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​Red Summer: The Racial Violence of 1919 and the Birth of the Civil Rights Movement

The summer of 1919 witnessed the worst outbreak of racial violence in American history. In cities from Washington to Chicago to rural Arkansas, white mobs attacked Black communities, killing hundreds and destroying millions of dollars in property. Yet this "Red Summer" has been largely erased from mainstream American memory.

This groundbreaking history reveals how the violence of 1919 transformed American race relations. Black veterans who had fought for democracy in France returned home determined to fight for it in America, organizing armed resistance that marked a decisive break with accommodation. The massacres prompted the NAACP's transformation from a small advocacy group into the nation's premier civil rights organization, while J. Edgar Hoover used the violence to justify permanent federal surveillance of Black activism that would persist for generations.

Drawing on archival research, survivor testimony, and previously overlooked sources, this book demonstrates how the Red Summer shaped everything that followed: the Harlem Renaissance's cultural flowering, the legal strategies that would dismantle Jim Crow, and the militant self-defense traditions that informed later movements. The story of 1919 reveals why America forgot this history—and why Black communities preserved it as essential knowledge for survival.
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​Chapter One: The Great Migration and the Remaking of Black America

[image: ]




The decision to leave everything behind rarely comes easily. For Ida Mae Brandon Gladney, a sharecropper's wife in Mississippi, the choice crystallized on a single day in 1937 when she realized that no matter how hard her family worked in the cotton fields, they would never escape the debt that bound them to the land. For millions of African Americans like her, the Great Migration represented not merely a change of address but a fundamental reimagining of what their lives could become. Between 1915 and 1919, approximately half a million Black Southerners made this transformative journey, abandoning the only world they had known for the uncertain promise of Northern cities. This movement of people constituted one of the largest internal migrations in American history, and it fundamentally altered the demographic, political, and cultural landscape of the nation. More immediately, it created the conditions that would make the violence of 1919's Red Summer not just possible but perhaps inevitable.

The Great Migration did not emerge from a vacuum. It represented the convergence of desperate circumstances in the South with unprecedented opportunities in the North, creating what historians would later recognize as a perfect storm of push and pull factors that made migration not just attractive but necessary for survival and dignity. To understand why hundreds of thousands of people abandoned ancestral lands, family graves, and familiar communities, we must first comprehend the suffocating system of racial oppression and economic exploitation that characterized Black life in the Jim Crow South.


​The South They Left Behind

The world that African Americans fled in the years following World War I's outbreak bore an uncomfortable resemblance to the slavery their parents and grandparents had escaped just fifty years earlier. The formal abolition of chattel slavery had given way to a complex web of legal, economic, and social structures designed to maintain white supremacy and Black subjugation. Jim Crow laws, named after a blackface minstrel character that symbolized racist stereotypes, governed virtually every aspect of life in the former Confederate states. These statutes mandated the separation of races in schools, theaters, restaurants, hospitals, cemeteries, and even drinking fountains. The laws existed not merely to separate but to subordinate, ensuring that Black Southerners understood their designated position at the bottom of the social hierarchy.

The economic system that trapped most Black families was sharecropping, an arrangement that perpetuated many of slavery's worst features while maintaining a veneer of free labor. Under this system, landowners provided Black families with a plot of land, seed, tools, and a line of credit at the plantation store. At harvest time, the landowner would take his share of the crop and deduct the costs of supplies, interest, and any other charges he deemed appropriate. The accounting was invariably done by the landowner himself, and sharecroppers had no recourse to verify the calculations or challenge the numbers. Year after year, families discovered that despite months of backbreaking labor in the cotton fields, they somehow owed more than they had earned. The debt rolled forward into the next season, and the next, binding families to the land as surely as iron chains once had.

The cotton economy that dominated the Southern agricultural system was particularly vulnerable to the whims of nature and the fluctuations of international markets. When the boll weevil infestation swept across the South beginning around 1915, devastating cotton crops and destroying the economic foundation of the region, the precarious balance that had kept Black families barely surviving collapsed entirely. The small beetle, no larger than a fingernail, destroyed cotton bolls before they could mature, reducing yields by fifty percent or more in affected areas. For sharecroppers already living at the edge of subsistence, this ecological disaster eliminated any possibility of economic advancement. Fields that had once produced enough cotton to at least cover debts now yielded almost nothing, yet the debts remained.

Beyond economic subjugation, Black Southerners lived under the constant threat of racial violence. Lynching served as the most visible and terrifying tool of white supremacist control. These public murders, often involving torture, mutilation, and burning, were rarely prosecuted and frequently attended by crowds that included women and children who treated the events as festive occasions. Photographs of lynched bodies were sold as postcards, and body parts were taken as souvenirs. Between 1877 and 1950, over four thousand African Americans were lynched in the South, and these documented cases represent only the murders that became public knowledge. Countless others died in isolated rural areas where their deaths went unrecorded and unavenged.

The threat of lynching extended far beyond the actual victims. Every Black person in the South understood that any perceived violation of racial etiquette, any imagined slight against a white person, any success that seemed to challenge white supremacy could result in death. Black men could be killed for looking at a white woman, for failing to step off the sidewalk when a white person approached, for being too prosperous, or for no reason at all beyond the sadistic pleasure of the mob. This reign of terror was not incidental to the Southern system but central to it, serving as the ultimate enforcement mechanism that kept Black people in their designated place.

Political disenfranchisement completed the system of subjugation. Despite the Fifteenth Amendment's guarantee of voting rights regardless of race, Southern states had systematically eliminated Black political participation through a combination of poll taxes, literacy tests, grandfather clauses, and outright violence. The poll tax required payment before voting, an impossible burden for sharecroppers who rarely saw cash money. Literacy tests, administered by white registrars who had absolute discretion in determining who passed, featured deliberately impossible questions such as "How many bubbles are in a bar of soap?" or demands to interpret obscure constitutional provisions. Even Black citizens with college educations failed these tests while illiterate white voters passed with ease. The grandfather clause exempted from these requirements anyone whose grandfather had voted, effectively limiting the exemption to white citizens since Black people's grandfathers had been enslaved.

