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I did not care what or where I were at. I ask God to help me
 and he did so, and that is how I came through that
 terrible and hell place for the whole entire battle field were hell.
 So it were no place for any human being to be.



—HORACE PIPPIN






Preface

The last French veteran of World War I, Lazare Ponticelli, was born December 7, 1897, in Bettola, a town in northern Italy, and died on March 12, 2008, at the age of 111. The last German veteran, Erich Kaestner, died on New Year’s Day 2008 at the age of 107. Three British veterans are still alive at the time of this writing, though they may not be by the time this volume is published: a 107-year-old named William Stone, a 109-year-old named Harry Patch, and a 111-year-old named Henry Allingham. In the United States, one veteran, Frank Woodruff Buckles, 107 now but only 15 years old when he joined the U.S. Army, is still alive. Of the remaining veterans, Harry Patch did not speak of the war until he was 100 years old, when a flash of light beyond his bedroom window brought the memories back, and he began to discuss his wartime experiences, the feelings of being paralyzed by fear, eaten alive by lice, surrounded by death, and sick of it all. Soon, no one will be left to give a first-person accounting of what happened during the war, and only then will the war truly be over.

The irony of the First World War, dubbed the “War to End All Wars,” is not that it failed to end all wars, if anybody believed that P. T. Barnum-ism in the first place, but that something terrible enough to generate such hyperbole has fallen so far from the collective American consciousness. For baby boomers, World War I ended thirty to thirty-five years before we were born and seemed part of ancient history, though events thirty years ago today don’t seem very  distant at all. We may have seen a few souvenirs or photographs in our grandfathers’ dens, watched old men marching in Fourth of July, Memorial Day, or Armistice Day parades, or perhaps accompanied our parents on visits to nursing home ice cream socials where veterans of the First World War sat on benches eating spumoni and drinking lemonade from paper cups. We might think we know about the First World War, but how many of us can say what it was about, or who the Central powers were, or how it reshaped the world we live in as arguably the most transformative event of the twentieth century?

One can’t say it went undocumented. Much has been written about the war, not just by historians but also by poets like Siegfried Sassoon, Wilfred Owen, Rupert Brooke, David Jones, and others; it is depicted in the prose of Robert Graves, Edmund Blunden, and Ernest Hemingway, as well as in that of German writers like Georg Trakl or Erich Maria Remarque. It might be that the war has faded from memory partly because so much has been written about it that we think the record is complete; we can file it all away, look it up if we need to, and move ahead if we want. This book tells the story of a group of men who fought in World War I but could not be forgotten because they were never fully known. Part of the reason was that although they were Americans, they were loaned to, and fought as part of, the French army. The rest of the reason is that they were African Americans, whose history went largely untold (or untaught) until the second half of the twentieth century. They were men primarily from New York and the upper East Coast who volunteered for duty at a time when a large portion of the country did not want to get involved in a war so brutal and so far from home. They formed in 1916 and were, at first, simply the Fifteenth New York National Guard, a title they preferred even after they became the 369th U.S. Infantry Regiment to the War Department, the 369th RIUS to the French, and eventually the “Harlem Hellfighters” to the Germans.

In a war where the vast majority of the black soldiers served in the Service of Supply, unloading ships and building roads and railroads, the men of the 369th trained and fought side by side with the French at the front and ultimately spent more days in the trenches, 191, than any other American unit. They also went to war (and many paid the ultimate price) in defense of a country that did not defend them, a country at the time widely afflicted by segregation, Jim Crow laws, lynchings, and racial violence—yet a country they managed to believe in all the same.

The men of the 369th altered history’s course, but too often, histories make soldiers seem like active players in a larger sociopolitical drama. The men who became known as the Harlem Hellfighters were just ordinary men in extraordinary circumstances, men with families, with wives and children, and with plans for after the war. If they had a sense of the part they were playing in the larger socio-political scheme, it was on the level of faith rather than anything they knew for certain. They rarely knew what was happening in the war itself, beyond their small section of the line. They lived in a very proscribed and finite world. To tell their story is to name the things they would have seen and heard and smelled and felt and to show how it changed them. More than that, however, it is to remind the reader that by standing up for what they believed in, what they thought was right, they created a narrative about good men who did something brave and noble when they had every reason to turn their backs on a country that had too often turned its back on them—it’s a story about pride and honor and a struggle on two fronts, one in France and one at home. Of the first front, only a handful of very, very old men remain who can tell of it. Of the other struggle, the story is still alive and ongoing.
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Parades


Over in France there’s a game that’s played  
By all the soldier boys in each brigade  
It’s called Hunting the Hun  
This is how it is done!  
First you go get a gun  
Then you look for a Hun  
Then you start on the run for the son of a gun  
You can capture them with ease  
All you need is just a little Limburger cheese  
Give ’em one little smell  
They come out with a yell  
Then your work is done  
When they start to advance  
Shoot ’em in the pants  
That’s the game called Hunting the Hun!


—ARCHIE GOTTLER AND HOWARD E. ROGERS, 
“HUNTING THE HUN,” 1918

 



 



 




In the summer of 1916, it was not uncommon to see military parades assembling outside the Lafayette Theater on Seventh Avenue between 131st and 132nd streets in the heart of Harlem’s club and  theater district. War was in all the papers. It was in the air. It was not our fight, but how could we avoid it? Americans of all races needed to be ready, although it was a war no one could adequately prepare for.

The first parades were relatively motley affairs and served a dual purpose. One was to turn citizens into soldiers. Teaching discipline, obedience, and unit cohesion, the parades forced the men to practice and memorize military behaviors until they became instinctive, following a martial tradition where soldiers fought in formation, on battlefields where organized troops conquered and dispatched disorganized opponents. The war they were preparing for in France was changing all the old rules, but order was still preferable to chaos.

