherings hailed them with support until 
they reached Kentucky and Tennessee. 105  There, whites glumly looked on 
and met t he trains with resentment. “It mattered not if w e were soldiers 
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of t he United S tates,” a b lack s ergeant no ted, “ we w ere ‘niggers’ as t hey 
called us and treated us with contempt.” 106  Violence erupted as blacks and 
whites came into contact. When members of a white Ohio regiment used 
a black child as target practice in Tampa, for instance, black troops “fired 
pistols f reely, wr ecked s aloons a nd ca fes t hat had r efused t hem s ervice, 
and crashed into a white brothel.” Numerous black and white soldiers suf-
fered injuries. 107  As well, imperialism, social Darwinism, and the Spanish-
American War all co ntributed to uniting southern whites with northern 
whites. As historian Edward Ayers asserts, 

 The wa r aga inst t he S panish, w hich s o ma ny b lack Amer icans t hought 
might be a turning point in race relations in this country, in fact accelerated 
the dec line, t he loss o f civility, t he increase in b loodshed, t he w hite arro-
gance. The major effect of the war seems to have been to enlist the North as 
an even more active partner in the subjugation of black Americans. The war 
brought Southern and Northern whites into contact with one another. They 
discovered, much to their delight, that they had grown more alike than they 
had exp ected. The wa r als o brought b lacks and w hites in all r egions into 
contact. They discovered, much to the dismay of the blacks, that they were 
even farther apart than they had imagined. 108  

 As b lacks articulated aga in la ter in W orld War I a nd World War II, t he 
irony that they fought for a na tion that denied t hem their rights did no t 
escape them. 

 Indeed, d uring W orld W ar II, t he b lack-owned  Pittsburgh Co urier  
launched the Double Victory campaign pushing for the defeat of Germany 
and Japan at the same time stressing civil rights and equal economic oppor-
tunities at home. 109  According to one source, the United States witnessed 
six civilian riots, more than 20 military mutinies and riots, and dozens of 
lynchings between 1941 and 1945. Moreover, a government study during 
this time st ated that blacks perceived “an important change” and “a feel-
ing of dis content and a gr owing consciousness of exclusion f rom s ocial, 
economic, and political participation.” Black leaders, the report continued, 
appeared “fearless and ready to state what they believe to be the basic rights 
of the group.” Black ministers took an important role, and “ it is ac tually 
coming to pass,” the government concluded, “that the Negro church has 
become the means here and there for encouraging Negroes to resist.  .  .  . 
Ideas about ‘rights’ are being introduced.” 110  

 Cultural f raming, then, amplified the already strained conditions pro-
duced by structural factors. A radica l ideology that trumpeted white su-
premacy a nd u pheld t he vir tuous w hite w oman emer ged wi th f erocity 
during the late 19th century. Its vestiges could still be felt during World War 
II, as the race riots in Beaumont, Texas, and Mobile, Alabama, attest. White 
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newspapers and politicians particularly preyed upon the fears unleashed 
by this radical mind-s et. White literature also served as a p owerful con-
veyer of this racist and deadly message. And when black leaders and news-
paper edi tors organized or exp osed t he hypocrisy o f w hite s ociety, t hey 
only inf lamed whites’ impassioned hatred even more. Moreover, Ameri-
can wars abroad provided blacks an opportunity to assert their equality at 
home. When they wore the uniform, as Frederick Douglass maintained, it 
signified to the world that they were true Americans. Many whites could 
not abide this mentality. Indeed, whites paid attention to the actions and 
words of African Americans. Violence often erupted as a result. 

 PRECIPITATING EVENTS 

 Structural fac tors a nd c ultural f raming p robably exist ed in ma ny ci ties 
around the country that did not experience race riots. Thus, a precipitating 
event provides the tipping mechanism that activates this type of violence. 
These e vents co nfirm t he exist ence o f str uctural a nd c ultural co ncerns, 
and they supply the immediate motivation to act on this anxiety. In racial 
pogroms, the precipitating events, often fueled by the violent rhetoric of 
white newspaper editors and rumors, centered on sacred aspects of white 
society and supremacy. As elaborated in the case studies in the next chapter, 
alleged or actual attacks on white women or white authorities provided the 
tipping points into the riots. When blacks attacked these sacred symbols of 
white virtue or authority, whites decided they must act. “Conversion spe-
cialists,” to use Brass’s term, played a leading role in imputing significance 
on these black infractions against white society. Authorities, particularly 
local police, failed to stop—and often encouraged—the onslaught. 





 Chapter 3 

 “IF WE HAVE TO CHOKE 
THE CURRENT OF THE CAPE 

FEAR WITH CARCASSES”: 
CASE STUDIES OF SIX RACIAL 

POGROMS 

 In the case studies that follow, I demonstrate that structural factors, cul-
tural f raming, and pre cipitating e vents coalesced to create race r iots. In 
Wilmington, New Orleans, Atlanta, East St. Louis, Tulsa, and Beaumont, 
all o f t hese in gredients a ppeared. D emographic shif ts, p olitical wra n-
gling, J im Cr ow me asures, s egregation, eco nomic t urmoil, la bor str ife, 
and ineffective authorities had a hand in setting the structural scene from 
which t he vio lence emer ged. Moreover, w hite ne wspapers, wr iters, a nd 
politicians acted as f ire tenders 1  to spread the gospel of white supremacy 
and vir tuous w hite w omanhood, a nd held t he b lack male u p as s ome-
one w ho co nstantly a ttacked t hese ide als. M eanwhile, b lacks str ove t o 
push for equality and a decen t chance at being a tr ue American citizen 
with all its benefits. Each race framed these struggles to help and advance 
their own cause—whites in o rder to keep blacks down, and blacks for a 
chance t o m ove up  i n s ociety. F inally, a  pre cipitating e vent, s uch a s an  
alleged or actual infraction against something sacred in the white mind-
set, provided the immediate spark that resulted in numerous deaths and 
widespread destruction. These very one-sided incidents—unlike the riots 
that erupted in the wake of World War I—appeared more as massacres or 
pogroms. Al though Af rican Amer icans f ought bac k as b est t hey co uld, 
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whites maintained s ocial, p olitical, and economic dominance w hen t he 
riots had ended. 

 WILMINGTON1898 

 Wilmington provided blacks many opportunities during the decade lead-
ing up to the riot in 1898. The 1890 cen sus placed the city’s black popu-
lation at 11,324, s ome 2,500 mo re than the white populace. 2  And unlik e 
in many southern cities during this era, blacks in Wilmington frequented 
the same shops as w hites, lived in many of the same neighborhoods, and 
used the same streets to get around town. Moreover, the city’s blacks held 
a number of important political offices, both elected and appointed. The 
coalition that Republicans and Populists forged in the early 1890s to rid the 
state of the Democratic Party domination of the previous decades allowed 
blacks to attain positions on the board of aldermen (elected) and the board 
of audit and f inance (appointed by G overnor D aniel Russell, a Rep ubli-
can), and as justice of the peace, superintendent of streets, deputy clerk of 
court, and coroner. Wilmington’s African Americans also organized two 
black fire departments and an all-black board of health, and many served 
as policemen and letter carriers. Significantly, President William McKin-
ley appointed African American John Campbell Dancy as the highly paid 
collector of c ustoms for t he Port of Wilmington in 1897, a n ac tion t hat 
aroused the ire of many whites. 3  Blacks also owned and ran many of Wilm-
ington’s thriving businesses. 

 As they saw their own power dwindle and that of Wilmington’s black 
citizens grow, leaders of the Democratic Party decided that they must act. 
“The S ecret Nine,” a gr oup of prominent w hite ci tizens, b egan meeting 
clandestinely to devise a p lan to overturn the blacks’ control of the city. 
Furnifold S immons, a f uture U.S. s enator and chair o f North C arolina’s 
Democratic Executive Committee, helped mastermind the campaign for 
white su premacy (t hroughout t he st ate, b ut wi th a sp ecial emphasis o n 
Wilmington as w ell). As “a g enius in p utting e verybody t o w ork—men 
who could write, men w ho could speak, and men w ho could ride,” Sim-
mons set numerous individuals and organizations in motion (quote from 
Simmons’s f riend Josephus Daniels, editor of the Raleigh  News and O b-
server  and later secretary of the navy under President Woodrow Wilson). 4  
Pro-Democratic newspapers, the Raleigh  News and Observer,  the Wilm-
ington  Evening Star,  and the  Wilmington Messenger,  became mouthpieces 
for p romoting t he no tions o f w hite su periority a nd b lack deg eneracy. 
Headlines blared such sentiments as “White Supremacy,” “Russell’s Devil-
try,” and “The Negroized East” throughout the months leading up to the 
election, a nd s cores o f a rticles em phasized su pposed in stances o f b lack 
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impudence, unproductive government, graft, and threats posed by black 
beast rapists. 5  

 Simmons als o coax ed gif ted sp eakers t o r ide cir cuit a round t he st ate 
to sound the tr umpet for white supremacy. Charles B. Aycock (who be-
came governor in 1900 f or his ef forts), Robert Glenn (als o later a g over-
nor), Wilmington’s own Alfred Moore Waddell, a former U.S. congressman 
and officer in the Confederate cavalry (who became mayor after the coup 
d’état), and others urged the state’s whites to join together to purge North 
Carolina’s political system of its impurities (i.e., African Americans).  “[T] he 
salvation of society depends on the outcome of this election,” Waddell de-
clared in a sp eech two weeks before the vote. He then went on to suggest 
that although he hoped violence would not be required, if it came to that, 
“I trust that it will be rigidly and fearlessly performed.” He ended with the 
prediction that whites would prevail even “if we have to choke the current 
of the Cape Fear with carcasses.” 6  Other individuals and groups directed 
their attention to riding around the state to lure prodigal whites back to the 
Democratic Party and intimidate blacks. The W hite Government Union 
and the Young Men’s Democratic Club staged an all-out get-out-the-vote 
effort to persuade whites how imperative voting would be to them. 

 While these forces preached their diabolical message around the state, 
the members of the Secret Nine looked for an opportune moment to spur 
Wilmington’s whites into action. They got their chance when black editor 
Alexander Manly responded to a speech given the year before (but printed 
again recently in one of Wilmington’s white newspapers) by Rebecca Lat-
imer Felton, w ho had exp ressed concern over w hite women’s increasing 
interactions with black men. “If it needs lynching to protect women’s dear-
est p ossession f rom the ravening human b easts,” Felton proposed, “then 
I say lynch; a thousand times a w eek if necessary.” 7  In his rebuttal, Manly 
exposed the hypocrisy of Felton and many of her w hite contemporaries. 
“[E]very Negro lynched is called a ‘b ig, burly, black brute,’ ” he ass erted, 
“when in fact many of those who have thus been dealt with had white men 
for t heir fa thers and w ere not only not ‘b lack’ and ‘burly’ but w ere suf-
ficiently attractive for white girls of culture and refinement to fall in lo ve 
with them.” 8  His editorial, as historian H. Leon Prather suggests, “had the 
effect of pouring gasoline on the embers of white discontent.” 9  

 Newspapers in Wilmington and across the South had a f ield day in re-
sponse. The y f eatured suc h he adlines as “ Negro Edi tor S landers W hite 
Women,” “Negro Defamer of White Women,” “Infamous Attack on White 
Women,” and “A Horrid Slander of White Women.” 10  Manly’s words set off 
a firestorm in Wilmington itself as well. White business owners who had 
placed advertisements in the  Daily Record  summarily pulled them out, and 
whites across the city muttered such s entiments as “ the impudent nigger 
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ought to b e horsewhipped and r un out of town.” 11  L eaders of t he w hite 
supremacy campaign, however, counseled caution. “It required the best ef-
forts we could put forth [to] prevent the people from lynching him,” one 
white Wilmington resident later stated. “Senator Simmons, who was here 
at the time, told us that the article would make it an easy victory for us and 
urged us to try and prevent any riot until after the election.” 12  

 Although Simmons and his henchmen remained successful in this mis-
sion, the Red Shirts and others, “effectively [serving as] a t errorist arm of 
the Democratic Party,” did use rallies and intimidation to convey the mes-
sage of white supremacy to blacks and their white allies. 13  They became 
so successful that the Populist and Republican candidates grew too terri-
fied to speak at events in Wilmington, and Democratic leaders soon called 
for the Republican candidates in New Hanover County to drop out of the 
race al together. “[The elec tion] t hreatens t o p rovoke a wa r b etween t he 
black and white races,” a t extile owner wrote Republican Governor Dan-
iel Russell two weeks before the election, “[and] will precipitate a conflict 
which may cost hundreds, and perhaps thousands of lives, and the partial 
or entire destruction of the city. We declare our conviction that we are on 
the brink of a revolution which can only be averted by the suppression of 
the Republican ticket.” 14  A week later, on November 2, the Red Shirts and 
other white supremacist groups marched in a “White Man’s Rally” through 
Wilmington and then feasted on barbecue. To demonstrate that this as-
sembly resembled no o rdinary party, however, the leaders of this move-
ment bought a new, rapid-firing Gatling gun for the astronomical price of 
$1,200. 15  Preparations for the revolution were securely under way. 

 Rumors als o sp read a mong w hites t hat W ilmington’s b lacks had ac-
quired shipments of guns and ammunitions. “The negroes [in Wilming-
ton] have no scruples in giving it out that when the riot begins,” the  Atlanta 
Constitution  reported in early November, “they expect to spare none, but 
to kill f rom the cradle u p.” The a rticle went on to claim, “They retire to 
the woods at night in squads to practice drilling, while hundreds of their 
women meet in t heir c hurches t o dis cuss t he si tuation.” 16  I n r eality, al-
though Wilmington’s African Americans did a ttempt to buy weapons to 
protect t hemselves, t he ci ty’s w hite merchants t hwarted t hese ef forts by 
refusing to sell to them or blocking the shipments from elsewhere. 17  

 When El ection Da y fin ally a rrived, so me b lacks s imply s tayed h ome 
to avoid confrontation. Both the lower turnout and “a signif icant degree 
of elec tion f raud” turned a Rep ublican majority o f 5,000 in 1896 in to a 
Democratic majority of 6,000 two years later. 18  No blood was shed that day 
even though white Democrats had been threatening violence to Wilming-
ton’s blacks if t hey and their white supporters turned out to vote (none-
theless many blacks remained undeterred in s ome polling places). But “a 
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[D]emocratic c yclone” swept t hrough t he st ate, wi th Wilmington as t he 
focal point, as the Republican and Populist coalition—strong in the previ-
ous two elections—collapsed, and as the Democratic Party bullied its way 
into the vast majority of congressional, state legislature, and state judicial 
offices. “Negro domination,” the  Atlanta Constitution  trumpeted, “will be 
succeeded by white supremacy.” 19  

 Emboldened b y t heir success a t t he p olls, t he D emocrats t hen ess en-
tially st aged a co up d ’état, f orcing t he ci ty’s w hite a nd b lack F usionist 
leaders—the mayor, aldermen, police chief, a nd other officials—not only 
out o f o ffice, b ut als o o ut o f t he st ate. The S ecret N ine called t he ci ty’s 
white men to the courthouse the next morning and had Waddell—to much 
applause—read aloud a “Wilmington Declaration of Independence.” “We, 
the undersigned citizens of the City of Wilmington and C ounty of New 
Hanover,” the screed declared in pa rt, “do hereby declare that we will no 
longer be ruled, and will never again be ruled by men of African origin. . . . 
[T]he time has pass ed for the intelligent citizens of the community own-
ing 90% o f the property and paying taxes in lik e proportion, to be ruled 
by negroes.” 20  It ended wi th a call f or Manly—who had alr eady f led t he 
city—to leave within 24 hours or suffer dire consequences. After this gath-
ering, Waddell convened a committee of 25 of some of Wilmington’s most 
prominent men to organize how to carry out the declaration’s resolutions. 
This committee then met with 32 of the city’s black leaders, read them the 
declaration, a nd issued t hem a n ul timatum. Wilmington’s b lacks had t o 
obey the authority of whites, and Manly must leave the city. They had until 
7:30 the next morning (November 10) to respond to these demands. 

 They composed the following letter in response: 

 We, the colored citizens to whom was referred the matter of expulsion from 
the community of the person and press of A. L. Manly, beg most respectfully 
to say that we are in no wa y responsible for, nor in a ny way condone, the 
obnoxious article that called forth your actions. Neither are we authorized 
to act for him in this manner; but in the interest of peace we will most will-
ingly use our inf luence to have your wishes ca rried out. Very respectfully, 
The Committee of Colored Citizens. 21  

 They entrusted the letter to a black attorney and directed him to hand de-
liver it to Waddell immediately. Wary to travel to that part of the city une-
scorted at night, he instead placed it in the mail. 

 Early t he next mo rning, t hrongs o f w eapon-toting w hites ga thered a t 
the Armory to hear what the black leaders had decided . Although Wad-
dell kne w t he r esponse a nd t hat t he let ter had b een ma iled, he did no t 
give this knowledge to the gathering mob. At approximately 8:30  a . m ., on 
November 10, he led t he angry throng (estimates range between 500 and 
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2,000 people) toward the building that housed the printing press of Manly’s 
newspaper. Within minutes of the mob’s arrival, the remains of the struc-
ture lay in a smo ldering heap. After destroying the building, Waddell led 
the mass of people back to the Armory and advised them, “Now you have 
performed the duty you called on me to lead you to perform. Now let us 
go quietly to our homes and about our business and obey the law, unless 
we are forced in self-defense to do otherwise.” 22  Unfortunately, these words 
of restraint came too late. Waddell and the other leaders of the white su-
premacy campaign had unleashed a force of hate and devastation that they 
could no longer control. 

 Clusters o f w hite men had alr eady st arted tra veling a round t he ci ty. 
When one group made their way into Brooklyn, the predominantly black 
section of Wilmington, a gunfight broke out (some blacks did have guns), 
and t he race r iot b egan in e arnest. As ne ws circulated t hat t he r iot had 
erupted, whites poured into the area to aid their comrades. At first, some of 
the whites targeted specific blacks whom they deemed especially harmful 
to white society. Eventually, however, they began to “kill every damn nig-
ger in sight,” according to one riot participant. 23  Witnesses later indicated 
that black corpses could be seen in t he Cape Fear River—fulfilling Wad-
dell’s macabre premonition—or being buried in shallow graves. Although 
no final official death count ever surfaced (since many blacks were buried 
or disposed of surreptitiously), most lik ely dozens of blacks met a b rutal 

 Destruction o f Alexa nder M anly’s p rinting p ress, W ilmington, N orth C arolina, 1898. 
(Courtesy New Hanover Public Library, Wilmington, NC) 
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end. “Wagon loads of Negro bodies,” one resident asserted, “were hauled 
through the streets of Wilmington.” “[I] saw carts pass” a teacher wrote to a 
relative, “with men thrown up there like dead animals they were taking . . . 
out to  bu ry.” 24  Whatever t he de ath toll, Wilmington’s b lacks understood 
the mess age. “ The roads were lined wi th [b lacks],” a R aleigh ne wspaper 
reported, “some carrying their bedding on their heads and whatever effects 
could be carried.” 25  While some left the city permanently, others hid in the 
surrounding woods and swamps (where some died f rom exposure) until 
they could be sure the threat to them had passed. 26  

 As the riot raged, Waddell met wi th other white leaders to discuss the 
overthrow o f t he ci ty’s legi timately c hosen Fusionist o fficials. The y s ent 
a delegation to city hall to order the mayor, aldermen, and police chief to 
resign. Seeing the danger in store for them if they refused, the Republicans 
and Populists all st epped down. D emocrats quickly f illed t he vacant of-
fices, and the new board chose Waddell as mayor. Waddell called for peace 
and order in t he city and later even claimed that he had magna nimously 
prevented blacks from being lynched by unruly whites and that he had sent 
rescue parties to the woods to reassure the hiding black population. 27  At 
the same time, however, Waddell and the other Democratic leaders singled 
out specific white and black Republicans to be banished from Wilmington 
and had t hem es corted to t he tra in st ation to assure t heir exi t f rom t he 
city. One former white Republican congressman and postmaster even had 
a noose thrown around his neck, but cooler heads prevailed and he fled to 
catch an outgoing train. 28  With these evictions complete, the Democrats 
and other white supremacists could be assured that Wilmington had at last 
been redeemed from “negro domination.” They had no w successfully set 
the stage for the de jure measures established in North Carolina’s laws and 
constitution in the years to come. 

 NEW ORLEANS1900 

 Approaching 300,000 r esidents by the end o f the last de cade of the 19th 
century, New Orleans stood as the largest city in the South. Blacks made up 
more than a quarter of the population by the turn of the century, close to 
80,000. 29  During the 1880s, although unruly, dirty (New Orleans suffered 
the distinction of being the one sizable community in t he Western world 
without a sewage system), oppressively humid, and politically corrupt, the 
city held a sp ecial appeal for both blacks and whites in t he surrounding 
areas looking for adventure and employment. Housing remained fairly in-
tegrated among the laboring class, and Jim Crow legislation had no t yet 
affected New Orleans streetcars. Despite this outward appearance of racial 
tranquility, tensions brewed below the surface. The national depression of 
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the 1890s exacerbated the problem. Although during the 1880s, black and 
white labor unions joined efforts in New Orleans in the quest for mutual 
advancement, a decade la ter the lack of jobs a nd the threat of declining 
wages p itted b lack and w hite la borers aga inst e ach o ther. Moreover, t he 
largest ci ty em ployers t ended t o r eject w hites o ver b lack w orkers, w ho 
usually agreed to lower pay. 30  By 1900, N ew Orleans seethed with racial 
animosity. 

 Moreover, the political situation in Louisiana in the 1890s created hos-
tility between the races. African Americans played a significant role in the 
Fusionist movement between the Populists and the Republican Party state-
wide and in New Orleans. The Democratic Party moved to crush this alli-
ance. “We are not in a condition now to permit dissention,” threatened the 
 Baton Rouge Advocate  in 1892. “The breaches must be closed and strength-
ened preparatory to a vigorous assault all along the line. An active, enthusi-
astic campaign must be at once inaugurated in order to carry the principles 
of D emocracy vic torious over t he combined ass aults of t he Republicans 
and Populists.” 31  By the 1896 election, Democrats used white supremacy as 
their campaign platform and promised that they would disfranchise blacks 
in a co nstitutional a mendment. Tha t y ear t he D emocrats us ed vio lence 
and in timidation t o k eep Af rican Amer icans f rom v oting a nd f raud t o 
stuff the ballot boxes. 32  This illegitimate election ushered in a Democratic 
administration that carried out its pledge to disf ranchise blacks through 
new laws and the Constitution of 1898. Black registration quickly plunged 
statewide. Concomitantly, in 1896, L ouisiana recorded 21 l ynchings, sur-
passing any other state’s annual total up to that time. “This 1896 election,” 
scholar William Hair asserts, “engendered more racial feeling and violence 
than the state had known in any campaign since Reconstruction.” 33  

 Transportation in t he urba n S outh als o b ecame co ntested t errain. I n 
1891, Georgia passed the first law that segregated streetcars. By 1900, sev-
eral southern cities followed Georgia’s lead and started passing ordinances 
to segregate their streetcars. 34  New Orleans proved no different. The city’s 
whites began pushing for streetcar segregation in 1900. “When one of these 
light colored mulatresses f lounces in t he car, dressed in all o f her f inery, 
and almost sits down on some white woman,” wrote a white woman to the 
New Orleans  Daily Picayune  on July 2, 1900, “ it does indeed mak e one’s 
blood boil.” 35  In May 1900, the state legislature debated a bill to segregate 
the New Orleans streetcars. One legislator argued that the bill would be a 
“demonstration of the superiority of the white man over the negro.” 36  

 The New Orleans press also played a critical role in the deteriorating race 
relations. The w hite radical Henry J. Hearsey, editor and publisher of the 
 States,  the city’s foremost afternoon daily, proved especially vitriolic. A for-
mer Confederate army major, Hearsey for decades suggested that extreme 



 CASE STUDIES OF SIX RACIAL POGROMS 43

measures might be required to settle “the negro problem.” In one editorial 
he used the term “nigger” 28 times. By the summer of 1900, he trumpeted 
“extermination” as his “final solution.” “The negro,” he declared, “must be 
ruled down with an iron hand.” 37  A series of stories in the  Times-Democrat  
in June a nd July 1900 ca ptured t he di vergent ag endas o f New Orle ans’s 
blacks and whites, concluding that “the fact we are on the threshold of a 
race war cannot be denied.” 38  

 Into this atmosphere of economic turmoil and inflamed racist rhetoric, 
Robert Charles made his way to New Orleans in late 1894 at the age of 28. 
Born a nd ra ised in C opiah C ounty, M ississippi, Cha rles b urned s ome 
bridges in his native state. Two years earlier, in 1892, he engaged in a gun-
fight with a w hite train f lagman and shortly thereafter assumed t he alias 
Curtis Robertson. The year he left for the Crescent City, he also pled guilty 
to selling alcohol in his dr y home county, a co nviction that a j ury found 
him innocent of two years later during one of his tr ips home from New 
Orleans. During his six years in Louisiana, Charles pieced together an as-
sortment of jobs but never found steady employment. To supplement his 
income, he als o distributed literature for two back-to-Africa causes—one 
espoused by the International Migration Society, a Birmingham, Alabama, 
group organized to send interested blacks to L iberia, and one promoted 
by A tlanta B ishop H enry M. T urner, a n Af rican M ethodist E piscopal 
Church le ader w ho published  Voice of  Missions . C harles’s a cquaintances 
also maintained that the especially grisly April 1899 lynching of Sam Hose 
in Newnan, Georgia, sent him into a fury. 39  

 It was aga inst this backdrop that he a nd his r oommate, Lenard Pierce, 
encountered three New Orleans p olice officers in t he late, muggy hours 
of July 23, 1900. A s the men waited around 11:00  p . m . on a white family’s 
doorstep for the chance to visit two women friends, Sergeant Jules C. Aucoin 
of the New Orleans Police Department called f or Patrolmen August Mora 
and Joseph C antrelle to help him in vestigate two suspicious men in t he 
area. A ccording t o M ora, a fter t he p olice a pproached t he tw o Af rican 
Americans and asked them what they were doing, Charles stood up after 
a vague response. Mora grabbed him. As the men began to struggle, Mora 
struck Charles with his billet, and they then pulled their guns on each other 
(Mora later changed his story on who pulled his gun first). Both Mora and 
Cantrelle f ired shots at Charles, who fell to the ground, but managed to 
get up and run, leaving a trail of blood behind him. Mora took a bullet in 
the right thigh, and another one hit his f ingers, but the other two officers 
remained unharmed. Meanwhile, Patrolman Aucoin leveled his p istol at 
Pierce’s face. The police discovered that Charles eventually stopped bleed-
ing, but Captain John Day of the Sixth Precinct soon learned from Pierce 
where to look for the missing suspect—their room of a r undown cottage 
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at 2023 F ourth Street. By 3:00  a . m ., Day and four of his men made t heir 
way to Charles’s room and demanded to be admitted. As the door opened, 
Charles immediately aimed a bullet through the captain’s heart. 40  

 As t he p olice st ood in disb elief, Cha rles sho t a nother pa trolman 
through the head. Two policemen now lay dead in his f ront yard. Two 
remaining lawmen began to fire back, but Charles retreated into his room 
to reload his weapon, and the officers ran to a neighbor’s room and stayed 
there un til da ybreak. A t 4:30  a . m ., Cha rles f ired a t a co rporal o n t he 
street, grazing his cap. As the corporal and a colleague fled (claiming to 
go telephone for help), Charles made his escape to a house 14 blocks away 
where he kne w t he r esidents. S oon p ractically t he w hole New Orle ans 
Police force gathered at 2023 Fourth Street. Summoning a b loodhound, 
the group dis covered Charles had dis appeared and a massi ve manhunt 
began. As the day of July 24 progressed, groups of whites could be heard 
plotting revenge, and poor, young blacks could barely contain their de-
light at what Charles had do ne. White crowds gathered at the house on 
Fourth Street, the Sixth Precinct stationhouse, where Lenard Pierce re-
mained, and outside the city morgue, where the two killed policemen had 
been taken. 41  

 In some part incited by the four major New Orleans newspapers, ten-
sions r ose. Thr oughout t he r iot a nd in i ts a ftermath, t he ci ty’s w hite 
newspapers described Charles as, a mong other things, a “bad nig ger,” “a 
monster,” a “worthless crapshooting negro,” a “ruthless black butcher,” and 
a “bloodthirsty champion of African supremacy.” 42  Hearsey’s  States  blared, 
 negr o mur der ers  in its July 25 afternoon edition headline. The editorial 
underneath read, 

 Under the dark, seething mass of humanity that surrounds us and is in our 
midst, all appears peaceful and delightful; we know not, it seems, what hell-
ish dreams are arising underneath; we know not what schemes of hate, of 
arson, of murder and rape are b eing hatched in t he dark depths. We are, 
and w e sho uld r ecognize i t, under t he r egime o f t he f ree negr o, in t he 
midst of a dangerous element of servile uprising, not for any real cause, but 
from the native hatred of the negro, inflamed continually by our Northern 
philanthropists. 43  

 This pa ranoia p reyed o n w hites’ f ears. “A vig orous co urse,” t he  Times-
Democrat  declared, “[should] be adopted now.” 44  Many of New Orleans’s 
citizens took heed, as the white mob grew stronger. 