Violence at the polls reinforced these legal barriers. Black citizens who attempted to register faced economic retaliation, physical assault, and murder. The Ku Klux Klan, which had experienced a major revival following the 1915 release of the film "The Birth of a Nation," used midnight raids, whippings, and lynchings to terrorize Black communities and prevent political organization. By 1919, in states where Black people constituted a majority or near-majority of the population, they held virtually no political power. Mississippi, where Black citizens outnumbered whites in many counties, had effectively eliminated Black voting through this combination of legal chicanery and violent intimidation.

This, then, was the world that African Americans sought to escape. It was a world where hard work brought no reward, where education offered no advancement, where legal rights existed on paper but not in practice, and where violence could strike at any moment without warning or recourse. The decision to migrate northward was not about seeking fortune but about seeking the basic conditions for human dignity.


​The North That Beckoned

While the South pushed Black families toward migration through oppression and violence, the North pulled them with the promise of industrial employment and relative freedom. The transformation of the Northern economy during World War I created unprecedented labor demands that, for the first time in American history, made Northern industrialists willing to actively recruit Black workers from the South.

Before 1914, European immigration had provided Northern factories with an endless supply of cheap labor. Between 1900 and 1914, more than thirteen million immigrants arrived in the United States, the vast majority settling in Northern and Midwestern industrial cities. These immigrants, predominantly from Southern and Eastern Europe, filled the lowest-paying and most dangerous jobs in steel mills, meatpacking plants, automobile factories, and coal mines. They worked for wages that native-born white workers would not accept, and their constant arrival kept wages depressed and weakened labor organizing efforts.

The outbreak of World War I in August 1914 abruptly severed this flow of immigrant labor. As European nations mobilized for total war, emigration ceased almost overnight. Young men who might have sailed to America instead marched to the front, where millions would die in the mud of Flanders and the forests of the Vosges. The ships that once carried immigrants across the Atlantic were diverted to military purposes or destroyed by German submarines. Almost immediately, Northern industrialists faced a labor shortage that threatened their ability to fulfill contracts for war materials.

The shortage intensified dramatically when the United States entered the war in April 1917. American industries shifted to wartime production, manufacturing munitions, uniforms, vehicles, and all the other material required to sustain modern warfare. At the same time, conscription removed millions of young men from the domestic labor force and sent them to training camps and then to France. The gap between labor demand and labor supply widened into a chasm that factory owners struggled to fill.

For the first time, these industrialists looked to the South as a potential source of workers. The same Black laborers who had been deemed unsuitable for factory work, who had been excluded from Northern industry through a combination of racism and the ready availability of European immigrants, suddenly became desirable. Labor agents representing Northern companies traveled throughout the South, offering free railroad tickets, guaranteed employment, and wages that seemed astronomical to sharecroppers who had never seen more than a few dollars in cash at once.

The wages offered to Black workers in Northern factories, while still lower than those paid to white workers for comparable work, represented a quantum leap from Southern agricultural earnings. A sharecropper in Mississippi might labor for an entire year and end the season deeper in debt. A factory worker in Chicago or Detroit could earn three to five dollars per day, translating to fifteen to twenty-five dollars per week. This weekly wage exceeded what many sharecropping families earned in a year. Even accounting for the higher cost of living in Northern cities, the economic improvement was transformative.

Beyond wages, the North offered something even more precious: the possibility of dignity and freedom. While Northern cities were far from racial paradises and while Black Northerners faced discrimination in employment, housing, and public accommodations, the nature of racism in the North differed fundamentally from the Jim Crow South. In the North, Black citizens could vote without facing poll taxes or impossible literacy tests. They could ride streetcars without being forced to the back. Their children could attend integrated schools, at least in theory if not always in practice. A Black man could walk down the street without stepping aside for every white person he encountered. Most significantly, the constant threat of lynching that shadowed every moment of Southern Black life was largely absent in the North.

This is not to suggest that Northern cities welcomed Black migrants with open arms or that racial discrimination disappeared north of the Mason-Dixon line. Northern racism existed and often ran deep, but it operated differently. It was more subtle, more economic, and less overtly violent than Southern oppression. A Black family moving to Chicago faced housing discrimination and employment prejudice, but they did not face the legal codification of their inferiority or the constant threat of mob violence that characterized Southern life. This relative freedom, as limited as it was, represented a tremendous improvement over the absolute subjugation of the Jim Crow South.


​The Journey Northward

The actual mechanics of migration required careful planning and often involved considerable danger. Many Southern states, dependent on cheap Black labor and resistant to anything that challenged white supremacy, actively worked to prevent migration. Some localities passed laws making it illegal to recruit Black workers for out-of-state employment. Labor agents who ventured into the South to recruit for Northern factories faced arrest, violence, and occasionally murder. Landlords who discovered that their sharecroppers planned to leave might increase their claimed debts, making departure impossible without risking arrest for fraud. In some areas, sheriffs stopped Black travelers at train stations and demanded to see proof that they had paid all debts before allowing them to purchase tickets.

These obstacles meant that many migrants departed in secret, leaving in the middle of the night with only what they could carry. Families made elaborate plans, gathering resources over months or years, saving small amounts of money, and making arrangements with relatives or friends in Northern cities who could provide initial housing. The decision often divided families, with one member, usually a young man, making the initial journey to establish a foothold before sending for others.

The journey itself, typically by train, could take days and involved crossing from one world into another. Black travelers learned to carry food for the entire journey because restaurants along the route often refused to serve them. They endured segregated waiting rooms and colored-only railcars that were invariably the oldest and most uncomfortable. Yet despite these indignities, the train journey northward represented a passage toward freedom. Many migrants later described the psychological transformation that occurred as they crossed the Ohio River or some other geographical marker that separated the Jim Crow South from the relatively freer North. They spoke of a weight lifting, of being able to breathe more fully, of feeling more fully human.