The second purpose was to advertise the regiment, the newly authorized all-black Fifteenth New York National Guard, and to attract recruits to the cause. Marchers assembled outside regimental headquarters, a place often referred to simply as “The Corner.” They were men of color, some still teenagers, others in their forties, waiting beneath the theater’s broad marquee or standing out front in the shade of an elm tree dubbed the “Tree of Hope” and thought to be lucky. Some of the marchers wore suits, while others patched together makeshift uniforms. Some were used to wearing the uniforms of doormen, porters, waiters, redcaps, theater ushers, and elevator operators. The Lafayette Theater served as their armory. The recruiting office was in the back of a cigar store on the corner of Seventh and 132nd. Some of the men carried broomsticks instead of rifles. The men with broomsticks were told to march in the middle of the formation, where their lack of proper equipment would be less conspicuous.

The war had begun in 1914 when Gavrilo Princip, one of a group of Sarajevan radicals, assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir apparent to the Austrian throne, and his wife. A month later, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia; Russia came to Serbia’s defense; Germany came to Austria’s defense and declared war on Russia; Germany entered France, Luxemburg, and Belgium; England came to Belgium’s defense; Italy allied itself with Germany; and something that would have seemed impossible twenty years before, an entire continent at war with itself, came to pass. Some were saying that the conflict had started before 1914, when ancient enemies began rattling sabers, manufacturing weapons and ammunition, increasing defense allocations, mobilizing and growing their armies and navies, implementing drafts and mandatory military service, and building railroad lines that could move troops more quickly and in larger numbers over greater distances than ever before. Adversaries watched each other warily for years, calculating the time it would take for a rival to launch an attack. Militarists and worried politicians advocated for greater preparedness, as well as better defensive and offensive capabilities, and governments and countries wheeled in slow motion toward war, forming alliances and signing agreements promising to come to each other’s assistance. Treaties meant to deter war by guaranteeing retaliation bound nations to irreversible courses of action once shots were fired, shortening the time between the opening salvo and the point of no return.

 



The marchers were aware of what people were saying. According to some, the world would not be safe for democracy until the Central powers—Germany, Austria-Hungary, Turkey, and Bulgaria—had been vanquished. Politically savvy enlistees could have surmised by the summer of 1916 that the world was not safe for monarchies, colonial empires, dynasties, theocracies, or dictatorships either, but democracies and monarchies were abstractions to the men assembled in front of the Lafayette Theater. They had their own personal safety to consider. Transatlantic telegraph cables stretching across the ocean floor from London to Newfoundland carried newspaper reports of the staggering numbers of men killed or wounded in the war.

“Preparedness” was the national cry. Early enlistees (Republican governor Charles Whitman signed the order to form the regiment  on June 16, 1916) would have mustered in, despite many Americans’ belief that the Great War was not our war. President Woodrow Wilson ran for reelection in 1916 under the banner “he kept us out of war,” a war “with which we have nothing to do.” Although the sinking of the Lusitania by German submarines on May 7, 1915—with over one thousand Americans on board and twelve hundred passengers lost, including nonparticipating civilians, women, and children (one way the old rules of war had changed)—had galvanized anti-German sentiment, many during the summer of 1916 still saw the war itself as costly and far off and as someone else’s problem, one that might be resolved soon.

To prepare, the enlistees marched from the shade of the Tree of Hope south on Seventh, then right on 131st, past the Libya Café  (“The place to dine well. When visiting New York City, make it your first stop—we will make it your best. The gateway to refinement.”), then north on Lenox, past the Schaeffer Furniture Company.

They were teachers, craftsmen, and postmen. They were factory workers, night watchmen, churchgoers, fathers, gamblers, artists, criminals, and musicians. Many of the men marching were recent transplants from the South who had moved north to look for work in the industries ramping up to manufacture and supply war materials to U.S. allies in this “world” war. Some of the men who’d relocated from Louisiana spoke French, which they hoped would serve them if they ever got to France.

About sixty thousand Negroes lived in Manhattan in 1916, with about fifty thousand of them residing in Harlem and the rest primarily in the San Juan Hill area, north of Hell’s Kitchen. Americans of African origin comprised about 12.5 percent of the U.S. population. The “world war” was an Old World war, a dispute primarily among countries Americans had fled in ships a long time before—or not so long before. About one-third of all Americans had been born abroad or were one generation removed. The men of Harlem did not have roots in the Old World—at least, not in that one. Their blood  connections tied them to another continent entirely, to Africa, though to what part of that continent, to which region or country, few could say, the particulars of their individual affiliations having been long ago lost or stolen. They had not been born abroad, and most were more than one generation removed. They had what W. E. B. DuBois called a “sense of two-ness.” They knew themselves as Americans and as Negroes, a duality that cried for reconciliation. Their reasons for marching derived in part from that dichotomy, that imperative, and were uniquely their own.

 



The city’s colored community had hoped to raise its own militia since before the Civil War. In 1911, a group of Harlem’s civic leaders calling itself the Equity Congress appointed Charles Fillmore, a middle-aged black attorney and Treasury Department official, as a provisional colonel with the mandate to establish a regiment. Fillmore had military experience, having served in the Spanish-American War, and was well liked by the Republican Party. The Equity Congress persuaded a white New York assemblyman to sponsor legislation to authorize a regiment, but Gov. John Adams Dix, fearful of losing votes among his white constituency, thwarted their efforts. The state legislature had approved the establishment of a black guard unit as early as 1908, which was also vetoed. Governor Whitman had agreed to let William Hayward, his former campaign manager, form a regiment on the condition that the officers be white.

William Hayward was an ambitious, forty-year-old, white Republican lawyer. A handsome, rock-jawed, transplanted Nebraskan (and son of a U.S. senator from Nebraska), Hayward had risen to the rank of colonel in the Nebraska National Guard and moved his law practice to New York in 1910. The white officers Hayward appointed were of a similarly privileged and politically connected caste, men of social prominence who gave the regiment credibility. This made practical, if not purely military, sense since Hayward’s job initially entailed raising funds from private sources, making speeches  at banquets and benefits, and petitioning his personal acquaintances for contributions to pay for the regiment’s uniforms and equipment. For his second in command, he chose a lieutenant colonel named Woodell Pickering. He appointed Maj. Lorillard Spencer Jr. as his adjutant. Spencer was a wealthy, white, portly New Yorker who, with his round wire-rimmed glasses and moustache, bore a striking resemblance to Teddy Roosevelt. Spencer’s mother was a ball-attending socialite, while his father was a rich magazine publisher and clubman with a brownstone on East Eighty-sixth Street and a mansion in Newport. Hayward also enlisted a senior captain named Arthur W. Little, publisher and editor of Pearson’s Magazine, where British author H. G. Wells’s science fiction story War of the Worlds first appeared in America.