 On t he nig ht o f t he 25t h, a cr owd of s ome 2,000 men a nd t eenagers, 
mostly of the laboring class, began their rampage. Heading for downtown, 
the crowd first focused their attention on passengers from nearby street-
cars. The y sho t o r b eat t he f ew unf ortunate b lack pass engers o n b oard. 
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By 9:30  p . m ., the mob had grown to more than 3,000 and aimed their wrath 
toward t he Parish Prison with t he intentions of lynching L enard Pierce. 
Rebuffed by the police, the group then proceeded to the red light district, 
particularly to businesses that featured black or mixed-blood prostitutes. 
But by this time, most o f the houses had b een deserted. After midnight, 
the crowd began to diminish, but sporadic beatings and shootings contin-
ued throughout the night. By daybreak on July 26, t hree blacks died a nd 
six others suffered serious injuries. More than 50 mo re people, primarily 
blacks, required some form of medical assistance. 45  The shorthanded and 
poorly tra ined New Orle ans p olice force had li ttle ability—and in s ome 
cases, little desire—to stop the riot. The  New York Times  reported that the 
police did little to contain the riot: 

  pol ice enco ur a ge r ioters  

 The police have been practically helpless during the disturbance. The force 
consists of some 300 men, including clerks and telegraph operators, and this 
is manifestly inadequate to the preservation of the peace of a city of 310,000 
people. But aside f rom this, the f ierce indignation among the members of 
the department of the ruthless murders of Capt. Day and Patrolman Lamb 
by the negro Robert Charles, to some extent made t he police sympathetic 
with the mobs in their pretended efforts to avenge the murders. Several in-
stances are reported where the police actually encourage the rioters in their 
work. 

 Not a single arrest was made by the police throughout the night, nor were 
any of the rioters, taken into custody up to noon to-day. The fact that there 
has been a strong feeling on the part of the working people against steamship 
agents and contractors employing negro labor to the exclusion of whites on 
public works and on the levee fronts also contributed to the disinclination of 
the police to do their full duty. 46  

 Mayor P aul C apdevielle, w ho had b een r ecovering f rom a n illness in 
Mississippi, returned the morning of the 26th and put out a call f or 500, 
and later in the day 1,500, citizens to act a special police force in suppress-
ing the mob. Within an hour of each notice, he had p lenty of volunteers. 
Louisiana Governor William Heard activated all st ate militia units in t he 
area for Capdevielle’s to use at his discretion. 47  

 By sundown both the special police and the state militia protected dan-
gerous a reas, suc h as do wntown. Unfortunately, 12 ho urs pass ed b efore 
they stood in p lace, and 2 mo re b lack men died a nd 15 o thers suf fered 
severe injuries as the riot continued. The last of the rioters killed one other 
black woman late that night. Meanwhile, Robert Charles remained in hid-
ing at 1208 Saratoga Street. Just before noon on July 27, the police received 
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the information they wanted to hear from a black informer. When a patrol 
wagon with four policemen arrived at the residence, Charles hid in a closet 
on the bottom floor. As two officers entered the house, Charles killed one 
instantly, sho oting him t hrough t he he art. The o ther died o f a gun shot 
wound to t he abdomen t he following day. Charles t hen retreated to t he 
second floor, but most of the remaining police and gathering white crowd 
presumed he f led. But Charles began to take aim, indiscriminately shoot-
ing any white he could, the first one being an unarmed 19-year-old civil-
ian. For the next hour or so, he killed 2 o thers and wounded another 19. 
Beginning with his encounter with Patrolman Mora on the 23rd, Charles 
shot 27 whites. As news spread of his discovery, masses of white men and 
teens swarmed the scene. By 5:00  p . m ., between 10,000 and 20,000 people 
congregated on or near Saratoga Street. The mayor ordered the state militia 
units to the site with their two Gatling guns should the white mob need 
subduing. 48  

 Finally a f ire patrol captain and a few volunteers slipped into the bot-
tom f loor o f t he residence a round 5:00  p . m . a nd li t a n o ld mattress on 
fire near the stairs. Five minutes later, Charles f led the inferno. Charles 
Noiret, a medical student and one of the mayor’s special police, met him 
with a b ullet, and t hen t hree others as Cha rles b egan to move. Shortly 
thereafter, a shooting free for all commenced. The crowd then pulled his 
body in to t he m uddy str eet, w here mo re b ullets, kic ks, a nd in vectives 
riddled the corpse. Finally, before the mob co uld completely annihilate 
Charles’s body, a patrol wagon came and delivered it to the city morgue. 
Still hungry for vengeance, a crowd gathered outside the morgue, while 
other bands of whites went in s earch of more African Americans. Two 
more black men met their fate this way. Around midnight, another crowd 
of w hites bu rned d own t he re nowned L afon Ins titute, t he b est bl ack 
school in Louisiana. Not until the next morning, Saturday, July 28, did the 
mob finally subside. The next da y, an unmarked grave held the remains 
of Robert Charles. Of the some two dozen whites and blacks indicted in 
the whole New Orleans race riot, all but one eventually walked free. Lewis 
Forstall, a b lack admirer of Rob ert Charles, s erved s even years of hard 
labor f or killin g t he inf ormant w ho dis closed Cha rles’s Sa ratoga S treet 
hideout. 49  

 In the four days of violence, 7 w hites, including 4 law officers, died at 
the hands of Charles, and another 20 suffered serious or slight injury. Five 
other policemen soon left the force in disgrace, branded cowards for their 
responses to Charles’s actions. The w hite mobs s ought out and killed a t 
least 12 Af rican Americans and seriously wounded some 69 o thers. 50  In 
the aftermath of the riot, a former black Massachusetts state legislator ar-
gued t hat t he r iot had b een co ntrolled by eli te w hites in N ew Orle ans. 
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The  Boston Globe  reported his b eliefs. “Although many contend that the 
poorer element alone is taking part in the riots, he maintains that the bet-
ter element has t he poorer element completely under co ntrol and is al-
lowing this thing to go on with perfect willingness.” Moreover, he averred 
that riots would recur if r ioters believed they could continue to act with 
impunity. 51  

 ATLANTA1906 

 Atlanta held t he distinction of being one of the few cities in t he South to 
experience eco nomic p rosperity a t t he t urn o f t he 20t h cen tury. W hile 
other population centers languished, Atlanta became a co mmercial, rail-
road, and industrial hub for the region. Banks in the city netted $96 mil-
lion in 1900 a nd about two and a half times t hat amount six years later. 52  
Some 150,000 people lived in Atlanta by the time of the 1910 census, over 
60,000 more than the previous census and at a gr owth rate second solely 
to Los Angeles. Approximately one-third of the residents were black. In-
deed, the black population tripled between 1880 and 1910 from 16,300 to 
51,900 (the white population grew at a staggering 500 percent during that 
same period). 53  To accommodate this close proximity of the races, the city’s 
white leaders promoted a New South ideal of race relations and economic 
success by including African Americans in t he market, but by relegating 
them to t he lower rungs of the economic ladder. Whites would serve as 
managers, while blacks provided the labor. 54  

 White leaders, including Henry Grady, editor of the  Atlanta Constitution  
during the 1880s, reasoned that by incorporating blacks (albeit in a subor-
dinate position), northerners would be more willing to invest in t he city, 
whites would maintain their sense of superiority, and African Americans 
would feel included. This system worked especially well for whites, as long 
as they continued to maintain their supposed higher station in society. 55  By 
1906, however, Atlanta’s African American community included a healthy 
middle c lass, a nd t hey had ca rved o ut a t hriving b usiness a nd c ultural 
community with their own restaurants, funeral parlors, grocery stores, and 
pharmacies. The  Atlanta Independent,  a weekly black newspaper, served as 
their mouthpiece in the community. 56  Moreover, if blacks did not work in 
the middle-class colored-only establishments, they could f ind ample op-
portunities in t he w orking-class s ector: r estaurants, ho tels, wa rehouses, 
freight yards, and private households. Prominent black leaders also led ac-
tive congregations at black churches and taught black students in Atlanta’s 
African American institutions of higher learning, including Spelman Sem-
inary and Atlanta University. National black leaders, including W.E.B. Du 
Bois and Henry McNeal Turner, called Atlanta home during this period. 
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“The white man and the Negro have lived together in this city more peace-
fully and in better spirit than in any other city,” a 1902 Atlanta Chamber of 
Commerce publication boasted, “in either the North or the South.” 57  

 On the surface, the races appeared to be coexisting in peace. Behind the 
scenes, however, an undercurrent of racial strife churned in the city. Since 
the end of the Civil War, Atlanta’s white leaders enforced a number of Jim 
Crow laws intending to tamp down any progress African Americans might 
strive for, including where they could sit on streetcars and what clothing 
they could b e dressed in (b lacks could not wear capes). 58  In addition to 
legitimate businesses that catered to state workers and visitors, downtown 
Atlanta—primarily alo ng D ecatur S treet—provided illici t en tertainment 
in the form of pool halls, da nce joints, gambling houses, and brothels, a 
“breeding ground of Negro lust and crime.” 59  Atlanta’s police patrolled the 
area with an iron fist, and an arrest usually led to a conviction—a fate no 
one wanted to endure as p risoner death rates climbed to 10 p ercent per 
year. 60  Yet the crime rate soared in Atlanta in 1906, when police logged in 
more than 21,000 arrests (by comparison, Milwaukee had just one-fourth 
the arrests that year and three times the population). 61  Both the press and 
politicians p layed u p t he p redominance o f Af rican Amer icans’ in volve-
ment in Atlanta’s delinquency. And in the summer of 1906, the press and 
politicians proved to be overlapping forces in the city. 

 As Clark Howell, the  Atlanta Constitution  editor, and eventual winner 
Hoke Smith, the former owner of the Atlanta  Journal,  vied to be the Demo-
cratic candidate for governor that summer, they used race baiting for their 
main talking points and their newspapers as t heir medium. 62  Smith won 
the support of Populist Tom Watson with his push for black disfranchise-
ment, one of the last remaining civil rights that blacks enjoyed in Georgia. 
Howell, while also forwarding a racist agenda (this is a white man’s coun-
try, and it must be governed by white men), criticized Smith’s proposal of 
literacy tests as b eing a punishment against poor whites and an incentive 
for African Americans to educate themselves. 63  Smith, however, suggested 
that allowing b lacks to vote only encouraged and enabled t hem to f lout 
racial social norms. James Gray, Smith’s campaign manager and editor of 
the  Journal,  played up these prejudices in an August 1 editorial (just three 
weeks before the Democratic primary) after the latest in a series of alleged 
area summer assaults on white women by black men: 

 Political equality being thus preached to the Negro in the papers and on the 
stump, what wonder that he makes no distinction between political and so-
cial equality. He grows more bumptious on the street, more impudent in his 
dealing with white men; and then, when he cannot achieve social equality as 
he wishes with the instinct of a barbarian to destroy what he cannot attain 
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to, he lies in wait, as that dastardly brute did yesterday near this city, and as-
saults the fair young girlhood of the South. 64  

 While t he tw o p oliticians’ ne wspapers, t he  Journal  a nd t he  Constitu-
tion , w orded t heir racist s creeds in p olitical t erms, A tlanta’s e vening 
newspapers—the  Atlanta Evening News  and the  Atlanta Georgian —held no 
pretense of restraint. 65  

 Between the months of June 1905 and September 1906, w hite newspa-
pers f eatured 12 ho rrendous alleg ed a ttacks o n t he a rea’s w hite w omen 
(a journalistic investigation by Ray Stannard Baker revealed that only two 
were actual assaults). 66  After a J uly 31, 1906, acc usation by Annie L aurie 
Poole that a black man named Frank Carmichael attacked her and coerced 
her into the woods, however, the  News  ratcheted up its sensationalist, racist 
diatribes. A gr oup of white men t ook it upon themselves to declare Car-
michael guil ty and killed him in “ a roar of p owder.” Dur ing t he follow-
ing two months, the tabloid took every opportunity (issuing extra editions 
when necessary) to recount the latest activities of black beast rapists on the 
prowl. Lynching, of course, was the paper’s prescription for this malady. 67  
Further reports of alleged assaults throughout August prompted Atlanta’s 
other newspapers to join in this campaign of “Negrophobia,” a term coined 
by blacks to describe whites’ irrational fears. By mid-September, the city 
had r eached a f ever p itch, a nd ne wspapers em phasized a n ep idemic o f 
Negro crime. 68  Black leaders publicly denounced the alleged attacks. The 
Ministers Union o f t he Af rican Methodist Episcopal Church, f or exa m-
ple, approved resolutions late in the summer calling for law and order and 
counseling b lacks “ to b e s ober, ind ustrious, a nd eco nomical.” 69  Behind 
the scenes, however, the black elite, unable to secure weapons from white-
owned enterprises, sur reptitiously smuggled arms and ammunition into 
their community just in case they came under attack. 70  

 On September 20, W illiam Jennings Bryan came to Atlanta on a p res-
idential campaign stop. As B ryan’s supporters gathered at t he P iedmont 
Hotel that evening, officials notified the governor that another assault had 
occurred near the city. After a ma n had b een arrested for the alleged at-
tack, a mob began forming first around nearby Fort McPherson and then 
in the city as officers moved the suspect for his safety. Meanwhile, another 
incident had developed near the Piedmont when around 9:15  p . m . an ine-
briated, partially clothed black man, Luther Frazier, barged into the home 
of Reverend Thomas L. B ryan, who was away at a meetin g. His wife and 
daughters, however, were home but managed to get away. Soon neighbors 
and t hen t he p olice s ecured t he invader. Upon Re verend B ryan’s return 
home and again the next day at the suspect’s hearing, Bryan charged at Fra-
zier and called for his l ynching. 71  Hundreds of white men st ood ready to 
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help Bryan carry out his command. 72  Indeed, white Atlantans had violence 
in the forefront of their minds when the  Atlanta Georgian  led the Septem-
ber 21 mo rning edition with “Men of Fulton, What Will You Do to Stop 
These Outrages against Women?” 73  Two more alleged assaults and a press 
intent on peddling their ware ensured that soon Atlanta could no lo nger 
promote the notion that it was a city where the two races lived in peace. 

 During his he aring, Frazier himself unwittingly helped focus renewed 
attention on Atlanta’s black vice joints. “I got drunk with another Negro,” 
he tried to explain his actions, “and the last thing I remember was when I 
was in a barroom on Decatur Street. I don’t remember anything about tak-
ing off a part of my clothes.” 74  The city’s license inspector, Richard Ewing, 
sprang into action, met with the media to declare forthcoming raids, and 
both the  Journal  and the  Georgian  led with headlines on September 21 that 
suggested a link between the attacks on white women and the black under-
world. 75  On Saturday, September 22, as authorities continued their sweep 
on black clubs, white men and boys congregated on the streets and deliber-
ated about the recent attacks. Around 4:00  p . m ., the  Journal  issued an extra 
edition and newsboys bellowed throughout downtown, “Negro Attempts 
to Assault Mrs. Mary Chafin Near Sugar Creek Bridge.” As the  Journal ’s re-
port made its way through Atlanta’s white restaurants and bars, the  Evening 
News  came out with its own extra edition announcing a  Two Assaults . Only 
an hour later, the  Evening News  published another extra edition proclaim-
ing a “Third Assault” by a “fiendish Negro.” 76  

 Almost 8:30  p . m . now, milling whites began targeting random African 
Americans on the street. “Let’s kill all t he Negroes,” one man shouted to 
the crowd, “so our women will b e safe.” Mayor James Woodward dashed 
to the scene and implored the growing mob t o disperse and to allow the 
law to run its course. “I beseech you not to cause this blot on the fair name 
of our most b eautiful city,” he b egged. 77  “Go home, Jim!” someone in t he 
crowd replied, “We’re going to get some niggers!” 78  The riot was under way, 
even though all of the so-called attacks were simply cases of a white woman 
being f rightened—not ac tually ass aulted—by a b lack ma n. 79  At  a round 
9:30  p . m ., yet even more extra edi tions circulated throughout downtown 
about news of a “Fourth Assault” after an elderly woman reported seeing a 
black man peering at her through her window on Magnolia Street. 80  By this 
time, thousands of area whites (estimates suggest as many 10,000) were out 
on the city streets. Many of them headed toward Decatur Street, the cen-
ter of black vice. At 10:00  p . m ., several theaters and bars started emptying, 
adding more chaos to the rowdy mob. Mayor Woodward again appealed 
for order, but when none came, he called for fire hoses to be trained on the 
horde. 81  This act only caused the throng to splinter into smaller mobs and 
to leave the heart of downtown in all directions: north toward Darktown, 
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Atlanta’s black neighborhoods; south to the central train depot; east into 
the vice district on Decatur Street; and west toward other black businesses 
and ho mes. Ot her r ioters t argeted t he ci ty’s str eetcars, ma ny f illed wi th 
blacks unaware of the unfolding violence. 82  

 For hours the white mob used every weapon imaginable to hunt down, 
attack, brutalize, and kill any African American they could find. Numer-
ous blacks were tortured to differing extents and left dead or dying in the 
streets. Although rioters consisted mainly of younger and lower class white 
men, people who saw the violence firsthand recognized storeowners, stu-
dents, and white-collar members of society among the throng. Even some 
of the city’s white women and children cheered them on. 83  The police and 
other city officials offered varying degrees of protection to Atlanta’s blacks, 
and witnesses suggested that some officers actually joined the rioters. 84  The 
city’s riot alarm finally went off near midnight, signaling to the governor 
that the time had a rrived to bring in the state militia. By 2:00  a . m ., heavy 
rain scattered many of the rioters; 30 minutes later the first troops reached 
the city. As Atlantans headed to church that Sunday morning, many just 
learning of the violence, it appeared as if a nother mob mig ht gather. Sol-
diers tamped down the threat, but the governor called in more troops any-
way. By the end of the day on September 23, some 600 militiamen secured 
the city, primarily to ease whites’ anxiety over a black reprisal rather than 
to protect African Americans. 85  

 The city’s white newspapers blamed African Americans, of course. The 
 Journal  called t he rioting “an inevitable harvest of unbridled crime,” and 
Atlanta’s blacks braced themselves for more violence as night fell on Sun-
day. “That it is possible for one of these black devils to assault and almost 
kill a w hite woman, practically within a st one’s throw of the heart of the 
city, and make good his escape seems incredible,” the  News  averred. “It is 
enough to f ill the heart of every white citizen of this community with a 
desire for vengeance.” 86  The national media picked up the story of the riot, 
and w hen t he  New York World  asked Mayor Woodward (t he s ame man 
who had b egged the white mob t o allow the law to run its course) what 
actions he planned on taking in response to the violence, he retorted, “The 
only remedy is to remove the cause. As long as black brutes attempt rape 
upon our white women, just so long will t hey be unceremoniously dealt 
with.” 87  And, again, whites did t ake it upon themselves to carry out their 
version of justice. Although authorities jailed a black man on the afternoon 
of September 23 in a s outhern suburb for bearing a concealed weapon, a 
group o f w hite men es corted him t o t he w oods t hat nig ht a nd l ynched 
him. 88  S everal scuffles broke out throughout the city. 89  It finally became 
clear t o a uthorities t hat str icter ac tions w ould b e necess ary t o p revent 
more violence. 



52 ALL HELL BROKE LOOSE

 On M onday, S eptember 24, o rders w ent o ut t hat no mo re w eapons 
would be sold in the city, saloons would be closed until further notice, any 
police officer discovered shirking his d uty would be f ired, and no males 
could be on the streets after 5:00  p . m . 90  Militia commander Clifford Ander-
son also attempted to prevent Atlanta’s newspapers from issuing extra edi-
tions. 91  That same day, W.E.B. Du B ois (who had been in Alabama doing 
census research when he learned of the riot) arrived back in Atlanta so he 
could stand guard over his wife and daughter, as well as the community at 
Atlanta University, where he served on the faculty. 92  The campus sat on the 
outskirts of Brownsville, a wealthy black suburb of Atlanta, where rumors 
began to circulate late Monday that i t would be the next t arget of white 
rage. The co mmunity o f 1,500 ma intained r elative indep endence a nd 
stayed largely out of the sphere of white Atlanta with its own school, post 
office, restaurants, and businesses. 93  Brownsville was als o home to Clark 
College and Gammon Theological Seminary, which both offered refuge to 
residents on Monday. 94  

 That evening, a group of white men did approach the black suburb. Ful-
ton C ounty o fficer James Heard led t hem in to ho mes t o co nfiscate a ny 
weapons that the black residents might own. Unfortunately, to the people 
of Brownsville, the group appeared to be just more roughs intent on vio-
lence, no t a cr ew o f dep utized ci tizens ca rrying o ut t he o rders o f a la w 
official. A s cuffle broke out, Heard was sho t and killed, and a f ew other 
white men w ere injured. 95  The r emaining whites arrested six b lacks and 
took them back to Atlanta (two of the six a ttempted to escape and were 
met wi th a v olley o f gunf ire). I n r esponse t o t he e vents in B rownsville, 
troops headed there early the morning of Tuesday, September 25, to finish 
what Heard and his men had started the evening before. At least five more 
blacks were ki lled, and t he president of Gammon Theological S eminary 
was struck over the head with a r ifle and arrested. In all , the militia de-
tained some 100 blacks from the community, charging many of them with 
murder. 96  While this drama unfolded in B rownsville, Atlanta’s white and 
black leaders decided the time had come to meet. 

 Tuesday’s  Constitution  a nnounced t hat a meetin g w ould t ake p lace a t 
11:00  a . m . in t he city council chambers and that “only those invited may 
attend.” 97  The mayor and other white officials promised the black elites—a 
group o f s even r eligious a nd b usiness le aders—that t hey w ould p rovide 
safety for the city’s black community if t hey would convince their fellow 
African Americans to follow the law. In other words, it would be up to At-
lanta’s blacks to ensure more violence did not occur. Blacks had the “power 
to stop trouble or bring on a war of extermination,” asserted the  Constitu-
tion . “If the negroes will stop their attacks,” the story went on, quoting the 
commander of the militia, “no attacks will b e made o n them. .  .  . It is t o 
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the interest of the negroes even more than to the interest of the whites to 
stop the present conflict at once. It is hoped they will see this and act ac-
cordingly.” 98  In response to the meeting, Atlanta’s black ministers issued a 
resolution to the city’s newspapers that urged black citizens not to resist 
white authorities and offered their support for the law. 99  Later Tuesday af-
ternoon, the Chamber of Commerce, keenly aware of the financial impact 
the riot had on Atlanta (many businesses were destroyed and others were 
empty as p eople st ayed away f rom downtown, and by now t he national 
media had picked up on the riot in Atlanta), called another meeting at the 
county courthouse for t he ci ty’s b est ci tizens. 100  Most of t he 1,000 o r s o 
who showed up were white, but several black leaders, including W.E.B. Du 
Bois, appeared at the gathering as well. The group passed a resolution criti-
cal of the violence of the last few days, and they gathered over $3,700 for 
riot victims and their relatives. The group also appointed a Committee of 
Ten (dubbed the Committee of Safety by the press) to work with authori-
ties in maintaining order. 101  

 No real vio lence broke out Tuesday nig ht, a nd on Wednesday morn-
ing (September 26), t he  Constitution  declared, “Atlanta Is Herself Again; 
Business Activity Res tored a nd th e Rio t I s Forgotten.” 102  Of co urse, t he 
black community would not forget. B etween 26 a nd 47 Af rican Amer i-
cans died , and more t han 1,000 f led Atlanta during t he carnage and i ts 
aftermath. 103  The  Washington Post  likened the violence to the New York 
City draft riot of 1863 and asserted, “The Atlanta riot is the most deplor-
able exhib ition o f race f erocity a nd s avagery t hat t his co untry has s een 
for many years.” 104  Two whites also died d uring the r iot—Officer Heard 
and a woman who reportedly died of a heart attack after witnessing from 
her home a brutal attack on a b lack man. 105  The mayor laid much of the 
blame on an irresponsible press. “I do not believe that violence would have 
been resorted to,” he announced at a S eptember 28 ci ty council meeting, 
“if it had not been for the inflammatory, sensational newspaper extras that 
were continually f looding the streets.” 106  Only 22 w hites received indict-
ments f or ass ault a nd a ttempted murder o n Sa turday nig ht, a nd o nly 2 
were convicted. 107  Scores of white men received misdemeanor charges and 
were served with a 30-day sentence in the stockade or a $100 fine. A police 
board als o acc used a f ew officers o f mis conduct during t he r iot. 108  The 
60 or so black men a rrested for Officer Heard’s shooting slowly secured 
release from prison, and only 1 was co nvicted for his de ath (he was s en-
tenced to life in prison). 109  

 The ci ty r eleased i ts o fficial r eport o n t he r iot o n D ecember 9, w hen 
both black and white leaders revealed its findings in public forums. It put 
the death count at 12—10 black and 2 white—and pinned the riot on At-
lanta’s tougher elements, exonerating both races’ better classes. 110  Booker 
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T. Washington visited the city that night and spoke at the First Congrega-
tional Church. He praised Atlanta’s leaders for focusing on getting past the 
riot and continued his mantra that the races should be engaged in civic and 
business ac tivities together but not in s ocial or political ones. 111  He  a lso 
suggested that the riot would serve a bigger cause. “What is being done by 
the Civic League [a society established in November to foster understand-
ing between the races and to maintain law and order] and other organiza-
tions that have grown out of the Atlanta riot,” he predicted, “will not only 
serve a higher purpose in the city of Atlanta and the state of Georgia, but I 
believe the movement will spread throughout the south.” 112  Unfortunately, 
these lo fty c laims fa iled t o materialize. Washington had r epeatedly pro-
claimed that hardworking and upstanding African Americans would not 
suffer at the hands of whites. The A tlanta r iot proved him wr ong; white 
rioters besieged any black in sight, respectable or supposedly otherwise. 113  
Some black elites left the city over the next few years, and one black editor 
fled Atlanta after it became known that he blamed the riot on “sensational 
newspapers a nd un scrupulous p oliticians.” 114  Du B ois, dishe artened b y 
race relations in Atlanta, moved north in 1910. 115  As for Atlanta’s whites, 
they remained firmly in command. Two years after the riot, Hoke Smith’s 
campaign platform of black disfranchisement became institutionalized in 
the 1908 state constitution. 116  