The Black press, particularly the Chicago Defender, played a crucial role in encouraging and facilitating migration. The Defender, published by Robert S. Abbott and distributed throughout the South despite attempts by white authorities to suppress it, painted Northern cities as lands of opportunity while documenting the horrors of Southern racism. The newspaper published letters from successful migrants describing their new lives, listed job opportunities, and provided practical advice about making the journey. Its pages told Black Southerners that a better life was possible and showed them how to achieve it. The Defender's circulation in the South, where it was often read aloud in churches and passed from hand to hand until the paper fell apart, reached into the hundreds of thousands. It became not merely a newspaper but a manual for liberation.

Churches also facilitated migration through their networks of congregations and ministers. A family leaving Mississippi might carry a letter of introduction from their pastor to a minister in Chicago who would help them find housing and employment. These religious networks provided crucial social infrastructure that helped migrants navigate unfamiliar Northern cities and establish new lives. Black churches in Northern cities became centers of migrant life, offering not just spiritual sustenance but practical assistance, social connection, and political organization.

The scale of the migration was staggering. Chicago's Black population, which stood at approximately forty-four thousand in 1910, had swelled to one hundred nine thousand by 1920, an increase of one hundred forty-eight percent. Detroit's Black population increased by over six hundred percent during the same period. Philadelphia, New York, Cleveland, and other industrial cities experienced similar transformations. Entire neighborhoods that had been exclusively white became predominantly Black within a few years. Southern accents filled streets where they had rarely been heard before. Churches that had served small, established Black communities suddenly overflowed with newcomers desperate for connection and community.


​The Urban Transformation

The arrival of hundreds of thousands of Black Southerners transformed Northern cities in ways that went far beyond simple demographic change. These migrants brought with them distinct cultural traditions, religious practices, musical forms, and social structures that would reshape American culture. They also brought high expectations for what their new lives would offer, expectations that would often clash painfully with the realities of Northern racism and economic exploitation.

Housing became the most immediate and pressing concern for new arrivals. Northern cities had not built significant new housing during the war years, as construction materials and labor had been diverted to war production. The existing housing stock was already overcrowded, and white property owners and residents were deeply hostile to Black newcomers. When Black families attempted to move into previously all-white neighborhoods, they faced organized resistance ranging from legal barriers to outright violence.

White neighborhood associations formed specifically to prevent Black settlement. These organizations pressured landlords not to rent to Black tenants, urged real estate agents not to show properties to Black buyers, and circulated restrictive covenants that legally bound property owners not to sell to African Americans. When these methods failed, white residents resorted to intimidation and violence. In Chicago alone between 1917 and 1919, bombs exploded at more than twenty-five homes purchased or rented by Black families in previously white neighborhoods. These attacks, which typically occurred at night and endangered women and children, were rarely investigated seriously by police and almost never resulted in arrests or convictions.

The result of this violent resistance was the hardening of racial boundaries and the creation of densely packed Black enclaves that became known as ghettos. In Chicago, the South Side "Black Belt" became home to the vast majority of the city's Black population, cramming tens of thousands of people into an area of a few square miles. Housing in these districts was often dilapidated, lacking basic amenities, and grossly overpriced. Landlords, knowing that Black renters had few alternatives due to discrimination elsewhere in the city, charged exorbitant rents for apartments that would have been considered uninhabitable in white neighborhoods. Families that had dreamed of better lives in the North found themselves paying premium prices for housing that was worse than what they had left behind in the South.

The extreme overcrowding created serious health hazards. Multiple families might share a single apartment, with extended families and even strangers sleeping in shifts. Tuberculosis, which thrived in crowded, poorly ventilated spaces, ravaged Black communities at rates far exceeding those in white neighborhoods. Infant mortality was similarly elevated, as mothers struggled to maintain sanitary conditions while caring for children in cramped, often rat-infested apartments. The dreams of a better life confronted the harsh reality of Northern urban poverty.

Yet despite these difficulties, the migrants persisted and built vibrant communities that would transform American culture. The concentration of Black populations in specific neighborhoods, while initially the product of racist exclusion, created spaces where Black culture could flourish without white oversight or control. The South Side of Chicago became a center of jazz music, where musicians from New Orleans and Mississippi created new sounds that would revolutionize American music. The Stroll, a stretch of State Street, became famous for its theaters, nightclubs, and social life, a place where Black people could move freely and celebrate their culture without the constant surveillance and restriction they had known in the South.

Black businesses proliferated to serve the concentrated population. Barbershops, beauty salons, restaurants serving Southern food, music venues, funeral homes, and countless other enterprises emerged, creating a Black economy that provided employment and accumulation of capital within the community. Black newspapers, in addition to the Defender, emerged to serve local populations, providing news, entertainment, and political commentary from a Black perspective. Black churches, both established institutions and new storefront congregations, multiplied to accommodate the spiritual needs of migrants who brought their religious fervor and expressive worship styles from the South.

The migrants also brought political consciousness and activism that would transform Northern Black communities from relatively quiescent populations to powerful political forces. Southern migrants, who had been denied any political participation in their home states, embraced the right to vote with enthusiasm. They registered in large numbers and quickly became a voting bloc that Northern politicians could not ignore. This political awakening would eventually lead to the election of Black officials and the development of political machines that gave Black communities real power in urban governance.


​The Economic Reality

While the promise of industrial employment had drawn hundreds of thousands northward, the actual experience of Northern labor markets proved complex and often disappointing. Black workers found jobs, certainly more readily than in the South, but they discovered that Northern industries relegated them to the lowest-paying and most dangerous positions. The racial hierarchy that governed Southern society reasserted itself in Northern factories, albeit in different forms.

In Chicago's meatpacking plants, Black workers found employment in the killing floors and processing areas where the work was hardest, bloodiest, and most hazardous. In steel mills, they worked near the blast furnaces where temperatures reached infernal levels and industrial accidents were common. In automobile factories, they were assigned to foundries and paint shops, breathing toxic fumes that damaged their health. White workers, including recent European immigrants who spoke little English, held the skilled positions and supervisory roles, while Black workers, regardless of education or ability, remained trapped in unskilled labor.