More socially credentialed and politically connected than all of them was a strapping all-American footballer from Harvard named Hamilton Stuyvesant Fish III. The son of a congressman and grandson of a former New York governor, Fish was a founding member of the Military Training Camp Association, a social club whose membership included ex-president Theodore Roosevelt, former army chief of staff Maj. Gen. Leonard Wood, Secretary of War Elihu Root, Assistant Secretary of the Navy Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and other members of New York’s social elite. At the club’s facilities in Plattsburgh, New York, young men from “the best families” could play war, fire machine guns and mortars, and partake of military training, learning self-discipline, military tactics, combat strategies, marksmanship, hygiene, virility, and (temporarily) the virtues of celibacy and self-restraint—all the particulars ascribed to the Rooseveltian Rough Rider ideal of manliness. The Military Training Camp Association was, in effect, an extension of the Boy Scouts movement started ten years earlier in England by Lt. Gen. Robert Baden-Powell (Lorillard Spencer Jr. was a disciple of Baden-Powell and one of the founders of Boy Scouting in America), which similarly emphasized preparedness, fraternity, and esprit de corps—though the camp had a deadlier purpose.

Fish was aware that if he hoped to follow in the family tradition and pursue political office after the war, he would need a military record to campaign on. To an extent, all the white officers who signed on with the Fifteenth New York National Guard acted out of self-interest, cognizant of the stature and respect that would accrue to them from military service, apart from any personal commitment to the causes of nationalism, democracy, or racial equality. At the same time, ambitious white men hoping to climb the ranks or gain status through military service would also have been aware that joining a colored regiment was not the fast track or path of least resistance to self-advancement; in fact, serving with the Fifteenth could negatively impact one’s standing within the white military establishment. Fish acknowledged in a letter that his situation was “not ideal.” Yet, idealism of another sort played a part in his decision: “I am quite proud of my company,” he wrote his father. “It is a privilege to fight for America and I’m glad of the opportunities.”

Hayward offered to form a colored regiment on the condition that he be appointed colonel, but he also understood that he would not succeed without support from the black community. Thus, contrary to Governor Whitman’s mandate, he promised the leadership in Harlem, the politicians, clergymen, and men of prominence who’d advocated for their own regiment, that he would appoint colored men as field officers and keep the command officers who’d enlisted so far: George C. Lacy, formerly of the all-black Eighth Illinois; Col. Charles Fillmore, now demoted to captain, Company B; and forty-one-year-old attorney Napoleon Bonaparte Marshall.

As formidable a personality as his name suggested, Marshall was a welcomed addition to Hayward’s officers’ cadre. He was a graduate of Howard University and Harvard Law, as well as a friend of Lorillard Spencer. Marshall had been a track star at Harvard, practiced law first in Massachusetts and then on Wall Street, and married into a family prominent in Harlem society. Before the war, he had spoken out against the Booker T. Washington school of acquiescent self-effacement and inveighed against Jim Crow laws and  other forms of white hegemony. More usefully to Hayward’s purposes, however, he’d advocated in military courts on behalf of black soldiers and could, if called upon, serve as a bridge between white officers and aggrieved black personnel. He was a Democrat who favored Wilson over Roosevelt, but he believed blacks could demonstrate their value as citizens through military service and had, in fact, suggested forming a colored regiment before Hayward took command.

 



Reactions to those early parades of 1916 were mixed. For many in Harlem, a white-led regiment was better than no regiment at all. Some whites would have preferred no regiment to one led by either whites or blacks. For a portion of black men of Harlem, the idea of doing nothing was preferable to joining a fight of catastrophic proportions between white men an ocean away. African American journalist James Weldon Johnson reported a conversation overheard in a Harlem barbershop: One man asked another if he intended to join the war effort. “The Germans ain’t done nothing to me,” the second man shrugged in reply. “And if they have, I forgive ’em.”

As a recruiting tool, the parades were meant to demonstrate the Fifteenth’s viability, attract the curious, and persuade the intrigued. Hayward needed to enlist two thousand volunteers to reach combat strength. Some of the volunteers were celebrities recognizable to young men watching from the sidewalk. One celebrity was Spottswood “Spots” Poles, born December 9, 1887, and dubbed “The Black Ty Cobb.” Though bowlegged and small of stature, standing only five foot seven and weighing 165 pounds, he was one of the fastest men in the Negro leagues and in 1911 stole forty-one bases in the sixty games he played with the New York Lincoln Giants. In 1914, he batted .487, and in exhibition games against white major league teams, his batting average was .610.

Another celebrity was George “Kid” Cotton, perhaps less recognizable but hard to miss. A giant who smoked cigars and wore his bowler hat cocked at a jaunty angle, Kid Cotton was a professional  boxer originally from Pittsburgh, who for a time served as exiled heavyweight champion Jack Johnson’s sparring partner. Cotton’s record was only so-so, but the fact that he fought Jack Johnson would have given him considerable prestige.

The early parades met with only limited success. The hope was that young men watching from the sidewalk would see a procession, ask a few questions, and perhaps even follow it back to the Lafayette Theater and the recruiting office. Before television or radio, parades were a way to get the word out, but a parade alone, particularly a ragtag and haphazard one, was not enough to make the residents of Harlem run to their windows to see what the commotion was all about. For that, Hayward needed music loud enough to carry down the city streets. He needed a marching band to lead the parades. The first band he managed to slap together was as unimpressive as his soldiers carrying broomsticks, a honk-and-bleat assemblage that did little to build the regiment’s reputation. That all changed when Hayward convinced a man named James Reese Europe to form and lead a new band, one that would perform at benefits and represent the Fifteenth as a regiment to be proud of.

