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INTRODUCTION

In February 1956, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and eighty-eight other leaders
of  the Montgomery Improvement Association (mia) willingly turned them-
selves in for arrest.∞ A grand jury had indicted King for violating an Alabama
antiboycott law. The protest leaders knew that segregationists, led by the
state chapter of  the White Citizens’ Council, would stop at nothing to halt
their protests, but King and the mia did not know that they were not the
first to organize boycotts to protest segregation in their state. Indeed, the
law the mia leaders were charged with violating had originally been de-
signed to crush black e√orts to boycott segregated city streetcars in Mont-
gomery in 1900 and Mobile in 1902.≤ The original 1903 law prohibited
‘‘boycotting, . . . picketing or other interference with . . . lawful business,’’
just the kind of  protests that had been launched by Rosa Parks’s December
1955 refusal to give up her seat and the collective e√orts to avoid segregated
buses in the city. The law criminalized any organized e√orts to protest,
prohibiting the distribution of  leaflets and buttons and making it ‘‘unlaw-
ful to print or circulate any notice of  boycott, boycott cards, stickers.’’
Police could charge boycotters with vagrancy as they waited for alternative
rides. It was even illegal for local black newspapers to publicize the protest;
in an almost exasperated tone, the law forbade ‘‘publishing or declaring
that a boycott . . . exists or has existed or is contemplated.’’ Protest leaders
could be punished with a high fine or months of  hard labor. Although
unaware of  this long history, Parks, King, and the other indicted protest
organizers were reviving a protest fifty-five years old, connecting them to
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the southern streetcar boycott movement that began at the turn of  the
twentieth century. Protest had deep roots.≥

The 1903 law unintentionally bears witness to the character of  these
early protests; we can imagine black men and women picketing segregated
streetcars, posting signs, and handing out buttons to participants. The law’s
commands about loitering help us envision laundresses and day laborers
waiting for rides to work from African American hackmen using mule-
driven wagons in support of  the boycott. Prohibitions on publicizing pro-
tests hint at the headlines in black newspapers advertising mass meetings
and inspiring readers to press on. No black newspapers from turn-of-the-
century Montgomery exist today, but much can be discerned about the
character of  the protests from the text of  the law. One bit of  evidence that
does survive reports that the Montgomery Street Railway Company lost
more than fourteen hundred dollars in revenue during the first twenty-five
days of  the boycott.∂

Despite the protests’ financial impact, black Montgomery was not com-
pletely united in resisting segregation in 1900, just as there were black
residents of  Montgomery who doubted the wisdom of  the bus boycott in
the 1950s. The Reverend Titus Atticus Weathington, one of  the city’s lead-
ing black Methodist ministers, endorsed the segregation law and refused to
participate in the boycott. The Reverend A. N. McEwen, a Baptist minister
and newspaper editor from Montgomery’s sister city, Mobile, argued that
Weathington betrayed the protest cause for his own advancement: ‘‘It is a
great pity that so many Negro preachers and school teachers throughout
the country are making asses of  themselves by trying to cater to white
prejudices in order to be called a ‘good nigger.’ ’’ McEwen saw no middle
ground: ‘‘Discrimination on public conveyances after charging all the same
price is wrong.’’∑

McEwen would apply the lessons of  the Montgomery streetcar boycott
when he led the boycotts in Mobile in 1902. Having served from 1885 to 1891
as the pastor of  Dexter Avenue Baptist Church—the Montgomery church
where Martin Luther King Jr. would become pastor and boycott leader
more than sixty years later—McEwen committed to protecting racial jus-
tice in Montgomery even after taking a pastorate in Mobile.∏ In Mobile, his
leadership helped make the boycott a brief  success, even causing streetcar
o≈cials to desegregate the cars in violation of  the Jim Crow law.π

Thus, the passage of  the 1903 antiboycott law was an e√ort to shut down
protests in Montgomery and Mobile and silence their leaders. Within
months of  the law’s passage, collective resistance to segregated transporta-
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tion in Alabama was e√ectively crushed. McEwen had insisted that African
Americans in Alabama were ‘‘going to fight and contend for equal rights and
justice to all men in all parts of  the South, and we will not despair until the
sad news comes to us that God is dead.’’ However, in the face of  legal and
perhaps extralegal pressure, McEwen ceased publishing weekly accounts of
protests and instead asked readers for their feedback on a ‘‘Church Edition’’
of  the Southern Watchman focused solely on events in local and regional
congregations. Like many others, the once outspoken leader was silenced.∫

The passage of  the 1903 law may have stunted protests by threatening
boycott leaders with time on the chain gang, but the law reflects more than
the vengeance of  segregationist legislators. It also reflects the complexity
of  African American turn-of-the-century protest. Between 1900 and 1907,
the leaders of  black Montgomery, Mobile, and at least twenty-three other
southern cities posed a serious challenge to the progress of  Jim Crow segre-
gation. The Alabama law itself  was emblematic of  the challenges faced by
black southerners struggling to maintain their citizenship in the face of
di≈cult circumstances and their willingness to organize vibrant, collective
opposition.

Right to Ride is about this forgotten generation of  black southerners,
who, like African Americans in Montgomery, organized in opposition to
the passage of  laws segregating southern trains and streetcars at the turn of
the twentieth century. But it begins with a reminder that southern segrega-
tion policies and protests were not the first in the nation. Segregation
began in the North in the 1840s and 1850s as an e√ort to control gradually
emancipated former slaves. Policies segregated African American passen-
gers on trains and forced black streetcar riders to stand on outdoor plat-
forms even when the cars were not full. But fledgling communities of
emancipated black Americans and abolitionists of  all colors protested vig-
orously, ending the segregation of  public conveyances in the North by the
end of  the Civil War. But Jim Crow trains and streetcars were reimagined
and revived in the postbellum South, and the politics of  racial separation
reached its greatest complexity and virulence in the American South at the
turn of  the twentieth century.

Historians have called this time the age of  accommodation. African
Americans were painted with the brush of  their most politic leader, Booker
T. Washington, an educator who compromised on the question of  black
citizenship and maintained public silence in the face of  white supremacist
atrocities. Washington did not publicly oppose policies of  racial separa-
tion, accepting segregation as the price of  economic advancement. Wash-
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ington was the most influential black political figure of  his day, and much
of  the black elite were beholden to him. However, no one man can define
an age.

Black citizens in the 1890s and 1900s lived in an America where black men,
women, and children were hunted like sport. The targets were lynched,
often with the complicity of  local law enforcement o≈cials. Beaten or
charred corpses were displayed like trophies of  the chase, while the hunters
smiled in the pictures. These murders were considered an acceptable control
on black people, so much so that the pictures were turned into postcards
that were forwarded by the U.S. Postal Service with captions like ‘‘This is the
way we do them down here.’’Ω The terror of  lynching reached its high point
just as disfranchisement and segregation became law in every southern state.
White supremacist legislators plotted how best to permanently strip African
Americans of  their right to vote, after continual fraud proved unreliable.
National leaders turned blind eyes when state politicians held unconstitu-
tional conventions, rewriting state laws to disfranchise and segregate black
populations.

Thus, to speak at all was admirable. In the decades following the close of
federal Reconstruction, most moderate whites in the North and South
abandoned the defense of  African American citizenship in favor of  national
reconciliation. In a time of  such stark brutality, agitation of  any kind was
dangerous. But African Americans in this age were not silent; they stood
against injustice, risking their lives to report on lynching and battling to
protect the innocent, fighting a losing e√ort to maintain their right to vote,
and contesting the stigma of  segregation and second-class citizenship. Be-
cause their protests ultimately failed, their e√orts have not been well re-
membered. Even as their struggle faltered, however, participants in these
lawsuits and boycotts learned to navigate communities circumscribed by
Jim Crow segregation, doing their best to avoid the harshest insults and
most dangerous situations. Few recorded their history of  thwarted resis-
tance. Still, the protests remind us that many black southerners did not
simply view segregation as inevitable; they grudgingly took the back seats
or rode in smoke-filled Jim Crow cars only after a fierce e√ort to dissent.
Black citizens faced down this fearful challenge, refusing to acquiesce with-
out a fight. As W. E. B. Du Bois noted of  his generation, ‘‘Whenever we
submit to humiliation and oppression it is because of  superior brute force;
and even when bending to the inevitable we bend with unabated protest.’’∞≠

The protests of  the nadir were a valiant, popular fight to defend black
citizenship and protect the dignity of  everyday life.
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African Americans’ e√orts to stop the segregation of  trains and street-
cars, the organizations created to contest Jim Crow laws, and segregation-
ists’ attempts to silence the protests all provide rich testimony to the spirit
of  agitation present even in this bleak time in American history. Historians
August Meier and Elliott Rudwick rediscovered these protests in the 1960s.
Their groundbreaking ‘‘The Boycott Movement against Jim Crow Street-
cars’’ was followed by a series of  articles chronicling these early protests in
notable cities and states. Yet only a few contemporary local historians have
done exhaustive work on African American dissent against segregated con-
veyances beyond the Meier and Rudwick framework.∞∞ Few extended stud-
ies have examined these remarkable protests, and none have connected an
assessment of  Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) to an examination of  African Ameri-
can life and political culture in the age of  segregation and protest.∞≤

Until this study, the work of  Meier and Rudwick has stood as the inter-
pretation of  the history of  resistance to segregated conveyances. Most
broad histories of  the Jim Crow South that mention the movement simply
cite Meier and Rudwick. Their work set the standard because they were
masterful chroniclers of  African American history. Beginning in the 1950s,
they had set out to trace the African American experience in the Jim Crow
South. In article after article, they cataloged the broad sweep of  the African
American experience, with their most notable work examining the influence
of  Booker T. Washington and the little-known streetcar boycott movement,
which echoed through the recent Montgomery Bus Boycott. ‘‘The Boycott
Movement’’ was an informative, detailed account, tracing protests in multi-
ple cities, identifying extant sources, and tallying up twenty-five cities of
dissent. In part because their study was so exhaustive, Meier and Rudwick’s
article and approach have been taken as a given. With a few notable excep-
tions, most contemporary accounts adopt not only the facts of  the article
but its judgments about the character of  the movement as well.

While Meier and Rudwick were spot-on in accounting for the facts, their
analysis of  the scope and meaning of  this movement, judged through the
lens of  the civil rights revolution that occurred in their midst, was blurred.
Meier and Rudwick judged the earlier protest movement to be conservative
and accommodationist, stilted by the class biases of  many of  its leaders, and
shaped in Washington’s image. Without probing the details that may have
fleshed out the character and meaning of  these protests, they compared this
‘‘conservative’’ streetcar movement to the ‘‘radical’’ Montgomery Bus Boy-
cott. Lost in their analysis was a clear sense of  the context in which the
earlier movement’s leaders made claims for inclusion.
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In the face of  violent white supremacy, African American boycott lead-
ers in the 1900s couched their protest in the terms they hoped would be
most acceptable to white lawmakers and streetcar managers. However, the
language of  the leaders—which often blamed the poor for racial tensions—
could not mask the fact that most black southerners saw streetcar segrega-
tion as part of  a three-pronged attack on their citizenship. Even if  Meier
and Rudwick correctly assumed that the boycott was a conservative, class-
driven movement, their analysis failed to move beyond the language of  the
leadership and account for the high levels of  working-class participation.

No comprehensive work on the streetcar boycott movement was com-
pleted after the Meier and Rudwick study. Some local histories of  the urban
South have done more to chart the movement, but Right to Ride is the first
book-length examination and the first study that explicitly connects the
history of  organizing in the antebellum North, the legal e√orts against
segregated rails in New Orleans, and the streetcar boycotts. E√orts to de-
feat segregation took place not only in the public sphere of  ideas and
arguments in the press, the courts, and the legislatures but also in the
physical struggle for seats on trains and streetcars. By connecting the black
middle-class debate over the meanings of  citizenship in an age of  segrega-
tion to the everyday black working-class contests for physical space and
social recognition, this book throws into question the very notion of  ac-
commodation, reminding us that dissent also ruled the day.

most accounts of turn-of-the-twentieth-century black political thought
center on the conservative educator Booker T. Washington and the young
agitator W. E. B. Du Bois. Although they were two of  the foremost ‘‘race
men’’ of  their day, this book does not focus on these formidable figures.
Although both Washington and Du Bois contested segregated conveyances,
neither man stood at the forefront of  public protests against transportation
segregation. The silence of  the two preeminent black men of  this age has
perhaps been taken as assent.

Washington disagreed with policies segregating southern rails. Al-
though he personally experienced few di≈culties with discrimination dur-
ing his travels, beginning in the 1880s he disapproved of  discriminatory
railroad practices on the economic principle that black riders who paid full
first-class fare deserved first-class accommodations. Over time, Washington
became more surreptitiously active in the fight against segregated trains
and streetcars, penning anonymous editorials, lending behind-the-scenes
support to boycotts, and secretly sponsoring suits against discriminatory
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railroads, including a case on behalf  of  Du Bois.∞≥ But Washington did not
speak publicly in support of  train litigants or streetcar protesters.∞∂

Du Bois’s most eloquent and influential work, The Souls of  Black Folk
(1903), adamantly declared that the color line would define the century.
Indeed, at the birth of  the century, African Americans battled against one of
the color line’s most demeaning dimensions, public transportation. In a
variety of  ways, Du Bois was a pathbreaker, one of  the best-educated men of
his day, trained first at Fisk in Tennessee and then going on to Harvard,
where he received a doctorate in 1898. He sought to be an activist-scholar,
using his scholarship to reveal the problems of  race in America to the nation
and the world. As a young man, he hoped that racist ignorance could be shed
if  whites better understood the history of  slavery and race and the condi-
tions of  contemporary black life. His frustration with Washington’s leader-
ship led him to organize the Niagara Movement, a collection of  black men
and women willing to agitate. He eventually became a founding member of
the National Association for the Advancement of  Colored People, which led
e√orts to end all forms of  discrimination against African Americans.

Du Bois vehemently opposed segregation on trains and streetcars. He
called railroad segregation ‘‘the most annoying sort of  race discrimination.’’
His opposition to segregation began at age seventeen, when he moved from
his childhood home in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, to Nashville, Ten-
nessee, to attend Fisk. Growing up, the bright and handsome Du Bois had
experienced race as an ambiguous stigma, a mark of  di√erence, but one that
had not limited his imagination or prevented people in his family or mostly
white community from supporting his e√orts to be well educated. As Du
Bois moved south, he experienced race in a hard and punitive manner.
Blacks in the South had been marked by slavery; he explained the experi-
ence in two of  his most famous and poignant metaphors—as a heavy veil
that separated black from white and obscured the vision and possibilities
for the race and as a hard and fast color line that divided black from white,
cutting away possibilities for black humanity.

There was no better example of  the color line than the southern rail-
road. Du Bois explained that the car would stop ‘‘out beyond the covering
in the rain or sun or dust,’’ and boarding was usually di≈cult because there
was ‘‘no step to help one climb on.’’ Rather than separate but equal facilities,
the colored car was just ‘‘a smoker cut in two,’’ just ‘‘a half  or a quarter or an
eighth of  the oldest car in service on the road.’’ Cars set aside for black
passengers were rarely cleaned; ‘‘the old plush . . . caked with dirt, the floor
gummy and the windows dirty.’’ Black passengers rode alongside the ‘‘white
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train crew,’’ whose members used the colored car ‘‘to lounge in and perform
their toilet.’’ The conductor rode in the car but o√ered no courtesy or
directions. No class lines existed in the colored cars; genteel black women
and their children sat beside prisoners serving on chain gangs.∞∑

As the foremost scholar of  the race, Du Bois remained vigilant in his
e√orts to dedicate his work as a historian, sociologist, and author to trace
the historical and contemporary contours of  African American life and to
delineate the ‘‘the problem of  the color line.’’ Du Bois deplored the prac-
tices of  the Jim Crow South and avoided using segregated trains and street-
cars whenever possible. He actively contested the inequitable treatment he
received when forced to travel by train and in 1900 pressed a claim with the
Interstate Commerce Commission, the federal body charged with arbitrat-
ing train segregation. His suit was never resolved.∞∏ The Niagara Movement
supported suits against separate and unequal conditions on trains in Vir-
ginia, but these protests had little impact. Despite his leadership, Du Bois
made no public comment specifically in support of  the wave of  streetcar
boycotts that African Americans initiated throughout the urban South in
the 1900s, an odd stance given the many ways that the popular movement
would have dovetailed with his cause.∞π

Although Washington was the most influential black man in America and
Du Bois was certainly the most visionary race man of  his day, this book is not
about either man. The men and women who led the fight to stop the
segregation of  southern trains and streetcars were not as well known as
Washington and Du Bois, but their leadership was just as complicated. Male
and female black businesspeople, journalists, ministers, and community and
labor organizers from Louisville, New Orleans, Atlanta, Savannah, Rich-
mond, Nashville, and Washington, D.C., help us better map black political
thought. The leadership of  the fight was diverse, adopting various tactics
and distinct agendas in the e√ort to contest segregation. The figures out-
lined in this project do not fit neat categories of  ‘‘accommodation’’ and
‘‘protest.’’ The writers, entrepreneurs, ministers, and social advocates who
led had complex, even messy approaches to the battle against segregated
conveyances. They adopted diverse ideologies from nationalism to femi-
nism; some were advocates of  integration, others of  separatism; some were
ardent advocates of  capitalism, while others were populist labor leaders.

What we believed we knew about this generation is that the majority of
black southerners acquiesced—receded behind the veil, grudgingly accom-
modated the policies of  segregation, and retreated into all-black institu-
tions. The contemporary blooming of  black mutual societies, businesses,
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churches, schools, trade unions, and social orders is seen as evidence of  black
acceptance of  the inevitability of  segregation. Intracommunity institutional
development is characterized as evidence of  the age of  accommodation,
when black southerners, led by Washingtonian compromise, deemphasized
the quest for civil rights in favor of  economic advancement and community
building. Historians have accurately outlined the ways in which black com-
munities turned within, seeking to develop a separate institutional life—
what Earl Lewis aptly calls the ‘‘home sphere’’—to counter racial segregation
and to enrich life within the black community.∞∫ But as black southerners
sought to strengthen their resources within the bounds of  the community,
they did not disengage from the defense of  their citizenship. These same
community-based institutions fueled the movement to contest lynching,
disfranchisement, and the daily humiliations of  segregation on trains and
streetcars.∞Ω

Black organizational life provided a crucial base for launching collective
responses to the passage and enforcement of  unjust laws. Members of  the
Prince Hall Masons, the United Order of  True Reformers, the Independent
Order of  Saint Luke, the Knights of  Pythias, the Odd Fellows, and even
Booker T. Washington’s National Negro Business League and Afro-Ameri-
can Council supported protests in their cities, publicized their causes, and
provided support for dissent throughout the South. New committees, um-
brella groups, and associations formed to respond to the passage of  train and
streetcar segregation laws. While some ministers were reluctant dissenters,
many church edifices served as meeting places, and church members pro-
vided the networks necessary to fuel protests. The support of  black busi-
nesses and banks propelled dissent as well; most of  the cities that waged
e√ective boycotts were also home to at least one black-owned bank.≤≠ Labor
unions—particularly dockworkers unions, which had gained strength since
Reconstruction—also led the protest charge, o√ering leadership and knowl-
edge about the power of  opting out, either through strikes or in the form of
a boycott. The enterprise and independence fostered by African American
churches, black colleges, fraternal orders, clubs, benevolent societies, finan-
cial institutions, and labor unions nourished the spirit of  protest, provided
cohesion, and developed the leadership necessary to guide the movement.

Right to Ride also grapples with the contested meanings of  class within
African American communities. The tone of  Meier and Rudwick’s study has
caused some historians to dismiss the suits, boycotts, and organizations of
this time as futile middle-class e√orts at inclusion.≤∞ Consequently, much of
the historiography of  the Jim Crow South that discusses train protests and
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particularly the streetcar boycott movement classifies this wave of  con-
testation as the failed e√ort of  a small and select privileged class of  black
southerners to gain inclusion in a cross-racial middle class. Indeed, the
e√orts to contest segregation were led by an emerging black middle class.
But this project demonstrates that segregation recognized no class divides.
As railroads and electric streetcar systems were expanded and modernized,
people from all walks of  life could a√ord to ride. As cities expanded and
opportunities multiplied, more people came to depend on trains and
streetcars for travel to work, school, and recreation. For the nickels they
paid to ride, black southerners wanted dignity along with a seat.

As the technology improved, segregationists devised increasingly formal
and complicated ways to decrease equal access along racial lines. Segrega-
tion laws resonated with the dehumanization of  slavery. Southern blacks
remembered that bondage robbed their forebears of  not only their labor
but also their mobility, self-determination, and personal dignity. The pros-
perous and the poor alike resented the humiliation of  racial separations,
connecting acts of  racial degradation to the larger attack on black citizen-
ship. Hundreds of  black rail passengers avoided Jim Crow cars, and thou-
sands of  southern blacks resisted streetcar segregation, a≈rming that slav-
ery was over or, as one boycott leader often asserted, that ‘‘the day of  the
time-server is past.’’≤≤ E√orts to contest segregation became notable pre-
cisely because African Americans from all walks of  life participated. The
individual and collective protests of  African Americans were not simply
class-based attempts at bourgeois respectability; protesters recognized that
segregation was not only a daily inconvenience and public humiliation but
also part of  a focused attack on the citizenship of  all black southerners.

Class consciousness did, however, color the ways African Americans
viewed one another and the appropriate paths to protest. This book traces
the ways in which the shrinking possibilities available to southern blacks
sometimes distorted their vision of  one another. The striving middle class
often blamed impoverished and poorly behaved blacks for their compro-
mised condition. In a country and culture that cited material prosperity as
evidence of  innate ability and Westernized social progress as a mark of  civil-
ization, the glaring poverty, disease, and despair among the urban South’s
working poor made them scapegoats and created a climate of  judgment and
blame. A desire to reshape these conditions motivated others toward uplift.
The distance between the rising middle class and the working poor some-
times misshaped protest and may have stymied the movement.

The movement’s full potential was realized only when both women and
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men participated in the fight to defend black citizenship. On trains and
streetcars, middle-class and working-class black women argued for their
right to be seated. From antebellum black New Yorker Elizabeth Jennings
and Virginia clubwoman Maggie Lena Walker to the nameless black laun-
dresses and domestic workers who rode streetcars to and from work each
day, black women’s participation made the movement possible. Women
served as some of  the most articulate spokespeople against Jim Crow. Their
lawsuits against segregated rails and their rallying cries against segregated
streetcars o√ered poignant reminders that black women were also at the
forefront of  defending their rights as ladies and citizens. As Walker ex-
plained, ‘‘Our self-respect demands that we walk.’’≤≥

Women’s presence laid bare the irrationality of  segregation. As domestic
workers, black women were allowed to sit with the white children and
elderly in their care; as passengers, however, they were assaulted for sitting in
those same seats. When women challenged the color line, they often faced
vicious attacks just as violent as those waged against men. But the excuses
used to justify attacks on men formed around the mythical image of  the
black male rapist. Black male passengers were said to pose a sexual threat to
genteel white women. However, such false images could not be stretched far
enough to apply to black women. So when African American women were
excluded, beaten, and thrown from moving streetcars; physically dragged
out of  their seats in ladies’ rail cars; or made to stand on the outdoor
platforms of  moving trains, such acts of  brutality revealed that segregation
was about not separation and protection but violence and stigma. Black
women protesters left segregationists nowhere to hide. Shaped by this
gendered dynamic, women became some of  the most e√ective leaders and
protesters in the fight for full citizenship and dignity.

While the generation of  blacks that lodged protest in the era of  Plessy
were not the first to contest segregation, their legacy o√ers a unique oppor-
tunity to understand popular black thought at the turn of  the twentieth
century. We now know that Du Bois’s often quoted insight that the prob-
lem of  the twentieth century would be the problem of  the color line was
shockingly true. But what was the outlook of  the masses of  black Ameri-
cans as the new century dawned? Collective e√orts to stop the legal segre-
gation of  trains and streetcars show that African Americans were not united
in outlook or approach. They did not agree on how to define the problem
facing black America. Black leaders disagreed about how white supremacy
could best be challenged. Some communities insisted that independent
black institutions would give black southerners new opportunities and
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shield them from the barbs of  race prejudice. Other communities clung to
the legacies of  inclusion first forged by interracial abolitionism and Recon-
struction Republicanism. Many African Americans believed that exemplary
black behavior was the solution to the problem. Only when the poor and
poorly behaved improved through thrift, piety, and education could white
southerners recognize black southerners’ potential. Could African Ameri-
cans simply improve themselves in education and attainment to prove their
worth to the nation? Was black success the solution or the problem? How
could black men and women best face down the specter of  racial violence
and second-class citizenship? Was protest the answer? Should men or
women be at the forefront of  the challenge to southern segregation? This
study seeks to better understand the variety of  approaches that character-
ized black political thought as expressed in the protests against segregated
trains and streetcars. The movement united the prosperous and the poor,
men and women, educated and illiterate, and gave them all an opportunity
to use their voices, to contest, in the courts or with their feet, the injustice
of  second-class citizenship. The fight for the right to ride demonstrates the
depth of  black anger and desire to be recognized as citizens even in the age
of  accommodation.

This story, then, connects two dissonant themes: the collective nature of
the struggle against the segregation of  trains and streetcars and the tensions
that existed within black communities. In a movement where success
would have required complete solidarity, intracommunity tensions of  class,
color, culture, and gender existed. In a movement where loyalty was essen-
tial to success, instances of  trickery and betrayal occurred. In a movement
where the participants needed unflagging bravery, many great advocates
were understandably quieted by fear. In a movement that required the
physical discipline of  walking or adopting alternate means of  transporta-
tion, many participants grew tired. And of  course some members of  each
community did not choose to contest segregation or disagreed with the
tactics. These many shortcomings, generated by internal and external pres-
sures, help us to understand the everyday costs of  protest, revealing what
citizenship meant to those engaged in a fervent struggle to defend it. A
recognition of  tension and di√erence helps to begin an outline of  the
di≈culties present in every struggle for justice.

In spite of  the challenges implicit in this forgotten movement, this story
reminds us that the age of  ‘‘accommodation’’ was simultaneously a time of
resistance. African Americans from all walks of  life took risks and made
sacrifices to fight the passage and enforcement of  segregation laws. And
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while the leaders were middle class, participants from the working class
were just as concerned about the character of  their citizenship. But in this
broad-based movement, class division weakened the participants in the
midst of  a formidable fight. Finally, the book forces a reassessment of  the
meaning of  failure and forgetfulness in African American history. The
movement for full and equitable inclusion in American society did not
reach its goals in these di≈cult decades. But the e√ort to contest the every-
day insults of  segregation on southern trains and streetcars can now take its
place as a valiant part of  a longer struggle for civil rights and the recogni-
tion of  black citizenship.



This page intentionally left blank 



1 NEW YORK

The Antebellum Roots of  Segregation and Dissent

The most iconic decision in the history of  segregation in America is Plessy v.
Ferguson (1896). The Supreme Court institutionalized legal segregation,
making the phrase ‘‘separate but equal’’ the new standard. Indeed, Plessy
opened the floodgates of  southern segregation. Plessy’s prominence, how-
ever, has left many people with the mistaken notion that segregation began
at that moment and that it was really just a southern problem. Lost is the
collective understanding that Jim Crow segregation began long before
Plessy and far from the trains of  New Orleans.

This chapter traces the roots of  segregation and resistance, outlining one
of  the earliest collective movements of  black citizens against segregated
streetcars.∞ In New York City, the heart of  urban America in 1854, Elizabeth
Jennings, a young schoolteacher and church organist, was ejected from a
white car on her way to church. Her suit against the Third Avenue Railway
Company and the movement that it spurred reverberate with the chal-
lenges faced by the black southerners who tried to halt de jure segregation
fifty years later. Black opposition to segregation began at the same moment
that segregation itself  began: free black people throughout the urban
North sought to establish their rights as passengers on public conveyances.
That this generation of  abolitionists, still fighting to end the enslavement
of  millions, also contested segregation tells us a great deal about the impor-
tance of  mobility, dignity, and the freedom from public violence. This story
stands as a reminder that African Americans in all parts of  the nation found
segregation abhorrent.
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Their legacy of  dissent would be remembered when sympathetic law-
makers sought to shape the law to protect black public citizenship after the
Civil War. However, this history also served as a template for the next
generation of  African Americans crafting their own meanings of  freedom,
citizenship, and equality in the postwar South. Black northerners were the
first emancipated citizens—that is, the first former slaves to try to map out
the meanings of  freedom. Northern segregation taught African Americans
that freedom was not the same as equality. And it was this generation that
would serve as examples for the next when black northerners, along with
their institutions and outlook, traveled South after the Civil War.

Antebellum African American passengers who fought for full and equita-
ble inclusion did not seek special treatment or unusual protection but
instead desired equitable recognition of  their personhood, an extension of
their work as antislavery advocates. Equal access to trains, streetcars, and
ferryboats went beyond travel; it became fundamental, a test of  the quality
and character of  black citizenship. If  black urbanites did not belong on
public conveyances, then not only was their mobility limited physically,
but they were symbolically blocked from the social mobility promised by
American life. Segregation was a mark of  race slavery, a public signifier that
stigmatized black people both slave and free. Their willingness to protest
segregation in that moment was significant. Even when standing at the
margins of  American citizenship, battling for the right to vote, and seeking
decent housing and education for their children, all while working to end
slavery and aid the enslaved, they saw their equal right to ride as a crucial
question. They were willing to gather their meager funds and sue, to risk
their safety to sit in spaces set aside for whites, and organize to make
change. Their dignity was not expendable. When black Americans fought
for seats on trains and streetcars, they fought for public recognition of  their
citizenship. Decades before Plessy v. Ferguson, segregation and protest had a
long and tangled history, highlighting the meanings of  race, citizenship,
and urban life throughout the nation.

segregation was not a southern invention. It belonged to no one region;
it was an American phenomenon. The name ‘‘Jim Crow’’ became synony-
mous with the inferior, racially segregated train cars designated for black
passengers, first in the antebellum North and later in the postwar South. As
the black-faced minstrel character played by the white performer Thomas
‘‘Daddy’’ Rice, Jim Crow was an uncouth, uncultured, humorously danger-
ous runaway slave, insistent on barging in on the white world. Jim Crow was
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a traveler; in Rice’s performances, Jim Crow could frequently be found
riding in otherwise elegant trains, streetcars, and steamboats. Dressed in
tattered traveling clothes, Jim Crow imagined himself  escorting his wife in
the ladies’ car of  a train: he sang ‘‘I tink I see myself  on a Rail Road, wid a wife
upon my arm, an to foller up de fashum, dare sure can be no harm.’’≤

White audiences made Rice’s minstrel performances enormously popu-
lar in the 1830s, marking the consciousness of  America with the image of
the black intruder. The racial segregation of  public conveyances in the
1840s was designed to prevent these sorts of  transgressions of  the social
order. The Jim Crow car was the place to shunt black passengers, a place
where the ‘‘uncivilized negro’’ of  white imaginations could be prevented
from mingling with whites.

The early attempts to segregate or exclude black passengers met with
dissent from black Americans across the nation. Not only were free blacks
in the cities of  the antebellum South regularly ejected from streetcars and
omnibuses, but black abolitionists traveling in northern states were also
thrown from railcars and cabins set aside for white passengers.≥ Massachu-
setts was the first state where the term ‘‘Jim Crow’’ was used to describe
segregated cars in the 1840s. With the support of  antislavery activists, black
abolitionists David Ruggles and Frederick Douglass vigorously protested
these segregated cars. Douglass, in fact, began his political life as a leading
opponent of  segregation. Calling the Jim Crow car a ‘‘custom . . . fostering
the spirit of  caste,’’ Douglass described his physical battle for change on the
railways of  New England in his second autobiography, My Bondage and My
Freedom (1855).

When traveling, Douglass insisted on sitting in the first-class car even
though he was ‘‘often dragged out of  my seat, beaten, and severely bruised,
by conductors and brakemen.’’ He once so thoroughly resisted being moved,
weaving his hands and arms into the upholstery of  his seat, that when he was
grabbed by several men on the ‘‘head, neck, and shoulders’’ and ripped from
his place on the train, it ‘‘must have cost the company twenty-five or thirty
dollars, for I tore up seats and all.’’ After years of  individual and collective
protest New England railcars were desegregated.∂ Douglass, who fought for
freedom from slavery on the Underground Railroad, also had to battle to
ride the public rails.∑ In the next decade, the fight against policies would take
on a more collective tone on New York City’s mule-drawn omnibuses, or
streetcars.

On 16 July 1854, a Sunday, the twenty-five-year-old Elizabeth Jennings,
and her friend, Sarah E. Adams, attempted to ride the Third Avenue street-



new york18

car to the First Colored American Congregational Church on Sixth Street
in Manhattan. Company policy directed black passengers to ride on the
dangerous outside platforms, although African Americans were occasion-
ally allowed on board if  no white passengers objected. This particular line
also had cars for the use of  black riders, which bore signs that read, ‘‘Col-
ored people allowed in this car,’’ but they filled quickly with black pas-
sengers uninterested in paying for rides on the dangerous outside plat-
form.∏ Jennings was well dressed and well behaved and considered herself  a
lady and a member of  the city’s educated black middle class. She was ac-
customed to riding inside the cars on the Third Avenue line without trou-
ble, but that afternoon, she encountered a conductor who insisted on re-
moving her.

Jennings was not the first black woman to be treated violently on the
city cars; a black woman had been violently ejected from a Harlem Railroad
streetcar just one year earlier.π However, Jennings was the first to sue the
streetcar company and win. Fortuitous circumstances brought Jennings
and her successful lawsuit to the forefront of  protest led by black New
Yorkers and the interracial abolitionist community.∫ The incident and legal
case pitted Jennings against a vague and discriminatory policy that priv-
ileged the preferences of  white conductors over the rights of  African Amer-
ican riders.

After hailing one streetcar, Jennings, who was late for an engagement at
the church, was told that there was no more room on the car and that she
would need to get o√  and ‘‘wait for the next car,’’ which had been set aside
for black use. When she looked inside the first car, however, she saw only
eight passengers, leaving more than enough room for Jennings and Adams.
Jennings informed the conductor that because she was in a hurry, she
wished to ride on the car that was available. When the conductor explained
that ‘‘the other car had [her] people in it,’’ Jennings replied that she ‘‘had no
people’’ and was not traveling with any party, intentionally ignoring the
conductor’s assumption that she should ride with other black passengers.
Jennings explained to the conductor, ‘‘I wished to go to church as I had
been going for the last six months, and I did not wish to be detained.’’ The
car had available space and no white passengers had voiced any complaint.
Jennings waited inside the car, ignoring the conductor, who continued to
insist that she get o√  and wait on the curb.Ω

When the ‘‘colored’’ car arrived, the second driver told Jennings there
was no room. The first conductor nevertheless continued to insist that he
would not leave until Jennings and Adams exited. Growing angry, the
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conductor warned Jennings that if  any white passenger complained about
her presence, he would put her out. Jennings responded that she was within
her rights, asserting her citizenship while questioning that of  the conduc-
tor: ‘‘I answered again and told him I was a respectable person, born and
raised in New York, did not know where he was born, that I had never been
insulted before while going to church, and that he was a good for nothing
impudent fellow for insulting decent persons while on their way to church.’’
Jennings continued, ‘‘When I told the conductor I did not know where he
was born, he answered, ‘I was born in Ireland.’ I made answer it made no
di√erence where a man was born, that he was none the worse or the better
for that, provided he behaved himself  and did not insult genteel persons.’’∞≠

Jennings was a third-generation New Yorker. Frederick Douglass’ Paper
described her as coming from ‘‘a good old New York stock.’’∞∞ Her grand-
father was Jacob Cartwright, an African slave turned Revolutionary War
patriot, and her father was Thomas L. Jennings, a tailor, a boardinghouse
operator, and one of  the founders of  the New York African Society for
Mutual Relief.∞≤ Grounded in an understanding of  her family history, per-
sonal achievement, and contributions to her community, Jennings saw her-
self  not as a second-class citizen stigmatized by slavery but as a respectable
member of  her community and her city. Evoking the memory of  her grand-
father as a soldier and patriot, Jennings made her status as a ‘‘native’’ New
Yorker and her heritage of  citizenship the basis for her dissent.

In the weeks following the incident, Jennings’s defenders also framed
their arguments in terms of  citizenship and respectability. Stories detailing
her case highlighted her status as a lady, describing her as a young Christian
woman traveling to church and contrasting her gentility with the ‘‘ru≈anly
Irish driver.’’∞≥ The abolitionist daily New York Tribune asserted, ‘‘It is high
time the rights of  [respectable colored] citizens were ascertained, and that
it should be known whether they are to be thrust from our public convey-
ances, while German or Irish women, with a quarter of  mutton or a load of
codfish, can be admitted.’’∞∂ By emphasizing her status, they hinted that
segregation along the color line was ridiculous when no segregation along
class lines was enforced.

This argument did little to advocate for poor or working-class black
women carrying their own loads on the same cars. Working-class women,
who often traveled great distances in the city for their work, would have
benefited from fair use of  the cars as well. An anonymous letter to the New
York Daily Times reported that the author’s black housekeeper walked sev-
eral miles from Brooklyn to Manhattan and back again to travel to and from
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work in the heat and cold. When her employer asked ‘‘why she did not ride in
the cars or omnibus she said she did not like to do it, for ‘they made such a
fuss about colored folks riding in them.’ ’’ The writer described the house-
keeper as a ‘‘worthy citizen’’ and a ‘‘tax-payer’’ and insisted that women like
her also ought to be able to use the cars in comfort and dignity.∞∑ While
Jennings’s status as a lady provided one rationale for resisting segregation,
working-class black women had no such cover. Only a complete revision of
the discriminatory policies, without regard for class, would allow them to
find seats as well.

Fed up, the conductor violently removed Adams and then attempted to
eject Jennings from the car, dragging her by the feet across the platform
while she ‘‘screamed murder with all [her] voice.’’ Jennings resisted until the
conductor flagged down a passing policeman, who booted her without
asking what had happened. When Jennings protested, the policeman told
her to ‘‘seek redress if  she could.’’∞∏ Using family, professional, and civic
connections, Jennings did just that, garnering support from sympathetic
whites and the abolitionist community.

A meeting was called at the First Colored American Congregational
Church to discuss the incident. Jennings’s detailed account of  the assault on
the car was read aloud to the congregants because her injuries prevented her
from attending the meeting. Those in attendance resolved to sue on her
behalf  and to ‘‘demand . . . as colored citizens, the equal right to the accom-
modation of  ‘transit’ in the cars.’’ Jennings had a strong case; not only was she
a dignified woman whom employees of  the rail line had brutally attacked,
but also her side of  the story would be bolstered by the testimony of  a white
onlooker who witnessed the incident from the street, a German immigrant
who worked as a bookseller in the neighborhood. He followed Jennings
after the assault and o√ered support if  she carried her case to the courts.∞π

The testimony of  a neutral white observer backed up Jennings’s statements
and demonstrated that some white passengers had no problem sharing the
cars. But her greatest moral support came from black people who had
su√ered similar insults. A letter came from as far away as California, where
the Young Men’s Association of  San Francisco resolved that ‘‘even from the
distant shores of  the Pacific, that we, with them, do, and will ever protest
against this [injustice], and resist it by all proper means, by appealing to
justice and importuning public sentiment, until we secure our rights.’’∞∫

In the e√ort to organize a test case, Thomas L. Jennings, Elizabeth’s
father, penned an ‘‘appeal to the citizens of  color, male and female of  the city
and state of  New York.’’ The elder Jennings spoke not only as an aggrieved
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father but also as a citizen interested in exposing an unfair policy that did not
carry the force of  law. He argued that he was ‘‘not aware of  any di√erence in
the law of  this State in relation to persons of  color, except the elective
franchise.’’ He hoped that the case would clarify black rights: ‘‘What we want
to know is, what our legal rights are in this matter, not only by hearsay, but
by the decision of  the Supreme Court of  the State of  New York. . . . What is
law is law, and by its decision we must all be governed.’’ But Thomas Jennings
did not want to continue to bend to exclusion: ‘‘I, for one, am not willing to
submit and I hope that you all feel the same. The assault, though a very
aggravated case, is only secondary in our view, to the rights of  our people.’’
Emphasizing African Americans’ collective strength, the senior Jennings
called for donations to cover the cost of  legal fees: ‘‘Our opponents are rich
and influential, we are the reverse, but our cause is just and we do not fear
them. A willing mind with many hands makes light work.’’∞Ω

Jennings’s case came to trial in February 1855 in the Brooklyn Circuit of
the New York State Supreme Court. According to Chester A. Arthur, Jen-
nings’s attorney and a future U.S. president, the case was simple.≤≠ Citing a
New York state law that made common carriers liable for the actions of  their
employees, Arthur insisted that the employees had overstepped the bounds
of  custom by assaulting Jennings. Arthur asked that she be awarded damages
of  five hundred dollars and court costs. The Tribune reported that Judge
William Rockwell charged the jury forcefully, informing them, ‘‘The Com-
pany was liable for the acts of  their agents, whether committed carelessly
and negligently, or willfully and maliciously. . . . They were common carriers,
and as such bound to carry all respectable persons; that colored persons, if  sober
and well-behaved, and free from disease, had the same rights as others; and could
neither be excluded by any rules of  the Company, nor by force or violence; and in
case of  such expulsion, the Company was liable.’’≤∞

Jennings won a $225 settlement, less than half  of  what she had requested.
More importantly, however, she received assurances from the Third Avenue
Rail Company that respectable blacks would be admitted without discrimi-
nation.≤≤ Although the judge’s charge was encouraging, clearly outlining the
duty of  common carriers to serve people of  all races, the final decision did
not call for the desegregation of  any of  New York City’s or Brooklyn’s
myriad other streetcar or omnibus lines.

Frederick Douglass now urged others to press for change; in an article in
his weekly newspaper, he encouraged black New Yorkers to put the deci-
sion into action. Douglass hoped that the victory would have a wider e√ect
and encouraged city residents to assert their right to ride inside the street-
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cars. While praising the court victory, the editor played on Jennings’s status
as woman and leader, warning that ‘‘New York City gentlemen’’ were ‘‘re-
sponsible for carrying out this decision into practice by putting an end to
their exclusion from cars and omnibuses; they must be craven indeed if
they fail to follow the lead of  a woman.’’≤≥

Indeed, black women were at the forefront of  the movement for change;
the same day Douglass issued his challenge to the gentlemen, another black
woman insisted on her right to ride on a di√erent streetcar line. A ‘‘decent-
looking colored woman’’ boarded an Eighth Avenue streetcar at Canal
Street. The conductor ordered her to leave even though, as in Jennings’s
case, no white passengers had objected to her presence. The unnamed rider
refused, telling the conductor that she wished to ride and had a right to do
so as a recent judicial decision in Brooklyn had established. The conductor
and the driver nevertheless forcibly removed her.≤∂ Despite the streetcar
lines’ unwillingness to put new policies of  desegregation in place, black
New Yorkers saw the Jennings victory as precedent setting and broadly
applicable.

Abolitionist circles heralded the victory with stories in the New York
Daily Tribune, the National Anti-Slavery Standard, and Frederick Douglass’
Paper, although white dailies ignored both the initial incident and the court
victory.≤∑ However, the New York Daily Times did take note of  the wave of
protests on streetcars that came in the wake of  Jennings’s victory. Over the
next few months, a cadre of  black men led by Thomas Jennings and the
Reverend James W. C. Pennington, pastor of  the First Colored Presbyterian
Church (later renamed Shiloh), organized the Legal Rights Association and
continued to challenge segregation and exclusion on public conveyances
around the city. Pennington was an established antislavery advocate and
saw the fight against segregated conveyances as crucial in the quest for full
citizenship.

Pennington was an escaped slave who became a leading educator, aboli-
tionist, and Presbyterian minister. As an activist, Pennington had many
passionate crusades. He used his formidable determination to educate him-
self, learning to read clandestinely as a slave, attending Sunday schools,
hiring private tutors as a free man, and even auditing a full course of  study
for the ministry at Yale’s School of  Divinity after he was denied formal
admission on the basis of  race. He turned his battle for education into a
broad defense of  the need for excellent institutions for black children.
Although Pennington was an integrationist, he believed that black commu-
nities had to fill in the gaps left by a racially biased society. As long as public
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schools were nonexistent or seriously underfunded, Pennington insisted
that black people had to found institutions of  their own.≤∏

For a fugitive working to maintain his freedom and liberate his family,
the movement to abolish slavery was urgent and personal. Pennington’s
work for the Underground Railroad and the New York Vigilance Commit-
tee stood at the center of  his political e√orts, demonstrating his faith in the
transformative power of  peaceful protest grounded in Christian morality.
While advocating abolitionism abroad, Pennington published his memoir,
The Fugitive Blacksmith, and was lauded for his antislavery lectures in Great
Britain. While on a speaking tour in Europe, he received an honorary doc-
torate from the University of  Heidelberg; Pennington accepted the degree
‘‘in trust for my people, and as an encouragement to the Sons of  Ham to
rise.’’≤π But Pennington was just as concerned about the quality of  everyday
black life as he was about abolitionism. He fervently believed that the
quality of  free black life was a barometer for all of  black humanity. Proving
black capability for achievement and success was central to his argument
against slavery. Only if  free African Americans were allowed to prove them-
selves to be educable, hardworking contributors to the greater society
could they show the world the full horror of  slavery. For Pennington and
many others, free black success served as proof  positive that slavery was
wrong.≤∫ The descendants of  slaves deserved dignity and inclusion in the
cities of  the North, just as their southern brethren deserved liberty.

Taking this approach to antislavery, Pennington was a leading voice of
the black convention movement; he believed in African American unity,
arguing that local, regional, and national meetings that called on represen-
tatives from African American communities and civic organizations were
necessary to strengthen black citizenship. To Pennington, access to public
schools, the right to vote, and the end of  segregation and discrimination
were inextricably tied to the battle to end slavery. Colored convention
meetings would help to ‘‘inspire our people with proper feelings of  self-
respect, independence, and moral courage.’’ Pennington believed that free
black people su√ered in part because of  their own fears: ‘‘We are cheated
out of  some precious privileges, only because we have not courage to de-
mand them.’’≤Ω

Pennington had utilized the abolitionist press for a variety of  causes,
including the fight against segregation. For Frederick Douglass’ Paper, he
wrote a fictionalized account of  a black minister riding on an omnibus. The
story depicted black New Yorkers as paying customers and contributing
members of  the larger society, arguing that ‘‘in that ‘Bus were ladies, gentle-
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men, lawyers, merchants, physicians and mechanics. Each of  them was go-
ing about his or her own business, or to their home. What had they to do
with the color of  any man’s skin?—Nothing at all.’’ Pennington concluded
‘‘All they wanted was to reach their homes or business in season. The real
object of  all public conveyances is to keep to this single object.’’≥≠ Such
harmony was rarely replicated on the cars in Pennington’s day-to-day expe-
rience, however. Although he had long encouraged a color-blind policy on
public conveyances, Pennington’s courage was tested when he su√ered dis-
crimination on the Fulton Ferry Boat.

For decades, Pennington traveled regularly on the ferry from his home
to his church. But an 1854 change in ferry policy prevented black men from
entering the ladies’ cabin, even just to pass through after the ferry had
docked and the car emptied. An outraged witness wrote to the New York
Daily Times to report that Pennington ‘‘was rudely ordered out of  the ladies’
cabin by the Captain of  the boat . . . because he is a colored man.’’ The
author went on: ‘‘And who is he? Rev. Dr. Pennington, a pastor in this
City . . . ministering to . . . a large number of  men and women. . . . Yet this
worthy and good clergyman may not sit nor stand in the ladies’ cabin of  a
ferry-boat, which is the common carrier of  all men, sober and otherwise.’’
Pennington was confined to ‘‘gentlemen’s cabin,’’ a space that was ‘‘not a
suitable place for a gentleman, whether he be white or black. The cabin is
filled with smoke and smokers, and the floor is often wet with the juice of
the weed.’’ The witness went on to explain that the ladies’ car was open to
‘‘ ‘vermin-dropping beggars,’ low rowdies, the worst characters with white
skin,’’ and even dogs but remained forbidden to all black men. ‘‘If  a decent
man with a colored skin only wishes to walk through the cabin, he is
clutched by the throat and sent reeling.’’ The writer reminded readers that
black passengers su√ered discrimination on all forms of  transportation in
the city: ‘‘Dr. Pennington cannot ride in a car or in an omnibus, in this City,
unless the driver will condescend to let him sit or stand by his side. How
long will the citizens of  this great and noble City allow such men . . . to be
treated worse than the canine species?’’≥∞

Pennington verified the witness’s report in the next week’s Times, ex-
plaining that he had resorted to bringing his wife on the ferry with him
each day to accompany her into the ladies’ cabin and avoid the smoke-filled
gentlemen’s cabin. He did so ‘‘simply to avoid insult and annoyance, but the
matter cannot rest here. I do this for peace’s sake, but under protest.’’≥≤

Pennington’s treatment was the norm for the city’s free black population.
Like many African American New Yorkers, Pennington hoped that Jen-
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nings’s win would signal the beginning of  the end of  segregated public
conveyances.≥≥ Free people of  color in New York had long been interested
in challenging segregated cars and omnibuses. In 1840, he served as a repre-
sentative to the Jamaica Queens convention, a body that resolved that
‘‘colored citizens [should] obtain redress’’ for a number of  forms of  discrim-
ination. African Americans were disfranchised, debarred from schools, and
‘‘wronged and insulted by the proprietors of  public conveyances, in deny-
ing us those accommodations which they promise travelers, in consider-
ations of  their money.’’ The Queens convention saw such segregation as an
outrage, ‘‘a system of  public caste, which reigns through all orders of  the
community.’’≥∂ In the wake of  the Jennings victory, Frederick Douglass’ Paper
published a notice from the reverend to visitors to New York City ‘‘that all
our public carrier-conveyances are now open to them upon equal terms’’
and that ‘‘if  any driver, or conductor molests you by laying the weight of  his
finger upon your person, have him arrested.’’ The notice concluded with an
encouragement: ‘‘Don’t let them frighten you with words; the law is right,
and so is the public sentiment.’’≥∑ The a≈rmative court decision o√ered
African Americans the opportunity to challenge a system of  segregation
that had degraded them for decades.

In early May 1855, Pennington also spoke out from his pulpit about the
need for black passengers to challenge racial separation on the streetcars. At
the conclusion of  his sermon, he laid out his case for action. The pastor
informed his congregation that ‘‘colored people could no longer be ex-
cluded.’’ Pennington believed that the Jennings decision had ‘‘placed the
matter of  public conveyances in the hands of  the colored people them-
selves, and they would be to blame if  they long continued subject to the
great disadvantages involved by the proscriptions of  conductors and driv-
ers of  cars and omnibuses.’’ He insisted that the desegregation of  the cars
was a matter of  principle: ‘‘nothing short of  the utmost tameness and
unjustifiable . . . cowardice would induce colored men and women . . . to
surrender the privilege of  common transit.’’ On the streetcars, black resi-
dents could take a stand, if  not for themselves then as a lesson to the
coming generation. ‘‘Colored people [should] show a bold front in this and
other . . . matters of  equal importance, so that the coming age might know
the value of  perseverance.’’≥∏

Black New Yorkers acted that very day. A conductor on the Sixth Avenue
Railway violently ejected Sidney McFarland, a black passenger, when he
disembarked from a ‘‘Colored People’s Car’’ and boarded a car designated
for white passengers. McFarland reportedly stated that he ‘‘meant to test
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the question whether persons of  his shade could ride on the white folks’ car
or not.’’ The conductor of  the car set aside for whites threw him out.
McFarland attempted to file assault and battery charges against the conduc-
tor, but the case was thrown out by a police court justice, who insisted that
‘‘the conductor did not use more force or violence than was necessary to
eject the obnoxious passenger.’’ Black supporters went to the court to voice
their collective outrage. The Times reported that ‘‘the a√air has created
some considerable excitement, and a large concourse of  people visited the
court-room to learn the result.’’≥π Despite the dismissal, McFarland took his
case to Kings County, the jurisdiction where the Jennings case had been
tried. Several other black passengers also attempted to ride the white cars
on the Sixth Avenue line, and they too were forcibly ejected.≥∫

Finally, Pennington joined his congregants in protest and was thrown
out of  a Sixth Avenue car on 24 May. But Pennington refused to leave and
instead grabbed the back of  the streetcar, attempted to chase the moving
car, and was finally dragged behind for several blocks. The reverend held on
until he spotted a policeman and then insisted that the o≈cer arrest the
conductor. The police insisted that he drop the issue, but Pennington ar-
gued and was arrested for disturbing the peace.≥Ω

O≈cials from the Sixth Avenue streetcar company disagreed with Pen-
nington’s interpretation of  the Jennings decision and attacked him and his
campaign to end segregation. Streetcar o≈cial T. Bailey Myers argued that
black passengers’ only ‘‘right’’ was to ride in the colored cars set aside for
their use. Black passengers should appreciate the ‘‘service,’’ Myers com-
plained; the colored cars were a costly courtesy to black passengers at the
request of  the ‘‘trustees of  the Colored Half-Orphan Asylum . . . and of  the
more respectable portion of  the colored people.’’ He wrote, ‘‘We hold that
this is doing more than is required for their convenience—far more than
their census ratio entitles them to.’’ The Sixth Avenue line had no intention
of  honoring the Jennings decision. Myers insisted that ‘‘as to their right to
ride in our cars other than those specially assigned to them, we cannot
admit it, and shall not until a legal decision to that e√ect virtually instructs
to take o√  our colored cars.’’∂≠

More than company rights, however, Myers insisted that segregation
was appropriate and universal: ‘‘Of  all the roads in the Union, we know of
no other that does as much. Besides this colored people are allowed to
stand on the front platform of  any of  our cars.’’ He asserted that Pen-
nington ‘‘certainly must know that a great many people do object to riding
next to a colored man; and many other to allowing the ladies of  their
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families to mingle with them in public conveyances.’’ Myers mocked Pen-
nington’s honorary degree, asserting that ‘‘even the metaphysical air of
Heidelberg, where he took his degree, is not free from prejudices, if  not
those of  color, and that many in this more practical country, who are
willing to recognize a black in the abstract, as a man and a brother, are not
quite prepared to carry it into practice in our cars.’’ Moreover, black pas-
sengers should not go where they were not wanted: ‘‘Even if  [Pennington]
had a legal right, he would be wise to waive it, if  he desires to live down a
prejudice, than to force himself  in where a large majority do not wish him
and where his feelings would be more wounded by success than failure.’’
Myers characterized Pennington as violent, o√ensive, and out of  control,
claiming that a white ‘‘gentleman of  the highest respectability’’ had been
o√ended by Pennington’s presence and had ‘‘indignantly demanded the
return of  his fare and refused to ride with him.’’ Myers claimed that after
repeated requests to leave the car, Pennington ‘‘refused and resisted, and
conducted himself  so violently as to cause his arrest by a policeman of  his
own accord, and his severe censure . . . for breach of  the peace.’’ Myers
insisted that the whole experience had made him more sympathetic to the
cause of  southern slave owners: ‘‘Personally, I may say . . . that my present
experience is almost enough to change any Free-Soil proclivities into those
of  a Northern man with Southern principles.’’∂∞

Although Myers and other streetcar o≈cials insisted that the presence of
any black person was o√ensive enough to turn white passengers into pro-
ponents of  slavery, white abolitionists disagreed and were quick to point
out the hypocrisy of  racial segregation. The New York Tribune reminded its
readers that ‘‘the pretext . . . of  a natural repugnance on the part of  the
Whites toward being brought into proximity to Blacks is a most trans-
parent lie.’’ Black barbers, waiters, housekeepers, and nannies were close to
whites in all parts of  the city. ‘‘In several of  our best hotels, and in many of
our most sumptuous dwellings, the only servants are blacks. . . . [T]here is
not a Negro-hater among us who will object to the company of  Negroes at
his dinner, provided that they stand behind his chair.’’ The Tribune clarified,
‘‘It is not . . . the fact that Negroes ride in the same cars that gives o√ense; it
is their riding there on terms of  equality with Whites.’’∂≤ The insult of
riding with black passengers may have had much more to do with black
striving than with the poverty or degradation of  black passengers.∂≥

Seeking a clear determination of  black rights on public conveyances,
Pennington and the Legal Rights Association brought a civil suit against the
Sixth Avenue line. At a protest forum in September, the reverend asked, ‘‘Is
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it right that a respectable colored citizen shall not have the same privileges
in public conveyances that white citizens have? The laws of  the state give to
every person the right to travel in conveyances. . . . [I]f  it is the right of
colored persons to ride without being insulted or abused, let us maintain
our right.’’ Pennington tied his current battle with Sixth Avenue to his
history of  struggle against discrimination and violence on the ferry. He
promised to carry the case as far as he could, from court to court and even
to the ‘‘ballot-box.’’ Praising the Jennings victory as a turning point, the
association members called on black residents to register their outrage and
support the Pennington suit. Insulting treatment on the cars made life
more di≈cult for blacks of  all walks of  life; black residents hoped that this
suit might set a universal standard for dignity and fairness on the cars. The
association continued to meet throughout the fall in support of  the case.∂∂

But even as black residents continued to test their rights on conveyances,
public sentiment outside of  the abolitionist community was not terribly
sympathetic.∂∑ The New York Daily Times cautioned against change in an
editorial, ‘‘The War of  Colors.’’ The article mocked Pennington’s protest and
compared the former slave to the mules pulling the car: ‘‘The other day he
might have been seen hatless with horizontal coat-tails streaming after a
Sixth-avenue car . . . a√ording a fair test of  the comparative speed of  a pair of
Western jackasses, and the clergyman in single harness, weighted with all the
dignity of  a Heidelberg degree.’’ Suggesting that ‘‘those of  the obnoxious
color’’ should tone down their demands for change, the editorial preached,
‘‘We are creatures of  prejudice; and right or wrong prejudice is a very
Sebastopol of  resistance against deliberate attacks. It is in their failure to
recognize this fact, that our colored population go wrong.’’ The more blacks
dissented, the more the white public would turn against them. Warning that
‘‘petty skirmishes,’’ ‘‘weekly meetings,’’ and ‘‘agitation’’ only hardened senti-
ment against their cause, the Times counseled patience: ‘‘Prejudices cannot
be conquered. To contend with them is to render them inveterate. They
must wear out, by patient and consistent contradiction to them—the contra-
diction of  manners, habits, and daily behaviour—they may be gradually
weakened, and at last eliminated;—but by the assertion of  a clamorous and
arrogant claim—a claim unsupported by that quiet dignity of  carriage, that
refinement of  culture, and enlargement of  information, to which all social
barriers give way, no concession is at all likely to be obtained. To get the
better of  a deep-rooted antipathy, something more than adverse, but ab-
stract right must be set up.’’