 EAST ST. LOUIS1917 

 By the 1910 census, East St. Louis, Illinois—just across the Mississippi River 
from the fourth biggest city in the United States, St. Louis, Missouri—had a 
population of 58,000; approximately 10 percent of the residents were black. 
Five years later, the black community had g rown to some 7,900 residents 
or about 11 p ercent of the city’s population. 117  By 1917, a y ear of severe 
racial str ife in E ast St. L ouis, s ome estimates p lace t he b lack p opulation 
at more than 10,600. 118  As part of the exodus from the South during the 
Great Migration, African Americans flocked to the city in search of work. 
Known as the “Pittsburgh of the West” and the “Hoboken of St. Louis,” East 
St. Louis by this time served as a bustling industrial center with a network 
of 27 railroads crossing it. Inexpensive land and readily available coal drew 
corporations to East St. Louis (at least to its outskirts where they did not 
have to pay city taxes), and by 1917, thousands of laborers worked in the 
stockyards, manufacturing companies, and packing plants. 119  This inf lux 
of African Americans created tension in t he city, particularly on housing 
and labor issues, a nd a s ensationalist press made a p oint of highlighting 
any racial co nflict. P olitical co nditions als o co ntributed t o t he v olatile 
situation. 120  
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 Moreover, a city nationally renowned for its history of vice, East St. Louis 
teemed with crime and corruption. Prostitutes and pimps—both predomi-
nantly white—freely advertised their trade in an area of the city called the 
Valley in c lear sight of city hall. Although regularly arrested, they simply 
paid the appropriate official a bribe and went back to work. 121  Indeed, the 
police were widely considered to be above the law themselves. During the 
summer of 1916, f or example, Frank Florence, t he assist ant chief o f de-
tectives, shot and killed a mem ber of the police vice s quad (who had his 
hands in the air) who had been intent upon closing down a gambling op-
eration that Florence happened to own partially. Florence was acquitted of 
the murder even though a number of people witnessed the killing. 122  While 
whites (and some authorities at that) carried out much of the city’s crime 
and vice, however, the  East St. Louis Daily Journal —a mouthpiece for the 
Democratic P arty—played u p racial t ensions a nd p rominently f eatured 
black-on-white transgressions, real or imagined. 123  

 Indeed, it was into this environment that black migrants arrived by the 
hundreds between 1915 a nd 1917, he aring about job o pportunities from 
friends, relatives, newspaper advertisements, and even recruiters. 124  A se-
ries of strikes beginning in t he summer o f 1916 caused fiery interactions 
between labor and management in E ast S t. L ouis, and w hen companies 
brought in African Americans as strikebreakers, many whites became even 
more disgruntled. In July, for example, more than 4,000 la borers for the 
three l argest me atpackers we nt on  st rike w hen s ome worke rs we re f ired 
for attempting to put together a union. The companies used hundreds of 
African Americans to fill in as strikebreakers, but soon welcomed back the 
previous w orkers (ex cept t he organizers), w ho had q uickly des erted t he 
idea of a unio n in fa vor of employment. Another str ike followed in O c-
tober 1916—this time 600 w orkers from the Aluminum Ore Company—
and again black strikebreakers stepped in to work. 125  One of the company’s 
assistant superintendents readily admitted the enmity this action created 
among whites in t he city. “Labor unrest,” he ass erted, “engendered bitter-
ness against the negroes who came in here.” 126  

 The scene in the city soon turned political, when also in the fall of 1916, 
Democrats us ed race as a w edge issue t o win a nastil y f ought elec tion, 
charging t he ci ty’s Rep ublicans o f b ringing in Af rican Amer icans f rom 
the South (“colonizing” the city) to guarantee electoral success. 127  As the 
November 7 election drew closer, the  East St. Louis Daily Journal  ran nu-
merous articles about black colonizers riding a crime wave. 128  Then three 
weeks before the election, rumors circulated throughout East St. Louis that 
Dr. L eroy B undy, a p rominent b lack den tist a nd ci vil r ights le ader, had 
plotted an Election Day scam that would shepherd numerous blacks be-
tween Chicago and East St. Louis to vote in both cities as well as in a third 



56 ALL HELL BROKE LOOSE

town in b etween. Another group would leave East St. Louis and head for 
Chicago t o v ote t hree times in t hat dir ection. Chicag o o fficials a rrested 
Bundy on charges that he had illici tly registered some 300 p eople on the 
west and south sides of the city, but he was let go due to inadequate proof. 
The  East St. Louis Daily Journal,  however, splashed Bundy’s arrest all over 
its front page. 129  Democratic incumbent President Woodrow Wilson won 
St. Clair County and East St. Louis itself (the state of Illinois as a w hole 
went Republican), and Democrats won local elec tions as w ell. The ci ty’s 
whites feared too much political power wielded by their black neighbors. 130  

 Whites continued to fear African Americans in o ther ways as w ell. In 
the early months of 1917, t he  East St. Louis Daily Journal  featured more 
alleged b lack-on-white cr ime. One mid-F ebruary he adline tr umpeted, 
“Negro Brute Seizes White Girl of 19,” even though the woman was no t 
injured and a suspect never located. Just a few days later,  The Birth of a Na-
tion  played at the Majestic theater downtown to full audiences. The racist 
film no doubt played on the racial anxieties already palpable in the city. On 
April 3, 1917, incumbent East St. Louis mayor, Fred Mollman, won reelec-
tion handily after promising to clean up the city. He also assured black sup-
port by promising to hire black police officers and to erect a new fire house 
in one of the black neighborhoods, and drew white ire when he t hrew a 
postelection party for hundreds o f his b lack supporters. 131  By this time, 
blacks had become a strong voting bloc in the city, encouraged by people 
such as black physician Dr. Lyman Bluitt to vote for candidates, not along 
party lines. 132  On A pril 17, w orkers at the Aluminum Ore Company de-
cided to go on strike the next day. And even though mostly whites served 
as strikebreakers over the next week, union members focused their fury on 
the black workers who crossed the picket line. Relations between labor and 
management had det eriorated s everely in t he ci ty, and workers in o ther 
industries contemplated going on strike as well. 133  East St. Louis appeared 
to be in a swirl o f racial, political, and labor unrest. By May, the city had 
reached a breaking point. 

 On May 10, several union members met with Mayor Mollman to demand 
that he put a halt to the steady stream of incoming African Americans tak-
ing jobs and creating labor strife in East St. Louis. Unless he did so, they ad-
vised, an eruption in the city would cause the Springfield, Illinois, race riot 
nine years earlier to look like “a tame affair.” 134  Two incidents in late May 
suggest the men—and other whites in the city—were serious. On May 23, 
union officials publicized another meeting with the mayor and other city 
leaders to be held the next week. They insisted that “drastic action must be 
taken if we intend to work and live peaceably in this community.” 135  That 
evening, in what the newspapers described as a race r iot, groups of white 
and black teenagers hurled rocks at each other. Police arrested some of the 
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black youths, but none of the whites. A few hours later, a “mob of blacks” 
denounced the detainment of a black man who supposedly had spit on the 
sidewalk. One ma n was sho t during the f racas. Three days later another 
skirmish broke out between the races. “Threatening negroes are reported 
to have c ongregated,” t he  Journal  ass erted, “and made in sulting remarks 
concerning the whites.” 136  

 The most s erious clash that month, however, occurred on May 28, t he 
day the city’s labor interests scheduled their meeting with the mayor and 
city council. That afternoon, the  Daily Journal  led its first edition with “Po-
lice Watch Many Threatening Negroes” and detailed the ac tivities of the 
police makin g t he r ounds t hrough s everal b lack neig hborhoods (w here 
they apparently found numerous firearms). 137  By the time o f the meeting 
that evening, hundreds of white union members (both men and women), 
sympathizers, a nd c urious o nlookers cra mmed in to t he ci ty co uncil 
 chambers—so many, in fact, that the meeting had to be moved to a larger 
room. Although the gathering started calmly and the mayor assured the 
crowd that he had a grip on the influx of blacks, a white lawyer and former 
city treasurer (who had bilked the city during his tenure in office) addressed 
the audience and warned of colored people moving into white neighbor-
hoods. He then insinuated that something could be done to stop them, and, 
he continued, “As far as I kno w, there is no la w against mob vio lence.” 138  
Much of the crowd erupted in applause, and a number of them then stam-
peded out the door toward one of the main thoroughfares in the city. 

 Unfortunately, they met another throng of whites outside who had just 
heard the news that a b lack man had sho t a w hite man during a r obbery 
(the wound was slig ht, but as t he ne ws circulated, r umors f lew t hat t he 
white man had died). The p olice brought in a susp ect to shouts of “Get a 
rope!” and “Lynch him!” from the gathering mob. 139  The mayor and other 
city officials—as well as some of the union leaders, who did not want orga-
nized labor linked to a race riot—tried to quell the tension. Just at that time, 
however, t he p olice es corted another handcuffed b lack man into down-
town. “ That nig ger shot s omebody,” a p erson yelled out, and t he crowd 
sprang into action targeting any black person who had t he misfortune of 
being in its path. 140  For several hours, whites attacked any black person in 
sight, w ounding do zens o f t hem. Mayor Mollman s ent f or t he National 
Guard, and troops entered the city the next evening, which was fortunate 
since the rioters were back in action by that time. 141  Again the white mob 
targeted blacks in the city, setting fire to their neighborhoods and attack-
ing them as t hey got off of work. Although it seemed clear that the city’s 
whites intended to inf lict pain and worse on their black neighbors, East 
St. Louis police appeared to be more concerned about blacks’ possession 
of f irearms as t hey co ntinued t o f ocus o n dis arming b lacks ra ther t han 
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reining in whites. 142  Just before midnight on May 29, the National Guard 
had the city under control. 

 No one was killed d uring the two-day rampage. One of the city’s white 
ministers sug gested t hat t he r ioters had p robably j ust p lanned t o dr ive 
African Americans out of the city, not kill t hem. 143  And, indeed, perhaps 
some 6,000 b lacks did le ave t o es cape t he vio lence, b ut o nly f or a f ew 
days. 144  Most of the troops left the city in the next several weeks, however, 
and white-on-black attacks continued almost da ily (just not on the same 
scale). 145  At the beginning of July, the city would erupt again; this time a 
full-fledged race riot would occur and people would die. Rumors had been 
circulating for weeks throughout both the black and white communities 
that each planned an attack on the other on July 4. 146  By the evening of 
July 1, several accounts of white-on-black attacks spread through the city’s 
African Amer ican co mmunity. Then, b etween 10:30  p . m . a nd midnig ht, 
whites driving a Ford shot into black homes along Market Street. During 
the car’s second pass through, black inhabitants shot back and hit the car, 
which quickly left the scene. The police did not pursue the whites but de-
cided to look into accounts of blacks shooting at whites. A Ford squad car 
full of police and a  St. Louis Republic  reporter quickly headed to the black 
neighborhood. 147  

 The r eporter’s a rticle t he next mo rning st ated t hat as t hey w ent o ut, 
“more t han 200 r ioting negroes .  .  . wi thout a w ord o f warning opened 
fire.” 148  One det ective died immedia tely and another died la ter f rom his 
wounds. Another p oliceman had b een shot in t he arm. 149  Al though the 
reporter later told a congressional committee investigating the riot that the 
assailants might have confused the patrol car for the earlier white attack-
ers, he fa iled t o mention t his fac t in his ne ws st ory. 150  Indeed, much of 
his account contained inaccuracies (it also made no reference to the white 
attacks). Mayor Mollman s oon got on t he line t o Springfield requesting 
national guardsmen back to the city. But, of course, it would take time for 
them to arrive. Very early on the morning of July 2, residents woke up to 
front-page headlines, “Policeman Killed, 5 S hot in E. S t. Louis Riot; Ne-
groes, Called Out by Ringing of Church Bell, Fire When Police Appear.” 151  
That day, the city white residents could plainly see near the police station 
a squad car with blood stains on its seats and looking “like a flour sieve, all 
punctured full of holes.” 152  This e vidence confirmed to ma ny whites that 
blacks stood ready to attack. 

 After a hastil y called meetin g downtown, white mobs fa nned out, and 
the first black victim was shot in plain view near one of the busiest streetcar 
stops in the city just before 10:00  a . m . 153  For well over the next 12 ho urs, 
white residents of East St. Louis sought out and tormented, tortured, and 
killed a ny b lack p erson t hey co uld f ind. P ress r eports t he next da y a nd 
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eyewitness acco unts t old o f unimagina ble s cenes o f ca rnage ca rried o ut 
by white men, women, and even children. Those rare whites who did con-
demn the violence ran the threat of b ecoming targets of violence them-
selves. 154  D escriptions o f l ynchings o r a ttempting l ynchings, a ttacks o n 
black children, and base brutality spoke to the depths to which the rioters 
would sink. 155  Many blacks had to make agonizing choices during the reign 
of terror. If they tried to escape from their houses that a white throng had 
set on f ire, t hey faced a ha il of bullets as t he f led. 156  In one of t he most 
graphic and disturbing accounts of a lynching,  St. Louis Post-Dispatch  re-
porter Carlos Hurd wrote, 

 I s aw t he most sick ening incident o f t he e vening w hen t hey got st ronger 
rope. To put t he rope around t he negro’s nec k, one o f t he l ynchers stuck 
his fingers inside the gaping scalp and lifted the negro’s head by it, literally 
bathing his hand in the man’s blood. “Get hold, and pull for East St. Louis,” 
called the man as he s eized the other end of the rope. The negro was lifted 
to a height of about seven feet and the body left hanging there for hours. 157  

 Onlookers des cribed the white r ioters that day as “ in good humor” and 
possessing “a visible coolness,” and “not the hectic and raving demonstra-
tion of men suddenly gone mad.” 158  

 Adding to the death toll, police and national guardsmen did little to stem 
the attacks, and some even joined in with the rioters. Moreover, the man 
sent to command the guardsmen in East St. Louis, Colonel Stephen Orville 
Tripp, proved to be a “ho peless incompetent.” 159  Had stronger leadership 
and less complicit authorities stepped in, the East St. Louis riot would nei-
ther have lasted as long nor been as severe as it was. Indeed, when Adjutant 
General Frank S. Dickson, commander of the Illinois National Guard, did 
arrive in East St. Louis just past midnight on July 3, he quickly took com-
mand of the city and ended t he riot. 160  By then, however, more than 200 
black-owned homes and other buildings had gone up in flames, and most of 
the black vice district—called the Black Valley—was destroyed. Although 
some blacks no doubt fought back during the hours of violence, many had 
been unarmed by the police during the previous weeks leading up to the 
riot. 161  During the chaos, thousands of the city’s African Americans f led 
to St. Louis across the Free Bridge, many of them never returning. 162  Ac-
cording to official reports, 39 blacks and 9 whites died; unofficial reports, 
however, put the death toll and injuries of blacks well into the hundreds. 163  

 In t he da ys f ollowing t he r iot, t he ci ty’s w hites exhib ited li ttle r egret. 
Many toured downtown, w hich buzzed with a ma rdi-gras environment, 
showing off mementos that they had ga thered during the unrest (mainly 
pieces o f c lothing f rom de ad b odies). 164  The y als o b lamed t heir b lack 
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neighbors f or t he J uly 2 dist urbance. One N ew York co lumnist q uoted 
some city elites as saying, “Well, you see too many niggers have been com-
ing in here. When niggers come up North, they get insolent. You see they 
vote here and one do esn’t like t hat. And o ne do esn’t like t heir r iding in 
street cars next to white women—and, well what are you going to do when 
a buck nigger pushes you off the sidewalk?” 165  The national press gave wide 
coverage t o t he e vents in E ast S t. L ouis. N orthern ne wspapers p rimar-
ily denounced what had ha ppened, and editors in Chicag o, B oston, and 
St. Louis gave partial blame to national and local politics, and particularly 
to the deterioration of race relations since Southern Democrats took over 
the nation’s capital. 166  Southern outlets pointed to the hypocrisy of a sup-
posedly more tolerant northern state engaging in vio lence. “Never again 
can one section of the country,” the Augusta, Georgia,  Chronicle  averred, 
“select and set apart any other section as barbarians to a greater extent than 
other places.” 167  

 Black and white national leaders also stepped into the fray of the East 
St. Louis riot. Ida Wells-Barnett arrived in East St. Louis on July 5 to see the 
destruction f irsthand. “Every which way we turned,” she ass erted, “there 
were women and children and men, dazed o ver the thing that had co me 
to them and unable to tell what it was all about.” 168  W.E.B. Du Bois visited 
the city shortly after the riot as well. At first he met with Mayor Mollman 
and other city leaders, but soon turned to regular citizens when officials 
blamed t he b lack community for t he outburst of vio lence. In a S eptem-
ber issue of the  Crisis,  Du B ois lay most of the onus on the labor unions, 
business interests, and city politicians. He also detailed in vi vid descrip-
tions the horrors that black East St. Louisans endured. 169  Other national 
leaders debated the causes of the riot as well. Former president Theodore 
Roosevelt and American Federation of Labor leader Samuel Gompers had 
a heated exchange at a Carnegie Hall forum on July 6. Roosevelt suggested 
that the “appalling outbreak of savagery” came with “no real provocation.” 
Gompers, on the other hand, blamed companies and their “luring of these 
colored men to East St. Louis.” 170  

 Wells and other black leaders urged President Woodrow Wilson to take 
federal ac tion in t he r iot’s aftermath. On J uly 28, le aders of the NAACP 
organized a “ Silent Parade” down Fifth Avenue in N ew York City. Thou-
sands of blacks congregated to march against the violence being inflicted 
upon them in t he form of the East St. Louis riot and recent lynchings in 
Waco, Texas, and Memphis, Tennessee. 171  Although Wilson refused to take 
action, Congress—led by Missouri representative L. C. Dyer—formed the 
Committee t o I nvestigate C onditions in Illino is a nd M issouri I nterfer-
ing with Interstate Commerce between Said States, also called the Special 
Committee Authorized by Congress to Investigate the East St. Louis race 
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riots. 172  I n i ts f inal r eport, t he co mmittee p laced t he b lame f or t he r iot 
predominantly on t he ci ty’s w hite p oliticians, p olice, and entrepreneurs, 
as well as E ast St. Louis’s delinquents—both white and black. 173  A gra nd 
jury eventually handed down indictments to 134 people, about one-third 
of them black. Most of the whites paid a small f ine or spent a few days in 
jail. S ix subst antial tr ials st emmed f rom t he r iot—four involving w hites 
and two b lacks. Nine w hites and twelve b lacks s erved time in p rison. 174  
Unfortunately, the East St. Louis riot served as a harbinger for more racial 
violence soon to come. 

 TULSA1921 

 At the turn of the century, Tulsa enjoyed the distinction of being “a boom 
city in a boom state.” 175  The population swelled from almost 1,400 in 1900 
to a little more than 72,000 after 20 years. 176  Oil discoveries around Tulsa 
assured i ts f inancial success in t hese halc yon y ears, a nd lo cals deemed 
it t he “ Magic Ci ty.” 177  B lacks had lo ng inha bited t he a rea—brought in 
as sla ves b y N ative Amer icans—and p roceeded t o pa rticipate in T ulsa’s 

 Silent protest parade in N ew York City against the East St. Louis r iots, 1917. (L ibrary of 
Congress) 
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political and economic scene following emancipation, but only to a limited 
degree. While white Tulsans allowed blacks to work in the labor, domestic, 
and service sectors, they excluded them from frequenting white businesses 
south o f t he ra ilroad trac ks a nd o ther p ortions o f t he ci ty. A s a r esult, 
African Amer icans built up t heir own community north of t he ci ty, t he 
heart of which centered on Greenwood Avenue and Archer Street. Known 
widely as t he Negro Wall Street, the Greenwood District witnessed great 
economic str ides during t hese y ears. As Tulsa grew, s o did G reenwood, 
which had a population of almost 11,000 by 1921. Two schools, a hospital, 
two theaters, a public library, two newspapers, and 13 churches also shaped 
its landscape. 178  

 While structural changes in the form of a booming economy and a grow-
ing population characterized Tulsa during the early 20th century, ideologi-
cal currents swirled around as well. Like many of their counterparts, black 
Tulsans went overseas to fight for their country in World War I. Upon their 
return to the states and at the urgings of African American leaders such 
as W.E.B. Du B ois and Marcus Garvey to “adopt every means to protect 
[themselves] aga inst ba rbarous p ractices inf licted u pon [t hem] b ecause 
of [t heir] co lor,” Af rican Amer icans ga ined a ne w s ense of purpose and 
worth. In the political realm, however, the war discredited two organiza-
tions that espoused black rights and included African Americans among 
their ranks, the Oklahoma Socialist Party and the Industrial Workers of the 
World (IWW), t hereby deb ilitated important s ources o f su pport. More-
over, the Ku Klux Klan had r eemerged in 1915 as a s ource of terror and 
violence, and Tulsa had a thriving chapter by the time of the riot six years 
later. 179  Racist ideology permeated Tulsa’s popular culture as well. “Tulsa,” 
the Tulsa  Democrat  proclaimed as early as 1912, “appears now to be in dan-
ger of losing its prestige as the whitest town in Oklahoma.” Similarly, words 
such as “Little Africa” and “Niggertown” sprinkled the newspaper’s pages 
when it referred to the Greenwood District. 180  Often, as in the case of the 
Tulsa race riot itself, these words led to action. 

 Two e vents in T ulsa—in 1917 a nd 1919—indicated t hat mob r ule ex-
isted there. The first incident occurred on October 29, 1917, when a bomb 
exploded in t he home of an affluent oil man in Tulsa, J. Edgar Pew. The 
Tulsa  World  declared the bombing an IWW p lot, whose “danger cannot 
be exaggerated.” 181  In addition to its stance on black rights, the IWW had 
been affiliated with t he Oil Field W orkers’ Union in o rganizing c lose to 
300 oil workers in the Tulsa area—two marks against it in such a racist and 
oil r ich environment. Police ra ided t he IWW he adquarters and arrested 
everyone present. Although they had t he semblance of a tr ial, the judge 
ordered these 12 individuals, plus the 5 witnesses who supported them in 
court, carted off to jail. However, between 40 and 50 armed men in b lack 
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robes and masks met t he group in tra nsit, tied t heir hands and feet, and 
instructed the police to take them to a remote ravine west of the city. The 
mob stripped each man to the waist, secured them to a tree, and whipped 
them. They then poured hot tar and feathers on their open wounds, and 
ran them out of town. Signs soon appeared around town stating, “Notice 
to the IWW’s. Don’t let the sun set on you in Tulsa.—Vigilance Commit-
tee.” 182  Authorities punished no one for these actions. 

 The second occurrence happened on March 17, 1919, when two armed 
men attempted to rob a w hite ironworker. They ordered him t o raise his 
hands and then shot him when he refused to do so. Before he died, the man 
told officials that his assailants were black and gave a vague description of 
them. Soon thereafter, authorities arrested three black men, a nd rumors 
began to circulate in Greenwood that lynchings were imminent. A group 
of 15 armed blacks drove to the Tulsa jail to ensure the safety of the defen-
dants, and eventually around 200 blacks congregated outside the jail. The 
police allowed the group’s spokesman to go inside and “see for himself that 
none o f t heir race had suf fered a nything.” 183  The cr owd t hen disp ersed. 
Several days later, after a meetin g in G reenwood to talk about the recent 
events, three black policemen were shot at by two whites. The officers re-
turned fire, wounding and capturing the gunmen. No lynchings followed 
this incident, but the potential for mob rule remained evident. 

 These two events, along with the inf lux of people and economic pros-
perity in Tulsa, the heightened assertions of the African American com-
munity of their rights, and the racist tenets that characterized the region, 
led directly into the race riot that Tulsa endured in 1921. Moreover, Tulsa 
carried the reputation of a corrupt and lawless city. Gambling, prostitution, 
bootlegging, robbery, and narcotics became commonplace. 184  The r ule of 
law held no special value there. Therefore, structural change and ideology 
both played a critical role in the realization of this mob violence. 

 The pre cipitating e vent fol lows a  f amiliar p attern. D ick R owland, a  
19-year-old African American, worked in downtown Tulsa at a white shoe-
shining parlor. Although he e arned only five dollars a week, the job pa id 
fairly well. One of Rowland’s coworkers declared, 

 [T]he tips were just out of sight. At that time, you see, Tulsa was in t he oil 
boom, and everybody would go to bed poor as L azarus, and wake up rich 
as country butter. They didn’t know what to do with their money, and they’d 
come down there and get a shine , and they’d give you a do llar as [s oon as 
they’d give you] fifteen cents. 185  

 Since t he b lack em ployees co uld no t us e t he w hite r estrooms, t he st ore 
owner arranged for them to go the top floor of the nearby Drexel building 
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to do so. On the morning of May 30, 1921, Rowland stepped into the eleva-
tor, operated by a young white woman named Sarah Page, in order to go to 
the top of the building. 

 Several versions exist as to what transpired, but white Tulsans immedi-
ately believed that Rowland had assaulted the young woman, scratched her 
hands, and torn her c lothes. What probably happened was t hat Rowland 
stepped on Page’s foot, and when he tried to grab her to break her fall, she 
screamed, and he ran out of the elevator. The initial police report did not 
identify Page by name, and officials did not detain Rowland until the next 
day. While the police attempted to piece together the story, however, the 
Tulsa  Tribune  ran with its own on the afternoon of May 31. Unfortunately, 
all e xisting copies o f th e n ewspaper th at day h ave bee n l ost or partially 
destroyed. 186  Later accounts quoted the paper’s headline as “Nab Negro for 
Attacking Girl in Elevator,” with a story following that detailed an attack by 
Diamond Dick on Page. 187  Another resident remembered an article titled 
“To Lynch Negro Tonight.” While still another averred, 

 The Daily Tribune, a White newspaper that tries to gain its popularity by re-
ferring to the Negro settlement as “Little Africa,” came out on the evening of 
Tuesday, May 31, with an article claiming that a Negro had had some trouble 
with a White elevator girl at the Drexel Bldg. It also said that a mob of whites 
were forming in order to lynch the Negro. 188  

 Adjutant G eneral Charles B arrett, w ho commanded t he National Guard 
in Tulsa sho rtly a fter t he r iot b roke o ut, a ttributed t he vio lence t o “ the 
fantastic wr ite-up o f t he inciden t in a s ensation-seeking ne wspaper.” 189  
Clearly, t he ne wspaper, in t he alr eady t ense environment o f e arly 20t h-
century Oklahoma, played a large role in precipitating the mob action that 
followed. 

 Shortly after the  Tribune  appeared, a man notified the police that there 
was talk of a l ynching in Tulsa. Between 6:00 a nd 7:00 in t he evening, a 
crowd of whites began to assemble in f ront of the courthouse, where of-
ficials had Rowland incarcerated. Some accounts held t hat the mob grew 
to 400 people by 9:00 that night. Sheriff Willard McCullough ordered ev-
eryone to go home and declared to three white men who walked into the 
courthouse around 8:20  p . m . that a lynching would not be occurring. The 
crowd remained, and McCullough dispatched his own guards to Rowland’s 
jail cell to protect him. By this time, tensions had heightened considerably. 

 News o f t he de velopments a round t he co urthouse sp read q uickly 
throughout Greenwood, and groups of African Americans met t o weigh 
their options. Around 9:15  p . m ., inaccurate announcements reached north-
ern Tulsa that the white mob had stormed the courthouse. A few minutes 
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later, 25 t o 30 b lack men, ma ny of them World War I v eterans, carrying 
rifles a nd sho tguns a rrived t here t o assist S heriff McCullough in s ecur-
ing Rowland’s safety. Convinced that the sheriff and his men ma intained 
control, th ey l eft s hortly th ereafter. H owever, fu eled b y a ccounts th at a  
mob of whites attempted to break into the Tulsa armory for guns and am-
munition, and new reports that the crowd in front of the courthouse had 
grown to almost 2,000, b etween 50 and 75 armed blacks returned to this 
site around 10:30  p . m . Again persuaded to leave, they were on their way out 
when a white man approached one of the African Americans according to 
one version. “Nigger,” he sputtered, “what are you doing with that pistol?” 
“I’m going to use it if I need t o,” the black man answered. “No,” the white 
man declared, “you give it to me.” “Like hell I will ,” came the response. 190  
A scuffle ensued, and a shot rang out. At this juncture, according to Sheriff 
McCullough, “all hell broke loose.” 191  

 Initial casualties numbered 12 in the immediate wake of the scuffle be-
tween the two men. One w ounded black man “lay writhing on the side-
walk,” sur rounded b y a w hite cr owd t hat p revented w hite do ctors f rom 
assisting him until they ascertained that he had died . 192  Greatly outnum-
bered by whites, the denizens of Greenwood fled back to their neighbor-
hood. About 500 w hite volunteers received sp ecial commissions to help 
the Tulsa police. One light-complexioned African American, however, was 
deputized mistakenly. He later recalled that one of his ne wly minted co-
horts suggested that “now you can go out and shoot any nigger you see and 
the law’ll be behind you.” 193  He also learned that they intended to invade 
the Greenwood District from the west. Clearly, these men offered dubious 
support. After contacting Tulsa Police Chief John Gustafson, Major James 
Bell of the Tulsa National Guard, and Governor James Robertson, Adjutant 
General Barrett mobilized the Tulsa National Guard to offer any assistance 
necessary to the civil authorities. Sensing that this action fell short, Gover-
nor Robertson ordered that the National Guard be sent into the city—an 
action allowed by state law only after the securement of the signatures of 
the local police chief, the county sheriff, and a local judge. 194  By 3:00  a . m ., 
this task had finally been completed. 