 



Jim Europe was a big man in every sense of the word. Of imposing physical stature (at least when he wasn’t standing next to George Cotton), he was also one of the most celebrated and respected figures in Harlem. Born in 1880 in Mobile, Alabama, he was raised in Washington, D.C., by a musical family, his father an Episcopal minister and postal worker, his mother a piano teacher, and his siblings both musicians. John Philip Sousa, “The March King,” lived nearby. It was an era before recorded music and radio, when every town had a brass band that served as the main public entertainment, playing parades, fairs, and picnics.

After his father died, James Europe followed his older brother John to Harlem, seeking musical opportunities as a way to support his mother and sister. He watched his brother play in piano carving  contests at Barron Wilkin’s Little Savoy on West Thirty-fifth Street with Eubie Blake, Willie “The Lion” Smith, and others, and he spent time at the Marshall Hotel on West Fifty-third, where all the prominent black musicians hung out. It was there that in 1903 he met a man looking to hire black musicians to play at a birthday party for Rodman Wanamaker, son of Philadelphia department store millionaire John Wanamaker. Jim Europe put together a quartet, played the party, and found he had a genius for booking society gigs (Europe coined the term gig, according to Eubie Blake ), organizing small ensembles, and finding wealthy patrons looking to spice up their private dances with black musicians and their exotic syncopations. He played the kind of music his white employers wanted to hear—minstrel and burnt-cork music, plantation songs (“Oh, the good old days are pass’d and gone,/I sigh for them in vain; /I want to see the cotton fields,/And the dear old home again” ), and “coon songs”—at one point forming a minstrel group with a Marshall Hotel musician named Ernest Hogan, who wrote “All Coons Look Alike to Me” (“And now ma honey gal is gwine to quit me/Yes she’s gone and drove this coon away”).

Jim Europe began his musical career as a classically trained violinist. His ambition was to discover and create authentic African American music, and he knew plantation and coon songs were not it. His personal tastes drew him to rag, to what would come to be called the blues, to the energy of cutting contests, the cabaret scene, and popular song.

In 1910, when 125 musicians at the Marshall Hotel wanted to form a union of their own (they were excluded from the white unions), they elected Jim Europe president and called themselves the Clef Club. Europe’s reputation as a leader of musicians got a boost when he organized a concert at Carnegie Hall in May 1912 to benefit a music school for African American children. The sold-out, standing-room-only performance included twelve upright pianists playing ragtime on back-to-back pianos and garnered standing ovations and rave reviews.

Society gigs soon became more numerous and more lucrative. The Clef Club orchestras played Philadelphia, Baltimore, Richmond, and Washington, D.C. In 1913, Jim married Willie Angrom Starke, a woman prominent in Harlem’s high society, but he continued to see a chorus girl named Bessie Simms on the side. That year he also became the band leader for Vernon and Irene Castle, an internationally acclaimed white dance team popular for adapting and cleaning up “vulgar” black dances, the fox-trot, the Grizzly Bear, the Texas Tommy, and even the tango, a dance deemed so decadent that it was banned from the 1914 Yale junior prom. With the Castles (who hired him on the spot after hearing his music at a private party), Europe played in better and better venues—the Palace Theater, Hammerstein’s Victoria Theater in Times Square, Fifth Avenue hotel ball-rooms, Boston’s Copley Hall, Washington, D.C.’s Willard Hotel for President Woodrow Wilson’s daughter Eleanor—as well as at tea dances, society dances in Newport, and private functions in Saratoga or the Hamptons for some of the wealthiest people in America with last names everybody knew, like Vanderbilt, Astor, Gould, and Stuyvesant Fish.

As a band leader, Jim Europe made sure his musicians were disciplined, dressed in tuxedos, and remained on their best behavior, though they still had to enter through the back door, eat in the kitchen, and occasionally use an upright piano when a Steinway grand was available but covered with a tablecloth, topped with flowers in a vase. Jim Europe knew mistreatment and suffered indignities, but he took the high road, refusing to let himself be reduced or diminished. When a member of the staff at one society gig served him soup that tasted like dishwater, Europe swallowed in silence.

On some Sunday afternoons, Jim Europe would take a train to the Castles’ country estate in Manhasset to play parlor music with his employers. A genuine friendship developed—as did a mutual respect. On April 8, 1914, the famous Castles agreed to appear before a benefit Jim Europe organized at the Manhattan Casino, where Vernon and Irene would perform sanitized versions of black dances for  an audience of twenty-five hundred black people, many of whom knew the unsanitized versions. The Castles had a palpable charisma, a star quality. An idealized, modern (white) male, Vernon started a fashion trend by wearing a wristwatch instead of carrying a pocket watch, while Irene, rail thin, graceful, and metropolitan, embodied the New Woman. Vernon once fined a white member of the Castles’ dance company $50 for using the word “nigger.” When in October 1914 the Castles went into production on Broadway in a new Irving Berlin musical, Watch Your Step, they took Jim Europe, although he was later cut from the show (as was a young comedian named W. C. Fields) for missing a rehearsal after, according to one report, “hearing the siren call of a woman in Chicago.” His reputation was nevertheless secure, and his was a name to be spoken along with the likes of Scott Joplin or Paul Robeson.

Jim Europe’s decision to volunteer for the Fifteenth National Guard was in part informed by his friend Vernon Castle’s decision to join the war effort after the sinking of the Lusitania in May 1915. A British citizen and a celebrity, Castle could have done his bit simply by entertaining the troops, but he wanted to do more than dance while others fought and died. Walking away from the successful run of Watch Your Step, Castle paid his own way to Newport News, Virginia, to learn how to fly, even though aviators in the air over France had a life expectancy of about a month. The dancing Castles gave a farewell performance on December 15, 1915, at the Hippodrome in front of five thousand people, after which Vernon Castle enlisted in the Royal Flying Corps for service in France.

