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THEY HAD A DREAM

“Agitate! Agitate! Agitate!”

—Frederick Douglass (1818–1895)

The civil rights struggle in the United States occurred in three stages. In the first stage, blacks kidnapped from Africa and made slaves in America struggled for freedom. The charismatic figure of that movement was Frederick Douglass.

“Where is the black man’s government?”

—Marcus Garvey (1887–1940)

The second stage occurred after the Civil War, when freed slaves struggled to surmount prejudice and persecution. The black leader who developed black nationalism and black pride was Marcus Garvey.

“I have a dream.”

—Martin Luther King Jr. (1929–1968)

The third movement began in the 1960s, when a strong civil rights movement forged ahead in two divergent directions. The Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. organized a powerful nonviolent civil disobedience movement to win equal rights through integration.

“I don’t advocate violence, but …”

—Malcolm X (1925–1965)

In contrast, until the last years of his life Malcolm X sought equal rights for blacks through violent confrontation and through racial separation.
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INTRODUCTION

JUST before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, I was drafted and sent to Camp Croft in South Carolina from my home in New York City. In Spartanburg, I was astonished and disturbed to see local blacks step off the sidewalk into the gutter to allow white people to pass.

Months later, in a New Guinea jungle during World War II, I was given a lift in a jeep by a black GI. I told him what I had seen in Spartanburg. Why, I asked, did southern blacks feel the need to be so cowed and deferential toward whites? I never forgot his reply.

“Just let the white man drop his whip,” he said with a grim smile, “and then watch what happens!”

The civil rights struggle in the United States occurred in three stages. In the first stage blacks who had been kidnapped from Africa and made slaves in America struggled for freedom. The charismatic figure of that movement was Frederick Douglass (1818–1895).

The second stage occurred after the Civil War when freed slaves struggled to surmount prejudice and persecution, a period lasting a century. The black leader who defied discrimination with an inseminating movement that developed black nationalism and black pride was Marcus Garvey (1887–1940).

The third stage began in the 1960s, when a strong civil rights movement forged ahead in two divergent directions. The Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. (1929–1968) organized a powerful nonviolent civil disobedience movement to win equal rights through integration. He was supported by millions of whites who believed in social justice. In contrast, Malcolm X (1925–1965) sought equal rights for blacks through violent confrontation and through racial separation.

The civil rights struggle can best be perceived and understood through the lives and works of these four outstanding black leaders in American history. Each significantly inf luenced and changed the direction of that struggle. Yet, except for Martin Luther King, they are relatively neglected in histories written by, for, and about whites.

“The obscurity of these freedom fighters,” observes white historian George Levesque, “suggests how invisible blacks can be to whites.”

These “invisible” people have been known by several names over the centuries. First they were called Negroes, then coloreds, then blacks, and now some prefer the term Afro-Americans or African Americans. However, for the purposes of this book, the term blacks has been used as the one preferred by the subjects of my biographies, and by most contemporary blacks themselves.

I wish to express my gratitude for the cooperation of Benjamin L. Hooks, executive director/CEO of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People; John J. Jacobs, president/CEO of the National Urban League, Inc.; Bobby Seale, cofounder of the Black Panthers; and David Hilliard, former Black Panther chief of staff.

My purpose in writing this book is to help white readers understand the story of the black struggle in America as they may never have known it before and to help black readers appreciate fully their proud and remarkable heritage.

—Jules Archer


The History of the Black Struggle in America



ONE

Since ancient times, racial prejudice has been used to justify slavery. It was the justification in America when the first twenty Africans were imported into Virginia as bound servants in 1619. British writers defended slavery as “the backbone and mainspring of British commerce,” calling the kidnapped Africans “ignoble savages.”

While slavery flourished openly in American colonies, the possibility of slave revolts was a constant fear. Many colonies forbade blacks to assemble, travel without permission, bear arms, or possess liquor. In Virginia, any master who killed his slave for “resisting correction” went free on the assumption he would not destroy his own valuable property without just cause.