Black citizens had no right to ride public conveyances; according to the
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Times, African Americans were not really citizens, just people who must be
tolerated, an inferior and degraded people who had refused the invitation
to ‘‘return to Africa.’’ Given that blacks remained unwelcome guests, they
had to ‘‘accept the terms of  [their] choice with all possible patience.’’ The
editor insisted that any demands for citizenship and rights were inappro-
priate and untimely. ‘‘Leaving then, the present litigious and vexatious
plans, by which social prejudices will be strengthened rather than weak-
ened, we recommend to all colored men the better way of  self-elevation, by
moral and educational means.’’ The Times cautioned that only through
improvement would change eventually occur.

Such a standard of  perfection was required only of  black passengers;
poor whites were excused. Attacks such as those launched in the Times
blamed black people who did not meet standards of  civilized ladies and
gentlemen. Blaming the poor and the poorly behaved was a tantalizing
distraction but a distraction nonetheless from the fact that black achieve-
ment itself  was the greatest threat. Black New Yorkers were not deterred by
race-baiting arguments that suggested that black citizens would have to
wait patiently for their rights. Resistance to unequal conditions on Sixth
Avenue cars continued.∂∏

Undeterred, Pennington presented a compromise. The minister hoped
to appeal to state lawmakers to pass a color-blind law barring unruly pas-
sengers ‘‘whether white or colored’’ and imposing a $250 or $500 penalty on
companies whose employees ousted or assaulted ‘‘orderly and decent per-
sons.’’ The Legal Rights Association planned to put forth ‘‘a respectful, but
earnest, and persevering petition’’ calling for class- rather than race-based
exclusion from cars in hopes of  a having ‘‘a uniform law’’ governing the cars
throughout the state. Pennington published his plan in a note to the ‘‘stock-
holders of  the Sixth-Avenue Railroad,’’ hoping that their concerns about
the financial health of  the railroad would sway them to stop the ‘‘many
serious outrages . . . committed on [the] road upon . . . respectable colored
persons.’’∂π No such law was enacted.

As the Legal Rights Association awaited the outcome of  Pennington’s
case, brutal treatment continued. On 16 December 1856, five men beat the
treasurer of  the Legal Rights Association, Peter S. Porter, after he refused to
leave the Eighth Avenue streetcar. After boarding with his wife and four of
her female friends, Porter rode unmolested for a few blocks. Even though
no passengers complained about Porter or the women, the conductor sud-
denly insisted that he leave the inside of  the car. When Porter stayed in his
seat, the conductor had the driver stop the car while he found other men to
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help eject Porter. The conductor, the driver, a conductor from a nearby
Sixth Avenue streetcar, and two passersby ‘‘beat, kicked, and banged him
about most ferociously,’’ tearing Porter’s clothing from his body and break-
ing his pocket watch. When Porter’s wife objected, one of  the men ‘‘caught
her by the throat and shook her.’’ Severely injured, Porter was bedridden
from his injuries. The Porters believed that they had been deliberately
targeted because of  his outspoken role in the Legal Rights Association.
They decided to sue.∂∫

The case of  Pennington v. Sixth Avenue Railroad Company was finally tried
in Superior Court just few days after the assault on the Porters. Pennington
and the Legal Rights Association found esteemed legal council in Frederick
A. Tallmadge, conservative Whig, former congressman, and New York City
recorder. Pennington sought one thousand dollars in damages but stated
that he simply wanted ‘‘to test the question whether in this country, a
colored man can or cannot ride in these public conveyances.’’ Tallmadge
highlighted the class standing of  his client, describing Pennington as ‘‘re-
spectable,’’ ‘‘a taxpayer,’’ and a man who ‘‘moves in good society, and is
deemed by the religious world as a fit person to teach others.’’ But Tall-
madge reminded the court that the case was really quite simple and did not
require a broad revision of  the racial order. Pennington and the association
had expressed no desire to force themselves into the social lives of  whites,
Tallmadge explained. Black New Yorkers ‘‘do not expect to be invited to sit
at their tables, or share their beds.’’ But ‘‘the right of  passage’’ was more
fundamental; if  railroads and steamboats were chartered by the state to
serve the public, they had a duty to accommodate all decent and respect-
able people, regardless of  color. Tallmadge closed his statement with a
question: ‘‘Is not this man [as] entitled to be a passenger as any one? . . . He is
a citizen.’’∂Ω

Despite the clear-cut argument, the Superior Court jury found in favor
of  the Sixth Avenue line. The jurors’ decision stated that the streetcar had
the right to restrict the passage of  anyone deemed o√ensive by the majority
of  the passengers; desegregated cars would be so o√ensive to white pas-
sengers that most would avoid riding, causing the company to lose reve-
nue.∑≠ The decision was a disappointing defeat to an already faltering move-
ment. The Legal Rights Association had lost some steam months earlier
when it was revealed that Pennington su√ered from alcoholism and had
been asked to leave Shiloh’s pastorate. In a community deeply shaped by
the temperance movement and a belief  in spiritual and moral self-control,
the faltering Pennington was a compromised leader. The failure of  his legal
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case shortchanged the potential of  the New York City protest and stifled
the momentum of  the Jennings decision. One success was not enough to
end patterns of  prejudice on the cars.

The Porters had a better outcome in the courts. In February 1858, the
New York State Supreme Court found in their favor and asserted the equal
rights of  African Americans on the cars. But much like the Jennings deci-
sion, the legal finding did not change conditions. Conductors continued to
eject black passengers, even without the force of  law. Black New Yorkers
were not deterred; they continued to hold spontaneous protests on the
streetcars and formal protests in the courts, fighting back against violent
conductors and random policies of  segregation on city streetcars until the
Civil War.∑∞

The Jennings decision is nearly forgotten in the history of  black re-
sistance to Jim Crow. But the case highlights a central challenge in the
battle for black citizenship. Jennings’s e√orts to simply sit inside a streetcar
as a paying passenger remind us of  the di≈culties of  stigma in a posteman-
cipation society. Just thirty years after the majority of  New York’s slaves
had been freed by law and just six years after the slow process of  gradual
emancipation had finally ended in the state, a stigma still stunted the possi-
bilities of  black life.∑≤ Even in a locality that voluntarily agreed to gradually
free its slaves, the majority of  whites were less than sympathetic to the
conditions facing free people and refused to treat black citizens as equals in
schools, at the ballot box, or on the railcar. Race slavery was not just an
oppressive means of  extracting labor from a trapped population; it also
trapped their descendants in a framework of  policies that assumed inferior-
ity. Such beliefs, undergirded with the force of  law and the courts, were
hard to overcome. Even when blacks were accomplishing a great deal of
personal and collective success—contributing to their community as educa-
tors, ministers, and business owners—the stamp of  inferiority and di√er-
ence remained. And this was in a community that largely believed that
slavery was morally or at least economically wrong. The battle for inclusion
in a hostile postemancipation South would be even more di≈cult.

In the wake of  a flurry of  organization, Jennings and Pennington re-
ceded from the forefront. Jennings married, built a successful career as an
educator, and continued serving as an organist for black congregations
throughout the city. Pennington was less fortunate, su√ering recrimina-
tions because of  his alcoholism. He recovered and became one of  hundreds
of  free black northerners who heard the call to travel south and serve the
cause of  the freedpeople. Although he was no longer prominent, church
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organizations were eager to have him serve, first in Natchez, Mississippi,
and then in Jacksonville, Florida.∑≥ Although Pennington had been less
than successful in desegregating the Sixth Street line, he and hundreds of
others brought their own perceptions of  what citizenship should mean to
the emancipated South. Although there is no evidence of  northerners en-
couraging protests on trains and streetcars in the South, they were part of
the community of  ideas exchanged among African Americans North and
South who found new hope in the promise of  a free black South.



2 THE COLOR LINE AND THE LADIES’ CAR

Segregation on Southern Rails before Plessy

‘‘Liberty came . . . not in mercy, but in wrath. . . . The very manner of  their emanci-

pation invited to the heads of  the freedmen the bitterest hostility of  race and class.’’

—frederick douglass, ‘‘Speech on West Indies Emancipation’’

In the nineteenth century, the evolution of  train service reshaped the
American landscape. Both people and products moved more e≈ciently to
more diverse locations. Interstate lines connected disparate communities
and became the pathways by which new cities took shape and new fortunes
were formed. As railroads expanded after the Civil War, passenger service
grew more elaborate. First-class cars were inlaid with ornate woods such as
walnut, cherry, and mahogany. Clerestory roofs—raised ceilings that pro-
vided additional light and ventilation—ornamentation, and oil lamp chan-
deliers replaced simple curved ceilings. Passengers reclining in plush velvet
seats were made more comfortable by adjusting the breezes from windows
and blocking the light with built-in shades. First-class ladies’ cars, deco-
rated with sofas for reclining, provided ice water for women and their
gentleman companions. Long-distance trains began to feature sleeping
cars, made famous by the Pullman Company, which changed daytime seat-
ing into comfortable sleeping berths. Dining cars serving elaborate and
formal meals became a standard in interstate travel by the 1870s and 1880s.∞

But the quality that made American trains truly distinctive was their
emphasis on ‘‘accessibility.’’ One account of  American railroads asserted
that ‘‘the ever-surging spirit of  democracy [was] rampant on the railroads.
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There, no class structure, no social caste applied—only pure, raw, down-to-
earth democracy was evident.’’ Unlike their European counterparts, Ameri-
can railroads did not establish elaborate distinctions between first-, sec-
ond-, and third-class cars. Most white passengers had access to comfortable
coach seating. One train historian has argued that ‘‘the rail car was one of
America’s greatest economic and social levelers.’’≤

Indeed, trains helped shape the social fabric of  the postwar South. A
railroad boom between 1870 and 1890 created moving societies open to any
person who purchased a ticket. Trains represented the pulse of  expanding
southern urbanity, connecting the residents of  growing cities with the
inhabitants of  rural towns and counties. By 1890, 90 percent of  southerners
lived in counties serviced by the rails. First-class passengers from both
cosmopolitan urban areas and rural outposts enjoyed elegant meals, plush
seating, and generous sleeping quarters.≥ But the presence of  black trav-
elers, particularly elite and middle-class patrons, threatened the stability of
the racial order in an increasingly fluid society.

Prior to the Civil War, most black riders, predominantly slaves, were
relegated to ‘‘combination cars,’’ spaces divided into both luggage and pas-
senger compartments attached behind the engine. These impromptu cars,
where black passengers paid half  fare, were developed explicitly for black
riders. But not all people of  color were forced to ride in the small compart-
ments. Travelers’ accounts reported that, in places in the South with sub-
stantial populations of  free people of  color, well-to-do freemen could pur-
chase full-fare coach seating and ride with white passengers.∂

In the immediate aftermath of  the war, most southern rail lines were
segregated. The Republican Congress, recalling the struggle to desegregate
northern rails, overturned these restrictions and eventually established
constitutionally guaranteed black citizenship rights. Despite these legisla-
tive changes, however, the majority of  white southerners were unwilling to
treat former slaves as citizens. Even without segregation laws in place, the
random denial of  service to black passengers was widespread throughout
the South and even in the Midwest and West. Black passengers, no matter
how prominent, were frequently denied admission to first-class cars. In a
time when most women were not smokers, abolitionist Sojourner Truth
commented in 1867 that she ‘‘has been sent into the smoking-car so often
she smoked in self-defense—she would rather swallow her own smoke than
another’s.’’∑ White conductors in Louisiana even denied service to the state’s
African American lieutenant governor, Oscar J. Dunn, in 1869.∏

African Americans could not predict whether they would encounter
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discrimination on any given journey on the rails or streetcars. Even after the
passage of  the federal Civil Rights Act of  1875, which forbade racial discrim-
ination in ‘‘accommodations, advantages, facilities, and privileges of  inns,
public conveyances on land or water, theaters, and other places of  public
amusement,’’ chaos and confusion confronted black travelers in the South.π

Those who could a√ord first-class tickets were not always properly accom-
modated. Conductors might choose to enforce the color line at their own
discretion, moving black passengers to smoking cars or even ejecting Afri-
can Americans from trains well before they had arrived at their destination.
With no regard for federal law, rules and regulations varied from state to
state and even on di√erent lines within states.

The Supreme Court’s 1883 nullification of  the Civil Rights Act of  1875
opened the floodgates of  both formal and informal discriminatory policies,
making African Americans’ legal standing even more tenuous. School-
teacher, journalist, and frequent rail passenger Ida B. Wells was startled
when she was asked to get up and move to the smoker in the fall of  1883.
She had regularly traveled the same route and had always been permitted to
ride with whites. Wells fought hard to stay in the car, biting the conductor’s
hand and holding onto her seat for dear life just as Frederick Douglass had
done forty years earlier. Despite her vigorous resistance, a conductor and
three white male passengers forcibly removed her from the first-class car.
She recalled that ‘‘ever since the repeal of  the Civil Rights Bill . . . there had
been e√orts all over the South to draw the color line on the railroads.’’∫ But
like Wells, many black passengers resisted unequal treatment and pressed
suits challenging inequitable racial practices. Inspired by such suits, Wells
twice sued the Chesapeake, Ohio, and Southwestern Railroad when it de-
nied her first-class seating.Ω The increase in the number of  suits brought by
o√ended black passengers suggests that informal segregation was becom-
ing more common.∞≠ But on the whole, such suits were uncommon; while
thousands of  black passengers experienced insult and injury, very few could
a√ord the time, expense, and risk of  suing o√ending railroads. In the de-
cade before the Plessy decision, most African Americans were forced to
tolerate unpredictable policies.

Conditions varied dramatically depending on the line, state, and num-
ber of  passengers on trains. Passengers could purchase first- or second-class
tickets at railroad stations. The number of  cars on trains varied, but all lines
included an engine; a luggage car or compartment; a smoking car for pas-
sengers who wanted to use tobacco during the journey; and the ‘‘ladies’ car,’’
a first-class car with plush seating and clean and smoke-free air, as far away
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from the foul coal-burning engine as possible. More elaborate or long-
distance routes might also have a dining car and a luxury sleeping car. Some
lines included a bare-boned colored car, but most often black riders pre-
vented from entering first-class cars were shoved behind a partition in the
smoker or luggage car or seated in the smoking car.

Blacks were usually permitted to purchase either first- or second-class
tickets; however, the seating they received for their money was always in
doubt.∞∞ Those who had purchased second-class tickets sat in the smoking
car. On some lines, the color line in first-class cars was somewhat porous.
Some railroads seated passengers along class lines and allowed black riders
holding first-class tickets to be seated in the ladies’ cars. Men and women of
color sometimes gained entrance to first-class accommodations if  they were
well dressed and well behaved, according to the standards of  individual
conductors. Some conductors would avoid disturbing white passengers in
the e√ort to unseat black passengers, so if  black women and their male
companions could quickly find seats, they were often allowed to stay for
the entire journey.∞≤ George Washington Cable, a white southerner sympa-
thetic to the di≈culties faced by black rail travelers, noted in 1885, ‘‘In
railway travel the colored people’s rights are tossed from pillar to post with
an ever-varying and therefore more utterly indefensible and intolerable
capriciousness.’’ Law, custom, and practice varied from state to state:

In Virginia [black passengers] may ride exactly as white people do
and in the same cars. In a neighboring state, a white man may ride in
the ladies’ car, while a colored man of  exactly the same dress and
manners—nay, his wife or daughter—must ride in the notorious ‘‘Jim
Crow car,’’ unprotected from smokers and dram drinkers and lovers
of  vile language. ‘‘In South Carolina,’’ says the Charleston News and
Courier, on the other hand, ‘‘respectable colored persons who buy
first-class tickets on any railroad ride in the first-class cars as a right,
and their presence excites no comment on the part of  their white
fellow-passengers. It is a great deal pleasanter to travel with respect-
able and well-behaved colored people than with unmannerly and
ru≈anly white men.’’ In Alabama the majority of  the people have not
made this discovery, at least if  we are to believe their newspapers. In
Tennessee the law requires the separation of  all first-class passengers
by race with equal accommodations for both.∞≥

In a society deeply marked by race, the presence of  black passengers in
first-class cars increasingly threatened white supremacy. Where passage was
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purchased, elite and middle-class black riders who could a√ord first-class
tickets would have had better seats than poor white passengers who rode in
smokers. In response, railroads o≈cially sought to walk the line of  law,
comfort, class, and custom by seating some black riders. If  white passengers
complained, threatened by the notion of  riding with African Americans of
any class, railroads would refuse African Americans first-class passage. Even
when black passengers held first-class tickets purchased at a higher price,
they could suddenly be forced into the second-class car.

Companies would shift their policies based on the whims of  white pas-
sengers and usually displayed little concern about pleasing black passen-
gers. If  railroads had been interested in creating a balanced separate but
equal system, however, they could have run two first-class cars and two
smokers. But the railroads wanted to avoid the expense of  creating separate
black cars. The high costs ensured that railroads never ran expensive first-
class cars exclusively for black use.∞∂

Although the ladies’ car was often the only first-class seating available for
both men and women travelers, the conductor retained the discretion to bar
men or women of  ‘‘questionable character’’—those who did not behave in a
‘‘genteel’’ manner.∞∑ Second-class seating was available in the plainly ap-
pointed smoking car. The car’s usual positioning as the first passenger car
behind the engine made it hot, loud, and uncomfortable. The social condi-
tions were also coarse. Indeed, in the antebellum South, the smoking car had
originated as a space where white men could smoke, drink, gamble, and
chew tobacco without o√ending the sensibilities of  women.∞∏ After the war,
the smoking car remained a space where bawdy behavior was acceptable.
Cable described smoking cars as ‘‘the most uncomfortable, uncleanest, and
unsafest place.’’ When first-class African American passengers were forced
into these spaces, Cable asserted, the ‘‘discomfort of  most of  these places are
a shame to any community pretending to practice public justice.’’∞π

Segregation, however, did not truly separate the races; black male work-
ers could be found in nearly every part of  the train. Historically, the labor
of  black men made train travel possible: hired slaves and slaves purchased
by southern railroad companies had laid the majority of  the first railroad
tracks in the South when Irish workers had proved ‘‘less reliable.’’∞∫ After
the Civil War, railroad companies worked with state lawmakers to arrange
leases of  black convict laborers to repair and maintain rail lines damaged
during the war. Many black men forced to work on these gangs died from
exhaustion, brutality, and disease. Southern railroad companies relied pri-
marily on convict labor through the 1880s.∞Ω Despite the treatment of  con-
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victs, free black men sought work on the rails, which provided a better
living than sharecropping in tough times and o√ered a degree of  mobility.
In sharp contrast with agricultural work, wage labor provided black men
with the flexibility to earn a certain amount and then move on.

African American men also predominated as workers serving on the cars.
George Mortimer Pullman, owner of  the largest line of  sleeping berths in
the nation, hired only black men to serve as porters on his cars, believing that
southern black men were superior servants.≤≠ Black men also held most posi-
tions as waiters and cooks in the dining cars. However, black men were never
permitted to work in the supervisory positions of  conductors and stewards,
who supervised dining cars, which paid more and were considered white
men’s work.≤∞ Racial divisions of  labor mimicked the divide of  the cars,
allowing working-class whites to feel superior to their black counterparts.

The presence of  black male workers on all cars of  the train made draw-
ing the color line particularly ridiculous. Pullman porters worked in close
quarters with white male and female passengers, preparing their beds, pro-
viding water, and shining shoes. Dining car workers heated and served
meals to white men, women, and children. White travelers could share
space with black men only if  they were smiling servants. Black men who
were equal to white passengers in education and attainment posed a threat,
while the presence of  black servants reassured white passengers about their
respective places in society. Segregation did not provide physical distance;
rather, it rea≈rmed social distance.

The complaint brought by the Reverend William H. Heard, a resident of
Charleston, South Carolina, against the Georgia Railroad Company in 1888
gives detailed insight into such conditions. Heard, a minister in the African
Methodist Episcopal Church, brought a claim before the Interstate Com-
merce Commission to contest unequal provisions for black passengers. On
the final leg of  a journey from Cincinnati to Charleston, conductors had
ejected Heard from first-class accommodations despite the fact that he had
ridden undisturbed as far as Atlanta.≤≤

On the Georgia Railroad Company train where Heard was a passenger,
the ‘‘colored car’’ was a poorly partitioned section of  the smoking car sepa-
rated by a wooden divider that stopped one foot short of  the ceiling.
Smoke poured into the side designated for black riders. In addition, segre-
gated riders had only one bathroom for both men and women, and no ice
water was provided for the cramped, hot compartment. ‘‘The seats were
not upholstered, and there was no carpet on the floor.’’ Heard testified that
the car was ‘‘dusty and dirty.’’ The compartment also carried ‘‘train hands
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and laborers with their tools,’’ who sat among well-dressed black men and
women passengers. Although the Georgia Railroad conductors avidly po-
liced the color line in the first-class car, white men were allowed to enter the
‘‘colored compartment’’ ‘‘with whisky’’ and were allowed to use ‘‘rude and
profane language’’ in front of  black women. The smoking car was a lurid,
public space in which the standard social order was confused and African
American women and children were exposed to white men behaving in a
rough and uncultured manner. Only when Heard protested did the conduc-
tor ask the white men to leave.

Increasing numbers of  black passengers were prevented from using the
first-class facilities, but no one sought to bar white men from colored com-
partments. While many hinted at the sexual nature of  white male forays
into Jim Crow cars, James Weldon Johnson explicitly explained, ‘‘It was—
and in many parts still is—the custom for white men to go into that car
whenever they felt like doing things that would not be allowed in the
‘white’ car. They went there to smoke, to drink, and often to gamble. At
times the object was to pick an acquaintance with some likely-looking
Negro girl.’’≤≥ If  white men frequented the car for the purpose of  soliciting
black women for sex, the racial and sexual mores of  the day meant that
black women risked their safety when resisting or rejecting such advances.

Heard took his case to the Interstate Commerce Commission (icc), a
federal board organized to monitor domestic commerce and transporta-
tion under the Interstate Commerce Act of  1887. The commission found
that ‘‘educated and reputable colored persons . . . have reason . . . for
complaining under such conditions.’’ Black passengers were ‘‘not furnished
the just and equal accommodations for which they pay and to which they
are entitled under the Law.’’ Although the commission did not find that
segregation was a violation of  the law, they encouraged dividing the cars by
class rather than color so that ‘‘persons of  both colors may purchase tickets
for and ride in either class of  car according to their inclination or ability to
pay.’’ Although the commission ordered the Georgia Railroad to cease and
desist, the icc had little power to enforce its decision. Railroad executives
knew that most African American patrons could not a√ord attorneys or
have their cases heard by the icc and continued to pursue demeaning
practices.

However, railroad o≈cials were not always the catalyst for the ejection
of  African American passengers; disgruntled whites often demanded that
blacks be put out of  the first-class cars. Johnson remembered that on a ride
from Atlanta University to his home in Jacksonville, Florida, prior to the
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passage of  a Jim Crow law in Georgia, he and a group of  students were
asked to move to the colored car but told the conductor that they ‘‘were
comfortable and preferred to stay where we were’’ because they had pur-
chased first-class tickets and were traveling in the company of  a young
woman schoolmate. The conductor dropped the matter, but white passen-
gers ejected the students: ‘‘A murmur started in the car, and grew until it
became a hubbub. The conductor was called upon to put us out; but doubt-
less his instructions were to stay on the safe side of  the law in such cases and
he took no action.’’≤∂

Then, according to Johnson, ‘‘the remarks in the car . . . became open and
loud. Threats began to reach our ears.’’ A white passenger whispered a
warning for them to move; passengers had sent a telegram to the small
town of  Baxley, Georgia, to organize a mob to remove them at the next
stop. Johnson recalled reading in the Atlanta Constitution that at Baxley, a
group of  black preachers had been pulled from a train and made to ‘‘dance’’
as a flurry of  bullets were fired at their feet. A black porter confirmed the
story, warning that a mob had been organized to injure if  not murder them.
Johnson and his companions reluctantly moved to the colored car as pas-
sengers in the first-class car taunted and cheered. Johnson wrote, ‘‘If  their
satisfaction rose from any idea that I was having a sense of  my inferiority
impressed upon me, they were sadly in error; indeed, my sensation was the
direct opposite; I felt that I was being humiliated.’’ As the train passed
Baxley, Johnson saw ‘‘a crowd, but no indications of  a mob,’’ and he thought
that the ‘‘colored porter had merely been made a tool of  by the white
passengers.’’ He regretted having willingly moved.≤∑

However urbane black travelers might have been, the train itself  moved
through a variety of  cities, towns, and small communities. No one could
predict how white passengers might react to the sight of  well-dressed,
sophisticated black riders. The mob mentality that could terrorize black
southerners with the threat of  lynching and race riots could also be found on
rail cars. The genteel conditions of  the cars did not prevent passengers from
behaving rudely or even violently toward African American passengers.

On a journey on the Western and Atlantic Railroad Company from
Chattanooga, Tennessee, to Atlanta, the Reverend William H. Council, an
African Methodist Episcopal minister and the principal of  the State Col-
ored Normal and Industrial School at Huntsville, Alabama, was attacked by
white passengers in an attempt to oust him from his first-class seat. After
Council ignored a passenger who told the minister to leave the ladies’ car, a
brakeman repeated the order. Since the brakeman had not seen Council’s
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first-class ticket, he responded that he would wait for the conductor to take
his ticket and would move if  the conductor directed him to leave. Violence
quickly ensued.≤∏

The employee and two male passengers assaulted Council. One of  the
passengers struck the minister repeatedly with a train lantern taken from
the flagman, causing Council to fall out of  his seat and cut his head badly on
the broken lantern glass. Although Council cried out for help, neither the
conductor nor any other train employee came to his defense. The men then
pushed the injured minister into what they described as ‘‘the darkies’ car,’’ a
second-class compartment that was ‘‘filthy and full of  smoke.’’ White pas-
sengers clearly had tremendous authority to govern racial conditions in
first-class cars. Railroad employees sought to ensure the comfort of  white
passengers and made no e√ort to ensure the safety of  black riders.

Council also took his grievances before the icc. The commissioners
were sympathetic, describing Council as ‘‘an intelligent colored man, well
dressed, self  possessed and of  good address.’’ Both Council and Heard were
well-established African Methodist Episcopal ministers traveling on church
business, yet their prominent place in the African American community
could not purchase first-class privilege or even physical safety. ‘‘Proper’’
education, manners, and attire did not necessarily improve a person’s status
on the train, just as improvements in class standing did not improve black
chances toward full and equitable inclusion in southern society.

The commission issued a report that represented a bungled attempt to
argue for a fairer segregated system. The icc did not find that segregation
itself  was an injustice but did find that the conditions in the colored car
were unacceptable. The car set aside for blacks was ‘‘a half  car, half  lighted,
in which men and women were huddled together, and where men, white
and black, smoked at pleasure.’’ The icc insisted that the railroad would
need to run a separate first-class colored car to serve black passengers who
had purchased first-class tickets and declared the railroad in violation of
the law: ‘‘There was in the train no car furnishing the accommodations for
which the complainant had paid and was entitled to have, other than the
one from which he was removed.’’ They ordered the railroad to ‘‘cease and
desist from subjecting colored persons to undue and unreasonable preju-
dice and disadvantage’’ but upheld the railroad’s right to segregate by race.

The icc did, however, hint at what commissioners believed was a weak-
ness in Council’s claim. Under the rules of  the railroad, men traveling
alone—that is, not escorting women—could always be excluded from first-
class ladies’ cars. The commission found that the ‘‘rules providing separate



the color line and the ladies’ car42

cars for ladies, and for gentlemen accompanied by ladies’’ were unquestion-
able, and ‘‘a man, white or colored, excluded from the ladies’ car by such a
rule could hardly claim successfully . . . that he had been subjected to unjust
discrimination.’’ Black men could find no legal protection on the cars.

Given the gendered divisions on rail lines, African American women
could make more thorough claims for fair inclusion on southern rail lines
that ran first-class ladies’ cars. Black women were leaders in the fight against
railroads; the majority of  published state and federal court cases lodged by
black litigants against the railroads between 1870 and 1889 were brought by
women.≤π Black women who complained about inequity risked verbal and
physical attack from whites unhappy with any lack of  deference on the part
of  African Americans. In addition to the physical dangers, the expense of
pressing a legal suit against a rail company meant that only women of
strong financial means would risk the cost of  a legal case with an uncertain
outcome. Willing to risk their safety, reputation, and livelihood, these
black women litigants must have dearly valued civic recognition, inclusion,
and equality.

The ladies’ car was not just a first-class convention but was understood as
a necessary social bu√er. Railcars for women mimicked the private sphere
of  the idealized American home and were established to keep women from
being forced to socialize ‘‘with strange men.’’≤∫ But the private sphere of  the
ladies’ railcar also replicated racial divides, re-creating a domestic sphere
where black women were accepted only in a servile capacity. Black women
serving as nurses to white children or caring for the elderly were never
barred from ladies’ cars. As Ida B. Wells explained, ‘‘The dislike of  the South
is not to the Negroes as laborers or servants, but to the recognition of  them
as citizens. As a servant a Negro may enter places from which, whatever her
wealth, intellect, education or refinement, she is still ruthlessly excluded as
a citizen.’’≤Ω

African American women’s roles as mothers and protectors of  children
were disregarded on southern railways. George Washington Cable told the
story of  a dignified young black mother and child riding the segregated
railroads in Alabama. Although they were ‘‘neatly dressed’’ and ‘‘very still
and quiet,’’ they were forced to sit in a car with nineteen ‘‘penitentiary
convicts’’ clothed in ‘‘filthy rags, with vile odors.’’ Throughout the train
ride, the mother and child listened to ‘‘the clanking of  shackles and chains’’
in the crowded and dirty car even though there was ‘‘plenty of  room’’ in the
first-class ladies’ car where Cable rode. Neither her status as a mother nor
their respectable demeanor could gain the pair entry to the train’s first-class



the color line and the ladies’ car 43

car. In fact, their respectability made them more of  a problem. Cable re-
minded his readers that the woman and child were ‘‘refused . . . admission
elsewhere because they were of  African blood, and not because the mother
was, but because she was not, engaged at the moment in menial service. Had
the child been white, and the mother not its natural but its hired guardian,
she could have sat anywhere in the train, and no one would have ventured
to object.’’≥≠ If  the black woman and child had been servants tending to
white passengers, they would have received better treatment.

Black girls also faced mistreatment on railcars. Memphis-born activist
Mary Church Terrell remembered ‘‘having the Race Problem brought di-
rectly home’’ when she was five years old and her father left her alone sitting
in the first-class coach. The conductor ‘‘glared . . . and asked who I was and
what I was doing in that car.’’ Unhappy with the little girl’s answer, the
conductor yanked her out of  her seat and ‘‘turned to the man sitting across
the aisle and said, ‘Whose little nigger is this?’ ’’ Although Terrell’s father
defended his daughter’s right to ride in first-class accommodations, Terrell
never forgot that although she was ‘‘behaving like a little lady,’’ the conduc-
tor had singled her out for attack and tried to remove her. The logic of  white
supremacy dictated that even young children did not deserve protection.≥∞

African American women su√ered from the stigmas of  both race and
gender on southern railroads. The limitations on rights of  white women
that marked society also had shaped rail travel; trains were first segregated
by sex prior to Emancipation, building on the notion that fragile women
needed protection from the crude world of  men. During a time when
gender distinctions were an understood part of  American citizenship,
women were granted the promise of  social protection in lieu of  political
rights. If  citizenship for women was not grounded in political rights such as
su√rage, jury participation, and the right to seek political o≈ce, it was
instead expressed through the social allowances unique to women. In this
context, inclusion on the ladies’ car became an expression of  right.≥≤

Black women were allowed neither the comfort nor protection normally
a√orded to ladies. Slave women had been just as exploited as black men,
with little regard for their needs for dignity, privacy, or protection. In
addition, they had su√ered the stigma of  sex, and the larger society charac-
terized them as wantonly sexual; in fact, slavery apologists would argue that
black women were so indiscriminate about their sexual partners that they
could not be raped. In the post-Emancipation era, these same stereotypes
continued to plague black women, who were depicted as immoral, unlady-
like, and undeserving of  protection. In this context, black women su√ered
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a unique double burden of  race prejudice and denial of  the protection of
womanhood—what black feminist author and activist Anna Julia Cooper
aptly described as ‘‘slighted womanhood.’’≥≥ In such context, black women’s
attempts to demand equitable treatment represented a question not only
of  privilege but also of  ‘‘social rights.’’ Segregation involved not only pub-
licly shaming, degrading, and controlling a rising black middle class but
also rea≈rming the myths of  white supremacy. Black women’s insistence
that they be treated as ladies worthy of  first-class treatment provided a very
striking challenge to the strictures of  segregation.

The gender dynamic on railcars mirrored the sexualized anxiety of  the
larger society. In the 1890s, a decade after Wells sued the Chesapeake Rail-
road, she became a noted author and antilynching advocate. Wells’s work
was a potent analysis of  the myths that undergirded southern lynch law.
While Wells was working as a journalist and editor of  the Free Speech and
Headlight, a leading black Memphis newspaper, three black men, Thomas
Moss, Calvin McDowell, and Henry Stewart, owners of  the successful Peo-
ple’s Grocery Company, were lynched by white business competitors. The
killers justified the atrocity by arguing that local white women found the
men sexually threatening. Wells published a scathing editorial that pointed
out that justifications for lynching were most often grounded in the myth
of  the black male rapist—a notion that most black men were sexually wild
and uncontrollable beasts poised to harm innocent white women. Southern
apologists for lynching argued that in this context, violence was a justified
and civilized response. Lynching was said to be a means to restore the honor
of  white womanhood. Wells believed that this myth masked two important
facts. First, lynching victims were often successful farmers, educators, or
businesspeople who challenged whites economically, not sexually. Second,
the hyperbolic myth of  protecting white women from black men required
a simultaneous denial of  the victimization of  black women at the hands of
white men. Wells was one of  the first analysts to outline the violent irony of
the mythology surrounding lynching, exposing the continuing legacy of
abuses committed by white men against black women. Wells’s plainspoken
criticism made her a target. She fled to Chicago, while an angry white mob
burned down the o≈ces of  the Free Speech and Headlight.

Wells’s sharp analysis of  lynching must have been honed in part by her
experiences in the segregated ladies’ car, which was demonstrative of  the
racial and sexual dynamics of  lynching in the American South. The sexual
dynamics aptly described by Wells were physically acted out in the gender-
and race-based segregation of  the railcars. Highlighting the history of
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black women’s victimization at the hands of  white men, black women
litigants demanded respectability, arguing that they too required protec-
tion from ‘‘strange men.’’

To challenge segregation on the trains, African American women had to
confront myths about black women’s sexuality, but bringing these myths to
the forefront harkened back to a painful collective history. Slavery apolo-
gists had argued that black women slaves were loose and immoral and
therefore could not be sexually violated. Freedom and citizenship for black
women also required black women to try to challenge this myth. In an 1888
essay, Wells outlined the characteristics of  the ‘‘noble’’ yet ‘‘typical’’ black
woman: ‘‘She counts no sacrifice too great for the preservation of  honor.
She knows that our people, as a whole, are charged with immorality and
vice; that it depends largely on the woman of  to-day to refute such charges
by her stainless life.’’≥∂ Historian Darlene Clark Hine has called this pursuit
of  a ‘‘stainless life’’ the ‘‘culture of  dissemblance,’’ the attempt to refute the
myths about sexuality with hypervigilance. Black women advocates hoped
that living a chaste life would prove that race slavery had been grounded in
a lie. Black women who sought to better their stature believed that proper
ladylike behavior could undermine racist notions about immorality and
impurity. Thus, the culture of  dissemblance complicated African American
women’s resistance to segregation, which implicitly required them to ac-
knowledge this history of  victimization and the need for protection.≥∑

While black travelers became targets for exclusion or inequitable treat-
ment to shield white women from ‘‘inappropriate contact,’’ conductors
ignored black women’s need for protection. The Reverend G. H. Flowers,
who testified as a witness on Wells’s behalf  in 1883, stated that when she was
forcibly removed from the first-class car and forced into the smoker, ‘‘there
were no white ladies in there, but there were white men and colored men
and women.’’ Flowers described the people in the second-class smoker as
‘‘very rough, they were smoking, talking and drinking, very rough. It was
not fit place for a Lady.’’≥∏ In this context, protest against segregation on
trains was a question not just of  elite black women seeking ‘‘first-class’’
treatment but of  a√ording black women the same protection given to
white women regardless of  class.

Although African American women could make stronger legal claims
than black men in cases of  exclusion, they su√ered the same violent treat-
ment when they resisted ejection. In 1890, a passenger, Alice Williams, sued
after being brutally assaulted in a ladies’ car by the conductor when she
tried to retain her seat on a journey through Florida. Williams, ‘‘decently
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and becomingly dressed, and behaving in a modest, decent, and lady-like
manner,’’ was traveling alone. She had purchased a first-class ticket and
found a seat in the car ‘‘set apart for the use of  ladies and gentlemen
traveling on the railroad.’’ But the conductor ordered her to go to a car ‘‘set
apart for negroes and persons of  color’’ that was ‘‘inferior, less comfortable
and less decent’’—’’a second-class car.’’ When Williams refused to move, she
was thrown out of  the seat and onto the floor. The conductor and another
train employee then grabbed her feet, sending her skirt up around her
waist, and dragged Williams on her back down the aisle, out the door,
across the platform, and into the second-class car. Williams and her hus-
band sued the railroad for damages for the pain she su√ered and medical
expenses she incurred.≥π

Lola Houck, a schoolteacher from rural Texas, sued after su√ering a
miscarriage when she was blocked from entering the first-class rear car of  a
Southern Pacific Railroad train. Houck had purchased a first-class ticket for
the ninety-mile journey from Victoria to Rosenberg, Texas. Because she was
very light-skinned and had only ‘‘some degree of  Negro blood in her veins,’’
she had customarily passed for white and traveled in the first-class cabin.
But in her everyday life, Houck was a respectable member of  Victoria’s
small African American community and had been educated at a local col-
ored teachers college.≥∫ An African American bootblack at the train station
who knew Houck exposed her identity to the train’s conductor. Angered by
Houck’s ability to fool him about her race in the past, the o√ended conduc-
tor locked Houck out of  the first-class car.≥Ω

Houck refused to enter the car designated for blacks; throughout the
journey, she stood on the platform between the cars while trying to regain
entrance to the first-class car. At each train stop, she went around to the
other end of  the car, where the conductor was blocking the door, leaving
the woman outside when the train left the station. The brakeman mocked
Houck, who feared the loud black and white men in the smoking car.
Although it was cold and rainy, at each stop she tried to enter the first-class
car. At one stop, the conductor shoved her away from the door, causing her
to fall against the wheel of  the brake and almost tumble o√  the moving
platform. Houck, who was visibly pregnant, got no sympathy from the
aggressive conductor.

In state court, Houck received a favorable judgment and was awarded
two thousand dollars in punitive damages for her injuries. The dynamic
that caused her to stand, both literally and figuratively, between the black
and white spaces provides an especially useful window into the linkages
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between race, class, and skin color. Passing was a weapon retained by a few
light-skinned African Americans to battle the strictures of  segregation. But
the practice was a double-edged sword, functioning both as a victory over
the narrow and punitive system of  racial classification and as an acquies-
cence to the rules of  white privilege. Passing for white must have been
di≈cult, both as an individual choice and a performance observed by other
black Americans. The African American man who exposed Houck’s racial
identity may have perceived her behavior as a betrayal that had to be
exposed. Or perhaps he was simply trying to curry favor with the conduc-
tor. In either case, his behavior hints at the precarious position of  those
who chose to pass for white to receive equitable treatment on the rails.

Houck’s case highlights the question of  class and color divisions within
the African American community. How did people who were unable to pass
or could not a√ord to purchase first-class passage feel about those who did?
The majority of  African American southerners did not travel the rails reg-
ularly; they may have traveled occasionally to visit family or attend church
gatherings, but many could not a√ord the expense of  a first-class ticket or
time away from their jobs and family obligations. Most frequent travelers
were part of  the professional class: teachers, politicians, educators, business
leaders, and ministers. Conditions on southern rails were not a central issue
to many who did not travel regularly.

Many observers would assert that the struggles of  the black middle class
were marginal to the majority of  black southerners. But the traveling pat-
terns of  working-class African Americans also reveal a desire for protection
and shielding from hostile whites, even in colored cars. It is reasonable to
assume that poorer black women who could not a√ord first-class tickets
were equally concerned with protecting themselves from the advances of
strange white men. In the post-Emancipation era, many black men sought
to protect their wives and daughters by sheltering them from wage labor
under the direct supervision of  white male employers. Even black women
who had to work outside of  the home attempted to avoid work that left
them vulnerable to attacks from white men, rejecting employment as live-
in domestics in white households, for example. Given this evidence, we can
reasonably assume that poor women also took measures to make them-
selves less vulnerable in smoking cars.∂≠

One of  the ways that working-class African Americans may have sought
to protect themselves was the tradition of  excursions. Beginning in the
Reconstruction era, black churches, social clubs, societies, and entrepre-
neurs sponsored a√ordable recreational trips to southern cities or vacation
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areas. Many of  these group trips were very large, often including one or two
thousand passengers on specially chartered trains. Some middle-class blacks
complained about the character of  excursion group behavior, claiming that
boisterous, bawdy, and loud blacks drew too much attention to themselves
on trains, undercutting the respectability of  the black community as a
whole. One writer commented, ‘‘No man who cares for the morals and
welfare of  our people will lead them into such demoralizing excursions as
are so often given by our people.’’∂∞ Such critics labeled excursions at best a
waste of  precious resources and at worst dangerous diversions and, counsel-
ing black people to ‘‘give excursions a wide berth and save your earnings.’’∂≤

Some excursions may have been too large and attracted a violent ele-
ment, leading to arguments and fights on trains. However, most trips in-
volved smaller groups. Families, groups of  friends, or churches would spon-
sor homecoming trips to visit, attend conventions, or enjoy fellowship with
sister church congregations.∂≥ This kind of  collective travel bolstered com-
munity networks and reinforced family ties stretched by migration. How-
ever, excursions may have also served as a racial bu√er for poorer blacks
who wanted to travel the rails.

Black passengers, particularly women, could find greater safety traveling
in large, boisterous groups that filled up the second-class cars. Many black
women chose to limit their social and sexual vulnerability by traveling in
groups or with male escorts. The familiarity of  large, community-based
groups increased the comfort and safety of  black women, who normally
rode in second-class accommodations. Black excursions probably warded
o√  hostile whites, creating moveable safe havens for black passengers who
could not otherwise a√ord to ride in first-class cars. Loud talk could have
served as a defensive tool to prevent whites from bothering black riders.
Also, these groups provided no threat to the social order because their
behavior melded with stereotypes: poor blacks laughing, smiling, and en-
tertaining one another in their proper place, the second-class car. White
expectations melded with the behavior of  blacks on excursions; thus, few
whites would complain. Despite the poor conditions in these forward cars,
black passengers could take comfort in the fact that they had safety in
numbers. Excursions were much less likely to provoke the anger or atten-
tion of  white passengers or railroad workers than were middle-class black
passengers fighting for seats in the first-class car.∂∂

While coping strategies may have helped the working class avoid the
rough edges of  segregation in the first-class cars of  southern trains and suits
pressed by middle-class black riders challenged the legality of  racial separa-



the color line and the ladies’ car 49

tion, the rising tide of  segregation would soon prove unavoidable. Against
these tough odds, African Americans continued to contest assaults on their
citizenship. The protest against segregated rails would reach its peak in
New Orleans, where it was put forth by one of  the most idiosyncratic
African American communities in the American South.
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3 OUR PEOPLE, OUR PROBLEM?

Plessy and Divided New Orleans

When Homer Plessy boarded the East Louisiana Railroad in June 1892, he
set into motion one of  the most important legal challenges by black cit-
izens in the Jim Crow era. The lawsuit that followed his arrest represents
not only the legal benchmark for Jim Crow legislation but also the culmina-
tion of  the battle waged by southern blacks to establish and maintain their
public rights as citizens in the post–Civil War South. Plessy v. Ferguson was
African American citizens’ first collective e√ort to challenge the legality of
Jim Crow cars through a test case brought before the U.S. Supreme Court.
Although the Plessy case would eventually shape the lives of  all African
Americans, it emerged from a community like no other in the American
South. African American New Orleans was divided by di√erences in culture
and separated by distinct histories.

when mule-drawn  streetcar service began in New Orleans in the 1820s,
companies initially instituted policies that barred all African Americans—
both free and slave—from riding. After people of  color protested, some
companies initiated the ‘‘star cars,’’ a system of  cars marked with large stars,
to accommodate passengers of  color. Free Creoles of  color demanding
integration vigorously resisted being forced onto special cars. The star car
system was revived in 1862 in an e√ort to control the burgeoning popula-
tion of  freed slaves in Union-occupied New Orleans. Paul Trevigne, the
leader of  the call for universal black male su√rage and editor of  the Creole
of  color newspaper L’Union, demanded that the cars be integrated and
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suggested that African Americans conduct sit-ins on streetcars until they
were seated on an equal basis. In a bitter five-year battle, protesters boarded
whites-only streetcars, physically fought white passengers and drivers who
attacked and ejected them, and lodged formal complaints with military
government authorities. One protester, Joseph Guillaume, fought o√  a
conductor who had tried to eject him, threw the conductor out of  the car,
and drove o√  with the vehicle.∞

The fight against segregation involved not only black residents but also
African American soldiers, including the young future legislator P. B. S.
Pinchback, who had come from Ohio to join the Union cause. Some black
militiamen used their military authority to order white drivers to pick up
black passengers. The military government under the authority of  General
Philip T. Sheridan eventually agreed that the streetcars needed to be deseg-
regated, and the star cars were abolished.≤

As a legislator, Pinchback and his colleagues of  color were at the fore-
front of  innovative legislation that challenged attempts to segregate rails in
Louisiana. Instead of  fighting segregation on a case-by-case basis, African
American lawmakers of  the early 1870s pushed successfully to include pro-
hibitions against racial discrimination in railroad charters. Attempts to seg-
regate blacks in Louisiana were met not only with damage suits but also
with reviews of  o√ending railroads’ charters. Pinchback sued the Jackson
railroad when his wife was denied admission to the Pullman berth and
threatened to put the railroad out of  business. Under pressure, the Jackson
railroad, along with the other railroads in Louisiana, had a policy honoring
first-class tickets purchased by all patrons throughout the 1870s.≥ New Or-
leans’s African Americans, both those of  Creole descent and Americanized
freedpeople, had united in their e√orts to crush segregation at the close of
the Civil War.∂ However, shared leadership did not imply a shared history.

Histories of  the city’s antebellum Creole of  color community emphasize
its distinctive in-between status. Indeed, Afro-Creoles emerged from a leg-
acy marked by di√erences of  culture, color, and language.∑ The cosmopoli-
tan and racially diverse city had once been home to alternatives to strict
racial segregation. French-speaking descendants of  mixed-race freed slaves
(gens de couleur libres) were a unique community. The Creoles of  color origi-
nated during the French and Spanish colonial era in the late eighteenth
century, when colonists were permitted to free and educate their children
born to black slave women. As a result, Louisiana was home to thousands of
free descendants of  mixed unions. Some free people descended from Afri-
can slaves or slaves of  African and Native American descent who had pur-
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chased their freedom in the decades before the Louisiana Purchase and
southern emancipation. These racially mixed freed slaves, along with free
émigrés of  color from Haiti and Cuba, gained a degree of  social and politi-
cal liberty.

During the antebellum period, free people of  color maintained an eco-
nomic and social foothold. Many became the skilled tradesmen whose intri-
cate ironwork, carpentry, and masonry distinguished New Orleans archi-
tecture. Others became part of  the city’s vibrant working class, finding
employment as longshoremen, draymen, and factory workers. Many pur-
chased homes and raised families in the Faubourg Tremé, a mixed-race
community just north of  the French Quarter. Some Creoles of  color be-
came wealthy and elite, residing in the French Quarter, purchasing both
land and slaves, and seeking a classical education for their children at home
and abroad in Europe. Most white Creoles (mixed French and Spanish
descendants of  white colonists) chose not to identify racially with their
colored counterparts, particularly as American conceptions of  race held
increasing sway in the nineteenth century. However, colored and white
Creoles shared a common Creolized French language and helped to make
New Orleans a Creole society with racially integrated neighborhoods and
Catholic churches and schools. Free people of  color created a distinct
niche that allowed for greater autonomy and freedom than that available to
black slaves.∏

Although Creoles of  color enjoyed the privileges of  liberty, their free-
dom was increasingly circumscribed after Louisiana became part of  the
United States in 1803. Theaters were the first public accommodations to be
legally segregated in 1816, followed by jails in the 1830s. Privileged Creoles
of  color had been educated in private schools but were o≈cially barred
from the New Orleans public school system when it was initiated in the
1840s. Creole of  color political leaders turned philanthropists such as
Thomy Lafon and Aristide Mary founded and funded a number of  private
institutions, providing increased opportunities for education to both poor
and wealthy Afro-Creoles. But Creoles of  color always resisted racial sepa-
rations and whenever possible sought to slip past the city’s color lines
through artful persuasion or silently passing for white.π

Afro-Creoles existed in the murky middle between free white society
and enslaved blacks and su√ered a severe erosion of  their citizenship rights
as fears of  slave insurrections led by free people of  color peaked in the mid-
nineteenth century. But despite obstacles, Creoles of  color enjoyed a more
liberated existence than did black slaves and other free black people in the
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American South. From this second tier, Afro-Creoles built a society rich in
culture and relatively sheltered from most of  the barbs of  race prejudice
and violence that circumscribed the lives of  the majority of  slaves and rural
free blacks. Upon emancipation, many Creoles of  color assumed political
leadership of  the race, based on the belief  that they were best equipped to
craft the meanings of  freedom in postwar New Orleans. Some served as
reluctant ‘‘leaders’’ of  the ‘‘less fortunate’’ former slaves, while others part-
nered with the freed slaves and worked as outspoken advocates for all
African Americans. But identity in New Orleans remained distinctively
marked, divided by color, language, and heritage.∫

After the Civil War, Afro-Creole legislators, guided by French ideals of
universal liberty, led the fight to dissolve the color line, passing laws desegre-
gating public schools and accommodations during the Constitutional Con-
vention of  1867–68. Indeed, in the postwar period, Creoles of  color took full
advantage of  their newly a≈rmed rights as citizens, participating in public
life in the city. New Orleans’s people of  color not only gained a foothold on
citizenship but also attempted to become more fully entrenched in a net-
work of  racial integration. They continued to attend Catholic mass with
white congregants; lived in racially integrated neighborhoods on the Creole
side of  Canal Street; attended Carnival festivities, public plays, and sporting
events; and rode freely on public conveyances. Their community was a
cosmopolitan hub for mixed-race people in the Caribbean. Many residents
also traveled to study in Europe or visit family abroad. This is not to suggest
that the lives of  Creoles of  color were free from discrimination and oppres-
sion; race remained a tremendous barrier to even the most successful. After
the Reconstruction had ended, moreover, their wartime loyalty to the Union
forces and their e√ort to institute universal male su√rage made them targets
for vengeful whites determined to reestablish power.Ω

Unless they chose to separate from families, friends, and communities to
pass for white, Afro-Creoles in New Orleans could not escape the larger
social reality of  race.∞≠ Some light-skinned Creoles of  color desired the
privileges usually connected with white skin and deeply resented their
invisible connection to blackness. In 1877, an angry Creole of  color wrote
anonymously about his social discomfort, believing that there was no racial
middle ground, even for those who appeared to be white. He complained
that ‘‘a person having a few drops of  african blood in his veins, no matter
how white he may be[,] is considered a nigger.’’ Pressing the viewpoint of
the Afro-Creoles who had decided to pass permanently as white citizens, he
continued, ‘‘I think that man has a right to choose for himself, weather [sic]



our people, our problem? 55

he will be a white man or a nigger. So it is, the mortal su√ering of  a man
having a little Negro blood in his veins is something terrible—for he is
always in hot water.’’∞∞ Some descendants of  free people of  color felt en-
slaved by their black heritage and sought ways to distance themselves not
only from other African Americans but also from black identity.