Jim Europe’s decision to enlist was also informed by a belief that Harlem needed a strong institution for the training of young men. Europe was something of a social activist, helping in 1908 to form a group called “The Frogs” with the intention of uniting black actors, artists, writers, and scientists to a common purpose. Later, in 1912, Europe wrote a march called “The Strength of a Nation” for the proposed guard unit, long before William Hayward’s involvement  carried the idea to fruition. Yet, he was first and foremost a musician, laboring for equal treatment and equal pay for black performers and composers, saying, “I have done my best to put an end to this discrimination, but I found that it was no use. The music world is controlled by a trust, and the Negro must submit to its demands or fail to have his compositions produced. I am not bitter about it. It is, after all, but a small portion of the price my race must pay in its at times almost hopeless fight for a place in the sun. Some day it will be different and justice will prevail.”

In the summer of 1916, there were nights when Europe had fifteen bands playing at the same time, and he had to rush from club to hall to club to conduct a tune or two at each. A man of ambition, he had big plans and big dreams: he hoped to establish a national Negro orchestra, to write and produce Broadway musicals with all-black casts.

On September 19, at age thirty-five, he put those dreams on hold and joined the regiment. Using his formidable powers of organization and persuasion to recruit other members of the band, he brought in experienced bandmaster Eugene Mikell as his assistant and pulled in ringers: Ila White on bugle and Frank Debroit from Chicago on cornet. Europe traveled to Puerto Rico to round up men to supplement his horn section, bringing in thirteen members of Manuel Tizol’s band, the Jolly Boys, recording artists on the Victor label. From Charleston, South Carolina’s famous Jenkins Orphanage (where Mikell had formerly given musical training to its homeless “black lambs” as young as age seven), he enlisted Amos Gilliard on trombone and a pair of unrelated young drummers named Steven and Herbert Wright, who nevertheless became known as the “Percussion Twins.” Europe intended to create a military band the likes of which the world had never known, a venture that Colonel Hayward wholeheartedly supported, even securing private funding to help Europe equip his band members. Marching would have reminded Jim Europe of the cadet drill teams he marched with in high  school and the Sousa-led U.S. Marine Corps Marching Band he had heard in Washington, D.C. He would have felt at home with this music, but with the jazzola man’s sensibility, where home is just the place you start from, before you take it outside and see where the music can lead you.

There was a market as well for songs about the war. The national mood was changing, with George M. Cohen’s “Over There” challenging Al Bryan and Al Piantadosi’s “I Didn’t Raise My Boy to Be a Soldier” for its position as the most popular song in America. Everybody was writing war songs, including Archie Gottler, who’d written “Hunting the Hun,” as well as other popular novelty songs like “‘Oogie Oogie Wa Wa’ Means ‘I Wanna Mama’ to an Eskimo,” “Would You Rather Be a Colonel with an Eagle on Your Shoulder or a Private with a Chicken on Your Knee?” and “Mammy’s Chocolate Soldier” (“Come lay your kinky head on Mammy’s shoulder/ Don’t you cry, you’re Mammy’s chocolate soldier!”).

With Jim Europe on the roster, others soon followed. Among the first was Europe’s friend and fellow musician Noble Sissle. Born in Indiana, the slender and bespectacled son of a Methodist minister was a singer with a beautiful baritone voice and something of a refined sensibility compared to Eubie Blake, their friend and business partner, who had played piano in brothels and clubs where Sissle would have felt out of place. The same age as Jim Europe, Blake deemed himself too old to join the regiment and agreed to stay behind and run the business while Jim and Noble were away. Europe joined as a private in a machine gun company but soon became a sergeant, then a lieutenant, appointing Sissle his drum major.
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By July 15, Hayward had the two thousand men he needed, men from all walks of life, men of all ages. Some had already served under arms and were perhaps past their fighting prime, including forty-two-year-old Pvt. Jasper Dorsey, a thirteen-year veteran, forty-nine-year-old Pvt. Robert Miller, and forty-five-year-old Sgt. James H.

McCoy, all from the Twenty-fourth Infantry; Pvt. Henry Raymond and Pvt. John Thomas, both forty years of age, from the Tenth Cavalry; forty-two-year-old Pvt. Frank Johnson from the Twenty-fifth; and forty-one-year-old Pvt. John Shaw from the Eighth Illinois. Kids joined too, many signing up after the Selective Service Act passed on May 18, 1917—better to volunteer to serve with men from your own hometown than to get drafted and serve with strangers. Fresh-faced eighteen-year-olds like Harry Powell, Walter Williams, Ivan Hudson, and James Jackson were probably awestruck to serve in the same machine gun company as Big Jim Europe. A boy named Hannibal Davis joined on September 20, 1916, claiming to be eighteen when he was in fact only fifteen. Arthur Little described other men as giants (and chose them as his personal bodyguards for that reason): a Sergeant Giles; a Sergeant Gaillard, who had already crossed the Atlantic twice and been sunk twice by German warships; and a Sergeant Bayard, who, according to Little, had been acquitted on murder charges on three separate occasions, each time on grounds of self-defense. Said to have his own private police unit tasked to follow him around and nip any violence in the bud, Bayard was nonetheless a “wonderful soldier, leader of men, quiet . . . gentlemanly in manner of speech, and well-educated.”

There was Pvt. G. J. Williams of Company A, a Brooklynite from 461 Carlton Avenue; Pvt. Herbert White from 2 West 137th Street in Harlem; and Pvt. John Graham, who worked as a shipping clerk at 1667 Broadway. Pvt. James Turpin, who believed democracy was something worth fighting for, and Pvt. John A. Jamieson, who wrote poems. Peter Sands, a gambler of much skill. Thirty-three-year-old Pvt. Lionel Rogers, Company L; Pvt. William Jackson, eager to kill Huns; and Pvt. James Henry Jackson from Huntington, Long Island, whose father had worked on whaling ships.