One of the earliest slave revolts took place in New York City in 1712. Eight thousand whites owned two thousand slaves, most of whom were cruelly treated. Gathering secretly after midnight, twenty-three slaves set fire to a house as a signal to the city’s blacks that an uprising had begun. Armed with guns, long knives, and hatchets they had secured from drunken crews in port, they attacked whites, killing nine.

The governor’s soldiers routed and pursued them. Some trapped slaves turned guns and knives on themselves rather than be captured. Twenty-one were executed; some hanged, some tortured and broken on the wheel, some burned to death. This cycle of cruel treatment, revolt, and violent suppression would be repeated throughout slavery’s existence in America.

By 1760, almost half a million slaves were working on southern plantations. Thomas Jefferson himself was a slaveholder who saw no possibility that blacks and whites could ever live together as equals. In 1776, he warned that Americans would one day pay bitterly for having brought the black man to this continent in chains, and urged resettling slaves in Africa.

His views underwent change four years later, however, when he advocated total emancipation. Some said the reason was his affair with a black slave and their five children. But 1801 was also when a slave insurrection broke out in Virginia and some thirty-five black rebels were executed. A gloomy Jefferson prophesied, “We are truly to be pitied…. I tremble for my country when I ref lect that God is just.” He sought to trouble the conscience of fellow Virginians by reminding them, “One day of American slavery is worse than a thousand years of what we rose in arms to oppose!”

At Jefferson’s insistence, Congress passed the Act to Prohibit the Importation of Slaves after 1808. This law, however, did not stop an illegal slave traffic. It continued to f lourish until the Civil War, earning fat profits for northern shipowners.

Slavery also earned huge profits for southern plantation owners, thanks to Eli Whitney’s cotton gin, invented in 1793. With the problem of processing the plant solved, the cotton industry grew rapidly, as did the need for slave field hands on the plantations. Significantly, 1793 was also the year Congress passed the first Fugitive Slave Law, levying a $500 fine on anyone attempting to conceal or rescue an escaped slave.

But this did nothing to stop slaves’ resistance. By 1820, there had been over 250 slave revolts. The largest occurred in 1811, when a slave named Charles led five hundred slaves in a revolt at the Andre sugar plantation north of New Orleans. After wounding Andre and killing his son, they seized arms and advanced down the coast, smashing and looting property. Terrified whites f led before them.

In a battle with several hundred US troops and militia, eighty-three slaves were killed. Sixteen were arrested, tried, and executed. Their heads were mounted on poles at intervals along the Mississippi River as a grim warning to all restless slaves.

TWO

There was now growing support in the North for solving the “black problem” by resettling free blacks in African colonies. Paul Cuffee, a Boston Quaker, took one shipload of black passengers to settle in Sierra Leone. In 1816, the American Colonization Society (ACS) was founded to promote the plan, in the belief that blacks were a troublesome minority best gotten rid of. Prominent members included James Madison, Andrew Jackson, Daniel Webster, Stephen Douglas, and James Monroe. Congress supported the ACS, authorizing money to transport twenty thousand free blacks to establish an African colony, which became Liberia.

By 1819, there was an even balance between northern states that barred slavery and southern states that depended on it. As the friction between them grew more intense, a northern abolitionist movement sprang up. Abolitionists created what was called the Underground Railroad, an escape route to free states and Canada for runaway slaves. Escapees were hunted by “slavecatchers” who were paid bounties for each runaway captured.

Despite these dangers, as many as twenty thousand slaves escaped on the Underground Railroad before the Civil War. Some returned to the South to serve as guides for other escapees. The most famous of these was Harriet Tubman, who carried a $10,000 bounty for her capture—dead or alive.