But the majority of  Afro-Creoles were not bitter about their racial sta-
tus. Not all Creoles of  color were pale-skinned enough to pass for white,
but more importantly, most did not want to break with their rich legacy of
family, friends, culture, and community. Furthermore, Creole of  color folk-
lore suggests that those who tried to hide or disguise their color paid social
costs. Any e√orts to pass might fool white society, but passing Creoles
could not fool their own people.∞≤ Most Afro-Creoles did not want to be
considered white or black. They wanted to be themselves and sought alli-
ances with those who recognized their unique, in-between status. To Afro-
Creoles, the eroding conditions on the trains exemplified the irrational
nature of  racial segregation. After all, they believed, it was cheaper for the
railroad to seat the few first-class respectable passengers of  color among
white riders than to establish and run entirely separate colored cars.

New Orleans resident George Washington Cable argued just such a case;
he believed that ‘‘neither race . . . wants to see the civil rewards of  decency
in dress and behavior usurped by the common herd of  clowns and ragamuf-
fins.’’ Instead, Cable asserted, elite African Americans, particularly Afro-
Creoles, had earned the ‘‘rights of  gentility by the simple act of  being
genteel.’’∞≥ Although Cable was heralded for his historical fiction about the
city’s people, he may have hinted at the silent conviction held by some
whites who had grown accustomed to a few elite Creoles of  color in their
midst. Cable saw no harm in allowing these privileged few to flourish,
arguing that educated and propertied Afro-Creoles should be respected
because they had over time earned class-based civil privileges.

Cable wanted a class-based hierarchy in southern society and rejected
racial segregation as an illogical divider, asserting, ‘‘These distinctions on the
line of  color are really made not from any necessity, but simply for their own
sake—to preserve the old arbitrary supremacy of  the master class over the
menial without regard to the decency or indecency of  appearance or man-
ners in either the white individual or the colored.’’ Cable believed that racial
segregation fostered ‘‘the confusion it pretends to prevent’’ by waiving ‘‘all
strict demands for painstaking in either manners or dress of  either master or
menial.’’ To explain his beliefs, Cable used the example of  the railcar, sug-
gesting that racial segregation made ‘‘the average Southern railway coach
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more uncomfortable than the average railway coaches elsewhere’’ and forc-
ing the ‘‘average Southern white passenger to find less o√ense in the presence
of  a profane, boisterous, or unclean white person than in that of  a quiet,
well-behaved colored man or woman.’’∞∂ Cable fervently believed that other
white southerners shared his belief  that class sometimes trumped race.
However, Cable was one of  just a handful of  whites who were willing to
argue on behalf  of  respectable citizens. When segregation law and popular
white opinion turned against the rights of  black railcar patrons, few white
southerners supported flexible racial policies. When the statute requiring
separate railcars was introduced in the Louisiana state legislature, it threat-
ened the tenuous compromise that had been established in New Orleans.
The quiet concessions of  the earlier decade were increasingly confronted
with white supremacist notions asserting that any form of  racial integration
would lead to race mixing or ‘‘social equality.’’ Lawmakers argued that access,
even for an elite few, would threaten the sanctity of  white womanhood.

Although much of  the historical record focuses on the elite leaders,
Creoles of  color as a group were also divided along lines of  wealth, employ-
ment, and privilege. The majority of  the light-skinned Creoles of  color were
not wealthy and propertied; most lived in circumstances similar to those of
Homer Plessy. Most New Orleans Afro-Creoles were literate skilled laborers
employed as metal workers, brick masons, or cigar rollers. Born into a family
of  skilled working men, Plessy held a variety of  jobs during his working life:
he was employed as a clerk, a warehouse laborer, and an insurance collector.
When litigation began in 1892, Plessy’s occupation was listed as shoemaker;
by 1902, the city directory listed him as a laborer, a revealing change given
W. E. B. Du Bois’s argument that segregation deskilled the black work-
ing class.

The occupations of  working-class Creoles distinguished them from
both the elite Afro-Creole professional class and the masses of  unskilled
black workers. And although working-class Creoles of  color lived in inte-
grated neighborhoods along with the elite downtown on the French side of
Canal Street, they generally did not reside in the more exclusive Seventh
Ward but in the Tremé section. Plessy and his wife lived in the Tremé in a
rented house on North Claiborne Avenue, near the city’s famed Congrega-
tion Hall.∞∑ Plessy’s Creole status and light skin may have allowed him some
intracommunity privilege, but he was far from elite.

Although the twenty-nine-year-old Plessy was judged to be the proper
person to lodge the test case by leading members of  his community, he lived
a life very di√erent from the Creole of  color doctors, lawyers, politicians,
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and property owners who led the fight against segregation. In fact, Plessy
was never an o≈cial member of  the Citizens’ Committee, the organization
that pressed the test case. In Our People and Our History (1911), published by
prominent committee member Rodolphe Desdunes, the only mention of
Plessy reports that ‘‘the Committee engaged Mr. Homere Plessy as its repre-
sentative.’’ In a detailed account of  the work of  the Citizens’ Committee,
Desdunes o√ered no details about Plessy’s life or praise for his willingness to
press the case. None of  the extant correspondence between the members of
the Citizens’ Committee and their lawyer includes any personal, political, or
professional reference to Plessy.∞∏ But this does not mean that the silent
litigant did not engage in his own political work. Plessy was a registered voter
and participant in community-based activism. Working-class Creoles of  color
were also concerned with contesting segregation, maintaining the franchise,
and uplifting the needy through mutual aid and benevolent societies.∞π

Homer Plessy was part of  a community of  color with a distinctive ap-
proach to questions of  race. The majority of  Creoles of  color had battled
hard to break down the color line and valued color-blind inclusion in the
city of  their birth. They approached the fight against turn-of-the-century
Jim Crow laws with their belief  in the value of  an integrated society. But
opportunities for African Americans of  both Creole and American descent
began shrinking in the 1890s with the advent of  formal laws barring blacks
from public accommodations. Afro-Creoles united with newly freed blacks
to contest segregation. But these two separate communities had di√erent
origins and maintained divergent outlooks on the problem of  segregation.

The descendants of  the freed slaves who had resided in New Orleans or
migrated there faced more di≈cult circumstances than the Creoles of  color.
After Emancipation, freed slaves were attracted to the port city, seeking
work and the relative security of  an urban setting. This migration con-
tinued in the decades after the close of  federal Reconstruction. Between
1880 and 1900, more than twenty thousand new black migrants moved to
the expanding city from the rural counties of  Louisiana and Mississippi.
Nearly half  of  the black population of  New Orleans was illiterate in 1890.
Lynching and racial violence increasingly threatened the black populace, as
did dismal urban living conditions. By the turn of  the century, the hot and
often-flooded city still had no adequate sewage system, so sickness and
disease plagued the poorest residents.∞∫ In 1902, it was flippantly suggested
that pneumonia and tuberculosis was so rampant among black residents
that mortality would ‘‘solve the negro problem.’’∞Ω But the poor and work-
ing class gained a strong grip on citizenship during Reconstruction and the



our people, our problem?58

decades that followed, working to improve living conditions in their com-
munities, maintain their right to vote, and seek fair representation in every
aspect of  public life.≤≠

Black residents of  New Orleans had continued to progress only because
of  their e√orts to improve their communities. By 1890, black illiteracy had
dropped dramatically, in part because black educators supplemented the
poor system of  public education through black churches and mutual aid
societies. Black communities established church schools to meet the tre-
mendous demand for education. Care for the physical health of  poor black
residents also improved. Community e√orts to organize black hospitals
and benevolent societies, often led by prominent black women, helped to
improve public health. Numerous middle-class and poor African Americans
made valiant attempts to address the needs of  their communities.≤∞

Blacks in New Orleans also built coalitions with white residents. Many
notable politicians who emerged as leaders in the Republican Party were
not part of  the Creole elite. During Reconstruction, blacks worked along-
side white politicians for more than fifteen years. Before 1880, the black
electorate’s support of  the Republican Party held back the tide of  white
supremacy and violence. African Americans in New Orleans also united
with whites in the interracial Methodist Episcopal Church. Many northern
whites who moved to New Orleans to aid the free people after the war were
motivated by their Methodism, building new churches and schools that
promoted interracial brotherhood. Although whites and blacks worshiped
separately, the Methodist Episcopal church created a dialogue between
freed slaves and a sympathetic community of  white Christians at crucial
time. Coalition building also temporarily buttressed the city’s working
class. Interracial unionism among dockworkers dramatically improved con-
ditions for black and white longshoremen. During the General Strike of
1892, more than twenty thousand longshoremen and dockworkers of  both
races united to improve pay and working conditions.≤≤

But most of  the progress black people experienced grew out of  autono-
mous e√ort. In the closing decades of  the nineteenth century, a black mid-
dle class slowly emerged from the population of  former slaves and their
children. A class of  educators, preachers, merchants, and businesspeople
nurtured by black churches and schools grew prominent and more success-
ful and served as community leaders for blacks who lived outside of  the
Vieux Carré (French Quarter). Thus, over time, New Orleans developed a
divided black leadership class, one Creole and one non-Creole. While such
a distinction might appear minor, it did have political meaning. These two



our people, our problem? 59

communities maintained not only separate societies but also distinctly dif-
ferent approaches to the question of  race, equality, and integration. Creoles
of  color had an exclusive identity; their sense of  self  was fixed in the past,
drawn from their French ancestors and their forebears’ free status in the age
of  slavery. Leading Creoles of  color looked back at their history as a guide
to shape their identity and political outlook. By contrast, the majority of
the former slaves were stripped of  direct knowledge of  their heritage and
the accomplishments of  their ancestors. Their identities were rooted in
their quest to improve the future.

The Methodist Episcopal newspaper, the Southwestern Christian Advocate,
reflected the maturation of  New Orleans’s non-Creole black middle class.
Funded and governed by the church and guided by a series of  black editors,
the Advocate served as a bridge between these two worlds. The paper’s
content was a testament to the strides black New Orleans had made since
Emancipation with the assistance of  northern whites and the growing inde-
pendence of  a black leadership class. The paper featured weekly columns
by prominent black Methodist ministers, Sunday school lessons, sugges-
tions for Bible study at home, and serial Christian stories for African Ameri-
can readers. Even the advertisements were interspersed with updates from
Methodist Episcopal churches and recommendations for suitable Christian
publications. The pages of  the Advocate also touched on the social world of
the budding black middle class, publishing marriage announcements, re-
porting on the educational advancements of  the city’s black Methodists,
advertising excursions sponsored by local mutual aid societies and profes-
sional groups, and reporting the yearly celebration of  Emancipation Day.
The Advocate promoted social uplift and encouraged middle-class respect-
ability in a column, ‘‘The Household.’’

However, the Advocate was also a political newspaper that closely fol-
lowed the rise of  white supremacy in the 1890s. The Advocate became ex-
plicitly political under the leadership of  A. P. E. Albert, a black Methodist
minister who took charge of  the weekly in the 1890s. The Advocate provided
news about the status of  African Americans in the South, faithfully report-
ing changes in the law and the encroachment of  segregation on New Or-
leans as well as city, state, and national political news. The Advocate warned
black men to do all they could to hold onto their right to vote, stressing
that the ‘‘importance of  a vote can scarcely be overestimated.’’ The Advocate
regularly published stories that highlighted southern elections where black
voters held the margin of  victory. While reporting in a frank manner on the
crimes of  Louisiana lynch mobs, the paper reminded readers that the noose
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was used not to stop rape but to eliminate prominent and successful black
leaders. The Advocate led the charge to organize a response to racial violence
and inequity by becoming one of  the major voices of  the Colored Conven-
tion Movement in Louisiana and the American Citizens’ Equal Rights Asso-
ciation (acera), both of  which represented progressive black leadership
during troubled times.≤≥

As much as the paper reflected New Orleans’s non-Creole black leader-
ship, Albert empathized with the concerns of  the Creole of  color commu-
nity, constantly trying to connect the two African American groups. He
frequently reported on the achievements of  ‘‘our people of  French extrac-
tion.’’ Although the black middle class and the Creoles of  color saw them-
selves as distinct communities, their political concerns connected them as
crucial allies. Albert’s parentage provided a link: his father was a working-
class Frenchman, and his mother was a slave. Although Albert spoke French
and had a white parent, he did not consider himself  part of  the Creole of
color community; he and his mother had broken with the Catholic Church
because of  an incident of  discrimination when he was a child. Also, he had
not been born free. Among Creoles of  color, his background and faith may
have made his status dubious; among Americanized blacks, his talent made
him a leader.≤∂

Albert’s slave past, not his French name, seemed to frame some of  his
most important work at the Advocate. Albert published a collection of  slave
narratives gathered by his wife, Octavia Victoria Rodgers Albert, first as a
serial story in the Advocate and later as a book, The House of  Bondage; or,
Charlotte Brooks and Other Slaves (1890). The enormously popular slave narra-
tives recounted in The House of  Bondage resonated with a readership that
was still mourning its slave past. Some twenty-five years after Emancipa-
tion, the ‘‘Lost Friends’’ column was printed monthly, o√ering readers the
opportunity to publish inquiries about family and friends separated during
slavery. Ministers read the notices to their congregations, so that those who
could not read or a√ord the paper might still be able to hear from missing
loved ones. The majority of  subscribers were descendants of  slaves, striving
toward literacy and education in a hostile society.≤∑

Despite or perhaps because of  the progress made by African Americans
of  all classes in New Orleans, Louisiana’s white legislators renewed their
attacks on black citizenship rights in the 1890s. African American leaders
quickly responded to the threats. In 1889, under the leadership of  Louis
Martinet, New Orleans’s Afro-Creole community founded the weekly Cru-
sader specifically to counter the rising tide of  hostility toward citizens of
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color. Describing the newspaper as an ‘‘organ of  justice and equal rights, the
enemy of  wrong and injustice, the friend and defender of  right and justice,’’
Martinet, along with Rodolphe Desdunes, an Afro-Creole writer of  Carib-
bean descent, promoted civic equality in a progressive, fiery style that re-
flected the unique political heritage of  Creole liberté.

Although both Creoles of  color and Americanized blacks were con-
cerned about their future as citizens, Afro-Creoles were nevertheless un-
willing to identify as Negro. Following a New Orleans Times-Democrat article
that described the Crusader as a ‘‘Negro paper,’’ Desdunes vehemently re-
jected such a notion. Challenging traditional assumptions about race, Des-
dunes asserted that Martinet was ‘‘as white as the editor of  the Times-
Democrat, as any who will see both together can judge.’’ Questioning his
critics’ racial ‘‘purity,’’ Desdunes provocatively asserted that the Crusader’s
‘‘proprietors are men of  as pure Caucasian blood as any, and perhaps purer
than some on the T-D sta√.’’ Although Desdunes made proprietary claims
of  whiteness, his arguments targeted what he believed were false dichoto-
mies between black and white. Although they wanted to avoid being stig-
matized by blackness, Desdunes and others in the Afro-Creole community
did not want to become white. Rather, they sought to embody the literal
meaning of  Creole—a complicated blend of  historic cultures and commu-
nities that emerged from a unique legacy.≤∏

The weekly Crusader served as the voice of  politically engaged Creoles of
color, presenting not only a unique vision of  race but also an emphasis on
egalitarian principles and a deep belief  in the racial integration of  institu-
tions such as Catholic schools and churches. The pages of  the Crusader
reveal that Afro-Creoles sought to preserve their antebellum status, seeking
to maintain a role in an integrated civic world. The community of  Creoles
of  color opposed segregation of  every sort, even the establishment of  all-
black colleges and churches that most non-Creole African Americans fa-
vored. Creoles of  color had become invested in a lifestyle that allowed
them to participate in many of  New Orleans’s institutions of  public life.
Segregated facilities, even when encouraged by black American leaders or
founded to further black education and independence, were anathema to
the Afro-Creoles. As a community, they rejected any changes that would
have placed them alongside the black masses. They hoped that within an
egalitarian and integrated New Orleans, they might be able to maintain
their distinct identity.≤π The Crusader provides a glimpse at the ways leaders
of  the Creole of  color community danced the line between maintaining an
independent identity and fighting for the rights of  all.
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Non-Creole black Americans in New Orleans also closely monitored the
growth of  segregation law, particularly restrictions on access to public
conveyances. Reporting on the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in Louisville,
New Orleans, and Texas Railroad v. Mississippi, which reversed earlier trends
and declared interstate segregation constitutional, Albert bemoaned, ‘‘One
by one all the results of  the war secured at such tremendous cost in life and
property, are being frittered away by the Supreme Court.’’ Local white
segregationists hoped to make hay of  the new opportunity, and Albert
reported, ‘‘This last decision moves the Daily States of  this city to see ‘a
chance for the introduction of  star cars.’ ’’≤∫

White advocates of  racial segregation viewed integrated trains and
streetcars as a symbol of  ‘‘Negro rule’’ and the legacy of  federal Reconstruc-
tion that had to be undone. The Louisville, New Orleans, and Texas decision
emboldened New Orleans’s segregationists: the local Democratic news-
paper, the Daily States, began a campaign targeting ‘‘Carrollton Negroes’’ as
especially ‘‘o√ensive to white ladies,’’ accusing black laborers who rode the
Carrollton line streetcars down St. Charles Avenue to work each morning
and home each evening of  traveling while dirty from their day’s labor and
crowding the cars. The paper warned ‘‘the Negroes that if  they do not cease
making themselves o√ensive that prompt steps will be taken to set apart cars
for them which they will be compelled to ride.’’≤Ω

The Advocate responded that white workers used streetcars in the same
manner and were equally dirty: ‘‘Has it come to this that the laborer is thus to
be abhorred because he is a laborer?’’ Hinting at the power of  the black
electorate, the weekly cautioned the members of  the city council that they
had been ‘‘put into power by Negro votes’’ and concluded that the segrega-
tionists’ approach could not have been representative of  ‘‘the spirit of  white
people . . . of  this city.’’ Yet the Advocate overestimated the staying power of
the black franchise as well as the fair intentions of  white legislators.≥≠

In response to the changing racial climate, African Americans, under the
leadership of  P. B. S. Pinchback, organized a state branch of  the American
Citizens’ Equal Rights Association (acera) in February 1890. Although the
association took a cautious approach to the race problem, it sought to
make a statement that African Americans would not accept the legal and
extralegal deterioration of  their citizenship. A founding document argued,
‘‘After years of  oppression and injustice, the colored citizens of  this country
finding that their constitutional rights continue to be most violently tram-
pled upon and that a relentless organized public sentiment continues . . . to
rob them of  every constitutional [right] have determined to organize.’’≥∞



our people, our problem? 63

Pinchback explained that acera would ‘‘demand protection’’ for all Afri-
can Americans ‘‘because we are American citizens.’’ Although Pinchback
was a very fair-complexioned descendant of  a free black mother and a
white father, he was from Ohio and hence not a Creole of  color.≥≤ But the
new organization bridged the Canal Street divide attracting Creole and
non-Creole leadership and members. Albert became acera’s president, the
non-Creole J. Lewis and Creole William J. Rudolphe served as the organiza-
tion’s vice presidents, and Pinchback and Martinet served as ex-o≈cio
members of  the group’s board. Although Creoles of  color may have sought
to maintain a distinct identity throughout the post-Emancipation period
and into the 1890s, some Creoles initially respected the experience of  polit-
ical elders such as Pinchback and of  new voices such as Albert who shared
similar approaches to working for the benefit of  people of  color. Albert was
even welcomed as a board member of  the Crusader Publishing Company.≥≥

Segregationists were not concerned with the unique history of  Creoles
of  color in New Orleans. These proposed laws made no exceptions; every-
one with a drop of  Negro blood would be excluded.≥∂ Creoles and Amer-
icanized blacks had united to defeat the star cars thirty years earlier and
would come together again to contest this new wave of  segregation. Adver-
sity in a city where white segregationists cared little about the di√erent
origins of  people of  color drew together embattled communities. Even if
Afro-Creoles and the black Americanized middle class did not share birth
languages, members of  both groups were familiar with the language of
disfranchisement and race-based segregation.

While acera’s leaders bridged New Orleans’s cultural divide, they real-
ized that organizing across the state would pose an even greater challenge.
In an increasingly dangerous climate, the leaders were wary of  the pos-
sibility of  violence, particularly while organizing in rural Louisiana. Early
on they warned voters ‘‘in communities where lawlessness exists [to] ab-
stain from any participation in politics.’’≥∑ This may have been sound advice
in a state where the massacre of  more than one hundred black voters in
rural Colfax in 1873 went unpunished. In dismissing the conviction of  the
Colfax murderers in United States v. Cruikshank et al. (1876), the U.S. Su-
preme Court ruled that it was up to the states, not the federal government,
to make voting a functioning right. The Fifteenth Amendment to the U.S.
Constitution had given the freedmen the right to vote; the Supreme Court
ruled that the amendment had simply removed the barrier and did not
imply federal enforcement of  the right to vote, abandoning black citizens
in small rural areas like the parishes of  Louisiana to the will of  local authori-
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ties.≥∏ acera counseled its members that voting rights might be more safely
pursued in cities, where safety in numbers usually implied a modicum of
protection.

Arguing that blacks wanted to organize not in secrecy or out of  ven-
geance but rather to ‘‘act in concert in intelligent and dispassionate agitation
. . . against every injustice,’’ Albert explained that the association was ‘‘non-
political and non-partisan.’’ Although the majority of  members had once
been active supporters of  the Republican Party, local and national moves
toward ‘‘lily white’’ Republicanism created a bit more ambivalence about the
usefulness of  party identity. The fledgling acera also hoped to avoid re-
prisals from whites fearful of  black political organizations. But in the eyes of
segregationists, even the most dispassionate and apolitical approach was still
radical. A few months after the association’s launch, the Advocate reported
that Raymond Carter, a Leland University–educated schoolteacher, had
been lynched in Avoyelles Parish for speaking in favor of  organizing a local
branch of  acera. Although the paper later printed a correction—the school-
teacher had in truth not been killed—the account of  violence must have had
reverberations. Lynching rumors may not have helped to grow acera. Even
a nonpartisan organization that suggested that blacks should refrain from
voting in lawless areas was radical in Louisiana.≥π

acera also promoted African American uplift; leaders agreed that edu-
cation, thrift, and virtuous behavior were the best rejoinders to white argu-
ments about the inferiority of  the African race. Believing that hard work
was the path to change, Albert cautioned his readers, ‘‘Let us have less show
and feathers, and more comfortable homes, nice churches, and substantial
schools,’’ much like what Afro-Creoles had already established for them-
selves.≥∫ Pinchback asserted that black political power depended on black
behavior. ‘‘To secure civil equality and political influence,’’ African Ameri-
cans needed to increase their ‘‘wealth by frugal industry . . . intelligence by
study . . . moral force by fidelity to truth and to principle.’’ Through self-
improvement, they would become model citizens; ‘‘instead of  seeking rec-
ognition it will seek us, and . . . parties will court our support after first
according our rights. We must do not only well for ourselves, but rely on
ourselves.’’≥Ω But self-help may have come too late; popular white opinion
had already turned against any defense of  black rights.

In 1890, in response to mounting local pressure and the federal decision
condoning racial segregation on the rails, the Louisiana General Assembly
proposed a law that required separate accommodations for black passen-
gers on railroads, similar to the Mississippi law that had been upheld by the
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Supreme Court.∂≠ acera immediately organized a campaign against the
bill, forming a committee of  Creole and non-Creole leaders ‘‘to draw up
protests against the proposed class legislation now pending before the
Legislature.’’ The association composed a written protest for a black legisla-
tor to present to the assembly and sent a delegation ‘‘to visit Baton Rouge
and exert all influence’’ to defeat the law. Albert was ‘‘selected to address the
Legislature in behalf  of  the Association.’’∂∞

The campaign to stop the passage of  the separate car proposal spurred
acera’s growth. ‘‘Branch Associations are springing up in every ward,’’
reported the Advocate, ‘‘and the meetings continue to grow in attendance
and interest. Petitions are being circulated throughout the State.’’ New
members worked to halt what they called class legislation—that is, the
notion that all African Americans were worthy of  second-class citizenship.∂≤

Although acera’s all-male leadership implies that women held second-
ary roles, the organization’s literature argued that women’s presence was still
valued as part of  the membership. The association styled itself  as an open
organization that sought to recruit members from various parts of  the
African American community. Women were o≈cially welcomed into the
ranks. acera’s literature stated that women would be ‘‘an e√ective element
of  success in this grand movement to secure equality of  Citizens’ Rights for
the Colored American.’’ Women were advised to form auxiliaries if  they
were not interested in membership in the main body. acera cultivated
broad support, suggesting that the cause ‘‘be constantly agitated in the
family circle, in public meetings, in the pulpits, and in the press’’ in the hope
that all African Americans would organize ‘‘against the organized lawless-
ness, that prevails especially in the southern states, where our people are
constantly outraged and murdered for attempting to exercise their rights as
American Citizens.’’ Women members could support the cause by encourag-
ing their husbands, brothers, and sons to vote as well as by pushing for
acera’s mission in their churches, social clubs, and benevolent societies.
Black men remained registered voters in 1890, and although their votes were
often subject to manipulation and fraud, the state legislature remained
somewhat accountable to black citizens. For women, however political
encouragement was not a seat at the table, although their concerns were
central to the fight against segregation. The organization’s approach to the
question of  the ladies’ car was complex and seemed to reflect a keen under-
standing of  the challenges women faced in segregated railcars. Even as
acera faltered on the importance of  women’s leadership, the group’s anal-
ysis of  the di≈culties black women faced in the Jim Crow car was spot-on.∂≥
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Seeking to protect the black citizens they believed were most victimized
by segregation, the all-male acera delegation pleaded the case of  African
American women and children. Through African American state legislator
T. T. Allain, the association submitted its protest to the Louisiana assembly,
insisting that ‘‘the immediate e√ects of  such legislation would be free li-
cense to the evilly-disposed [to] insult, humiliate and . . . maltreat ino√en-
sive persons . . . especially women and children who should happen to have
a dark skin.’’ They deserved to be protected from the company of  unknown
men, the pollution of  smoke, and cursing and spitting in the smoking cars.
acera recognized the legacy of  black women’s railcar protest and included
their special circumstances in the argument against separate cars.∂∂

The protest went on to decry the separate car law as ‘‘unconstitutional,
un-American, unjust, dangerous and against sound public policy.’’ Citing
the Declaration of  Independence and the Golden Rule, the association
connected an integrated public sphere to the ‘‘American principles’’ that
were the fundamental basis of  citizenship. Segregation was not the natural
organization of  society but rather the expression of  ‘‘unreasonable preju-
dice.’’ People of  color were ‘‘respectable, useful, and law-abiding’’ and rep-
resented ‘‘a considerable percentage of  the capital and almost all the labor
of  the state’’; they deserved better. Black Louisianans, working class and
elite alike, had made profound contributions to the state and nation and
should not be denied first-class citizenship: ‘‘We do not think that citizens
of  a darker hue should be treated by law on di√erent lines than those of  a
lighter complexion. Citizenship is national and has no color.’’ The protest
letter optimistically concluded that the ‘‘best people of  the South are not in
favor of  such legislation.’’∂∑ However, the protest delegation was aware of
the hostile climate in the state and made one last stand on behalf  of  inte-
grated public conveyances.

Just prior to the vote on the separate car act, Albert spoke before the
Louisiana legislature, o√ering a variety of  counterarguments. He believed
that the separate car proposal ‘‘was calculated to work hardship and in-
justice to the humblest of  our citizens’’ and would weaken African Ameri-
cans’ hold on citizenship. Albert dismissed false arguments about segrega-
tion: the separation of  the races was not natural or politically neutral, and
separate cars would never provide ‘‘equal accommodations.’’ Citing the cost
of  operating two first-class cars, Albert argued that ‘‘colored passengers
would very often be unjustly forced into compartments, one end of  which
would be used as smokers.’’∂∏

The rights of  African American women lay at the heart of  his argument.
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Albert insisted, ‘‘The Act would further subject our women and children to
the brutal treatment of  every rough brakesman anxious to exercise a show
of  brief  and unrighteous authority over them.’’ Trains had been segregated
by sex to protect white ladies from male strangers. For separate to be truly
equal, colored ladies’ cars, separate from smoking or second-class cars,
would have to be established to shield black women from male strangers on
an equal basis with white women. But Albert recognized that given social
perceptions about black women, truly equal accommodations would never
be established. Although the association’s delegation was composed en-
tirely of  men, they were genuinely concerned about the women who had
su√ered and battled informal limitations on their rights to first-class ac-
commodations. Albert also hinted at the questions of  sexuality and gender
at the heart of  railroad segregation, reminding the assembly that all segre-
gation law ‘‘assumes certain reasons why the one race is unfit to sit in the
same railway coach with the other, to [African Americans’] great mortifica-
tion.’’ Jim Crow law was a misuse of  governance based in a false belief  in the
inferiority of  blacks and the attempt to give unjust and unfair beliefs the
force of  law.∂π

The careful terms Albert employed to argue the association’s case reflect
the climate of  growing hatred and violence. In contrast to his frank and
unapologetic style in his weekly columns, Albert couched this argument in
accommodationist terms that appealed to a shared southern history and
acera’s apolitical stance. In a state where black leaders were lynched for
speaking frankly on behalf  of  their people, Albert insisted that acera was
‘‘not a black league or a political organization, bent upon the advancement
of  the black at the expense of . . . white . . . citizens,’’ and did not ‘‘seek to
avenge any real or imaginary wrongs.’’ Albert tried to create rhetorical
distance from the legacy of  Reconstruction, which by the 1890s segrega-
tionists were reimagining as a time when black politicians lorded over
whites for personal and sexual gains. Albert did not seek ‘‘Negro rule’’; in his
role as mouthpiece for the statewide group, Albert endeavored ‘‘to pro-
mote the moral, intellectual and material welfare of  all classes of  American
citizens.’’ The goal of  acera’s work was ‘‘the promotion of  peace and
prosperity.’’ But he did condemn white attempts to disfranchise black vot-
ers, asserting that the association remained ‘‘mindful’’ and did not intend to
‘‘underrate the priceless value of  [the] elective franchise.’’∂∫

However, even in Albert’s cautious address to the state legislators, his
careful employment of  history undercut the supremacist argument for a
color line in public accommodations. In a retelling of  the myths of  south-
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ern history, Albert recalled the image of  the loyal slave, pointing out the
ways that black slaves had been faithful stewards to their white masters and
mistresses even in times of  great distress. This argument at first appears to
be a complete capitulation to stereotypes, but embedded in Albert’s argu-
ment is the reality of  physical intimacy. Albert cites the slaves who nursed
white children, slave women who fixed daily meals, slave men left to pro-
tect person and property when white men served in the Civil War. However
debatable the wider reality of  these images might have been, Albert im-
plicitly undercut the idea that black riders on integrated railcars would
fundamentally threaten white safety and comfort. His speech implied that
if  black women nursing white children with their own breast milk could be
tolerated, then a black woman tending to her own child in first-class accom-
modations in proximity to white women could not be a complete violation
of  the sanctity of  white space. Even if  ladies’ cars were intended to replicate
the parlors of  southern homes, trains were distinctly less intimate than the
daily contact of  house slaves and their white masters. To Albert, railcars
belonged in the public realm, where equality should have been the rule.
Although Albert’s speech reflects the fear he must have felt while address-
ing the hostile legislature, his language reveals a coherent argument against
the law.∂Ω

Despite the delegation’s best e√ort to gain ‘‘no exclusive but common
privileges,’’ the separate car law passed in July 1890. acera had depended
on the few remaining black state legislators and sympathetic whites to
prevent the measure from being enacted, but advocates such as Desdunes
believed that political deal making had diluted the e√ort to stop the bill.
Albert’s disappointment was marked in the pages of  the Advocate. In con-
trast to most of  the bold and large articles chronicling the association’s
work, the report of  the law’s passage was small and untitled and could
easily have gone unnoticed. The paper recorded only that ‘‘the separate car
bill finally passed both branches of  the Legislature and has been approved
by the Governor. . . . Our colored representatives acquitted themselves very
manfully in opposing this class legislation but they were overpowered.’’∑≠

The association continued organizing throughout the fall, calling delegates
from local churches and community organizations to meet concerning the
improvement of  black schools in New Orleans, and the group successfully
pushed New Orleans to hire black teachers for African American segregated
schools.∑∞ But never again did the association reach the level of  vocal pro-
test that it had in the fight against the separate car law.

Leadership in New Orleans changed after acera failed. Pinchback con-
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tinued to agitate against segregation but did so from afar, as a resident of
New York State.∑≥ Albert paid a high price for his political agitation. In
1892, despite the fact that he remained a popular leader and successful
journalist, tripling the Advocate’s subscription rate, he faced allegations
from within the Methodist Episcopal Church that his work with acera
undercut the denomination’s interracialism. Albert countered that al-
though his political work was an e√ort to secure and protect black citizen-
ship, it was not racially exclusive, and he compared his e√orts to the aboli-
tionism of  a previous generation, a movement that welcomed supporters
from communities of  like-minded people of  all colors. Although black
delegates to the Methodist convention were almost unanimous in their
support for reappointing Albert as editor of  the Advocate, a majority of  the
white delegates voted him out, opting for a black editor with a more ac-
commodationist tone. Albert ended his career as a journalist and began a
medical practice. Although he remained engaged with his church and the
cause of  civil rights, he had lost the Southwestern Christian Advocate.∑≥

Desdunes was proud of  his participation in acera. In 1892, he credited
the group with taking the ‘‘first step . . . against the passage of  that infamous
act.’’ Desdunes blamed deal making within the Republican Party, part of  the
crooked and corrupt political style of  the day, for the passage of  the dis-
criminatory act but remained hopeful that the courts were the best way to
surpass party politics.∑∂ Martinet blamed poor leadership for acera’s
downfall, writing in 1891, ‘‘The proper men were not at the head. Its last . . .
national convention was turned into a purely political resolution machine.’’
Martinet, who had joined the organization with the aim of  launching a
national daily newspaper that would inform northerners about ‘‘the condi-
tions and a√airs in the South,’’ was disturbed by what he perceived as most
delegates’ desire to organize without building coalitions with sympathetic
whites. Martinet blamed ‘‘politicians [and] that other clan not much better
—those preachers who see in their profession the means of  earning a liveli-
hood or making money only.’’ acera’s leadership, he went on, was con-
cerned with nothing beyond ‘‘the honor and prestige of  the moment.’’
Believing that many African American leaders were attracted to politics for
selfish gain, Martinet thought that the fight against segregation would be
best served by selfless, egalitarian leaders willing to build a long-term, na-
tional, cross-racial coalition. The e√ort to build just such an interracial
approach would be the hallmark of  his e√ort in the Citizens’ Committee.∑∑

Class, color, and culture shaped politics and protest. The fight against seg-
regation forced African Americans to define what constituted their com-
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munity, identify leadership, and decide which tactics would best challenge
segregation. Questions of  di√erence and solidarity lay at the center of  the
antisegregation struggle.

creoles of color  continued the fight against Jim Crow. Desdunes
reacted swiftly to the passage of  the separate car law, writing that ‘‘Colored
people have largely patronized the railroads heretofore. . . . [T]hey can
withdraw the patronage from these corporations and travel only by neces-
sity.’’∑∏ Although Desdunes’s impulse to boycott was savvy in its economic
approach, it was far from practical. Few African Americans rode long-
distance routes regularly enough to make boycotts e√ective. Trains were
rarely used for travel to and from work, so black riders constituted only a
small percentage of  daily tra≈c. More important, trains were the primary
means of  interstate travel, leaving few alternatives.∑π

The best way to challenge the Jim Crow car, therefore, would be to
confront the questionable legality of  segregation itself. Leading Creoles of
color steered the fight against segregation into the courts. A new organiza-
tion, the Citizens’ Committee, came into being in 1891 to challenge segre-
gated rails. Martinet spearheaded the group; he believed in developing an
interracial coalition against segregation and blamed racial exclusiveness for
acera’s failure. Martinet argued, ‘‘The North needs to be educated as to
conditions in the South and its disloyalty and rebellious tendencies. And we
need to do the work soon.’’ For the Citizens’ Committee, the key to chal-
lenging Jim Crow policy was to petition the federal courts and establish a
new national consensus against segregation law. If  northern whites were
aware of  African Americans’ plight in the South, Martinet argued, north-
erners would pressure southern legislators to protect black citizenship.∑∫

The Citizens’ Committee was composed almost exclusively of  leading
men from the Afro-Creole community and was formed with the encourage-
ment of  Aristide Mary, a Reconstruction-era Afro-Creole legislator.∑Ω The
wealthy Mary, a philanthropist and elder statesman by the 1890s, made a
sizable donation to help found the new organization.∏≠ Mary’s conflicts
with Pinchback over the founding of  Southern University as a separate
state-funded university for African Americans had led to an ongoing rivalry
between the two leaders.∏∞ This disagreement over educational policy mir-
rored the conflicts that led Creole of  color leaders to organize outside
acera. Following the passage of  the separate car law, acera worked to
improve conditions in segregated schools, a move that Afro-Creoles op-
posed. The Creole of  color community first and foremost sought to main-
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tain its access to New Orleans society on an equal basis, not to improve
conditions in separate facilities. Former slaves, in contrast, viewed oppor-
tunities to gain education and build religious institutions in all-black sur-
roundings as steps to strengthen their status. Creoles of  color opposed
segregation in all forms and detested being lumped with the freedmen and
pushed outside the white public realm. At the Colored Convention in
Washington, D.C., in February 1890, Martinet tried but failed to ‘‘keep the
word ‘colored’ out of  the [acera] preamble.’’ To Martinet, segregation in
any form, including the exclusion of  sympathetic whites from mostly black
political organizations, was fundamentally wrong.∏≤

The Citizens’ Committee formed specifically to respond to the separate
car law. Eighteen Creole of  color leaders banded together to take ‘‘some
definite action towards o√ering legal resistance’’ to segregation on Loui-
siana’s rails by preparing a test case. Unlike acera, the committee had a
single purpose and a closed membership limited to those its founders ‘‘in-
vited’’ from among ‘‘a few citizens representing various interests’’ within the
Afro-Creole community. Only three acera members joined the Citizens’
Committee: Martinet, Desdunes, and Reconstruction politician Laurant
August. The well-established weekly Crusader served as the voice of  the
newly formed organization, and the members of  the committee held their
first planning meeting at the newspaper’s o≈ces.∏≥

The group published ‘‘an appeal, to the public’’ in both French and
English explaining the committee’s grievances and willingness to ‘‘vindicate
the cause of  equal rights and American manhood.’’ The appeal insisted that
the character of  American citizenship was threatened if  the issue of  segre-
gation was not pursued in the courts. The committee saw the Jim Crow car
as part of  a slippery slope toward ‘‘every manner of  outrage, up to murder,
without redress.’’ Even though committee membership was exclusive, the
group sought support from all people concerned with the future of  the
race, even writing Frederick Douglass to request his backing. The Crusader
published Douglass’s response, in which he declined because ‘‘he was op-
posed to making decisions and establishing precedents against his race.’’
Douglass doubted that the courts, which had previously been unsympathe-
tic to the question of  Negro rights, would remedy the crisis of  southern
segregation.∏∂

Early organizing centered on raising the funds necessary to hire a leading
attorney and support sta√  to put forth a strong test case. Committee mem-
bers believed that funds raised from all segments of  society would serve as
‘‘proof  of  public sentiment and determination,’’ but no other expressions of
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popular support were encouraged. On the grounds that ‘‘the obnoxious
measure is the concern of  all our citizens who are opposed to caste legisla-
tion and its consequent injustices and crimes,’’ the committee wanted to
raise collective funds so that the case would ‘‘not be a question as to whether
one or two individuals can or ought to bear the expenses of  the contest.’’
Donations proved popular support for their cause—’’a demonstration as will
plainly show the temper of  the people against that infamous contrivance
which has been appropriately characterized as the Jim Crow Car.’’∏∑ African
Americans across the South supported e√orts to end train segregation.

Afro-Creole Louisiana was not the only community to campaign against
segregated cars in the wake of  the Mississippi decision. In 1890, a push for
new segregation laws also began in Kentucky, a slave state that had not
seceded during the Civil War. The state’s pro-Union stance did not prevent
the demand, particularly among rural white Kentuckians, to prevent blacks
from riding first class on the train. In December 1891, state senator Tipton
Miller from rural Calloway County proposed a new law in December 1891
resembled the 1889 Mississippi law upheld by the Supreme Court and re-
quired railroads ‘‘to furnish separate coaches or cars for the travel or trans-
portation of  the white and colored passengers.’’∏∏ It detailed an e≈cient and
cost-e√ective means for dividing passengers that left blacks jammed in a
smoky, uncomfortable space adjoining a polluted smoking car marked with
‘‘appropriate words in plain letters indicating the race for which it is set
apart.’’ Any black passenger who complained would face legally enforced
ejection. The law gave the conductor the ‘‘right to refuse to carry such
passenger on his train’’ and to ‘‘put such passenger o√  of  the train.’’ Any
o≈cial who refused to comply was subject to a fine ranging from five
hundred to fifteen hundred dollars for each violation. In response, a group
of  black educators, ministers, and businesspeople from Kentucky orga-
nized the anti-separate-coach movement.∏π

Black citizens from throughout Kentucky attempted to halt the passage
of  the separate coach law, organizing mass meetings, drawing up protest
documents, and presenting hundreds of  resolutions of  protest and petitions
to the governor and state legislators. Their campaign to demonstrate both
their service as slaves and their progress as an emancipated people was
poignant, echoing Albert’s presentation to the Louisiana legislature: ‘‘Does
not a race which has enriched our soil with her blood, watered it with her
tears, and which has given the vigor and strength of  her youth to build up
our country’s resources, deserve better treatment? Does not the unselfish pa-
triotism of  such a race all for true and just recognition?’’ Claiming their ‘‘bright
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record’’ of  service to their state, movement members insisted that ‘‘a wrong
has been done us. It must be righted. We have to take up the gauntlet of  moral
warfare, and do not intend to lay it down until victory shall be ours.’’∏∫

The anti-separate-car movement continued after the law passed in May
1892. A case that would test the constitutionality of  the new legislation
emerged when an African American minister from Evansville, Indiana, the
Reverend W. H. Anderson, and his wife were attacked twice on interstate
journeys through Kentucky. They were roughly handled and removed from
the ladies’ car at the Kentucky state line on a journey from Evansville,
Indiana, to Madisonville, Kentucky. On a separate journey, they were de-
nied seating and ejected thirty miles from their destination. The couple
sued. Although the couple won a substantial damage settlement in the
circuit court, a test of  the state law in federal court upheld Kentucky’s
segregation law as constitutional, despite the fact that the wooden parti-
tions separating blacks from the smoking area were too small to seal o√
the space.∏Ω

In actuality, segregationists better understood to the national outlook,
which was increasingly turning a blind eye to discriminatory southern poli-
tics. The mob mentality that had fueled assaults by white passengers against
African Americans seated in first-class cars now also governed southern
state legislatures. And the federal courts had demonstrated their unwilling-
ness to make equal protection of  the law a reality, arguing that to do so
would be to make African Americans ‘‘the special favorite of  the laws.’’π≠

Although the majority of  African Americans believed that segregation was
clearly illegal, they had a di≈cult time gaining a sympathetic hearing for
their cause in the courts.

Even as justice in the courts proved illusive, the Citizens’ Committee
carried popular support. Funds came from wealthy individuals and unions,
benevolent societies, and civic groups throughout New Orleans. Le Silence
Benevolent Association donated more than one hundred dollars. Historic
organizations, such the Société des Artisans founded in 1834 by free Afro-
Creole craftsmen, and labor organizations, including the cigar makers’ ncr
Club, the Bricklayers’ Union, and the Mechanics’ Social Club, supported
the fight against segregation. The Creole of  color chapter of  the Masons
also donated funds. By the end of  October, the committee had raised more
than fourteen hundred dollars to fund the test case.π∞

The Citizens’ Committee committed to bringing on Albion Tourgée, a
prominent white attorney, as lead counsel in mid-October 1891. One of  the
few outspoken white critics of  the Republican Party’s retreat from racial
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justice and a vocal and prolific writer on the rights of  African Americans,
Tourgée volunteered his services to challenge Jim Crow railroads. The in-
volvement of  Tourgée, a member of  the Methodist Episcopal Church,
helped to connect the Citizens’ Committee with concerned northern
whites. Tourgée highlighted the work of  the Crusader and the Citizens’
Committee in his column in the Inter-Ocean, a Republican newspaper. The
cross-cultural nationwide attention boosted the Crusader’s circulation and
helped to develop a critical consensus against segregation among sympa-
thetic white northerners.π≤

Making sure every aspect of  the arrest went perfectly would be a chal-
lenge. Because of  the di≈cult logistics of  establishing the correct situation
for arrest, the Citizens’ Committee had to reach a working agreement with
at least one Louisiana railroad company. To craft this unholy alliance, the
committee had to exploit the fact that Louisiana railroads viewed Jim Crow
cars as an expensive inconvenience. In correspondence with Martinet,
Tourgée encouraged the committee to work with railroad o≈cials to coor-
dinate the protest.

Given the di≈cult and unpredictable conditions of  most rail cars, man-
aging the logistics of  the case was di≈cult. The committee had to ensure
that the volunteer would be arrested in New Orleans and not simply at-
tacked and ejected for resisting white authority. Martinet emphasized that
for the case to be a test of  the separate car law, the individual would ‘‘have
to be refused admission into the ‘white’ car here before the train starts and
attempt to force . . . an entrance and have himself  arrested and charged
under the criminal [provision] of  the separate car law and not for breach of
the peace.’’ The volunteer had the risky job of  ensuring that he or she was
arrested for violating the particular law the committee wished to challenge.
‘‘For if  the car starts first, they will simply beat and throw him out and there
will be no arrest. To make this case will require some tact.’’π≥

The separate car law called for train o≈cials to set up two first-class cars,
a requirement that increased the daily cost of  running trains in Louisiana.
Railroad employees also were burdened with the awkward task of  deciding
if  boarding passengers were white or black, an impossible proposition in a
city with a large population of  phenotypically white but culturally black or
Afro-Creole residents. Martinet commented that if  conductors ‘‘were not
informed [they] would be sure to pick out the white for colored and the
colored for white.’’π∂ Although conductors had maintained informal dis-
criminatory practices prior to 1890, their decisions now had the force of
law. Conductors would fear accidentally seating light-skinned African
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Americans in cars designated for white passengers, just as they would fear
insulting dark-featured whites by seating them in colored cars. The risks
were genuine; a streetcar company in Shreveport, Louisiana, had been held
liable when a white woman passenger with dark features sued because a
conductor asked, ‘‘Don’t you belong over there?’’ in reference to the black
section of  the car. The court ruled that ‘‘a carrier of  passengers is as much
bound to protect them from humiliation and insult as from physical injury.’’
The mere suggestion that a white person was black was judged to be as
harmful as being pushed from the car.π∑ Being forced to identify race in
Louisiana was a multisided liability. Tourgée and the committee hoped to
exploit these liabilities in building their case.

The committee’s e√ort to work with Louisiana rail companies revealed
the uneven application of  the law. One railroad informed the committee
that it ‘‘did not enforce the law.’’ The company maintained ‘‘a coach for
colored persons and the sign required by law.’’ If  any African American
passengers did not want to be seated in the colored car, conductors were
instructed ‘‘not to be violent in any way.’’ Martinet characterized the situa-
tion on this railroad as ‘‘a victory already,’’ yet the ambiguous situation
remained unfair at best and dangerous at worst. Intimidated African Ameri-
can riders would be forced to sit in the colored car, while indignant riders
could perhaps get a first-class seat. Such an informal policy o√ered no
guarantees of  first-class treatment and did not protect African Americans
who sat in the ‘‘white’’ car from angry passengers. Another rail company
agreed that the law was ‘‘bad’’ and that it ‘‘would like to get rid of  it’’ but
nevertheless enforced it.π∏

Finally, the committee reached an agreement with the Louisville and Nash-
ville Railroad. Martinet wrote excitedly, ‘‘They are willing that we shall make
the case.’’ However, the company’s willingness to allow the arrest to take
place did not imply that railroad o≈cials wanted to equalize conditions.
Tourgée hoped to present photographic evidence of  conditions on the Jim
Crow car, but when he asked if  pictures could be taken, the railroad refused,
fearful of  future liability given the unequal condition of  colored cars.ππ

With everything in place, the committee chose a representative to be
arrested on the train. Committee members did not press the case them-
selves. Martinet felt that he was not a good candidate because he was not a
frequent target of  Jim Crow policy, being ‘‘one of  those whose a face
complexion favors.’’ Given that he was ‘‘well known all over the city,’’ he was
rarely excluded on the basis of  race. Although he explained that ‘‘color
prejudice, in this respect does not a√ect me,’’ Martinet remained one of  the
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most fervent and vocal adversaries of  segregation. His status reflected the
lives of  elite Creoles of  color, who continued to enjoy unparalleled access
to New Orleans society during the 1890s even in a climate of  growing
hostility. But he was concerned with more than maintaining elite Creole
privilege; his access to public space remained sure even after the advent of
Jim Crow policy. For Martinet, segregation involved the degradation of
American citizenship for both the privileged and the voiceless. Moreover,
Martinet feared traveling where he was not known. Dismissing Tourgée’s
idea of  investigating racial conditions throughout the state, Martinet
stated, ‘‘I don’t suppose I could travel today in the state and stop at places
without becoming a suspect [and] run the risk of  personal danger.’’π∫ He
existed in a bubble of  safety in New Orleans, but outside the city limits, the
same realities threatened every African American, making travel perilous.

Rodolphe Desdunes’s son, Daniel, was chosen as the first test subject and
was arrested on the Louisville and Nashville Railroad in February 1892. The
young Desdunes was charged with violating the separate car act and pled
not guilty. But the case would be dismissed in connection with a similar
suit. Late in 1891, Martinet had written Tourgée regarding a Pullman sleep-
ing car case that challenged the separate car law and wondered ‘‘if  anything
could be made out of  this.’’ Indeed, this unplanned and una≈liated case
paved the way for a small victory. On 26 May 1892, Martinet telegraphed
Tourgée with the exciting news that ‘‘in Pullman company case . . . state
Supreme Court yesterday unanimously decided separate car law [was] un-
constitutional.’’πΩ Thus, the Desdunes case never came to fruition; the Loui-
siana Supreme Court ruled that the separate car law as a state regulation did
not apply to interstate travel and dismissed the complaint. The committee
celebrated this initial decision as a victory. Martinet wrote in the Crusader,
‘‘Jim Crow is as dead as a doornail,’’ leading the committee and the commu-
nity to believe that the legal tide was turning in their favor.∫≠

Believing that one more legal challenge might do away with Louisiana’s
intrastate Jim Crow cars, committee members found a new test case in
Homer Plessy. Little is known about how Plessy volunteered to press the
case, but his racial background made him an ideal subject in Tourgée’s eyes.
Like Daniel Desdunes, Plessy was phenotypically white. Tourgée insisted
that a light-skinned subject would highlight the di≈culty of  defining race
in a society where not all people of  color were easily identifiable. In fact, a
key part of  Tourgée’s argument centered on Plessy being denied his rights
as a ‘‘mostly’’ white man simply because he had a trace of  black blood. The
separate car law did not define the meaning of  ‘‘black’’ or ‘‘white.’’ Perhaps
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Tourgée believed that he could revive antebellum laws that allowed free
blacks with mixed blood to be legally defined as white if  they had no
African ancestry for at least two generations. Plessy’s status as one-eighth
black meant that he had a great-grandparent with African ancestry, not a
parent or grandparent.∫∞ Fascinated by the blurred color line in New Or-
leans, Tourgée wanted to exploit the light skin of  Afro-Creoles to his ad-
vantage in the courtroom.

It is unclear why a woman was not chosen as a test subject. A woman
might have been a more sympathetic figure, a person to whom poor treat-
ment in a second-class car would have resulted in more dramatic ramifica-
tions. When denied entry to the car set aside for women and their gentlemen
companions, a woman of  color would clearly demonstrate the inherent
inequality of  segregated southern rails. Unless Louisiana trains began to
include expensive cars for colored ladies, black women could never experi-
ence accommodations equal to those provided for white women. Martinet
had made the suggestion, but Tourgée’s interest in a phenotypically white
litigant overshadowed the issue of  gender. When Tourgée asked if  a fair-
skinned woman of  ambiguous racial origin could be found as a test subject,
Martinet responded that he believed ‘‘it would be quite di≈cult to have a
lady too nearly white refused admission to a ‘white’ car.’’ In the case of  a
woman as fair as Plessy or Desdunes, the railroad would err on the side of
caution and not press her about race. Martinet argued that perhaps the test
should emerge from the real-life di≈culties African American women faced
when trying to travel on ladies’ cars. He told Tourgée of  a recent case ‘‘where
two colored ladies were actually forced out of  the ‘white’ coach into the
‘colored’ while the train was going at the usual rate of  speed.’’ The two
women ‘‘were on their way home . . . from here and I don’t know whether the
outrage was in this state or Mississippi.’’ Martinet concluded, ‘‘I shall write
for particulars.’’∫≤ Martinet and the committee members were certainly
aware of  the publicized cases in which women had made pointed arguments
for inclusion in ladies’ cars. A man would be a less sympathetic figure; the
second-class smoking car was always seen as male terrain, so the argument
that riding in second-class facilities harmed them was less meaningful. Per-
haps the committee feared subjecting a woman to possible violence. Perhaps
because the case was politically motivated, the committee did not want to
send a woman to do what was perceived as men’s work.