There was Needham Roberts of 249 Church Street, Trenton, New Jersey, a graduate of Lincoln Elementary, then a high school dropout who worked as a hotel bellhop and a clerk in a drugstore. His father ministered at the African Methodist Episcopal Zion  Church in Mt. Holly. Roberts, like Hannibal Davis, was turned down the first time he tried in 1916 to join while underage, so he stole some money from his father, took a train to New York, lied about his age again, and successfully enlisted.

There was Horace Pippin, a shy, pious country boy born in West Chester, Pennsylvania, but raised in Goshen, New York, by his mother, Harriet. As a child, Pippin would rather draw than do his schoolwork. The pair moved when Horace was ten to Middletown, New York, where at fourteen Pippin hired on with a farmer, who offered to send him to art school. Pippin had to support his mother and rejected the offer, working instead in a coal yard, then in a feed store and as a porter at a hotel. When his mother died in 1911, Pippin moved to Paterson, New Jersey, took a job packing furniture for shipping at the Fidelity Storage House, then found work as a molder for a company that made steel brake shoes. In March 1917, he took a ferry from Hoboken and signed his name to the muster roll, bringing with him notebooks, pencils, and crayons.

There was Elmer McCowan, a New Yorker from 669 Lenox Avenue, and there was William Butler, an elevator operator from Salisbury, Maryland. There was Henry Johnson, a baggage handler and porter at the train station in Albany, born in Winston-Salem in 1889, small of stature but tough, not inclined to back down from a fight. One story said that Henry Johnson was playing craps with his fellow redcaps on a blanket at the train depot and vowed that he was going to jump on a train, go down to Harlem, and enlist if he made his number.

Some men joked, “If it wasn’t for that damn band, I wouldn’t be in this army.” But for many, the words Frederick Douglass spoke in 1863 still resonated:Let the black man get upon his person the brass letters U.S.; let him get an eagle on his buttons and a musket on his shoulder, and bullets in his pocket, and there is no power on earth which can deny that he has earned his right to citizenship.









two

 The Argument


Sometimes the reason to go to war is clear. More often, a number of falsehoods must be sold to a populace before one nation can enter into combat with another. Proponents of war may claim that the conflict will be over quickly, that victory will come easily and at a meager cost, that the enemy is less than human, that he deserves everything he gets, that he has it coming to him. Among the remarkable lies that made the Great War possible was one promising that the war would be fun; it is surprising as well how long that lie was perpetuated, in song and story, long after the actual news and numbers from the front revealed the truth of the matter.

In 1916, African Americans had cause to question whether the promise of citizenship was just another lie, a false assurance from a race hardly cognizant of its own duplicity. Part of the propaganda campaign meant to prepare America for war involved demonizing the enemy. The papers and popular magazines were full of true accounts of pillaged Belgian villages, French children gutted with bayonets, girls gang-raped, churches burned to the ground. Germans were commonly referred to as “the Hun” and depicted on posters and in political cartoons as hulking, subhuman savages. The caricatured Hun resembled a massive, drooling, slope-browed ape with black skin, bearing virtually no resemblance to real Germans, who  were pale in complexion. One black writer, Kelly Miller, a dean at Howard University, described the enemy as “the German, ungainly, acrimonious and obdurate, part Saxon, part Hun, part Vandal and part Visigoth, a creature of blood and iron.” The Hun was a brute, a barbarian, a savage. And in the cartoons, he was black.

It was a characterization many Americans, black and white, believed. It was a portrait of evil incarnate, something that had to be stopped.

Yet, many white Americans would have declined to characterize, or failed to recognize, as “Hunish” the treatment given to Jesse Washington, a seventeen-year-old boy in Waco, Texas, accused on May 8, 1916, of killing Lucy Fryer, the fifty-three-year-old wife of a white farmer for whom he’d been working. Jesse Washington had been seen nearby, prior to the time the crime was committed, working in a field. Still working in the same field when the police arrived after the murder was discovered, he made no effort to flee. Reports described him as “feeble-minded.”

Jesse Washington confessed to the crime of murder and rape, although the medical examiner offered no evidence of rape and, according to one account, members of the sheriff’s office had coerced his confession by telling him if he did so, he wouldn’t be lynched. After he was tried and, following a mere four minutes of deliberation, convicted by a white jury, in front of a white judge and a white prosecutor, a white mob was allowed to drag Jesse Washington from the courtroom. He was taken to the City Hall lawn. On the way, he was beaten by members of the mob, which was growing in size and frenzy. He was struck by shovels, bricks, and clubs. He was stabbed and cut until he was red with blood. According to the Waco Times Herald,Life was not extinct within the Negro’s body, although nearly so, when another chain was placed around his neck and thrown over the limb of a tree on the lawn, everybody  trying to get to the Negro and have some part in his death. The infuriated mob then leaned the Negro, who was half alive and half dead, against the tree, he having just enough strength within his limbs to support him. As rapidly as possible the Negro was then jerked into the air at which a shout from thousands of throats went up in the morning air and dry goods boxes, excelsior, wood and every other article that would burn was then in evidence, appearing as if by magic. A huge dry goods box was then produced and filled to the top with all the material that had been secured. The Negro’s body was swaying in the air, and all of the time a noise of thousands was heard and the Negro’s body was lowered into the box. No sooner had his body touched the box than people pressed forward, each eager to be the first to light the fire, matches were touched to the inflammable material and as smoke rapidly rose in the air, such a demonstration as of people gone mad was never heard before. Everybody pressed closer to get souvenirs of the affair. When they had finished with the Negro his body was mutilated.




People took fingers, toes, and ears as keepsakes. The crowd, estimated at ten thousand, included women and children. Jesse Washington was one of fifty-one colored men known to have been lynched in 1916, “as if by magic.” “There are crimes,” a Texas paper said of lynching, “which make sane and sober men mad; there are crimes which set aflame the minds.” A Texas congressman defended such behavior as “the call of blood,” an instinct white men had received from God himself, “a call to the preservation of the race.” Defending the white race was a noble vocation, heroic, according to the depiction of the Ku Klux Klan in D. W. Griffith’s 1915 movie Birth of a Nation.