 After the black citizens had retreated from the courthouse, the members 
of the white mob spent the next few hours arming themselves. Store own-
ers later reported more than $42,000 w orth of merchandise—much of it 
guns and ammunition—stolen that night. The w hite mob a rrived at the 
outskirts of Greenwood around 1:00  a . m . and summarily set the area on 
fire. Al though f irefighters approached, mo re t han 500 w hites p revented 
them from doing their job. The African Americans hunkered down to de-
fend their property. They, along with some of the white police force, man-
aged to hold back the white crowd for several hours. Around 6:00  a . m ., 
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however, the mob b roke through the barrier and charged into the center 
of G reenwood. L ooting, b urning, a nd vio lence o ccurred wi th a bandon, 
as b lacks were overwhelmed by t he w hite Tulsans. Moreover, t he p olice 
focused o n in terning Af rican Amer icans p rimarily, gr eatly assistin g t he 
whites in the quest to destroy the black section of town. 

 The National Guard f inally arrived f rom Ok lahoma City at 9:15  a . m ., 
only t o s et u p ca mp a nd e at b reakfast. U pon ga uging t he da mage a nd 
disorder, Adjutant General Barrett requested permission f rom Governor 
Robertson to dec lare martial law. He did s o at 11:29  a . m . and t hen had 
announcements posted throughout Tulsa. The gua rd focused first on the 
fires and then on imprisoning any remaining black citizens. Whites gen-
erally only had to give up their arms and were then sent home. Less than 
24 ho urs a fter i t had b egun, t he Tulsa race r iot had ended . Martial law 
was terminated on June 3. M ore than 6,000 Af rican Amer icans suf fered 
incarceration throughout the night of the riot. Even after their release they 
had to wear green tags until July 7, identifying their name and employer. 195  
Many other black Tulsans left the city during the riot, and some of these 
did not return. Death estimates range from 27 to more than 250. Red Cross 
records indicate that they treated 183 b lacks within 24 ho urs of the riot. 
Overall, t hey a ided 531 indi viduals a nd p erformed 163 o perations. The 
cost of property loss was conservatively estimated at $1.5 million. 196  

 In the weeks and months following the riot, Tulsa’s city officials formed 
an Executive Welfare C ommittee and, following this organization, a Re-
construction Committee. Members, comprised largely of white Chamber 
of Commerce officials and other civic leaders, purported, 

 Tulsa can only redeem herself f rom the countrywide shame and humilia-
tion in which she is today plunged by complete restitution of the destroyed 
black belt. The rest of the United States must know that the real citizenship 
of Tulsa weeps at this unspeakable crime and will make good the damage, so 
far as can be done, to the last penny. 197  

 Of course, these platitudes to the national press fell flat in actual practice, 
even to the degree of denying any outside aid since it “was strictly a Tulsa 
affair.” 198  Veils o f t oken su pport t o t he b lack co mmunity s eemed t o b e 
Tulsa’s official course of action, as the whites really aimed at usurping the 
land a nd r ebuilding f or t hemselves. However, b lack Tulsans st ood r eso-
lute in protecting their property. What aid they did receive came from the 
NAACP and the Red Cross. In the end, they primarily rebuilt Greenwood 
by themselves. 

 Governor Robertson ordered a grand jury investigation of the whole af-
fair on June 2. Not surprisingly, their final report on June 25 declared, 
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 We find that the recent race riot was the direct result of an effort on the part 
of a cer tain group of colored men w ho appeared at the courthouse on the 
night of May 31, 1921, for the purpose of protecting one Dick Rowland. . . . 
We have not been able to f ind any evidence either f rom white or colored 
citizens that any organized attempt was made o r planned to take from the 
sheriff ’s custody any prisoner; the crowd assembled about the courthouse 
being purely spectators and curiosity seekers resulting from rumors circu-
lated about the city. There was no mob sp irit among the whites, no t alk of 
lynching and no arms. The assembly was quiet until the arrival of the armed 
negroes, which precipitated and was the direct cause of the entire affair. 199  

 They went on to assert that the black citizens of Tulsa also caused trouble 
by b elieving in “ equal r ights [a nd] s ocial eq uality.” 200  N o w hite Tulsans 
were ever sent to prison for the murders, destruction, and looting that took 
place in t he early hours of June 1, 1921. I ronically, Sarah Page would not 
prosecute Dick Rowland; he received full exoneration. 201  

 BEAUMONT1943 

 Texas cities, and especially the port city of Beaumont, saw a la rge inf lux 
of blacks and rural whites during World War II. East of Houston near the 
Gulf of Mexico, B eaumont b ecame heavily p opulated as w orkers moved 

 Tulsa race riot of 1921. (Tulsa Race Riot of 1921 archive, Coll. No. 1989.004. Department of 
Special Collections and University Archives, McFarlin Library, University of Tulsa, Tulsa, 
Oklahoma.) 
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there to support the war effort through shipbuilding, as well as petroleum 
and chemical production. The city’s inhabitants expanded from 59,000 in 
1940 to almost 80,000 by 1943. 202  The black population had remained stag-
nant between 1930 and 1940 at around 18,000. But during the war, it grew 
to r oughly 27,000. 203  O vercrowding cr eated s erious t ensions in ci ty s er-
vices, such as housing, health care, and transportation. Housing remained 
so scarce that workers often slept in cars or rented hot beds, used by two or 
three people in shifts. 204  

 The transportation system especially led to racial conflict. Automobiles 
remained in short supply, so both white and black workers had to depend 
on the overcrowded bus system. Bus drivers strictly enforced the Jim Crow 
line in t he b usses, wi th Af rican Amer icans r elegated t o t he bac k. How-
ever, w hen t he busses overflowed, dr ivers forced b lacks to give up t heir 
seats altogether to whites. Several episodes in early 1943 served to foretell 
the impending riot. A s eries of violent bus incidents in J anuary between 
whites a nd b lacks led ci ty o fficials t o s et u p co mpletely s eparate b usses 
for blacks and whites. 205  And a push for a recall election of the mayor, the 
acting mayor, and five other city officials, although not centered on racial 
concerns but instead Beaumont’s proclivity for vice, added to the tension 
in the city. 206  

 Hostility also permeated the Pennsylvania Shipyards, Beaumont’s larg-
est defense contractor, after large numbers of black workers arrived, creat-
ing competition for the bitter and often rural white workforce. President 
Franklin Roosevelt’s Executive Order 8802 in June 1941 had helped a num-
ber of African Americans gain jobs in the defense industries. 207  And with 
the establishment of the Fair Employment Practices Committee, although 
small and with little enforcement abilities, some improvement in t he hir-
ing of African Americans did t ake place. 208  Preparations for two upcom-
ing meetings stirred hostilities between the races as well. The local chapter 
of the Ku Klux Klan arranged for a r egional convention to take place in 
Beaumont at  t he e nd o f June. 209  And t he Af rican Amer ican community 
organized t heir annual Juneteenth commemoration of emancipation for 
June 19, w hen hundreds of area blacks planned to visit the city. Rumors 
of a Juneteenth armed black revolt began to circulate among Beaumont’s 
whites. 210  

 Relations turned particularly dismal o n June 5, a fter information sur-
faced that a black man purportedly raped, beat, and stabbed an 18-year-old 
telephone operator, whose father worked at the already tense Pennsylvania 
Shipyards. The woman escaped, and the police promptly shot and appre-
hended a 24-year-old black defense worker and ex-convict at the scene of 
the crime. As the alleged assailant lay dying in the hospital, both of Beau-
mont’s ne wspapers circulated stories of the incident. A g roup of around 
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150 men gathered outside the hospital with the intention of lynching the 
man. Without any discernable leader, however, they simply hovered. They 
later dispersed after being persuaded by the police chief who had rushed to 
the scene that he would soon die of his wounds anyway. Nevertheless, the 
police feared that another incident would provoke violence. 211  

 Another rape acc usation less t han two weeks la ter amplified rampant 
rumors of black aggression and quickly incited the race r iot. In the early 
afternoon of June 15, a y oung woman, the wife of a shi pyard worker, re-
ported t o t he p olice t hat a b lack man invaded her ho me and raped her 
as her three children lay sleeping nearby. News of the alleged rape spread 
swiftly, especially among workers at the Pennsylvania Shipyards. That eve-
ning around 2,000 workers left the shipyards for the downtown jail, where 
they assumed t he p olice held a susp ect. Ano ther 1,000 jo ined t he mob, 
and t hey dema nded t hat t he susp ect b e gi ven t o t hem. The p olice, a nd 
even the alleged victim, convinced them they had no suspect incarcerated. 
But the crowd remained agitated and turned toward Beaumont’s two black 
districts. “Let’s go to nigger town,” someone in the crowd yelled. 212  

 Fifteen ho urs o f b rutality f ollowed. W hites wieldin g gun s a nd o ther 
weapons b urned a nd lo oted b lack-owned str uctures a nd a ttacked a ny 
African American they encountered. One assault occurred at the bus sta-
tion, where 52 black war draftees sat waiting to return home. “[H]ere they 
are,” someone in t he white mob y elled, “a whole bunch of them. Let’s get 
them.” 213  Two blacks and one white died as a result of the riot, and at least 
some 50 p eople suf fered injuries. Al though t he lo cal p olice appeared to 
try to contain the violence, their numbers simply proved too few. Only 50 
full-time, 150 a uxiliary officers, and a f ew sheriff ’s deputies stood in t he 
way of the mob. 

 A Texas State Guard battalion and other law officials rushed to Beaumont 
on June 16, a nd the ac ting Texas governor declared the city under ma r-
tial law for four days, sealing it off and setting a curfew. The Texas Rang-
ers ended the riot when they fired tear gas at some 200 shipyard workers 
headed toward the burning black section of Beaumont on the morning of 
July 16. The police never found evidence of sexual assault, and the woman 
left quietly after the riot. Some 2,000 black residents fled Beaumont as well. 
Although the police arrested more than 200 r iot participants, most w ent 
free due to insufficient evidence. 214  

 The racial pogroms that erupted throughout the country between the Pro-
gressive Era and World War II share many important features. Structural 
conditions, such as b lack migration to southern and northern cities, po-
litical coalitions, Jim Crow measures, and ineffective authorities provided 
the backdrop against which whites and blacks interacted with each other. 
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Cultural concerns also came into play. Radicalism permeated white soci-
ety, with its strident calls for black exclusion and worse. The ideas of white 
supremacy and the virtuous white woman connected whites in a way that 
made it critical to hold blacks down. These fire tenders stoked the racial 
flames. At the same time, African Americans carved out a w orld of their 
own. Through organizations, newspapers, and literature, they provided a 
voice to assert their own rights and to counter the ideals of white society. 

 Other similarities emerged in these riots as well. The precipitating events 
centered on something held up as sacred to white America. Alleged or ac-
tual African American attacks on white women and authorities signified 
to whites that they must act. And conversion specialists, such as the Secret 
Nine in Wilmington, made cer tain this action would happen. Rumors of 
supposed Af rican Amer ican ag gression spread rapidly a mong t he w hite 
communities, with white newspapers ensuring that these reports became 
widespread. Moreover, while blacks fought back against the white aggres-
sion in all o f t hese cas es, t heir ef forts proved most ly f utile. In s ome in-
stances, whites had ac tually even confiscated their guns beforehand, and 
the weapons that blacks had hidden a way often proved substandard. In-
deed, at the end o f these r iots, whites remained f irmly in co ntrol. After-
ward, as Brass suggests, the white press and politicians provided the official 
version of events that placed the culpability directly on blacks. They dif-
fused the blame away from whites so that none or very few of them ever 
received punishment. 



  Chapter 4 

 THE RED SUMMER OF 1919 

 The Red Summer of 1919 proved brutal to African Americans. Through-
out the year, white mobs lynched 78 blacks, 10 of whom had served in 
the military and 11 of whom were burned alive. 1  Between the tumultu-
ous months of April and O ctober 1919, a t le ast 26 race r iots er upted 
throughout the United States. 2  In response, James Weldon Johnson, the 
African American literary and political leader, deemed this period the 
Red S ummer, f or t he racial t ension t hat p ermeated t he la nd a nd f or 
the b lood t hat f lowed in t he streets as a r esult. 3  As  h istorian Herbert 
Shapiro explains, 

 [W]ithin a span of weeks racial vio lence spread from one city to another, 
and every city feared its turn was next. I t was c lear that these confronta-
tions co uld no t b e exp lained as sim ply a lo cal p henomenon. A s Amer i-
cans learned the news of racial outbreaks in such diverse cities as Omaha, 
Washington, Knoxville, and Chicago, it was apparent that these explosions 
expressed tensions afflicting the national society. 4  

 With str uctural fac tors o f gr eat demogra phic shif ts a nd la bor str ife, 
and c ultural conditions fostered by World War I co ntributing to racial  
strains in these cities, a precipitating event—in these cases, alleged or ac-
tual instances of murder or rape, or a supposed infraction against racial 
separation—caused white residents to s eek out their African American 
neighbors deliberately with the intention of killing them and destroying 
their property. After discussing these three aspects leading up to the Red 
Summer of 1919, I provide six case studies in the next chapter—six of the 
seven major race riots that year. 
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 STRUCTURAL FACTORS 

 Beginning in t he 1890s, Amer ican b lacks lef t t he S outh for t he hope o f 
better o pportunities in t he N orth a nd West. This G reat M igration s aw 
an o utflux o f 500,000 Af rican Amer ican s outherners b etween 1916 a nd 
1919, and close to one million more the following decade. 5  World War I 
especially prompted this exodus to the North, as b lacks found that more 
jobs—and t herefore mo re mo ney—existed t here as f oreign immigration 
dwindled and the military draft created even more labor shortages. 6  Al-
though the Depression muted the movement out of the South for a while, 
World War II spurred its momentum once again. 7  

 These black migrants found employment and dwellings for themselves, 
and s oon for their family and f riends to join them, esp ecially as a wa ve 
of infestations and f loods destroyed the South’s cotton crops. After these 
calamities, southern planters focused on livestock and food crops, neither 
of w hich demanded as ma ny laborers. Therefore, t he need in t he S outh 
for tenant and day workers declined at the same time the North required 
more unskilled laborers. Adding to this demographic shift, meanwhile, the 
 Chicago Defender  and other black newspapers urged black southerners to 
flee the South for the promised land of the North. 8  Furthermore, overt vio-
lence and disdain by white southerners caused their black neighbors to try 
their luck elsewhere. Decades of brutal lynchings likely made them believe 
they had nothing left to lose. 9  This influx of people in northern cities often 
resulted in strains on housing and food, contributing to already tense ra-
cial relations. Moreover, northern whites accepted the image of blacks con-
cocted by white southerners around the turn of the century. “When blacks 
appeared in t heir midst,” wr ites historian Joel Williamson, “especially in 
large numbers, their response was not vastly different from that of south-
ern whites. In the North, as in t he South, white women locked their car 
doors when they drove through black communities and closed and locked 
the doors of their houses when they saw a b lack man walking down the 
street. Black people, the myth ran, were supersexual creatures, uninhibited 
and possessed by large, almost insatiable appetites.” 10  

 This arrival of blacks in the North, and the resulting friction, during the 
first few decades of the 20th century seems to confirm many of the social 
science theories regarding racial balance. The power-threat hypothesis, for 
instance, posits that intolerance in whites proves more prevalent where the 
nonwhite population size poses a threat to the white social, political, and 
economic population. 11  This theory coincides with studies done on the so-
cial distance whites desire between racial minorities and themselves. Law-
rence Bobo and his co lleagues conclude that since w hites want to secure 
their own group interests, they disdain significant numbers of minorities 
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moving into their neighborhoods, or at least prefer to maintain racial pre-
dominance within t heir neig hborhood. 12  In a more recent study, Green, 
Strolovitch, and Wong find that “racially motivated crime appears to coin-
cide with patterns of demographic change, rising where non-whites move 
into white strongholds.” 13  

 As b lacks mo ved in to no rthern ci ties f rom t he 1890s t hrough World 
War I, t hey found a s ociety in tra nsition. Whites who had no t made ra-
cial segregation a major issue became increasingly averse to having blacks 
in their neighborhoods. In 1910, for example, less than a third of African 
Americans lived in p redominately black neighborhoods in t he North; in 
1920, over half li ved in b lack neighborhoods. 14  Many factors contributed 
to this segregation. The loss of federal protection after Reconstruction, the 
Republican Party’s move to become lily white, and Supreme Court deci-
sions such as  Plessy v. Ferguson  (1896) affected northern actions as well as 
southern. 15  Before the Great Migration, “not a single hotel in Boston dared 
to refuse colored guests,” W.E.B. Du Bois observed in 1934, but “few Bos-
ton hotels [now exist] w here colored people are received.” Du B ois made 
similar comments about most northern cities, with the exception of New 
York, “where a Negro can be a guest at a first-class hotel.” 16  Moreover, rac-
ist anthropological studies, social Darwinism, and the Spanish-American 
War brought both sectional reconciliation and white agreement on white 
supremacy. Indeed, the  New York Commercial  stated in 1906 that “North-
ern sentiment on the race question is not at bottom a million miles away 
from Southern sentiment.” 17  

 Black mig ration co mbined wi th w hite host ility le d to r esidential s eg-
regation in t he N orth, esp ecially in mid western ci ties suc h as Chicag o, 
Cleveland, a nd D etroit. N ot sur prisingly, t his s egregation t ook p lace as 
African Americans gained numbers and more political power. 18  Although 
most northern cities did no t adopt de j ure segregation, white-dominated 
market structures and racism allowed residential segregation to flourish in 
them. 19  Real estate agents and their associations, bankers, white property 
owners, suburban developers, and city governments pushed for residential 
separation of the races. 20  The Hyde Park Protective Club, a neighborhood 
association in Chicago, for example, boycotted any real estate firms that al-
lowed blacks to buy or even show blacks property in white neighborhoods. 
Real estate agents systematically directed blacks away from white enclaves 
and in to t he gr owing b lack g hetto t hat had astr onomical r ents a nd f ew 
services. Newspapers advertised for colored ads in t he real estate section 
of the paper. 21  

 The most effective way that whites found to consolidate residential seg-
regation, ho wever, b ecame t he neig hborhood co venant. N eighborhood 
associations required home owners to sign co venants that prohibited the 
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sale of their property to blacks. “Those who had no black neighbors,” writes 
historian K evin B oyle, “ organized t o k eep t heir a reas lil y-white. The y 
formed legal organizations—protective associations, they called them—to 
write clauses into their deeds prohibiting the sale of their homes to blacks. 
They monitored real estate sales to make sure no one broke the color line. 
And if a black family somehow managed to breech the defenses, they could 
always drive them out, quietly if possible, violently if necessary.” 22  

 Indeed, vigilante violence and intimidation always remained an option 
for whites to keep out blacks. Between 1917 and 1921 in Chicag o, for ex-
ample, some 58 white terrorist bombings occurred against black residents 
in white neighborhoods. 23  One of the most famous incidents occurred in 
Detroit in 1925. 24  Authorities charged Dr. Ossian Sweet with murder after 
he defended his house from a white mob. The Detroit Ku Klux Klan played 
an important role in fomenting the horde. The National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) saw this case as an important 
challenge to northern segregation, and Dr. Sweet was eventually found not 
guilty. 25  Unfortunately, those blacks “who followed the North Star looking 
for t he Promised L and,” avers hist orian Harvard S itkoff, “found hell in-
stead: educational and residential segregation, dilapidated housing milked 
by white slum lords, discrimination by labor unions and employers, [and] 
brutality by white policemen.” 26  

 Economic co nditions p layed a la rge role in racial vio lence le ading u p 
to and during the Red S ummer as w ell. “Lynchings were more frequent,” 
Tolnay and Beck stress, “ in years when the ‘constant dollar’ price of cot-
ton was dec lining a nd inf lationary p ressure was incr easing.” M oreover, 
they discover that “relative size of the black population was also positively 
related to lynching.” 27  These findings confirm earlier work done by Hov-
land and Sears, who link racial violence to the economy. Their frustration-
aggression m odel re veals t hat “ the e conomic c onditions of  an  are a are  
 intimately related to the amount of mass aggression displayed in that area 
as measured by lynchings.” 28  In other words, as the economy worsens, ra-
cial violence increases. More recent scholarship parallels this relationship. 
Jacobs a nd Wood ass ert t hat da ta f rom t he 1980s sho w t hat ci ties wi th 
more economic competition between the races have a higher percentage of 
whites killing blacks and blacks killing whites. 29  

 Economic f luctuation, at both the local and national level in t he early 
20th century, co mmonly lef t w orkers unemployed f or w eeks o r mo nths 
at a time . 30  When jobs became scarce, whites resented competition from 
black workers. Out of this resentment emerged widespread discrimination 
against b lacks in t he workforce, esp ecially against skilled b lack workers. 
From 1870 t o 1910, f or example, the percentage of black skilled w orkers 
in Cleveland fell f rom 32 p ercent to 11 p ercent. 31  The la bor str ife of the 
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late 19t h century carried forward well into t he 20t h as w orkers tr ied t o 
organize and businesses resisted, often with violence. Adding fuel to the 
fire o f racial r esentment, b usinesses o ften us ed b lacks as str ikebreakers 
and sometimes even kept them on after the str ike ended. 32  Susan Olzak 
explores this labor unrest and violence against African Americans in her 
scholarship. She traces these factors primarily to foreign immigration and 
black migration, which created competition in la bor markets (leading to 
conflict), and an increase in na tional labor unions (whose leaders found 
ways t o t hwart b lack w orkers). 33  I ndeed, most unio ns sh unned Af rican 
Americans or even lashed out violently against them. 34  

 When whites went on strike at a southern Illinois coal mine in C arter-
ville in May 1899, the company brought in blacks from Chicago as strike-
breakers. The response proved explosive. W. W. Duncan, a leading citizen 
in ne arby Marion, Illinois, b egged t he governor by telegraph to s end in 
troops before a catastrophe occurred: 

 There a re 500 o r mo re unio n a nd no n-union men a t wa r in C arterville. 
Both sides are determined to fight it out. A Sheriff and posse can do nothing 
with the situation until the factions are disarmed by the state. The Sheriff ’s 
presence only increases the danger. My judgment is that many lives and the 
Brush mines will b e destr oyed wi thout st ate a id t o dis arm b oth fac tions. 
Firing from ambush with Winchesters still continues. More union men are 
gathering, a nd w hile q uiet no w r eigns t he si tuation is o minous. I ad vise 
troops at once. 35  

 The governor refused to intervene. Six days later a r iot broke out. As 15 
black workers made t heir way to the mine, a w hite mob met t hem at the 
train station, and a w hite man screamed, “Come out, you damned black 
scab s on-of-bitches; w e’ve g ot y ou—come o ut a nd t ake y our medicine .” 
The white mob opened fire, and when the shooting stopped, five blacks lay 
dead. Two more riots erupted over the next few days. 36  

 Another 1913 inciden t in N ew York’s garment district also exemplifies 
the vio lence st emming f rom unio n o rganization a nd b usinesses’ us e o f 
strikebreakers: 

 More t han 100 negr o women were at work in t he w hite goods fac tory of 
Mitchell Brothers on the ninth floor of 543 Broadway yesterday when three 
men entered, drew revolvers, and fired at the ceiling. . . . The members of the 
firm said that the garment workers’ union was responsible for the outrage. 
When t heir operators walked out in a r ecent str ike t hey employed negro 
women as strikebreakers, and, when the strike ended, retained them. 37  

 Indeed, blacks suffered the brunt of the violence, particularly as they sup-
plied the main source of new labor during World War I. 38  During the war, 
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when jobs were plentiful, racial hostility still brewed. Many whites did not 
want to work next to blacks on the shop room floor. At an integrated Chi-
cago ordnance plant, white workers put a sign o n the lavatory: “Niggers 
not allowed to use this toilet.” 39  The 1917 race r iot in E ast St. Louis also 
erupted, in part, from this labor unrest. Following the riot, Samuel Gom-
pers, founder and president of the American Federation of Labor, wrote 
down what many white East St. Louisans expressed in t he weeks leading 
up to the violence: 

 [T]he packing plants and stockyards of Armour, Swift, and Morris, the Alu-
minum Ore Company, the American Steel Foundry, the Commercial Acid 
Company and twenty-seven ra ilroad lines .  .  . employed many foreigners 
until workers were called ho me to t heir co lors. The y b egan t he p olicy of 
negro im portation f rom t he s outh. N egro im portation b ecame a r egular 
business—agents were sent throughout the south who collected groups of 
negroes a nd pa id t he ra ilroad fa ir t o E ast S t. L ouis.  .  .  . As a r esult, E ast 
St. Louis became a sort of convention center for excited, undisciplined ne-
groes w ho w ere in toxicated b y hig her wag es t han t hey had e ver kno wn. 
Some of these as in t he case of the Aluminum Ore Company, were used as 
strike breakers, and the element of racial industrial competition was added 
to other trouble-breeding influences. 40  

 Companies in o ther ci ties f requently us ed b lack str ikebreakers as w ell. 
New York, Cleveland, Detroit, Milwaukee, and Chicago, for example, saw 
this method employed during labor disputes, thereby creating more racial 
friction. 41  Labor organizations, such as the Knights of Labor and the Amer-
ican Federation of Labor, became so distressed with black strikebreakers, 
they often devoted their annual convention to this concern. 42  Not until the 
passage of New Deal legislation, the National Industrial Recovery Act, did 
it become illegal to use blacks as strikebreakers, eventually creating a coali-
tion between black and white workers. 43  

 Ineffective or complicit authorities also allowed race r iots to occur. In 
many riots during the first half of the 20th century, local or state officials 
had to call in the state militia or National Guard to quell the violence. Un-
fortunately, t heir r ecord o f p rotecting vic tims p roved decidedl y mix ed. 
Although Illinois guardsmen put down a w hite mob in E ast St. Louis in 
May 1917, f or example, two months later, in a b rutal attack on the city’s 
African American community, some in their ranks did nothing to protect 
black lives or even participated in t he violence as w ell. Moreover, during 
the melee , t hey apprehended none o f t he w hite r ioters. Two y ears la ter, 
however, Illinois guardsmen “behaved with discipline and impartiality in 
ending the violence” of the Chicago race riot, “despite some reports of pro-
riot [ sic ] sympathies.” 44  
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 President Woodrow Wilson castigated mob action: 

 I say plainly that every American who takes part in the action of a mob o r 
gives it any sort of countenance is no true son of this great Democracy, but 
its betrayer, and does more to discredit her b y that single disloyalty to her 
standards of law and of right than the words of her statesmen or the sacri-
fices of her her oic boys in t he trenches can do t o make suf fering peoples 
believe her to be their savior. 45  

 Yet his administra tion and the federal government made no ef fort to al-
leviate the plight of black Americans. It shunned requests for the end t o 
military desegregation, discrimination of federal employees, and Jim Crow 
measures, f or exa mple. And t he U.S. S upreme C ourt no t o nly r eviewed 
fewer civil rights cases between 1916 and 1920 but also decided in favor of 
blacks less o ften in t hose cases. Moreover, as t ensions flared between the 
races on the home front as the war wore on, Wilson ignored appeals from 
African Americans to decry publicly the violence and the subsequent neg-
ligence from state and local officials. Not until the Franklin Roosevelt ad-
ministration did African Americans receive relief in the form of increased 
and more favorable Supreme Court decisions (many intending to kill Jim 
Crow), equal wages from the War Labor Board, and more and higher posi-
tions in the federal government. 46  Unfortunately, even his administ ration 
proved hesitant to intervene in race riots, however. 