The Citizens’ Committee as a whole may not have believed it appropriate
for women to enter a political realm. Perhaps they wanted to be sure their case
was about race and was not complicated by questions of  gender. Women were
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not included as members of  the Citizens’ Committee, and Martinet seemed
critical of  women activists. For example, Tourgée asked Martinet about the
race of  Ida B. Wells, who had recently written to Tourgée. Martinet re-
sponded, ‘‘Miss Wells is colored. She is, however, intensely devoted to the
race, though I do not always agree with her views to promote its interests.
Her connection with the Free Speech has, I am told, cost her pension in the
public schools of  Memphis.’’∫≥ Martinet did not write that Wells had also
been a litigant in a suit against segregated rails in Tennessee, a forerunner of
their own crusade. The moderate Martinet harshly judged Wells’s confron-
tational style as well as her willingness to risk security for political work.
Perhaps the men of  the committee let the gender divide distract them from
making a stronger case about the price of  exclusion for women of  color. If  a
woman had been chosen to protest being barred from the ladies’ car, the
committee would have been able to present a forceful and more dramatic
case about the danger and damage of  Jim Crow.

Although no women’s groups spoke out against the Citizens’ Commit-
tee, the organization faced challenges from other constituencies that ques-
tioned its fight and motives. Martinet was troubled by acera’s ongoing
battle against Jim Crow legislation, writing, ‘‘An attempt is being made by
some politicians and preachers to revive the defunct American Citizens’
Equal Rights Association, instead of . . . helping us. They are simply trying
to secure notoriety.’’ However, rather than recognizing the association’s
early leadership and its part in initiating the fight against the separate car
law, Martinet and the committee viewed acera as a rival, claiming that its
members ‘‘did absolutely nothing when they had the wheel . . . and cared
little about this matter.’’ Martinet perceived acera’s work as a threat to the
leadership of  the Citizens’ Committee, warning that ‘‘now that we have
made the start [acera] would run the thing in the ground if  they could.
But they can’t hurt. We’ll use their move to advantage.’’ Di√erences between
the two organizations’ approach to protest undermined their ability to
work in concert.∫∂

A more direct challenge to the Citizens’ Committee’s legitimacy came
when a New Orleans minister accused it of  elitism and exclusivity. In De-
cember 1891, soon after the organization was formed and began raising
funds for the test case, the all-Creole committee faced complaints from
black New Orleanians who felt the light-skinned leaders did not represent
the race and were merely trying to remove the barriers that deprived an
elite few of  white privilege. Martinet warned Tourgée of  ‘‘Preacher A. S.
Jackson,’’ who ‘‘charged that the people who support our movement were
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nearly white, or wanted to pass for white and that in ‘succumbing’ to our
fund they did not sign their names.’’ Martinet replied that most people
donated to the cause by name, but a few were ‘‘earnest . . . but modest.’’ Still,
hurt by the accusation that his supporters were ashamed of  their heritage,
Martinet worried that the greatest hindrance ‘‘the race has to contend with
[came from] within our ranks.’’ Creoles of  color had likely organized with
one another because of  their shared concerns. Afro-Creoles shared more
than their pale skin tones. They also agreed on approaches to race politics
di√ering from the beliefs of  non-Creole black Americans.∫∑

But perhaps the committee could have shown greater depth. The Cit-
izens’ Committee never took steps to invite local leaders from outside the
Creole community to take part in planning the protest. It also failed to give
ample credit to non-Creole leaders and their willingness to speak out
against the discriminatory law. The committee’s narrow approach did not
generate mass support or build coalitions within the broader African Amer-
ican community. In the e√ort to promote their own unique approach, the
members muddled the fight against segregation. The committee’s e√ort
would have been stronger had it included a broad range of  viewpoints on
how best to challenge Jim Crow. Division weakened the fight against segre-
gation in New Orleans, causing African Americans to misdirect some of
their political energy toward one another.

Even if  they did not trust some other local leaders, the committee men
had a great deal of  faith in the ‘‘strong power of  the courts’’ and remained
enthusiastic in their support of  Plessy after his arrest in June 1892. Few
details of  the arrest appear in public accounts, but his arrest on the East
Louisiana Railroad had been prearranged with the rail company.∫∏ Plessy
purchased a first-class ticket to a destination within the state and boarded
the train. He found a seat in the white car, told the conductor that he was
colored, and refused to move to the colored car. The committee backed
Plessy as he was found guilty of  violating the separate car law in both the
city and state courts. But waiting for the case to be argued on the federal
level in front of  the Supreme Court was long and trying. As the Plessy case
progressed through the courts, the political climate worsened, with more
calls for legal disfranchisement and increasing violence.

The case finally reached the U.S. Supreme Court on appeal in 1895. As
lead attorney, Tourgée argued that any limitations on Plessy’s ability to
purchase a first-class ticket and ride in the first-class car constituted an
abridgement of  his rights. Tourgée’s case centered on two crucial points:
first, segregation was a violation of  Plessy’s rights under the Thirteenth and
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Fourteenth Amendments to the Constitution, which made slavery illegal
and guaranteed citizenship to all persons born or naturalized in the United
States. To Tourgée, the act of  segregating blacks who bought first-class
tickets while simultaneously allowing working black servants to travel in
first-class cars a≈rmed that segregation law sought to maintain hierarchical
racial status. Segregation was essentially about rea≈rming racial divisions
born in slavery and therefore violated the freedom and fundamental citi-
zenship rights of  African Americans.

Tourgée’s second and more controversial argument hinged on the sec-
ond part of  Section 1 of  the Fourteenth Amendment, which asserted that
‘‘no State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or
immunities of  citizens . . . nor . . . deprive any person of  life, liberty, or
property.’’ Tourgée argued that the separate car law denied Homer Plessy
‘‘the reputation of  being white.’’ Tourgée insisted that whiteness was not
simply status but also a form of  property. Much like the anonymous Creole
who wanted the right to choose his race, Tourgée argued that the separate
car law gave Plessy’s right to self-chosen identity to train conductors, who
arbitrarily assigned passengers to one car or another based on personal
judgment. Although Tourgée was clever to exploit New Orleans’s unique,
racially ambiguous population and the state’s failure to define the meaning
of  race, he was perhaps too clever. His approach fell short of  o√ering a
more universal solution to the problem of  Jim Crow. Tourgée’s argument
undercut the notion that African Americans, regardless of  skin color, de-
served protection under the banner of  equitable citizenship. It undermined
the claim that systematic exclusion degraded black citizenship no matter
how white an individual’s heritage might be.∫π

While waiting for the final decision, the Citizens’ Committee encoun-
tered internal setbacks. Mary, the committee’s chief  benefactor, had taken
his own life, a victim of  dementia caused by age. Saddened by Mary’s death,
weary from battles within his own organization, and impatient for the
outcome of  the case, Martinet became discouraged with the problem of  race
in America. In May 1893, he asked Tourgée if  they were ‘‘fighting a hopeless
battle—a battle made doubly hopeless by the tyranny and cruelty of  the
Southern white and the Negro’s own lack of  appreciation, his want of
energy and his submissiveness.’’ Martinet, writing during a vacation in Chi-
cago, a city probably much less hostile to him and his family than his home,
was worn down by the climate of  racial violence and the growing movement
to legally destroy African American citizenship. Martinet also was discour-
aged by the increasing support of  northern white ‘‘Negrophilists’’ for ‘‘the
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doings at Tuskegee, Ala’’ and what he saw as their ‘‘pander[ing] to Southern
prejudices.’’ Martinet was saddened that Booker T. Washington could not
instill his students with ‘‘the spirit of  true manhood, of  manly courage and
resistance.’’ Those traits would not be ‘‘tolerated in the communities where
they are’’ and would not make good copy for ‘‘accounts of  the phenomenal
educational and intellectual progress of  the colored people . . . dished up
regularly to deceive a generous philanthropy at the North.’’

Martinet questioned his place in the nation. His anger and frustration
reflected the ways in which he felt trapped by his place between a hostile
white South and a black population from which he felt estranged by cul-
ture, belief, custom, and approach to politics. The hard fight made Mar-
tinet feel divided, a bitter ‘‘twoness’’ that developed out of  frustration.

I feel at times as if  I could tear the flag—the stars and stripes—into
shreds. Yet I am not a bad citizen—as long as I live within its jurisdic-
tions I shall be loyal to the country. . . . And yet why this feeling? I
have no special love for the Negro—never perhaps had—only sympa-
thy. As an individual I have been treated better than a great many. . . .
I have always been respected by those with whom I have come in
contact. . . . I do not hanker for companionship or social relations
with those who do not want to associate with me, nor do I desire un-
duly the personal advantages that accrue from unreserved associa-
tion with one’s fellow beings. I’m foolish enough to think that I am
above those who view a man’s worth through the glass of  color prej-
udice. All I want is my civil rights, privileges as a citizen, and simple
justice for all who are denied it. I want to enjoy rights and don’t want
to be tolerated merrily.

Alienated or at best angry at the failed promises of  American citizenship,
Martinet grew bitter about having organized on behalf  of  a people to
whom he often felt superior, although he remained clear about his political
goals and his place in society.∫∫

The fight of  the Citizens’ Committee came to its disappointing climax in
May 1896 when the majority of  the Supreme Court found separate but equal
accommodations to be within the bounds of  the U.S. Constitution. Arguing
that social equality was separate from political equality, the decision stated
that the citizenship rights guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment did
not extend to the question of  public inclusion. The justices argued that
separation of  the races was ‘‘reasonable’’ given the ‘‘customs and traditions
of  the people.’’ They insisted that any stigma found in separating black and
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white passengers occurred ‘‘solely because the colored race chooses to put
that construction upon it.’’ The Plessy decision was an endorsement of  segre-
gation that left African Americans alienated and their citizenship rights
severely limited. As segregation grew, black southerners found no allies in
the courts.

As race hardened, the space left for New Orleans’s Creoles of  color
narrowed. A victory, even one that was unenforceable, would have slowed
the tide of  segregation and emboldened black southerners agitating to
defend their citizenship. The loss was a blow to their community of  strug-
gle. The case that the committee had intended to rea≈rm African American
citizenship instead became a federal endorsement of  segregationist south-
ern policies. Although the Citizens’ Committee went on to protest lynch-
ing and racial violence, its viability as an organization soon came to an end.
Martinet’s Crusader stopped publication in 1897.

legal historian michael klarman  has asserted that Plessy was not
an important defeat and that Plessy and other similar cases reflected the
‘‘regressive racial climate of  the era,’’ which drew from ‘‘plausible interpreta-
tions of  conventional legal sources.’’ He posits that it was ‘‘unlikely that
contrary rulings would have significantly alleviated the oppression of  blacks:
such rulings probably could not have been enforced, and, in any event, the
oppression of  blacks was largely the work of  forces other than law.’’∫Ω

However, victory in the Plessy case would have been meaningful in two
key ways. First, given that states clearly took their cues about what they
could do from the Supreme Court, a favorable verdict might have worked
to slow the passage of  state laws that limited black citizenship. An examina-
tion of  these laws reveals the care that states took to follow precedent and
model laws that had already been upheld. Second, court cases emerged
from real political struggle: the e√orts of  African Americans to defend
existing rights and fight new laws bent on limiting black citizenship. Even
in an age of  terror, the force of  law, even unenforceable law, would have
had meaning. Throughout American history, black people had used the
courts to try to secure liberty. Such appeals were a crucial component of
African American resistance strategies. Just as the National Association for
the Advancement of  Colored People would use the courts as a wedge in the
twentieth century, even small victories in the age of  Plessy would have been
meaningful to communities engaged in active defense of  their citizenship.

For all its importance in American legal history, Plessy v. Ferguson was not
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considered a watershed decision in its day. After all, the Supreme Court had
already overturned the guarantee of  equal access to public accommoda-
tions promised in 1875 Civil Rights Act. Many African Americans had hoped
for a better outcome in Plessy, but they were prepared for the worst. Al-
though Plessy has come to symbolize the decisive defeat for inclusion in
American society, most African Americans did not see it that way. For most,
Plessy was simply yet another bad decision from a court that had done little
to ensure the promises of  Reconstruction; the ruling did not mean that
black Americans should abandon their citizenship rights. For the boldest
race advocates, it simply encouraged further agitation. For the most com-
pliant, it was a misguided judgment that had to be tolerated.

Booker T. Washington issued a bland statement of  displeasure about the
decision, arguing that the ‘‘separation may be good law, but it is not good
common sense.’’ Turning the whole argument to the price of  the ticket,
Washington claimed, ‘‘The colored people do not complain so much of  the
separation, as of  the fact that the accommodations, with almost no excep-
tions, are not equal, still the same price is charged the colored passengers as
is charged the white people.’’ Unfair charges, not the expression of  full
citizenship, were his stated concern. But he did call train segregation ‘‘an
unjust law’’ that ‘‘injures the white man, and inconveniences the negro.’’ He
explained, ‘‘No race can wrong another race simply because it has the power
to do so, without being permanently injured in morals, and its ideas of
justice.’’ Arguing that ‘‘it is for the white man to save himself  from this
degradation that I plead,’’ Washington insisted that such unfair practices
threatened the moral health of  white America.Ω≠

For many white Americans, the Plessy decision was a foregone conclu-
sion. Much of  the nation had turned away from concerns about protecting
the citizenship of  southern blacks. The change was demonstrated best in
the support of  Washington’s approach to race. His address to the crowds at
the 1895 Atlanta Exposition called on black southerners ‘‘to cast down their
bucket’’ in the ‘‘beloved South,’’ the best place for blacks to prosper ‘‘by the
productions of  [their] hands.’’Ω∞ Washington’s belief  that African Ameri-
cans should stay in the South was not in itself  groundbreaking. Frederick
Douglass, for example, had attempted to dissuade African American Exo-
dusters from moving west in 1879, arguing that ‘‘the negro . . . is preemi-
nently a Southern man.’’ Black southerners had invested too much time to
gamble on an unknown land. The South was ‘‘best for [African Americans]
as a field of  labor.’’Ω≤



our people, our problem?84

But unlike Washington, Douglass based his argument on black citizen-
ship. Black southerners should not run from injustice but instead should
stay and insist on the protection of  their rights. In the South, they had the
numbers to sway elections and channel their political power. Their history
as southerners should be the basis of  their demands for justice as citizens.
Rather than run from violence, black southerners should stay and fight.
Douglass reminded his audience that the black man ‘‘has been known to
fight bravely for his liberty.’’ Citing a global history of  black resistance,
Douglass continued, ‘‘He went down to Harper’s Ferry with John Brown,
and fought as bravely and died as nobly as any. There have been Nathaniel
Turners and Denmark Veseys among them in the United States, Joseph
Cinques, Madison Washingtons and [William] Tillmons on the sea, and
Toussaint L’Ouvertures on land. Even his enemies, during the late war, had
to confess that the Negro is a good fighter.’’ Had he lived to see it, Douglass
might have included among his pantheon of  heroes the members of  the
black U.S. Ninth Volunteer regiment from Louisiana, who would soon fight
and die valiantly for the American cause in the Spanish-American War.Ω≥ As
voters, soldiers, or rebel citizens, Douglass believed, African Americans
belonged in the South. Washington’s call for blacks to cast their buckets
into the turbulent southern waters was not new, but coupled with his total
abandonment of  political rights, it was surrender.

By 1896, many white Americans saw Washington as having replaced
Douglass as the arbiter of  the Negro question—as the leading black man
consulted in matters of  politics and education. After Douglass’s death in
February 1895, Washington even reshaped the memory of  the abolitionist’s
early resistance on the trains. In his autobiography, Up from Slavery, Wash-
ington highlighted Douglass’s dignity in the face of  degradation rather
than his resistance. On a train ride through Pennsylvania, Washington re-
counted, railroad o≈cials forced Douglass to ride sitting on cargo in the
baggage car. When a white passenger tried to console Douglass for being
‘‘degraded in this manner,’’ Washington recalled, ‘‘Mr. Douglass straight-
ened himself  up on the box upon which he was sitting, and replied: ‘they
cannot degrade Frederick Douglass. The soul that is within me no man can
degrade.’ ’’Ω∂ Washington presented Douglass as compliant, not resistant.
Gone was the Douglass who gritted his teeth and twisted his arms into the
seat of  the railcar to avoid ejection. Gone was the Douglass who had lauded
Elizabeth Jennings’s legal victory. Washington made no mention of  Doug-
lass’s support of  mass protests in Massachusetts and New York. Instead,
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Washington left him stoic in the baggage car. In the wake of  the Plessy
decision, Washington wanted to leave behind the spirit of  public resis-
tance, hoping instead that work behind the scenes and economic success
eventually would secure freedom for black southerners. But despite defeat,
protest would continue.
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4 WHERE ARE OUR FRIENDS?

Crumbling Alliances and the New Orleans Streetcar Boycott

On the street-cars, our ladies are insulted and our working men, returning from their daily

toil, are treated worse than heathens by the hoodlums, while the conductors look on compla-

cently or with a smile of  approval. We simply rise in our places of  humiliation and say to our

friends, the yoke is galling, our manhood is despised, our spirits are being crushed, our labor-

ers have become disturbed, our sense of  security is shaken; we need your help. where are

our friends?—j. max barber, ‘‘Where Are Our Friends,’’ Voice of  the Negro, October 1906

Black southerners did not take Plessy v. Ferguson as a signal that they should
accept Jim Crow. African Americans in New Orleans continued to contest
segregation, protesting the passage of  a new law calling for racial separa-
tion on city streetcars. The 1902 law divided the cars with movable screens,
which surely felt like cages at the backs of  the streetcars. The seating in the
cars was a physical representation of  ways in which segregationists not only
divided blacks from whites but also tried to shame and punish blacks in the
public sphere.

Large-scale boycotts to contest the segregation of  city streetcars took
place in nearly every state that passed such laws. Louisiana was no excep-
tion: African Americans in the Crescent City boycotted even after their
political resolve was scarred by the failure of  Plessy and the terror of  a major
race riot in 1900. The boycott reflected black New Orleanians’ desire to
stand against injustice, even at great personal risk. And unlike the Citizens’
Committee, which drew its membership from a small Creole of  color elite,
participants from all walks of  life strengthened the boycott. Working-class
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African Americans, the majority of  them first-generation descendants of
slaves migrating from rural Mississippi and Louisiana, moved to New Or-
leans to find sanctuary from lynching and racial violence that confronted
them daily as sharecroppers and tenant farmers. With a large in-migration
after the war, New Orleans became the largest African American population
south of  Washington, D.C., with 89,262 black residents. And although New
Orleans would be plagued by mob violence in 1900, the large community of
African Americans in the city turned within for support.∞ Migrants found
spiritual guidance in black churches, security from fraternal and benevolent
societies, representation through labor unions, and inclusion in social
clubs. In such a bleak time, the boycott became a measure of  black New
Orleans’s collective spirit of  mass protest and an ethic of  self-help. Even
when they found few friends, they resolved to help themselves.

the turn of  the twentieth century was the heyday of  the trolley in New
Orleans. By 1900, the Crescent City’s electric streetcars, which first ap-
peared in 1893, had completely replaced horse-drawn cars. Streetcars served
all sections of  the city; cars traveled past balconies in the narrow and wind-
ing streets of  the French Quarter, while routes through the Americanized
district above Canal Street served the city’s business class. Tracks criss-
crossed nearly every corner of  the city, but most lines connected at Canal
Street, the city’s main artery. So many routes began or terminated at Canal
that at rush hour, the cars appeared to be mired in a massive tra≈c jam. By
1900, the populous and increasingly modern city boasted the South’s larg-
est streetcar system, with more than twenty-six lines and 180 miles of  track.
Streetcars became the favored form of  transportation; by 1902 more than 53
million journeys were taken on the streetcar every year. Streetcars were
essential not only to commerce but also to culture; elaborately decorated
cars took center stage in Mardi Gras celebrations.≤

The evolution of  the modern streetcar system became central to the
development of  twentieth-century New Orleans. Americanized city leaders
saw ‘‘modern improvements and advanced ideas’’ such as an e≈cient street-
car system as a break with the city’s Creole legacy. Local leaders did not
want their unique cultural heritage to render the city underdeveloped and
stuck ‘‘in the glories of  the past.’’ Like many New South boosters, they
believed that modernization was the key to future industrial investment
and economic advancement. In 1901, there were citywide e√orts to expand
service, revise routes for greater e≈ciency, and improve the conditions of
tracks, while the city’s largest street railway company, the New Orleans City
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Railroad, purchased new, larger ‘‘Palace cars’’ to accommodate increasing
numbers of  customers. These new cars were the latest in streetcar technol-
ogy. As streetcar historian E. Harper Charlton has written, ‘‘The advent of
the ‘Palace’ cars heralded modernization of  the street railways in keeping
with the city wide trend.’’≥

Modernization included changes in the way service was provided. The
New Orleans streetcar system originally had been administered by four
di√erent private companies, but in 1902, the systems were combined to
form the New Orleans Railways Company. H. H. Pearson Jr., a representa-
tive of  corporate investors from Philadelphia and New York City, moved to
New Orleans to reorganize the city’s streetcar and power companies. The
city welcomed outside help in making ‘‘the finest street railway system to be
had . . . on parity with the railroads of  the North.’’ Local boosters boasted
that consolidation would improve the streetcar system by ‘‘vastly increasing
the facilities a√orded . . . providing attractions which will increase travel on
the cars, and at the same time make such traveling as comfortable as possi-
ble.’’ An e≈cient system would also facilitate laborers’ movement to indus-
trial areas and business districts. Reorganization of  the streetcars was part
of  a series of  improvements. Numerous citywide expansion and develop-
ment projects occurred that year, including the strengthening of  levees, the
updating of  the city’s primitive drainage and sewage systems, and the addi-
tion of  water-purifying systems and paved streets.∂

Although romantic histories of  New Orleans streetcars make no mention
of  the advent of  segregation, the shift toward modernization coincided with
the passage of  the state law segregating streetcars. State legislators called for
the city’s beautiful new Palace cars to be fitted with gates to separate the
races. New, more streamlined policies governing streetcars enabled politi-
cians to more clearly delineate the color line in New Orleans. Consolidation
of  the city’s streetcars made segregation much easier to enforce and much
more di≈cult to protest. A large and well-organized company could better
absorb the financial impact of  a protest of  any kind, from striking workers
to disgruntled black passengers. To state legislators, progress included a
hardening of  the color line. They hoped to end Reconstruction-era public
liberties and give birth to a Crescent City reshaped in the image of  Jim Crow.

Although Jim Crow was in reality antithetical to the meaning of  the word
‘‘progress,’’ Progressivism and segregation developed side by side in the
urban South. The spirit of  reform that shaped the Progressive movement—
with calls for improving the social and economic well-being of  the working
class—served as easy cover for segregationists. Henry W. Grady, the editor of
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the Atlanta Constitution, promoted the idea of  New South Progressivism in
the 1880s, arguing that the South could move forward economically only if
white southerners were left alone to solve the race problem. Grady inter-
preted white supremacy as natural and God-given and believed that clear
recognition of  the dominance of  the white race would protect black south-
erners from racial violence while spurring economic development. Separa-
tion and white supremacy would make the New South grow.∑

In the age of  New South boosterism, Jim Crow was pitched as reform,
designed to improve conditions for both black and white southerners. Jim
Crow streetcars were seen as symbols of  progress. One proponent of  segre-
gation argued that although black passengers might initially boycott segre-
gated cars, ‘‘common sense’’ eventually would teach ‘‘those people that the
separation of  the races really defined their status and confirmed to them
certain rights, which are greatly to their advantage.’’ Segregation was simply
a part of  reforming and improving their cities. Other segregationists were a
bit less sophisticated; one proponent of  segregated streetcars in Mobile,
Alabama, argued that Progressive ‘‘elevation’’ had turned African Americans
into a problem and segregation into the solution: ‘‘If  this is what education
does for the negro, what will he be when a few more eastern capitalists have
endowed a few more nigger schools? Is it not time . . . to call a halt on
the nigger?’’∏

African Americans vigorously protested the laws that demeaned their
citizenship in the name of  the modern city. Black New Orleanians were
defined by urban life, and like most city dwellers, they used the streetcars,
which served the most populous black, white, and mixed neighborhoods.
Streetcars made traveling much more comfortable; as one reporter noted,
‘‘The climate makes riding, instead of  walking, a necessity.’’ ‘‘Due to the
peculiar location of  the city along the banks of  the river,’’ particularly
during humid summers, New Orleans was not a walking city, making
‘‘street cars more necessary.’’π During a 1902 streetcar strike, the Reverend
Isaiah B. Scott, a newcomer who took the helm of  the Southwestern Christian
Advocate in 1896, commented that the uses of  other forms of  transportation
were ‘‘novel, but . . . awfully tiresome and inconvenient for people who have
to go five or six miles.’’∫

Many working-class black residents relied on streetcars to travel to their
jobs. Men paid the fare of  a few pennies each day to travel to the city’s
waterfront or factories, while women employed as laundresses and domestics
used streetcars to reach their employers’ homes or run errands. As the South-
western Christian Advocate reported, hundreds of  African Americans ‘‘live any-
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where from three to ten miles from their work and are compelled to use the
electric cars to reach it.’’ In the large and expanding city, working- and middle-
class people used the streetcar to find employment in distant areas.Ω

In 1900, the streetcars were fluid spaces, not governed by hard-and-fast
laws delineating the color line. Prior to segregation, any rider had the
opportunity to find a rare open seat or to ride standing in the crowded
aisles or on the outdoor running boards. And although racial etiquette
made working-class blacks reluctant to find a seat next to elite whites, by
law, riders were not segregated by race.

Streetcars not only served the workaday needs of  African Americans but
also shaped their free time. Black and Afro-Creole residents of  all classes
used the cars to enrich their social lives, traveling by streetcar to attend
society meetings and festive events on Saturdays and to worship at church
on Sundays. Black New Orleanians were among the 965,000 visitors to the
city’s streetcar-company-sponsored parks in 1902.∞≠ Churches, benevolent
societies, and labor and fraternal organizations hosted annual celebrations
in outlying parks and fairgrounds. African American men seeking a taste of
the sporting life attended baseball games and boxing matches in the parks.
And prior to 1902, the city’s African American residents took pride in inte-
grated streetcars as spaces largely free from racial tension.

The call for segregation thus disappointed many in New Orleans. An-
gered, unsure of  why streetcars were being segregated, and tapping into a
history of  collective resistance, African Americans argued that as customers,
they deserved better. They believed that the city should have praised the
respectable comportment of  African American citizens on the streetcars.
Outraged at the legislature’s demands that streetcar companies erect screens
to divide black and white riders, local pastor E. A. Higgins stated, ‘‘Before I
would ride in a screened ‘Jim Crow’ car I would walk my feet o√.’’ When the
law went into e√ect in the fall of  1902, few blacks rode in the segregated
compartments, and conflicts arose only when whites sat in empty seats ‘‘set
apart for negroes.’’ Black New Orleanians did not accept what they viewed as
an erosion of  rights the previous generation had won.∞∞

African Americans had struggled against the segregation of  public con-
veyances since horse-drawn streetcars were first introduced in New Or-
leans. The customs that had plagued the streetcars of  New York City before
the Civil War were reflected in laws in nearly every antebellum southern
city. Lawmakers either banned black riders or instituted segregation as a
means of  controlling African Americans, both slave and free. Urban slaves
often traveled within southern cities without direct supervision; restrictive
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race-based ordinances were attempts to control slaves’ freedom of  move-
ment—that is, means of  reasserting the authority that should have come
from their masters. For free people, segregation was a humiliation and a
brutal degradation. City ordinances in Richmond, Virginia; Savannah,
Georgia; and Charleston, South Carolina, even restricted where all African
Americans, slave and free, could walk. In most southern cities, people of
color were forbidden to ride on streetcars driven by white male workers. In
a slave society, it was unthinkable for blacks to ride while white men la-
bored. Free people of  color who violated such laws faced arrest and convic-
tion. When a streetcar conductor discovered that a fair-skinned African
American man had slipped on board a streetcar undetected in Charleston,
the conductor held the man captive, driving him to the police for arrest.
But antebellum free blacks continuously contested such limitations. In
New Orleans, when streetcars first began operating in the 1820s, free people
of  color and black slaves had been barred. But the large population of  free
people of  color demanded inclusion by both peaceful and violent means. In
1833, a group of  free people of  color were ejected and later arrested when
they returned with pistols.∞≤

A pitched battle over the segregation of  the cars in New Orleans began
during Reconstruction. On most streetcar lines, African Americans were
either confined to separate cars or prevented from using the cars altogether.
Service within this segregated system was neither equal nor separate. White
passengers, particularly during peak hours, filled both the ‘‘whites only’’
cars and also those designated for black riders. Although carriers marked
with painted stars were designated for the exclusive use of  black passen-
gers, impatient white passengers boarded the ‘‘star cars’’ anyway. The cars
set aside for African American patrons ran infrequently and were crowded
with white passengers, making streetcar travel unreliable and inconvenient
for most black patrons.

Militiaman P. B. S. Pinchback and Louis and J. B. Roudanez, editors of
L’Union, led the Reconstruction-era struggle against segregation. While fed-
eral troops occupied the city, African American street resistance to the
unjust prohibitions was vigorous. Working-class men and women partici-
pated in spontaneous sit-ins on ‘‘whites only’’ streetcars, and physical con-
frontations between African American and white drivers and white passen-
gers fed public fears of  a race riot. Militant insistence finally won out in
May 1867 when the streetcar company reluctantly desegregated. African
American legislators attempted to enshrine their ‘‘social rights,’’ including
the right to ride public conveyances, at the constitutional convention later
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that fall. Comparative historian Rebecca J. Scott has directly connected the
segregation of  the cars and the call for social rights: ‘‘Louisiana’s new Bill of
Rights held that all citizens of  the state should enjoy ‘the same civil, politi-
cal and public rights and privileges, and be subject to the same pains and
penalties.’ Along with the bold claim of  civil and political rights, this con-
cept of  public rights was a crucial one, echoed and clarified in an explicit
prohibition of  racial discrimination on public conveyance and in places of
‘public resort.’ . . . This insistence on such public rights had its roots in a
keen recognition of  the shaming intent of  separate streetcars, alongside a
memory of  multiple humiliations heaped on free people of  color in the
years prior to the Civil War.’’∞≥

African Americans across the South staged dramatic spontaneous pro-
tests during Reconstruction in Richmond, Virginia; Charleston, South Car-
olina; Mobile, Alabama; Savannah, Georgia; Nashville, Tennessee; and Balti-
more, Maryland.∞∂ Even after streetcars in the nation’s capital had been
desegregated by federal mandate in 1865, leading black abolitionist and
New Yorker Sojourner Truth still waged a constant battle just to get white
conductors to stop for her. On one attempt to board, Truth was dragged
several yards by a conductor. On another journey, Truth had to shout, ‘‘I
want to ride! I want to ride!! i want to ride!!!’’ loudly enough to stop all
passing tra≈c, catching the streetcar in a tra≈c jam. One conductor injured
Truth’s right arm in the e√ort to eject her from the car.∞∑ Her prominence
o√ered no protection from Jim Crow segregation. Activist Ida B. Wells had
waged her earliest political battles against segregated facilities, first in 1883
with suits against segregated railroads, and later by encouraging a streetcar
boycott in Memphis in 1892. African Americans in New Orleans were part
of  a larger trend of  contesting attempts to segregate public conveyances.

at the turn of  the century, Louisiana legislators revived attempts to
segregate the streetcar system. In 1900, Harry D. Wilson, a representative
from Tangipahoa Parish, a rural area northeast of  New Orleans in the Loui-
siana panhandle, proposed a bill targeting conveyances in New Orleans.
Wilson explained to the legislature that he drafted the bill not in response
to racial conflict on streetcars but to promote and reinforce white superi-
ority.∞∏ Highlighting that the legislation had originated with an outsider
and not a representative of  the Crescent City, Scott asserted in the South-
western Christian Advocate that outsiders resented the city’s more relaxed
racial mores. Although Scott had recently arrived in New Orleans from
Texas, he recognized that o≈cials such as Wilson wanted to enact laws that
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would create the strict racial dynamics enforced by custom and violence in
rural Louisiana. State-level e√orts were quickly followed by a segregation
proposal by members of  the New Orleans city council. Black residents of
New Orleans remained confident, however, because there seemed to be
little public demand for streetcar segregation. The Advocate reported peace-
ful conditions on the cars: ‘‘There may be friction here but we never see any
evidence of  it.’’ Scott was sure that without the support of  urban represen-
tatives and streetcar company o≈cials, the legislation would fail.∞π

The 1900 attempt to segregate streetcars met with vigorous opposition.
African American leaders saw segregation as an insult to the legacy of  a
Reconstruction era, when black residents had fought hard for equal access to
the streetcars. Streetcar segregation would ‘‘be a source of  humiliation and
no little annoyance to the colored patrons of  the cars.’’ Scott called for a
boycott—direct action in response to a specific o√ensive law and an eco-
nomic response to a problem the courts had failed to remedy. Scott warned
that such protests would ‘‘cause no inconsiderable loss to the companies’’:
‘‘There are hundreds of  Negroes in this city who will not ride under such
circumstances, and they have begun already to organize for the purpose of
controlling the masses. Who can blame them?’’ Arguing that no laws separat-
ing the races were needed when the majority of  black passengers consistently
demonstrated appropriate behavior, Scott believed that black protest, cou-
pled with corporate reluctance, would ensure the proposed legislation’s
defeat.∞∫

The o≈ces of  the Southwestern Christian Advocate on Poydras Street, on
the Americanized side of  Canal Street, served as an organizing center for
protesters. The editor commented that ‘‘in the midst of  the agitation a large
number of  persons opposed to the bill visited this o≈ce and planned to do
what they could to defeat it.’’ Scott not only served as a vocal supporter on
the pages of  the Advocate but also used his skills as an educator and church
leader to help the cause. He connected the local struggle to the regional
movement to boycott segregated streetcars, frequently reporting on pro-
tests in Augusta, Atlanta, and Rome, Georgia.∞Ω

The editor supported boycott plans because he believed that segrega-
tion was part of  a systematic e√ort to dismantle black citizenship as a
whole. To Scott, it was no coincidence that segregation was coupled with
disfranchisement. Since 1898, black voting rights in New Orleans had been
gutted; in 1896, more than fourteen thousand African Americans were regis-
tered (23 percent of  the electorate); by 1900, only around fifteen hundred
black voters remained (just over 3 percent). The problems were intercon-
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nected, he argued; the 1898 disfranchisement of  the majority of  African
American voters represented ‘‘the gateway to complete subjugation.’’ Loui-
siana ‘‘has tied her colored citizen and hence has nothing to fear from his
ballot. She proceeds deliberately but certainly to reduce him to what she
considers his place.’’ Segregation not only constituted ‘‘a violation of  right’’
but opened the door for more mistreatment. Moreover, according to Scott,
the city’s school board had taken the ‘‘most decided step toward the Ne-
gro’s consignment’’ by ordering ‘‘that no city public school for Negroes
shall teach . . . studies more advanced than the fifth grade.’’≤≠ To Scott, the
character of  African American citizenship was tied not only to political
strength but also to inclusion in civil society.

Much as the Citizens’ Committee had argued in the previous decade, the
editor also highlighted ‘‘the practical di≈culties’’ in enforcing a streetcar
segregation law in New Orleans, pointing out that riders’ skin color might
prevent the conductors from accurately separating passengers. He reported
that ‘‘during discussions . . . of  the proposed separated street car law, we were
not a little interested in the various hindrances to the enforcement of  such a
law that were presented. Chief  among these was the di≈cultly of  determin-
ing who is white and who is colored.’’ Scott insisted that the job of  judging
racial identity was too di≈cult in the Creole city: ‘‘The man who is given the
task, by law or otherwise, of  deciding this question for the citizens of  New
Orleans will find that he has undertaken more than he can possibly do.’’≤∞ A
white resident’s letter to the editor insisted that ‘‘there are, in this city,
colored persons who pass for white and will ride with white people even tho
the bill passes.’’ The writer also hinted that wealthy Creoles of  color main-
tained positions of  authority in the city and would not quietly submit to a
Jim Crow law: ‘‘There are colored persons of  wealth in the city, some of
whom have white people working for them. I am certain they own stock in
the street railroads and where is the conductor who would attempt to debar
them from riding in the white car?’’≤≤

Not only would fair-skinned people of  color pass undetected, but ‘‘dark
white people’’ might be falsely targeted for ejection. Scott recognized that
‘‘the question of  determining ‘which is which’ is a great one here at all
times’’ and reminded his readers of  school board’s di≈culties in attempting
to ‘‘ ‘weed out’ the ‘white colored’ children from the public schools for
whites.’’ Attempting to designate race by phenotype was awkward, and any
mistake would stand as a tremendous insult. Scott reported that in the case
of  the school board members, ‘‘so great was the embarrassment that we
learn they had to abandon the attempt altogether. If  there is any truth at all
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in the reports as to how things are mixed . . . it would seem that our city
should be extremely liberal on the color question.’’≤≥

Even though he liked to hypothesize about the color question, Scott
insisted that there was no middle ground for people of  color who appeared
to be white in the age of  segregation. Both fair Creoles of  color as well as
light-skinned Americanized blacks might avoid segregation on the street-
cars altogether by passing for white, but their passing would be temporary,
an avoidance behavior that allowed them to exploit first-class conditions
on the streetcars.≤∂ Although there were people of  color with skin pale
enough to be considered white, Scott did not approve of  those who refused
to choose a side. He suggested that the stakes of  race in New Orleans were
too high: ‘‘Every individual get on one side or the other and then stay there.
Neither race respects that one who is first on this side and then on that. . . .
[I]t is a dangerous game to play.’’≤∑ The decision to pass represented more
than simply a way to get a better seat; it was a break in solidarity with other
blacks. The editor believed that a unified stand was the most e√ective way
to maintain the rights of  all. But many fair-skinned Orleanians of  color had
chosen to pass to gain first-class treatment on trains and would surely
continue to adopt similar strategies on segregated streetcars.

just as protests  against the divisive legislation reached a critical inten-
sity in 1900, a race riot threatened black safety throughout the city. The
conflict began when Robert Charles, a thirty-four-year-old African Ameri-
can laborer, got into a violent confrontation with police on the evening of  23
July. While Charles was waiting for his girlfriend to end her workday at her
white employer’s household, police told him and a friend, Lenard Pierce, to
move along. Charles argued that he was not committing any crime and
wanted to be left alone. When the policemen attempted to force the two
men to move, Charles fought them o√, insisting that they had no reason to
question or arrest him. In the gunfight that followed, both Charles and one
of  the o≈cers were injured. Despite his injuries, Charles escaped, eluding
capture for more than five days. When news of  the police force’s inability to
track down the suspect became public, roving mobs of  armed white men
and boys organized under the pretense of  finding Charles. Angered by
Charles’s bold stand against armed white men and embarrassed at his ability
to elude police, gangs of  mostly working-class white men from the city and
surrounding parishes terrorized black residents for several days, hunting
and attacking any African Americans they saw on the street. In the pages of
the Advocate, Scott described the pattern of  violence: ‘‘Fully armed and
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organized[, the mob] roamed the streets hunting Negroes. When found they
were fired upon at sight; some were shot, others were beaten with clubs or
cut with knives.’’≤∏

Numerous gangs, totaling a mob of  more than seven hundred white men
and boys, created terror on the streets; they attacked black people without
provocation, targeting black men, women, and children traveling in the
city alone. Six black residents, including an elderly man and woman, were
lynched, and more than fifty African Americans were badly injured. Victims
included African Americans who had not heard about the riots before
venturing into the downtown area and black travelers from outside the
city. One gang of  white men attacked Alex Ru≈n, a Pullman porter arriving
on a train from Chicago, when he boarded a Clay Avenue streetcar. Ru≈n
was beaten and shot twice before a white male bystander came to his
defense, enabling him to escape with his life.≤π

Inflamed by the presence of  black passengers, unruly whites attacked
passing city streetcars. Mobs of  men, perhaps fueled by the ongoing segre-
gation controversy, made the conveyances a favorite target. In fact, the first
African American to die in the mayhem was a Villere streetcar line passen-
ger riding past Canal Street. Chased for blocks while dozens of  rioters fired
at him, the young unidentified man finally fell, was kicked and beaten, and
then was repeatedly shot until he died. Attacks on the streetcars became
widespread: ‘‘As a rule when they saw a Negro in a street car, they would
stop the car and take him o√  or else shoot or club him in the car.’’ However,
at least three conductors were injured while attempting to protect black
passengers. Scott described ‘‘one case where [the mob] stopped a car to get
an old man’’ and ‘‘a white lady threw her dress skirt over him and defied
them to touch him, and they didn’t.’’ Not all white residents shared the
lawless sentiments of  the mob.≤∫

Charles eluded arrest for almost a week, and in the course of  two sepa-
rate stando√s with police and angry white citizens, he killed seven white
men, including four police o≈cers, and shot and injured twenty others.
Charles died in a final gun battle with police and armed citizens. Although
vengeful white residents took turns attacking his corpse, their anger was
not satisfied. Many in the mob held all African Americans responsible for
Charles’s violent resistance and attempted to exact punishment on the
entire community. After Charles’s death, the mob murdered two more
black men.≤Ω

Except for his remarkably bold e√ort to engage in a violent and direct
armed struggle against white authority, Charles, whom his friends and ac-
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quaintances described as neat, quiet, and intelligent, had much in common
with many working-class city residents. A migrant from nearby Copiah
County, Mississippi, in 1894, he had worked as a day laborer and promoted
black emigration to Africa by handing out pamphlets and selling copies of
Bishop Henry McNeal Turner’s Voice of  Missions. Prior to the fateful inci-
dent, Charles had been an active participant in community life, spending
time with friends and family who were also recent migrants and attending
the gatherings of  a black social club in his community. He also concerned
himself  with politics and the di≈culties facing southern blacks; to his
friends and family, he spoke out vehemently against lynching and disfran-
chisement, and he regularly expressed his belief  that blacks would never
have a fair chance at citizenship in the American South.≥≠ His willingness to
confront police was exceptional, but his life and his concerns were typical.

During the week of  violence, mobs proposed burning black homes, but
the city’s residential integration and the prevalence of  highly flammable
wooden houses may have quashed the idea. Instead, the gang purposely
destroyed the colored Thomy Lafon School, a three-story building named
in honor of  a Creole of  color philanthropist who in 1893 bequeathed to
‘‘the city several thousands of  dollars for educational purposes.’’ Lafon had
also been a major donor to the Citizens’ Committee and had supported the
Plessy test case. Racist white critics believed that institutions such as the
Lafon School produced ‘‘uppity blacks’’ like Charles who used their educa-
tion to challenge white authority. Following this logic, black schools came
under attack not only from angry mobs but also from the New Orleans
School Board, which instituted plans to end public education for blacks at
the fifth-grade level.≥∞

The riot devastated African American life in New Orleans. Many black
residents no longer felt safe. As the rising tide of  lynching overwhelmed the
rural South, sporadic violence had also struck the city, particularly follow-
ing labor disputes in 1895, when a mob of  white men murdered some black
dockworkers.≥≤ But the scope and scale of  the 1900 race riot brought the
climate of  violence closer to home. African American residents had lived in
a bubble of  relative safety. Both longtime residents and new migrants had
clung to a collective sense of  security in their urban community. But despite
the legacy of  black institution building, the burgeoning growth of  a re-
spectable black middle class, and the progressive rhetoric of  city fathers,
the extralegal violence that often ruled racial conditions in the rural South
had come to dominate the city as well.

In the desperate weeks following the riot, African American residents of
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all backgrounds sought to escape by taking the train to points north, includ-
ing Chicago, St. Louis, Cincinnati, and Louisville. The Advocate reported
trains ‘‘crowded with colored passengers, many of  whom have gone to stay.’’
In one afternoon, the Illinois Central railroad ran special trains to accommo-
date more than fifteen hundred travelers in ‘‘seven or eight coaches.’’ Scott
cautioned that migrating blacks should not leave in a panic and sell their
homes ‘‘at a great sacrifice.’’ The editor tried to reassure his readers that ‘‘if
they must leave let them take their time in disposing of  what they have and
they will get more for it. There is no necessity for undue haste, the reign of
terror is now over.’’ But thousands of  African American residents of  New
Orleans believed that the terror had just begun and did not want to risk their
lives by staying any longer.≥≥

Well after the violent summer ended, sporadic violence continued. In
October, a Wild West show parade attracted crowds of  angry whites who
targeted blacks along the parade route. Scott reported, ‘‘ ‘There’s a Nigger!’
was the watchword’’ for an attack on black residents. Spectators also at-
tacked black students at Southern University, pelting ‘‘the young people . . .
with brickbats and other missiles, and cut[ting] one little fellow quite se-
riously.’’ Random violence was not reserved for special occasions. After an
African American resident, Sylvester Jordan, refused to step o√  the plank
sidewalk into the muck and mud along the street to allow a white man to
pass, he was beaten mercilessly by the man and a crowd of  white onlookers.
His attacker, a white man without a uniform who claimed to be a super-
numerary police o≈cer, argued that he was doing his job by enforcing racial
order. After the assault, a semiconscious Jordan was arrested, and he died in
jail after being denied medical attention. According to the Advocate, ‘‘He
was simply placed in a cell and died like a dog.’’ Scott was shaken by the
violence. Rumors spread that the festivities of  Mardi Gras might be turned
into a mass lynching. The editor warned that unless the city took adequate
precautions against violence, African Americans ‘‘should . . . not visit the
city . . . when they usually flock . . . in such large numbers.’’≥∂

Charles’s work as a subscription agent for the Voice of  Missions, which the
New Orleans Times-Democrat described as a ‘‘religious paper’’ that ‘‘asserted
the equal rights of  the Negro,’’ must have called attention to the content of
all black periodicals, including the Southwestern Christian Advocate. In this
dangerous climate, Scott addressed the Charles incident and the subse-
quent riot. In the issue following the first week of  violence, Scott com-
mended the city’s elite whites, particularly the business class, for their ef-
forts to stem the tide of  violence. Scott’s praise for ‘‘the better element
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of . . . white citizens’’ who were ‘‘forced . . . to rise up and put [the mob]
down’’ was seconded by antilynching crusader Ida B. Wells-Barnett. She
also praised ‘‘the courageous action taken by the best citizens of  New
Orleans who rallied to the support of  civic authorities, that prevented a
massacre of  colored people too awful to contemplate.’’ Indeed, Mayor Paul
Capdevielle, who deployed a special police force of  five hundred citizens to
quiet the murderous gangs, and Governor William W. Heard, who called on
the state militia to aid the mayor’s e√orts to restore order, helped to quell
mob rule.≥∑

Scott pointedly commented that the city’s intervention protected not
only black residents but also the city’s fiscal interests. The editor argued that
northern corporate investors such as the streetcar owners hesitated to fi-
nance projects in a lawless environment, so the city had much to lose if  the
riot had escalated. Scott aptly observed, ‘‘When the business men of  New
Orleans found that the work of  the mob in assaulting and killing innocent
Negroes had not only paralyzed their business but had [also] a√ected the
standing of  the city and state in the stock market . . . , they soon put a stop to
such deeds of  violence and blood.’’ E√orts to promote New Orleans as mod-
ern and safe for investment may have been compromised by the chaos of  a
race riot. Scott concluded by lamenting, ‘‘It is a pity [the business leaders]
cannot see their way clear to insist on the same right through the year.’’≥∏

However, the mob violence may not have been completely antithetical
to making New Orleans attractive to outside investment. The chaos of  race
riots may have frightened outside investors, but the terror of  lynching and
race riots targeted African Americans. The mobs threatened both the work-
ing and middle classes. Violence may have made black workers more pli-
able, less likely to contest low wages or poor working conditions. A volatile
racial climate could have served as a way to keep black labor cheap while
cementing elite rule. The mob also discouraged African American educa-
tion and uplift by targeting black schools like the Lafon School and South-
ern University. The New Orleans race riot strengthened white supremacy
by destabilizing black advancement and dissent.≥π

Scott denounced Charles’s rampage as well as the wild violence of  the
mob. Using class-coded terms, the editor called on ‘‘the better class of  the
race’’ to ally with ‘‘the best white citizens.’’ He believed that only elite whites
could ‘‘recognize [the African American’s] worth as a laborer and a well
behaved citizen.’’ Scott maintained that respectable blacks and whites
shared the same interests in fairness, safety, and justice. He cautioned that
middle-class blacks should not be too sympathetic toward the downtrod-
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den among them: ‘‘The better class should seek to save the others if  possi-
ble’’ but also ‘‘be broad enough and just enough to condemn . . . the bad
element.’’ Scott believed that African Americans such as Charles would
‘‘perish in their folly.’’ Physical safety and financial progress would be the
fruit of  a discerning black middle class willing to break ties with those who
were not striving for respectability. Scott held that the most important
lesson learned in the riot of  1900 was that African Americans’ ‘‘only hope
[was] to keep close to the best white citizens of  [the] city.’’ Only leading
whites would ‘‘stand by . . . in the time of  need.’’ Scott hoped that ties
between the ‘‘better class’’ of  African Americans and elite whites would
help to preserve black citizenship.≥∫ But Scott’s attempts to maintain such
tenuous alliances with leading whites would prove hard to maintain in the
long-term battle against the legal segregation of  the city’s streetcars. As the
political tide turned even more forcefully against black citizenship, white
leaders favored political expediency over interracial coalition building. The
race riot played a role in accelerating the process of  disfranchisement and
the silencing of  African American dissent.

African Americans contesting streetcar segregation won a brief  victory.
In the wake of  the race riot, the 1900 bill sponsored in the state legislature
calling for the segregation of  streetcars failed, as did a proposed local ordi-
nance. Vigorous opposition from African Americans coupled with the con-
cern of  sympathetic, business-minded whites stopped the attempt to di-
vide the cars. The race riot had already damaged the city’s image as a safe
and stable location for new businesses; protest that started after the passage
of  the segregation law would only serve to make the city look more unsta-
ble. White businessmen believed that if  blacks were restricted to special
cars, black ‘‘laborers would be delayed in getting to their work.’’ They also
feared the financial price of  black protest, citing a concern over ‘‘reducing
the revenues of  the companies.’’≥Ω

The city’s African Americans won a temporary victory over the segrega-
tion of  the streetcars despite the climate of  chaos and violence. So when the
state legislature renewed e√orts to pass legislation segregating cars in the
summer of  1902, African Americans believed that they could defeat the bill
once again. But attacks on African Americans’ voting rights had reshaped
the state legislature into a body now elected almost exclusively by white
voters. Few ‘‘friends of  the race’’ could be counted in Louisiana’s elective
o≈ces by 1902.

In June 1902, Scott reported that once again Harry Wilson, state repre-
sentative from rural Tangipahoa Parish, was the sponsor of  the legislation.
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‘‘The measure is brought forward now as two years ago by a member from
one of  the country parishes. He seems extremely solicitous that the races
should be separated on the street cars of  this city.’’ Although he represented
‘‘a parish . . . that hasn’t a street-car in it,’’ Representative Wilson renewed his
e√orts to segregate streetcars. Wilson not only insisted that the cars be
segregated but also refused an amendment that would have given the con-
ductor the power to separate the passengers, modeled after a similar Vir-
ginia law. Wilson contested the compromise and insisted that New Orleans
streetcars be compartmentalized by screens, or the streetcar company
would have to begin running separate cars for blacks and whites.∂≠

Given a legacy of  successful opposition to Jim Crow cars, Scott wrote, ‘‘It
is to be hoped it may share a like fate before the legislature.’’ Scott believed
that black opposition to the law, coupled with citywide white indi√erence
to the racial conditions on the streetcars, would assure defeat of  the pro-
posed legislation. Despite the editor’s hopes, and in keeping with a South-
wide trend, New Orleans streetcar segregation became law in July 1902.∂∞

as editor of  the monthly journal Voice of  the Negro, J. Max Barber, a
twenty-six-year-old black southerner, used his post to become a prominent
spokesman on behalf  of  the streetcar boycotts. Barber wrote in 1904, ‘‘The
rapidity which characterizes the spread of  the Jim Crow idea is simply
alarming.’’ He warned his national audience, ‘‘With startling celerity the
craze for separate street cars is spreading all over the South. Mere separa-
tion does not hurt the colored people half  so much as the unjust discrimi-
nations imposed.’’∂≤

The Voice’s o≈ces were in Atlanta, where political cronyism and competi-
tion among rival streetcar companies led to the passage of  a city ordinance
segregating the cars. As W. E. B. Du Bois commented, the result was that ‘‘the
black population of  Atlanta [was forced to] walk, or ride in the rear.’’∂≥ Even
though Atlanta’s 1900 streetcar boycotts had been short-lived, Barber re-
mained an advocate of  protest, frequently publicizing the southern move-
ment to contest segregation. In 1905, Barber’s leadership in the boycott
movement, his growing frustration with the destruction of  black citizen-
ship, and Booker T. Washington’s acquiescence led Barber to become a
founding member of  Du Bois’s Niagara Movement, an organization that
worked on behalf  of  civil rights. The articulate young editor was the strong-
est national spokesman for the boycott movement.