Meanwhile, the slave revolts continued. In 1822, an informer revealed a plot by a free Haitian black, Denmark Vesey, to lead an uprising of all blacks in South Carolina. The plot was quickly crushed, and thirty-seven blacks were executed.

A black Boston ragman, David Walker, published a pamphlet called Walker’s Appeal in 1830, calling upon all southern slaves to revolt. Copies found their way below the Mason-Dixon line, the informal boundary between slave and free states, leading southern port police to search ships for the incendiary pamphlet. Any black seaman found with one was jailed and f logged.

One year later fresh panic swept the South. Nat Turner, a thirty-one-year-old Virginia slave, had awed fellow slaves with his report of hearing “a loud noise in the heavens,” followed by the appearance of a spirit who revealed that he had been chosen by God to lead the slaves out of bondage. With his disciples Turner plotted a swift and terrible massacre that would terrify whites into f leeing before them. He and five slaves murdered their sleeping master, his wife, and three children. Seizing guns and ammunition, they sped from plantation to plantation, gathering sixty-four more recruits.

In each house the mob burst into, they assassinated all white occupants and seized muskets, axes, scythes, swords, and clubs. In two days, over fifty-seven white men, women, and children were slain in a twenty-mile area. Word f lashed around the countryside, then all through the South.

“The slaves are plotting! The Negroes have risen!”

Military forces swept through the county, killing over a hundred slaves indiscriminately in a vengeful massacre. Many of Turner’s followers were captured and killed on the spot; some were decapitated. Nineteen were tried and executed. Nat Turner was hanged.

Turner’s rebellion sent shivers up and down the spines of all southerners. “It is like a smothered volcano,” quavered Mrs. Lawrence Lewis, George Washington’s niece. “We know not when, or where, the f lame will burst forth, but we know that death in the most repulsive form awaits us.”

Infuriated slaveowners blamed David Walker’s pamphlet and the agitation of the North’s most militant and active abolitionist, William Lloyd Garrison. Garrison had begun publishing an abolitionist newspaper, The Liberator, in 1831. In the following year he organized the New England Anti-Slavery Society (NEASS) with a merchant colleague, Lewis Tappan. Through his paper and the NEASS, Garrison not only condemned the southern system of slavery, but he also accused New Englanders of hypocrisy for professing to oppose slavery while using products produced by the slave states.

Garrison demanded in his paper that northerners boycott slave-produced products. But many northern businessmen had investments in southern plantations or traded with them. One New York businessman told abolitionist minister Samuel J. May, “It is a matter of business necessity. We cannot afford to let you succeed.”

Some northern newspapers denounced the abolitionists for holding integrated meetings, and accused them of fostering intermarriage. Northern racist mobs staged proslavery riots during the summer of 1834 in New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Connecticut, Ohio, and Michigan.

Garrison himself received hundreds of letters threatening his life. When he tried to speak at the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society in 1835, he was seized by a mob and led through the streets by a rope around his neck. He had to be rescued by burly truckers sent to his aid by Boston’s mayor.

In the South, meanwhile, slaveowner brutality grew increasingly savage. In Tennessee a slave who had fought back and killed a cruel master was burned alive over a slow fire before a crowd of thousands. One minister criticized the punishment; he would have preferred the slave be torn to pieces with red-hot pincers.

“This,” Garrison asked in horror, “is a man of God?”

Garrison was joined in his abolitionist crusade by escaped slave Frederick Douglass, who moved audiences with his own story of suffering at the hands of cruel slave masters. While rallying the conscience of white Americans with Garrison, Douglass also encouraged freed blacks to enter the political struggle against slavery through his newspaper The North Star. Throughout the Civil War and the fight for black freedom that followed, Douglass would be the leading black spokesman for racial equality.

THREE

The westward expansion of America intensified the struggle between North and South over the political balance of slave and free states. Congress stirred a northern furor by passing the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, providing federal aid in apprehending runaways and punishing anyone hindering their recapture, whether they were in a free territory or not.