 Structural factors, then, helped set up the circumstances that prompted 
whites to riot so violently during the Red Summer of 1919. The Great Mi-
gration put strains on housing and jobs. In response, the North, much like 
the South had, began establishing separate spheres for the two races. Eco-
nomic and labor concerns also plagued the country leading up to and dur-
ing the war, as b lacks strove to f ind an equal footing in t he market, and 
whites, just as vehemently, worked to shut them out. Finally, authorities did 
little in the way to ensure African Americans the basic r ights and protec-
tion they deserved as citizens. 

 CULTURAL FRAMING 

 The ide as o f s outhern w hite radicalism sp read t hroughout t he co un-
try during the early 20th century. Many whites saw blacks as t hreats not 
only to their economic position but also to social order. Overwhelmingly, 
newspapers s erved as t he v ehicle f or de veloping t his c ultural co nsen-
sus t hat allowed w hite on b lack race r iots t o t hrive during t he Progres-
sive Era t hrough World War II. N ewspapers no t o nly p rovided t he f uel 
before race r iots—running st ories o f alleg ed b lack cr imes a nd atrocities 
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while downplaying white infractions—but also generated the official ver-
sion o f e vents (ine vitably t he w hite acco unt) t hat tra nspired d uring t he 
imbroglios. In an examination of 11 r iots that erupted between 1917 and 
1943, Terry Ann K nopf uncovers “a general pattern of misreporting” by 
major (w hite-owned a nd w hite-operated) ne wspapers mo nitoring racial 
violence. 47  Rumor-mongering, race-baiting, loaded language, and advanc-
ing t he w hite version of e vents, according to Knopf, all p layed a r ole in 
inflaming and perpetuating racial tensions. 

 In the days leading up to the July 1919 riot in Washington, D.C., for ex-
ample, local newspapers featured in prominent font alleged black assaults 
on w hite women. Finally, on July 19, a  Washington Post  he adline blared 
 negr oes a t t ack gir l . . . white men v ainl y pursue . In the small print of 
the story, however, the affront turned out to be that two black men tried to 
wrest an umbrella from the hands of a white woman—the wife of a military 
man—but fled when she resisted. Within hours of the news report, a mob 
of marines and sailors searched for black suspects (who the police had let 
go), and when they could not find them, they turned their attention to any 
African American in sight. 48  Similarly, police, local leaders, and the press 
labeled blacks in Omaha, N ebraska, criminals and other slurs leading up 
to the 1919 r iot there. Two years earlier, an NAACP-sponsored gathering 
ominously f ingered Omaha’s newspapers as “ using in g laring and sensa-
tional headlines expressions of special reference to the race.” 49  The Chicago 
Commission on R ace Relations, s et up after t he 1919 r iot in t he Windy 
City, placed particular blame on the press for inciting racial tensions both 
before a nd d uring t he r iot. A gain, b iased ne wspaper r eports enha nced 
black criminality and downplayed white aggression, such as the bombing 
of black dwellings. 50  

 And now Hollywood also contributed to white racial ha tred. In 1913, 
Thomas Dixon took his words to still another audience when he sold the 
movie rights of  The Clansman  for $2,000 and 25 p ercent of the profits to 
D. W. Griffith, who turned it into the first American blockbuster,  The Birth 
of a Nation . 51  The Los Angeles premier on February 8, 1915, proved a suc-
cess, and Dixon’s old college friend, President Woodrow Wilson, screened 
the film at the White House 10 days later. Wilson praised the movie, liken-
ing it to “writing history with lightening” and concluding “my only regret 
is that it is a ll so terribly true”. With the president’s endorsement behind 
it, the f ilm opened to packed theaters in N ew York on March 3, 1915. 52  
“The b irth o f a na tion,” hist orian J oel W illiamson a vers, “ was t he v ery 
heart of what Dixon had been talking about since 1902, and, more, it was 
his lif e.  .  .  . H e had aga in j ust s aved a la rger t han lif e Amer ican w hite 
woman from the monstrous black beast. He had s aved a w hole nation of 
people from division and racial damnation and given them life.” 53  School 
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teachers arranged special outings with their students to a ttend the show, 
and ministers praised its merits. 54  Yet others castigated it harshly. 

 After i ts N ew York deb ut, s ocial r eformer J ane A ddams la mented i ts 
“pernicious caricature of the Negro race.” 55  James Weldon Johnson, nov-
elist, lawyer, diplomat, and NAACP official, responded to the film in t he 
 New York Age : 

 “The Clansman” did [African Americans] much injury as a book, but most 
of its readers were those already prejudiced against us. It did us more injury 
as a play, but a great deal of what it attempted to tell could not be represented 
on the stage. Made into a moving picture play it can do us incalculable harm. 
Every minute detail of the story is vi vidly portrayed before the eyes of the 
spectators. A big, degraded-looking Negro is shown chasing a little golden-
haired white girl for the purpose of outraging her; she, to escape him, goes to 
her death by hurling herself over a cliff. Can you imagine the effect of such 
a scene upon the millions who seldom read a b ook, who seldom witness a 
drama, but who constantly go to the “movies”? 56  

 W.E.B. Du B ois, in a  Crisis  (the NAACP’s official mouthpiece) editorial, 
weighed in that Dixon only proved capable of “seek[ing] to capitalize [on] 
burning race a ntagonisms.” 57  For its part, the NAACP did all i t could to 
ban  The Birth of a Nation  and, when that failed, to have it censored. 

 The organization pushed for an injunction to stop its nationwide pre-
mier in Los Angeles, and it appealed to the National Board of Censorship 
to prevent its showings in New York. Both attempts failed, but the NAACP 
did not back down. Members p icketed New York’s L iberty The atre, and 
eventually some of the most b latantly racist s cenes got dropped from the 
film in New York, Boston, and other cities. Even after this partial victory, 
black leaders continued to fight. In Boston, activist and publisher William 
Monroe Trotter marched with 200 African Americans to the Tremont The-
ater on April 17, 1915, t o buy tickets for the film. Told the show had sold 
out, Trotter protested, a skirmish broke out, and the police carried him and 
several other blacks off to jail. 58  After the show that night, another melee 
broke out between whites and blacks. The NAACP had sporadic success in 
squelching the racist film—Missouri, Kansas, Ohio, and Maryland banned 
it completely, for example—but it could not, in the end, smother its incen-
diary mess age of hatred, often luring e ven more vie wers to s ee t he f ilm 
with its protests. 59  

 Indeed, Dix on’s w ords—in p rint a nd o n st age a nd s creen—resonated 
with millions of whites throughout the nation and played a significant role 
in st oking racial vio lence a nd t he s econd Ku K lux K lan’s call t o a rms. 60  
Spurred on by black migration to the North, rising numbers of immigrants, 
religious intolerance, xenophobia tied t o World War I, a nd the cancerous 
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growth of cities, the Ku Klux Klan grew at an explosive rate during and after 
the war. Whites s aw much to admire in a n organization t hat tr umpeted 
Victorian values, prohibition, morality, fundamentalist religion, and white 
supremacy. 61  Klan leaders boasted a membership of 350,000 or 10 percent 
of the population in Indiana alone. 62  The K lan stood against moral decay 
and for 100 percent Americanism, by which they meant white Anglo-Saxon 
Protestantism. In Marion, Illinois, the Klan walked into a Protestant church 
in 1923 and had the preacher read this letter to the congregation: 

 Rev. Scoville, Dear Sir: 

 Please accept this token of our appreciation of your eff orts and great work 
you are doing for t his community. Th e K nights of t he Ku K lux K lan are 
behind this kind of work to a ma n and stand for the highest ideals of the 
native-born white Gentile American citizenship which are: 
 Th e tenets of the Christian religion; protection of pure womanhood; just 
laws a nd l iberty; a bsolute u pholding o f t he C onstitution o f t he U nited 
States; free public schools; free speech; free press and law and order. 

 Yours for a better and greater community. 
 Exalted Cyclops 63  

 “Many native-born whites,” B oyle argues, “were appalled by the cities’ 
celebration of immigrant and black cultures, with its implicit condemna-
tion of traditional standards and its unmistakable whiff of amalgamation. 
Political conflict and economic strain made the backlash even more incen-
diary.” In Detroit, Klan membership grew to 35,000 by 1924 and it played 
a significant role in enf orcing residential segregation and fomenting vio-
lence against Af rican Amer icans w ho crossed t he color line . 64  The K lan 
contributed edi torials to ne wspapers and spread r umors of b lack cr ime, 
especially attacks on white womanhood, threats to white jobs and property 
values, and predicted and encouraged future race wars that helped create 
the conditions for race riots. 

 African Americans responded to this white violence and oppression in 
many dif ferent ways. Black writers and other leaders lent their voices to 
asserting rights and calls for equality throughout the Progressive Era and 
beyond. Du Bois and Johnson joined other African American (and white) 
authors, s cholars, ac tivists, a nd p oliticians in p ursuing t heir dr eam o f a 
free and equal society. Through the anti-lynching campaign, the Niagara 
Movement, the NAACP, the Harlem Renaissance, and both World Wars, 
black leaders took every opportunity to sound a clarion call to their fellow 
Americans that African Americans would not assume a subordinate posi-
tion in the world. The NAACP, for example, focused its efforts on exposing 
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and putting a stop to the lynching that had spread throughout the country. 
Through i ts ne wspaper, t he  Crisis,  i t p rovided det ailed st atistics, a nd in 
1919, it published the book  Thirty Years of  Lynching in the United States, 
1889–1918  to highlight the causes and atrocities of this type of violence. 
With this ammunition, the organization backed federal antilynching leg-
islation. It took out an advertisement ti tled “ The Shame of Amer ica” in 
major American newspapers in November 1922, for example, urging citi-
zens to “telegraph your senators today” to exhort them to pass the Dyer 
anti-lynching b ill. 65  The H ouse o f Rep resentatives pass ed a nti-lynching 
bills in 1922, 1937, and 1940, but southern senators successfully killed the 
measures each time. 66  

 In addition to promoting anti-lynching legislation, the NAACP used the 
courts to advance its causes. From its inception until the mid-1930s, t he 
group esp ecially f ocused o n ga rnering ci vil lib erties f or Af rican Amer i-
cans, p rotecting b lacks acc used o f cr imes, s ecuring eq ual pa y f or b lack 
school teachers, and protesting the omission of blacks from juries. 67  In the 
aftermath of the Phillips County, Arkansas, riot in 1919, for instance, white 
authorities indis criminately r ounded u p t hose b lacks w ho st ayed in t he 
area after the violence subsided. This wi tch hunt and the sham trial that 
followed prompted the NAACP to mount a challenge that eventually went 
all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court. 68  By the 1930s, t he group turned 
its attention to the segregated school system in Amer ica. This shif t, and 
increasingly frequent clashes with other NAACP officials over the stances 
the organization should advocate, caused Du B ois to resign his member-
ship, relinquish the editorship of the  Crisis,  and go back to Atlanta Univer-
sity in 1934. 69  But for the next 20 years, the NAACP, under the leadership 
of Walter White, the organization’s legal department, put all its efforts into 
fighting school segregation, as w ell as i ts continued battle against lynch-
ing and Jim Crow. 70  Charles Houston and Thurgood Marshall mounted 
a legal strategy that exposed the inherent inequality of separate but equal 
established by the Supreme Court in  Plessy v. Ferguson,  which finally cul-
minated in the reversal of this decision in  Brown v. Board of Education  in 
1954. 71  

 As the NAACP lobbied Congress and used the court system to integrate 
blacks into society, other black leaders used various methods to advance 
their race as well. Marcus Garvey, who initially drew his inspiration from 
Booker T. Washington, led tw o million members of his U niversal Negro 
Improvement Association (UNIA) based in Harlem after he arrived in the 
United States in 1916 from his native Jamaica. Highlighting racial pride and 
the appeal of harkening back to Africa, Garvey exhorted, “Up you mighty 
race! You can accomplish what you will!” 72  A self-made man, he gave Af-
rican Amer icans ho pe d uring a t ime w hen t hey desp erately ne eded i t. 
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“Above a ll,” a vers s cholar M ark Rob ert S chneider, “ Garvey was a race-
proud b lack na tionalist w ho p reached s elf-reliance. N egroes w ould f ree 
themselves from oppression not by appealing to the dubious better natures 
of white people, or to the supposedly inclusive principles of the American 
founding documents, but by doing for the race first.” 73  

 Garvey, however, ultimately considered the United States “a white man’s 
country,” which he declared during a tour through the South in 1922, and 
he urged blacks to go “Back to Africa” to free the continent from its Euro-
pean oppressors. He even went so far as to meet with the Ku Klux Klan in 
Atlanta, defending this act by labeling the group pro-white, not anti-black. 
Although the meeting sho cked s ome, his s entiments had o ften s ounded 
eerily similar to t hose of t he racist o rganization i tself. “[The UNI A] b e-
lieves that both races have separate and distinct destinies,” he announced 
in the fall o f 1921, “ that each and every race sho uld develop on its own 
social lines, and that any attempt to bring about the amalgamation of any 
two opposite races is a crime against nature.” 74  His rapprochement with the 
Klan, nonetheless, signaled to many blacks that he had g one too far, par-
ticularly in light of the white violence erupting throughout the country. 75  

 Moreover, the World War I era proved a rich and powerful time for black 
inspiration, producing the New Negro Movement and the Harlem Renais-
sance, which stressed a sense of worth and boldness. 76  African Americans 
used p oems, st age p lays, l yrics, a nd m usic—ragtime, t he b lues, g ospel, 
and jazz—to express both the pride and the horror that they faced in t he 
United S tates. P oet L angston H ughes exp ressed b lack p ride in 1926 in 
his p oem “ I, Too,” f or exa mple. 77  Ot her Af rican Amer icans t apped in to 
American lif e as w ell b y hig hlighting t heir r ights a nd t he need t o f ight 
back against white violence. Claude McKay captured these sentiments poi-
gnantly in his 1919 poem, “If We Must Die” in response to the Harlem race 
riot th at y ear. 78  Ch icago’s A frican A mericans a ppeared t o h eed th is call 
during the riot there in t he Red S ummer of 1919. 79  “The colored people 
do not seem disposed to recede from what they consider a just position in 
the community,” the  Chicago Daily Tribune  acknowledged during the riot. 
“The colored people insist upon just and equal advantages.” 80  Indeed, while 
23 blacks died d uring the violence, blacks fought back with a v engeance 
and killed 15 whites. 

 Black newspapers, such as the  Boston Guardian  and especially the  Chi-
cago D efender,  als o b ecame o utspoken cr itics o f b lack Amer ica’s p light. 
Robert Abbott, creator of the  Defender,  often practiced yellow journalism 
(just as the white press did) and allowed his staff creative liberties in their 
reports on violence and crime. During the 1919 Chicag o riot, for exam-
ple, o ne r eport fals ely dec lared, “ The ho mes o f b lacks is olated in w hite 
neighborhoods were burned to the ground and the owners and occupants 
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beaten and thrown unconscious into smoldering embers.” 81  Another fab-
ricated  Defender  a rticle r egarding t he Chicag o r iot diss eminated widel y 
among African Americans: 

 An unidentified young woman and three-months-old baby were found dead 
on the street at the intersection of Forty-Seventh and Wentworth. She had 
attempted to board a ca r there when the mob s eized her, beat her, slashed 
her body to ribbons, and beat the baby’s brains out against a telegraph pole. 
Not satisfied with this one rioter severed her breasts and a white youngster 
bore it aloft on a pole triumphantly while the crowd hooted gleefully. 82  

 This visceral account intended to stir emotions, and no doubt it did. 83  
 But the  Defender  and other black newspapers served an important func-

tion of exposing white violence and hypocrisy and played a la rge role in 
trying to better the lives of African Americans by luring them north during 
the Great Migration. Indeed, writer, diplomat, and activist James Weldon 
Johnson asserted in his  New York Age  column, “Negro weeklies make no 
pretense at being newspapers in t he strict sense of the term. They have a 
more important mission than the dissemination of mere news.  .  .  . They 
are race papers. They are organs of propaganda.” 84  During the world wars, 
although black editors tended to favor each war, they highlighted the irony 
that while black soldiers traveled abroad to support and promote the prin-
ciples of democracy, they failed to enjoy those same rights at home. Several 
white mobs purportedly even killed black soldiers still in uniform. 85  

 Through poems, songs, and novels, then—in addition to the realms of 
politics a nd t he media—Af rican Amer icans f ought bac k aga inst t he in-
justices of white America during the f irst half o f the 20th century. They 
carved out a world “behind the veil” where black pride and assertion reso-
nated. And as t heir men marched off to defend democracy in both world 
wars, they used these words to draw attention to the hypocrisy that white 
Americans uttered and believed. 

 Although blacks went into war hopeful of the promises it held for them 
to p rogress in s ociety, 86  t hey gr ew incr easingly f rustrated, disill usioned, 
and bitter when their men in uniform received no respect (or even worse) 
as they defended the ideals that the United States stood for. “[W]hy should 
we be loyal to any Government that does not protect our lives and prop-
erty,” W illiam B ridges, edi tor o f t he  Challenge,  inq uired in 1919, “ why 
should we disclaim all p revious respect for Germans and Germany, why 
were we shipped 3000 miles o versea [ sic ] to wage war on people against 
whom w e had less r eal gr ievances t han aga inst t hat la wless elemen t o f 
America t hat robs us o f li ves?” 87  He w ent o n t o castigate t he Amer ican 
government for worrying more about bootleggers than lynchers. Du Bois 
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shared in t his disenchantment and lectured African Americans that they 
would be “cowards and jackasses if now that the war is over, we do not mar-
shal every ounce of our brain and brawn to fight a sterner, longer, and more 
unbending battle against the forces of hell in our own land.  We return . /  We 
return from fighting . /  We return f ighting . Make way for Democracy! We 
saved it in France, and by the Great Jehovah, we will save it in the United 
States of America, or know the reason why.” 88  He also warned whites of the 
“fight for freedom which black and brown and yellow men must and will 
make unless t heir oppression and humiliation and insult at the hands of 
the White World cease. The D ark World is going to submit to its present 
treatment just as long as it must and not one moment longer.” 89  

 Tellingly, t he U nited S tates exp erienced “ an as cending wa r-borne 
curve,” as white lynchers unleashed their wrath on 38 blacks in 1917, 58 in 
1918, and more than 70 in 1919. 90  Race riots erupted all over the country 
during the war as w ell. 91  Indeed, World War I a nd its aftermath created 
many factors that led to violence in 1919. During the war, anti-immigrant 
feelings gr ew a nd th e g overnment co ntributed t o th is x enophobia wi th 
its anti-German propaganda. As well, the Espionage Act of 1917 and the 
Sedition Act of 1918 greatly curtailed civil liberties in the name of patrio-
tism and national unity. Grassroots ef forts to attack anyone who threat-
ened community st andards and t he war ef fort led t o vigilante vio lence. 
Once the war ended, however, it proved difficult to turn off the spigot of 
hate. Sociologist Georg Simmel argues that the search for an inner enemy 
became institutionalized during the war. 92  By 1919, blacks and Bolsheviks 
appeared to whites as the greatest threats to social order. The 1917 Russian 
Revolution and the birth of the Communist International led many Amer-
icans to b elieve that the smallest ac t could b e a p recursor to revolution 
in the United States. The pipe-bombs that went off in scattered locations 
only heightened this paranoia. The so-called Palmer Raids that rounded 
up thousands of immigrants who held unpopular political views marked 
the hig h-tide of t he Red S care. “Moreover,” historian William Tuttle ar-
gues, “b lack p eople, visib ly distinc t and wi th b ehavior patterns os tensi-
bly alien to whites, were convenient scapegoats, especially for whites who 
feared that their social status had dropped because of the influx of blacks 
from the South.” 93  

 Culture, therefore, played a crucial role in stoking the racial flames dur-
ing the Red Summer of 1919 and its aftermath. Black and white newspa-
pers, literature, film, and music provided powerful sources of inspiration 
for both races. W hite leaders sounded the call da ily in t heir race wa r to 
suggest why it proved critical for their race to remain dominant and keep 
blacks in their place. Whites had everything to lose. Black leaders, equally 
determined, took every chance they could to elicit their people to advance 
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and push for their basic rights as Americans and as people to live in a free 
society. Blacks had nothing left to lose. 

 PRECIPITATING EVENTS 

 Structural fac tors a nd c ultural f raming p robably exist ed in ma ny ci ties 
around the country that did not experience race riots. Thus, a precipitating 
event provided the tipping mechanism that activated this type of violence. 
These events confirmed the existence of structural and cultural concerns, 
and they supplied the immediate motivation to act on this anxiety. With 
one or more of the structural and cultural factors in place, then, a precipi-
tating event prompted a race r iot to occur. In 1919, real or alleged attacks 
on white women still resonated with white Americans. Moreover, as Afri-
can Americans continued to assert their rights as citizens, whites strove to 
hold them back. World War I only heightened these tendencies. With fire 
tenders, such as the Ku Klux Klan, and rumors spreading through the ter-
rain, precipitating events tipped the equilibrium. As the black population 
rose, and when whites believed that blacks encroached into their spheres 
of w ork, neig hborhoods, a nd r ecreation, vio lence o ften r esulted. A gain, 
newspapers amplified these issues by spreading rumors. In the case studies 
in t he n ext chapter, t he pre cipitating e vents c entered on  i nstances of  a l-
leged assaults on white women, black infractions against white authorities, 
or blacks stepping over supposed societal boundaries. 
 





 Chapter 5 

 “LOOK OUT: YOU’RE NEXT 
FOR HELL”: CASE STUDIES OF 

SIX RACE RIOTS 

 In the case studies that follow, I demo nstrate that structural factors, cul-
tural framing, and precipitating events came together to create race riots. 
Like o ther r iot lo cales t hat y ear, L ongview, Washington, D.C., Chicag o, 
Knoxville, Omaha, a nd Philli ps C ounty (six o f t he s even p laces w here 
major riots broke out) displayed all of these components. Although racial 
pogroms still cropped up, all-out race wars also appeared during the Red 
Summer of 1919. Chicago’s African Americans, for example, fought deter-
minedly and killed numerous whites during the riot there. Demographic 
changes, political struggles, Jim Crow laws, segregation, economic tumult, 
labor dis cord, and us eless authorities helped s et up t he str uctural s cene 
from which the violence emerged. Moreover, white newspapers, wr iters, 
and politicians spread the gospel of white authority and dominance, and 
contended that blacks continually confronted these principles. Meanwhile, 
blacks strove to push for equality and a decent chance at being true Ameri-
can citizens with all its benefits. Each race framed these struggles to benefit 
and advance their own cause—whites in o rder to keep blacks down and 
blacks for  a  c hance t o m ove up  i n s ociety. F inally, a  pre cipitating e vent, 
such as an alleged or actual infraction against white society, provided the 
immediate spark caused “all hell to break loose.” 

 LONGVIEW 

 Some 5,700 inha bitants resided in L ongview, Texas, in 1919, wi th almost 
1,800—or just under one-third of them—comprising the flourishing black 
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community. 1  Gregg County, of which Longview stands as the county seat, 
was home to almost an equal number of blacks and whites that year—some 
8,200 and 8,500 r espectively. An ind ustrial and lumber center, Longview 
attracted a rea co mmerce a nd a b ustling ma nufacturing s ector. Af rican 
Americans uni ted c losely t o b uild t heir o wn neig hborhoods, s chools, 
churches, and a thriving chapter of the Negro Business League promoted 
independence f rom L ongview’s w hite b usinesses. M oreover, inf luential 
local African Americans urged black cotton growers to circumvent white 
middlemen and do business with buyers themselves. The city’s blacks also 
read t he na tional p ublication, t he  Chicago D efender,  w hich s old o n t he 
streets as well as in local black businesses. 2  Many of Longview’s white deni-
zens feared this independence clearly evident in their black neighbors, an 
anxiety that ultimately led a mob o f whites to attack the city’s back com-
munity on July 10. 

 In the period before the riot, race relations stood on edge in the city. Two 
local African American leaders had been especially instrumental in push-
ing for black power in Longview. Samuel L. Jones came to the city in 1913 
to work as an instructor for the Longview School District. In addition, he 
became t he area agent for t he  Chicago D efender  and s everal other b lack 
newspapers. Dr. Calvin P. Davis moved to Longview in 1909 t o establish 
his medical practice. He also founded the local chapter of the Negro Busi-
ness League, the medium used in pushing for black competition to white-
owned establishments. 3  Not surprisingly, whites focused much of their ire 
on these two men during the lead-up to the riot and during the riot itself. 
The men s erved as a t hreat t o t he su pposed w hite su premacist t hought 
still gri pping th e co untry. On J une 17, j ust a f ew w eeks b efore th e rio t, 
some of Longview’s white community also took care of another black man 
who purportedly posed a threat to them. His naked, bullet-laden body was 
found just outside the city. 