The wage differential between white and Black workers persisted even when they performed identical work. A Black laborer might earn seventy-five percent of what a white worker received for the same job, a disparity justified by employers through openly racist logic that Black workers deserved less because they were inherently inferior. This wage discrimination meant that Black families needed multiple wage earners to achieve the same standard of living as white families with a single breadwinner. Black women, who had hoped that migration might free them from domestic service, discovered that Northern cities offered them few employment options beyond working in white homes, cleaning offices, or taking in laundry.

The use of Black workers as strikebreakers during labor disputes created particular tensions that would have profound consequences. When white workers organized strikes for better wages or conditions, employers recruited Black workers to replace them, often bringing trainloads of Black laborers from the South specifically for this purpose. These Black strikebreakers, desperate for any employment and often unaware of the labor disputes they were entering, crossed picket lines and took jobs at wages below what white workers had been demanding.

From the perspective of white labor, this made Black workers enemies of working-class solidarity. From the perspective of Black workers, white unions had excluded them from membership and denied them opportunities, so they owed these organizations no loyalty. The American Federation of Labor, the dominant labor organization of the era, officially opposed racial discrimination but allowed its member unions to exclude Black workers or segregate them into powerless auxiliary locals. This exclusion meant that when Black workers accepted strikebreaking employment, they were not betraying fellow union members because the unions had refused to accept them as members in the first place.

The industrialists who employed both groups understood this dynamic perfectly and exploited it ruthlessly. By setting white workers against Black workers, employers weakened labor solidarity and maintained their control over the workplace. When white workers struck, employers replaced them with Black workers. When Black workers demanded better treatment, employers threatened to replace them with white workers willing to accept lower wages. This divide-and-conquer strategy served corporate interests while creating the conditions for violent conflict between groups that shared common economic interests but were prevented from recognizing their commonality by the poison of racial division.

Despite these obstacles, Black workers persisted, and many did achieve significant improvements in their material circumstances. The cash wages they earned, even when lower than those paid to white workers, allowed families to purchase goods they had never been able to afford in the South. Children attended schools that, while often segregated and underfunded, were nevertheless better than the rudimentary institutions available to Black children in the rural South. Black adults who had been denied education themselves ensured that their children learned to read and write, seeing education as the pathway to advancement that had been blocked for previous generations.


​The Cultural Transformation

The Great Migration was not merely a demographic or economic phenomenon but a cultural revolution that would ultimately transform American society. The migrants carried with them cultural forms that had developed during centuries of Black life in the South: musical traditions rooted in work songs and spirituals, culinary practices that transformed humble ingredients into distinctive cuisine, storytelling traditions that preserved history and taught values, and religious expressions that emphasized emotional release and direct communion with the divine.

These cultural forms met and mingled with the different rhythms of Northern urban life, creating new syntheses that would revolutionize American culture. The blues, which had emerged from the Mississippi Delta and other Southern regions, migrated north with the people who created it. In Northern cities, the blues transformed, becoming more urban, more electrified, and more suited to the nightclubs and theaters where musicians now performed. Jazz, which had incubated in New Orleans, found fertile ground in Chicago and New York, where talented musicians from across the country congregated and pushed the music in new directions.

The concentration of Black populations in Northern cities created audiences and markets large enough to support Black artists, writers, musicians, and intellectuals who might have struggled in isolation. This concentration would eventually give rise to the Harlem Renaissance, the New Negro movement, and other cultural flowerings that proclaimed Black humanity and creativity to a nation that had long denied both. The Great Migration made these cultural movements possible by bringing together the critical mass of Black people necessary to sustain them.

The migrants also brought political consciousness forged in the crucible of Southern oppression. They had experienced the absolute denial of rights and had risked everything to escape it. This experience made them unwilling to accept the more subtle forms of Northern discrimination without resistance. They joined the NAACP in unprecedented numbers, participated in protest movements, and demanded the rights that they had been promised but denied. This activism would help drive the organization and militancy that characterized the New Negro movement and set the stage for the conflicts of 1919.


​The Backlash Builds

The transformation of Northern cities from predominantly white spaces to places where Black people lived in significant numbers, worked in major industries, and claimed public spaces generated intense white resentment. This resentment operated on multiple levels: economic competition for jobs and housing, cultural anxiety about the changing character of neighborhoods, and deeper psychological fears about the challenge to white supremacy that Black advancement represented.

White workers, particularly recent immigrants who occupied the lower rungs of the economic ladder and whose own status was precarious, viewed Black migrants as threats to their livelihoods and their tentative hold on respectability. The immigrants had come to America with promises of opportunity and advancement, and many had achieved modest success through hard work and mutual aid within their ethnic communities. The arrival of Black workers who competed for the same jobs and housing threatened to push these white workers back down the ladder they had struggled to climb.

The use of Black workers as strikebreakers inflamed these economic resentments into something approaching hatred. White workers who walked picket lines, who sacrificed wages to pressure employers, who built labor organizations despite violent resistance from company guards and police, saw Black strikebreakers as traitors to working-class solidarity. The fact that unions excluded Black workers, that employers deliberately manipulated racial divisions, and that Black workers had few alternatives beyond accepting strikebreaking employment was lost in the rage of seeing their strikes broken and their demands denied.

Housing competition created even more visceral conflicts because it involved not just economic interests but territory and neighborhood identity. White residents who had saved for years to purchase homes in particular neighborhoods saw the arrival of Black families as threatening their property values and their status. Real estate agents encouraged these fears through the practice of blockbusting, deliberately stoking white panic about Black migration to pressure white homeowners to sell at depressed prices, then selling the same properties to Black buyers at inflated prices and profiting from both transactions.

The result was a white determination to maintain rigid racial boundaries through whatever means necessary. The bombing campaigns against Black homes in Chicago and other cities represented terrorism designed to warn Black families that crossing the color line would result in violence. These attacks created an atmosphere of fear and siege in which both white and Black communities prepared for conflict.

Beyond these specific economic and territorial conflicts lay deeper anxieties about the changing racial order. The Great Migration represented Black agency and Black aspiration on a massive scale. Half a million people had rejected the subordinate position assigned to them in the South and had demanded something better. They had left behind the world that white supremacy had constructed for them and had claimed the right to determine their own destinies. This assertion of Black humanity and Black self-determination threatened the fundamental premises of white supremacy.