The atrocity in Waco gained national attention. It outraged members of the National Association for the Advancement of  Colored People, founded in Harlem in 1909 by magazine editor W. E. B. DuBois, suffragette Ida Wells, and attorney Archibald Grimke, among others. The “Waco horror” was notorious for its extreme nature, but for most black Americans, there were other, smaller incidents as well, indignities too numerous to track or count, brutalities too small to make the local papers. There were beatings, humiliations, insults, and slights, with no end in sight. Jesse Washington, in Waco, had been taken from a government courthouse and murdered by ten thousand people in front of City Hall. The city police had done nothing to stop the lynching. And this was precisely the government, the country, the democracy that the men on the muster rolls were signing up to defend.

“Men of darker hue have no rights which white men are bound to respect,” argued Archibald Grimke’s brother Francis, a minister at Fifteenth Street Presbyterian Church in Washington, D.C. “And it is this narrow, contracted, contemptible undemocratic idea of democracy that we have been fighting to make the world safe for, if we have been fighting to make it safe for democracy at all.”

Yet, W. E. B. DuBois, editor of Crisis magazine, saw it as a simple syllogism. “If this is our country,” he reasoned (a substantial “if” to some), “then this is our war.” In the July 1918 issue of Crisis, he wrote, “We of the colored race have no ordinary interest in the outcome. That which the German power represents today spells death to the aspirations of Negroes and all darker races for equality, freedom and democracy. Let us not hesitate. Let us, while this war lasts, forget our special grievances and close our ranks, shoulder to shoulder with our white fellow-citizens and the allied nations that are fighting for democracy. We make no ordinary sacrifice, but we make it gladly and willingly with our eyes lifted to the hills. We urge this despite our deep sympathy with the reasonable and deep seated feeling of revolt among Negroes at the present insult and discrimination to which they are subject even when they do their patriotic duty.”

For the men of Harlem, the conversation was ongoing, a discussion held in the saloons and barbershops, on soapboxes and  stepladders at the corner of 135th and Lenox, and from the pulpits of the churches. Some saw military service as an opportunity.

“The future historian,” preached Rev. F. M. Hyden of St. James Presbyterian Church, “when he comes to set down the facts in connection with the world war, should have before him the fact that coloured men went to war not as an endorsement of the President, but as a measure of national defense . . . volunteered service in such a time as this constitutes . . . the strongest argument and the noblest appeal for political and economic rights which colored men could present to the nation after the war is over.”

On the same day, Rev. Adam Clayton Powell at the Abyssinian Baptist Church told his congregation, “This is the proper time for us to make a special request for our constitutional rights as American citizens. The ten million colored people in this country were never so badly needed as now. . . . As a race we ought to let our government know that if it wants us to fight foreign powers, we must be given some assurance first of better treatment at home. . . . Why should not the colored Americans make a bloodless demand at this time for the rights we have been making futile efforts to secure [from a] government that has persistently stood by with folded arms while we were oppressed and murdered.”

Others saw it as a trick, or perhaps a false hope. “Since when,” asked A. Philip Randolph in the Messenger, “has the subject race come out of a war with its rights and privileges accorded for such a participation. . . . Did not the Negro fight in the Revolutionary War, with Crispus Attucks dying first . . . and come out to be a miserable chattel slave in this country for nearly one hundred years?”

[image: 004]

Colonel Hayward needed two thousand men to qualify for federal service. Some qualified men in Harlem understood that service in the National Guard unit offered little hope of advancement and was no place for a colored man with career ambitions. The men who believed in the regiment did what they could to bring in recruits.

Napoleon Marshall took the stage at the Lafayette Theater between acts to speak on behalf of the regiment—only to find himself booed.

“What has that uniform ever got you?” a voice in the crowd called out.

“Any man who was not willing to fight for his country was not worthy to be one of its citizens,” Marshall replied.

 



There was considerable resistance in white society as well as within the military to the idea of arming large numbers of colored American men, training them, and giving them permission to kill Huns, who, despite the cartoons in the magazines, were white people. The image of a race war had lodged in the American imagination since before Nat Turner’s 1831 rebellion and even before the 1791 slave revolt in Haiti. Colored men had served in the armed forces since the Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, the Civil War, and the Spanish-American War, but since the Civil War, they’d primarily fought against nonwhite enemies: Native Americans in the American West or Insurectos in the Philippines when the United States took command of Spanish colonies following the Spanish-American War. William Hayward commanded black troops in Cuba. More recently, black troops of the Tenth Cavalry had distinguished themselves fighting with Gen. John Pershing against Pancho Villa at Carrizal. The War Department felt its job was to prepare to win a war, not to solve the nation’s race problem. As such, its approach was to circumvent the problem of race by establishing separated and segregated regiments and divisions, or regiments in which white officers commanded black soldiers.

Secretary of the Navy Josephus Daniels claimed that the navy did not practice discrimination, then added, “however, to avoid friction between the races, it has been customary to enlist colored men in the various ratings of the messmen; that is cooks, stewards and mess attendants.”

Other commanders refused to let white and colored units serve together, calling such a policy “impracticable.” The selective service  statutes stated explicitly, “White and colored enlisted or enrolled men shall not be organized in or assigned to the same company, battalion or regiment.”

Pershing asserted repeatedly that American troops were neither ready nor prepared to fight the war in Europe. Yet, rather than send to France the Twenty-fourth and Twenty-fifth infantries and the Ninth and Tenth cavalries, the colored units he already had, he deployed them to Mexico, the Philippines, and Hawaii. For the war in Europe, black soldiers were recommended only as stevedores, laborers, or support troops. The army chief of engineers suggested, “The class of white men who would seek service . . . in these battalions could not be very desirable and more time would be required to train them than would be necessary with the intelligent colored man.”

The army chief of engineers cited one problem: “There will be vacancies in the non-commissioned grades which must be filled from time to time and unless white men are taken from other ranks and transferred to these battalions there results a permanent vacancy or the promotion of a colored man. The promotion of the colored man is then impossible as it gives a mixed class of non-commissioned officers.”