 Authorities arrested and jailed Lemuel Walters for allegedly being found 
in a white woman’s bedroom in the nearby town of Kilgore. 4  Two versions 
exist as to whether the relationship was consensual, as well as the sheriff ’s 
involvement in allo wing a gr oup o f w hite men t o r emove Walters f rom 
jail and lynch him. 5  Walter’s arrest came after the woman’s two brothers 
attacked him b ecause t hey c laimed he had made un wanted s exual g es-
tures toward t heir sister. Many decades la ter, t he sher iff ’s s on sug gested 
that his fa ther did all he co uld to protect Walters after his a rrest, even to 
the point of hiding him in t heir home and putting him o n an outbound 
train. 6  However, the  Chicago Defender  offered different, probably more fea-
sible, accounts in a July 5, 1919, article titled “Police Work to Keep Lynch-
ing a  S ecret.” It was this ar ticle that served as the precipitating event for  
Longview’s riot five days later. 
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 With a da teline of “Longview, Tex., July 4,” the article begins, “Despite 
the fact that every effort has been made by officials here to keep the outside 
world from learning of the lynching of Lemmel [ sic ] Walters at this place 
June 17, the news has leaked out.” 7  The article continues: 

 Walters was t aken from the Longview jail by a cr owd of white men w hen 
a prominent white woman declared she lo ved him, a nd if she w ere in t he 
North would obtain a di vorce and marry him.  .  .  . The sher iff o f t he ja il 
gladly welcomed t he mob, and acknowledged recognitions f rom t he men 
as t hey pass ed in t he gate to s eize t he prisoner. Walters was t aken to t he 
outskirts of the town and shot to pieces. His nude form was t hrown near 
the roadside.  .  .  . White people here are angered because our people have 
been leaving this part of Texas in droves, and since this lynching all the farm 
hands have left. 8  

 Samuel J ones, t he b lack in structor a nd lo cal  Defender  ag ent, had als o 
probed into the events surrounding the lynching just after they occurred 
and discovered a similar account of what transpired. After talking with one 
white and three black prisoners jailed at the same time as W alters, Jones 
asked a co unty judge to step in since t he sher iff appeared to collaborate 
with the lynchers. A f ew days later, the other prisoners “had b een taken 
away.” 9  

 Some in the white community then focused on Jones himself. Five days 
after the  Defender  article, he found himself under attack while walking on 
a ci ty side walk ne ar t he courthouse. Three w hite men, tw o of t hem t he 
brothers of the woman from Kilgore, accused Jones of actually penning the 
article and then began to hit him with a wrench. He denied writing the ar-
ticle and escaped to Dr. Calvin Davis’s office to have his wounds bandaged. 
Throughout the day, tensions escalated. African Americans began to con-
gregate at Dr. Davis’s office when the word got out about Jones’s beating. At 
the same time, local white officials met and urged both Jones and Davis to 
leave Longview. Instead, when he learned the mayor called a town meeting 
at city hall, Davis went there to convince the white leaders that Jones did 
not write the article and to ask w hat protection officials would offer the 
city’s African American community that night (rumors of a lynching had 
begun circulating by then). Once there, he learned that the white commu-
nity also suspected him of being the author, a claim he also denied. When 
he inquired into safeguards for the black community, the mayor retorted, 
“You will have to take your chances.” 10  

 Davis lef t t he meeting and he aded to Jones’s house, w here 25 Af rican 
Americans stood guard to protect their comrade. In the meantime, some 
15 w hite y ouths ga thered ne ar t he co urthouse in tent o n sho wing J ones 
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who ruled supreme in Longview. Close to midnight they got into cars and 
made t he sho rt dr ive t o Jones’s ho use, w here t hey w ere met wi th a ha il 
of shots as t hey tried to enter the back door. Four of the whites suffered 
injuries, and most ran away. A short time later, a fire alarm sounded down-
town, signaling whites to gather for another attack, and Jones’s black de-
fenders quickly left his house. More than 100 whites responded to the call, 
some of them armed with material by plundering a do wntown hardware 
store. Loaded with kerosene and firearms, the white mob made t heir way 
back to Jones’s house. Now close to morning, the group set the house on 
fire and then headed down the street to look for other targets. They set 
fire to a b lack-owned business and then Dr. Davis’s house, with his wif e 
and children still huddled inside (they did permit a black man to go inside 
and save them). The w hite mob t hen proceeded to burn down two more 
nearby ho uses a nd ho rsewhipped t he o ccupants—including a n 80-y ear-
old woman—when they objected. 11  

 Local officials b egan contacting t he governor in t he e arly morning of 
July 11. A t f irst s ending only eig ht Texas R angers w ho would arrive t he 
next morning, Governor William P. Hobby ordered almost 100 N ational 
Guardsmen to Longview when a county judge requested more immediate 
assistance. They arrived in the city on the evening of July 11 and made their 
presence known by setting up their command center by the courthouse. In 
the meantime, a group of whites searched intently for Davis and Jones to 
no avail. Davis hid o ut in his in-la ws’ house and then f led Longview by 
train disguised as a soldier. Jones left a few hours later. Both men escaped 
the city safely and eventually made t heir way to Chicago. Unfortunately, 
Davis’s father-in-law, Marion Bush, became the riot’s one casualty. On the 
night of July 12, the local sheriff tried to convince Bush—as Davis’s father-
in-law—to seek protection in the jail from any vindictive whites. Instead, 
Bush fired a .45-caliber revolver at the sheriff, who then returned fire. Both 
missed, and Bush fled. The sher iff called a f riend and asked him t o hunt 
down Bush. The friend did, ordered him to stop, and shot him dead when 
he did not. 12  

 Upon hearing this news around midnight on July 12, t he mayor called 
the g overnor askin g f or r einforcements. The g overnor co mplied, a nd 
150 mo re N ational G uardsmen a rrived sho rtly t hereafter. Their co m-
mander, B rigadier G eneral R . H. M cDill, b egan ac tions t o dec lare t he 
county under martial law starting at noon on July 13. He also established 
a c urfew f rom 10:30  p.m.  t o 6:00  a.m. , ba nned gr oups o f t hree o r mo re 
people from congregating in the street, ordered all residents of Longview 
and Kilgore to hand over their guns by the evening of July 13, and barred 
long-distance t elephone calls. 13  M cDill t hen r equested t hat a ci tizens’ 
committee form to assist him in bringing Longview back to normalcy. The 



 CASE STUDIES OF SIX RACE RIOTS 91

all-white committee met t he next mo rning and issued a s eries of resolu-
tions about the riot. They denounced the  Defender  article, as well as Jones 
for distributing it, and the assault on the whites who initially tried to enter 
Jones’s ho use. “ We will no t p ermit t he negr oes o f t his co mmunity a nd 
county to in any way,” they declared, “interfere with our social affairs or to 
write or circulate articles about the white people of our city or county.” 14  
They also, however, castigated the white rioters: “We do not believe in ap-
plying the torch, even to the homes of Negroes.” 15  

 In t he end, officials arrested 26 w hite men, all o f w hom went f ree on 
bond, for attempted murder and/or arson. All charges against them were 
soon dropped. Twenty-one black men were also taken into custody for as-
sault with attempt to murder. Officials placed them in the county jail and 
shortly moved them to Austin, where they were eventually freed but urged 
not to go back to Longview. 16  McDill informed Governor Hobby that the 
situation appeared to be stable in the city, and the governor ended martial 
law on July 18, at noon. By then, most of the National Guard had left, and 
only three Texas Rangers remained in the city. On July 19, McDill allowed 
residents to r eclaim their f irearms. 17  Although relatively li ttle blood was 
shed during the Longview riot, the incident fit a p attern of terror during 
the Red Summer. Washington, D.C., and Chicago (ironically where Jones 
and Davis eventually chose to settle after they fled Longview) would expe-
rience the next major riots that bloody summer. 

 WASHINGTON, D.C. 

 Washington, D.C., actually experienced the third major riot of 1919 after 
Charleston, South Carolina, and Longview, Texas, but, being the country’s 
center of government, it received the first nationwide attention. That July, 
the ci ty suf fered o ne o f i ts ho ttest summer s t o da te. Adding t o t he dis-
comfort, World War I had created an influx of people—adding more than 
100,000 indi viduals t o t he p opulation—when t housands o f jobs o pened 
as American soldiers left for war. Many white newcomers to D.C. hailed 
from the South, and they remained determined to “teach any fresh ‘nig-
ger’ his place.” 18  Although the racial composition of the population of the 
city did not change significantly as a result of the wartime growth (in fact, 
the ratio of blacks to whites had diminished since 1910), b lacks generally 
enjoyed more economic prospects than in previous years. 19  When new fed-
eral jobs opened as a result of the war boom, whites left their private sector 
positions, a nd b lack w orkers r eadily f illed t hese gaps. A s s ome o f t hese 
African Americans came to earn more money than the whites who moved 
into government positions, many whites became resentful. 20  Moreover, as 
hundreds of discharged white servicemen from nearby camps returned in 
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search of work, jobs for them could no longer be readily found. Amplify-
ing t hese tensions, with t he rapid p opulation expansion during t he war, 
blacks had a mo re difficult time f inding housing in tradi tionally African 
American neighborhoods and began to move into the northwestern white 
sections of town. 21  

 Relations worsened between whites and blacks, spurred on by rumors of 
black rapists prowling the streets in search of white women. 22  In June and 
July, seven women in the D.C. area reported that they had been assaulted, 
and the four Washington dailies related their stories in l urid detail. One 
white accuser provided a detailed description of her alleged black attack-
ers, only to recant two weeks later that she had not been assaulted after all. 
Of course, this revelation received little notice in the newspapers. 23  More-
over, the Washington newspapers duly noted that each of the seven attack-
ers had been a black man accosting a white woman. Yet in its study three 
years later, the Chicago Commission on Race Relations reported that four 
of the seven incidents involved black women, not white. And, e ven more 
significant, three of the suspects were white men, two of whom were later 
prosecuted. 24  The w hite papers simply skimmed o ver these facts, fueling 
rumors that ran through the white community. 

  Post  owner Ned McLean, on a missio n to discredit local leaders, espe-
cially played up these tensions, real or imagined. Partially embittered by 
a gr udge aga inst D.C.’s crac kdown o n P rohibition, M cLean ra n a s eries 
of articles in t he summer of 1919 disparaging the police force for not re-
sponding effectively to the supposed crime wave plaguing the city. 25  The 
most prominent reports featured t he familiar racist t heme of b lack rap-
ists ass aulting w hite w omen. Ro used b y t hese st ories, w hites o rganized 
and began to form posses. The c hief of police, Raymond Pullman, called 
out a p osse o f 1,000 w hite mem bers o f t he wa rtime p olice auxiliary o n 
July 6   to search for a suspect in three Northwest city rapes. Authorities took 
135 black men into custody, and Pullman himself offered a $2,500 reward 
for the head of the Negro fiend. On July 9, the NAACP dispatched letters 
to all four white newspapers stressing that they were “sowing the seeds of a 
race riot by their inflammatory headlines and sensational news articles.” 26  

 Unfortunately, this call for calm went unheeded. On July 18, 1919, tw o 
black men co nfronted a y oung white woman, the wife of a na val officer, 
returning home from work. The  Post  treated it as another serious affront to 
white womanhood. 27  The next morning’s headline blared, “Negroes Attack 
Girl . . . White Men Vainly Pursue,” but the body of the article revealed that 
the men had merely tried to steal her umbrella unsuccessfully. 28  In response 
to this latest alleged black infraction, police chief Pullman directed that any 
young man “found in isolated or suspicious parts of the city after nightfall” 
be detained for questions. Instead of letting the law handle the situation, 
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some 200 marines and sailors served as conversion specialists and took it 
upon themselves to retaliate on behalf of their fellow sailor and his wif e. 
They headed for the black part of the city to look for two African American 
suspects who the police had let g o. Along the way, crowds of white civil-
ians joined them in their mission. A riot call brought out city and military 
police, who managed to disperse this initial mob. Authorities arrested two 
white sailors and eight African Americans. 29  When police later confronted 
three more blacks out in the streets, one shot and wounded a policeman. 

 In the morning of July 20, NAACP officials urged Secretary of the Navy 
Josephus Daniels 30  to bring his marines and sailors under control, but he 
made no serious effort to rein them in. And al though some congressmen 
condemned the violence and called f or a st op to it, they took no def inite 
action to do anything toward that end. 31  That night the city blew up. Hun-
dreds of white vigilantes, primarily drunken veterans, worked themselves 
into a frenzy after a minor dispute on Pennsylvania Avenue and began at-
tacking any African American they could find. A mob o f 100 whites beat 
one man as his wife looked on in horror. Others pulled unsuspecting blacks 
off of streetcars and out of restaurants, and chased them through alleys. 32  
The police did li ttle to stop the white throng, due both to ineffectualness 
and complicity, and the press continued to feed into the violence. 33  The 
 Washington Times,  for example, reported that “Armed Posses Near Capi-
tol Heights Talk of Lynching.” 34  And although it gave no details as to who 
authorized it, the  Post  ran an announcement for “a mobilization of every 
available service man” for a “clean up that will cause the events of the last 
two evenings to pale into insignificance.” 35  

 For three days, white mobs—both military and civilian—freely hunted 
down t he Af rican Amer ican ci tizenry o f Washington, D .C., o nce e ven 
passing by t he White House in t heir q uest. B y Monday, July 21, b lacks, 
dismayed at the wanton bloodshed, began to buy guns (or they pulled out 
the ones they had us ed in F rance as s oldiers in t he U.S. military) to de-
fend t hemselves o r t o e ven str ike bac k. One gr oup o f b lacks a ttacked a 
streetcar, thrashing its workers. Other blacks shot into a group of sailors on 
the grounds of the Navy Hospital from a passing car. Another black mob 
formed t o c harge t he Navy Yard, but p olice disp ersed t hem b efore t hey 
could attack anyone. 36  Monday nig ht s aw e ven more vio lence in a f orm 
far worse than before. Five African Americans and six white police, three 
white civilians, and one white marine died or suffered serious injuries that 
night. N umerous o thers needed medical a ttention. A uthorities a rrested 
300 men, either for rioting or having concealed weapons. 37  

 Although some 700 D.C. police and another 400 military men equipped 
as an emergency provost guard attempted to quell the situation, the city’s 
whites a nd b lacks continued t o a ttack e ach o ther. In addi tion t o sha red 
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public sp aces (suc h as t he st reetcars), w hites t argeted b lack r esidential 
areas, a nd b lacks f ired upon w hite residences. 38  Finall y s ensing t hat t he 
local authorities maintained no control over the violence, President Wilson 
had Secretary of War Newton Baker call up 2,000 army soldiers, marines, 
and sailors on July 22 to maintain order. Major General William G. Haan 
led these new forces, and he quickly placed them in all parts of the city. He 
also clamped down on Washington’s newspapers. “When I g ot them [the 
newspapers] to agree to say approximately what I wanted them to say,” he 
noted to a f ellow officer, “then s oon e verything was o ver.” 39  Meanwhile, 
police o fficials met wi th lo cal b lack le aders t o t emporarily c lose do wn 
near-beer saloons and poolrooms in the black sections of town. And black 
ministers exhorted their flocks to stay home. 40  

 By t he next mo rning, wi th f ederal troops st anding gua rd a nd ra infall 
soaking t he ci ty, t he r iot ended . 41  A lthough n ewspapers r eported th at 
15 people died during the hostilities, historians calculate it may have been 
two to three times that many. 42  In the wake of the riot, both the police chief 
and the general in charge of the federal troops that finally calmed the situ-
ation highlighted the necessity for more manpower and better pay to en-
sure a stronger police force in the future. Black leaders stressed that more 
African Americans should be on the force to engender trust between the 
police and the black community. They particularly underscored the fac t 
that no black patrolman had been hired for four years. Moreover, neutral 
rather than stronger police, according to blacks, proved much more crucial 
to the maintenance of peaceful race relations. 43  One black New York news-
paper even suggested that since the police “failed to protect the Negroes of 
the capital there is but one course open. Let every Negro arm himself and 
swear to die f ighting in defense of his home, his r ights and his person. In 
every place where the law will not protect their lives, Negroes should buy 
and hoard arms.” 44  

 Indeed, s ome blacks praised the heroic resistance of Washington’s Af-
rican Amer icans to w hite violence, “def[ying] the p oint of bayonets, the 
sting of blackjacks and the hail of bullets in def ending themselves.” Only 
with the end of the “Mobocratic Lyncherized system . . . of Jim Crow,” they 
suggested, would blacks in the nation’s capital be contented. 45  Meanwhile, 
the NAACP urged Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer to investigate the 
role of the  Washington Post  in p rovoking the riot (which he did no t do). 
And a fter t he r iot, ne wspapers, b oth no rthern a nd s outhern, co ntinued 
to sound the familiar racist t hemes that had w hipped up antagonisms in 
the first place. The  Brooklyn Eagle,  for instance, announced, “Race War in 
Washington Shows Black and White Equality Not Practical.” The a rticle 
suggested that high wages, full employment, and blacks’ growing auton-
omy spurred the riot. 46  The  New York Times  lamented, 
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 The majority of the negroes in Washington, before the great war, were well 
behaved .  .  . , e ven submissive.  .  .  . In the last f ew months cr imes of vio-
lence have reached such proportions in Washington that The Herald of that 
city recently declared it to be the most la wless city in t he Union. The a re 
mainly committed by negroes, and the police force, trained as i t has b een, 
has b een unable to cope wi th t hem. The assum ption must necess arily b e 
that in t he ne w Washington w hich has r eplaced t he o ld, t he h urly-burly, 
crammed, jammed town that has succeeded t he placid and easy-going old 
city, the town where hotels are bursting and lodging houses turning people 
away, there has b een an inf lux of negroes as w ell as o f white p eople. It is 
certainly not the old, law-abiding negro population, the friends of the white 
man, that has been committing these crimes against women, these daylight 
holdups, and all the other outrages that have incited white men to a general 
war aga inst negr oes. It must b e t he ne w negr o p opulation b rought in b y 
the war. . . . The thing seems to be a regrettable by-product of the war; and, 
painful as it is to say, it could not have arisen in any Northern city where the 
police had been trained to expect riot duty. 47  

 Yet less than a week later, Chicago suffered the same fate. 

 CHICAGO 

 In the years preceding Chicago’s race r iot, several clashes f lared between 
the city’s white and black populations. Fed in large part by a demographic 
shift that doubled Chicago’s blacks between 1917 a nd 1918, a nd an irre-
sponsible and racist p ress, tensions ran high between the communities. 48  
Moreover, “[t]he race riot was in many ways,” historian William Tuttle as-
serts, “the tragic c ulmination of . . . twenty-five years of conflict between 
blacks and whites in t he labor market.” 49  During a series of strikes from 
the 1890s u p until t he 1919 r iot, w hite workers came t o s ee b lacks as a 
scab race, while industries relied on African Americans more and more as 
strikebreakers. 50  Blacks proved willing to step into that role, both because 
of their distrust of unions and their need for income. By May 1919, in large 
part boosted by soldiers returning from overseas and troops mustering out 
in or around Chicago (many of them black southerners who did not wish 
to move back to the South), more than 10,000 black laborers needed work 
as the postwar recession began to appear. 51  When a violent strike occurred 
at the Corn Products Refinery at Argo in early July, rumors flowed that the 
company had urged black workers to “come back Monday and bring all of 
your friends.” 52  And, indeed, 600 blacks stepped in as strikebreakers there. 
Only a month earlier, union workers at the stockyards, a perennial source 
of racial f riction, launched a str ike, claiming “they could no lo nger work 
with nonunion blacks.” 53  
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 The wa rtime inf lux o f p eople als o f orced co mpetition f or ho using, 
and blacks eventually began to search for homes in white and immigrant 
neighborhoods. “Practically no ne w building had b een done in t he ci ty 
during the war,” concluded the commission set up by Illinois Governor 
Frank L owden to study race r elations in t he aftermath of t he r iot, “and 
it was a p hysical impossibility for a do ubled Negro population to live in 
the space o ccupied in 1915.” 54  Moreover, the existing black housing was 
abysmal. “On the South Side, where most of the Negro population lives,” 
the commission reported “the low quality of housing is widesp read.  .  .  . 
Bathrooms are often missing . . . , and electric lighting is a rarity. Heating 
is commonly done by wood or coal stoves, and furnaces are rather excep-
tional. . . . [L]arge rat holes [are] all over.” 55  The Black B elt also bordered 
the quarters of Chicago’s Irish and Polish communities, groups who dis-
played a stern hostility toward blacks who represented their economic and 
political competition. 56  In response to the black invasion into white neigh-
borhoods, between July 1917 a nd the riot just two years later, 24 b ombs 
blasted African American homes, and the homes and offices of the black 
and w hite realtors w ho catered t o b lack c lients. 57  Fl yers warned b lacks, 
“Look out: you’re next for hell.” Others alerted black occupants, “We are 
going to  blo w  these  fl at s t o hell  and if you don’t want to go with them 
you had better move at once.” 58  Police made li ttle effort of apprehending 
those responsible. 59  

 Politics als o p layed a cr itical r ole in st oking racial a nimosities in t he 
months le ading up t o t he r iot. Dur ing World War I, tw o Chicago may-
oral races hin ged largely on the black vote, and three African Americans 
won seats on the city council. “The blacks’ voting behavior,” historian Wil-
liam Tuttle avers, “aroused and reinforced the hostility and racial hatred of 
numerous groups.” 60  In the 1915 ma yoral race, for example, blacks over-
whelmingly voted for Republican William Big Bill Hale Thompson. Much 
to the chagrin of his fellow whites, the new mayor rewarded several Afri-
can Americans with prominent appointments for their support. “I am glad 
to take the full responsibility and the honor for making every one of those 
appointments,” he responded to angry whites, “and I want to ask my crit-
ics to be as manly and to come out in the open light of day with such un-
American sentiments.” 61  Unlike many other white politicians, Thompson 
also lambasted  The Birth of a N ation  and barred it from being shown in 
Chicago as long as he held the mayor’s office. “ ‘Big Bill,’ ” the  Chicago Daily 
Tribune  criticized him in response to this action, “listened to a complaint 
from negro voters.” 62  

 Adding t o w hites’ d iscomfort w ith T hompson’s s ymbiotic re lationship 
with African Americans, migration during the war also doubled his sup-
port in the black sections of the city. Even though he had disaffected many 
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of Chicago’s other groups and sectors during his f irst term as mayor, as a 
result of the arrival of more African Americans (who he r eadily reached 
out to), he eked out a reelection victory in April 1919. 63  Indeed, Thompson 
garnered only 38 p ercent of the overall vote, while Democrats won more 
than 60 p ercent of t he ci ty’s other signif icant offices. “ The w hite p eople 
of Chicago,” one Democrat explained, “greatly resented” the black voters’ 
strength, and “the way in w hich t he colored vote put Mayor Thompson 
into office again at this last election.” Even more damning, “the preference 
given to the colored people by the Thompsonites” truly served as an affront 
to many of Chicago’s whites. “The colored people freely talk of their power 
over t he w hites t hrough t heir hold over ‘Big Bill’ Thompson,” esp ecially 
“their equality with the whites.” 64  As in other cities around the nation, this 
push for equality proved deadly. 

 Several minor c lashes, spurred on by the media, p receded the r iot. In 
July 1917, tw o years before the Red S ummer, a w hite saloonkeeper died 
of a heart attack. Rumors circulated that the man had been killed by Afri-
can Americans, prompting some young white men r iding in a ca r to fire 
into a gr oup of blacks in r etaliation. 65  These gangs of white thugs, com-
prised largely of members of so-called athletic or social clubs, continually 
attacked African Americans as they walked through their territory on their 
way to a nd returning f rom w ork. Mary McDowell, he ad resident o f t he 
University of Chicago Social Settlement, test ified before the commission 
after the riot that she could identify at least five of these clubs made up of 
young men between 17 and 22 years old: 

 Especially before the war they were always under obligation to some politi-
cian. . . . The Ragen Club is mostly Irish-American. The others are from the 
second generation of many nationalities. . . . I think they get into these ways, 
and then they are used and exploited often by politicians. . . . It is about the 
most dangerous thing that we have in the city. [On one day of the riot,] they 
went down Forty-seventh S treet wi th f irearms showing in t heir ha nds in 
autos . . . and shouting as they went, “We’ll get those niggers!” 66  

 Throughout the spring of 1919, these gangs grew more boldly active, and 
on June 21, 1919, one of them murdered two black men crossing through 
their neighborhood. Even though eyewitnesses pointed out those respon-
sible, authorities took no action. 67  

 The white and black press shares a la rge portion of the blame for ig-
niting t his already t enuous racial si tuation. B efore and during t he r iot, 
Chicago’s newspapers played upon racial st ereotypes and fears. In 1918, 
for example, the  Chicago Tribune,  one of the city’s three major white dai-
lies, printed 145 articles that “definitely placed Negroes in an unfavorable 
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light.” Of t hese stories, 23 a ppeared on the newspaper’s f ront page, and 
20 on the first page of section two. During the same period, the  Tribune  
published 84 reports more favorable to African Americans. Out of these, 
two appeared on the front page, and three on page one of the second sec-
tion. 68  Not surprisingly, the city’s blacks “almost without exception point 
to the Chicago press as the responsible agent for many of their . . . difficul-
ties.” 69  During the riot itself, although only 10 w omen suffered injuries, 
and 8 o f those by accident, white newspapers reported repeated attacks 
on w hite w omen b y b lack men. And t he b lack p ress inf lamed Af rican 
Americans during the r iot with false stories about alleged white atroci-
ties against them. 70  “Reports of numbers of dead and injured tended to 
produce a feeling that the score must be evened up on the basis of ‘an eye 
for an eye,’ a N egro for a w hite, or vice v ersa.” 71  As in ma ny other riots, 
newspaper served as one of the driving forces behind the outbreak of and 
continuation of the violence. 

 Finally, on  a  s ultry s ummer d ay, t he pre cipitating e vent for  t he r ace 
riot. 72  On the afternoon of July 27, 1919, residents crowded the lakeside 
beaches looking for relief from the heat and sun. A scuffle broke out when 
four African Americans walked across the tacitly designated white sec-
tion of the beach. Told to leave, they instead retrieved some friends and 
returned, prompting a stone-throwing fight between the two groups. In 
the lake itself, an imaginary boundary also marked the water, partition-
ing the African American and white sections of the lake. As 17-year-old 
Eugene Williams and his friends swam in the cool water, he accidentally 
drifted acr oss t he line . Al though t he o fficial r eport co ncluded t hat he  
did not receive a blow to the head from one of the stones, rumors soon 
flowed through the African American community that a white man had 
struck him with a stone and he drowned as a r esult. Whatever the case, 
as stones f lew around him d uring t he melee , Williams s ank b elow t he 
water a nd dr owned. B lacks w ho wi tnessed t he s cene dema nded t hat a  
nearby policeman arrest one of the white men on the beach. He refused 
and instead detained one of the African Americans. Several black men 
then a ttacked t he o fficer. Surrounding w hites r esponded, a nd t he race  
riot began. 

 Blacks in jured 10 w hites in c lashes ne ar t he b each, a nd b etween 
9:00  p.m.  and 3:00  a.m. , white mobs beat 27 blacks, stabbed 7, and shot 4. 
 The next morning, a Monday, people went back to work as usual. But as 
people returned home that afternoon, the white gangs flew into action. 
“But for t hem,” t he p ost-riot commission ass erts, “ it is do ubtful if t he 
riot would have gone beyond the first clash.” 73  Moreover, evidence sug-
gests that these gangs often worked in tandem with at least some of the 
police f orce b efore, d uring, a nd a fter t he r iot. On M onday a fternoon, 
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these gangs pulled trolleys from their wires and dragged black passen-
gers out into the streets, and again beat, stabbed, and shot them. Raids 
into the black residential areas then ensued. The African American citi-
zens retaliated by shooting back at their attackers out of their homes and 
neighborhoods. Fighting continued on and off for seven days. According 
to Tuttle, 41 pe rcent of the fighting took place in th e principally white 
stockyards and 34 percent in black neighborhoods. 74  As soon as the hos-
tility would die down, both the white and black press would inflame pas-
sions again with exaggerated or bogus reports. And like the authorities 
in D.C., the police offered little support to Chicago’s black community. 
One black man, wounded and abandoned in the street, felt relieved when 
he saw a patrolman approaching him. Instead of offering to help, how-
ever, the policeman questioned him, “ Where’s your gun, y ou black son 
of a bitch? You damn niggers are raising hell.” 75  The policeman then beat 
him with his nig htstick until he lost consciousness. “It is b elieved that 
had the Negroes not lost faith in the white police force,” the commission 
report states, “it is hardly likely that” much of the violence “would have 
occurred.” 76  

 Although the local police obviously could not (or did not care to) quell 
the violence themselves, both the police chief and the mayor remained re-
luctant to call in the state militia. 77  At last, the worst of the fighting slowed 
down three days after the rioting began, when, convinced by a group of 
black leaders, Mayor Thompson f inally asked for the militia to help on 
the night of July 30, and rain began to soak the city. 78  Unlike many of the 
local police, the state militia did their job. 79  According to the commission 
report, “The troops themselves were clearly of high caliber. . . . The militia 
discipline was of the best.” 80  On August 8, authorities believed the situa-
tion under co ntrol, and the troops left the city. By the time t he conflict 
ended, 23 blacks and 15 whites had died, more than 500 people suffered 
injuries, and some 1,000 b lack families had no ho me. 81  Although more 
blacks than whites died d uring the violence, a gra nd jury handed down 
indictments for 81 blacks and 47 whites. 82  The NAACP and other groups 
stepped in to defend those African Americans accused of crimes during 
the riot, and at least 58 of them received acquittals. 83  

 Unfortunately, the riot did no thing to alleviate Chicago’s dreadful race 
relations. Between February and May 1920, more bombs destroyed black 
houses, at a rate even higher than before the riot. And in the end, “no mea-
sures were taken,” historian Arthur Waskow concludes, “to deal with the 
underlying conflicts that had spa rked the great r iot of 1919.” 84  Although 
the  Birmingham News  dec lared of Chicago’s r iot t hat “this ug ly business 
could not have occurred in t he South,” only a f ew weeks later, Knoxville, 
Tennessee, experienced the same misfortune. 
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 KNOXVILLE 

 Knoxville possessed many of the structural and cultural factors that other 
riot cities did in 1919. S ome 11,300 blacks made up its 77,800 inhabitants 
by 1920, up from 7,600 10years earlier. 85  Moreover, many Knoxville blacks 
exercised their right to vote, held public office, sat on juries, and served on 
the police force. Also the existence of Knoxville College, one of the f irst 
black schools established after the Civil War, the  East Tennessee News,  the 
area’s biggest black newspaper, and a local chapter of the NAACP showed 
the growing role of African Americans in the community. 86  

 These institutions and organizations reminded white residents of Knox-
ville that they shared their city with a gr owing, thriving African Ameri-
can community. And, indeed, severe animosities existed between the two 
races. For example, in June 1913, a gang of whites almost lynched a black 
man suspected of murdering a white policeman. Economic hardships and 
job competition aggravated the problem. Although World War I provided 
jobs, K noxville’s ina bility to acco mmodate ne w r esidents st rained racia l 
harmony. The postwar recession inflamed these hostilities as the city’s in-
dustries closed. Some whites formed a local chapter of the Ku Klux Klan. 87  

 The situation remained tense in August 1919. The ho micide of a white 
woman alleg edly b y a b lack ma n s erved as t he ca talyst t hat destr oyed 
any remaining civility between the races. On August 30, an intruder shot 
and killed B ertie Lindsey, a 27-y ear-old white woman, in her ho me. Her 
21-year-old cousin, Ora S myth, lay motionless in t heir bed. After the in-
truder grabbed a purse and ran away, Smyth fled next door to the house of 
a city policeman. Only minutes after Smyth sought help from her neig h-
bors, several policemen rushed to the scene of the crime, where some 30 or 
40 people had already congregated. 88  

 One o f t he pa trolmen, And y W hite, immedia tely t hought o f M aurice 
Mays. More than once, others heard White castigate Mays for interacting 
with w hite women. Of ten at t he center of controversy, t he str iking, elo-
quent, a nd ma rried 31-y ear-old Mays a ttracted numerous w omen, b oth 
black and white. He owned a ca fe and dance hall in K noxville’s red light 
district f requented b y b oth races. M ays als o deli vered t he b lack v ote t o 
John E. M cMillan, t he w hite mayor of Knoxville, w ho many p eople b e-
lieved to be Mays’s father. In fact, Mays handed out blank poll tax receipts 
on August 29 for McMillan for his upcoming reelection bid. 89  

 White and two other policemen were ordered to arrest Mays. They ar-
rived at his house at 3:30  a.m. , discovered him sleeping, and searched the 
premises f or e vidence. I n his dr esser t hey f ound a r evolver, w hich t he 
three lawmen c laimed had r ecently b een dis charged. B oth Mays’s f oster 
father and the black driver of the patrol wagon denied this claim, however. 
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Moreover, although muddy tracks led away from the crime scene, Mays’s 
clothes, shoes, and carpet were clean and dry. Nevertheless, White arrested 
Mays and took him to the crime scene for Ora Smyth to identify. Less than 
two ho urs a fter her co usin’s m urder, S myth, “ha nging lim berly in [tw o 
men’s] arms hardly able to walk, with hair hanging down over her face and 
crying,” identified Mays as the culprit. “From that moment,” Mays later re-
called, “I have never had a fair and impartial chance for my life.” 90  He soon 
stood behind bars, charged with the slaying. 