The return of Black veterans from World War I, which will be examined in the next chapter, intensified these anxieties. These men had been trained in the use of arms, had experienced combat, and had been treated with a degree of respect in France that starkly contrasted with their treatment in America. They returned to the United States unwilling to accept the subordination their parents had endured. Combined with the demographic transformation wrought by the Great Migration, the presence of these armed, trained, and assertive Black veterans created, in the minds of white supremacists, an intolerable threat that demanded a violent response.

The stage was set for confrontation. Hundreds of thousands of Black Americans had migrated to Northern cities seeking opportunity and dignity. They had transformed these cities demographically and culturally, creating vibrant communities that challenged white supremacy through their mere existence. White residents, particularly white workers, viewed this transformation with alarm and resentment. Economic competition for scarce jobs and housing had created flashpoints for conflict. The instruments of white supremacist violence—neighborhood associations, labor unions willing to exclude Black workers, police forces that would not protect Black citizens, and political leadership unwilling to intervene on behalf of Black rights—were in place and ready to be deployed.

The Great Migration had remade Black America, moving hundreds of thousands from the rural South to the urban North, from agricultural labor to industrial employment, from enforced silence to political voice. This transformation was an act of collective self-determination that demonstrated Black courage and Black agency. It created the preconditions for the cultural flowering that would become the Harlem Renaissance and the political organizing that would eventually produce the modern civil rights movement. But in the immediate term, in the years between 1917 and 1921, and particularly in the summer of 1919, this transformation would provoke a white supremacist backlash of staggering violence. The Red Summer was not an aberration but the almost inevitable response of a system of oppression confronting a population that refused to submit.
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​Chapter Two: Democracy Abroad, Tyranny at Home: Black Americans in World War I
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When the United States entered World War I on April 6, 1917, President Woodrow Wilson proclaimed that the nation was fighting to "make the world safe for democracy." The bitter irony of this declaration was not lost on the nearly twelve million African Americans who lived under a system of racial oppression that denied them the most basic democratic rights. Black men could not vote in most of the South, could not serve on juries, could not expect protection from law enforcement, and faced the constant threat of lynching for perceived violations of racial etiquette. Yet when the nation called upon them to fight for democracy abroad, approximately three hundred sixty-seven thousand Black men answered that call, serving in a military that reflected and reinforced the racial hierarchies of the society it defended. Their experience in uniform, particularly their treatment in France, would profoundly transform Black consciousness and create the psychological conditions for the resistance that would characterize the Red Summer of 1919.

The story of Black soldiers in World War I is fundamentally a story about contradictions. These men served a nation that treated them as second-class citizens, fought for a democracy they were denied, and wore the uniform of a country that barely recognized their humanity. They endured systematic discrimination within the military itself, facing Jim Crow segregation in training camps, assignment to labor battalions rather than combat units, and the constant insults of white officers who viewed them as inherently inferior. Yet many of these same soldiers experienced, particularly in France, a level of respect and human dignity they had never known in America. This profound contrast between the tyranny they faced at home and the relative freedom they found abroad created a psychological transformation that white supremacists correctly identified as a mortal threat to the racial order they had constructed.


​The Debate Over Black Military Service

The question of whether African Americans should serve in the war effort provoked intense debate within Black communities and among Black leaders. This debate reflected deeper tensions about the best strategy for achieving racial equality and the proper relationship between Black Americans and a nation that systematically oppressed them. The positions taken in this debate would have lasting implications for Black political thought and would set the terms for discussions about Black participation in American institutions for generations to come.

W.E.B. Du Bois, the brilliant sociologist and editor of The Crisis magazine, the official publication of the NAACP, initially advocated for Black participation in the war effort. In July 1918, he published an editorial titled "Close Ranks" that urged African Americans to "forget our special grievances and close our ranks shoulder to shoulder with our own white fellow citizens and the allied nations that are fighting for democracy." Du Bois argued that loyal service in the war would demonstrate Black patriotism and fitness for full citizenship, making it impossible for white America to continue denying Black people their constitutional rights. Military service, he believed, would provide irrefutable proof of Black manhood and courage, forcing white Americans to recognize African Americans as equal participants in the national project.

This position was predicated on a calculated wager that sacrifice would be rewarded with recognition and rights. Du Bois reasoned that if Black men fought and died for American democracy, white Americans would be morally compelled to extend that democracy to include Black citizens. The war represented an opportunity to demonstrate loyalty and capability under the most extreme circumstances, and such demonstration would, he hoped, make the continuation of Jim Crow untenable. This was not naive optimism but strategic calculation, an attempt to use the crisis of war to advance the cause of racial justice.

Not all Black leaders agreed with this strategy. A. Philip Randolph and Chandler Owen, socialist editors of The Messenger magazine, vehemently opposed Black participation in what they viewed as an imperialist war fought for the benefit of capitalists. They argued that African Americans owed no loyalty to a nation that lynched them, denied them the vote, and subjected them to systematic economic exploitation. Why should Black men fight for democracy in Europe when they were denied democracy at home? Why should they risk their lives to protect a social order that treated them as subhuman? Randolph and Owen advocated instead for focusing Black energy on the class struggle, arguing that racism was fundamentally a tool used by capitalists to divide workers and that Black liberation required alliance with white workers against their common oppressors.

This radical position attracted significant support, particularly among working-class Black Americans who had experienced firsthand the economic exploitation and racial violence of American society. The federal government viewed The Messenger as dangerously subversive, and postal authorities attempted to suppress its circulation by denying it mailing privileges. Both Randolph and Owen faced arrest and investigation by federal agents who monitored Black radical publications for signs of sedition and disloyalty. The government's repressive response to Black criticism of the war effort demonstrated that dissent, particularly from Black voices, would not be tolerated during the national emergency.