Barber described what he called ‘‘the obnoxious laws’’ as ‘‘class-laws’’
designed to ‘‘give special privileges to the whites and to withdraw certain
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rights from the blacks.’’ On Atlanta’s streetcars, ‘‘The whites are allowed to
sit in any part of  the car without fear of  molestation, while the colored are
consigned to the seats in the rear.’’ The segregated spaces of  the cars made
no allowance for black women: ‘‘If  perchance a colored lady should stray
toward the front seat, not knowing the vicious law, she is brutally ordered
to the rear with some humiliating epithet by the gentlemanly (?) conductor.
For this insult there is no redress whatever.’’ Inequitable treatment on segre-
gated streetcars insulted black customers, unfairly targeting all black pa-
trons with possible policing by white conductors.∂∂

Although the mere notion of  seating blacks in the rear of  streetcars
insulted black humanity, some cities further humiliated black riders with
various means of  designating the physical di√erence between black and
white seating. Barber described what he called ‘‘the most wicked of  all ‘Jim
Crow’ car laws.’’ In the small town of  Anderson, South Carolina, black
passengers on the city’s newly christened electric streetcars were forced to
sit in seats that were turned around so that ‘‘the colored man must not only
ride in the rear of  the car but must ride backward.’’ The rear-facing seats
prevented black men from looking at white women on the cars. Anderson
residents resisted the backward seating, initiating a silent boycott of  their
own when they ‘‘quietly refused to be thus humiliated’’ and ‘‘either walk[ed]
or [rode] in their own buggies.’’∂∑

In New Orleans, the 1902 act made conditions on streetcars equally
humiliating. More than ten years after the passage of  the law, Washington
asked for a letter outlining ‘‘the actual facts bearing upon the method of
separating our race in the street cars of  New Orleans.’’ Washington was
making a late attempt to find ‘‘a way to have street railway conditions
improved’’ and asked the Reverend Robert Elijah Jones, who had become
editor of  the Southwestern Christian Advocate in 1904, to write a letter Wash-
ington could ‘‘show to certain bankers who furnish the money.’’ Such an
approach aligned with Washington’s view that economics, not politics,
would drive change.∂∏

Jones responded with a poignant and detailed account of  conditions on
New Orleans’s segregated streetcars in which he described them as ‘‘the
most abominable arrangement in the whole country’’ and ‘‘unlike anything
else, even in the State of  Louisiana.’’ In contrast to most segregated cars,
which simply had painted dividing lines or had black passengers fill in seats
starting from the back of  the car, New Orleans divided passengers with a
‘‘large and cumbersome’’ screen ‘‘a height of  12 or 14 inches’’ from the ‘‘top
of  the back of  the seat, and invariably . . . inclined toward the face of  the
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Colored patrons.’’ In fact, the screen was so close that a woman sitting in the
segregated seat had to ‘‘hold her neck backwards or her hat [would] con-
stantly [bump] against the screen.’’ The ‘‘idea of  sitting behind screens, as if
they were wild or obnoxious animals . . . contribut[ed] to [African Ameri-
cans’ mortification.’’∂π

The law permitted only streetcar conductors to move the screens.∂∫

However, conductors regularly allowed white passengers to move ‘‘the
screen backward at will.’’ Forced to stand behind the screens when there
was ‘‘room enough for the Colored passengers to sit if  the screens were
moved forward,’’ black passengers were left with little room to maneuver.
White conductors had no regard for black passengers’ needs and did not
adjust the screens for their comfort. On one occasion, according to the
Reverend B. M. Hubbard, pastor of  the First Street Methodist Episcopal
Church, six black passengers stood in the aisle behind the screen in a car
that had no white passengers.∂Ω

The last seats of  the streetcar, those o≈cially designated for black passen-
gers, ran ‘‘lengthwise of  the car’’ and were ‘‘shorter by several inches than the
regular seat in the car.’’ Thus, ‘‘two stout passengers [could not] occupy such
a seat’’ on one side. But the law mandated only these four rear seats for black
patrons. White riders resented the notion that even these few seats should be
‘‘saved’’ for black passengers, so when the cars became crowded, white
passengers sometimes packed the aisle, blocking access to the screened-o√
seats. White men standing in the aisle near the black section often would
‘‘rest their feet upon these [rear] seats,’’ refusing to allow African American
passengers to sit. Jones fumed that ‘‘crowding upon the Colored passengers’’
cut down on ‘‘even the small space allowed.’’ The Advocate frequently printed
accounts of  streetcar riders who were injured when crowded conditions
distracted drivers or pushed patrons into the paths of  oncoming streetcars.
For example, John Green, ‘‘a member of  Union Chapel . . . was run over’’ after
being knocked out of  a Magazine Street car, leaving him ‘‘badly bruised up.’’
He ‘‘would have been killed only that he was a very large and portly man.’’
The elderly Reverend B. M. Palmer, pastor of  a local Presbyterian church,
‘‘was knocked down by an electric car . . . and seriously injured’’ while trying
to board a crowded car.∑≠

New Orleans had an unusual number of  incidents of  crowding, injury, and
accidental ejection of  passengers who rode on outdoor platforms or were
pushed out of  moving cars when the cars filled to capacity. Crowded condi-
tions reached their peak during the hours when working people traveled to
and from their places of  employment. Streetcar segregation dramatically
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decreased the amount of  space legally available to black riders. Although
initially uncomfortable with being told where to sit, white passengers even-
tually used segregation to their benefit, crowding out the packed cars during
rush hours. Rev. Jones hinted at this important factor when he commented,
‘‘The street cars in New Orleans . . . operated as if  the Colored patronage was
not wanted, or that the Colored people must take the accommodation o√ered
without regard to convenience and comfort.’’∑∞

The high number of  white passengers had a determinative impact on the
viability of  the streetcar boycotts. African American passengers would have
di≈culty staging a boycott of  New Orleans streetcars under these condi-
tions. If  boycotted cars remained packed with white passengers, the com-
pany might have been able to absorb the financial losses of  absent black
passengers. Anecdotal evidence even suggests that the streetcar company
reduced the frequency of  cars run on routes that were popular with black
passengers in anticipation of  the lost business.

Jones reported that a white man refused to remove his foot from the
empty colored seat even when his wife directly asked him to do so. Jim
Crow streetcars rea≈rmed gendered inequities; both custom and laws al-
lowed for the convenience and comfort of  white women passengers. Much
like earlier statutes segregating trains, black women nurses and caregivers
were allowed to sit in the white section of  the streetcar when caring for
white children or elderly white patients. And by custom, white women
received courteous and respectful treatment from both passengers and con-
ductors, with conductors helping white women alight the steps of  the
streetcars and white men standing to allow white ladies to take their seats.
These customs even took on the force of  law: white women successfully
sued streetcar companies when conductors spoke to them in a discourteous
or slanderous manner. African American women’s experiences on streetcars
di√ered dramatically. But black women not only were denied the everyday
considerations accorded to ‘‘ladies’’ but often bore the brunt of  coarse
interactions with rude white men, who refused to respect the few ‘‘rights’’
black riders retained.∑≤

The Southwestern Christian Advocate, the city’s only African American
newspaper, spoke out only hesitatingly on behalf  of  a boycott. One group,
led by some of  the Methodist ministers associated with the Advocate, includ-
ing A. E. P. Albert, the pastor of  Wesley Chapel and a former editor of  the
paper; G. W. Henderson, a professor; and Scott, sought to exploit the street-
car company’s reticence and wait for the outcome of  a test case initiated by
the company. After private meetings with company representatives, they
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hoped that building a coalition with sympathetic whites within the city’s
business class would be the best way to undercut streetcar segregation.∑≥

In support of  his inside strategy, Scott downplayed the viability of  a
boycott. Perhaps he hoped to bolster the possibility of  a test case. Perhaps he
did not want to o√end the less progressive white delegates of  the Methodist
Episcopal Church who funded the Advocate; after all, political protest had
led to Albert’s dismissal as editor of  the weekly in the 1890s. Perhaps Scott
feared the consequences of  open dissent in the wake of  the riot. While
informing his readers that the bill separating black and white riders with a
wire screen had become law, the editor questioned the viability of  a boycott.
He contrasted 1900 with the current problem, insisting, ‘‘Two years ago, had
[the law] passed we are sure there would have been a boycott by Negroes, for
feeling at that time ran high.’’ But Scott questioned whether a boycott would
be an e√ective protest: ‘‘At this time many may refrain from riding, but it is
impossible in a city of  this size to inaugurate successfully a general boycott.’’
Perhaps he truly believed that blacks who lived in distant areas would be
unable to negotiate travel in the spread-out city. But he also hinted that the
streetcar company asked him to discourage protest because it planned to
take the issue to court: ‘‘We are not authorized at present to say what action
will be taken in the courts.’’ Private negotiations with streetcar o≈cials seem
to have tempered his public statements.∑∂

African Americans did continue to turn to the courts to fight streetcar
segregation in the 1900s—cases were mounted in Virginia, Alabama, and
Florida—but in the wake of  the Plessy decision, most courts did not chal-
lenge the separate but equal doctrine. Based on the precedent of  the Plessy
case, state courts often refused to even consider the question of  the legality
of  segregation. Three separate attempts to challenge the constitutionality
of  segregation measures failed after 1896.∑∑ The Supreme Court of  Alabama
even refused to award punitive damages to a Sunday school teacher who
was assaulted by a conductor and physically dragged out of  her seat on a
Birmingham streetcar for violating a local custom—not a law—separating
the races. The court ruled that streetcar employees had a right to attack
because there was a ‘‘natural, legal, and customary di√erence between the
white and black races.’’∑∏ Although the New Orleans leaders who supported
the test case hoped that the court might provide a remedy, boycotts in-
creasingly became the only viable means of  attacking Jim Crow laws.

Inactivity by these leading men led a group of  black clubwomen to
action. In July 1902, just a month after the law’s enactment, the leaders of
the Esther Chapter No. 1 of  the Order of  the Eastern Star, an African
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American women’s lodge a≈liated with New Orleans’s Prince Hall Masons,
called for a meeting of  the leaders of  the city’s black organizations to
contest streetcar segregation. Ella Robinson, P. Thompson, O. B. Benton,
Kate Price, and S. A. Gates wanted to unite New Orleans’s black civic and
fraternal organizations ‘‘for the purpose of  determining upon some con-
certed course of  action which will in some way free us from being separated
from other civilized races in street cars by means of  wire screens.’’∑π

New Orleans boasted a particularly rich organizational life. Countless
churches, clubs, and fraternal and benevolent societies serving blacks of
di√erent classes and backgrounds bolstered their communities by aiding
those in need and feeding African Americans’ needs for spiritual and secular
fellowship. The organizations that had helped to shape black civic and
social life in New Orleans would also give structure to protest against the
New Orleans Railways Company, a crucial factor in organizing as many
people as possible, since about four-fifths of  the city’s African Americans
belonged to at least one such organization.∑∫

Spearheading the boycott fell in line with their work as clubwomen in
key ways. All were members of  multiple societies charged with addressing
the concerns of  the race. The particular di≈culties black women faced on
streetcars propelled them to become leading voices in the boycott move-
ment. Eastern Star member S. A. Gates served as president of  the Afro-
American Club, which labored to improve health conditions by running a
nursing class for black women and o√ering free nursing care, medical sup-
plies, and clothing to those who could not a√ord proper treatment. Gates,
the wife of  a prominent Baptist minister, also played a major role in hosting
the fourth annual national convention of  the Southern Federation of  Col-
ored Women’s Clubs, a sister organization to the National Association of
Colored Women, in New Orleans in December 1902. At the meeting she
spoke to participants about ‘‘the responsibility of  mothers’’ to their sons and
daughters to ‘‘make it as pleasant as possible for them in childhood’’ and to
serve as positive examples through their actions and a≈liations. Gates’s
e√ort to spearhead a movement against segregated streetcars melded with
her mission to improve living conditions for the poor and to provide a good
example for her children. Her work in civil society provided a training
ground for the political realm. Women leaders tapped into their experiences
working within the community to seek dignity for its members on the
streetcars.∑Ω

The group’s call for black New Orleans to organize was successful: more
than two hundred members of  at least sixty fraternal, union, and social
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organizations responded to the Eastern Star’s request. To these leaders, the
best way to regain equitable inclusion was to make a devastating economic
impact on the streetcar company. Since the courts had given little long-
term relief  from segregation laws, group leaders decided that the most
e√ective approach would be a boycott and formed a permanent protest
organization. These community leaders returned to their unions, churches,
and benevolent societies and encouraged members to walk, ride bikes, or
use other forms of  conveyance. Meeting attendees also declared their inten-
tion to start an independent line of  ‘‘cabs and tallyhos’’ to aid the boycott.∏≠

But the prominent leadership of  the Eastern Star was short-lived. Only
men were elected to head the boycott, relegating women to an auxiliary
protest organization. Within many black organizations at the turn of  the
century, debates raged about whether women should adopt leadership roles.
Many black women sought black men’s protection from the public degrada-
tions of  segregation. Some women leaders called on black men to fight
segregation as part of  the e√ort to protect black women in the public
sphere. Nationally prominent clubwoman and educator Nannie Helen Bur-
roughs, a leader in the Baptist Convention movement, wrote in 1904, ‘‘Our
women need the protection and genuine respect of  our men; if  not unto
them, unto whom shall we go?’’ Burroughs asserted that ‘‘whenever the men
of  any race defiantly stand for the protection of  their women, the women
will be strengthened morally and be saved from the hands of  the most vile.’’∏∞

Perhaps the Eastern Star chapter in New Orleans gave way to the leadership
of  local men to allow them to lead the fight to protect black women in
particular and black people in general. But while black women called on black
men to lead the fight, they also sought to protect themselves and their race as
active participants in protests. The ‘‘politics of  protection’’ did not necessarily
stifle black women’s participation in the fight for equitable streetcars; the
outspoken leadership of  black women jump-started the movement against
segregated streetcars when others were unwilling to do so.∏≤

As in most other cities where streetcar boycotts took place, African
American organizations and institutions oversaw protest of  Jim Crow
streetcars in New Orleans. The boycott had the support not only of  the
city’s Masons and Eastern Star chapters but also of  members of  the Odd
Fellows, the multidenominational New Orleans Ministerial Alliance, and
the Longshoremen’s Protective Union and Benevolent Association.∏≥ Un-
like in other boycott cities, however, New Orleans protesters found an ally
in the white press. Some sympathetic writers from the more moderate local
newspaper, the Daily Picayune, disapproved of  the law, asserting that the
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separation was unnecessary. Most white southern dailies, including the
more stridently segregationist New Orleans Times Democrat, maintained a
policy of  ignoring boycotts, mocking participants, or downplaying the
e√ectiveness of  the protests. The Daily Picayune accurately publicized the
protests, published pictures of  the o√ending screens, and highlighted the
di≈culties the new law presented to both white and black passengers. So
with some hope for change, African American community leaders allied
with sympathetic whites organized to contest streetcar segregation.

Although the editor of  the Advocate failed to report on the meetings of
the boycott organization throughout the summer and into the fall of  1902,
Scott noted conditions during the first week the law was in force: ‘‘Screens
required by law have been placed in very few of  the cars,’’ and ‘‘ropes
are being used instead.’’ The portion of  the car designated for whites was
crowded, with men and women ‘‘standing, morning and evening, in their
end of  the car, while there were vacant seats in the end for Negroes.’’
Numerous blacks participated, and the streetcars had only ‘‘a very limited
number of  colored passengers’’; the only black passengers ‘‘who seemed to
be riding . . . had long distances to go.’’ The boycott seemed to be succeed-
ing without the participation of  the dissenting ministers or the vigorous
support of  the Advocate.∏∂

New Orleans blacks not only had used the streetcars for practical pur-
poses but also had ridden the cars on special excursions to parks, balls,
picnics, conventions, and holiday celebrations. So the boycott of  the street-
cars had to extend to the events sponsored by black clubs, lodges, labor
organizations, and benevolent societies. Organizations supporting the boy-
cott demonstrated a united front by canceling events that would require
riding the cars. The Picayune reported, ‘‘The Jim Crow Law is playing hob
with colored entertainments and public functions of  the race’’ and ‘‘knock-
ing the Railways Company out of  considerable revenue.’’ The white daily
warned that ‘‘there will be no colored parks or picnics next summer under
the Jim Crow Law’’ because ‘‘colored balls and entertainments are being
discontinued because of  the inability of  the members of  the organizations
to go in bodies or get to their places in a reasonable length of  time.’’ Black
organizations could easily have made special arrangements with the street-
car company to accommodate their members by running all-black cars
hired to bring attendees to events, arrangements that were common
throughout the South.∏∑

For example, in an account describing the events at the Negro Young
People’s Christian and Educational Congress in Atlanta in the summer of
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1902, the Advocate hinted that although ‘‘large numbers of  persons who
contemplated the trip to Atlanta dreaded to come in contact with the
separate street car regulations of  that city,’’ the ‘‘street cars were largely given
up to colored passengers, an e√ort being made seemingly to do nothing to
mar the pleasure of  the city’s guests.’’ When large events occurred in African
American communities across the South, companies sought to avoid alienat-
ing black patrons or missing out on opportunities to reap the financial boost
of  increased patronage. However, as a show of  will, African American orga-
nizations in New Orleans chose to cancel large-scale events rather than make
special arrangements, sending a statement of  their determination to the
streetcar company and to the city.∏∏

In November 1902, the Longshoremen’s Protective Union canceled its
annual memorial service, for which ‘‘at least 3,000 colored people [traveled]
to and from the Seventh District.’’ Union president William H. Penn simply
explained, ‘‘There was nothing else to do. . . . We could not get transporta-
tion service in the cars. Under the law, when four colored people get in a car
is full. At that rate . . . it would have taken a day and night to have gotten
our folks up to Carrollton, and another day and night to have gotten them
back. It is an ironclad rule of  the Association that every member is fined $1
who does not attend the memorial services and who is not there on time.
Holding the observance would have resulted in most all our members being
fined.’’∏π Rather than make alternate arrangements, Penn, an important
leader in the labor movement and the black community in general, can-
celed the event. Penn, who had served as the president of  his union since
1895, was a≈liated with twenty-nine clubs and fraternal societies, and a
member of  the First Street Methodist Episcopal Church. His willingness to
forgo the event demonstrated to the entire city the power of  collective
action against segregated streetcars. Penn’s break with the leaders of  his
denomination also suggests that the ministers’ desires did not necessarily
hinder their congregants from openly participating in the boycott.

The Advocate did not report the Longshoremen Union’s cancellation.∏∫

Although Scott might have thought the story was impolitic, Penn’s leader-
ship in the boycott was particularly meaningful. Longshoremen were ac-
customed to negotiating with employers and had united with white workers
to wage successful strikes. Penn’s e√ective protest portrayed union members
and their families as valued, revenue-generating customers as well. Black
waterfront workers’ valuable organizational and protest skills made them
leading voices in the streetcar boycott.∏Ω

Although Scott did not encourage the boycott, he did not want his
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silence to be interpreted as support of  the law. Writing a corrective to an
article published by A. R. Holcombe in a national periodical, The Outlook,
Scott disputed the claim that he and his cohort of  dissenting ministers
favored the separate streetcar law. Instead, the editor insisted that he had
not spoken out vigorously because he had been asked to keep quiet until
the test case was decided. Holcombe was ‘‘entirely misinformed,’’ and the
ministers’ group had taken ‘‘the lead two years before in opposing the
enactment of  the law.’’ These same leaders would have spoken out again
had they not been ‘‘advised to keep quiet for fear of  prejudicing the case.’’
Scott dismissed the notion that he approved of  segregating the streetcars:
‘‘Who there was among us who can be pointed out as favoring the law we
are unable to say.’’π≠

By supporting New Orleans Railways’ test case, the editor believed that
he was indeed advancing the interests of  the race. But his silence short-
changed the e√ect of  the boycott. Although the participation of  the work-
ing class was the most important factor in the boycott movement, the press
helped to fuel the protests. Newspapers quickly disseminated new informa-
tion, calls for mass meetings, and changes in tactics. Protest was particularly
di≈cult without the support of  the city’s primary African American news
source.

However, local disagreements over tactics did not dull Scott’s support
for African Americans protesting streetcar segregation in other cities. The
Advocate commented on boycotts throughout the South, praising other
e√orts to resist new laws. Scott reported on the success of  the 1902 boycott
of  segregated cars in Montgomery, Alabama, where ‘‘colored people began
walking after the enactment of  the law and stuck to it.’’ The protest in that
city ‘‘made the company’s business so unprofitable that [the law’s] enforce-
ment has been abandoned’’ after ‘‘one line of  cars mostly patronized by
them had to be closed entirely.’’ The editor praised the unity of  Montgom-
ery’s African American community: ‘‘We are gratified to know that our
people united at something long enough to win a victory for the race.’’π∞

Scott also pointed out the irony of  whites being arrested for violating
streetcar segregation laws. When the daughter of  Robert E. Lee was ar-
rested in Alexandria, Virginia, for violating a local streetcar ordinance, the
editor gleefully reported that although it was ‘‘not likely that Miss Lee will
be prosecuted it does seem strange that the daughter of  Gen. Lee should be
among the first to be humiliated under this silly and senseless law.’’ But,
Scott reasoned, her treatment under the unjust law was indeed fair: ‘‘Since
our white friends mixed the medicine, they’d as well take some of  it.’’π≤
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In November, Pearson, now serving as president of  the New Orleans
Railways Company, and a number of  corporate o≈cers were arrested for
failing to erect the screens required by the state law. Pearson’s attorneys
argued that the law placed too heavy a burden on conductors, who were
legally authorized to determine passengers’ race and seat them accordingly.
The challenge met with some initial success; Judge Auguste Alcoin of  New
Orleans’s Second City Criminal Court found the state law unconstitutional,
news that Scott printed in the Advocate. The state then appealed to the
Louisiana Supreme Court.π≥

Scott’s dissenters and streetcar o≈cials may have made an odd coalition,
but it had a logic of  its own. Many streetcar companies in other parts of  the
urban South resented the extra cost and e√ort required to designate segre-
gated areas on the cars. Indeed, some companies attempted to delay imple-
menting segregationist policies as long as possible.π∂ Most streetcar ven-
tures were relatively new; the challenges of  maintaining safe, reliable and
well-maintained electric streetcars using brand-new and often unfamiliar
technology tried companies around the country. Many companies teetered
on the brink of  bankruptcy and could not a√ord long-term decreases in
their revenue in the absence of  a public demand for segregated cars.

Some white passengers who had been accustomed to riding near or next
to black passengers viewed streetcar segregation not as a necessity but as a
problem of  fewer seats on already crowded cars. On New Orleans’s packed
lines, ‘‘the only vacant seats were those set apart for negroes and on which
the conductor would allow no [white passenger] to sit.’’ A white woman
wrote to the Picayune ‘‘to protest most forcibly against the new law requir-
ing the Street Railways Company to reserve the last two seats on each side
of  the car for negroes.’’ She had encountered di≈culty on the St. Charles
line while traveling with her young daughter and her ‘‘colored nurse.’’ The
woman asked, ‘‘What legal redress I would have, in case the conductor
insisted on my nurse and baby sitting in the section reserved for colored
people?’’ Although white newspapermen in most southern cities supported
segregation, Picayune writers complained about the inconvenience, calling
the law ‘‘obnoxious’’ and ‘‘unpopular.’’ They declared that the designation
of  seats exclusively for blacks added to ‘‘the white man’s burden, although
the measure was passed to please him.’’π∑

Without public outcry by white passengers demanding racial division,
northern corporate investors like those Pearson represented were not wed-
ded to the idea of  segregation, especially if  it caused extra expense. An
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alliance with African American Methodist dissenters was practical for the
streetcar company. Pearson could dull the e√ectiveness and cost of  the
boycott by asking the editor to downplay the daily events of  the protest
while appearing to be a quiet advocate on behalf  of  black passengers. In
addition, the newly consolidated company could ill a√ord another battle
after the labor disputes and fifteen-day strike waged by streetcar employees
in October 1902. In this unstable context, the streetcar company did not
want to become a party to long-term racial battles.

It is unclear whether the streetcar company o≈cials truly wanted to
upend the new law; the test case put forth by the company was poorly
conceived and ultimately doomed to fail. Besides the formidable challenge
of  contesting the precedent of  the recent Plessy decision, the test case was
designed improperly. If  the company had wanted to question the conduc-
tors’ discretion, it would have dealt directly with their conduct rather than
the condition of  the cars. Perhaps the Pearson case was simply a stopgap
designed to divide the city’s black leaders poised for boycott: a unified and
e√ective boycott would have cut into the profits of  the newly consolidated
company in its first year.

The uneven enforcement of  segregation laws throughout the South led
some blacks to believe that they could reach a fair settlement on the segre-
gation issue. Streetcar segregation was not equally enforced from commu-
nity to community. Black protesters hoped that inconsistencies in policy
might hint at the possibility of  positive change. Washington wrote in 1906,
‘‘In some of  the Southern cities it is perfectly proper for members of  the
two races to sit side by side in the same street car; a few miles away it is
considered practicing social equality for them to ride in the same manner.’’π∏

The uneven application of  streetcar segregation law throughout the South
and the ambiguous nature of  white public opinion in New Orleans gave
Scott and the silent protesters hope. White passengers’ reluctance, coupled
with an e√ective test case put forward by streetcar o≈cials, surely would
put a quick end to the costly and unpopular policy.

As they awaited the verdict of  the suit in the higher court, Scott and the
dissenting group remained convinced that the case would e√ectively chal-
lenge the law. The Advocate increased its coverage of  unfair conditions on
the streetcars, assuring his readers that such inequities would not stand.
Arguing that the majority of  the city’s African American community had ‘‘a
disposition to await the action of  the court,’’ Scott insisted that the case
would succeed because the policy inconvenienced white as well as black
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passengers: ‘‘Negroes are compelled to stand while more than half  the seats
of  the car are unoccupied, and whites are often forced to stand while the
few seats set apart for Negroes are vacant.’’ππ

In March 1903, however, Louisiana State Supreme Court issued its deci-
sion against the New Orleans Railways in State v. Pearson. Scott was crushed
by the defeat. ‘‘With one stroke of  the pen,’’ he wrote, the judges ‘‘have dis-
pelled the hope of  thousands of  persons.’’ Citing the precedent of  Plessy case,
the state court upheld streetcar segregation. However, Plessy was just a cover:
the gated streetcars o√ered separate but not equal conditions. Scott warned,
‘‘Under the circumstances it is impossible that the colored citizens of  New
Orleans will be satisfied with the manner in which the law is enforced.’’π∫

Following the decision, Scott’s attack on the segregation law became
more vigorous and vocal. The Advocate began to publish weekly reports
detailing the uncomfortable situation on the streetcars: said one, ‘‘Few have
been riding since the screens were placed in the cars, very little space has
been allotted to Negro passengers.’’ Although most blacks tried to avoid the
cars, those ‘‘who did ride have been for the most part compelled to stand.’’
The members of  the dissenting group questioned the strength of  their
alliance with business interests. Although Pearson had appeared sympa-
thetic to the complaints of  aggrieved black passengers, the local men in
charge of  the daily operations of  the company showed no concern for black
passengers’ well-being. On one streetcar, ‘‘the compartment for Negroes
was so greatly crowded that many were compelled to stand on the plat-
form. At a sharp curve the car jumped the track and four were more or less
injured.’’ Scott believed that New Orleans Railways behaved as if  it wanted
to get rid of  its black passengers: ‘‘The company either does not desire the
patronage of  colored people or it thinks they will put up with anything.’’
Unsure that black passengers had any friends within the company’s ranks,
the editor wrote, ‘‘Something will be done if  our people have any self
respect whatever. The Negro need not sit idly by and expect his rights to be
respected.’’ Scott began to believe that management was attempting to
make the segregated cars as uncomfortable as possible to drive away black
patrons.πΩ

Finally, Scott began openly to encourage blacks to boycott, outlining
the alternate forms of  transportation available: ‘‘While many of  our people
are still walking, vast numbers of  them have purchased buggies, surries, and
other vehicles. Others still have joined what they are pleased to call the ‘stay
at homes.’ Bicycles too are more popular since this law went into e√ect, than
for two or three years.’’ The editor touted the boycott’s e√ectiveness, assur-
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ing his readers that the streetcar company ‘‘has been losing money.’’ Citing
not only reduced patronage but also a ‘‘large reduction in the number of
cars run,’’ he asserted ‘‘that from fifteen to twenty-five more cars would be
absolutely necessary if  the Negro patronage was up to the usual mark.’’∫≠

Months after the Longshoremen’s Union canceled its annual event, Scott
supported the idea of  canceling black events and rejecting the ‘‘temporary
arrangements’’ the streetcar company was willing to make for those occa-
sions. The Advocate publicized the call by the New Orleans Ministerial
Alliance for the city’s black organizations to cancel large events that would
require members to patronize the streetcars. Scott hoped that the Odd
Fellows would cancel their annual picnic in solidarity with the boycott and
challenged company o≈cials: ‘‘Our people are not as greatly in need of
some regard for their comfort on picnic occasions as on everyday occasions,
so as to enable them to get to and from their work, etc.’’ But over time, the
resolve to boycott the streetcars eroded. New Orleans was a large and
sprawling city. If  blacks, particularly members of  the working class, wanted
full opportunities for new homes, and employment, they would have to
travel the city by streetcar. Within the next decade, black passengers travel-
ing on the cars, cramped behind the prohibitive screens, was the norm.∫∞

The dissenting group’s hesitation had slowed the movement. Although
the ministers did nothing to directly undercut the protests and eventually
gave vigorous support to boycott e√orts, that support came too late. Al-
liances with sympathetic white o≈cials would not be e√ective in the battle
against segregated streetcars. Confusion and disagreements within a com-
munity divided by tactics weakened those engaged in an already di≈cult
fight. The New Orleans they loved had been shattered by legal repression
and violence and reshaped in the image of  Jim Crow. The movement for
racial separation would continue to grow in cities such as Richmond, Vir-
ginia, where the postwar black community had found success.



Richmond’s black women domestic workers carried baskets in their hands or on their heads.
Streetcar travel made such chores easier. The boycott made them less e≈cient workers, yet
they were some of  the most active members of  the streetcar boycott.

left ‘‘Woman with basket on her head,’’ ca. 1900 (1504, Cook Collection, Valentine Rich-
mond History Center, Richmond, Va.). right ‘‘Street vendor,’’ ca. 1900 (1490, Cook Collec-
tion, Valentine Richmond History Center, Richmond, Va.).



‘‘Richmond Passenger and Power Co.
Trolley,’’ ca. 1900 (V. 55.126.2, Valentine
Richmond History Center, Richmond,
Va.). The 1904 streetcar segregation law
authorized conductors to carry weapons
to control any passengers that might
protest. Here a conductor poses while
pointing his pistol at two men holding
bricks. The armed conductors would be
a deterrent against the protests of  strik-
ing workers and black passengers.







‘‘Group in front of  Virginia street
car’’ (Valentine Richmond His-
tory Center, Richmond, Va.). Rich-
mond’s streetcars were symbols of
the city’s modernity and urbanity.



‘‘1300 block E. Cary Street,’’ ca. 1900
(1028, Cook Collection, Valentine
Richmond History Center, Richmond,
Va.). Most of  Richmond’s hackmen
and teamsters were black men. These
drivers proved to be instrumental
during the streetcar boycott.
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5 WHO’S TO BLAME?

Maggie Lena Walker, John Mitchell Jr., and the Great Class Debate

In 1899, Sutton E. Griggs, an African American native of  Texas and a gradu-
ate of  the Theological Seminary of  Virginia Union University in Richmond,
published a novel, Imperium in Imperio, that told the story of  two lifelong
friends, Belton Piedmont and Bernard Belgrave, and their membership in a
black secret society, Imperio. Imperio was a mythical nation within a na-
tion, an alternative government clandestinely organized by blacks shut out
of  America in the age of  segregation. While the two well-educated race
leaders strove for middle-class respectability, they disagreed about the best
means to improve African American life in the face of  segregation, dis-
franchisement, and racial violence. Belgrave, frustrated with the American
South, dismissed all hope that America would treat black southerners
equally, while Piedmont, the hero, argued that the South could be re-
deemed from racial polarization if  black Americans worked hard to prove
their worth and demonstrate their capabilities. If, after improving them-
selves, they were still rejected on the basis of  race, they could start an
independent black settlement and break away from the rest of  the nation.

Imperium in Imperio pointed to the existence of  a real divide within the
black middle class. Like their fictional counterparts, African American lead-
ers of  the streetcar boycott in Richmond, Virginia, disagreed about the
causes of  racial strife and the best means to contest it. This generation of
black leaders faced a formidable crisis. Leadership was a bleak task in a time
when the choices were limited. How could they lead when there were
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few paths to follow? How could they best confront the problem of  a divid-
ing world?

when some four million  of  slaves were freed at the end of  the Civil
War, many white sympathizers and critics agreed that the best way for them
to improve themselves and become good citizens would be through educa-
tion, thrift, and moral uplift. Thousands of  northern white missionaries
came south, helping to establish primary and secondary schools to trans-
form former slaves into literate, moral citizens. Colleges, charged with the
mission of  creating a black leadership class, were founded throughout the
region. At both institutions that emphasized industrial training and col-
leges that taught a classical approach, black students learned that respect-
able, civilized, moral behavior was essential to the growth of  the race. Many
African Americans agreed, seeking to educate and redefine themselves and
their children according to the Victorian standards of  the day.

By the turn of  the twentieth century, the urban South was home to a new
generation of  blacks raised with the belief  that their success would lead to
greater opportunities for the race. Black Richmond embodied this transfor-
mation. In 1910, Richmond was a moderately sized city with 46,733 black
residents, just over 36 percent of  the city’s total population. The city’s
African American leadership class was influential in part because Richmond
was home to the largest population of  African Americans in the Upper
South.∞ The city’s black middle class boasted a growing community of
bankers, entrepreneurs, and journalists. In the former capital of  the Con-
federacy, an increasingly prosperous and educated black community blos-
somed, prepared to play a major role in leading African Americans across the
nation. At the 1900 meeting of  the National Negro Business League, an
organization founded by Booker T. Washington, Giles B. Jackson, one of  the
city’s leading black lawyers, remarked that Richmond’s blacks led the coun-
try in their development in real estate, banking, and insurance and that the
state’s black businesses had a capital investment of  more than $14 million.
The members of  the league’s local chapter included ‘‘eleven colored at-
torneys, eighty-three colored barbershops, three colored banks, sixteen
beneficial insurance companies, sixteen blacksmiths and wheelwrights, one
book seller, four butcher firms, one cabinet maker, two general caterers.’’
The speaker argued that unsuccessful blacks had failed to advance only
because of  ‘‘the lack of  individual e√ort’’; poor blacks were ‘‘sitting by the
pool of  industry waiting for some one to put [them] in.’’≤

Although Jackson was a particularly conservative force in Richmond’s
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African American community, he highlighted an ongoing tension between
the small but prosperous community of  race leaders and the working poor.
Indeed, black Richmond was also home to communities of  freed slaves and
migrants from the surrounding rural counties who, despite the growth of
black institutions, found neither ease nor prosperity. The working poor
were in the majority in Richmond; most black men were day laborers who
could not depend on a steady income, most black women served as laun-
dresses, and together they cobbled together households on less than what
was necessary to support their families. Even though the working poor may
not have spoken or behaved as the middle class wanted, the leading class
hoped to guide the poor toward greater success and full inclusion in Ameri-
can life. Perhaps if  they could save more, purchase homes, raise mannerly
children, and attend the right churches, they too would rise. Those African
American residents of  Richmond who had found a measure of  success hoped
that by building an institutional base of  schools, civic orders, banks, and
churches, they could serve their community and elevate their race. The city
was home to several black congregations, among them the prominent First
African Baptist Church; growing primary and secondary schools; and a black
college, Virginia Union, as well as branches of  national civic, religious, and
fraternal organizations, including the Grand Fountain Order of  True Re-
formers, the Knights of  Pythias, the Lilies of  the Valley, and the Independent
Order of  Saint Luke. The legacy of  a strong free black community and the
initiative of  ‘‘new issue Negroes’’—the first generation of  African Americans
to come of  age after slavery—made Richmond a model for black urbanites
throughout the nation. They hoped that their success would lead to greater
advancement and opportunity for all black Americans.≥

Instead, members of  this educated class found opportunities shrinking
and the doors of  citizenship closing throughout the American South. Hos-
tile state legislatures began restricting black voting rights, systematically
underfunding or eliminating black schools, and providing few or no public
services for urban black communities. In addition to the threat of  repres-
sive laws, black citizens were terrorized by the extralegal threat of  lynching
and race riots. During the 1880s and 1890s, more than one hundred African
Americans were killed by lawless mobs each year, creating a climate of  fear
among southern blacks. Lynch mobs, often threatened by the success of
black businesspeople, angered by the language of  black journalists, or in-
timidated by black landowners, frequently targeted prosperous or success-
ful black men and women.∂

The wave of  segregation laws was the final insult to black freedom and a
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major impediment to black success. Laws designed to separate white pa-
trons from blacks assumed that racial equity contaminated the social fabric
of  the South. But African Americans who were educated in the mores of
proper behavior believed that their dignity ought to be assured. After all,
they had achieved more in a few decades than many white southerners had
accomplished in generations. Many members of  Richmond’s black middle
class were particularly angered by most white southerners’ unwillingness to
recognize that a segment of  the black population was neither unclean nor
uncouth. Educated and industrious blacks believed that their economic
improvement would help to preserve their civic equality. In their view, those
who demonstrated exemplary conduct ought to be spared the embarrass-
ment of  second-class treatment. Segments of  the black middle class, along
with southern white progressives such as George Washington Cable and
Virginia racial reformer Lewis H. Blair, argued that segregation along class
lines would remove the o√ensive members of  both races from first-class
seats.∑ But such proposals were ignored; ideas about cross-racial class al-
liances threatened the logic of  white supremacy and could not be tolerated.

Angered by white southerners’ general refusal to recognize that the ris-
ing black middle class was of  a ‘‘di√erent sort’’ than the poorer, uneducated
‘‘elements’’ of  the race, the black middle class displayed a divided front in
the battle against segregation. Seesawing between African American unity
rooted in uplift and an outlook of  division and blame, Richmond’s middle-
class leaders struggled for public recognition of  their achievements and for
the respect of  public inclusion. For this generation of  African Americans
seeking the promise of  freedom, the question became how black south-
erners should proceed. Was the onslaught of  segregation laws caused by a
cultural failure on the part of  blacks who had not progressed? Was such
moral progress helpful in making the case for black citizenship, or had the
success of  some black southerners caused white segregationists to begin
erecting new barriers of  separation and violent repression?

When Virginia Passenger and Power decided to segregate Richmond’s
streetcars in the spring of  1904, leaders and the lowly joined together to
protest. The boycott depended on a unified black community. How could
this diverse community unite on shared terms to form a successful defense
of  black citizenship?

richmond blacks did not contest the passage of  the segregation stat-
ute of  1904 in any court of  law. Blacks did not stage sit-ins like those that had
taken place in Richmond during Reconstruction. Protesters did not engage
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in physical fights with streetcar conductors to keep seats in the ‘‘white’’
section. Instead, blacks across the city lodged a silent protest and began
walking to work, to market, to places of  worship, and to places of  leisure.

On 14 April, ‘‘a conference of  colored citizens’’ comprised of  ‘‘a large
number of  the leading colored men and ladies’’ convened in Jackson Ward,
the historical epicenter of  Richmond’s black political dissent, to address
the new policy and decide the appropriate method of  protest. Jackson
Ward was originally a gerrymandered district created by the state’s Conser-
vative Party in 1871 to contain the black vote and weaken the Republican
Party’s power. Despite the e√orts of  Conservative-Democrats, Jackson
Ward came to symbolize black political independence and self-su≈ciency.∏

At this small gathering at A. D. Price’s Hall, the large hall at 212 East
Leigh Street owned by a funeral director, community leaders decided to
call a mass meeting to elect representatives and adopt a protest against the
law. The group elected John Mitchell Jr., a former politician and editor of
the Richmond Planet, as chair of  the boycott organization and resolved that
‘‘colored people should do all in their power to promote peace and avoid
any clash or disorder on the street-cars. It was decided that the best way to
do this would be to walk and stay off the Virginia Passenger and Power
Company’s cars.’’ Mitchell warned his readers, ‘‘This is no time to threaten
or to attempt to retaliate.’’ Characterizing the protest as ‘‘conservative,’’
these ‘‘leading’’ men and women sought to set the tenor of  the boycotts and
to discourage black Richmonders from adopting other forms of  protest.
These leaders included some of  black Richmond’s most prosperous and
prestigious businesspeople, including Mitchell’s high school classmate,
Maggie Lena Walker. Walker was the president of  the Independent Order
of  St. Luke, a benevolent society dominated by black women of  all walks of
life. Walker, an extremely active and vocal advocate for the city’s black
women, also served as the editor of  the St. Luke Herald. At a mass meeting a
few days later, Patsie K. Anderson, a St. Luke member and manager of  the
Women’s Union, stood up to reiterate Mitchell’s program. In ‘‘terse, explicit
language,’’ she advised listeners ‘‘to do no talking, but walk, walk, walk. She
carried the house by storm and sat down amidst great applause.’’π

Boycott leaders organized mass meetings to articulate the movement’s
goals. Black clerks, bankers, doctors, lawyers, and businesspeople were
elected to serve with Mitchell on the Committee on Resolutions, mapping
out protesters’ objections. The committee was headed by R. E. Jones, a
physician and president of  the Richmond chapter of  the National Negro
Business League. Other members included H. F. Jonathan, vice president of
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the Mechanics’ Savings Bank; R. T. Hill, a cashier for the True Reformers
Savings Bank; H. L. Harris, a physician; and E. A. Washington, a member of
the board of  directors of  the Mechanics’ Savings Bank.∫ Richmond’s three
leading black newspapers, the Planet, the St. Luke Herald, and the Reformer,
supported the boycott. Part of  a new generation of  the black middle class,
boycott leaders walked a fine line between personal prosperity and the
desire to lead all members of  their community.Ω

Although many boycott leaders sought to police the behavior of  black
protesters by asserting standards of  proper, genteel behavior, the decision
to boycott, rather than to sue or adopt active resistance on the streetcars
themselves, was not in itself  a middle-class tactic. Close examination of
Virginia’s segregation statutes reveals that the boycott-centered protests
and the absence of  suits testing the validity of  the new statutes were not
caused by political indi√erence or a climate of  accommodation. Rather, the
comprehensive new laws themselves shaped the nature of  the protests.
Although historians stress that turn-of-the-century blacks were moving
away from political protest, the segregationists who crafted the statutes
presupposed black dissent. A comparison of  streetcar segregation laws
with older statutes that segregated trains makes it clear that the new gener-
ation of  laws dividing blacks and whites undercut black southerners’ ability
to sue for equal accommodations and gave broad discretionary powers to
conductors to quell spontaneous resistance on the cars. Indeed, the best
indication of  the tenor of  the times might be drawn from the texts of
Virginia’s segregation statutes themselves: white lawmakers did not antici-
pate accommodation on the part of  black citizens but drew on a knowl-
edge of  the history and contemporary nature of  black resistance to shape
the legal language of  segregation.∞≠

The text of  the statute reflects that the Virginia law systematically lim-
ited the options for lawful protest. The absence of  successful legal chal-
lenges to Virginia’s segregation laws at the turn of  the twentieth century
reflected not a lack of  political interest on the part of  black southerners but
rather calculated attempts on the part of  segregationist lawmakers to limit
e√ective legal challenges. In light of  the text of  the Virginia segregation law
of  1904, the boycott becomes much more than a conservative plea for
dignity. It was a valiant attempt to remove the wall of  segregation one brick
at a time.

The new Virginia law did not guarantee black men or women seats or
require that a certain number of  the seats be designated for black riders.
Instead, it stated that conductors could ‘‘set apart [seats] in each car or
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coach a portion thereof, or certain seats therein, to be occupied by white
passengers, and a portion thereof, or certain seats therein, to be occupied
by colored passengers.’’ Mitchell pointed out to his readers that ‘‘conduc-
tors can whenever they see fit cause a colored person, male or female, to get
up and make room for any other person.’’ The Virginia statute gave the
conductor the right to determine how much space would be given to black
and white passengers. Conductors could decide that few or no seats could
be given to black passengers. Also at the conductor’s discretion was individ-
ual seating; conductors could ‘‘require any passenger to change his or her
seat when and as often as he may deem necessary or proper.’’ Even as the
Richmond News Leader insisted that law benefited black riders because ‘‘the
negroes have rather the best of  the new arrangement in being nearer the
doors,’’ in reality black passengers were not even a√orded the luxury of
being able to know that the seats they chose would be honored throughout
their passage.∞∞

Mitchell pointed out that a conductor ‘‘could keep [a black passenger]
moving in a trip from the West End to the Post O≈ce to such an extent that
when he arrived at his destination, he would be as tired as though he had
walked the entire distance.’’ The Planet editor also pointed out that the law
did not acknowledge of  the proper gender etiquette of  the day. Conduc-
tors ‘‘can whenever they see fit cause a colored person, male or female, to
get up and make room for any other person.’’ If  black women sought to
assert their status as ladies, to signify their equality with other southern
women, they would not be treated as ladies on segregated streetcars. Black
women could be made to stand on platforms or in the aisles while white
men remained seated.∞≤ Streetcars would not be marked by clear bound-
aries dividing black and white sections, and the law o√ered no established
rights to which black riders could appeal. There would be no set rules on
Richmond’s streetcars; black riders had no guarantee of  their safety and
protection from humiliation or harassment. If  black riders chose to comply
and find seats at the backs of  cars, they could still be asked to stand, even if
there was ample space for both black and white riders.

The fundamental illogic of  segregation was also part of  the 1904 segrega-
tion statute. The law complied with the custom of  allowing black nurses
caring for white children to sit in the section designated for white pas-
sengers. The Planet reported that one conductor mistakenly told a black
nurse that neither she nor the white child she was watching could sit among
white passengers. The motorman then explained to the conductor that ‘‘he
was in error and that colored people could be permitted to sit with the
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white people for whom they are nursing.’’ The Planet article points out that
at least in that case, segregation might have saved the black nurse some
work: ‘‘The nurse would have been relieved of  the care and trouble during
that trip at least.’’∞≥ No protesters were more e√ective at highlighting the
discrepancies of  segregation than black women.

In a break with earlier segregation laws in Virginia that did not deputize
railroad o≈cials, the statute made it a crime for riders to violate its provi-
sions or the orders of  white conductors. If  African American passengers
resisted segregation or refused to obey ‘‘the instructions and directions of
the conductor,’’ conductors and motormen could arrest riders. Streetcar
employees were designated ‘‘special policeman,’’ with ‘‘all the powers of
conservators of  the peace’’ and the authority to enforce the law. Not only
were conductors empowered to enforce the law at their own discretion, but
the segregation law also gave them the right to carry weapons while work-
ing on the streetcars and traveling to and from work. A documentary pho-
tographer took a posed image of  a conductor standing at the front of  a
Richmond Passenger and Power Company streetcar with his pistol drawn
at two men, each holding a brick. Each man seems to represent a threat to
the authority of  the conductor—presumably a striker or protester.∞∂ The
comprehensive law even exempted conductors and the companies from
any legal liability for any harm they might cause to others while enforcing
the segregation statute.

Streetcar segregation did not end with the attempt to segregate riders;
the 1900 Census listed only 12 black workers among the city’s 196 street
railway employees. The Planet reported that none of  the African American
employees were drivers. Although black workers had been hired to com-
plete the hard labor of  laying streetcar tracks, they were never entrusted
with running the streetcars. The conductor’s discretion, therefore, was al-
ways going to be the judgment of  a white man over his black and white
passengers. Boycott leaders had little reason to believe the president of  the
streetcar company when he insisted that ‘‘whenever we discover a rough
conductor on our lines, we get rid of  him at once.’’ Black passengers had
little trust in the behavior of  the conductors or in company promises.
Walker’s St. Luke Herald warned that ‘‘the very dangerous power placed in
the hands of  hot headed and domineering young white men’’ would ‘‘cer-
tainly provoke trouble.’’ Mitchell pointed out to a mass meeting of  black
protesters that ‘‘under the provisions of  the law . . . white boys and ill-
mannered men . . . in charge of  the street-cars were empowered to carry
revolvers and if  they shot down colored men, they could not be punished
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for so doing.’’ Mitchell believed that ‘‘white hoodlums’’ were often the
source of  racial violence; he thought the streetcars would be particularly
dangerous, given the class of  the conductors.∞∑

Sit-ins like those staged in the Reconstruction era would be met not only
with the threat of  being ejected at gunpoint but also court costs and high
fines, which most black Richmonders could not a√ord. A close reading of
the segregation law reveals why black attempts to sue Virginia Passenger
and Power Company for damages and the cost of  the fare would have been
virtually impossible. The state favored the conductor with virtually un-
limited discretion in achieving the ambiguous ‘‘comfort’’ of  passengers or
issuing whatever directions he might deem ‘‘proper’’ or ‘‘necessary.’’ Care-
fully drawing on the parameters of  Plessy v. Ferguson, the Virginia law re-
quired de jure equality of  segregated facilities, yet this equality was vir-
tually impossible to enforce when conductors were not just citizens but
empowered agents of  the law. The law not only humiliated black riders but
also threatened them.

In an era when black southerners daily faced indiscriminate violence,
armed white conductors represented a threat to all black riders, resistant or
otherwise. Lynch law governed race relations not only in the Deep South
but also in ‘‘civilized’’ Virginia. The pages of  the Planet regularly reported
both local and national lynchings and in 1900 maintained a running tally of
lynchings, ‘‘The Reign of  Lawlessness,’’ that crowned the political features
page of  the weekly paper. Lynch law threatened the lives of  black women as
well as men. As historian Elsa Barkley Brown has demonstrated in her
account of  an 1895 campaign in Richmond to protect three black women
from extralegal violence, the threat of  armed white conductors was dra-
matic in the context of  a national ethos that accepted the reckless and
unwarranted murders of  black men, women, and children. Mitchell’s decla-
ration that ‘‘the only safe plan was to stay o√  the cars and avoid trouble’’
represented not just political conservatism but practical advice. Boycott
leadership hoped that a poised and proper protest would not only demon-
strate the admirable character of  a beleaguered community but protect the
participants from violence.∞∏

leadership in one form  or another was required to make a boycott
function. Leaders helped articulate a plan, goals, and tactical behavior for
boycott participants. Encouragement, stories of  progress, and news of  ev-
eryday victories helped sustain boycotts. And leaders had to speak to a
broad audience, men and women, young and old, prosperous and poor.
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Boycott leadership varied from city to city, but in Richmond, the growing
black business class, led by Walker and Mitchell, provided an able voice for
the protest. The questions that confronted black protest leadership in the
streetcar boycott movement throughout the South can be traced through
the outlook of  these two local leaders. Aside from their gender, Walker and
Mitchell lived parallel lives. Both were from humble slave origins, both had
the opportunity to attend the city’s only black high school during Recon-
struction, and both emerged as leaders of  their community. Walker made
the Independent Order of  Saint Luke Richmond’s leading benevolent soci-
ety, while Mitchell served on the city council. Mitchell was also active in
fraternal life; he was the president of  Richmond’s African American chapter
of  the Knights of  Pythias, an order founded by Abraham Lincoln in the
wake of  the Civil War. Both Walker and Mitchell started banks targeted at
black customers, and both served as editors of  well-respected and widely
read weekly newspapers. And like the majority of  blacks in Richmond, they
lived in Jackson Ward. Walker and Mitchell were certainly peers, and given
that they jockeyed for bank customers and fought for readers, they were
probably friendly competitors. Hints of  their tension can be found; neither
mentioned the other frequently in print.

Walker’s and Mitchell’s articles and speeches provide key insight into
Richmond’s black middle class, but their newspapers did not just reflect
their communities. Black newspapers of  this era also were important guides
for contemporary readers. As black Americans grew increasingly literate in
each decade following the Emancipation, newspapers became key sources
of  information and political, social, and cultural direction. Thousands of
black Americans nationwide read black papers, with friends, families, and
communities sharing copies. And given that the newspapers depended on
subscriptions for survival, editors were accountable to their readers. They
could not be race leaders without readers’ consent. Editors’ opinions, there-
fore, not simply represented the insights of  individuals but also were shaped
by the will of  the community. Walker’s and Mitchell’s writings provide a
glimpse into the questions they and others of  their class confronted during
this turbulent era.

In 1904, Walker, the daughter of  a white abolitionist and a slave mother,
was by far Richmond’s most influential woman of  color. Her association with
the Independent Order of  Saint Luke fueled her career as an educator,
philanthropist, banker, and businesswoman. Yet Walker had humble ori-
gins, working as a girl to help her mother pick up and deliver laundry across
Richmond. Walker’s mother, like thousands of  black women of  her era and
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the generations that followed, had worked as a laundress, an occupation that
provided black women with little pay but ample autonomy and mobility.
And although Walker and her family had shed the poverty of  her youth by
the 1900s, she remained concerned with the plight of  women workers and
the state of  African American citizenship. Her work to uplift her community
and defend African American dignity drew Walker into a boycott movement
that defended the dignity of  lady bankers and lady laundresses alike.