 By morning, roving bands of white men moved toward downtown, vis-
ibly upset with the news of the crime. By 8:00  a.m. , a siza ble crowd con-
gregated a t t he ci ty ja il, f orcing t he p olice c hief t o tra nsfer Mays t o t he 
county jail. In the early afternoon, the Knoxville  Sentinel  circulated lurid 
front-page articles describing the crime and arrest. “[T]he afternoon paper 
came out with a full story of the murder,” the Chattanooga  Daily Times  as-
serted, “and the mob started to form at the moment the paper reached the 
street.” 91  Rumors b egan to circulate that B ertie L indsey had b een raped, 
pregnant, or e ven pregnant wi th Mays’s baby. Again, t he authorities de-
cided that Mays would be safer elsewhere. They dressed him as a woman to 
conceal his identity and sent him to C hattanooga. In the meantime, large 
crowds gathered at various points around Knoxville. 92  

 By 6:00  p.m. , a mob o f more t han 500 sur rounded t he county ja il de-
manding Mays. In vain, officials allowed four different groups to tour the 
facility t o s ee t hat M ays was no t t here. B y 8:00  p.m. , a ba rrage o f r ocks 
and bullets battered the building, and the angry crowd soon broke down 
the doors. For the next f ew hours, hundreds—if not thousands—of peo-
ple combed the jail looking for Mays. Although they could not find him, 
they discovered an impounded moonshine still and some liquor. Imbibing 
freely, the crowd ransacked the building taking weapons and ammunition. 
The mob freed all the white prisoners, including convicted murderers, but 
neither liberated nor injured the African Americans. 93  

 Called in a fter th e ja ilhouse a ssault, t he F ourth Tennessee I nfantry—
scattered on weekend passes—slowly made its way to Knoxville. The f irst 
members arrived at t he ja il around 10:00  p.m.  The 16 s oldiers and t heir 
officer suffered brutal beatings, along with the loss of their uniforms and 
firearms at the hands of the white mob. The adjutant general, accompanied 
by t hree companies, s oon arrived and assured t he crowd t hat Mays had 
been moved, but to no avail. 94  

 While the city’s whites assaulted the jail, rumors of impending attacks 
circulated among Knoxville’s blacks. Those who did not flee the city gath-
ered weapons to prepare for an invasion. Well-armed men congregated at 
the corner of Vine and Central, the hub of the black district, waiting for 
the mob o f w hites to appear. Shortly a fter 11:30  p.m. , t he c lash b etween 
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Knoxville’s white and black citizens began. While several clusters of rioters 
from the jail headed for Chattanooga in s earch of Mays, the rest shif ted 
their a ttention t o shots coming f rom t he b lack distr ict. Members o f t he 
National Guard, strengthened but still badly outnumbered, received orders 
to march double time to the scene of the new fight. The authorities could 
do very little, however, as the area became a battleground for the next few 
hours. 95  

 The r einforced N ational G uard f inally s ealed o ff t he b lack distr ict 
around 3:15  a.m. , ef fectively p reventing a ny w hites f rom en tering i t o r 
any b lacks f rom le aving. The f ollowing da y, acco unts o f la wlessness, 
mostly unfounded, continued to plague the authorities. As a result, some 
200 w hite ci vilians b ecame sp ecial dep uties a nd pa trolmen, a nd t hey 
dispersed t hroughout t he ci ty to maintain order. For t he next tw o days, 
periodic b ursts o f vio lence er upted a round K noxville. B ut b y midnig ht, 
August 31, most o f the hostility had b egun to diminish. In the days after 
the riot, guardsmen searched blacks on the street. Things slowly began to 
return to normal, though, and most of the guard left by September 2, the 
day after the black district reopened. Although newspapers recorded only 
two deaths, one black man and one white, and 14 wounded, the exact num-
ber of casualties remains unknown. Observers placed the number killed 
between tw enty-five a nd s everal h undreds. 96  Wh ite r ioters br agged of  
mowing niggers down like grass, and that dead black bodies piled up like 
cordwood. Authorities arrested 55 white men and women for their role in 
the riot, but many went free. 97  

 Under tig ht s ecurity, Maurice Mays returned t o Knoxville on S eptem-
ber 25, a nd his tr ial began a f ew days later. The all-w hite jury found him 
guilty of murder after only 18 minutes of deliberation. Two weeks later, the 
judge imposed the death penalty. However, the sentence was overturned on 
appeal because of judicial error. In a s econd trial, Mays received the same 
sentence. On March 15, 1922, as he co ntinued to proclaim his inno cence, 
Mays died in t he st ate’s elec tric chair. 98  Al though s everal racia l incidents 
flared up again during the next few years, local authorities met them with 
stiff resistance and no riot erupted again in Knoxville. 99  

 OMAHA 

 Like other places around the United States, Omaha, Nebraska, was a city in 
turmoil in the summer of 1919. Omaha’s tailors, telegraphers, bricklayers, 
boilermakers, truck drivers, and teamsters went on strike in the early sum-
mer months. By June 21, the Central Labor Union warned of a sympathy 
general strike by the city’s 30,000 union members if the teamsters’ requests 
of higher wages and other demands were not met. 100  In response, the city’s 
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reform Mayor Edward Smith (elec ted the previous year over incumbent 
James Dahlman, an ally of longtime Omaha Democratic political boss Tom 
Dennison) inflamed matters when he avowed in a speech at an American 
Legion meeting on June 25, “If these troubles arise [a general strike], I am 
going to ask the American Legion, the men who went overseas to fight this 
same thing and defend it again and fight if necessary. I’m going to ask them 
to drive the ice wagons and milk wagons that carry the ice and milk to the 
sick and to the babies of Omaha in spite of opposition.” 101  To show its sup-
port for the mayor, the convention voted in favor of a decidedly antiunion 
resolution. Other strikes continued throughout the summer, however, and 
labor strife intensified; police even suggested that the Industrial Workers of 
the World had a hand in the call for a general strike in the city. 102  

 Rumors als o spread t hat employers would s oon bring in b lack str ike-
breakers from the riot cities of Chicago and East St. Louis eager for employ-
ment. 103  In early August, the Omaha  Bee,  a s ensationalist newspaper and 
the mouthpiece of Tom Dennison, submitted that some 500 black workers 
had arrived in the city looking for work. 104  Indeed, exacerbating the labor 
turmoil, Omaha’s demographics had been changing dramatically over the 
last decade. The overall population in the 1920 census revealed an increase 
by a third from the 1910 census and almost double the residents counted 
in the 1900 census. Of the 191,000 people living in Omaha by 1920, more 
than 10,300 w ere black (a 133 p ercent increase over the last decade) a nd 
just under o ne-third of the population was f oreign born. The ci ty’s black 
community had a f lourishing branch of the NAACP, and in 1919 b lacks 
established t he Theo dore Ro osevelt Post of t he Amer ican L egion (s ome 
800 black Nebraskans served in World War I) and a YWCA for Negro girls 
in Omaha. 105  Housing was at a premium in 1919, and residents complained 
that apartment rent had g one up 50 p ercent f rom the previous year and 
that renters faced ext ensive waiting periods because no acco mmodations 
were available. 106  Other controversies such as food prices, prohibition, and 
women’s suffrage rankled residents, adding to the tense summer scene. 107  

 Moreover, residents’ confidence in city reform officials, and particularly 
in the police, waned during the summer of 1919. Crimes plagued Omaha: 
between J une 7 a nd S eptember 27, p olice do cumented 21 ass aults o n 
women. Some in t he local press fed this discontent by condemning gov-
ernment officials and also by stoking up racial f ears. 108  While the  World-
Herald  presented somewhat even accounts of events over the summer, the 
 Bee  especially played up the reformers’ supposed ineptness (not surpris-
ing given the paper’s alliance with political boss Dennison) and area racial 
discord. 109  The  Bee  made a p oint of highlighting other cities in racial tur-
moil during the Red Summer. In inflammatory details, the paper featured 
the riots in L ongview, Washington, D.C., Chicago, and Knoxville. 110  The 
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 Monitor,  a b lack publication managed by lo cal NAACP le ader Re verend 
John Albert Williams, also accused the  Daily News  of whipping up racial 
hatred in i ts acco unts o f b lacks’ alleg ed ac tivities in Omaha d uring t he 
summer months. 111  By late September, city residents were entrenched in 
social, economic, p olitical, and racial acr imony, f ueled largely by yellow 
journalism. This combination provided the perfect kindling for a spark to 
ignite. 

 That spark came in t he form of an alleged attack by a b lack man on a 
white woman. According to Omaha residents Agnes Loeback and Milton 
Hoffman, late on the night of September 25, as t hey walked home from a 
movie, a b lack man took money and jewelry from them by gunpoint. He 
then p roceeded t o p ull L oeback into a ra vine a nd rape her. 112  The next 
morning, t he ci ty w oke u p t o t he f ollowing he adline in t he  Bee : “Black 
Beast First Sticks-up Couple.” “The most daring attack on a white woman 
ever perpetrated in Omaha,” the article reads, “occurred . . . last night.” 113  
Police and hundreds of white vigilantes began searching the area and soon 
heard of a suspicious negro in a home near the reported attack. Will Brown 
huddled under a b ed as police surrounded him with their guns out. Back 
at Loeback’s house, she a nd Hoffman recognized Brown as t he man who 
attacked t hem (al though L oeback la ter expressed doubt), a nd p olice es-
corted him to jail (first to the police station jail cell and then to the county 
courthouse jail for safekeeping) even as a ga thering crowd started calling 
for his l ynching and twice t hrew a r ope around Brown’s neck. The c hief 
of police suggested that Brown’s guilt had not yet been established and he 
would need to explore the matter more thoroughly. 114  

 Indeed, a physical exam revealed that Brown was “too twisted by rheu-
matism t o ass ault a nyone,” a nd he ma intained his inno cence. 115  B ut b y 
September 28, ma ny of Omaha’s white citizens had made u p their minds 
that he was guil ty. At around 2:00 t hat afternoon, Hoffman himself led a 
group of some 200 people to the courthouse with the intention of lynching 
Brown. Two hours later, the crowd had gr own, and police began to form 
a ring around the structure (at this point, however, the police captain did 
not deem the situation dire and sent 50 reserve officers home). Some in the 
crowd shouted racial slurs and demanded Brown’s lynching. By 5:00  p.m. , 
the white mob had grown to between 4,000 and 5,000 people. The rioters 
penetrated the building several times, but officials managed to drive them 
out each time. By now, both the mayor and the police chief had a rrived 
to try to reinstate stability. Instead, the mob broke inside the courthouse. 
When p olice c hief M arshall Eb erstein a nd ci ty co mmissioner H arry B . 
Zimman tried to convince them to disperse, they threw rocks and yelled, 
“Lynch the damn Jew.” 116  Zimman was struck and quickly retreated. Soon 
the r ioters a ttacked t he o fficers sur rounding t he b uilding. B y 7:00   p.m.  
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most o fficials t ook r efuge in side t he co urthouse as a mob— containing 
some women—beat any black they came across in t he downtown area as 
well as a nyone who tried to help those victims. Two black police officers 
also came under a ttack. 117  An ho ur later, the angry horde set f ire to the 
courthouse, and some individuals began plundering nearby businesses for 
fuel, ammunition, and firearms. 118  

 Around 10:30  p.m. , Mayor Smith made another attempt to convince the 
unruly crowd to leave. In no mood to back down, some in the mob hit him 
over the head, slipped a rope around his neck, and dragged him down the 
street intent on hanging him. L uckily, someone saved Smith just in time 
and removed the rope from his neck as it was being thrown over a bar. The 
unconscious mayor was rushed to the hospital where he stayed for several 
days recovering from serious head wounds. 119  Will Brown, however, was 
not so fortunate. After nearly killing the mayor, the crowd returned to the 
courthouse, added more fuel to the already burning building, and attacked 
firefighters as they tried to put out the blaze. They then used the firemen’s 
ladders to climb into the building to search for Brown. One of the rioters 
died from a gun shot wound as he led t he stampede. Meanwhile, officials 
escorted all o f t he prisoners to t he roof but had t o retreat w hen met b y 
a volley of gunf ire. Convinced to allow all t he female prisoners to leave, 
the mob continued to search the burning building for Brown. They finally 
captured him a fter people trapped inside sent off of the west side o f the 
courthouse three notes, one of which read, “Come to the fourth floor of the 
building and we will hand the nigger over to you.” 120  

 After much effort to get to the fourth floor, yells and shots went up indi-
cating that Brown was now in the custody of the crowd. By the time they 
got him outside, Brown was already beaten severely and covered in blood. 
Just before 11:00  p.m. , the white mob ex claimed, “Here he is, her e he is,” 
slipped a rope around his neck, and hung him from a pole while bombard-
ing his b ody with gunfire. They then dragged him b ehind a stolen police 
car and burned his remains in a bonfire. Not quite content yet, the throng 
again rigged what remained of Brown to a car and paraded him throughout 
downtown Omaha. 121  As the mob finally began to break up (some estimates 
placed it as high as 20,000 individuals), federal troops from Fort Omaha—
at the request of Omaha’s police chief—finally arrived after securing (the 
slow and bureaucratic) permission from the U.S. War Department to help 
out in t he ci ty’s a ffairs. 122  B y 2:00  a.m.  troops gua rded t he ci ty, a nd t he 
next day residents saw the presence of machine guns and cannons on the 
streets. The ci ty’s b lack residents a lso stood ready should more vio lence 
arise. “ The negr oes a re w ell a rmed,” a  New York Times  a rticle a sserted. 
“Negro leaders today told the City Commissioners that practically every 
one of the 10,000 negr oes in Omaha was a rmed and is r eady to fight for 
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his life and home.” 123  Over the next few days, 1,600 more soldiers arrived 
from Kansas, South Dakota, and Iowa, and some stayed until November 
15, when the military’s presence was deemed no longer necessary. 124  

 In t he end , t hree p eople, inc luding B rown, died in t he vio lence. The 
courthouse sustained extensive damages, and the f ires caused numerous 
records to be lost forever. The Omaha  World-Herald  won a Pulitzer Prize 
in t he aftermath of t he e vents of S eptember 28 a nd 29, f or i ts editorials 
on weak ci ty le adership and t he shame t hat t he ci ty had t o endure now 
because o f t he r iot. The  Bee  f ocused o n ci ty le aders a nd p olice as w ell, 
but suggested that the riot stemmed—at least partially—from black rapists 
having free reign in the city. 125  A grand jury handed down 189 riot-related 
indictments, but only a few individuals were prosecuted. Two men (one of 
whom had exclaimed, “We have showed the nigger what a northern mob 
can do,” as he stood on top of a scorched police vehicle) were charged for 
Brown’s death, but a jury found them both not guilty after deliberating only 
briefly. The grand jury’s final report blamed the riot on numerous factors, 
including attacks on women, a culture of lawlessness, economic and labor 
strife, returning veterans, and certain elements in the city (Bolsheviks and 

 Burning of Will Brown’s body, Omaha, Nebraska, 1919. (Nebraska State Historical Society 
[#RG2281–69]) 
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anarchists) w ho ca pitalized o n t hese cir cumstances. 126  O ver his denia ls, 
some Omahans suggested that political boss Dennison orchestrated the vi-
olence to cause the ouster of the Smith administration. He had ties to both 
Hoffman and the editor of the  Bee,  and certainly wanted to regain power 
through his surrogate former mayor, James Dahlman. Whether complicit 
in the riot or not, Dennison’s man was back in power after the next munici-
pal elections in 1921. 127  In response to the Omaha riot, the  Atlanta Consti-
tution  breathed a sigh of relief: “Again the spirit of mob violence has hurled 
defiance into the face o f decenc y and law,” it announced in a n editorial, 
“and again the south looks on—not as a participant, but as a spectator . . . 
being softened only by our thankfulness that there is no danger of any such 
an enormous manifestation of gross barbarity and lawless frenzy occurring 
in our section.” 128  Another race riot, however,  had  started unfolding in the 
South. 

 PHILLIPS COUNTY 

 The October riot that erupted in Phillips County, Arkansas, demonstrates 
that w hite-on-black vio lence e ven r eached in to t he r ural r egions o f t he 
United States during the Red Summer of 1919. In the Arkansas Black Belt 
bordering t he M ississippi Ri ver, t he ma jority-black co unty had 44,530 
residents by 1920—11,601 of them white and 32,929 African American. 129  
The r ich s oil t here gr ew co rn a nd co tton, la rgely w orked by sha recrop-
pers, with 90 percent of them being African Americans by 1920. 130  Indeed, 
the three townships where most of the 1919 violence took place—Tappan, 
Mooney, and Searcy—saw an increase in b lack farmers over the previous 
decade, from 289 in 1900 t o 1,132 in 1920. The n umber of white farmers 
grew only from 36 to 155 during the same time frame. Moreover, most of 
these farmers of both races had recently come from other states, “and likely 
knew very little about one another.” 131  

 Sharecropping p roved a n esp ecially a rduous wa y t o mak e a li ving. 
Sharecroppers became hopelessly indebted to landowners, many of whom 
owned the local stores that sold supplies on credit at very high interest rates 
to the croppers. 132  Indeed, sharecroppers ended up owing more than they 
could grow. Phillips C ounty, Arkansas, proved no dif ferent according to 
one scholar: 

 A typical sharecropper in t he county in 1919 ra ised 14 bales o f cotton or 
7,000 pounds at 43 cents per pound. Each bale contained a half ton of seed 
valued at 70 do llars per ton. Therefore, the sharecropper’s crop was w orth 
about 3,500 dollars. During the year, the farmer bought or “took up” goods 
worth about $23.50. But in settling with the plantation owner, the value of 
goods “taken up” totaled the value of his crop. 133  
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 The lawyer called on by a number of Phillips County’s black sharecroppers 
to help them with their plight later recalled, 

 [T]he fact that I prosecuted such cases became known to the class of people 
affected to such an extent, that they came by the droves to my office telling 
their stories as t o how they were being robbed by the landlords, who took 
their crops at their own prices, charged whatever they saw fit for the supplies 
furnished, and as a final consummation of the whole thing, refused to make 
any kind of settlement with them whatever, the end being that they received 
a statement, written upon a blank tablet as a rule, showing “balance due” in 
a lump sum. 134  

 And al though b lacks o utnumbered w hites b y t hree t o o ne in Philli ps 
County, w hites o wned most o f t he st ores, t he fac tories, a nd t he fa rm-
land. 135  The longer blacks toiled under this system, the more they became 
convinced that they must take some action to improve their situation. 

 Moreover, although World War I had boosted cotton prices by mid-1918, 
infestations and an August drought severely hurt the crop’s harvest. U.S. 
Department of Agriculture reports placed Arkansas’s yield a t 50 p ercent 
its usual level. Phillips County suffered huge losses with only 1,947 ginned 
bales by October, compared with 7,522 bales the previous year. The follow-
ing year saw similar trends. At the end of 1919, crops sat at only one-third 
their typical production. Sharecroppers felt the brunt of this economic tur-
moil. Their inco me dec lined as t heir crops diminished, but storeowners 
continued t o c harge t he trapped patrons ex orbitant p rices. 136  And since 
African Americans constituted the vast majority of sharecroppers in Phil-
lips County, they suffered immensely when crop prices fell. 

 Politics also demonstrated the role expected of black Arkansans during 
the e arly 20t h cen tury. B y 1916, al though J im Cr ow me asures had sh ut 
African Americans out of the political process and out of office, the Demo-
cratic primary (which essentially decided the election) continued to center 
on the race issue. Earle Hodges, an ally of the outgoing governor, accused 
his opponent, Charles Hillman Brough, of being a “Negrophile.” 137  But as a 
professor at the University of Arkansas, Brough had suggested that African 
Americans lived more successfully in a s egregated society. “He [the black 
man] do es no t lo ok u pon t he ‘ Jim Cr ow’ ca r as a h umiliation,” B rough 
concluded in his capacity as chair of the Southern Sociological Congress’s 
University Race Commission in the 1910s, “in fact, he infinitely prefers the 
freedom of his own car to one where the presence of the white race would 
be felt as a restraint.” 138  

 Bent on correcting Hodges’s accusation, Brough assured voters in news-
paper advertisements leading up to the election that “I am not in favor of 



 CASE STUDIES OF SIX RACE RIOTS 109

social equality. . . . I am not in favor of negroes serving on juries, I am not 
in favor of negroes holding p olitical office in t he S outh.” In a ca mpaign 
speech, he urged his fellow whites “to make a better citizen of the negro and 
to cause him to render more efficient service to the white man.” Evidently 
his racial dec larations w orked. B rough w on t he elec tion (H odges ca me 
in t hird) and e asily won reelection two years later (Republicans did no t 
even offer a challenger in 1918). 139  And when the 1919 violence erupted in 
Phillips County, Brough himself made the eight-hour train trip there from 
Little Rock to help settle the situation. 

 In addition to these demographic, labor, economic, and political (struc-
tural) factors in p lace in Philli ps County by 1919, c ultural concerns also 
came into play leading up to the riot. African Americans constituted some 
1,218 o f t he 1,680 men f rom t he co unty w ho en tered t he mili tary d ur-
ing World War I. 140  L ike many of t heir counterparts, a n umber of t hese 
African Americans enjoyed more food and money than they ever had in 
their lives. Ot hers, w ho went t hrough b oot camp in no rthern ci ties, ex-
perienced freedoms like they never had b efore as w ell. One b lack soldier 
from Helena (the government seat of Phillips County) wrote home from 
Camp Sherman, Ohio, in 1917, “ I can go to Cleveland every Saturday if I 
want to. We have shows and all kinds of music and games for a good time. 
We play football and have prize fights here at the camp. We do not have to 
buy anything but stamps.” 141  Like African American veterans around the 
country, those returning to Phillips County after the war expected to be 
treated with respect. 

 “We helped you fight the Germans, and are ready to help you fight the 
next f ellows t hat get a fter you,” one of t he area’s b lack organizers o f t he 
Progressive Farmers and Household Union of America stated after the riot, 
“but we want to be treated fairly.” 142  Whites tuned into these assertions. In-
deed, a military record that appeared after the riot suggested that the most 
belligerent of the black leaders in the area had served in the military. 143  In 
addition, rumors circulated among the county’s whites before the riot that 
black veterans had received “letters from French girls urging them to rise 
up against the white population and secure their ‘rights.’ ” 144  Although no 
evidence ever emerged to subst antiate these claims, whites obviously felt 
threatened by the effect that the war had on the region’s black veterans. 

 With worsening economic conditions and a renewed urgency shared by 
African Americans to assert their rights, area blacks decided they needed 
to organize to improve their situation in Phillips County. Concerned local 
whites formed a committee to investigate exactly what sort of uprising Af-
rican Americans had in mind, and they soon came to the conclusion that 
the area’s blacks had ha tched a p lan to kill t he county’s white planters. 145  
Tensions came to a head on September 30, 1919. That night, at the behest 
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of local black farmer Robert Hill, a group of black men and women met at 
a small, rural church in Hoop Spur three miles north of Elaine to organize 
a sharecroppers’ and tenant farmers’ union, the Progressive Farmers and 
Household Union of America. For a number of reasons, they remained un-
happy over the local landowners’ treatment of them—like other sharecrop-
pers, they could purchase provisions only at specific stores, they paid more 
than the average retail prices, they were not allowed to see an enumerated 
list of their debts, and they never knew the dollar value of their portion of 
the cotton sold. Only a few months earlier, one black farmer in Star City, 
Arkansas, had als o objected to this system and refused to work. Shortly 
thereafter, a group of white men lynched him and tacked a sign to his head 
that read, “This is how we treat lazy niggers.” 146  

 Nonetheless, the group gathered at the church to plan. Two white law 
enforcement officials arrived there a short time later; they exchanged gun-
fire, a nd o ne o f t he o fficers f ell de ad. Two acco unts o f e vents emer ged. 
One story related that one of the white officers fired first into the church, 
and then the black guards surrounding the church returned fire. Another 
report asserted that the white men had simply parked by the church to fix 
a tire and soon came under f ire by unidentified persons, almost certainly 
black. 147  As word got out of the shootings, a local sheriff called on men in 
neighboring areas to come to the aid of their white brethren. Motivated 
by sug gestions t hat t he Progressive Union promoted s ocial equality and 
by rumors that the blacks in Phillips County had prepared for a slaughter 
of the white denizens, hundreds of armed men arrived from surrounding 
counties and states. White newspapers helped spread the word. “The  Hel-
ena World,  the white-owned daily paper in Phillips County,” according to 
scholar Grif Stockley, “was the principal instrument by which the leading 
white citizens of Phillips County disseminated the view that there was a 
plot to kill planters.” 148  

 Other newspapers fed into the heightened racial tensions as well. Shortly 
after t he vio lence er upted, t he Arka nsas  Gazette  a nnounced w hat ma ny 
of the county’s whites had suspected for months in its headline,  negr oes 
have been ar ous ed by p r opagand a . The a rticle went on to st ate t hat 
“[c]onsiderable propaganda had b een spread in p ractically every section 
of Phillips County during the past four or five months, urging negroes to 
join the Progressive Farmers’ Household Union, whose motto is: ‘Torch of 
Liberty and Rights of Man.’ ” 149  In addition to this union propaganda, the 
county’s wh ites al so kn ew th at a rea A frican A mericans read wi th i nter-
est the  Chicago Defender . The p aper stridently condemned the Jim Crow 
practices of the South and trumpeted the advancements of African Ameri-
cans around the country. And although the  Defender  originally took a neu-
tral stance toward unions, by 1918, it began to support the efforts of these 
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organizations. 150  M oreover, t he ne wspaper’s shi pping r ecords sho w t hat 
Phillips County and its surrounding area “had among the highest number 
of subscribers in the South.” 151  Tellingly, Governor Brough, convinced that 
the paper had stirred black passions regarding the labor situation leading 
up to and after the Elaine riot, lobbied the postmaster general to keep it out 
of the state. 152  

 But as word spread that white men had inundated Phillips County to put 
down the supposed black insurrection, the area’s African Americans hid in 
the nearby woods. 153  Throughout the day on October 1, ba nds of whites 
searched the county for African Americans and killed many of them. The 
next day, at the behest of local authorities, some 500 f ederal troops from 
Camp Pike arrived along with the governor. They patrolled the region, and, 
with the area now under martial law, the violence quickly abated. 154  At least 
25 blacks and 5 whites died, but many observers believed that as many as 
200 blacks perished during the riot. On October 3, Governor Brough made 
the stunning announcement that “[t]he w hite ci tizens of the county  .  .  . 
deserve unstinted praise for their action in preventing violence.” 155  Obvi-
ously in t he white camp of how events played out during late September 
and early October 1919 in Phillips County, Arkansas, Brough would later 
declare that the violence erupted because of a “damnable conspiracy [by 
blacks] to murder white citizens and take possession of their property.” 156  

 Shortly a fter t he r iot ended , a C ommittee o f S even a ppointed b y t he 
governor (some of whom belonged to the committee that scrutinized the 
activities of the area’s black leaders during the months before the violence) 
investigated the incident. 157  Not surprisingly, they blamed the county’s Af-
rican Americans. In a statement that ran in several newspapers, the com-
mittee concluded: 

 The present trouble with the negroes in Phillips County in not a race r iot. 
It is a delib erately p lanned insurrection of t he negroes against t he w hites 
directed by an organization known as the “Progressive Farmers and House-
hold Union of America,” established for the purpose of banding negroes to-
gether for the killing of white people. 158  

 Similar to events that played out in o ther cities that summer, authorities 
arrested some 700 blacks and 1 white man (the lawyer who agreed to help 
the area’s blacks organize their union), and 67 received prison time. Twelve 
black farmers acquired death sentences for allegedly killing whites during 
the riot. During their trial, a cr owd of whites rushed the courthouse and 
warned that it would lynch these men if they were not sentenced to death. 
Not surprisingly, the judge acquiesced, and all 12 men r eceived the death 
penalty. The NAACP fought the ruling, taking it all the way to the Supreme 
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Court. On F ebruary 19, 1923, t he court agreed that the tr ial had b een a 
sham in  Moore v. Dempsey . All 12 men eventually gained their freedom. 159    

 Out of this unstable situation emerged the horrors of the Red Summer. 
The race riots that erupted throughout the nation in 1919 shared important 
commonalities wi th e ach o ther. S tructural co nditions, suc h as t he p ost-
war economic letdown and black urban and northern migration, played 
a critical role. As many as a t hird of a million blacks left the Deep South, 
creating fierce competition for scarce jobs and housing. 160  But even in the 
South, as evidenced in Phillips County, labor tensions flourished. Adding 
to t his stra in, t he Red S care created a g eneral atmosphere of ag gression 
and a wa rped s ense o f patriotism. 161  Any appearance o f o therness f rom 
the norm of white Anglo-Saxon Protestantism caused reason to lash o ut. 
Organizations, such as the Ku Klux Klan, served as f ire tenders, ensuring 
that racial animosity remained salient. 