Between these poles stood leaders like Emmett Jay Scott, who had served as Booker T. Washington's secretary and who became Special Assistant to the Secretary of War with responsibility for addressing issues affecting Black soldiers. Scott believed that Black participation in the war was inevitable given the draft and that the crucial question was ensuring that Black soldiers received fair treatment within the military. He worked, with limited success, to address discrimination in training camps, to secure the commissioning of Black officers, and to counter the most egregious manifestations of racism within the War Department. His position represented a pragmatic middle ground, accepting Black participation while fighting to make that participation occur under more equitable conditions.

The debate became moot once the United States implemented conscription in May 1917. The Selective Service Act required all men between the ages of twenty-one and thirty to register for the draft, and it made no racial distinctions in this obligation. Black men would serve whether Black leaders thought this strategically wise or not. The question shifted from whether to serve to how to ensure that service occurred under conditions that advanced rather than retarded the cause of racial justice.


​Jim Crow in Uniform: The Military as Microcosm

The United States military in 1917 was a thoroughly segregated institution that reflected the racial assumptions and prejudices of the broader society. The Army maintained separate Black units, typically commanded by white officers who often harbored deep racial prejudices. The Navy relegated Black sailors to menial positions as mess attendants and stewards, denying them access to combat roles or technical specialties. The Marine Corps refused to accept Black recruits at all, maintaining an all-white force throughout the war. When Black men entered military service, they discovered that the uniform did not protect them from the racism they had hoped to leave behind but rather exposed them to new forms of discrimination backed by military authority.

The construction of training camps for Black soldiers became an immediate flashpoint. The War Department decided to locate many of these camps in the South, where land was available and the climate allowed for year-round training. This decision placed Black soldiers, many of them from the North and unaccustomed to the rigid racial etiquette of the Jim Crow South, in hostile territory where local white populations viewed their presence as a threat to the racial order. The camps themselves were segregated, with Black soldiers confined to separate facilities that were invariably inferior to those provided for white troops. Black soldiers used segregated canteens, separate recreation facilities, and were often denied access to base amenities available to white soldiers.

The treatment of Black soldiers by local white communities near these training camps was often brutal. In Houston, Texas, the arrival of Black soldiers from the Third Battalion of the Twenty-Fourth Infantry Regiment in July 1917 created immediate tensions with white residents and police who insisted that Black soldiers observe local Jim Crow customs. White police officers routinely harassed Black soldiers, enforcing segregation ordinances and asserting white authority over men in uniform. On August 23, 1917, these tensions exploded when Black soldiers, responding to the beating of a Black soldier by Houston police, armed themselves and marched on the city. The resulting confrontation left seventeen white residents dead, including five police officers, and four Black soldiers killed.

The Army's response to the Houston riot revealed the military's priorities and its willingness to sacrifice Black soldiers to maintain white supremacy. Rather than investigating the police brutality that had provoked the uprising or addressing the systematic mistreatment of Black soldiers, the military conducted swift courts-martial of over one hundred Black soldiers. Sixty-three were found guilty of murder and mutiny. Thirteen were hanged in a mass execution on December 11, 1917, with another sixteen executed later. The executions were carried out with extraordinary speed and without allowing the convicted men to appeal, denying them basic due process rights. The message was clear: Black soldiers who resisted white supremacy, even when provoked by violence against them, would be punished with lethal force.

The Houston incident cast a long shadow over the Black military experience. It demonstrated that the uniform provided no protection against white violence and that Black soldiers who defended themselves would be treated as mutineers rather than as men asserting their rights. The executions horrified Black communities across the nation and provoked intense criticism from Black leaders who saw in them evidence that the military would always prioritize white supremacy over justice. The incident also reinforced white stereotypes about Black soldiers as inherently dangerous and prone to violence, making military authorities even more reluctant to trust Black soldiers with weapons or combat assignments.

The overwhelming majority of Black soldiers, approximately eighty-nine percent, were assigned to labor battalions rather than combat units. These Service of Supply units performed the backbreaking work that kept the Army functioning: loading and unloading ships, building roads and railways, digging trenches, burying the dead, and performing countless other manual labor tasks. This assignment reflected the widespread belief among white officers that Black men lacked the intelligence, courage, and discipline necessary for combat. The assignment to labor duties also served the practical purpose of keeping Black soldiers away from weapons and preventing the creation of large, armed Black military units that might pose a threat to white supremacy.

The labor battalions worked under conditions that were often more dangerous than combat. Men loading ammunition and explosives faced constant risk of accidents that could kill dozens in an instant. Those working on the docks or in forward supply areas came under artillery fire and aerial bombardment. The work was physically exhausting, performed in all weather conditions, often for twelve or sixteen hours at a stretch. Unlike combat soldiers, who received recognition for their sacrifices and could take pride in their military accomplishments, labor battalion soldiers performed essential but invisible work that received no glory and little acknowledgment.

Despite the discrimination and denigration they faced, Black soldiers in labor battalions took pride in their work and performed it with skill and dedication. They understood that the entire war effort depended on the logistics network they maintained, that soldiers at the front could fight only because men behind the lines ensured they had ammunition, food, and supplies. Black stevedores on the French docks were renowned for their efficiency, often setting records for cargo handling that white units could not match. Black engineer regiments built infrastructure that supported the Allied advance. These accomplishments received little recognition at the time, but they represented a crucial contribution to the American war effort.


​Combat Service: The Ninety-Second and Ninety-Third Divisions

While most Black soldiers served in labor battalions, approximately forty thousand were assigned to combat units, primarily in the Ninety-Second and Ninety-Third Divisions. The experience of these combat soldiers revealed both the possibilities of Black military achievement and the depths of white resistance to acknowledging that achievement. The story of these divisions, particularly their treatment by American military authorities and their reception by the French, illustrates the contradictions at the heart of the Black military experience in World War I.

The Ninety-Second Division, an all-Black division with both Black and white officers, trained at several camps in the United States before deploying to France in June 1918. From the beginning, the division faced obstacles that white divisions did not encounter. The War Department provided inadequate equipment and insufficient training time, then criticized the division for being unprepared for combat. White officers assigned to the division often requested transfers, viewing service with Black troops as damaging to their careers. Those who remained frequently undermined the Black officers serving under them, refusing to follow recommendations from men they considered racially inferior.