Although her lifestyle reflected her family’s growing financial success, her
work for the Independent Order of  Saint Luke showed a sympathetic view
of  the African Americans many viewed as immoral. Walker was quick to re-
mind her audiences, ‘‘I was not born with a silver spoon in my mouth, but
with a laundry basket . . . on my head.’’ Notwithstanding her personal
achievements, her entrepreneurial visions for the Saint Luke Penny Savings
Bank and later the St. Luke Emporium were always grounded in a concern
for the health of  the race and opportunities for black women workers. Brown
has aptly pointed out that Walker’s success was drawn ‘‘from the strength of
the Saint Luke collective as a whole and from the special strengths and talents
of  the inner core of  the Saint Luke women in particular.’’ Unlike many other
benevolent societies and clubs, the order drew its membership from all seg-
ments of  society, including both women and men from all classes and walks of
life. Walker joined the order at age fourteen, and her membership in the
organization helped to shape her aspirations and her vision of  a black society
facing segregation.∞π

Women were the heart of  Walker’s cause. As a child working among the
laundry women, Walker came to appreciate the dignity of  hard work and
the fellowship of  sisterhood. To remind audiences of  the importance of
black working women, she always identified herself  as a worker; ‘‘I have
worked from a child . . . worked before I was married, worked after I
married, and am working now harder than I ever worked in my life.’’ Walker
sought to use her status to protect and promote the cause of  working-class
black women. Walker called ‘‘the love I bear women, our Negro women’’
her ‘‘great all absorbing interest, the thing which has driven sleep from my
eyes and fatigue from my body.’’ Black working women were not only
‘‘hemmed in’’ ‘‘by the fears and prejudices of  the whites’’ but also ‘‘ridiculed
and sneered at by the intelligent blacks.’’ She believed that African Ameri-
cans could truly be free only when the dignity of  working women was
protected from both the barbs of  segregation and the judgment of  the
black middle class. For Walker, the roots of  black women’s citizenship were
grounded in love and respect. Walker preached to her audience, ‘‘Whatever
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I have done in this life has been because I love women. Love to be sur-
rounded by them. Love to hear them all talk at once. Love to listen to their
trials and troubles.’’ Her devotion to black women and her determination
to provide them with economic and social options formed the heart of  her
e√orts with St. Luke. This quest to protect the dignity of  everyday women
drew her into the fight against segregation.∞∫

Writing as the managing editor of  the Saint Luke Herald, founded in 1902,
and crafting speeches for a variety of  engagements, Walker outlined her
vision for the future and described the reasons why the tide of  segregation
had risen against all black southerners, even those with the greatest success.
Walker used her voice as an editor and spokesperson to clearly articulate a
defense of  black life and full citizenship. Walker’s Herald spoke out against
the horror and violence of  lynching; she believed it imperative that ‘‘the
Negro . . . cry aloud in anguish when he sees black men, women and children
murdered and burned to death, tortured in the most inhuman ways.’’∞Ω

Walker also fought against the imposition of  Jim Crow laws throughout the
nation, warning northern black readers that the concerns of  the South were
universal. ‘‘We have been telling our friends all along, that as long as the ‘jim
crow’ business lasts in the South, and as long as disfranchisement exists in the
South, it will continue to spread.’’≤≠ Lynching, violence, disfranchisement,
and segregation constituted an attack on the health of  black individuals,
communities, and enterprises across the country. According to Walker, ‘‘We
are being oppressed by the passage of  laws which not only have for their
object the degradation of  Negro manhood and Negro womanhood, but also
the destruction of  all kinds of  Negro enterprises[.] Every legislature in the
South legislates against the Negro, and the e√ect of  this same legislation is
felt throughout the length and breadth of  this country.’’≤∞

Walker questioned the assumption that poor whites were at the root of
black problems. In an article interrogating the Washington Post’s coverage
of  a Georgia lynching, she challenged the contention that elite whites
played no role in the perpetuation of  lynch law. She insisted that ‘‘criminal
and worthless whites . . . do not mould sentiment, do not make public
opinion, they are simply the curs who watching, take the silence of  their
superiors as permission to commit crime, and who follow gladly where they
lead.’’ Placing blame squarely at the feet of  the white elite, Walker asserted
that ‘‘the criminal and worthless white is not responsible for the bloody
crimes of  the South.’’ She was not convinced that the impetus for racial
violence and segregation originated from poor whites threatened by black
success. The source of  the problem was ‘‘genteel, white gentlemen.’’ She saw
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little potential in appealing to white southerners as allies or friends in the
fight against injustice. Only economic independence would steel black peo-
ple against the assaults on their citizenship.≤≤

However, Walker’s belief  in economic independence did not stop her
from agitating against Jim Crow. Walker despised what she called the ‘‘song
of  segregation’’ sung by ‘‘the white press’’ and ‘‘the white pulpit.’’ The spread
of  segregation to every aspect of  daily life was like lawmakers telling black
people ‘‘go to another country, get out, go away; if  you want to remain here
you must be my menial . . . my servant.’’ She believed that segregationists
were dismissing all black southerners to a separate sphere, their laws im-
plicitly crying, ‘‘If  you want to be what I am—a man—separate. Go where I
can’t see you.’’≤≥

Walker found the spread of  segregation laws into Richmond particularly
o√ensive. She called for her audience to ‘‘examine what is going on here,
right under our noses in Richmond City in the Capitol Square. The ‘jim
crow’ car, once confined alone to our steam cars and long distance travel, is
now upon every steam and electric line in the state.’’ Segregation repre-
sented a profound inequity: ‘‘The Negro in traveling pays first class price,
for second and third class accommodation.’’ Walker believed strongly that
segregation was a frontal attack on black citizenship. In the face of  ‘‘the loss
of  citizenship,’’ she demanded, ‘‘somebody must speak. somebody must
cry aloud. The a∆ictions and the persecutions of  our people must be
told. we must get together and reason together. somebody must
cry out.’’≤∂

To Walker, the women of  Richmond were just as capable as the men of
sounding the alarm concerning racial violence, the advance of  segregation
laws, and the degradation of  black citizenship. As a leader of  various wom-
en’s clubs and organizations, Walker outlined a model of  black womanhood
that o√ered recognition of  the lives of  working-class African Americans.
Asserting that African American working women were ‘‘noble, and true and
clean,’’ Walker countered the popular notion that black women were im-
moral because their employment caused them to cross the terrain of  the city
alone. Walker reminded her audiences that black women’s labor was essen-
tial to the health of  black families, arguing the black woman went ‘‘out into
the world—not for name, not for glory and honor—but for bread, and for her
babies.’’ Improving the image of  poor black women driven to lifestyles many
would deem immoral and improper, Walker insisted ‘‘that ninety-five per-
cent of  our women who go astray, do so from absolute need, selling their
souls to clothe their bodies!’’ She spoke directly to black male leaders who
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o√ered no assistance to black women: ‘‘Instead of  sco≈ng at the e√orts of
your women, instead of  criticizing them, every Negro man, every Negro
Newspaper, every Negro preacher should be extending the hand which
helps and giving forth the words which encourage—for the path of  the
colored women is dark and thorny.’’≤∑

Walker sought to explain the socioeconomic context for the di≈culties
of  the poor and dispossessed. Although she also di√erentiated classes with-
in African American communities and scolded those who practiced im-
moral behavior, she sought to revive and uplift black women through the
development of  black institutions and enterprises. Black immorality arose
out of  the awful circumstances of  racial oppression and the lack of  viable
choices. She identified the absence of  opportunity and the repressive poli-
tics of  race, not black behavior, as the cause of  the shortcomings within
black communities. Although Walker became Richmond’s most elite black
woman, she always remained hesitant to judge the least among them, in-
stead seeking to value the role that all black women played for the health of
their families and communities. The plight of  the dispossessed was her
fight, and she encouraged black women: ‘‘The fact that we are at the very
bottom of  the ladder should not dishearten us.’’≤∏

Asserting that the race required both black men and women to succeed,
Walker believed that one remedy for the attack on black citizenship might
be the advancement of  black women. Like many of  her contemporaries,
including Mary Church Terrell, Anna Julia Cooper, and Nannie Helen Bur-
roughs, Walker believed that black women had to ‘‘do the work which the
race must do’’—that is, work at the forefront of  the fight for black citizen-
ship. Each of  these spokeswomen had a distinct approach to women’s
contributions as race leaders. Clubwoman Terrell believed that the race
could best be served through black women’s role as early childhood educa-
tors, while Walker promoted black business as African American women’s
path to success. Walker’s belief  that the black woman could best be served
by ‘‘striking out boldly, for herself, doing credit to her state, her sex and her
race’’ transmitted to her approach not only to business but also to the fight
against segregation.≤π

Mitchell’s approach to the problem of  segregation was mapped out in his
weekly newspaper. The Planet, which was read both locally and nationally by
more than six thousand subscribers, was founded in 1883 ‘‘to foster enter-
prise and encourage literary culture.’’ The paper grew when Mitchell took
over the editorship in December 1884, making Mitchell prominent if  not
wealthy. Despite Mitchell’s humble birth to a literate slave mother in the
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midst of  the Civil War, he sought out education and opportunity and used
his talents to become a local politician, writer, and businessman. He used his
newspaper to articulate his stalwart opposition to lynching. At an 1889
meeting of  the National Colored Press Association, Mitchell read the names
of  more than two hundred victims of  racial violence, inspiring a young Ida B.
Wells to remember his ‘‘personal bravery and courage.’’≤∫ Mitchell’s fight
against lynching came close to home during the 1895 battle to prevent the
lynching of  two black women, Pokey Barnes and Mary Abernathy, and a
black man, Solomon Marable, from rural Lunenburg County, Virginia.
While the accused were held in Richmond’s jail, he championed their cause,
using keen reporting to cast serious doubt on their presupposed guilt and
eventually helping to gain their freedom. The e√ort brought Mitchell na-
tional renown.≤Ω

Mitchell subsequently used his newspaper to continue to contest racial
violence, to sound the alarm about black disfranchisement, and to promote
black education and uplift. By the turn of  the century, the Planet had
become well known as a vibrant voice of  race advocacy.≥≠ In addition to
local events, the paper featured accounts of  national news, stories reprinted
from other black and white newspapers, snappy editorial notes, an ongoing
account of  racial violence throughout the South and the nation, and ads
run by Richmond’s business owners and fraternal lodges and orders. The
Planet was at its best reporting the events of  the city and the ins and outs of
the Southwide battle to retain black citizenship.

The circulation of  each issue of  the Planet extended beyond the list of
subscribers and even beyond the literate; copies of  the paper were often
shared in public spaces such as barbershops, and crucial articles were often
read aloud.≥∞ But for the most part, like most black newspapers, the Planet
operated in the separate sphere of  black community, and few whites read it.
Hoping for a medium that could highlight issues of  race to ‘‘thinking white
people,’’ prominent African American author Charles W. Chesnutt lamented
that ‘‘few white people . . . read the present newspapers published by colored
people.’’≥≤ But having an audience comprised mainly of  other blacks gave
Mitchell and other editors the ability to be frank about issues of  race. But to
survive, black newspapers had to temper their tone; editors operated under
the spotlight of  white supremacy. Nothing could have prevented white
southerners from reading the African American periodical in their city. In
fact, black journalists were frequently targeted for speaking frankly about
race and racial violence. Both Alex Manley, editor of  North Carolina’s Wil-
mington Daily Record, and Wells, of  Memphis’s Free Speech and Headlight, were



who’s to blame?132

popular journalists driven into exile by the threat from white mobs. To
avoid having his newspaper o≈ces destroyed and his life threatened, Mitch-
ell had to moderate his outspokenness. But Mitchell was noted not for his
moderation but rather for his willingness to provide vocal leadership from
the bully pulpit of  the Planet. His leadership on behalf  of  the streetcar
boycott was just part of  his larger campaign to defend black citizenship.

An examination of  the Planet also reveals that part of  Mitchell’s racial
advocacy was an e√ort to outline the best course for African Americans to take
culturally and socially to advance the race. Yet Mitchell’s writing on this
subject gets mired in the di≈culties of  defining the cause of  black southerners’
political dilemma. He personally had felt the barbs of  repression when he and
three other black councilmen were pushed out of  elective o≈ce by Demo-
cratic Party fraud and threats during the 1896 election.≥≥ Mitchell battled with
the idea of  whether the problems confronting black citizenship were emerg-
ing as a response to the pathologies he believed were present in black commu-
nities or simply resulted from outside attempts to punish all blacks regardless
of  class. Such vacillation was emblematic of  the frustration of  the members of
Mitchell’s class. Faced with a mounting tide of  segregation law, fraud, and
disfranchisement, middle-class African Americans asked themselves, should
African Americans continue pushing for ‘‘progress’’ while perhaps being pun-
ished for the very progress they espoused?

At times, Mitchell clearly stated that black behavior was not the source of
African American di≈culties but rather that black success had instead posed
a fundamental challenge to racial hierarchy in the American South: ‘‘It is
evident that these discriminating laws are aimed at the intelligent, property
owning colored people, because the servant class are welcome from one end
of  the ‘Jim Crow’ train to the other. Should the colored servant save his
meager earnings, take o√  the apron of  servility and embark in business for
himself, he immediately becomes the object of  suspicion and is subject to all
of  the onerous discriminations of  caste.’’≥∂ Mitchell also aptly pointed out
the illogic of  segregation law, questioning why the rules changed at every
venue: ‘‘ ‘Get behind, Mr. Negro’ says the Virginia Passenger and Power
Company. On the railroad trains, they say, ‘Get in front.’ ’’≥∑ Mitchell high-
lighted the nature of  a nonsensical and unnecessary system that degraded
African Americans of  every background. But because he had been raised to
believe that education, thrift, ingenuity, and moral behavior would enable
black Americans to thrive as citizens and find friends among sympathetic
whites, he was sometimes harsh in his criticism of  blacks who had not or
chose not to adopt proper moral and cultural standards.
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In a commentary on a Richmond Times-Dispatch article calling on cultured
and educated blacks to remove uncouth elements from the black commu-
nity, Mitchell argued that ‘‘in the matter of  public conveyances which are
operated by virtue of  a public franchise, there should be no such thing as the
establishment of  private comforts to the discomfort of  any large portion of
the public.’’ In a strategic move, Mitchell also agreed with white journalists’
e√orts to highlight class di√erences within the African American commu-
nity. In contrast to Walker’s insistence on the importance of  the working
poor, Mitchell concurred with the idea that ‘‘there is always room at the
top. . . . In Richmond there are Negro lawyers, Negro doctors, Negro
bankers, Negro merchants, Negro teachers, Negro real estate owners, all of
whom are making a place for themselves at the top. This simple statement
should be enough to stimulate every ambitious Negro to greater exertion.’’≥∏

Mitchell believed that the ‘‘Genteel Negro’’ deserved special treatment
and should separate from the common African Americans; blacks who de-
sired success could improve their society by ‘‘flocking to themselves, and . . .
establishing their rules of  culture and morals . . . and serve notice that the
low-lived and unclean [Negroes] shall not enter.’’ But Mitchell took this logic
a step further, insisting that if  segregation should exist, it needed to be
instituted along biracial class lines and remove ‘‘white jail-birds, penitentiary
convicts, dive keepers, white women of  questionable character’’ from re-
spectable society. Poor whites who lacked morality and achievement were
just as problematic as poor blacks. In fact, Mitchell often blamed non-
aristocratic whites for the advent and enforcement of  segregation law.
When Mitchell agreed with white authors, he often commented that they
were probably ‘‘an ex–slave owner or the son of  one of  the Southern
autocrats,’’ highlighting his belief  that upper-class whites had no inherent
aversion to blacks. Mitchell’s mother had been owned by James Lyons, an
aristocratic Confederate, and he and his mother continued working for the
Lyons family after the close of  the Civil War. Mitchell often credited his ties
with this elite white family as part of  the basis for his postbellum class status
as a successful and cultured man. Indeed, Mitchell’s concerns with the class
status of  both blacks and whites seemed to stem from his background in the
Lyons household. In contrast with Walker, who blamed elite whites for re-
pressive law, Mitchell always believed that wealthy whites, who had lived
closely with black slaves prior to Emancipation, were more comfortable
then poor whites with the idea of  black citizens in the public sphere.≥π

Mitchell shaped his response to the race problem around his observance
of  the violations of  the color line by white men in relationships with black



who’s to blame?134

women. Touching on these sexual politics, Mitchell insisted on ‘‘true separa-
tion,’’ a divide where ‘‘white men . . . living in clandestine relationship with
Negro women, degrading white society and assisting God Almighty in
obliterating the color-line,’’ receive punishment. He suggested that ‘‘a bill be
passed making it a felony for white men to associate with colored women
and vice versa.’’≥∫ Mitchell was always a critic of  the faulty logic of  southern
segregation.

Just as he believed that poor whites were at the forefront in demanding
race segregation, Mitchell also believed that poor blacks were a big source
of  the ‘‘race problem.’’ Mitchell’s two-handed approach to the fight against
segregation is evident in the short editorial notes featured in the Planet.
These brief  quotes in the first column had a political bent and often were
comments directly related to the articles on the rest of  the page. The quotes
were not news, but rather enjoinders directed to black citizens about their
political, moral, and social behavior or political criticism aimed at segrega-
tionist lawmakers and their policies. The juxtaposition of  blame directed at
the black community and anger directed at segregationists is a microcosm
of  Mitchell’s divided approach. Disturbed and confused by the passage of
new Jim Crow laws—what Mitchell called ‘‘the storm of  condemnation’’—
the Planet editor wavered between internal judgment of  black behavior
and external condemnation of  the plans of  segregationist lawmakers.≥Ω

In the column, the editor directed his readers to ‘‘not be insulting to
white people or to colored ones. Let us cultivate true gentility. We will win
friends by this.’’ Indeed, Mitchell had benefited from his relationships with
whites. His bids for the Richmond City Council beginning in 1890 were
backed by white politicians in Virginia’s Readjuster Party. Thus, Mitchell’s
insistence that black Richmonders had white allies was not simply wishful
thinking but a testimonial based on his past political alliances with white
politicians.

To avoid alienating influential whites who might have spoken on behalf
of  black citizens, Mitchell warned blacks to ‘‘be as polite as possible to
white people.’’∂≠ He encouraged blacks to teach their children proper man-
ners, believing that courtesy, not public resistance, was the best method of
political change. However, Mitchell distinguished between politeness and
cowering before white authority; he warned, ‘‘Politeness and good behavior
do not mean cringing and servility. Don’t forget that.’’∂∞ Mitchell clearly
believed that kind, proper, and dignified behavior could help turn white
public opinion about African Americans.

But despite his fear that behavior might precipitate repression, the edi-
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tor gave constant reminders of  African American status under federal law:
‘‘We are American citizens and insist upon having all of  our rights under the
law.’’∂≤ Mitchell did not believe that blacks should be so self-su≈cient that
they would stop asking the federal government to protect their rights in
the South. Given his personal political disappointments, however, his ex-
pectations of  help were low: ‘‘We do not tell our people not to look to
Washington for relief.’’∂≥ Mitchell often argued for universal rights under
the law with no prejudice toward any particular class or color: ‘‘The Decla-
ration of  Independence is a platform of  principles, upon which we all
should stand regardless of  race, politics or religion.’’∂∂

Mitchell presented a picture of  black southerners at war for their rights
and their reputation: ‘‘The guns of  persecution are being steadily directed
against us and the shrapnel of  falsehood and the shells of  misrepresentation
burst steadily about over our heads.’’ He encouraged his readers to fight this
war by maintaining their right to vote, and he reminded readers, ‘‘Have you
registered? Do so next Tuesday. The polls will be open from sunrise to
sunset.’’∂∑ But Mitchell was concerned that immoral behavior and black
failure to succeed jeopardized African American citizenship. While reiterat-
ing that ‘‘the law guarantees certain rights and the Negro-haters defy the
law,’’ he also suggested that ‘‘good behavior will help us wonderfully,’’ en-
couraging African Americans to put down ‘‘the lawless elements in [their]
midst.’’ The editor warned that ‘‘some white people are great enemies’’ but
added that ‘‘some of  us are even greater enemies to ourselves.’’ Indeed, at
the insistence of  election o≈cials who asserted that illiterate African Amer-
icans were incapable of  interpreting increasingly complex ballots and
slowed the lines at black precincts, Mitchell reluctantly went along with
plans to profile voters, screening out the badly dressed and those who
appeared uneducated.∂∏

However, Mitchell was quick to condemn white segregationists who
directly threatened the quality of  black life and the character of  black
citizenship. Constant sarcastic reminders of  segregationists’ mortality filled
the columns: ‘‘The Negro-haters are here. But thank God the grave-yards
are filling up and others more friendly to us are taking their places.’’∂π He
asked readers to ‘‘pray to God to provide a separate hell’’ for John E. Epps,
the sponsor of  the law requiring train segregation, and his supporters,
continuing, ‘‘So few of  these Negro-haters will reach heaven that it is use-
less to bother the good Lord about that place.’’∂∫ On another occasion he
quipped, ‘‘Colored folks, these Negro-haters will be dead after a little while,
the grave-yard is receiving them right along. This is encouraging.’’∂Ω
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In contrast to his harsh denunciations of  segregationists, Mitchell re-
minded readers that other whites were willing to defend the rights of
worthy blacks: ‘‘It is gratifying to come across white friends who sympa-
thize with us in our troubles and wish us God-speed in our endeavors to
better our condition.’’∑≠ He hoped aloud that the numbers of  white anti-
segregationists were large; ‘‘there are thousands of  white people who think
well of  and know us.’’∑∞ Occasionally, Mitchell’s proclamation of  white
advocates of  black rights took on a sad tone; the editor seemed to be trying
to reassure himself  that there were still whites who sought a racial middle
ground: ‘‘Colored men, do not despair, our white friends are not all dead;
neither have they gone on a long journey.’’ He encouraged his readers, ‘‘Do
not get weary. Do not imagine that all white people are against us. We have
thousands of  friends who plead our cause whenever the opportunity pre-
sents itself.’’∑≤

Mitchell constantly warned his readers to be thrifty and to engage in
business because ‘‘a penniless race of  people cannot command respect.’’∑≥

Arguing that blacks could somehow use their behavior to sway whites into
respecting black citizenship, Mitchell suggested that his readers should
‘‘merit the confidence of  the white people by good conduct,’’ perhaps by
keeping ‘‘tidy’’ and saving ‘‘at least a portion of  [their] earnings.’’∑∂ Perhaps
Mitchell’s status as a self-made son of  slaves led him to believe that all
African Americans could achieve greater success if  they made the e√ort.
Mitchell fervently advocated black self-help and often encouraged readers
to work harder, save more money, and start businesses of  their own. He
believed ‘‘one thrifty colored citizen is worth a thousand indolent ones.’’∑∑

Mitchell’s editorial notes expressed a great deal of  anger toward blacks
who lacked the will for self-improvement: ‘‘Colored men, we must a√ord
no encouragement to the low disrespectful elements among us.’’ Sounding
almost like a segregationist, Mitchell went so far as to say, ‘‘They should be
sent to the rear and kept there. They retard our progress and hinder our
onward march to material prosperity.’’∑∏ ‘‘The disreputable insulting, lazy,
‘no count’ element amongst us must be made to understand that they retard
our progress as a race and would be more service to us under ground than
they are above it. Let them improve themselves and help us.’’∑π Couched in a
language of  ‘‘us’’ versus ‘‘them,’’ Mitchell cited ‘‘the turbulent, low-bred
classes’’ as one of  African Americans’ ‘‘greatest drawbacks.’’ Borrowing the
language of  colonialism, Mitchell asserted, ‘‘We must do missionary work
to the extent of  showing them that they injure not only us but themselves
as well.’’ In contrast to Walker’s identification with the working poor,
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Mitchell had little patience for African Americans who failed to meet his
standards of  behavior.

But Mitchell’s editorial proclamations also included encouragement for
blacks who had achieved some measure of  success. He told readers, ‘‘We
have succeeded to a remarkable extent and even the Negro-haters can see
it.’’∑∫ Overall, Mitchell believed that blacks should not be discouraged from
their e√orts at uplift: ‘‘It is no use to stop and complain. Keep on working
while expressing your disapproval of  conditions which obtain.’’ He urged
his fellow black southerners, ‘‘Let us not be disheartened, but press onward
doing the best we can, and meriting the good will and esteem of  our white
friends.’’∑Ω Sometimes discouraged but always hopeful, Mitchell believed
that if  the leading class of  African Americans was ‘‘manly and courageous,
politic and God-fearing,’’ they would ‘‘win in the end.’’

Walker and Mitchell shared the belief  that segregation fundamentally
threatened black citizenship. The two risked their status in the community
to serve as willing and vocal leaders in the streetcar boycotts. But leadership
included governing the terms of  protest, o√ering advice not only on tactics
but also on protesters’ demeanor and behavior. Throughout this era, Afri-
can American leaders often sought to guide a diverse community toward
standards of  cultural, social, and political behavior in hopes of  proving
black citizens’ worthiness to the nation. Richmond’s burgeoning black mid-
dle class had mixed feelings about the black poor, simultaneously protect-
ing and chiding them as the objects of  social uplift and the targets of
charges of  ‘‘loafing’’ and ‘‘ill-mannered’’ behavior. While progressive re-
formers such as Walker worked diligently to provide a safety net for the
black poor, especially women, some within the black middle class seemed
to resent the inappropriate behavior of  some of  the black working class.
Mitchell constantly spoke from both sides of  the spectrum, one day stating
that ‘‘unacceptable’’ behavior, lawlessness, laziness, and ignorance were the
root cause of  repression aimed at African Americans and on the next day
castigating white segregationists for their blanket attacks on black citizen-
ship. Mitchell clung to the hope that changes in black behavior would lead
to changes in state policy. The black middle class despaired at the notion
that even the best among them would be rejected by white society as
unacceptable and uncivilized. It may have been too di≈cult to consider
that second-class citizenship for African American southerners was inevita-
ble no matter what they did.∏≠

Despite the e√ort to uplift the African American community, the tide of
segregation rose even higher, leaving the middle class to question whether
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African Americans could ever prove themselves worthy in the eyes of  segre-
gationists. African Americans’ struggles to create distinct cultural, social,
and political strategies illuminate the ways in which they defined themselves
and others during a di≈cult period. However, both Richmond’s working
poor and its rising elite found a place in the protest against Jim Crow
streetcars.



6 NEGROES EVERYWHERE ARE WALKING

Work, Women, and the Richmond Streetcar Boycott

Texas and Virginia have been added to the list of  ‘‘Jim Crow’’ street carism.

Well boys, swallow the pill manfully. Don’t begin crying, but walk. Negroes

everywhere are walking.—‘‘Walking Everywhere,’’ Fort Smith Arkansas

Appreciator, reprinted in Richmond Planet, 30 April 1904

At the turn of  the twentieth century, most black residents of  Richmond,
Virginia, were working class. African American men helped to maintain
their households by working as day laborers, loading on the city’s docks,
hauling goods to and from its marketplaces, working in the tobacco facto-
ries, or serving white patrons in hotels and businesses. Although some
working black women found limited opportunities in the city’s factories,
most, both young and old, were employed as housekeepers or nurses in
white homes or more independently as laundresses for a variety of  cus-
tomers throughout the city. Each morning thousands of  working class
black Richmonders set out for their places of  employment. People of  all
walks of  life traveled to work on the city’s streetcar system.

Richmond was home to the first electric streetcar system in the United
States, with forty cars operating under the authority of  the Richmond
Union Passenger Railroad in 1888. Short-track electric streetcar experi-
ments had taken place in Montgomery, Alabama, and South Bend, Indiana,
but Richmond was the home of  the first fully functioning commuter sys-
tem.∞ By the turn of  the century, the street rail system had been expanded,
with tracks crisscrossing Richmond.≤ Streetcars symbolized the power and
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prestige of  corporate investment in the growing southern city. The cars
served all sectors of  society, providing access to all city wards, including the
majority black Jackson Ward, with routes running past the city’s shopping
districts and marketplaces as well as past black churches and places of
business. The streetcars made Richmond’s historic seven hills easier to
travel and allowed the city to expand geographically. Black residents of
older neighborhoods could commute to work in distant areas of  the city,
and the black middle class could seek newly built housing outside of  the
city center.≥ Blacks of  all classes enjoyed the benefits of  the system, but the
streetcar particularly allowed working-class passengers to conserve energy
before hours of  arduous labor, provided a rest after a hard day’s work, and
expanded opportunities to find work in neighborhoods across the city. For
black women carrying the burdens of  their labor and households, a seat on
the streetcar brought a needed rest from toting groceries in their hands and
laundry on top of  their heads. Black men who worked as hackmen, ped-
dlers, and teamsters on Franklin Street in Je√erson Ward could, for a small
price, find a quick journey home. The cars provided a great deal of  conve-
nience at minimal cost.

Black laborers laid the streetcar tracks just prior to the turn of  the
century. These same black men who worked to pull up the city’s cobble-
stones in order to lay the new tracks could pay their fare and chose any seat
on any of  the city’s streetcars because of  the victory of  Reconstruction-era
blacks over Jim Crow policies.∂ So although formal and informal racial
segregation governed where black Richmonders could reside and find lodg-
ing, entertainment, and employment, the stain of  segregation did not mark
the city’s streetcars.

For working-class African Americans, rides on the city’s streetcars were
one of  the few spaces in which they sat on relatively equal footing with
white Richmonders and elite blacks. Although the heavy hand of  southern
racial etiquette shaped nearly every public interaction, riders of  all classes
and races paid the same fare and could sit anywhere on the streetcar or
stand in the aisle. This is not to suggest that streetcars were spaces in which
racial hierarchies were undone; there is no record of  streetcar drivers paus-
ing to help black women with burdens to board or white men standing up
so black women could take their seats. However, history suggests that these
relatively equitable rides were meaningful to working-class black Rich-
monders. Their status on the streetcars was indeed so important that they
were willing to sacrifice convenience in the fight to maintain the dignity
worthy of  all first-class citizens.
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in 1900, richmond  was the fifth-largest southern city, with a total pop-
ulation of  85,050 and a black population of  32,230 (38 percent), the fourth-
largest black community in the urban South. Blacks were not the majority
of  Richmonders, but they exercised a degree of  political and economic
autonomy. Black Richmonders grew politically stronger as the majority in
Jackson Ward; although it had been originally conceived as a way to con-
tain and stilt black influence, the Ward became the heart of  Richmond’s
black community and the epicenter of  black political organizing in the city.
Nearly half  of  the city’s black residents lived in Jackson Ward; in fact the
rates of  residence may have been underestimated at 15,592.∑

Black residents from all over the city took pride in Jackson Ward, with its
record of  electing black city councilmen and its fledgling banks, newspapers,
and small businesses. After the close of  Reconstruction, Richmond’s black
electorate was particularly vulnerable, but the residents of  Jackson Ward
continued to vote despite fraud and informal e√orts to disfranchise them.
Black voters faced a direct attack after former Conservative-Democratic Party
members united around the platform of  stopping ‘‘Negro Domination.’’ In
1902, they sponsored the passage of  a new state constitution that dramatically
cut the size of  the electorate, both black and white. In the wake of  this
political manipulation, only 21,000 of  the 147,000 black men of  voting age in
the state remained registered. Jackson Ward was dissolved as a voting district
as a consequence of  gerrymandering by Richmond’s Council Committee on
Ordinances in the summer of  1903. The passage of  a poll tax designed to target
poor and working-class black voters delivered a final blow, and by 1905, the
number of  African American voters in Virginia had been reduced by half.∏

Despite this explicit attack on black political engagement, the commu-
nity of  Jackson Ward was still socially and politically meaningful to black
residents, and most African Americans continued to refer to the commu-
nity as Jackson Ward long after no such place could be found on a map.π

Jackson Ward remained a center of  black organization and identity, and its
institutions continued to provide black voters with a way to resist e√orts to
strip them of  the franchise and tried their best to remain engaged citizens.

Virginia Passenger and Power’s spring 1904 decision to segregate the
streetcars that cut through the streets of  the largest black community
added insult to injury. Despite the growth of  a literate and successful black
community, African Americans were rejected as voters in favor of  white
supremacy. The e√ort to humiliate paying customers simply because they
were African American went too far. Many black Richmonders were self-
reliant and proud despite the devastating political defeats of  the past de-
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cade. The majority of  Richmond’s black community spoke back, boycot-
ting the company that sought to render them second class in their own
neighborhood.

since the era of  Reconstruction, black Richmonders from all segments
of  the African American community had fought Jim Crow restrictions on
the city streetcars. Richmond’s horse-drawn streetcars, owned by the Rich-
mond Railway Company, initially refused to carry black riders in 1865. The
company eventually relented somewhat and allowed black riders on the
hazardous running boards. By custom, black nurses tending to white chil-
dren were allowed to sit inside segregated cars. But Black Richmonders soon
tired of  second-class conditions, and in 1867, led by black militiamen, they
staged sit-ins on public streetcars. Like their counterparts in New Orleans,
Charleston, Mobile, Savannah, Nashville, and Baltimore, black streetcar
riders in Richmond staged dramatic spontaneous protests.∫ Emboldened by
the presence of  the local Lincoln Mounted Guard, Richmond’s black street-
car passengers sought to force the Richmond Railway Company to recognize
their right to equal accommodations. African Americans, usually militia
members, would pay their fare and then quickly sit down in seats designated
for white riders. When the conductors stopped the streetcars to remove the
black passengers and have them arrested, blacks riding on the running
boards and passing on the streets rushed to protect the black riders, shout-
ing that they had the right to ride in integrated cars. Through these im-
promptu sit-ins and mass meetings, blacks demanded that their federally
protected rights be enforced. The fight against segregated facilities con-
tinued for three years and resulted in the desegregation of  Richmond’s
public streetcars.Ω

Although the federal court in Richmond ruled in favor of  the legality of
transportation segregation in 1876, clamor on the part of  white citizens in
favor of  segregated trains and streetcars did not begin in earnest until the
1890s. Segregationists, who worried how restrictive laws might be per-
ceived outside of  the South, were emboldened by the U.S. Supreme Court’s
1899 decision in Louisville, New Orleans, and Texas R.R. v. Mississippi. The
federal court’s implicit endorsement of  segregation reawakened e√orts at
segregation throughout the South. In 1891, the white segregationist Demo-
crats of  Richmond’s Powhatan Club began to push for segregation on the
streetcars while fighting to oust black teachers from black schools in an
attempt to undercut not only black rights but also Richmond’s African
American professional class. Train service was segregated first. Sensational
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news reports fueled renewed calls for race separation. In the winter of  1899,
the story of  a ‘‘dirty, intoxicated negro’’ sitting next to a white woman
caused outrage. Then Virginia governor J. Hoge Tyler’s fanciful account of
riding in a sleeping car with ‘‘a Negro opposite him, above him, and in front
of  him,’’ was the final straw. The governor supported a bill, sponsored by
segregationist legislator John E. Epps, requiring Jim Crow on Virginia
trains and steamboats. The bill passed unanimously, becoming state law on
25 January 1900.∞≠

Virginia did not break new legal ground. The brief  law fined companies
and employees if  they failed to enforce a policy of  separate but equal and
contained exceptions for black nurses and white o≈cials in charge of  black
prisoners. The law did not give police powers to conductors, nor did it give
them complete discretion over where to seat passengers.∞∞ The law carefully
asserted that the separate accommodations had to be equal accommoda-
tions. Virginia blacks’ protests against train segregation would be di≈cult
in the wake of  Homer Plessy’s failed case, which called for equal but racially
separate facilities on Louisiana’s trains. Legislators had taken great care to
adhere to the federal precedent, making sure that the text of  the Virginia
statute stipulated that accommodations be equal as well as separate.

The o√ensive law drew widespread attention from black Virginians.
John Mitchell Jr. reported in the Richmond Planet that the law would force
insulted blacks to respond and would ‘‘humiliate’’ blacks and ‘‘awaken a
spirit of  antagonism which increases as the objectionable features of  the
requirement are enforced.’’ Blacks would not accept the ‘‘dangerous doc-
trine’’ without a fight.∞≤ In July 1900, the Planet announced that to avoid
humiliation, blacks would refuse to ride the trains. Although cars for black
riders were running, ‘‘few colored people could be seen occupying a whole
car.’’ Mitchell believed that Richmond’s blacks would maintain their pride
with the attitude, ‘‘If  you do not desire my company, I can assure you that I
have no wish for yours.’’∞≥

However, di≈culties of  mounting e√ective collective protests on trains
coupled with black Richmond’s precarious political future derailed e√orts
to protest the 1900 law. Seeking to regain the political losses in Richmond
caused by fraud in 1896, the black voters of  Jackson Ward sponsored black
city council candidates in the fall of  1900. Intimidation and fraud again
derailed their campaign. Thwarted by an illegal local election and statewide
e√orts at black disfranchisement, black leaders were forced to put their
energies behind fighting the ‘‘unconstitutional ‘constitutional’ convention’’
organized to eliminate the black vote. Unable to fight both battles at once,



negroes everywhere are walking144

they had to ‘‘yield an unwilling acquiescence to the law’’ and accept the
segregation of  railroads. Richmond blacks swallowed the bitter pill of  seg-
regated trains but did not take the insult to heart as the essence of  their
condition. Mitchell wrote, ‘‘It is unfortunate, but a people who withstood
250 years of  galling slavery, four years of  bitter war and thirty years of  so-
called liberty will not die or get out of  breath because a few Negro-haters
choose to force the railroad companies to haul them as quarantined pa-
tients su√ering with the smallpox.’’∞∂

Future attempts to segregate black Richmonders were met with more
than words. In 1900, a proposal to segregate streetcars put forward by the
all-white Richmond City Council was thwarted by the protests of  the Con-
stitutional Rights Association, a group of  black Richmonders led by lawyer
Giles Jackson, one of  the unsuccessful candidates for the council.∞∑ Born in
1852, Jackson was a decade older than Mitchell, with whom he was often
extremely competitive, and was a longtime member of  the Republican
Party as well as a leader in the Grand Fountain of  the United Order of  True
Reformers and a national spokesperson for Booker T. Washington’s Na-
tional Negro Business League. Jackson’s Constitutional Rights Association
sought to bring suits to test the constitutionality of  Virginia’s separate car
law as well as the grandfather clause, which allowed most white men to
avoid the laws that blocked black voter registration. Although a lack of
financial resources stymied the association’s e√orts to lodge federal suits, it
did, in Washingtonian style, negotiate a private compromise in which the
Richmond City Council agreed to ‘‘an indefinite postponement of  the . . .
ordinance.’’∞∏

For more than twenty-five years, through sit-ins, mass meetings, peti-
tions, and political appeals, black Richmonders had successfully fought o√
legal attempts to segregate the city’s streetcars. In the early spring of  1904,
when state lawmakers enacted a law segregating the streetcars, black Rich-
mond therefore hoped to prevent its implementation. But this new law was
part of  the segregationist tide that swept the South. Richmond was at a
dismal juncture in American racial politics. African Americans’ newly cham-
pioned rights were threatened by repression and diminished by compro-
mise. Mob violence threatened blacks throughout the state, with sixty-two
African Americans lynched in Virginia between 1880 and 1909.∞π In addition
to disfranchisement, threats to black education and the federal endorse-
ment of  racial segregation also wore away at black rights. But it was also an
era when many blacks felt compelled to choose between conservative op-
portunities for economic advancement and a principled defense of  their
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political rights. The residents of  the city of  Richmond faced the same bleak
choices. However, by launching a boycott—what Mitchell often called an
attack on the streetcar company’s ‘‘pocket nerve’’—Richmonders combined
their growing economic strength with their campaign for full citizenship.

By 1904, the Virginia Code had been amended to segregate street rail-
ways in addition to trains and steamboats. The exhaustive nature of  the
text of  the law made e√ective black dissent virtually impossible. The flex-
ible new statute did not legally require segregation but instead ‘‘authorized
and empowered’’ streetcar companies to change corporate policies and
begin separating black and white passengers at their own discretion. Mitch-
ell was angered that the Virginia Passenger and Power Company chose to
enforce a voluntary law and decried the separation of  the races when no
conflicts had occurred on the city’s streetcars. In a fight that symbolized
their citizenship as a whole, black Richmonders of  all walks of  life decided
to value their dignity and citizenship rights over comfort.∞∫

on 9 april 1904, news of  the boycott first appeared in the pages of  the
Planet. The story did not carry a large or flamboyant headline, but Mitchell
was outraged. The editor believed that there was no reason for the streetcar
company to begin enforcing a voluntary segregation law when no obvious
racial tension had existed. Mitchell explained that he did ‘‘not know a place
where there is less friction on the street-cars than in this city.’’∞Ω Mitchell
would have accepted loud, rude, or unruly black behavior as a valid reason
for white segregationists to divide the races. But he was uncomfortable
with the idea that race alone could have precipitated the passage of  this
repressive law.

In response to Virginia Passenger and Power’s new policy, Mitchell
warned African Americans to ‘‘stay o√  the street cars’’ and encouraged them
to use their ‘‘big feet’’ to put economic pressure on the company. Other
prominent business and fraternal leaders called for protest, among them
W. L. Taylor, president of  the savings bank founded by the Grand United
Order of  True Reformers; R. T. Hill, the president of  the Nickel Savings
Bank; and Maggie Lena Walker, president of  the St. Luke Penny Savings
Bank. Mitchell believed that a boycott was the best way for blacks to
express their grievances and cause ‘‘agony produced on the white man’s
nerve center, which is his pocket.’’ But he warned protesters not to ride and
complain: ‘‘We hope that our people will comply with the rule of  law, if
they ride on the streetcars. To get on there and ‘jaw’ at the conductors will
a√ord some satisfaction, but it will not pay in the long run or the short one
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either.’’ Mitchell believed that the segregation statute was designed to make
black riders angry and thus appear lawless: ‘‘The evident intention of  the
Negro-haters is to foster bad-feeling between the races and to force the
colored people to commit some overt act which will be used as argument to
prove that their desire and purpose is to over-ride the law.’’≤≠ Thousands of
black Richmonders heeded Mitchell’s call, many of  them wearing buttons
‘‘bearing the inscription, ‘I will walk.’ ’’≤∞

Concerned not only with participation but behavior, boycott leaders
encouraged lawful actions on the part of  participants, in part because of
fears that a race riot would be precipitated by angry black riders confront-
ing conductors and white passengers or angry whites trying to oust resis-
tant blacks from streetcars. Calls to stay o√  the streetcars were often cou-
pled with advice about gentility and decorum. Boycott leaders discouraged
backtalk and street arguments and urged boycotters to resist silently. Im-
proper behavior, leaders believed, would derail their protest.

Instructing black Richmond to ‘‘show to this corporation that indepen-
dence and liberty are sweet and the day of  the time-server is past,’’ Mitchell
argued that despite the recent blows to black citizenship, the boycott
would rea≈rm their status as a liberated people. Because the protest was
invested with these important symbolic dimensions, the editor was deeply
concerned with participants’ conduct. To Mitchell, African Americans’ be-
havior would be a direct reflection of  their image in the public eye: ‘‘Con-
duct yourselves, colored people, as becomes a well-bred, but long-su√ering
people.’’ Adherence to this code of  conduct would be just as important to
the success of  the boycott as the full participation of  black streetcar pa-
trons. Mitchell needed all segments of  black society, not just the middle
class, so that the protests would have a meaningful e√ect. As all of  black
Richmond participated, Mitchell would continue to remind readers about
appropriate conduct and rea≈rmed the importance of  dignified, noncon-
frontational comportment.≤≤

Indeed, all segments of  the city’s large black population joined the pro-
test. Walking up and down Richmond’s steep grades, working-class women
toted their employers’ laundry and groceries, which they previously had
been able to rest in the aisles of  the streetcars. Middle-class black women in
refined clothes on their way to teach or work as clerks also gathered their
skirts and took on Richmond’s hills. Black men who depended on the
streetcar to travel to work caught rides, and it became ‘‘a common thing to
see wagons on their way down town carrying three to six laboring men free
of  charge.’’ The boycott was so e√ective that it left the once-bustling Clay
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Street line, which usually carried ‘‘a packed crowd of  colored people’’ to
work from Jackson Ward, appearing as if  ‘‘the colored population had left
the city.’’≤≥ Mitchell refused to ride the segregated conveyances that passed
directly in front of  the Richmond Planet o≈ce on Broad Street, walking even
when he was carrying luggage. Although African Americans had grown
accustomed to the convenience of  using the streetcar system for short-
distance travel, they refused to be herded to the back like second-class
citizens.

The protest of  black Richmonders garnered praise from black advocates
across the country. In Voice of  the Negro, J. Max Barber reported to thousands
of  readers that ‘‘in Richmond the Negroes are walking. It looks rather
strange to see great crowds of  colored people walking all the way to Church
Hill or Manchester from the Western part of  Richmond on Sunday morn-
ings when the sun seems to shine particularly hot; but the colored people
would rather do that than compromise their self  respect.’’≤∂ Letters from
places as far o√  as Chicago; Mt. Vernon, New York; and rural Texas arrived in
support of  the city’s ‘‘walking Negroes.’’ Blacks across the South were in-
spired to take action; as one black newspaper editor suggested to his readers,
‘‘Don’t begin crying, but walk. Negroes everywhere are walking.’’≤∑

The boycott’s initial success suggests that black Richmond’s communica-
tion networks e√ectively disseminated news about the segregation law. The
participation in the boycott was supported by the Planet and six other local
black newspapers. However, the boycott network went beyond the press to
include the local grapevine of  churches, clubs, and fraternal orders. These or-
ganizations helped to supplement the press, leaving the streetcars empty.≤∏

Blacks remembered or shared a collective memory about the protests
blacks held in response to their exclusion from the Richmond Railway
Company in 1867. The direct confrontations black Richmonders had staged
almost forty years earlier were not the conservative expressions of  dis-
pleasure turn-of-the-century black leaders would have supported. Working-
class black Richmonders may have had a di√erent inclination than their
leaders, seeking to adopt tactics that had succeeded in the past. The rigorous
e√ort to police protester behavior hints at the tension that may have existed
between those who promoted politely abstaining from riding on segregated
streetcars and those who would have boarded streetcars with the intention
of  breaking the rules.

Throughout the protest, middle-class black leaders’ desire to maintain
an ‘‘outspoken, but conservative’’ protest was rea≈rmed. Stressing that if
‘‘some thoughtless colored man’’ became ‘‘involved in an altercation,’’ ‘‘it
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would be the same as touching a match to a powder magazine,’’ Mitchell
reminded the attendees at a mass meeting that he believed ‘‘the evident
intention of  the regulation was to goad the colored people into resistance,
and to cause them to commit some overt act which would be construed
into a disposition on their part to over-ride the law.’’ Mitchell rea≈rmed his
belief  that the conductors were white men of  the lowest class, asserting
that the streetcar company ‘‘secured anyone it could at the low rate of
wages it was paying.’’ In Mitchell’s eyes conductors were poor whites, who
he believed were the source of  the kind of  race hatred fueling Jim Crow
segregation.≤π

Black leaders around the country o√ered similar advice about behavior.
The national leader of  the black Knights of  Pythias, Robert R. Jackson,
wrote in support of  the Richmond boycott. He commended the ‘‘the manly
stand upon the part of  the citizens of  the city’’ and encouraged the boycot-
ters to ‘‘walk until Judgment Day.’’ Jackson also suggested that black Rich-
monders ‘‘establish bus and car lines’’ and pledged that his group would
purchase one hundred dollars worth of  stock in any independent transpor-
tation line black Richmonders might seek to establish. Unlike the attempts
to organize black-owned streetcar companies in Jacksonville in 1901, New
Orleans in 1902, and Nashville in 1905, black Richmonders put most of  their
energies behind the boycott and relied on hack drivers to transport boycot-
ters. Also, like the boycott leadership, Jackson encouraged black Rich-
monders to behave according to strict standards and to avoid acting with
‘‘brutality, murder, coercion and conflagration’’; rather, they should behave
‘‘like the good citizens we have been for forty years.’’≤∫

Beyond concerns about African Americans’ comportment, Mitchell and
the boycott leaders may have feared a race riot. Full-scale confrontations
between white and black Richmonders were not common, with the worst
such conflicts having taken place during the Reconstruction era.≤Ω A race
riot fueled by angry black passengers and armed white conductors on Rich-
mond’s streetcars could have easily been sparked. The fears of  Richmond’s
boycott leaders were not unfounded; black passengers were targeted on
New Orleans streetcars during the riot of  1900, and confrontations be-
tween black passengers and white streetcar conductors also took place in
the months prior to and during the Atlanta race riot. Richmond’s boycott
leaders feared the violence, criminal prosecution, and economic destabiliza-
tion that would have come in the wake of  a riot in their city and sought to
avert violence at all cost.≥≠

As much as they tried to police behavior, the boycott leaders were will-
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ing to risk their status for the protest. Not all of  black Richmond’s ‘‘leading
class’’ supported the boycott. A group of  community leaders—notably,
Giles Jackson; the Reverend W. P. Burrell, from the Committee of  the
Baptist Sunday School Union of  Richmond and the general secretary of  the
United Order of  True Reformers; and representatives of  the Committee of
the Baptist Ministers Conference, which represented ‘‘the pastors of  three
fourths of  the Negro churches of  Richmond’’—met privately with Virginia
Passenger and Power Company. Burrell had written to Virginia Passenger
and Power to request that law not be ‘‘used to discriminate’’ against black
passengers by treating them rudely or refusing to provide them space.
However, Burrell’s letter was conciliatory and did not directly challenge the
segregation of  the cars; he insisted that black Richmonders would ‘‘make
no kick on the law if  properly administered.’’ During the private meeting,
company o≈cials assured these leaders that segregation would be ‘‘used
kindly, discretely, and with as little unnecessary inconvenience’’ as possible.
Virginia Passenger and Power president Fritz Sitterding and general man-
ager S. W. Hu√  promised the African American delegation that segregation
would be enforced with ‘‘perfect fairness and courteous consideration’’ and
urged these secular and spiritual leaders to provide their ‘‘kindly assistance
in the way of  explanation and good advice.’’ Although the leaders insisted
that they did not approve of  the segregation law, their silence and inaction
was just as good as an endorsement.≥∞

The race-baiting Richmond News Leader seemed to enjoy the rift, charac-
terizing the ministers as conservative, the boycott leaders as promoting
‘‘social equality,’’ and black Richmonders as too lazy and stupid to protest.
Despite evidence to the contrary, the News Leader asserted that the minis-
ters’ do-nothing approach was the most popular and that the boycott was a
failure. Reporting in format reminiscent of  a ‘‘darky story,’’ the News Leader
claimed that when one unnamed black pedestrian discovered, after a ‘‘cold,’’
‘‘hard’’ walk, that other blacks were riding in the streetcars, he exclaimed,
‘‘Look hy’ah . . . is I de only fool nigger is gwine tuh monopolize dis street
cyar line?’’ In ‘‘Aunt Jemimy’s Point of  View,’’ the News Leader suggested that
black residents should simply accept the change: ‘‘A pin-prick ‘ll grow intuh
a sho-nu√  mis’ry ef  you keep on a-complainin’ uv hit.’’ Richmond’s segrega-
tionists hoped that the rift would weaken the boycott, bringing the protest
to a quick end.≥≤

The pact of  nonresistance between the streetcar company and the dis-
senting group led to divisions among the city’s black churches and organi-
zations. Jackson, who in 1900 had led the e√orts to prevent the city council
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from segregating the cars, split with members of  his own organization, such
as Dr. R. E. Jones, president of  the Richmond chapter of  the National
Negro Business League, to side with the boycott opposition. Dissatisfied
with conditions on segregated cars, Burrell too subsequently broke with
the dissenting group and joined the boycott organization, using his organi-
zation’s weekly Richmond Reformer to publicize boycott e√orts. W. T. John-
son, Mitchell, and Maggie Lena Walker’s minister at First Baptist Church
remained silent about the protest; indeed, the First Baptist Church records
make no mention of  either financial or moral support for the boycott.
Walker kept a copy of  the private agreement between the leaders and
company o≈cials in her papers. Walker did not keep active journals or
political correspondence during the duration of  the boycott, no other
document recounting the protest was preserved in her papers, so the pres-
ence of  this document hints at her disappointment in her pastor. Despite
what historians since August Meier and Elliot Rudwick have characterized
as the conservative tone of  the protest, Walker, Mitchell, and the other
leaders of  the boycott led a controversial movement that did not enjoy
universal support among Richmond’s most prominent African American
leaders.

Even in the face of  the silent condemnation of  some church and business
leaders, many of  the people of  Richmond believed in the boycott. On the
occasion of  their monthly meetings in May and June 1904, the more than
three thousand members of  the colored Baptist Sunday School Union took
to the streets, marching to the First African Baptist Church in May and to
the Ebenezer Baptist Church in June. They carried no banners or placards
on either occasion, but their support for the boycott was clear and consis-
tent. After the marchers made their way to each of  the monthly gatherings,
the ministers who spoke made no mention of  the protest. The members of
the Union, young and old, who represented the most elite and the most
humble African American Baptist churches in the city, marched to show
their support for the boycott, making a public break with the ministers at
the head of  their organization. Although their demonstrations were not as
grand as the parades held annually to celebrate Emancipation Day, the
Sunday School Union’s monthly protest march was also an expression of
freedom, an endorsement of  a movement that already had the support of
people from all walks of  life, and a signal that when o≈cial leadership
failed, the people could lead themselves. When each of  the meetings ended,
all three thousand walked home.≥≥

Mitchell’s Planet provided ongoing updates on the status of  the boycott,
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seeking to encourage boycott participants, pressure o≈cials at the streetcar
company, and win over black Richmonders who still used the streetcars. In
one article, Mitchell mentioned the general manager of  Virginia Passenger
and Power by name, arguing ‘‘that General Manager S. F. Hu√  is the only
person who stands between a restoration of  the former conditions and the
present unsatisfactory condition.’’ The same article carefully pointed out
that boycott participants should not ostracize any African Americans who
failed to adhere to the boycott; however, Mitchell was quick to dismiss any
blacks who did experience arrest or poor treatment while riding on the
streetcar as persons who should have known better. Mitchell had little
sympathy for black riders who violated the boycott and subjected them-
selves to the barbs of  legal segregation. Mitchell used the newspaper to
laud the progress of  the boycott. He declared that ‘‘the ‘Jim Crow’ street-
car system here has proven anything but a success and the cars are stu-
diously avoided by the colored people.’’ The editor also reminded partici-
pants of  the importance of  their struggle. If  passengers calmly avoided the
cars, their patience and control would be rewarded: ‘‘The colored people
have certainly conducted themselves in a manner befitting a long-su√ering,
humble, but patriotic people.’’≥∂

The only resistance demonstrated on cars themselves came from white
passengers who were unwilling to move in accordance with the conductor’s
orders. The Richmond Times-Dispatch reported that a white passenger and
conductor got into a fistfight when the conductor asked the passenger to
‘‘move forward.’’ The confrontation started in the city and continued out
into the county, near Thirty-second and Q Streets. Some white Richmond-
ers resented the e√ort to separate black and white passengers on nearly
empty cars, while others objected to the inconvenience. Mitchell enjoyed
chronicling the confrontations between white passengers and conductors,
pointing out that segregation laws were uncomfortable for whites and
blacks alike.≥∑

The boycott of  Richmond’s streetcars weathered the summer of  1904.
Mitchell reported that ‘‘colored laborers are walking and the drays, pro-
duce and delivery wagons haul quite a number down town free of  charge.’’
Richmond’s roughly nine hundred black hackmen became the city’s most
important workingmen during the boycott, o√ering alternative transporta-
tion for those displaced by the boycott. Without the aid of  an organized
taxi service or the help of  a black streetcar line, black workers traveled to
and from work with the help of  black wagon drivers. The time and e√ort
black drivers committed to aiding workers with rides to their jobs was
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clearly a sacrifice. In the day-to-day staging of  an e√ective boycott, the risks
hack drivers braved were essential to the boycott’s initial success. The aid
and leadership of  working-class men who gave rides and shared informa-
tion meant as much to the ongoing boycott as o≈cial resolutions. The
unique mobility a√orded the black transportation workers allowed them
to make adherence to the boycott less arduous for the participants.≥∏

Life for Richmond’s working-class African Americans was precarious,
and the boycott could not have made the situation any easier. Employers
may have targeted and punished workers who arrived at their jobs late or
exhausted.

Many of  the city’s white leaders did not welcome the black working poor.
Local tobacco entrepreneur L. B. Vaughan wrote to the Richmond Planet to
inform black readers of  his belief  that ‘‘the country Negro is making more
rapid progress in the acquisition of  property than the city Negro’’ and that in
rural settings, the black would have the opportunity to ‘‘work his own farm,
of  which no fair-minded man must complain.’’ Vaughan closed his letter
with the suggestion, ‘‘Don’t worry about the franchise, avoid politics, make
yourselves worthy of  the high privilege to vote. . . . [L]ook well to this and all
will be well.’’≥π Like Vaughan, many southern white leaders believed that the
natural place for southern blacks to labor and become worthy of  full citizen-
ship was a rural agricultural setting.

Even though working-class African Americans provided the labor essen-
tial to the Richmond’s economic health, the city’s white leaders did not
make life easy for the black working poor. Some of  Richmond’s workers
lived in miserable conditions. The poorest urban blacks often resided in
parts of  the city that received the brunt of  pollution from riverfront facto-
ries, lacked clean water or proper sewage, and received little public funding
for improvements. But through participation in labor organizations and
community organizations such as Walker’s Independent Order of  Saint
Luke, poor black Richmonders improved their working and living condi-
tions. The members of  Richmond’s African American working class battled
hard to reshape their communities by contributing to the growth of  their
schools and churches.≥∫ Their participation in the streetcar boycotts should
be understood as an extension of  e√orts to a≈rm their place and to demon-
strate their right to dignity, comfort, and respect.

Working-class black women were some of  the most visible and willing
participants in the boycott. The Planet regularly cited working women’s
sacrifices in support of  the boycott. On one occasion, ‘‘A colored woman
walked from Fulton up to 24th and Leigh streets and then went back
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again’’—more than twenty city blocks up and down a steep grade. In an-
other instance, Mitchell sarcastically reported, ‘‘One colored female weigh-
ing approximately two hundred pounds has been walking from up-town to
Church-Hill although she has been unfit for service when she reached her
place of  employment.’’≥Ω By highlighting working women, Mitchell demon-
strated the ways that they led with their feet and provided examples for a
local and national audience.