 Other simila rities emer ged as w ell. I n almost all o f t he cas es, w hites 
struck out against blacks. Even in Phillips County, where accounts differ of 
what transpired, the African Americans had assembled peacefully and were 
approached by the whites. Moreover, in all cas es, the African Americans 
fought back (or stood ready to in t he case of Omaha). The o ld Jim Crow 
mentality had r un up against the New Negro movement. Involvement in 
World War I and an awareness of their own heritage created a strong sense 

 African Amer ican men t aken p risoner 
by U.S. Ar my tr oops s ent f rom C amp 
Pike during the riot in Phillips County, 
Arkansas, 1919. (F rom t he C ollections 
of the Arkansas History Commission) 
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of importance and self-worth within the black community. Adding to these 
dynamics, inept or complicit police forces and an irresponsible press added 
fuel to the fire. In many of the riots, authorities arrested more blacks than 
whites and oftentimes did no t come to the assistance of black victims at 
all. Moreover, rumors of African American aggression or misdeeds spread 
rapidly among the white communities, and newspapers only made t hese 
reports more widespread. Groups serving as conversion specialists, such as 
white sailors and marines and white athletic clubs, cued other whites when 
the time had come to act. 





  Chapter 6 

 TRANSITIONS: THE CHANGING 
NATURE OF RACE RIOTS 

 Some 50 major white-on-black riots marred the American landscape from 
the Progressive Era t hrough World War II. With 26 r iots during the Red 
Summer of 1919 alone, these months served as the pinnacle of white riots 
against African Americans in t he U.S. history. While major race r iots ig-
nited Tulsa in 1921, and Rosewood, Florida, in 1923, the 1920s and 1930s 
saw fewer and fewer white-on-black disturbances as the Great Depression 
gripped t he country. 1  Federal assist ance for b oth b lacks and w hites, less 
migration, and fewer prospects for interracial competition likely contrib-
uted to this relative calm. Like the Great War a generation earlier, however, 
World War II and its resultant turmoil unleashed more racial vio lence in 
the United S tates in t he 1940s. 2  S ome o f t he r iots during World War II 
remained instances of white-on-black violence similar to those of the pre-
ceding decades (t he main focus of this study), such as in B eaumont and 
Mobile, Ala bama, in 1943. 3  Ot hers, ho wever, lik e t he o ne in H arlem in 
1943, foreshadowed the black ghetto riots (initiated in the black communi-
ties against property and businesses) that marked the decade of the 1960s. 4  
World War II, therefore, serves as a transition to a new era in the U.S. race 
riots. 5  The 1943 r iot in D etroit provides insights into this shifting nature 
of race riots in American history, as it held the characteristics of both the 
white-on-black riots of the preceding era and the black ghetto riots preva-
lent two decades later. 

 World War II p rofoundly a ffected co nditions in D etroit. B olstered 
by the powerful car industry, the Motor City became the principal and 
most prolific defense center in t he country during the war, prompting 
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President Franklin Roosevelt to dub it the “arsenal of democracy.” 6  Fed-
eral defense contracts worth billions of dollars poured into the region, 
enticing some 500,000 workers, primarily from the South and Midwest. 
Blacks comprised a la rge portion of this migrant labor, and f irms that 
had la rgely ex cluded t hem in t he past b egan t o hire t hem. 7  The 1940  
census p laces a pproximately 160,000 Af rican Amer icans in D etroit, 
but only t hree y ears la ter, an estimated 220,000 b lacks resided t here. 8  
Moreover, a number of cultural and ethnic groups—Lithuanians, Jews, 
Poles, Hungarians, S cottish, I rish, Italians, and others—called D etroit 
home, but most of these communities had begun to scatter throughout 
the city (not living in separate, isolated clusters anymore) by the 1920s. 
Detroit in the 1920s also saw the ascendance of the Ku Klux Klan, and 
the gr oup’s wr ite-in ca ndidate almost w on t he ma yor’s race in 1924. 9  
The Kla n s till h ad s trong ti es t o th e ci ty tw o d ecades la ter. I ndeed, 
by the 1940s, race had become the defining factor in Detroit’s geograph-
ical makeup. 10  

 The wartime influx of people particularly put a great burden on the city’s 
employment, housing, a nd tra nsportation s ervices, causing most o f D e-
troit’s b lacks to cramp into a 30-b lock g hetto called P aradise Valley and 
amplifying animosity between the races. 11  Racial tensions flared intermit-
tently between 1941 and 1943, most notably at Northwestern High School, 
the Sojourner Truth housing project, and the automobile plants. Moreover, 
the K lan a nd o ther w hite su premacist gr oups f requently o rganized hate 
strikes a t va rious fac tories a round t he ci ty t o p rotest a ny ad vancements 
made by black employees. 12  One of the biggest of the strikes occurred three 
weeks before the riot, when 25,000 w hite workers walked out during the 
first w eek o f June w hen t he P ackard p lant u pgraded t hree b lacks. 13  “I’d 
rather s ee Hitler and Hirohito win,” s omeone yelled over a lo udspeaker, 
“than work next to a nigger.” 14  

 Finally, t ensions ca me t o a he ad o n t he ho t S unday e vening o f J une 
20, 1943. V arious f ights broke out b etween t he ci ty’s w hites a nd b lacks 
on Belle Isle, a public park surrounded by the Detroit River. After 10:00 
that nig ht, a nother s cuffle exp loded b etween w hite a nd b lack y ouths 
on the bridge leading back to the city. 15  By 11:20  p.m. , estimates placed 
some 5,000 p eople, p rimarily w hite, ne ar t he end o f t he b ridge t oward 
the mainland. “[H]ad t he disturbance ended with the incidents at B elle 
Isle and the bridge approach,” a commission subsequently created by the 
governor concluded, “none of the deaths occurring in the riot would have 
resulted.” 16  Unfortunately, the violence did not end there. Rumors began 
to flow through both the black and white communities of atrocities com-
mitted on their members by the other race. As scholar Marilynn Johnson 
explains, 
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 In the white neighbourhood along Woodward Avenue, rumours circulated 
that “a negro had raped a white woman on Belle Island.” Army intelligence 
also reported heavy telephone traffic among whites passing r umours that 
blacks had slit a white sailor’s throat and raped his girlfriend. . . . The social 
identity of the victims—a sailor and his girlfriend—suggested an attack on 
both noble white manhood and innocent white womanhood. 

 In the nearby black district of Paradise Valley, a somewhat different ver-
sion o f t he r umour emer ged. At a pproximately 12:30 a.m., a y oung ma n 
seized the microphone at the Forest Club, a p opular black nightspot, and 
urged the 500 pa trons to take up arms against whites who had “ thrown a 
colored lady and her baby” off the Belle Isle Bridge. His remarks echoed ru-
mours already circulating in the area that white sailors had “thrown a Negro 
woman and her baby into the lake.” In many ways, the black rumours paral-
leled the white ones with a simple inversion of villains and victims. But there 
were important differences as well. In the white versions, the female victim 
was a young white woman defiled by black rapists; in t he black versions, a 
white mob drowned and/or killed a black mother and child. 17  

 Again, rumors, framed similarly to those in past riots, played an important 
part in ratcheting up the violence between the races. 

 Indeed, for both blacks and whites, these rumors served as the rallying 
cry for t hem to ac t. 18  E ach side ass embled in t heir respective neig hbor-
hoods to prepare for t he impending race wa r. And t hroughout t he next 
day, whites attacked blacks in streetcars and automobiles, and blacks looted 
and destroyed white-owned businesses and targeted whites passing by in 
their cars. 19  State and local police had li ttle command over the situation, 
with less t han 900 o f t hem tr ying t o co ntain t he vio lence. Tellingly, r e-
ports also emerged that the police focused primarily on the black rioters. 
And, in fac t, although whites as w ell as b lacks participated in t he melee, 
all 17 people killed b y the police during the r iot were black. 20  Finally, at 
9:25  p.m.  on June 21, the governor requested that federal troops be sent to 
Detroit to stop the riot. 21  Within hours, the federal troops restored order, 
too late for the 34 p eople—25 black and 9 w hite—who died, and the (at 
least) 775 people who suffered injuries. Some $2 million worth of property 
damage also occurred. 22  

 Detroit’s 1943 riot epitomizes the shift in race riots in the middle of the 
20th century. The white-on-black riots that erupted with viciousness from 
the Progressive Era t hrough World War II ga ve way to t he b lack g hetto 
riots of the 1960s. The 1943 D etroit riot highlights features of both eras. 
Detroit’s whites still targeted any African American they could find during 
the riot, pulling them out of streetcars and automobiles, and beating them 
to b loody pulps. However, like t he r iots to come in t he 1960s, t he ci ty’s 
blacks looted and destroyed white-owned businesses, too. Tense economic 
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conditions, p olice inef fectiveness and complicity, racial s egregation, and 
African Americans serving in uniform abroad all occurred in 1943 Detroit, 
just as in the earlier riots and the riots that would come in the 1960s. 

 This study forwards a general approach to explain how structural factors, 
cultural f raming, an d pre cipitating e vents t riggered t he r ace r iots i n t he 
United States from the Progressive Era through World War II. My research 
carefully exa mines t he national co nditions a nd lo cal cir cumstances t hat 
constructed an environment that allowed these race r iots to erupt. Some 
scholars a rgue t hat race r iots can b e under stood only wi thin t heir lo cal 
context and t hat no distinc tive pattern arises across p lace and time. My 
work, ho wever, disp utes t his c laim. Al though uniq ue in s ome r espects, 
riots do share common characteristics that can be highlighted within the 
broader context in which they occur. My work links the national concerns 
to lo cal circumstances. It als o represents an ef fort to bring a t heoretical 
framework t o t he under standing o f r iots in g eneral b y f ocusing o n t he 
American riots of the late 19th century and the first half of the 20th. Spe-
cifically, my research focuses on two groups of riots—the racial p ogroms 
in Wilmington (1898), New Orleans (1900), Atlanta (1906), East St. Louis 
(1917), Tulsa (1921), a nd B eaumont (1943), a nd t he 1919 Red S ummer 
riots in L ongview, Washington, D .C., Chicag o, K noxville, Omaha, a nd 
Phillips County. 

 In t he racial p ogroms, demogra phic c hange, eco nomic t urmoil, la bor 
strife, political competition, southern whites’ codification of disfranchise-
ment and segregation, and the ineffectiveness and complicity of both police 
and g overnmental a uthorities p rovided t he str uctural fac tors t hat p ro-
duced an atmosphere ripe for conflict. Cultural framing offers an under-
standing into why white southerners decided they had to act with violence 
against African Americans. White supremacy created a radical mind-s et 
by the 1890s that would not accept any black social, political, or economic 
advancement. This notion of racial superiority put virtuous white women 
on a pedestal and used racial amalgamation and the imagined black beast 
rapist to produce white anxiety and paranoia. Whites feared that a younger 
generation of African Americans did not know their place and turned to 
violence to restore a w hite vie w of s ocial order. Newspapers spread t his 
toxic mess age to great ef fect. At t he s ame time, b lacks us ed a va riety of 
methods to fight back, survive, and expose the hypocrisy of white Ameri-
cans. Whites met black assertions of equality with violence and intimida-
tion. Spurred on by rumors, precipitating events in these racial pogroms 
centered on alleged or real violations against white womanhood or white 
authority and power. 
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 The 1919 Red Summer riots marked the apex of both white riots against 
African Americans and a heightened black response to this type of violence. 
National and international events, especially World War I, profoundly af-
fected race r elations throughout the United States. During the Great Mi-
gration, hundreds of thousands of African Americans left the rural South 
for the economic opportunities provided by the war effort. This movement 
created tensions over housing, transportation, and resources. As a r esult, 
whites used violence to enforce separation of the races. Moreover, whites 
resented labor and political competition from African Americans. Author-
ities only sometimes provided the needed muscle or inclination to prevent 
these white attacks on blacks. World War I als o produced new visions of 
equality as Amer icans f ought a wa r t o mak e t he w orld s afe f or demo c-
racy. African Americans embraced this idea and pushed for social change. 
At the same time, as b lacks moved into their midst, no rthern whites in-
creasingly adopted southern racial a ttitudes. These structural factors and 
cultural f rameworks, therefore, created a v olatile situation that exploded 
when a precipitating event appeared. In these cases, alleged black infrac-
tions against white women or the color line led to riots. 

 Political considerations played a sig nificant role in b oth the racial po-
groms and the Red S ummer race r iots during the late 19th and the f irst 
half of the 20th centuries. In Wilmington, for example, white rioters sought 
to disfranchise African Americans and push them completely out of the 
political arena. Fusion ef forts between Republicans and third parties led 
the D emocratic P arty t o us e vio lence—including r iots—to en sure t heir 
own political dominance. As African Americans moved to cities and to the 
North, they demonstrated growing political strength with their votes. In 
Chicago in 1919, Af rican Americans’ support of the white mayor infuri-
ated many of the city’s whites, who wanted to maintain political hegemony 
and prevent black political participation. Thus, electoral politics provides 
an important link among the riots that erupted throughout the Progressive 
Era to World War II. This study uncovers the significance of these political 
passions. 

 Although whites had used violence against African Americans since co-
lonial times, the race riots that exploded from the Progressive Era through 
World War II p rovide a n ide al o pportunity to exp lore w hat co nditions 
come together to provoke latent racial hostili ty to boil to the surface and 
into outright violence. Past scholars examining the r iots of the late 19th 
and f irst half o f the 20th centuries tended to focus on one riot or a na r-
rower time span. Other studies included these riots within a larger frame-
work. The existin g literature, therefore, lacked a t horough assessment of 
this whole period—the Progressive Era through World War II—on its own. 
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My work fills in t his gap, offering an overarching framework that can be 
applied across cases and over time. By analyzing structural factors, cultural 
framing, and precipitating events, better insights can be gained into why 
riots occur. More research can enhance this study, exploring other riots in 
different eras and even in various places around the world. By looking at 
structural factors, cultural framing, and precipitating events, we can gain a 
better understanding of why “all hell breaks loose.” 
 



 EPILOGUE 

 American race riots have elicited a variety of official responses in their im-
mediate aftermath, and sometimes even many decades later. Since the 1917 
East St. Louis race riot, one way that government officials have reacted in 
the wake of racial violence in particular cities has been to set up riot com-
missions o r co mmittees dir ectly a fter t he dist urbances o ccurred. Thes e 
temporary, authoritative bodies undertake the responsibility “to  investigate  
and  explain  [these] specific outbursts of illegal co llective violence by pri-
vate citizens.” 1  Significantly, they also offer recommendations to govern-
ment authorities to prevent future bloodshed and destruction. Sometimes 
the ci ty exp eriencing t he r iot i tself has cr eated such a co mmission—the 
1935 Mayor’s Commission on Conditions in H arlem, and the 1968 Chi-
cago Riot Study Committee, for example. In other instances, commissions 
have been generated from state-level authorities—the 1919 Chicago Com-
mission on Race Relations, the 1943 Governor’s Committee to Investigate 
Riot Occurring in D etroit, and the 1965 G overnor’s Commission on the 
Los A ngeles Rio ts, f or in stance. S till o ther co mmissions h ave s temmed 
from the auspices of national officials—such as the 1917 Special Commit-
tee Authorized by Congress to Investigate the East St. Louis Riots, and the 
1968 National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders. 2  

 These organizations have been vital to pinpointing some of the factors 
and conditions leading to the riots in the first place and in supplying specific 
proposals to alleviate these troubles. Unfortunately, several problems have 
also plagued these commissions. Members of these bodies have invariably 
included only those individuals from established groups (i.e., Republicans 
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and Democrats, but not independents; organized labor and big business 
owners, but not nonunion workers). “In this way,” scholar Anthony Platt 
suggests, “riot commissions are inherently conservative, protective of ex-
isting institutions and not disposed to propose radical changes which will 
diminish the power of established groups.” 3  Moreover, these groups have 
predominantly included older white males. Of t he four commissions set 
up following riots that occurred from the Progressive Era through World 
War II (E ast St. Louis, Chicago, Harlem 1935, a nd Detroit), for example, 
only 1 woman (on the Harlem commission), 13 African Americans (6 on 
the Chicago commission and 7 on the Harlem commission), and 11 people 
under the age of 50 (2 in Chicag o, 6 in H arlem, and 3 in D etroit) served 
out of a total of 34 commissioners. 4  Most damning, however, has been the 
lack of response to the recommendations put forth by these organizations. 
As one expert testified before the 1968 National Advisory Commission on 
Civil Disorders: 

 I read that report . . . of the 1919 riot in Chicago, and it is as if I w ere read-
ing the report of the investigating committee on the Harlem riot of ’35, the 
report of the investigating committee on the Harlem riot of ’43, the report of 
the McCone Commission on the Watts riot. 

 I must again in candor say to you members of this Commission—it is a 
kind of Alice in Wonderland—with the same moving picture re-shown over 
and over again, the same analysis, the same recommendations, and the same 
inaction. 5  

 Thus, while these commissions have offered steps in t he r ight direction, 
governmental a uthorities ha ve do ne li ttle in t he wa y o f ac ting o n t heir 
ideas. African Americans, in other words, have gained few concrete ben-
efits through the efforts of these reports. 

 In recent years, government officials have adopted another approach to 
deal with some of the race r iots that have erupted throughout American 
history. Based largely on the truth commissions that emerged around the 
world in the last few decades, these organizations in the United States have 
been established to study long-ago riots in order to remedy lingering prob-
lems stemming from these incidents. Increasingly popular in the 1990s in 
a number of countries around the world as a wa y to heal their populaces 
in the wake of heinous atrocities committed on them by their own govern-
ment officials, truth commissions have served similar (but often broader) 
functions to the riot commissions of earlier eras. While the Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission of South Africa stands out as one of the most rec-
ognized of these bodies on the world scene, numerous places—primarily 
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in Latin America, Africa, and Asia—have used them. 6  As scholar Priscilla 
Hayner explains, 

 Struggling wi th t he limi ted o ptions f or co nfronting past a trocities, a nd 
with an e ye towards t he challenge of building a h uman r ights c ulture for 
the future, many new governments have turned to mechanisms outside the 
judicial system to both confront and learn from the horrific crimes of the 
past. There has been increasing interest, especially, in mechanisms of official 
truth-seeking, t hrough t he creation of temporary commissions to dig u p, 
investigate and analyse the pattern of politically motivated rights crimes. . . . 
A truth commission is not a court of law; it does not determine individual 
criminal liability or order cr iminal s anctions. On t he other hand, a tr uth 
commission can do many things that courts can’t or generally don’t do. Tri-
als focus on the actions of specific individuals; truth commissions focus on 
the large pattern of overall events.  .  .  . Also, courts do no t typically inves-
tigate the various social or political fac tors which led t o the violence.  .  .  . 
Courts do not submit policy recommendations or suggestions for political, 
military or judicial reforms. And finally, while court records may be public, 
court opinions are generally not widely distr ibuted and widely read, as is 
typical of truth commission reports. 7  

 In the United States, although the violence and destruction occurred de-
cades or even a hundred years earlier, several riot cities felt compelled to set 
up truth commissions as a way to establish the truth of what happened and 
to make recommendations of how to redress enduring grievances between 
the races. 

 To date, t he st ate legislatures in Flo rida, Ok lahoma, and North C aro-
lina have established these commissions for the riots in Rosewood (1923), 
Tulsa (1921), and Wilmington (1898) respectively. In 2006, 100 years after 
the Atlanta race riot, that city formed the Coalition to Remember the 1906 
Atlanta Race Riot with the Atlanta-based group Southern Truth and Rec-
onciliation. Much like the various tr uth commissions around the world, 
the four U.S. organizations not only share similar goals but also differ in 
their scope and recommendations. 

 The Florida state legislature appointed the Rosewood group in 1993 t o 
research exactly what occurred in January 1923 a nd report back to them 
after a st ate legislator introduced a b ill to grant compensation to the vic-
tims. Af ter t he investigative team (comprised f ive s cholars f rom Florida 
State University, Florida A&M University, and University of Florida) sub-
mitted their findings to the legislature, both the House and the Senate ap-
proved the bill, and the governor signed it in May 1994. One hundred and 
seventy-two people received payments between $220 and $450,000 for the 
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emotional trauma and property loss stemming from the riot. The bill also 
established a scholarship fund for families and descendants of the residents 
of Rosewood to use at state universities. 8  

 The Oklahoma state legislature set up a commission in 1997 to provide 
the history of the Tulsa riot, gather testimony of survivors, and give advice 
about reparations. 9  The commission’s (consisting of a chairman, nine com-
missioners, two sponsors, and two advisors) 2001 f inal report reconciled 
the events that transpired in 1921 in Tulsa and offered four recommenda-
tions: “direct payments t o r iot sur vivors a nd des cendants; a s cholarship 
fund available to st udents a ffected b y t he r iot; est ablishment o f a n e co-
nomic de velopment en terprise zo ne in t he hist oric G reenwood distr ict; 
a memorial for the r iot vic tims.” 10  The st ate legislature, however, proved 
reluctant to grant reparations, and after a lawsuit made its way through the 
court system, no one received any (the courts ruled that the two-year stat-
ute of limitations on claims had expired). 11  The state legislature did pass a 
bill to denounce the riot, set up a co rporation (therefore using no p ublic 
money) t o award s cholarships t o des cendants o f sur vivors, a nd create a 
riot memorial commission (using $750,000 of state money). In a perverse 
gesture, the legislature “also approved of the use of the state seal on medals, 
to be minted with private funds, and awarded to riot survivors.” 12  In 2008, 
Tulsans established the John Hope Franklin Center for Reconciliation “to 
transform t he bitterness and mistr ust caused by years of racial di vision, 
even violence, into a hopeful future of reconciliation and cooperation for 
Tulsa and the nation.” 13  

 The North Carolina state legislature set up the Wilmington R ace Riot 
Commission in 2000 t o establish what took place before and during the 
1898 r iot t here. The 13-mem ber group als o analyzed t he economic and 
demographic devastation the city’s African American population suffered 
as a result of the violence. 14  Its final report, released in May 2006, laid out 
15 recommendations—including reparations—under the broad headings 
of empowerment, economic redevelopment, education, and commemora-
tion. 15  Alternatively, Atlanta’s commission for the 1906 race r iot, spurred 
on by efforts of the Southern Truth and Reconciliation organization (and 
not the state legislature), had broader goals simply “to create public aware-
ness of the riot and its legacy, facilitate open and ongoing dialogue amongst 
diverse communities, and inspire positive systemic change in Atlanta’s ra-
cial relations.” 16  It held a series of public meetings, showed documentaries 
about the riot, and led several walking tours for these purposes. 

 These o rganizations, lik e t heir p redecessors cr eated in t he immedia te 
aftermath of the riots, grappled with the forces that came together to spur 
whites into horrific action against their black neighbors. They also strove 
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to deal with the repercussions that continued to plague these communities 
so many years later. They sometimes met hostility. The Tulsa commission, 
for example, incited much controversy. 17  But community leaders realized 
their r estorative p ower as w ell. B y ac knowledging t he g hastly e vents o f 
years past, a nd by establishing an official record of what occurred, these 
commissions provided a common discourse so that the communities could 
move forward and work to bring blacks and whites together. 
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2001, http://www.okhistory.org/trrc/freport.htm.) 

  Moreover, some Tulsans made efforts to destroy evidence of the events leading 
up to the riot as well. According to the commission’s final report: 

 Precisely what the  Tulsa Tribune  printed in its May 31, 1921 editions about the 
Drexel Building incident is still a matter of some conjecture. The original bound 
volumes of the now defunct newspaper apparently no longer exist in their entirety. 
A microfilm version is, however, available, but before the actual microfilming was 
done some years later, someone had deliberately torn out of the May 31, 1921 city 
edition both a front-page article and, in addition, nearly all of the editorial page. 
(Oklahoma Commission, “Tulsa Race Riot,” 58.) 

  10 .  Oklahoma Commission, “Tulsa Race Riot,” ii. 
  11 .  See Brophy, “Tulsa Race Riot Commission,” 244–245;  Boston Globe,  March 

23, 2004;  Washington Post,  May 31, 2005, A03. “Members of the Oklahoma legisla-
ture,” scholar Alfred Brophy declares, “ran from the issue as if it were radioactive. 
It would, quite simply, be political suicide for a legislator to support reparations.” 
Brophy, “Tulsa Race Riot Commission,” 244. 

  12 .  Brophy, “Tulsa Race Riot Commission,” 244. 
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  13 .  See http://www.jhfcenter.org/. 
  14 .  LeRae Umfleet,  1898 Wilmington Race Riot Report  (R aleigh: North C ar-

olina D epartment o f C ultural Res ources, 2006), ii , h ttp://www.history.ncdcr.
gov/1898-wrrc/report/report.htm. 

  15 .  Umfleet,  Wilmington Race Riot Report,  3–4. 
  16 .  Southern Truth and Reconciliation organized in 2003 after South African 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu “challenged the United States to address its history of 
racial violence with an effort equivalent to that of the South African process.” 

  17 .  See Brophy, “Tulsa Race Riot Commission.”  
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