When the Ninety-Second Division entered combat in the Meuse-Argonne offensive in September 1918, it faced some of the most difficult terrain and strongest German defensive positions on the Western Front. The division was assigned objectives that were overly ambitious given its training and equipment, then blamed when it failed to achieve those objectives. Some units of the division, particularly those that broke under artillery bombardment, were accused of cowardice, and these accusations became the basis for a narrative that Black soldiers were unsuitable for combat. This narrative ignored the fact that units of the Ninety-Second Division fought with distinction in other engagements, that white divisions also experienced moments when troops broke under fire, and that the division's problems stemmed primarily from inadequate preparation and hostile white leadership rather than any racial deficiency.

The treatment of the Ninety-Third Division stood in stark contrast. This division was assigned to fight under French command as part of the French Army, wearing American uniforms but fighting alongside French troops and using French weapons and tactics. The French military, desperate for reinforcements after three years of catastrophic losses, welcomed the Black American soldiers and integrated them into French units. French officers, while not free from racial prejudice, generally treated Black soldiers with far more respect than American officers did. They evaluated soldiers based on combat performance rather than racial assumptions and promoted men based on merit.

The Ninety-Third Division compiled an extraordinary combat record. The 369th Infantry Regiment, known as the Harlem Hellfighters, spent one hundred ninety-one consecutive days in combat, longer than any other American unit. The regiment never lost a prisoner to capture and never lost a foot of ground to the enemy. One hundred seventy-one members of the regiment received individual citations for bravery from the French government, including the Croix de Guerre, France's highest military honor. Needham Roberts and Henry Johnson became the first Americans, of any race, to receive the Croix de Guerre when they fought off a German raiding party despite being severely wounded, saving their position and preventing the capture of fellow soldiers.

The 371st and 372nd Infantry Regiments similarly distinguished themselves in combat, participating in major offensives and earning the respect of French commanders who praised their courage and fighting ability. These achievements demonstrated conclusively that Black soldiers, when properly trained, equipped, and led by officers who respected them, could perform at the highest levels of military excellence. The combat record of the Ninety-Third Division under French command invalidated the racist assumptions that had led to the assignment of most Black soldiers to labor battalions.

The American military establishment, however, refused to acknowledge these achievements or to draw the obvious conclusions from the contrasting performances of the Ninety-Second and Ninety-Third Divisions. Instead, white officers produced reports emphasizing the alleged failures of Black soldiers while minimizing or ignoring their successes. These reports became the basis for military doctrine that would continue to limit Black participation in combat roles for another generation.


​The French Experience: A Taste of Freedom

For many Black soldiers, particularly those who served with French units or who had opportunities to interact with French civilians, the experience in France represented a revelation about what life could be like without the constant oppression of American racism. This experience would prove psychologically transformative, creating expectations and aspirations that would make it impossible for these men to accept a return to Jim Crow subordination.

French racial attitudes, while not free from prejudice, differed fundamentally from American racism. France had no system of legal segregation, no history of slavery on French soil, and a republican tradition that at least theoretically emphasized equality regardless of race. French civilians, particularly in rural areas where American troops were stationed, welcomed Black soldiers into their homes, cafes, and social spaces. French women danced with Black soldiers at public events, conversed with them on the streets, and treated them as they would any other soldiers. For men who had grown up under Jim Crow, where any interaction between a Black man and a white woman could result in lynching, this freedom of social interaction was nothing short of miraculous.

Black soldiers wrote home describing experiences that would have been unimaginable in America. They told of being invited to dinner in French homes, of attending church services where they were welcomed as equals, of walking freely through towns without being forced to step aside for white civilians. They described going to theaters and restaurants where no one questioned their right to be there or demanded that they sit in segregated sections. They spoke of French children who approached them with curiosity rather than fear, of French men who shook their hands and thanked them for their service, of French women who smiled at them in the streets.

These experiences were not merely pleasant diversions but profound challenges to the entire ideological structure of white supremacy. If Black men could be treated as equals in France, if they could perform all the functions of citizens and soldiers without threatening social order, if white women could interact with them without precipitating racial catastrophe, then the entire justification for Jim Crow was revealed as a lie. The French experience proved that the subordination Black Americans endured at home was not natural or necessary but was rather the product of a specific system of oppression that served white interests.

The American military establishment recognized the danger that French racial attitudes posed to the maintenance of white supremacy and took active steps to undermine French acceptance of Black soldiers. In August 1918, the American command issued a directive to French military authorities titled "Secret Information Concerning Black American Troops." This extraordinary document instructed French officers not to commend Black soldiers too highly, not to eat with them or shake their hands, and not to allow French women to socialize with them. The directive warned that excessive familiarity with Black soldiers would undermine American racial hierarchies and create problems when these soldiers returned to the United States.

The document explained that "white Americans consider Black Americans as inferior beings" and that this was necessary to "preserve the separation of races." It cautioned French officers that failing to maintain proper racial distance would make it difficult to return Black soldiers to their subordinate position after the war. The directive revealed the fundamental insecurity at the heart of white supremacy: the fear that if Black men were treated as equals, they would refuse to accept inequality, and the entire system of racial domination would collapse.

Many French officers ignored or rejected this directive, viewing it as inconsistent with French values and insulting to soldiers who were fighting and dying for the Allied cause. French civilians, particularly in areas where Black soldiers were stationed, developed warm relationships with these troops, relationships that endured in some cases long after the war ended. The American military's attempt to export Jim Crow to France largely failed, and Black soldiers continued to experience a level of freedom and respect that would make their return to American racism all the more unbearable.

The contrast between French treatment and American racism became even more stark when Black soldiers on leave visited Paris or other French cities. In these urban centers, they could attend concerts and theaters, dine in fine restaurants, and move freely through spaces of culture and leisure that would have been absolutely forbidden to them in American cities. They could enter bookstores and libraries, visit museums and galleries, and participate in the intellectual and cultural life of a major European capital. For educated Black soldiers, particularly those who had attended college or who aspired to professional careers, this access to cultural resources represented everything they had been denied in America.