Like the wagon drivers, female boycotters faced resistance from white
employers. A cook charged with delivering dinner to her boss wanted to
walk rather than ride. Her employer, however, insisted that she would have
to ride the streetcar, telling her, ‘‘Your time belongs to me. You bring
[dinner] on the car.’’ The cook delivered the meal quickly by riding the
streetcar and then disembarked when she thought she was out of  sight.∂≠

Cooks like this woman would have been responsible for household tasks
such as delivering meals and traveling to the market to purchase food.∂∞

Even when employers may have objected to their employees’ participation
in the boycott, black laborers found creative ways to adapt their practical
responsibilities to their political goals. Resistance to Jim Crow law was a
common sentiment among the black working class; after Maryland state
representative William G. Kerbin sponsored Jim Crow legislation, his cook
and laundress lodged a two-woman boycott, refusing to continue working
for him.∂≤ Even when participation involved personal risk and complex
negotiations, working black women demonstrated that members of  all
social classes felt that the fight against segregation was essential not only to
their dignity but also to the preservation of  their citizenship.

The occupations in which most working-class black women engaged
required both carrying burdens and moving frequently in the city. Of  the
8,213 black women and girls over age ten who worked in Richmond in 1900,
6,319 (77 percent) worked as laundresses or household servants. Black
women overwhelmingly dominated the field of  domestic work. The census
of  1900 listed only 25 white laundresses and 187 white female servants and
waitresses.∂≥ The labor of  black women domestic workers and laundresses
was in high demand.

Work as a laundress required the di≈cult task of  moving bundles of
heavy clothes of  customers from their homes to the homes of  the laundry
women. As historian of  working-class black women Tera Hunter has
pointed out, ‘‘The sight of  ‘tall, straight Negro girls marching through the
street carrying enormous bundles of  soiled clothes upon their heads’ was
common every week.’’ Although they made very little money for their hard
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work, laundresses enjoyed the autonomy of  working in groups in their own
communities, away from the supervision of  white customers.∂∂ A√ordable
streetcar travel made the work of  Richmond’s laundresses less di≈cult and
perhaps allowed them to generate more income as they could handle more
customers from a broader area. The streetcar enabled laundresses to in-
crease the volume of  customers they handled, take in laundry from broader
areas such as white suburbs, and pick up and deliver more quickly and
e≈ciently. Boycotting the streetcars must have been a serious sacrifice.

Even if  Richmond was a walking city, women had burdens to carry such
as laundry, food for sale, and perishable groceries that had to be purchased
frequently. Richmond historians Elsa Barkley Brown and Gregg Kimball
have argued that ‘‘except for the relatively small number of  men engaged in
trades like huckstering, the black Richmonders who may have had the
widest gaze on the city were women, those thousands who worked as
laundresses or domestic servants, and who, by virtue of  their employment,
had to traverse and were seen as ‘belonging in’ the widest range of  spaces.’’
Brown and Kimball thus question the concept that household labor oc-
curred in the private sphere and that the streets belonged to a male pub-
lic.∂∑ In this framework, black working-class women made the greatest
sacrifices to participate in the boycotts, and without their active participa-
tion, no boycott could succeed.

Large numbers of  working-class black women participated in the boy-
cott. Even as historians have characterized the fight for equal treatment on
streetcars as a middle-class desire for ladylike treatment, the history of
working women in Richmond reminds us that working-class women also
sought the dignity, respect, and equity of  first-class treatment.∂∏ Even the
vast majority of  middle-class black women who could not a√ord to hire
servants had to tote groceries and carry the bolts of  fabric and other goods
necessary to maintain their households. Mass support for the boycott had
to originate with women of  all backgrounds.

The black women also stood at the rhetorical epicenter of  the fight
against the segregation of  streetcars. White Richmonders insisted that
blacks were too savage, untutored, and dirty to sit among white passengers
and that to protect white passengers, especially vulnerable white women,
strictly enforced codes of  segregation were necessary to prevent the mix-
ture of  the races. This argument implied that black men, who supposedly
had a propensity for raping white women, had to be physically cordoned
o√  from white women. These arguments that the ‘‘social equality’’ of  black
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men would endanger white women were akin to the claims of  white south-
ern lynch mobs and angered both black men and black women.

Debating the terms of  segregation also entailed arguing for black men’s
right to protect black women. A supporter of  the boycott applauded the
‘‘manliness of  the black men of  Virginia, in the stand that they have taken.’’∂π

Flipping the rhetoric of  the day on its head, black men increasingly argued
that segregation and its accompanying climate of  everyday violence threat-
ened their ability to protect black women. Aptly pointing to the history of
white men’s sexual violation of  black women and the contemporary threat
of  lynching, black men and women argued for the need to protect black
women as vigorously as white men sought to protect white women. Walker
agreed with the belief  that black men should defend the honor of  black
women but also argued that black women had a role in the fight for their
own honor, encouraging all to stand against ‘‘the degradation of  Negro
manhood and Negro womanhood.’’∂∫ The political dynamics of  gender did
not alienate black women’s participatory leadership; rather, it helped to
make them some of  the most important participants in the daily battle
against the streetcars.

Women also dramatized the politics of  skin color within the African
American community. Describing white conductors’ di≈culty in distin-
guishing white people from light-skinned people of  color, the Planet re-
ported that ‘‘several white colored folks have been forced to ride with the
white folks, the conductors having ordered them to ride there.’’ Tapping
into the myth of  the tragic mulatto, Mitchell recounted a case of  color
confusion: a Virginia Passenger and Power streetcar stopped for ‘‘to all
appearances what was a white woman, neatly attired in a black skirt, white
shirt-waist and black hat carrying a white sun parasol with black ribbons
and a black shopping bag.’’ The streetcar conductor quickly o√ered his
assistance to help the woman board and directed her to a front seat, to
which the woman replied, ‘‘No, thank you sir, I am colored.’’ The conductor
dropped her arm and quickly moved away.∂Ω This woman and others light
enough to pass may have enjoyed secretly sitting with white riders, silently
challenging the flawed reasoning of  segregation. As had been the case in
New Orleans, some light-skinned blacks who could pass did not mind the
benefits of  white-skinned privilege, gaining individual inclusion under seg-
regated circumstances. But the majority of  African Americans of  all colors
were loyal to the boycott.

The absence of  black passengers helped to push the already financially
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insecure Virginia Passenger and Power Company into receivership in the
fall of  1904. When the company defaulted, Mitchell believed that victory
was sure, declaring, ‘‘The colored people have maintained their self-respect
and have stayed o√  the street-cars even when it seemed that human nature
could stand no more.’’ According to Mitchell, ‘‘As soon as the objectionable
signs are removed by the receivers and the conductors are instructed not to
interfere with the comfort of  the passengers, there will be a return of  the
old time patronage.’’∑≠ Black media across the South lauded the victory.
Atlanta journalist J. Max Barber wrote that the bankruptcy was inevitable,
commenting, ‘‘it is no surprise to us’’ and congratulating black Richmond-
ers on their ability ‘‘to teach such a lesson and administer such a rebuke to
violent race prejudice.’’∑∞

Indeed, the streetcar company was su√ering because of  dramatic changes
in its corporate structure. A contingent of  stockholders had split the stock
and brought in two new major outside investors from New York City, Frank
Jay Gould and Helen Miller Gould, the son and daughter of  the infamous Jay
Gould, robber baron railroad financier. Jay Gould had made his fortune in
part by bankrupting competitors and his own companies. The Goulds domi-
nated their new company, adding a small board of  directors that met reg-
ularly in New York City, and alienated longtime, small stockholders whose
investments were now virtually worthless. Their family legacy, in addition to
their outsider status and dramatic changes in the rules of  how the company
was governed, created chaos as the company sought to expand. Under the
direction of  Frank Gould, the company purchased smaller competitors,
including the Richmond Traction Company, which was in the midst of  a
labor dispute with its workers and had prohibitive debts. Virginia Passenger
and Power inherited these labor disputes: ‘‘This controversy was, therefore
acquired with the property.’’∑≤

Strikes in 1903 severely hurt the company, vulnerable from its major
expansion that year. Even with an 11.48 percent increase in passengers in
1903, increases in salary for protesting workers and the revenues lost during
the strike resulted in a $23,311.77 deficit in the company’s street railway
division by 1904. The losses caused by the boycott hammered an already
hobbled company. But the enforcement of  the voluntary segregation law
may have been precipitated by the Goulds’ investment. The segregation
policy and behind-the-scenes e√orts to stop black protest may have been an
e√ort to prove that although the streetcar company was northern owned, it
remained beholden to the interests of  southern whites. The dominance of
the Goulds was short-lived; competing stockholders’ and lenders’ interests
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forced the company into receivership under the direction of  Virginia Pas-
senger and Power o≈ceholder and stockholder William Northrop. With
Northrop at the helm, Virginia Passenger and Power served the interests of
both local investors and segregationists.∑≥

The belief  that Richmond blacks had won this victory over the streetcar
company might have taken the fire out of  the boycott. The financial ruin of
the company had been protesters’ long-term goal, so protesters surely be-
lieved that the end of  the Jim Crow policy was in sight. Citing the twin
blows delivered by the 1903 strike and the boycott, which had ‘‘over eighty
per cent of  the colored people . . . walking and sweating,’’ Mitchell was
certain that the laws would change.∑∂

Mitchell underestimated streetcar investors’ determination to continue
the policy despite the cost. Believing that the receivers would be pressured
to change segregation policies on the streetcars, Mitchell declared an early
victory. But the court-appointed receiver, Northrop, received considerable
financial backing that enabled the company to withstand further losses.∑∑

Mitchell continued to insist that that the boycott had succeeded because it
forced Virginia Passenger and Power into the hands of  receivers. He re-
ported that ‘‘the receipts fell o√  to such an extent that the street-car com-
pany was unable to pay interest on its bonds.’’∑∏ But the newly charged
company withstood the pressure of  the boycott and refused to desegregate
the streetcars.∑π

Black e√orts to avoid Richmond’s streetcars continued in earnest for the
next two years. The Richmond Reformer reported in January 1905 that despite
cold weather, the boycott held: ‘‘It is now nine months since the Jim Crow
street car rules went into e√ect and the there are thousands of  the best
class of  citizens who are walking yet.’’ The True Reformers’ newspaper also
pointed out that blacks, especially the better class, had to be careful not to be
hypocritical in the fight against segregation. African Americans of  all classes
must not only reject segregated streetcars but also eschew the ‘‘poorest
accommodations’’ and entrance through ‘‘side alleys and side doors’’ o√ered
to black patrons at the local theater. No amount of  cultural exposure could
outdo the harm of  accepting the buzzard’s roosts in the backs of  Richmond’s
theaters.∑∫

Although all black Richmonders had di≈culty avoiding the use of  the
streetcars as the city expanded, many continued to try. As 1906 began,
Mitchell sought to maintain a positive outlook on the future of  black
Americans, commenting, ‘‘No, we do not think the out-look is dark for the
Negro. We think the out-look and the in-look is better than it has ever
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been.’’∑Ω Mitchell continued to encourage his readers to save their ‘‘self-
respect’’ and their money by avoiding the streetcars: ‘‘Every time you want
to ride on a street-car, put five cents in a bank and at the close of  the year,
count the fund and see how happy you will be.’’ The boycott could cure all
manner of  illnesses as well: ‘‘Walking cures insomnia, sleeplessness, indiges-
tion, sti√ness in the limbs, constipation, dizziness and sometimes reduces
swelling in the joints.’’∏≠

The Planet was full of  encouraging words: ‘‘Except in case of  sickness or
disability, street-car travel is a luxury anyway, when it comes to a city the size
of  Richmond. . . . When a colored person rides on a car here, it is strictly
business and no pleasure. More colored people in Richmond own their
horses, buggies, wagons and bicycles than ever before. It has been so long
since we had our feet on a streetcar in Richmond that we have well-nigh
forgotten the feeling of  electric traveling. God has been kind and good to us
and we find that we can make as good time footing it as we can going over a
given route on a street-car with its numberless stoppages for passengers.’’∏∞

Revivals of  their e√orts came with news of  other communities begin-
ning boycotts or starting e√orts to start their own lines. When the mayor
and city council of  Newport News, Virginia, passed ordinances segregating
the streetcars, local blacks reorganized their e√ort to stay o√  the cars.
Mitchell continued to believe that the Newport News battle could be won:
‘‘With the level ground in that neighborhood and the numberless carriages,
private and public owned by colored people, it seems to us that somebody’s
pocket will feel the e√ect of  the crusade.’’ Mitchell used the news of  this
boycott to spur his community to maintain its e√orts.∏≤

The Planet also highlighted the protests in Nashville, Tennessee, where a
law segregating streetcars was passed in 1906. The local paper, the National
Baptist Union, reported that white teenage boys jeered black passengers as
they boarded, using racial epithets and crying, ‘‘Jim Crow, Jim Crow, take a
back seat.’’ Although some of  Nashville’s African Americans continued to
ride the streetcars, e√orts to organize were spurred by the arrest of  Mrs. W.
B. Phillips, ‘‘a very respectable colored lady,’’ for refusing to give her seat to a
white woman. Following the gender etiquette of  the day, Phillips insisted
that ‘‘Southern courtesy would demand that respectable Southern white
men would at all times give their seats to Southern white ladies.’’ She in-
sisted that a seated white man rather than a seated black woman should be
willing to give up his seat for the white woman. But the conductor and a
plainclothes o≈cer arrested Phillips for her insistence that she too deserved
the respect due a lady. Following Phillips’s, arrest, Nashville’s African Amer-
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ican community organized a boycott and began e√orts to start an indepen-
dent transportation company. Mitchell encouraged Richmond’s blacks to
take note when Nashville’s black-owned Union Transportation Company
purchased a small fleet of  automobiles to carry boycott participants to and
from work while the company sought to purchase electric streetcars that
could climb the city’s steep grades. Mitchell wished aloud that the company
could grow and put ‘‘electric motor cars in every Southern city where the
infamous Jim Crow street-car law is in practice.’’ It was a principled e√ort:
one of  Union’s African American investors promised that Union Transpor-
tation would be integrated: ‘‘We are not going to exclude whites from our
automobiles.’’∏≥

That same year, southern e√orts to stop Jim Crow streetcars experienced
brief  success in the courts. Florida’s segregation statute, known as the
Avery Law, made an exception for black servants, as did segregation laws in
Georgia, Virginia, and Louisiana. The Florida Supreme Court found that
the exception for black nurses caring for white children violated the Equal
Protection Clause of  the Fourteenth Amendment and declared the Avery
Law unconstitutional just one month after it was enacted, ruling in a suit
secretly funded by the streetcar company. Victorious black Floridians who
had staged boycotts in Jacksonville and Pensacola returned to the cars,
conspicuously riding in the front seats. Although the suit was publicized in
black newspapers throughout the nation, it was secretly funded by the
streetcar company o≈cials in Florida in the attempt to halt the costly
boycott. Even if  streetcar company o≈cials simply had their costs in mind,
the success of  the case buoyed e√orts to stop streetcar segregation and
inspired boycotts in new cities. However, the victory proved short-lived:
the Avery Law was rewritten without the nurses’ exception and found to be
constitutional by the state supreme court.∏∂

The brief  court victory seemed to lead to a further hardening of  Jim
Crow laws throughout the South. A flurry of  attempts to pass new laws
followed in the wake of  the Florida decision. As part of  the backlash, J.
Thomas ‘‘Cotton Tom’’ Heflin, a congressman representing Alabama’s Fifth
District, which included Tuskegee, proposed a law segregating the street-
cars of  Washington, D.C. Heflin’s proposal did not make it to a vote. In his
reporting, Mitchell pointed out the sad irony of  a proponent of  states’
rights forcing legislation on a city that was not his own. Mitchell bitingly
suggested that Heflin purchase a carriage and stay o√  the streetcars himself.

Heflin continued to ride the streetcars in the District, carrying an un-
licensed weapon after purportedly receiving threats from people opposed



negroes everywhere are walking160

to segregation. In 1908, while on his way to the Metropolitan Methodist
Episcopal Church to speak about temperance, Heflin ordered a black man,
Lewis Lundy, o√  a streetcar for drinking in the presence of  white women.
When Lundy argued and fought back, Heflin threw him to the ground as
the other passengers ran away. When Lundy tried to run, Heflin fired two
shots from the window of  the car: the first hit a white bystander, and the
second struck Lundy in the head. Even though both Lundy and the by-
stander were severely injured, Heflin faced no consequences in criminal
court and remained proud of  his actions: ‘‘Under the circumstances, there
was nothing else for me to do. I am glad to say I have not yet reached the
point where I will see a negro . . . take a drink in the presence of  a lady
without saying something.’’ He was indicted but never convicted and con-
tinued to hold his seat in the U.S. House for another twenty-four years,
bragging that the shooting was the highlight of  his career. Even as Heflin’s
violent determination to segregate the cars passenger by passenger was
condemned by the Richmond News Leader, his legislative intent had come to
dominate the political landscape in Virginia.∏∑

In the wake of  the Florida case, the legislature of  Virginia passed a new
bill, without an exception for nurses, mandating that streetcars throughout
the state be segregated. The 1904 law had given individual lines and cities
the power to segregate if  they chose; the new law made segregation the
rule. Even though members of  the legislature suggested that Richmond
blacks would favor the law, Mitchell insisted that ‘‘Richmond Negroes
fought the ‘Jim Crow’ law in every way conceivable and there are many
there still fighting it.’’ Almost two years after the boycott began, Mitchell
pointed out, ‘‘There are colored people here who do not ride on the street-
cars and hope never to have to do so. They accept all of  these discrimina-
tions under protest.’’∏∏

In fact, the renewed legal e√orts to harden the segregation of  the cars
gave new energy to blacks’ refusal to ride segregated conveyances. As
Mitchell hoped in the pages of  the Planet, ‘‘Racial discrimination is a great
spur to racial activity.’’∏π After a lull of  almost a year, Mitchell’s weekly
suddenly buzzed with stories reporting on renewed protest. Black Rich-
monders purchased ‘‘new bicycles, young horses and new buggies and ap-
pear as the owner rather than the driver.’’∏∫ Mitchell reminded his readers
that ‘‘street-car travel is a habit. It is a luxury and not a necessity.’’ Mitchell
held onto the notion that the boycott had succeeded despite the passage of
the new state law. ‘‘The street-cars of  this city are crippling both white and
colored people. In this respect it draws no color line. Some colored folks
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continue to get on there to be insulted and crippled. Others are making
their trips few and far between. The line has not yet been able to get out the
hands of  the receivers.’’∏Ω

Mitchell believed that segregation precipitated increased violence be-
tween white and black riders. Did the new state mandate give black riders a
right to the seats at the backs of  streetcars? Could they ask white passengers
to move and make way, or should they be forced to stand on empty street-
cars to avoid sitting in front of  white passengers? The new law continued to
be applied in an uneven manner, giving increased privileges to white con-
ductors and passengers and increasing the burden for black riders. One
black man was punched repeatedly in the face for asking a white man to
move to the front of  the mostly empty car. The black man, traveling home
from work, wanted to sit in compliance with law and not be arrested, but
he violated unwritten racial norms by asking a white man to move. Mitchell
cited this assault as just the type of  violence caused by Jim Crow streetcars
and questioned why the conductor, vested with police powers, allowed the
white passenger to sit in the rear and failed to arrest him for the attack.
Mitchell hinted that such an attack could have led to greater violence or
even lynching: ‘‘There are some colored folks around here that would have
made a ‘grease spot’ out of  him. . . . But then this feeling will not do.’’
Continued boycotting of  segregated cars was the best way for African
Americans to avoid violence, insult, and injury.

The Planet continued to point out glaring inconsistencies in the law.
Mitchell mocked the police powers given to conductors when he reported
that an overzealous conductor ordered a police o≈cer to stop assaulting a
boy during an arrest and himself  ended up under arrest.π≠ Mitchell took joy
in reporting that even the Richmond Times-Dispatch—notorious for its hos-
tility toward African Americans—admitted that the conductors abused
their authority, annoying passengers both black and white: ‘‘There have
been more white people ordered around and made to change their seats,
sometimes without any apparent reason.’’ Even with just one or two black
passengers on the cars, conductors ordered whites to move. Protesters re-
mained hopeful that their continued e√ort to avoid the cars, combined
with the irritation of  white riders, might slow the progress of  Jim Crow.π∞

Even a black postal employee, who had special rights to ride the streetcar
without being charged, was arrested by an overzealous conductor for fail-
ing to move when ordered. The charges were dismissed after a brief  inves-
tigation found that the conductor had overstepped his legal bounds.π≤

Mitchell used the state law as a rallying point, calling on black commu-
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nities throughout Virginia to organize boycotts. He asserted, ‘‘These laws
were passed on the theory that financial loss would not follow for the
reason that colored people would soon get accustomed to the changed
conditions and ride just as much as before. . . . A determined constituency
will command respect.’’π≥ Indeed, African Americans in both Portsmouth
and Norfolk organized boycotts and started new wagon companies to ac-
commodate the transportation needs of  former streetcar passengers. A
local paper reported that ‘‘the car companies feel the cut in their receipts.’’
Such protests seemed to result in the Norfolk streetcar company ignoring
the law and allowing black passengers to sit among whites if  there were no
seats available in the back. Norfolk’s chief  of  police then met with o≈cials
of  the Norfolk Railway and Light Company to instruct them about the new
state law’s requirements.π∂

But in the end, passage of  the comprehensive new law requiring segrega-
tion must have been a blow to the movement. Boycott organizers had
hoped to squeeze Virginia Passenger and Power, but the state law meant
that the streetcar company no longer had the authority to change its policy.
As time went on and the city and its surrounding communities grew larger,
African American workers had an increasing need to reach ever more dis-
tant locations. To reach the growing streetcar suburbs in Henrico County,
domestic workers had no choice but to ride the streetcars. Over time, lower
rates of  participation blunted the boycott’s financial sting.

But in that fateful year, devastating defeats ultimately dashed African
Americans’ hopes for political rights and opportunities. Throughout 1906,
Mitchell continued to counsel blacks not to be their own ‘‘worst enemies’’
and encouraged ‘‘bad Negroes’’ not to set out to prove the ‘‘charges [of
white supremacists] to be true’’ through bad behavior. Even in the face of
increasing violence and decreasing black rights, Mitchell continued to be-
lieve that the ‘‘great mass’’ of  African Americans would strive ‘‘to improve
their condition educationally, religiously, morally, industrially, and finan-
cially.’’ He encouraged blacks to ‘‘be more polite and obliging to the better
class of  white people,’’ arguing that such e√orts might ‘‘win [whites’] friend-
ship and merit their approval.’’π∑

In 1906, the Atlanta race riot and the Brownsville incident dimmed
Mitchell’s hopes for an intervention by the ‘‘better class.’’ Atlanta had been
lashed by violence after false rumors of  black men raping white women
whipped local white men into a frenzy of  murderous anger. That violence
was followed by another riot in which black soldiers stationed in Texas
fought back against local whites angered by the presence of  black men in
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uniform. Despite evidence of  self-defense, President Theodore Roosevelt, a
Republican who had enjoyed broad African American support, dismissed
the black soldiers without a fair trial. Angered and ashamed, Mitchell had
expected more from the president he had endorsed, the elite whites in
charge of  Atlanta, and the white leaders in his own city. He again found his
wish for interracial coalition of  the ‘‘best’’ blacks and whites defeated by
violence and betrayal. Mitchell could only hope that ‘‘this trial by fire’’
would not discourage blacks from their path. Calling on the history of
slavery, he continued to wish that America would live up to its promises.
‘‘Our future prosperity and permanent glory rests in this land where we
have borne the heat and burden of  the day and su√ered from the chilling
blasts beneath the rays of  a heatless sun.’’π∏ Even as segregationists hardened
new laws, boycotters would continue to walk, su√ering in the heat of
summer and in the cold of  winter in Richmond and throughout the South.



This page intentionally left blank 



7 BATTLING JIM CROW’S BUZZARDS

Betrayal and the Savannah Streetcar Boycott

If  any ‘‘buzzard’’ cares to ride let them do so. Those of  us with the least spark of  race

pride will continue to glory in our walk.—solomon johnson, Savannah Tribune,

22 September 1906

In Savannah, Georgia, a small port city with a rich colonial heritage, Eman-
cipation Day was celebrated annually on the first of  the year. For decades,
African Americans marked the day freedom came to the former slaves. The
band from Georgia State Industrial College drummed a beat as black frater-
nal orders, church organizations, unions, and labor organizations took to
the streets to march in remembrance of  how they became a liberated peo-
ple.∞ But as freedom became increasingly threatened by Jim Crow laws,
racial violence, and disfranchisement, the parade took on a di√erent tone.

On Emancipation Day 1906, the parade was said to stretch twelve city
blocks. In previous decades, the parade had been led by the First Battalion
Infantry of  the Colored Georgia State Troops. The Colored Infantry had
been a source of  pride within the black community, a mark of  citizenship
and African American manhood. However, the Colored Infantry was viewed
as a threat to white authority, they were systematically underfunded by state
lawmakers and forced to purchase uniforms and build an armory with funds
they had raised on their own. The infantry was denied the right to serve
during the Spanish-American War even though the men had volunteered for
the fight. The final attack on Savannah’s black servicemen came when the
state disbanded all African American regiments in 1904.≤



battling jim crow’s buzzards166

Without the infantrymen, the parade took on a di√erent tone. The
parade column marched a bit more solemnly, fighting o√  any signs of
disrespect from white passersby. First, the marchers refused to let an obsti-
nate white man cut through the parade, and he was beaten up by the
crowds watching the festivities. Later, parade watchers threw a streetcar
conductor out of  his vehicle when he tried to drive through the marching
masses. The crowd even attacked a white journalist who attempted to
photograph the fights.≥

Turn-of-the-century Savannah, a small city of  65,064 where an African
American population of  33,246 held a slim (51 percent) majority over whites,
was distinctive not only for its rich architecture and quaint squares but also
for its unusual racial legacy.∂ It was a city where race relations had been
governed by a unique system of  compromise. The historic city’s oldest
African American institution, the First African Baptist Church, was born out
of  this compromise between free and enslaved blacks and leading whites.
This pattern of  negotiation continued after the close of  Reconstruction. But
as the force of  de jure segregation grew, the pattern of  compromise wore
thin. By 1906, Emancipation Day had become a symbol of  a growing rift in
the fabric of  compromise. African Americans would no longer accept any
intrusions on their citizenship without a fight. They, too, held a claim on
Savannah.

solomon johnson moved  to Savannah as a child in the 1880s from
Laurel Hill, South Carolina. Having learned the printing profession working
for the Savannah Echo, Johnson became a protégé of  John H. Deveaux, editor
of  the Savannah Tribune, and took the helm of  the Tribune when Deveaux
accepted a political appointment as the head of  the Savannah customhouse.
Much in the style of  the day, Johnson was an outspoken editor of  the
newspaper Deveaux had established. Under Johnson, the Tribune retained its
political character; weekly articles followed the state Republican Party,
elections, and local, state, and national events.∑ But under Johnson’s leader-
ship, the Tribune also grew into a reflection of  the character of  Savannah’s
African American community. The header announced that the paper was
the o≈cial organ of  the Georgia Prince Hall Masons, a secret society in
which Johnson was a leading figure, and local news was dominated by
events in local black churches, reflecting the fact that most secret societies
had close ties to black churches. The paper provided ‘‘Ministerial Dots’’
with reports from the First and Second African Baptist, First Bryan Baptist,
and St. James African Methodist Episcopal Churches. The Tribune’s weekly
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reports reflected the extent to which church life was the center of  black
Savannah’s community.

But the Tribune’s most important function was its defense of  the quality
of  African American life in the South. Johnson sounded constant alarms
against the erosion of  African American citizenship. He monitored white
e√orts to disfranchise black Georgians, reported on the rise of  lynch law
and racial violence, and contested every e√ort to expand segregation laws.
The editor did not condone any form of  racial segregation and believed
that every small ordinance restricting black access to public facilities was a
step down the slippery slope toward the destruction of  African American
citizenship.

Throughout his tenure as Tribune editor, Johnson voiced his opposition
to Jim Crow accommodations of  all kinds. For decades he railed against the
white-owned Savannah Theatre, which provided only segregated accom-
modations. Characterizing some residents’ willingness to climb ‘‘the long
flight of  stairs up to the peanut gallery of  the Savannah Theatre’’ as ‘‘dis-
gusting,’’ Johnson was ashamed that many of  black Savannah’s civic leaders
also traversed the narrow staircase to the theater’s segregated balcony.
Johnson was particularly pained that black schoolteachers provided a poor
example to young people by being counted among those willing to accept
second-class accommodations. The editor dismissed any acceptance of  Jim
Crow as a ‘‘lack of  race pride’’ when people had the option of  simply
avoiding the theater. ‘‘Stay away just one season,’’ he wrote, ‘‘and we will
assure you better accommodation will be given.’’∏

Johnson always protested vehemently when local o≈cials made any at-
tempt to segregate Savannah’s streetcars. In the fall of  1899, when the
streetcar company segregated the Thunderbolt and Isle of  Hope streetcars,
which traveled from Savannah to the outlying suburbs (including the black
Georgia State Industrial College), Johnson demanded a boycott. The small
suburbs of  Thunderbolt and Warsaw passed municipal laws requiring pas-
sengers to be divided by race. Johnson reported that the streetcar suburbs
segregated in response to complaints of  ‘‘rude Negroes’’ and ‘‘bad conduct
on the cars.’’π

Johnson drew on community history and reminded his readers of  earlier
victories. When the streetcar company had attempted to segregate in 1872,
black residents staged boycotts. The company reformed its policy in re-
sponse to the boycott, and integrated cars had operated for the next three
decades. Johnson recalled this historic legacy, asserting that ‘‘what was ac-
complished twenty-seven years ago in a lawful manner can be accomplished
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now if  it is necessary. The same pride of  race and love of  principle and law
that our people had then, have not only been retained, but increased.’’∫

While encouraging the community to resist, Johnson warned the street-
car company that its losses would be significant if  black residents ceased to
ride the cars. Estimating that nearly half  of  the streetcar patrons were
African American, Johnson insisted that patrons would not sit idly by;
African Americans had ‘‘aided materially in building these lines. . . . Can the
street railway company a√ord to lose this large patronage by consenting to
mortify and degrade colored people?’’ Johnson countered charges that
blacks were ill behaved by asserting that poor whites were just ‘‘as rude and
distasteful on the cars’’ as any rowdy black passengers and that any distur-
bances should be individually addressed. Johnson was o√ended; segrega-
tionists had attacked all black riders because of  the alleged actions of  a few.
He stated, ‘‘The colored people of  Savannah will never consent to be herded
as cattle on the street cars.’’Ω

Black congregations and their pastors provided the best network for
organizing resistance to the o√ensive segregation law. Johnson called on
Savannah’s ministers to urge their congregations to stay o√  the segregated
streetcars in response to the segregation of  the Thunderbolt line. While the
boycott continued, the interdenominational Ministers’ Evangelical Union
responded to Johnson’s call and organized a committee to negotiate with
the streetcar company. The union elected the Reverend J. J. Durham, pastor
of  Second African Baptist Church, chair of  the streetcar committee. Dur-
ham was an esteemed community leader, not only pastoring his congrega-
tion but also serving as chaplain of  the First Battalion Infantry of  the
Colored Georgia State Troops.∞≠ Durham was charged with negotiating
with city o≈cials from Warsaw and the streetcar company to reach a settle-
ment of  the boycott.∞∞

Johnson used the Tribune as a platform to warn African American visitors
to the city about conditions on the streetcars. Praising a group of  excur-
sionists who refused segregated seating, Johnson warned visitors to ‘‘keep
o√  of  the cars.’’ But in the following weeks, the problem became Savannah
residents who were willing to ride second-class on the Thunderbolt street-
cars. A few black residents, under the watchful eye of  a Tribune reporter,
rode the segregated streetcars to a musical performance in a suburban
streetcar park. Johnson was ‘‘proud of  the fact that none of  the respectable
class . . . went out there. It was only the jim crow class who cares nothing
about principle.’’ The Tribune observer lauded a group of  unsuspecting
women who had not heard about the passage of  the law; when they dis-
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covered that they would be seated in back, they walked home. Johnson
scolded a group of  men who were demeaned by the conductor and ‘‘didn’t
have su≈cient manhood to resent it by getting o√  the car.’’ Some black
riders were embarrassed by the presence of  the Tribune reporter and tried
to board the streetcar without being seen. Johnson claimed, ‘‘They knew
that they should not accept the accommodation, but on account of  their
jim crow nature they could not do otherwise.’’ Johnson warned that any
acceptance of  segregation was simply a green light to segregationists seek-
ing to discriminate on all of  Savannah’s streetcar lines.∞≤

But while the pages of  the Tribune demanded just treatment, the editor
also cautioned black people about proper deportment in public places. If
segregationists pointed to black behavior as a cause for the new laws, John-
son noted that some residents could improve their dress and behavior with
the hope of  deflecting outside criticism. He believed that perfect deport-
ment would demonstrate that African Americans were worthy of  inclusion.
Johnson warned, ‘‘There is a class of  people who are too careless with
their . . . apparel in public’’ and cautioned that those who were ‘‘slouchy and
dirty’’ should not ‘‘intrude in the most prominent places.’’ Johnson also
o√ered the critical comment that ‘‘the boisterous action of  a class of  our
women on the streets, does not reflect creditably upon them.’’ Not only
boycotts and agitation but also good hygiene and civil behavior were impor-
tant for the pride of  the race.∞≥

Eventually the boycott made an impact on streetcar revenues. Local
o≈cials and company representatives became eager to regain black pa-
tronage. Town o≈cials and the streetcar management reached an agree-
ment with boycott leaders. With the understanding that order was to be
maintained and that any instances of  ‘‘boisterous behavior’’ on the part of
black patrons would be punished, Warsaw town o≈cials revoked the of-
fending law by the end of  November, just a little more than two months
after the measure had gone into e√ect. Black Savannah welcomed the new
year with the dissolution of  segregated cars. The Tribune congratulated
Durham, thanking him for his ‘‘persistence as chairman of  the committee
that waited on the street railroad company and the authorities of  the Town
of  Warsaw.’’ The leaders of  the Ministers’ Evangelical Union, coupled with
the resolve of  the boycott participants, won out. The Tribune sang out, ‘‘No
more jim crow cars in Savannah. It has been abolished.’’∞∂

Although the 1899 boycott had been a resounding success, there was
dissention within black Savannah. The editorial column of  the Tribune was
peppered with hints of  the di≈culties within Savannah’s black leadership
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class. Johnson warned, ‘‘Underhanded and treacherous methods never win.
Manliness tells.’’ ‘‘Masquerading as race leaders and stabbing the race in the
back at the same time, seem to be the delight of  certain men.’’ He cautioned,
‘‘As a race, we can well a√ord getting rid of  some of  the traitorous Negroes
among us, who have pious mien, and pose as leaders.’’ Tellingly, Johnson
advised, ‘‘Whenever you find a Negro advocating the cause of  a man of  the
opposite race who has in any manner acted inimical to the best interest of
the Negro, he does it not from principle’s sake, but because he is well paid
for it.’’ And, indeed, the third and final boycott of  segregated streetcars
would be plagued with men willing to undercut African American protest
e√orts for a price.∞∑

even on savannah’s  integrated streetcars, conditions were sometimes
rough; black and white passengers lodged frequent complaints against ag-
gressive conductors and motormen. Conductors were responsible for the
safe travel of  their passengers, observing those boarding and leaving, assist-
ing people who needed help stepping on and o√, and signaling the motor-
men when it was safe to continue. However, as in most southern cities, all
the conductors employed by the Savannah Electric Company were white
men. Of  Savannah’s 121 street railway employees listed in the 1900 census,
only 6 were black, and they were probably unskilled laborers. The practice
of  hiring primarily white men as conductors extended throughout the
nation; of  56,932 conductors working in the United States in 1910, only 44
were black.∞∏

Some of  the Savannah conductors had a nasty habit of  signaling the
motormen to proceed before passengers could board or disembark. Con-
ductors caused passengers whom they disliked or who had o√ended them
to be thrown to the ground with an unexpected jerk of  the streetcar.
Hostile conductors also ignored passengers’ signals, causing riders to miss
their intended stops. Although both black and white riders complained
about the conductors, the clashes between black patrons and white con-
ductors were the most frequent and violent.

George Baldwin, the Savannah Electric Company president, asked a
company investigator to examine the claims of  Andrew Monroe, an African
American man Baldwin knew as an employee of  the Merchants’ National
Bank of  Savannah. Baldwin ordered the investigation because he believed
Monroe to be ‘‘a perfectly respectable and reliable man.’’ Monroe alleged
that his wife and child had been assaulted while attempting to get o√  the
East-West Broad Street line car. The family frequented the line on journeys
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to and from their West Broad Street home.∞π Matilda Monroe, while ‘‘hold-
ing her baby in her arms,’’ was thrown down to the ground when the street-
car was intentionally ‘‘started before she could alight.’’ The conductor did
nothing to help the fallen woman and child, nor did he stop to see if  they
were injured. Baldwin was willing to acknowledge the complaints of  ‘‘re-
spectable colored persons’’ and asserted that ‘‘conductors must be taught
that a passenger must be treated in the same way by the Company, no
matter what his color may be.’’ Recognizing that African American pas-
sengers would be unwilling to accept second-class conditions quietly, he
warned, ‘‘We want no race question sprung on us here in Savannah; the
consequences are altogether too serious.’’∞∫

Johnson mentioned this incident, along with other attacks on black
streetcar patrons, in the editorial notes of  the Savannah Tribune, warning,
‘‘The attention of  the manager of  the Savannah Electric Company is called
to the careless action of  some conductors. . . . They pay but slight attention
to colored patrons, especially females.’’∞Ω Johnson believed that black
women with children or burdens needed respect and help getting on and o√
the cars, not hostile treatment. On average, black passengers made up almost
a quarter of  the streetcar company’s passengers, and on some lines, black
passengers were a majority of  riders. The streetcar company could not a√ord
to o√end black passengers by ignoring the abuse and mistreatment doled
out by prejudiced conductors or motormen. But black passengers found
themselves in a tight spot: if  they were not judged to be ‘‘respectable colored
persons’’ or failed to submit quietly to abuse, the company cared little about
how they were treated on the cars.

A local white attorney, H. E. Wilson, wrote privately to the streetcar
company to complain about the mistreatment of  a black couple that he
witnessed on Savannah Electric’s A & B line. The man and woman, whom
Wilson did not know, were ‘‘most unjustly and discourteously treated’’ by a
conductor. First, he refused to stop at the destination they had requested.
Then, when the couple was allowed to exit several blocks from their origi-
nal stop, he signaled the motorman to start before they could fully exit.
Only halfway o√  the streetcar, the man was thrown down, while the woman
passenger was forced to jump from the moving vehicle.≤≠

The conductor at fault disputed Wilson’s claim and instead cited the
black woman’s behavior as the source of  the conflict. Although Wilson had
not noted that the black passengers were unruly, the streetcar company
manager reported that when the car finally stopped to let the black pas-
sengers disembark, ‘‘the woman instead of  getting o√  stood on the platform
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chewing the rag with the conductor about not letting them o√  before.’’
Because the woman dared to complain out loud about their mistreatment,
the conductor ‘‘became impatient’’ and signaled the motorman to restart the
car. Her complaints were su≈cient explanation for the conductor’s attack.
The streetcar manager insisted that perhaps the conductor was ‘‘guilty of
carelessness’’ but found that he ‘‘was justified in the way he handled his car on
account of  the excessive talk on the part of  the negroes.’’ Baldwin agreed
with the manager’s investigation and sided with the conductor. He ex-
plained to Wilson that although company policy required that employees
‘‘at all times be not only courteous to any of  the public with whom they
come in contact, but that they should be unusually so and equally so to all,’’
‘‘one or two things’’ about the couple’s treatment were ‘‘apparently not quite
definitely clear.’’ Baldwin dismissed Wilson’s complaint and asserted that the
conductor was justified in his rough treatment of  the o√ending black pas-
sengers. Black passengers who defended themselves were treated poorly,
even when their complaints were justified.≤∞ On Savannah Electric street-
cars, ‘‘uppity’’ black passengers had little protection from abuse and mis-
treatment, even when prominent whites argued on their behalf.

Although African American passengers had maintained integrated cars
prior to the fall of  1906 and the streetcar company purported to give ‘‘the
same attention’’ to the concerns of  black riders, complaints by black pas-
sengers did not lead to improved conditions. In contrast, the Savannah
Electric Company took very seriously the complaints of  white passengers.
When a white passenger wrote to complain about an incident when a
conductor signaled the motorman to restart the car before he could get on,
there was a prompt response. The incident was similar to those reported by
black passengers: when he attempted to board, the man was forced to leap
onto the moving vehicle. When asked why he had restarted the car before
the man could get on, the conductor responded, ‘‘Well if  you don’t like it
you can report me.’’ The passenger did so, and the conductor was quickly
fired from the company.≤≤ Although African American passengers had de-
fended their right to ride unimpeded by segregation since the 1870s, a
climate of  hostility created by some abusive conductors and motormen
remained.

in the fall of  1906, politicians on the Savannah City Council, fueled by
their interest in breaking the Savannah Electric monopoly on the city’s
electrical power, began to push for a new policy segregating riders on the
streetcars. Concerns about the danger of  monopolies were part of  nation-
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wide Progressive attacks on unchecked corporate power. The political in-
terests that organized against Savannah Electric knew that an ordinance
would place the company in a bind. Any attempts to enforce the policy
would anger black patrons and reignite their long history of  resistance
against streetcar segregation. Black anger might lead directly to a costly
streetcar boycott. Any refusal to comply with the new policy would alien-
ate white riders who supported segregation, and company o≈cials would
risk being labeled as race traitors and outsiders operating at the behest of
northern corporate interests.≤≥ Black Savannah was unaware that local pol-
iticians were manipulating the civil rights of  African Americans in back-
room business schemes. The reasoning behind the legislation did not mat-
ter; black streetcar patrons would protest any erosion of  their rights.

The Tribune alerted African American readers about the new attempts to
segregate Savannah’s streetcars, reminding local whites that there was no
need to separate the races. Johnson wrote, ‘‘This ordinance is altogether
uncalled for. At present the white and colored citizens ride together with-
out friction. The purpose of  the ordinance is to segregate and abuse the
colored citizens of  this city.’’ Arguing that the city’s progressive image could
be at stake, he made the generous claim that ‘‘the white people of  Savannah
are looked upon as being the best in any Southern city.’’ Johnson cautioned
Savannah’s city leaders: ‘‘There is no reason . . . to besmirch this reputation
by the proposed jim crow ordinance.’’ Asserting that segregationists did not
have ‘‘the best interest of  the entire people at heart,’’ Johnson was confident
that new attempts to segregate streetcars would be defeated. He reminded
readers that ‘‘the last attempt was only fostered by one member of  the city
council and he went down in unanimous defeat.’’ Despite his hopeful tone,
the editor called for ministers and community leaders to meet at the his-
toric First African Baptist Church to organize a strategy to contest the
ordinance’s passage.≤∂

The city’s black ministers and leading men met that week to form a perma-
nent organization. The regular meeting of  the Baptist Ministers’ Union was
postponed, and ministers of  all denominations joined with business and
political leaders to develop a plan. The meeting was contentious, with debates
about how the group should proceed, who was best suited to lead, and
whether to make the protest public. Although ‘‘the opinions of  many were
di√erent,’’ group members finally united in vocal opposition to the segrega-
tion of  Savannah’s streetcars and established a resolutions committee to draft
statements of  protest to the city council and another committee to recruit
new participants and spread the word to Savannah’s congregations not repre-
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sented at the initial planning meeting. Unity was essential for success; as
Johnson implored in the Tribune, ‘‘For once let us stand together as a people
and let our enemies know that we are capable of  resenting insults.’’≤∑

Divided between ministers and members of  the city’s rising black mid-
dle class, the elected leadership of  the boycott organization was a broad
group of  African American men. Given the community’s long history of
church-based leadership, the city’s ministers were the first line of  defense in
contesting segregation. However, a new generation of  skilled workingmen
and professionals also led the protest. Black Savannah’s sacred and secular
leadership united in the fight against segregated streetcars.

The Reverend J. A. Lindsay of  the St. Philip African Methodist Episcopal
Church headed the newly formed organization. At St. Philip, Lindsay in-
herited a legacy of  community leadership from the Reverend C. C. Cargile,
who had also battled on behalf  of  the black community. Lindsay gave his
time to the protest and helped to provide the space necessary for mass
meetings by opening St. Philip as one of  the boycott’s regular meeting
places.≤∏ The Reverend J. W. Carr, leader in the Baptist Ministers’ Union,
assumed the pastorate of  First African Baptist after the passing of  its na-
tionally renowned pastor, Emmanuel K. Love. Carr served as a leader in the
boycott organization and also opened his sanctuary for the boycott’s first
mass meeting.≤π Carr’s commitment to protest may have been bolstered by
his role as an o≈cer in the February 1906 Georgia Equal Rights Convention,
which was inspired by W. E. B. Du Bois’s Niagara Movement. The conven-
tion called for a broad platform of  change for the state’s black citizens,
including the abolition of  Jim Crow cars. Carr represented Savannah and
served as a vice president of  the statewide organization.≤∫

Four other ministers made up the core of  the boycott leadership.≤Ω The
Reverend Henry L. Haywood, the pastor of  the Union Baptist Church, a
leading member of  the Baptist Ministers’ Union, and the president of  the
Evangelical Emancipation Association, served as the boycott organization’s
secretary.≥≠ The Reverend J. H. May, pastor of  the Second African Baptist
Church, had a mandate from his congregation to serve in the boycott
leadership, continuing Durham’s legacy.≥∞ The Reverend J. A. Brockett of
St. James African Methodist Episcopal Church, rounded out the list.≥≤

Leading men from outside the ministry also played a crucial role in the
boycott leadership. One of  the most prominent lay leaders was Johnson,
who not only served as editor of  the Savannah Tribune but also worked in
the Republican Party, served as a leader in Savannah’s Prince Hall Masons,
and had been a member of  the First Battalion Infantry of  the Colored
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Georgia State Troops before they were disbanded.≥≥ Local attorney Abra-
ham L. Tucker and physician J. Walter Williams were also appointed as
leaders in the boycott organization.≥∂

Some of  the most prominent leaders of  the 1906 boycott were skilled
workingmen. One of  a few African American boat pilots licensed in Savan-
nah, William D. Armstrong, captain of  the coast-trading steamer D. Murchi-
son, served as a boycott leader. Armstrong also served as chair of  the Republi-
can Party’s county committee and was a member of  several of  Savannah’s
most prominent clubs and secret societies, including the Odd Fellows, the
Olympia Lodge of  the Knights of  Pythias, the Eureka Lodge No. 1, and the
Prince Hall Masons. He was also a member of  the St. Philip African Method-
ist Episcopal Church. Through Armstrong, the protest tapped into a variety
of  networks: the black maritime laborers, the state’s Republican Party, fra-
ternal societies, and churches.≥∑

Two barbers, John W. Armstrong and Richard Barnes, were an essential
part of  the boycott leadership. Barnes owned an independent black bar-
bershop on West Broad Street and served as an o≈cer in the Olympia
Lodge of  the Knights of  Pythias.≥∏ Armstrong worked as a barber for a
white clientele in the shop run by C. B. Guyer, a white man. Armstrong was
also a leading businessman, serving as general manager of  the Metropolitan
Mercantile and Realty Company and vice president of  the Metropolitan
Mutual Benefit Association. Armstrong made an unsuccessful bid for the
state House of  Representatives and ran for tax collector on the Republican
ticket in 1906.≥π The presence of  barbers among the leadership was mean-
ingful. Black men in Savannah dominated the trade, with the 1900 Census
showing that 139 of  the city’s 169 barbers were African American. Like
ministers, barbers were economically autonomous, since their salaries came
from their customers. Such independence fostered a spirit of  resistance; a
core group of  African American barbers had long been active in the fight
for fair accommodations in Savannah.≥∫

Coupling negotiation with a plan for protest, the resolution committee
asked the Savannah City Council to maintain the existing rules on the
streetcars to preserve the ‘‘harmony and peace now existing between the
white and the colored people.’’ The committee reminded the city council
that African American patronage was a substantial portion of  streetcar
tra≈c and that the voices of  ‘‘the more than thirty thousand colored people
of  the city’’ should not be ignored. The resolutions committee also asked
Savannah Electric to consider a path other than racial separation. The com-
mittee reminded the streetcar company that black patronage was essential
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to the company’s profitability and that black riders would not ride on
segregated cars. The committee argued that segregation would exacerbate
existing racial tensions and put ‘‘innocent, hard-working, well-disposed
colored passengers’’ in harm’s way. The policy would ‘‘engender strife and
confusion between the races’’ and increase ‘‘brutality on the part of  some of
the street car employees,’’ who had a history of  abusing black passengers.≥Ω

Johnson used the Savannah Tribune to express his hope that the Savannah
City Council would not segregate the cars. In the days before the decision,
Johnson continued to a≈rm the community’s intent to contest the segrega-
tion ordinance. Before the vote, the Tribune called on the council to act ‘‘for
the best interest of  the entire people regardless of  race.’’ Reminding them
again that ‘‘the two races have been getting along amicably,’’ and reporting
on the African American community’s willingness to protest, the Tribune
encouraged the council to defeat the o√ensive proposals.∂≠

On 10 September, the Savannah City Council met to decide the fate of
the streetcars. On the advice of  the city attorney, the council withdrew
both ordinances proposing racial separation and passed a resolution de-
manding that the Savannah police begin enforcing the state’s dormant 1891
segregation law.∂∞ This strategy e√ectively shut black residents out of  the
decision-making process. No new ordinance was on the table, so the coun-
cil refused to hear the presentation of  the resolution committee represent-
ing the concerned black citizens. Reliance on the fifteen-year-old Georgia
statute also stunted any opportunities to challenge the legality of  a new
ordinance in a court of  law. The Georgia law, which had served as a model
for segregation laws in other southern states, had already been defended
and implemented in other cities, most notably Atlanta. With this move, the
Savannah City Council left few options for protest.∂≤

Indeed, Georgia law stated that ‘‘all conductors of  dummy, electric, and
street cars shall be required, and are hereby empowered, to assign all pas-
sengers to seats on the cars under their charge, so as to separate the white
and colored races as much as practicable.’’ The Savannah Electric Company
had previously used the law’s vague language to avoid segregating the cars
and precipitating a black boycott. Streetcar company managers remained
‘‘skeptical as to the practicability of  enforcing separation on the suburban
lines without causing a great deal of  friction and leading to increased trou-
ble on city lines.’’ The company’s general manager, L. R. Nash, forwarded a
copy of  the Georgia law to Baldwin that summer with the phrase ‘‘as much
as practicable’’ underlined. Although the streetcar company had e√ectively
avoided explicit e√orts to segregate black and white riders by claiming that
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the law was not practical and could not be enforced e√ectively, the Savan-
nah City Council pressed the issue and used the current law to force the
streetcar company to either comply or reject the law outright. The streetcar
company, which immediately began segregating riders, knew that it would
face a formidable protest from black Savannah.∂≥

‘‘Let us walk! Walk!’’ cried the Tribune, ‘‘do not trample on your pride by
being ‘jim crowed.’ Walk!’’ By mid-September, vehement protests were un-
der way. African American streetcar passengers doggedly refused to be
complicit in e√orts to usher them to the backs of  streetcars. Even though
the local white press insisted that ‘‘the most sensible and self-respecting’’
‘‘colored people’’ were ‘‘not anxious to ride with the whites,’’ black riders
valued complete equality, including their right to sit where they chose. As
Johnson vigorously replied, ‘‘The separation law was never designed to give
the Negro a square deal’’ but was instead intended to ‘‘put a lasting mark of
having been a slave on [the] colored man.’’ Fighting this ‘‘mark’’ of  slavery
was important to all classes of  people in black Savannah.∂∂

Several mass meetings were held after the city council resolution was
passed; community members had ‘‘aroused themselves from a semi-dormant
state to one of  almost complete activity.’’ The Tribune reported, ‘‘The people
feel that they have been forced to take a decided stand in this matter’’ and
would meet the insulting condition of  the cars ‘‘with manhood and self-
respect.’’ Savannah’s African American men, women, and children participated
in the well-organized boycott; by Savannah Electric Company estimates,
black passengers, who had constituted almost 24 percent of  all streetcar
passengers, were less than 4 percent of  the total number of  passengers by the
week of  16 September. Some streetcar lines that had enjoyed large numbers of
black passengers saw their ridership drop to almost zero, including the West
End, Battery Park and E & W lines. As the Tribune reported, with an allusion to
white supremacist political organizations, African American ‘‘people refused
to ride, and the cars have been since nearly completely ‘lily white.’ ’’ All four-
teen of  the streetcar lines operating in Savannah and the surrounding suburbs
were a√ected.∂∑

The Tribune reported that organizing e√orts were more ‘‘than temporary
enthusiasm’’; boycott leaders were planning for the long haul. Protest lead-
ers met with the city’s African American hackmen to organize e√orts to
provide alternate transport, especially for those who lived in outlying areas.
Much as in other southern cities, African American men dominated the
driving and hauling trades; according to the 1900 census, 518 of  the city’s
612 hackmen, draymen, and teamsters were black.∂∏ These black drivers’
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mobility and relative independence made them a crucial ally in the fight
against segregated streetcars. The hack drivers agreed to support the boy-
cott, and many reduced their prices so that working people could a√ord
their fares. In an e√ort to become even less dependent on Savannah Elec-
tric, black residents of  the city’s western suburbs began e√orts to organize
an independent transportation company. Independent hack lines or street-
cars provided alternatives for black passengers while enabling black resi-
dents an opportunity to reinvest in their community. African American
residents also began to search out more permanent solutions for the prob-
lems of  reliable transportation.∂π

By the end of  September, the boycott was a sure success; Johnson glee-
fully reported, ‘‘ ‘Lily White’ street cars are among the popular sights these
days, caused by the proud colored citizens who are determined not to be
‘Jim Crowed.’ ’’ Indeed, on almost every line, according to the streetcar
company’s records, only a nominal number of  African Americans still rode
the cars. Endorsements by the city’s black congregations, social clubs, and
benevolent societies were essential to extending the boycott beyond the
workweek. The streetcar company depended on weekend passengers to
make the cars run profitably seven days a week. The weekend before the
boycott began, for example, black passengers constituted 97 percent of  all
riders on the West End Line. When black organizations supported the
boycott by changing or canceling events that would require people to ride
the streetcars, they took away some of  the company’s most important
passengers.∂∫

Special trips out to the city’s parks were also important to company
profits. One of  Savannah’s middle-class black societies, the Adelphia Club,
canceled a scheduled outing in Lincoln Park, the segregated park for black
residents accessible only by streetcars owned by Savannah Electric.∂Ω Lin-
coln Park was one of  the urban South’s many segregated streetcar parks,
designed to boost the number of  African American passengers on week-
ends, holidays, and in the summertime. Black residents had used the park
for both formal gatherings and informal outings. African American com-
munity leaders felt a symbolic ownership of  the park, even attempting to
have a say in the way it was administered. For example, a 1902 petition
signed by seventy-seven black residents, including leaders of  the 1899 and
1906 boycotts, was sent to the Savannah Electric, recommending that the
company rent the park to Tom Golden, ‘‘a good friend to the colored
people and a law abiding citizen,’’ in an e√ort to ensure that Lincoln Park
remained ‘‘a place of  amusement where our race can go without any fear of
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having the law violated.’’ The petitioners, led by Johnson and John W.
Armstrong, suggested that abiding by their interests would help make the
park prosperous: ‘‘We know that by making this place popular your Com-
pany will reap much larger returns than they have ever received.’’ But the
same groups that had used Lincoln Park prior to the boycott chose to avoid
both the park and the segregated cars, since, as the o≈cers of  the Adelphia
Club put it, they were ‘‘unable to o√er number one accommodations in
every particular, even public conveyances.’’∑≠ Both religious and secular or-
ganizations supported the boycott by ending the sponsorship of  events
that required their members to ride the streetcars.