The War Department found the prospect of racial conflict difficult to set aside. Racial violence within army ranks had occurred before.

It occurred first on August 13, 1906, when a black battalion, the First Battalion of the Twenty-fifth Infantry, upon being stationed at Fort Brown on the Mexican border in Brownsville, Texas, found Jim Crow laws enforcing racial segregation firmly in place and signs in the town park reading, “No niggers and no dogs allowed.” Uniformed men were occasionally knocked to the ground for what the local whites deemed disrespectful behavior. After a fight between a black soldier and a Brownsville storekeeper, the city tried to bar colored soldiers from entering town. On the night of August 13, sixteen to twenty unidentified colored soldiers allegedly walked into town and shot up the buildings, wounding a police  officer and killing a bartender. The white commanders at Fort Brown testified that the men were in their barracks at the time in question. Only spent shell casings from army rifles could be produced as hard evidence, and the defense argued that these could easily have been planted. When the soldiers refused to cooperate with official inquiries, either by confessing or giving evidence against those responsible—which one government investigator termed a “conspiracy of silence”—the army, with President Theodore Roosevelt’s consent and by his order, dishonorably discharged all of the men in Companies B, C, and D. In total, 167 soldiers, including men with over twenty years of service and approaching retirement, were released without receiving the back pay due them. They were denied all benefits and pensions and excluded from any further government service. The chief attorney for the defendants was a thirty-year-old lawyer named Napoleon B. Marshall, who developed evidence that later (but not in his lifetime) persuaded the government to grant the men honorable discharges.

 



The director of the War Plans Division, Brig. Gen. Lytle Brown, wrote of the problem: “The fighting value of colored men has been much discussed and while there is considerable doubt as to their value for furnishing officer material, it seems to be pretty generally agreed that under white officers or largely officered by white men, their capacity and work as noncommissioned officers and privates, even on the firing line . . . has been considerable.”

Brown addressed the inherent problem of men serving without hope of promotion:It is, moreover, considered a very unsafe policy to utilize colored men in a way to accentuate the race discrimination against them. This is not a time to stir up race-feeling which is, under the best condition, a very serious problem with us. If they are to be used in such a way that only subordinate positions are open to them and if they are made to feel that  faithful and satisfactory service cannot bring them the reward of advancement to higher grades in the unit in which they are serving, it can hardly be supposed that they can give their best efforts or that a proper pride and morale can exist in such units. The colored drafted men will include the best of that race, and it is to be expected that some excellent noncommissioned officer material will be found which should be recognized and utilized.




Brown had a lower opinion of the black men entering the army through the draft:A large proportion of these colored men are ignorant, illiterate, day labor classes. A great many of them are of inferior physical stamina and would not hold up under the conditions of strenuous field service and could not withstand the rigors of the damp cold winter in France. The percentage of sickness among them has been very high, particularly of venereal disease.




At the time, however, the French had seventy-three thousand colonial soldiers from West Africa already serving in that same damp, cold climate. The U.S. government already used colored troops from the First Separate Battalion (Colored) of Washington, D.C., to protect the White House, the Capitol, and other federal buildings and charged them with preventing white German spies from infiltrating and passing as guards. Nevertheless, the army’s leadership did not trust colored soldiers to serve in combat. Many of the draftees Lytle Brown cited as illiterate, ignorant, or disease-ridden came from the South, where they lived in poverty, had inadequate schools, and lacked access to health care.

Some in the military resorted to the pseudosciences of the day to justify their biases. One officer cited a “well known fact to anthropologists,” who had used head measurements of members of the  black race to indicate limited cranial capacities, inferring a correlation between intelligence and hat size. Others in the military cited the poor performance of draftees on intelligence tests, which asked questions like “What is a mimeograph?” “Where are Overland Railroad cars manufactured?” “In which does the character of Scrooge appear: Vanity Fair; A Christmas Carol; Romola; or Henry IV?” or “Who is Christy Matthewson?” He was a well-known baseball player, granted, but such a question was hardly useful in measuring native intelligence. In fact, the test scores of draftees of all races taking the army intelligence test indicated that just about everyone was “subnormal,” though how the average score of an entire population could be less than “normal” remained unaddressed.

Six days after the first American troops stepped ashore in France, racial violence erupted in the United States. On Sunday, July 1, 1917, in East St. Louis, white workers went on strike at a local plant, which then recruited black strikebreakers. About one hundred thousand people lived in East St. Louis, but the white labor pool had not grown since the war put an end to European immigration, while the black population was swollen with recent migrants from the South. Conflict between white and black workers was aggravated when speakers at a rally at City Hall urged white citizens to take action against colored laborers. A car drove into a black neighborhood, firing bullets into black homes. When another car filled with white policemen followed, armed blacks retaliated by shooting at the car as it drove away, killing two of the policemen. The ensuing riot lasted for three days. Blacks were beaten, stabbed, kicked, stoned, hanged, or shot while trying to escape their burning homes. The police looked on, doing nothing. Some members of the Illinois state militia who had been sent in to assist the police joined them in their inaction. One soldier even invited a white man to “kill all the Negroes he could, that he did not like them either,” according to the St. Louis Post-Dispatch . By the end of the riots, thirty-nine African Americans were dead, and hundreds of black homes had been reduced to ashes.

A month later, at a Carnegie Hall reception for a delegation representing the new government of Russian premier Alexander Kerensky, Samuel Gompers, head of the American Federation of Labor (AFL), in a room full of AFL supporters, excoriated the strikebreakers in East St. Louis and said they got what they deserved. Ex-president Theodore Roosevelt was on the podium. When Gompers applauded the riots in East St. Louis, Roosevelt leapt from his seat and crossed the stage to shake his finger in Gompers’s face, saying, “Murder is murder, whether white or black. I will never stand on any platform and remain silent and listen to anyone condoning the savage and brutal treatment of Negro strike breakers.” A near-riot ensued, and Roosevelt needed a police escort from the hall. Leaving with him was one of the event’s organizers, a Capt. Hamilton Fish of the New York Fifteenth National Guard.
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