The experience created a cohort of Black veterans who had seen an alternative to American racism and who knew from personal experience that the claims of white supremacy were false. These men had proven their courage in combat, had been honored by a European nation, and had experienced life as free men. They would not easily submit to the reinstitution of Jim Crow restrictions when they returned home.


​The Psychological Transformation

The cumulative effect of military service, combat experience, French treatment, and the contrast with American racism produced a profound psychological transformation in Black soldiers. This transformation was both individual and collective, affecting how Black veterans saw themselves and how they conceived of their relationship to American society. The emergence of what would be called the New Negro, a figure characterized by militant self-assertion and refusal to accept subordination, was directly rooted in the experiences of these World War I veterans.

Combat service was itself transformative. Men who had faced German machine guns and artillery bombardments, who had survived gas attacks and participated in the industrial slaughter of modern warfare, were unlikely to be intimidated by threats of racial violence at home. They had looked death in the face and had proven their courage under the most extreme circumstances imaginable. They had learned to use weapons with deadly efficiency and had killed enemy soldiers in combat. These experiences created a sense of confidence and martial capability that was fundamentally incompatible with the deference and submission that white supremacy demanded.

The military had also provided many Black soldiers with their first experience of collective organization and discipline. They had learned to work together as units, to coordinate their actions, and to function as part of a larger organization pursuing common objectives. They had developed bonds of solidarity with fellow soldiers that were forged in the shared experience of combat. These organizational skills and bonds of solidarity would prove invaluable in the resistance that would emerge after the war.

The recognition that Black soldiers received from the French government and public stood in painful contrast to the treatment they anticipated receiving in America. Men who had been decorated for bravery by a European nation, who had been celebrated as heroes by French communities, returned to an America that would treat them as inferior beings whose primary obligation was to remain in their assigned place. This contrast created a sense of profound injustice and betrayal that fueled anger and resistance.

W.E.B. Du Bois, writing in The Crisis in May 1919, captured this transformation in his editorial "Returning Soldiers." The piece, which became one of the most famous and influential statements of the New Negro movement, declared: "We return. We return from fighting. We return fighting. Make way for Democracy! We saved it in France, and by the Great Jehovah, we will save it in the United States of America, or know the reason why." This was not a request but a declaration, not a plea for rights but a demand for them. Du Bois articulated the consciousness of a generation of Black veterans who had proven their manhood in combat and who would not accept a return to subordination.

The editorial continued with a litany of injustices: "We return from the slavery of uniform which the world's madness demanded us to don to the freedom of civil garb. We stand again to look America squarely in the face and call a spade a spade. We sing: This country of ours, despite all its better souls have done and dreamed, is yet a shameful land." Du Bois recounted the lynchings, the disfranchisement, the economic exploitation, and all the other manifestations of racism that Black Americans endured. But the tone was not one of submission or accommodation. Instead, Du Bois proclaimed that Black Americans would "fight a sterner, longer, more unbending battle against the forces of hell in our own land."

This militancy was not limited to intellectuals like Du Bois but was widely shared among Black veterans who had experienced the contradictions of fighting for democracy while being denied its benefits. Veterans returned to their communities with a new sense of dignity and entitlement to rights. They had served their country, had proven their courage and capability, and they expected recognition and respect. When they encountered instead the same racism they had left behind, many responded not with resignation but with resistance.

The transformation was also evident in how Black veterans presented themselves physically and socially. Many wore their uniforms in public, displaying their service and their medals, asserting through their dress their claim to respect and recognition. They walked differently, held themselves with a confidence that challenged the subservient posture that Jim Crow demanded. They made eye contact with white people rather than averting their gaze. They used sidewalks rather than stepping into the street when white people approached. These seemingly small acts of defiance represented a fundamental challenge to the racial etiquette that maintained white supremacy.

The psychological transformation extended beyond the veterans themselves to the broader Black community. Families took pride in their soldiers, displaying service flags in windows and organizing celebrations when veterans returned. Black newspapers published photographs of Black soldiers in uniform and accounts of their achievements in combat. Black churches honored returning veterans and celebrated their service. This collective pride created a sense that Black people had earned through their sacrifice a claim on full citizenship that could no longer be legitimately denied.

The contrast between this Black pride and white anxiety about Black veterans could not have been more stark. Where Black communities saw heroes who had proven their worth, white supremacists saw a threat to the racial order. The sight of armed, uniformed Black men represented everything that white supremacy feared: Black capability, Black courage, and Black refusal to submit. The military training that Black soldiers had received meant that they possessed skills in violence and organization that made them genuinely dangerous to a system that relied on Black subordination and fear.


​White Reaction: The Perceived Threat

White supremacists correctly identified Black veterans as a mortal threat to Jim Crow and responded with a campaign of violence and intimidation designed to force these men back into subordination. The targeting of Black veterans for violence, particularly those who dared to wear their uniforms or assert their rights, reveals the depth of white anxiety about the challenge these men represented.

Lynchings of Black veterans occurred with horrifying frequency in the months following the armistice. In some cases, the veteran's military service itself was the provocation for murder. In February 1919, Private Charles Lewis was lynched in Hickman, Kentucky, still wearing his uniform. His crime had been talking back to a white man. In Blakely, Georgia, Private Wilbur Little was murdered for refusing to take off his uniform when ordered to do so by white men. These murders were not random violence but calculated acts of terrorism designed to demonstrate that military service provided no protection against white supremacy and that Black men who displayed pride in that service would pay with their lives.

The increase in lynchings from sixty-four in 1918 to eighty-three in 1919 reflected white determination to reimpose racial control through terror. Many of these victims were veterans, and many of the lynchings involved torture and mutilation designed to maximize both the suffering of the victim and the terrorizing effect on Black communities. Bodies were burned, castrated, and dismembered, with parts distributed as souvenirs. These spectacle lynchings, attended by crowds that sometimes numbered in the thousands, served as public performances of white supremacy, demonstrations that whites possessed the power of life and death over Black people and that no achievement or service would change that fundamental reality.
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