Such endorsements were essential to the movement’s overall success.
Savannah’s diverse community of  churches, benevolent societies, and social
organizations, many of  which had been established in the antebellum era,
served as a network of  support and a center of  social activities. The Masons’
participation in the boycott was assured because Johnson served as the
‘‘right worthy grand secretary of  Savannah.’’ But the boycott needed the
participation of  all the city’s black social organizations, not only national
groups such as the Order of  the Eastern Star, the Knights of  Pythias, and
the Odd Fellows but also innumerable local clubs and church organizations
like the Friendly Brothers Aid and Social Club, the Sons and Daughters of
Jacob, the Sons and Daughters of  Moses, the Crescent Aid and Social Club,
and the Browns Aid and Social Club. The participation of  churches and
social clubs was e√ective; no rise in black patrons was recorded on Satur-
days or Sundays.∑∞

The boycott did not enjoy universal support, however. Several members
of  the Savannah Men’s Sunday Club, one group of  leading black men, did
not openly support it. Although the group had a tradition of  protest and
agitation on behalf  of  the race under the leadership Monroe Nathan Work,
who would become a leading sociologist and statistician at Tuskegee, most
members remained silent during the months of  the protest. Work and
several other group members were educators at the Georgia State Indus-
trial College, and their journeys to campus were considerably eased by
passage on the Thunderbolt line. Also, because the school was funded by
the state, Work and other state employees may have feared reprisals from
Georgia’s segregationist government. Whatever the reasons for their deci-
sion not to participate, their silence hurt the unified front of  the boycott.
Black tra≈c on the Thunderbolt line remained much higher than on other
lines during the first weeks of  the protest.∑≤

But on the whole, the community continued to protest. According to
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the streetcar company’s statistics, 88 percent of  black patrons avoided the
cars during the first six weeks of  the protest. To accommodate African
American laborers traveling to work, the city’s hackmen reduced their fares
and increased their hours. All forms of  transportation were used: the Tri-
bune reported that ‘‘buckboards and street wagons have also been pressed
into service by their owners.’’ But Savannah was a small city, with most of  its
black population living in the outlying parts of  town. W. E. B. Du Bois’s
1905 study of  urban residency patterns described black Savannah as a com-
munity where ‘‘the distribution of  the population resembles a great O, with
the whites in the center and the blacks in the circle around.’’∑≥ Blacks in
most parts of  the city could walk into the city center to their jobs and
churches, and walking indeed became the favored form of  transportation
for most people. Johnson came up with creative ways to reallocate money
not spent on carfare for community needs, proposing that ‘‘those who have
been constant riders . . . donate the amount they would otherwise spend
toward the purchase of  a suitable site for a school building in the southern
part of  the city.’’∑∂

Despite the ‘‘beneficial’’ e√ects of  walking ‘‘to the physical and financial
condition’’ of  the boycott participants, a few black riders remained on the
segregated cars. Johnson ridiculed blacks who continued to ride on Jim
Crow streetcars, calling them ‘‘buzzards’’ and questioning their manhood
and their good judgment. Buzzards were mythic creatures in African Ameri-
can folklore and were synonymous with Jim Crow. The Jim Crow rhyme,
originally a game similar to Ring around the Rosie, was made famous to
white audiences and linked to segregation by the black-faced minstrel char-
acter played by white performer Thomas ‘‘Daddy’’ Rice in the 1830s. Al-
though most accounts of  Rice’s performance begin in the middle of  the
rhyme, traditionally it began,

Where yo gwine buzzard, where yo gwine crow? 
Ise gwine down to de new ground to jump Jim Crow. 
Wheel around and turn around and do jes so; 
Evy time you turn around, you jump Jim Crow.

Johnson dismissed those who did not boycott as ‘‘buzzards’’ willing to
‘‘jump Jim Crow’’ on Savannah’s segregated streetcars.∑∑

protesters faced violent  intimidation during the first weeks of  the
boycott from the Savannah police force, which was doubled in size to deal
with the boycott. O≈cers taunted and attacked African American walkers
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and created a climate of  ‘‘intimidation to make them ride.’’ Such e√orts to
frighten African Americans back onto the streetcars were not terribly ef-
fective because walking broke no laws. Pedestrians could not be charged
with the city’s punitive vagrancy laws if  they were moving along on their
way to work.∑∏ In this dangerous climate, African American protesters were
cautioned not to provoke white authorities and warned to ‘‘learn to ‘boy-
cott their tongue’ ’’ as well.∑π

Questions of  safety and behavior became central issues in the last days of
September 1906, when race riots shook the upstate city of  Atlanta. Race-
baiting politicians and fabricated news stories about black men who raped
white women inflamed Atlanta. The frenzy came to a head on 22 Septem-
ber, when black residents were stoned, beaten, shot, and tortured by angry
mobs of  armed white men, with some women and children joining in. The
mobs roamed downtown streets, attacking black barbershops and restau-
rants. As in New Orleans in 1900, the terrain of  the Atlanta streetcars was
especially volatile—’’the most fearful of  all,’’ in Johnson’s words. Gangs of
white toughs monitored the city’s streetcars, and each car that passed
‘‘would be eagerly scanned for negroes.’’ If  the mob saw black riders, the
cars were ‘‘immediately boarded and a rush made for the blacks.’’ Black men
and women were dragged from at least twelve streetcars before the com-
pany halted service.∑∫

Atlanta’s African Americans avoided leaving their homes. In response to
rumors that black residential areas would be attacked, black neighborhoods
armed in self-defense. African American snipers fired on streetcars that
passed through black neighborhoods to prevent rioters from riding street-
cars into residential areas. When a battle took place in Darktown, a poor
section of  the city, armed black residents were able to hold o√  white
attackers. The following day, a mob of  ‘‘police’’ turned on the middle-class
community of  Brownsville, where two of  the city’s respected black educa-
tional institutions, Clark College and Gammon Theological Seminary, were
located. Confrontations resulted when police and white civilians attempted
to disarm black residents defending their community. Black residents am-
bushed the incoming force, killing the group’s leader. The next day, police
went door to door in Brownsville, arresting hundreds, including professors
and students from Clark and Gammon, and confiscating all weapons. Afri-
can Americans’ e√orts at self-improvement through education and eco-
nomic advancement did little to protect them from violence; in fact, their
achievements may have made them more vulnerable.∑Ω

When the riot was finally quelled after four days of  violence, black
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residents remained withdrawn from the city’s downtown. Atlanta’s street-
cars were free of  black riders. The Savannah Tribune reported, ‘‘On the
trolley cars not a Negro was to be seen all day. They did not seem to think
that the trolley cars were healthy places for them, and if  they went out, they
preferred to walk.’’ Such stories must have shaken Savannah’s protesters as
they continued their boycott. The riot was a devastating blow to those
resolved to defend black life in the South.∏≠

Some Atlanta residents facing the torrent of  racial violence and weary of
the battle against Jim Crow began to argue not for segregation but for
separation—that is, for building a world separate from whites that would
provide some safety. In a striking article written in the wake of  the riot, J.
Max Barber, who had been a vocal advocate of  streetcar boycott move-
ments throughout the South, wavered in his resolve to battle segregation.
Barber had been driven out of  Atlanta by segregationist legislators as a
consequence of  his outspoken denunciations of  both local and national
politics and his accusations that white rather than black men were responsi-
ble for rapes in the South. Faced with a tribunal of  local white leaders who
intended to bring criminal charges, Barber moved his person and his press
to Chicago. In an angry edition of  the Voice of  the Negro, the first published
in Chicago, Barber used the streetcars as an example of  the di≈culties of
racial politics in such a bleak time, vacillating between support for separate
streetcars and demands for fair treatment on racially integrated cars.∏∞

Barber asserted that it was not ‘‘a humiliation for black men to ride with
black men,’’ but humiliating rather ‘‘when, because we are black and for no
other reason, we are denied our rights, robbed at the ballot-box, driven out
of  courts with lynch justice, refused common civic treatment that belongs
to decent men and loyal Americans.’’ Worn down by his former outspoken
stance and by the trials of  being driven out of  the South, Barber argued, ‘‘If
it will conduce to the peace of  society and to the protection of  our women
from the insults of  white men and to the comfort of  all parties concerned,
we say it deliberately, ‘as for me and my house,’ give me a separate car or a
trailer.’’∏≤

In his frustration, Barber insisted that spaces where African Americans,
particularly black women, could avoid white threat and violence must be
created, now arguing in favor of  all-black cars despite his years of  protest to
the contrary: ‘‘A separate car will save our ladies from the insults of  white
men and give us men passengers decent seats and guarantee to us protec-
tion.’’ In his bitterness, Barber wrote, ‘‘This is the dictum of  self-respect. We
are not clamoring to ride with white men; but we are clamoring to ride with
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decent men.’’ But Barber set clear terms under which such compromise
would be possible: ‘‘Frame the law in such a way that no white man shall be
allowed upon the car set apart for the Negro race and the conductor shall
be liable to a fine . . . for permitting a violation of  the law.’’ Finally, Barber,
who recognized that segregated conditions always implied black inferiority
and degraded the humanity of  all African Americans, concluded his bitter
thought experiment by completely rejecting any acceptance of  separate
cars. The streetcar boycotts’ greatest advocate rea≈rmed his desire to fight
for integrated cars, insisting, ‘‘If  nobility of  character, decency of  person,
purity of  life and genuine gentlemanship and womanly department count
for anything,’’ African American southerners were more than worthy of
inclusion.∏≥

News of  the Atlanta riot also dampened the hopeful spirit of  the Savan-
nah protest. Fearful that white mobs might begin to target African Ameri-
can protesters in Savannah, boycotters found themselves in a precarious
and volatile situation. An odd mixture of  fear and blame characterized the
Tribune’s tone following the violence in Atlanta. The newspaper initially
reported that the ‘‘cause of  the outbreak’’ was attacks by black marauders
who had raped four white women. Although Johnson later noted that ‘‘it
seems . . . strange that there should be so many reported alleged assaults
near Atlanta,’’ he was initially unaware that the stories of  rape had been
fabricated by the Atlanta News and that no white women had in fact been
attacked by black men. Thus, the Tribune argued that the violence could
have been prevented if  the community had done more to control its ‘‘crimi-
nal’’ element. Johnson cautioned that ‘‘the good colored people and the
good white people must join hands and put down lawlessness in every
community. The criminals of  each race must be apprehended and pun-
ished. When this is done, lawlessness will not be so rampant.’’ Yet despite
the hope that the riot was uncommon and specific to the problems in
Atlanta and that good colored people could avoid similar fates, the fact that
defenseless blacks of  all walks of  life were murdered, beaten, and hunted
like animals on the streets of  a modern city was jarring. Blacks in Savannah
knew that the potential for violence was not unique to Atlanta and that
their families and homes could also become targets of  angry mobs of  white
men eager to put blacks ‘‘in their place.’’ Black Savannah mourned the
‘‘helpless, harmless, innocent, murdered sisters and brethren’’ in Atlanta.∏∂

Savannah’s streetcar protesters continued to walk, but the community
clearly was much more fearful in the wake of  the Atlanta terror. Segregation-
ist vigilantes threatened to attack those attending a meeting to organize and
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fund the United Transportation Company, an independent venture to cre-
ate ‘‘immediate and ample transportation.’’ Rumors spread throughout the
community that the meeting at St. Philip ‘‘would be raided by white men,’’
and some ‘‘advised the people not to attend.’’ Despite the threats, hundreds
of  brave boycotters eventually arrived–so many that the meeting had to be
moved to a larger auditorium.∏∑

The Atlanta riot also spurred boycott leaders to be more vigorous in
their attempts to police participants’ behavior. Such demands suggest that
boycott participants were becoming increasingly vocal in their opposition
to racial violence and more interested in self-defense. Johnson called for
‘‘cool heads and rightful action and speech’’ and demanded that people ‘‘be
discreet and particularly law abiding.’’ Johnson clarified that his warning
was not directed toward ‘‘the better element,’’ who were ‘‘always conserva-
tive and law abiding.’’ Instead, he directed his warnings about good be-
havior at those who were ‘‘not so careful.’’ The editor cautioned, ‘‘The
carrying of  concealed weapons is a grave crime,’’ implying that some pro-
testers had begun carrying weapons. Although Johnson claimed that his
calls for calm and control were a long-standing part of  his journalism, the
tenor of  the protest changed in the weeks following the riot.∏∏

On the whole, the riots did not quell the boycott’s momentum. In fact,
avoiding the cars may have been not only a resistant stance but also a wise
course of  action at a time when racial tensions were high. Local whites who
wanted to emulate conditions in Atlanta might have targeted black streetcar
riders. The boycott allowed black travelers to move in groups, riding wag-
ons or walking from black neighborhoods to downtown places of  business.
Avoiding the cars, which had been the site of  mayhem in Atlanta, might have
kept black residents safer in the weeks following the violence. The boycott
helped to invigorate a beleaguered community; by saving money and invest-
ing in black enterprises, the community imbibed a spirit of  independence. If
whites were hostile, black Savannah would seek to be as autonomous as
possible; as Johnson counseled, ‘‘Self-help is the best and it should be in this
case.’’ In the end, the violence of  the Atlanta riot strengthened African
Americans’ resolve not to accept the degradation of  their citizenship.∏π

Many white lawmakers, including Georgia governor Joseph Terrell,
blamed the black community for the Atlanta violence, making no distinc-
tions between black middle class and the poor. To Terrell, both successful
and poor blacks bore responsibility. The governor argued that ‘‘two classes
of  Negroes’’—the ‘‘idle and vicious’’ poor and ‘‘the semi-educated with high-
flown notions of  social equality’’—provoked violence in southern cities. In a
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bold move, the Savannah Tribune reprinted a fiery response to these charges
written by T. Thomas Fortune, an African American journalist and co-
founder of  the Afro-American League. Fortune blamed conditions within
black communities for fostering a self-destructive underclass. The existence
of  an ‘‘idle and vicious’’ class was fueled by the poverty and vice allowed to
flourish in black communities with the consent of  the police, ‘‘white dive
keepers,’’ and city o≈cials. Fortune also described the governor’s African
Americans with ‘‘high-flown notions’’ as in actuality ‘‘self-respecting people
who work hard and want to obey the laws, but who resent and will always
resent, the jim-crow car laws.’’ For Fortune, the battle against segregation
was essential to the fight against violence. Although ‘‘Governor Terrell and
his sort have come to believe and to class [public equality] as ‘social rights,’
. . . no right made the subject of  contract is a social right, but always is a civil
right.’’ Equality was not a privilege but the right of  all citizens. Fortune
poignantly concluded, There will always be ‘bad Negroes’ in Georgia, and
their numbers will continue to multiply, as long as jim-crow laws are made
and enforced, because they violate the sanctity of  contract and debase the
manhood and womanhood of  the people at whom they are aimed, by the
inferiority of  the service they make possible, by the insolence and the
brutality of  the enforcement of  them, and by the stigma they place upon a
body of  citizens who have as much right to fair and equitable laws and
human administration of  them as the white citizens of  Georgia.’’∏∫ The fight
against the ‘‘stigma’’ of  segregation was a fight in defense of  black humanity
and the quality of  African American life. Savannah residents could protect
themselves against brutal attacks and random violence of  race riots only by
refusing to accept any deterioration of  their citizenship. The most debased
black Americans would rise only when the country respected them as right-
ful equals. The Tribune o√ered ongoing encouragement: ‘‘Our people must
continue to stand together. Do not fall by the wayside. We are now achiev-
ing that which is and will do an everlasting good.’’ And as winter set in, the
boycott did not wane. Johnson commented, ‘‘The weather . . . was an
excellent test, and has shown that our people are deeply set in their deter-
mination not to be ‘jim crowed.’ ’’∏Ω

although african american communities throughout the South
had demonstrated tremendous solidarity in contesting the segregation of
public conveyances, divisions among leaders and the treachery of  a few
undercut their e√orts. Although protest organizers in New Orleans and
Richmond had faced intracommunity conflicts, African American men who
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operated clandestinely at the behest of  the streetcar company sabotaged
the fight in Savannah. The success of  the boycott depended on both integ-
rity and unity. Johnson published a plea for harmony when the boycott
began, arguing, ‘‘This time more than any other calls for united action of  all
of  our men. There should be no division whatever.’’ Johnson believed that
the fight against segregation would be best served by those willing to
sacrifice their personal gain for the good of  the community and the race. He
hoped that the collective pressure of  a united community could keep ev-
eryone in line. He warned, ‘‘The person who does the least thing to stir the
people into a division should be frowned upon as an enemy to the best
interest of  the race. Let there be a unanimity of  thought and action.’’π≠

The records of  the Savannah Electric Company demonstrate, however,
that two ministers and a host of  petty informants undermined the boycott.
Black Savannah’s class divisions splintered the leadership, and the streetcar
company exploited these divides to its benefit. By targeting an opportunis-
tic minister of  a working-class congregation, engaging the services of  a
questionable black ‘‘leader’’ to speak out against the protest, and o√ering
jobs to working-class blacks, the utility company sought to di√use the
protest. The duplicity of  a few key men gave the Savannah Electric Com-
pany the opportunity to stifle the boycott from the inside.

The boycott devastated the Savannah Electric Company’s revenues. In
November 1906, Baldwin, the company’s president, commented that its
earnings were ‘‘very seriously a√ected by the boycott.’’ Baldwin believed
that a cadre of  Savannah businessmen had pushed for the enforcement of
the 1891 state law segregating streetcars in an attempt to bankrupt Savan-
nah Electric and take over streetcar service. City councilmen knew that the
segregation of  streetcars would be met by a formidable boycott by African
American passengers, as had been the case in 1872 and 1899. In response,
Baldwin resolved to ‘‘use every possible e√ort to eliminate this boycott
otherwise, the strain upon the company’s resources will be entirely too
severe.’’ Baldwin argued that the best strategy would be to spend ‘‘as much
as $2000 in hiring a lot of  workers among the negroes’’ to quell the protest.
Baldwin hoped that the employment of  a few black streetcar employees
would be the best way ‘‘to change [protesters’] sentiment and put them
back to riding again.’’ Baldwin hesitated to hire the workers, believing that
he would be committing ‘‘blackmail,’’ but he was afraid; he ultimately de-
cided that ‘‘conditions . . . are so serious that we must take this risk.’’
Baldwin assumed that the men leading the protest could be paid o√; he did
not understand African Americans’ willingness to stand on principle. Bald-
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win sought to ‘‘make the payment to these workers contingent upon the
cessation of  the boycott’’ and assumed that the boycott leaders could be
paid o√  with a few jobs for black workers.π∞

Savannah Electric’s parent company, Boston-based Stone and Webster,
a≈rmed Baldwin’s belief  that the city’s e√orts to segregate the streetcars
were aimed at bankrupting Savannah Electric. Company o≈cials knew that
black ridership was essential for success but remained unsympathetic to the
conditions that African American customers faced and did not want to
challenge the segregation law. O≈cials cautioned that ‘‘the signs required
by the ordinance’’ should be hung and ‘‘any other details, which may be
objectionable to the negroes [should be] taken care of  in order to eliminate
possibility of  trouble’’ with the city. The corporate o≈ce never considered
negotiating openly and fairly with boycott leaders; rather, Stone and Web-
ster believed that the best approach to ending the boycott was Baldwin’s
plan. Given the tight situation, the corporate o≈ce agreed that the ‘‘expen-
diture of  $2000 to quiet the negro boycott is entirely warranted.’’ Manage-
ment would have been reluctant to make such a deal had there not been an
ongoing attack on the holdings of  Savannah Electric; o≈cers wrote, ‘‘We
look upon the proposition of  conciliating negroes as merely a choice of
two evils, and it is a policy which we should hesitate a long while before
adopting if  it were not for the other troubles a√ecting the Company’s
interests at the present time.’’π≤ Stone and Webster’s willingness to uphold
white supremacy demonstrates that northern companies contributed the
capital necessary to make the segregated South.

In the fall of  1906, Savannah Electric’s manager wrote, ‘‘As soon as the
colored people organized themselves to handle the matter the riding fell to
10% of  normal.’’ Conductors noted that black ridership had ‘‘worked back
to about 25%’’ of  usual levels as the boycott entered its second month, and
the company hoped for ‘‘probabilities of  further increase . . . considering
the colder and less favorable weather’’ in the winter. But despite the cooler
weather of  the late fall, African Americans continued to avoid riding the
streetcars. The manager believed, ‘‘The longer conditions remain as they are
the more firmly the walking habit will become fixed and the greater the
permanent loss of  riding.’’ Unless the Savannah Electric Company took
action, black passengers might never return to the streetcars. The company
began to seek out agents within the protest community to do its bidding.π≥

Although he promised fiery sermons filled with ‘‘sparks, live coals and
flames’’ and advertised that at his church, the ‘‘gospel of  human rights is the
gospel of  Christ,’’ the Reverend J. H. Brockett, pastor of  St. James, was the
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first Savannah minister poised to try to undo the boycott. Brockett was a
founding member of  the African American streetcar boycott organization,
but in the days prior to the boycott, he secretly proposed a deal to Savan-
nah Electric’s manager. He sought a charter for a streetcar line ‘‘for the
exclusive use of  colored people’’ that would appear to be an independent
venture. Brockett would gain ‘‘some notoriety’’ from the venture, and the
profits would be returned to the company. Savannah Electric declined,
saying that it did not have enough cars to start a new line and maintain its
original franchise. Brockett then suggested ‘‘the liberal use of  money’’ to
end the boycott, o√ering to serve as an ‘‘agent to get control of  a su≈cient
number of  influential citizens to counteract any e√orts toward a boycott.’’
Claiming that he had made a ‘‘list of  ten negroes of  influence,’’ Brockett
promised that the money required to bribe the local leaders would be less
than losses caused by the boycott.π∂

Although Brockett was an insider in the streetcar boycott organization,
the company manager remained suspicious of  Brockett’s true influence,
investigating the minister and discovering that although he had ‘‘a large
congregation’’ and ‘‘considerable influence among the less intelligent negro
element,’’ he did ‘‘not stand very high among the better class of  colored
ministers.’’ Company o≈cials doubted Brockett’s e√ectiveness in influenc-
ing not only his own congregation but also other community leaders. Bald-
win asked trusted local blacks about Brockett and learned that he was
‘‘universally known as a sharper, exploiting both races to the utmost of  his
ability.’’ Yet Baldwin felt that actively engaging Brockett’s services was the
company’s best opportunity to stunt the boycott.π∑

Johnson hinted in the Tribune that he was aware that one of  the boy-
cott’s leaders was working against the cause. As early as September, he
commented, ‘‘We are fearful of  the foes within the ranks’’; a ‘‘contentious
man’’ was ‘‘one of  the worst enemies of  the race.’’π∏ But the Tribune never
targeted Brockett by name, and it is unclear whether Brockett’s schemes
were ever uncovered. His name remained in the news of  the boycott, and he
was listed as a speaker at prestigious events at black Savannah’s churches.
However, Brockett was never a part of  the United Transportation Com-
pany venture, and articles about the boycott did not highlight his activities
within the boycott leadership.

Savannah Electric’s attack on the streetcar boycott also included a war
of  words in the Savannah Press. The Reverend E. Jonathan Nelson, the
secretary and treasurer of  the Colored Orphans’ Home, began correspon-
dence with Baldwin in December 1906. Nelson, who was not the pastor of
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any church, launched a letter-writing campaign against the boycott in a
local white newspaper. Nelson characterized the boycott as ‘‘a money mak-
ing scheme on the part of  a few designing men.’’ In his ‘‘Good Word to the
Colored People,’’ he accused the boycott leaders, particularly those a≈li-
ated with black-owned transportation ventures, of  being deceptive to
‘‘reap the harvest in cash from the misguided simpletons’’ who participated
in the boycott. Nelson believed that the boycott was unwarranted because
the company had not pushed for the enforcement of  the streetcar law. The
minister asserted that seating at the fronts and backs of  city streetcars was
the same and that segregation ‘‘would work no hardship upon the race.’’ In
an e√ort to ‘‘convince the more ignorant and easily misled of  the race’’ that
the boycott was unnecessary, Nelson wrote a series of  articles that sought to
‘‘teach submission to all law,’’ and ‘‘order among men. Nelson argued that
protest against the law was futile, because ‘‘God alone is the only e√ective
panacea for all human woes.’’ The pieces appeared under the initials ‘‘D. E.
F.’’ Nelson hid his identity for fear that he would be called a ‘‘white man’s
nigger . . . in the pay of  the Street Car Company.’’ He did not want his
identity to distract from his mission to uncover the ‘‘utter foolishness’’ of
the streetcar boycott.ππ

Nelson insisted that the boycott was not intended to advance racial
equality but rather to advance the careers of  a ‘‘the class of  immoral scamps
—self-poised leaders among the people, many of  whom, because they are of
a lighter hue from the masses, holds [sic] themselves ‘as good as the white
people.’ ’’ Referencing Savannah’s long-standing intracommunity color line,
Nelson argued that boycott leaders were estranged from the people and
operated as, ‘‘designing human sharks,’’ exploiting the allegiances of  the
poor and working class for their own benefit. He asserted that the boycott
worked extreme hardships on those who had to walk to work and could
not a√ord to hire hacks to carry them the great distances they had to travel.
Nelson believed that the boycott was waged ‘‘at the expense of  the poor
and needy—the peaceful and law abiding of  the race who would merit the
good opinions of  our white friends and benefactors.’’π∫

Johnson dismissed Nelson’s attempts to speak out against the boycott,
sco≈ng, ‘‘The jackleg preachers who are trying to induce our people to use
the trolley cars, should be completely ostracized.’’ He described all those
working on the behalf  of  the interests of  Savannah Electric as ‘‘disgusting’’
and ‘‘contemptible.’’ Despite the condemnation, Nelson continued to pub-
lish articles calling for the end of  the streetcar boycott.πΩ

Nelson’s articles and letters to Baldwin were filled with conversion tales,
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stories of  the ‘‘ignorant’’ who immediately began riding the streetcar after he
informed them that there was no harm in the segregated cars. He recalled
one ‘‘painful incident’’ in his first published article: ‘‘I met a poor old woman
plodding along wearily south on Whitaker Street, bearing a very heavy
basket that seemed out of  proportion to her bent form.’’ Nelson reported
that ‘‘she intended to walk, as she hadn’t enough money for a hack.’’ When
Nelson suggested that she ride the streetcar, she replied, ‘‘Colored people are
not allowed to ride on the street cars now.’’ Nelson insisted that the elderly
were participating in the boycott only out of  confusion. As soon as he
informed the ‘‘poor old woman’’ that it was safe to ride on the segregated
streetcars, she quickly boarded a passing car.∫≠ Nelson asserted that his
articles would change the minds and hearts of  boycott participants; he
frequently told Baldwin that ‘‘the people are now thinking for themselves.’’∫∞

But Nelson’s work on behalf  of  Savannah Electric came at a price. At
first he framed his requests for payment as a donation to the orphans’ home.
At Christmastime, he hoped that ‘‘the Company may be encouraged to
remember the ‘orphans and poor old people’ while Santa Claus is here.’’
Nelson later claimed that other Savannah ministers had begun withholding
funding from the home after discovering that he opposed the boycott.
Nelson initially hesitated to ask directly for cash payment, but he clearly
sought to be rewarded for his work. As a Savannah Electric memo stated,
‘‘He does not ask for a contribution, but between lines, he intimates that
some results already having been obtained, one would not be entirely in-
consistent on the company’s part.’’ Over time, Nelson’s tone became desper-
ate; in February, he thanked Baldwin for his note and let him know that the
Colored Orphans’ Home was ‘‘greatly pressed just now for means to further
[its] work’’ and that ‘‘any financial aid that the Company may see fit to make
us at this time—knowing that we are not in sympathy with this boycotting
scheme but have done and are doing all in [our] power to break it up once
and for all in Savannah.’’∫≤

Nelson eventually fell out of  favor with Baldwin and the streetcar com-
pany, perhaps because the minister could truly do little to help end the
boycott. The company informally investigated Nelson, asking African
American informants for background information on his character. One
informant described Nelson as ‘‘what is known as a jack leg preacher. He is
Secretary and Treasurer of  a small colored orphans’ home at the Corner of
Waters Road and Wheaton Street, but he is not authorized to collect any
money for same, nor is he authorized to sign any letters on behalf  of  the
home.’’ Nelson’s status with the streetcar company was finally seriously
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damaged when he was arrested and charged with embezzling funds and
violating state pension statutes. Nelson then directly requested help from
Savannah Electric: ‘‘I ask you to help me out in the name of  common
humanity and my humble occupation—as I lack proper means for my de-
fense.’’ He hoped that Baldwin ‘‘might be in a position to aid me otherwise
with your influence.’’∫≥ Outside of  anonymously authoring the antiboycott
articles, Nelson had little influence or political clout to back up his letter-
writing campaign against the streetcar protests. But other investments
made by Savannah Electric began to bear bitter fruit in the spring of  1907.

By that time, the boycott had reduced the company’s earnings so much
that according to its accountant, ‘‘Owing to the peculiar conditions now
existing in Savannah, it is possible that the net earnings of  the company . . .
will not be su≈cient to pay the dividends on the preferred stock’’ for the six
months ending on 30 March 1907. The company’s advisory committee met
at the end of  January to make its projections for 1907. The committee
estimated company earnings ‘‘based on the assumption that the boycott
will gradually diminish, causing a loss of  earnings . . . of  about 15%, and will
finally become negligible about July or August, at which time, the custom-
ary increase of  7 or 8% may be looked for.’’ O≈cials believed that the success
and survival of  the Savannah Electric streetcar franchise depended on end-
ing the boycott in the spring or summer of  1907.∫∂

Brockett’s schemes to undercut the boycott came to fruition in May,
when he helped to organize the First Annual Interstate Convention of
Negro Composers and Musicians. The five-day gathering, organized by a
committee Brockett headed, called on musicians from throughout the re-
gion to come to Savannah to participate in the workshops and contests.
The company would run special cars for the use of  attendees, and Baldwin
hoped that the ‘‘Musical Convention of  Colored People’’ would help raise
revenues and break the spirit of  local protesters, although he hesitated to
trust Brockett. Baldwin warned the company’s manager to ‘‘see that [Brock-
ett] gets no money until he produces the riding’’: payment would be made
only ‘‘after the convention if  he does what he says he will do, instead of
paying him beforehand.’’∫∑

Brockett’s plan may have caused irreparable damage to black Savannah’s
collective will. The boycott e√orts had gotten a second wind in late March
and early April. In response to rumors that Lincoln Park would reopen for
the spring, Johnson renewed his vocal condemnation of  segregated street-
cars and the company-owned park. He declared that ‘‘under the existing jim
crow law . . . every institution should boycott [Lincoln Park], and not a
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member of  the race should enter its gate.’’ Any patronage would ‘‘sanction
the present enforcement of  the jim crow law.’’ Johnson stated that in no
uncertain terms, ‘‘any individual or institution attempting to give a picnic
at Lincoln Park, or do anything to cause our people to patronize the street
car company under the present restriction should be frowned upon.’’

Some local organizations joined the e√ort or renewed their support for
the boycott. The Chatham County Emancipation Association and the Sa-
vannah Men’s Sunday Club sponsored a march from Chatham Hall to the
Prince Hall Masonic Temple on a Sunday afternoon, followed by a mass
meeting in support of  the boycott. This very public display sought to
renew boycott e√orts and ‘‘urge . . . people not to patronize Lincoln Park.’’
These actions did a great deal to revitalize the collective spirit of  the pro-
test participants. Savannah Electric noted a dramatic drop in African Amer-
ican patronage in the month of  April, one equivalent to the losses at the
beginning of  the boycott more than seven months before. At first, Savan-
nah protesters heeded Johnson’s advice to ‘‘sacrifice your pleasures for your
manhood and your womanhood. Keep on walking and tell everybody to
keep away from Lincoln Park.’’∫∏

Brockett’s convention at the beginning of  May was perfectly timed to
counter the success of  the prior month. Despite Johnson’s attempts to
announce to outside visitors ‘‘that the colored men, women and children of
Savannah, with the least taint of  race pride, do not use the trolley cars and . . .
desire . . . visitors doing likewise,’’ the conventioneers patronized the special
convention cars.∫π Other African American groups in Savannah also began to
make private arrangements with the streetcar company. Although the Tri-
bune praised the congregation of  St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church for its
‘‘novel’’ approach in transporting people to and from church events, other
groups now openly made arrangements with the streetcar company. The
Baptist Ministers’ Union, whose members had originally supported the boy-
cott, voted unanimously to hire ‘‘special cars’’ from the streetcar company
for the Georgia State Industrial College commencement. Instead of  making
alternate arrangements, the union chose to patronize Savannah Electric and
encouraged students and commencement attendees to do the same.∫∫

The Baptist ministers may not have viewed ‘‘special’’ all-black cars as a
complete acceptance of  segregated streetcars, or perhaps some of  the min-
isters were among the ‘‘ten negroes of  influence’’ who had been paid o√  by
the company to make the arrangements. It is unclear whether the ministers
a≈liated with the state-funded institution were pressured by state o≈cials
to break the boycott, but the group could have sought to establish a plan
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that avoided the cars. Johnson condemned those leaders who were ‘‘pocket-
ing their pride to accept jim crow fare.’’

Johnson finally learned of  some of  the o√ers of  bribes by April 1907 and
publicly rebu√ed attempts to buy his influence: ‘‘In reply to an inquiry,’’ he
declared that he was ‘‘not a ‘jim crow’ editor’’ and would not abandon his
‘‘manhood and pride of  race to ride on the jim crow street cars’’ no matter
‘‘how great the provocation may be.’’∫Ω There is no evidence that Johnson ac-
cepted the bribes. Other leaders were less determined than Johnson and their
concessions helped to wear down the resolve of  the protest community.

Although Johnson continued to condemn ‘‘a certain class of  traitorous
men in the garb of  preachers’’ willing to ‘‘sell their manhood rights and
endeavor to ruin those who are weak enough to follow them,’’ Savannah
Electric’s attack on the streetcar boycott undercut the protest community’s
will. Black Savannah returned to riding the segregated cars, worn down by
the long fight and weakened by the lack of  resolve on the part of  key leaders.
The streetcar companies’ willingness to invest in segregation stunted the
e√ectiveness of  protest. With nowhere else to turn, many Savannah riders
returned to the cars, although a few never did.Ω≠
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8 BEND WITH UNABATED PROTEST

On the Meaning of  Failure

In 1912, race leader and author James Weldon Johnson penned the Auto-
biography of  an Ex-Colored Man, a novel that explored the consequences of
second-class citizenship. Initially published anonymously, the story so care-
fully traced the details of  turn-of-the-twentieth-century black life that many
readers believed that it was a real-life account of  a man of  mixed racial
ancestry who had decided to pass for white. Johnson’s fictionalized account
captured the tragedy of  violence and discrimination for many black Ameri-
cans. In his assessment of  racial dynamics, the main character pointedly
observes that ‘‘the progressive colored people’’ are just as shut out of  the
larger society as dispossessed blacks, a group that he calls ‘‘the desperate
class.’’ Whites accuse those striving for inclusion through education and
attainment of  ‘‘putting on airs,’’ and demands for fair treatment breed ‘‘dis-
gust’’ among white southerners. One character takes comfort in the fact that
at least his battle for citizenship is just, commenting, ‘‘When I am dis-
couraged and disheartened, I have this to fall back on: if  there is a principle
of  right in the world . . . if  there is a merciful but justice-loving God in
heaven . . . we shall win; for we have right on our side.’’ However, Johnson’s
protagonist is not hopeful. Believing that being right is not enough, he
chooses to break with his past, change his name, and silently pass for white.
He does so not out of  ‘‘discouragement or fear’’ but instead out of  ‘‘shame at
being identified with a people that could with impunity be treated worse
than animals.’’ Whether African Americans retreated within their own sepa-
rate communities, escaped to the North, or remained hopeful that change
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would eventually come, the failure of  their fight to defend their citizenship
exacted a cost.∞

In the end, this generation of  African Americans failed to stop Jim Crow’s
advance. Court challenges and letter-writing campaigns to improve condi-
tions on trains never realized success because disfranchisement left African
Americans voiceless in the courts and in southern legislatures. The popular
movement to boycott segregated streetcars faltered in the face of  law-
makers’ unflinching support for separating the races. Segregation was pro-
moted in every realm of  public life–residences, parks, schools, and places of
amusement. They could not stop Jim Crow. What did failure mean to this
generation of  resistant African Americans?

j. max barber,  the Atlanta-based journalist who had been so vocal in his
defense of  the streetcar boycotts, paid a high price for his activism. Barber
had courted Booker T. Washington’s support for the Voice of  the Negro,
allowing Washington’s secretary, Emmett Scott, to take up the position as
associate editor when the journal was founded. As Barber’s political con-
sciousness grew, so did Washington’s desire to silence him. Washington,
who had hoped that Barber would follow a much more accommodationist
path in the pages of  Voice, was angered by Barber’s radicalism and his
membership in W. E. B. Du Bois’s Niagara Movement.≤ Barber used the
Voice of  the Negro as a forum for supporting both the streetcar boycott
movement and Niagara. Barber saw the two e√orts as interconnected and
was unaware of  the degree to which Washington would try to stifle his
dissent. In response to his outspoken agitation, Washington crushed Bar-
ber, stunting his career as a race leader and journalist.≥

The attack came from a source close to home. Washington used his
influence with a competing Atlanta newspaper editor, Benjamin J. Davis of
the Atlanta Independent, to begin a campaign to dethrone Barber as an
emerging race leader.∂ Davis encouraged his readers not to protest Jim
Crow laws: ‘‘As a race we are always complaining about our political rights.
Let us exercise the rights we have and their manly exercise will add to us
many of  the things we contend for on paper.’’∑ Moreover, he also openly
attacked Barber. With Washington’s encouragement, the Independent ac-
cused Barber of  working for whites, asserting that the Voice was just a front
for its white co-owners. The Independent even pointed out that Barber had
to take the freight elevator up to his o≈ce in the segregated building where
the paper was housed, questioning how he could fight Jim Crow when he
was its victim.∏
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Washington hunted Barber even after he fled Atlanta in the wake of  the
1906 race riot. Barber never again found steady work as a journalist, in part
because Washington forwarded scathing letters to all of  Barber’s potential
employers and undercut Barber’s e√orts to establish an independent jour-
nal. In desperation, Barber moved to Philadelphia and began to study den-
tistry, hoping that Washington had no designs against his pulling teeth.
After establishing a career as a dentist, Barber had an opportunity, albeit
diminished, to reenter race politics in the 1920s as a leader of  the National
Association for the Advancement of  Colored People in Philadelphia. How-
ever, Barber’s career had been shattered as a consequence of  his valiant
e√orts to lead the streetcar boycott movement.π

Richmond race leader John Mitchell Jr. became one of  the city’s leading
businessmen, heading the Mechanics Savings Bank, which fulfilled many of
Mitchell’s desires for African Americans to prosper through hard work and
thrift.∫ But he continued to occupy the bully pulpit as editor of  the Rich-
mond Planet. Mitchell remained his own man, refusing to fall into any of  the
narrow categories such as ‘‘accommodationist’’ or ‘‘Washingtonian.’’ While
many other southern black newspaper editors paid a price for their inde-
pendence, Mitchell continued to speak about the black political world on
his own terms, fraught with contradictions and driven by his convictions.
Mitchell remained a national voice in defense of  full citizenship for all black
Americans and a leader of  the boycott movement, but each loss seemed to
exact a price from his spirit.Ω Over time, he found it harder to believe that
conditions could improve in the South.

The year 1906 was a turning point: the Virginia state legislature re-
sponded to the boycott by strengthening the law separating the races on
the cars. In August of  that year, Mitchell wrote an editorial in support of
Du Bois and the Niagara Movement meeting in Harper’s Ferry, West Vir-
ginia. His words regarding Niagara had a tone reminiscent of  the struggle
in Richmond that had foreshadowed his hopes and fears. Although he
recognized that some southern blacks might identify the agitators of  Niag-
ara as dissenting ‘‘cranks,’’ he reminded his readers that ‘‘every great revolu-
tion and every powerful reform movement [was] championed by . . . this
kind’’ and that only after the struggle had ended would ‘‘conservative ele-
ments . . . come in and [enjoy] the benefits.’’∞≠ Mitchell remained hopeful
that he and his fellow walking cranks would realize reform.

However, Mitchell was fearful as well. In one of  his first admissions of
intimidation, Mitchell commended the Niagara Movement’s call for a radi-
cal reclamation of  black citizenship rights: ‘‘Thousands of  us down here
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will endorse its deliverances and pray for the success of  its principles, but
this will be done in our prayers.’’ Mitchell admitted that he felt as though
there was ‘‘but a step between me and death.’’ Agitation in the South would
surely put him at risk, but ‘‘cringing servility never secured the triumph of  a
cause.’’ Mitchell concluded his endorsement of  the movement’s principles
by saying that ‘‘the boldness’’ of  the Niagara meeting had won the ‘‘admira-
tion’’ of  African Americans in Virginia; they were encouraged that ‘‘John
Brown’s soul is marching on.’’ Protesters in Richmond thought of  Niagara’s
march as they continued their own.∞∞

Just one month later, in the wake of  the Atlanta riot, as Washington
begged targeted blacks to maintain ‘‘law and order,’’ Mitchell reminded his
readers about Du Bois’s ‘‘timely address.’’ Du Bois, an Atlanta resident, had
warned blacks that the loss of  ‘‘manhood rights’’ would result in lawlessness
on the part of  white southerners and ‘‘cringing servility’’ on the part of
blacks who willingly relinquished their rights as citizens. Compromise
would not su≈ce; Mitchell used the insult of  the riot and the spirit of
Niagara as an argument for continuing Richmond’s streetcar boycotts.∞≤

Despite Mitchell’s resolve, Richmond’s boycott crumbled as streetcar
company o≈cials remained willing to pay a high price for racial segrega-
tion. The failure of  the protest does not suggest that the boycott was not a
savvy political tactic. Avoiding the cars had been the best solution when the
nation’s courts refused to defend the public rights of  black citizens. Their
protests represented a radical approach to market forces: the recognition
that as individuals, they were vulnerable to changes in the law but that
collectively they could strike back at white business interests. Although
already largely disfranchised, this young citizenry had learned well the les-
sons of  the political arena. Their collective vote had swung elections in
communities where the white vote was divided; their collective economic
power could also make a dent. Through passive resistance—simply with-
drawing themselves from the cars—they could mark their place on the city’s
terrain. Boycotts demonstrated to lawmakers and business leaders that
even though the majority of  blacks were the working poor, they were in
fact significant.

Failure under these circumstances seemed inevitable. Boycotts depended
on swaying public sentiment and reshaping legal opinions; over time, it
became clear that neither change was possible in the Jim Crow South. And in
spite of  protesters’ determination, streetcar boycotts were hard to wage,
especially as cities grew larger and hope grew smaller. By 1906, Kelly Miller, a
black professor at Howard University, was completely pessimistic about the
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outlook for the boycott movement, writing, ‘‘The jim crow car is universal—
practically all Southern cities have separated the races in street car tra≈c.’’
Miller argued that while protest had at first been popular, ‘‘two years ago, it
was worth a colored man’s standing to be seen on the cars,’’ riding in segre-
gated conditions eventually became simply ‘‘a matter of  course.’’ To Miller,
the failure of  the boycott movement was inevitable: giving way was ‘‘a plain
law of  social psychology.’’ He believed that ‘‘the popular mind will not hold
to one line of  feeling for an indefinite length of  time.’’ Streetcar companies
could simply wait for protesters’ will to break: ‘‘Companies expect some
hesitancy at first, but they feel sure that the colored people cannot hold out
in the long run.’’∞≥ Mitchell, however, never returned to the cars and never
reported in the Richmond Planet that the streetcar boycott had ended. Mitch-
ell’s walks through the city, his buggies, and eventually his fancy Stanley
Steamer automobile represented his highly visible resistance.

Over time, even as Mitchell’s investments in property and finance grew,
he maintained a radical streak. His risk taking and bold spirit would mark
his downfall. In 1921, Mitchell led e√orts to challenge lily-white Republi-
canism in Virginia by running for governor at the top of  an all-black ticket
that included Maggie Lena Walker. The following summer, Mitchell hosted
a visit by black nationalist agitator Marcus Garvey. One month later, Demo-
cratic state authorities launched an investigation of  Mitchell’s bank and
investments. After his sloppy and perhaps illegal banking practices were
revealed, Mitchell was convicted of  fraud. Released on appeal following a
few weeks in jail, he was determined to save his bank, his press, and his
reputation but never regained his footing. He died in December 1929 at age
sixty-six.

Walker met with much greater long-term success and is now a well-
remembered figure in Richmond’s African American history. Walker con-
tinued to lead the Independent Order of  St. Luke and wage her campaign
to lead Richmond’s black women to greater success through independent
businesses. Building from within the black community, St. Luke’s Savings
Bank proved to be the most solid of  the city’s numerous black banks,
surviving a race-based investigation and the Great Depression. Walker’s
bank remains in business today. The National Park Service has preserved
her lavish home in what was once Jackson Ward. The boycott does not
figure prominently in the collective memory of  Walker; it was one of  few
failures in an illustrious career.

However, the e√ects of  the boycott in Richmond may reach farther than
the defeats of  1906 and Mitchell’s personal refusal to ride the cars. In 1917, an
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African American real estate developer, S. P. B. Steward, who had purchased
land on the outskirts of  the city, wrote to the streetcar company. Steward
was building a development for black residents on his land, and he asked
Virginia Railway and Power to extend some lines to his new neighborhood,
thereby enabling people to travel to their jobs, schools, and churches. Al-
though the company’s response has not survived, Steward wrote again to
explain that he knew the motto among blacks was ‘‘stay o√  the cars’’ to avoid
trouble and that he was aware that most black people tried to avoid riding
streetcars. But, he insisted, he would actively campaign to get African Ameri-
cans back into the habit of  riding. More than a decade after the 1904 boycott
began, black Richmond still had a reputation for resistance.∞∂ The nadir
generation was neither silent nor accommodating and was not cowed by Jim
Crow. The proponents of  these protests were willing to band together to
resist the humiliation of  second-class citizenship. Both the prosperous and
the poor sought to preserve their citizenship. Thousands like Homer Plessy,
who lived in obscurity, continued to defend their communities, pay poll
taxes, and avoided segregated trains and streetcars in the e√ort to retain
their dignity.

The majority of  African Americans were not able to continue the daily
fight against the inequities of  segregation. To travel the rails, they sat in
segregated smokers. To travel through the cities, they sat in the backs of
streetcars. Their e√orts did not stop segregation, disfranchisement, or ra-
cial violence. But the history of  the Plessy era reminds us that their failures
planted seeds of  resistance. Protest mattered even when it fell short. The
failure of  this generation would help to feed the consciousness of  the next.
The nadir generation may have been forced to tolerate a segregated world,
but these protests remind us that toleration was not consent.∞∑
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INTRODUCTION

1 Meier and Rudwick’s groundbreaking article, ‘‘Boycott Movement,’’ also be-
gins with a mention of  King and the Montgomery Bus Boycott movement.
This introduction, like the project as a whole, builds on their research applying
a range of  new questions gleaned from legal, social, and gender history to the
story of  black dissent against segregated transportation. Although this project
expands beyond their subject matter and draws very di√erent conclusions
than these early articles, it has been a pleasure to tread in the footsteps of
giants.

2 Although historians of  the Montgomery Bus Boycott of  1955–57 such as Taylor
Branch and Randall Kennedy cite the 1921 or 1923 text of  the law, the 1921 law
was a revision of  a 1903 law targeting the streetcar boycotts in Montgomery
(1900) and Mobile (1902). The language of  the 1921 law, which was designed to
address the United Mine Workers of  America’s ongoing e√orts to organize an
interracial mining union, mirrors the 1903 law in language, character, and
intent but expanded the existing law to target workers who might damage
machinery and union organizers who would circulate materials; ‘‘advocate,
advise or teach’’; ‘‘organize or help to organize’’; or ‘‘give aid or comfort to the
protests.’’ For the evolution of  the law, see General Laws of  the Legislature of
Alabama, Act 329, H. 518; Code of  Alabama, Chap. 176; Tompkins General and
Local Laws, No. 23 H. 26; Branch, Parting the Waters, 168; Kennedy, ‘‘Martin
Luther King’s Constitution,’’ 1036.

3 General Laws of  the Legislature of  Alabama, Act 329, H 518.
4 Rev. A. N. McEwen of  the Southern Watchman reported that ‘‘a letter from the

president of  the Montgomery Street Railway Co. . . . said: The law has been
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enforced only twenty-five days and we have realized a new los[s] of  $1400,
which is due from the fact that Negroes refuse to ride on the cars’’
(‘‘Editorial,’’ Southern Watchman, 15 September 1900, 2).

5 A. N. McEwen, ‘‘Editorial—The City Council of  Montgomery Makes a Bad
Break . . . ,’’ Southern Watchman, 18 August 1900, 2.

6 Alsobrook, ‘‘Alabama’s Port City,’’ 411.
7 Mobile blacks forged a successful boycott very quickly in the fall of  1902. The

largest white newspaper, the Daily Register, advocated the passage of  the segre-
gation law, arguing that the law would benefit both white and black pas-
sengers, making the false claim that the Montgomery boycott had failed, and
arguing that segregation sought only to ‘‘protect the whites from those ne-
groes who have no respect for others and very little for themselves.’’ Despite
insisting that the boycott was ill-advised, even the Register reported ‘‘the only
thing noticeable was the absence of  negroes from the cars . . . nearly all of  them
[were] walking.’’ After a few weeks of  the Mobile boycott, di≈culties on the
cars and a significant drop in revenues had resulted in a temporary victory.
Although J. H. Wilson, president of  Mobile Light and Railroad Company,
insisted that the problem on the cars came mostly from whites who ‘‘would not
obey the law,’’ his comments also hinted at the impact of  the black riders’
boycott, insisting that if  the protest continued, he would be forced to ‘‘take o√
cars or cut the pay of  his men.’’ The Register reported, ‘‘The company’s receipts
have fallen o√. [Wilson] resolves to ignore the law.’’ Pressed by their financial
losses, streetcar company o≈cials hoped ‘‘to test the constitutionality’’ of  the
streetcar ordinance (‘‘Race Separation in the Streetcars,’’ Mobile Daily Register, 5
November 1902, 2; ‘‘Separation Law Ignored,’’ Mobile Daily Register, 2 December
1902, 2; ‘‘Editorial Notes,’’ Mobile Daily Register, 3 December 1902, 4; ‘‘Ignoring
the Separation Ordinance,’’ Mobile Daily Register, 2 December 1902, 2).

8 Between November and December 1902, the Southern Watchman shifted from
publishing regular accounts of  the boycott to silence.

9 Anonymous postcard sent to John H. Holmes, a Unitarian minister who spoke
out against lynching, quoted in Litwack, ‘‘Hellhounds,’’ 11.

10 W. E. B. Du Bois, ‘‘The Parting of  the Ways,’’ World Today, April 1904, 521–23,
rpt. in Writings, 200–202.
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car boycott movement, see Dittmer, Black Georgia; Ortiz, Emancipation Be-
trayed; Ann Field Alexander, Race Man.

12 The notable exceptions are the works of  legal, business, and economic histori-
ans Barbara Welke, Walter E. Campbell, and Jennifer Roback. But none of  the
existing studies connect an examination of  African American life and political
culture in the age of  segregation to transportation protest. As Robin D. G.
Kelley has noted in his study of  black resistance on segregated buses during
World War II, ‘‘While the primary project of  civil rights scholarship has been
to examine desegregation, the study of  black resistance to segregated public
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space remains one of  the least developed areas of  inquiry’’ (Race Rebels, 56). See
Meier and Rudwick, ‘‘Boycott Movement’’; Meier and Rudwick, ‘‘Negro Boy-
cotts’’; Welke, All the Women Are White; Campbell, ‘‘Corporate Hand’’; Camp-
bell, ‘‘Profit, Prejudice, and Protest’’; Roback, ‘‘Political Economy’’; Kelley, Race
Rebels, 55–75.

13 In the 1880s, Washington believed that the black middle class would succeed in
winning full rights on southern trains, writing that ‘‘by a quite persistent
demand of  [black riders’] rights on business principles, even this damnable and
dishonest practice is beginning to give way before this class of  young people.’’
Despite his hopes, by the turn of  the century, conditions had worsened. See
Booker T. Washington, ‘‘To the Editor of  the Montgomery Advertiser,’’ in Booker
T. Washington Papers, 2:270; Booker T. Washington, ‘‘A Speech before the Bos-
ton Unitarian Club, Boston 1888,’’ in Booker T. Washington Papers, 2:501–2, ‘‘An
Item in the Boston Transcript,’’ in Booker T. Washington Papers, 5:403–5; Harlan,
‘‘Secret Life.’’

14 Washington redoubled his e√orts between 1912 and 1914 to request improved
conditions for black riders within a segregated system, penning editorials,
pamphlets, and creating an event called Railroad Days. However, none of  these
e√orts sought to end segregation (Harlan, Booker T. Washington: The Wizard of
Tuskegee, 417–22). For more on Washington in the age of  Jim Crow, see Harlan,
Booker T. Washington: The Making of  a Black Leader; Harlan, Booker T. Washington:
The Wizard of  Tuskegee. For recent scholarship that chronicles Washington’s
behind-the-scenes e√orts to subvert segregation, see Shawn Lee Alexander,
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15 Du Bois, Autobiography, 234–35.
16 David Levering Lewis, W. E. B. Du Bois, 244–45.
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18 Earl Lewis, In Their Own Interests.
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ords of  the National Negro Business League, Manuscript Division, Library of
Congress, Washington, D.C.).

21 Meier and Rudwick ‘‘Boycott Movement,’’ characterized the boycotts as a re-
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James Pennington, no account has connected the two events or highlighted
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