That fury was seen in full force in 1854, when Anthony Burns, a runaway slave from Virginia, was arrested in Boston on a fugitive slave warrant. Outraged abolitionists aroused a crowd of fifty thousand to attempt an unsuccessful rescue of Burns from his prison cell. It took a thousand soldiers and police with drawn guns to force the prisoner aboard a ship sailing for Virginia.

Like Congress, the Supreme Court took a dim view of the rights of all blacks. In the Dred Scott decision of 1857, Chief Justice Roger Taney declared that no slave or descendant could be a US citizen and Congress had no right to prohibit slavery in the territories because it deprived southerners of slave “property” without due process of law.

With the presidential election of 1860 approaching, slavery was a much-debated issue. But there was basic agreement between the two candidates for the Republican nomination. Both Stephen Douglas and Abraham Lincoln favored the forced emigration of blacks. Lincoln also believed that blacks were mentally and morally inferior to whites and conceded to Douglas that federal power should not infringe upon states’ rights to slavery.

Lincoln was nominated by the Republicans in May 1860 under voting rules that allowed freed blacks to vote in only five northern states. Abolitionist Wendell Phillips responded with a slashing editorial in Garrison’s Liberator assailing him as “the Slave Hound of Illinois.”

When the Civil War broke out on April 12, 1861, after Lincoln’s election, many whites in northern and border states angrily blamed blacks in their midst. As law enforcement officials looked the other way, white mobs attacked black communities in Memphis, Louisville, Cincinnati, and Detroit. To pacify whites in the border states, the Union army was given strict orders not to interfere with slavery there.

At first the Union army refused to enlist free blacks. Eventually, however, 156,000 black troops were accepted. Fighting thirty-nine major battles, they earned Congressional Medals of Honor, despite treatment inferior to that accorded white troops.

Lincoln was fearful that millions of northerners who were fighting and financing a war to hold the Union together would balk at doing so to abolish slavery. Emancipation, he worried, would also drive the border states into the arms of the South. He stated, “My paramount object is to save the Union, and not either to save or destroy slavery…. If I could save the Union without freeing any slaves, I would do it.”

Finally, however, he felt reluctantly driven to issue the Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863. Even then, it was more a war strategy than a moral document. It only freed slaves in the Confederacy, in the hope that they would desert southern plantations for Union lines. Slaves in border states or in southern areas under Union control remained the property of whites. It would take almost three years before slavery would be completely abolished under the Thirteenth Amendment, adopted on December 18, 1865.

In the North, the Emancipation Proclamation stirred a white backlash. In March antiblack riots broke out in Detroit. Three months later New York saw a series of antidraft riots, during which blacks were hanged from lampposts by mobs of poor white laborers. They were furious at a draft law that permitted rich men to pay other people to serve in their places, and at freed slaves brought north for use as strikebreakers.

Southerners reacted to the Emancipation Proclamation with disbelief and horror. The Presbyterian church of the South went so far as to pass a resolution declaring slavery to be a divine institution ordained by God.

The end of the Civil War on April 9, 1865, did nothing to change antiblack sentiment in either the North or South. Five days after the southern surrender, President Lincoln was assassinated. The New York City Council, fearing another wave of antiblack riots, refused to allow blacks to march in the funeral procession. In the South, slavery was simply replaced by a new system of black bondage.

FOUR

While blacks were no longer legally bound to southern plantations, sharecropping fulfilled the same purpose. Former slaves now rented farmland from white landlords. The rents were set so high that blacks could never pay them off from the produce they grew. They were thus caught in a spiraling debt that kept them impoverished and undernourished. “Black Codes,” racist regulations passed by the white ruling class, further bound freed slaves to white landlords.

Southerners also used a variety of ruses to keep blacks from voting. Blacks who tried to vote were refused ballots because they didn’t have grandfathers who’d voted, or hadn’t paid a poll tax they couldn’t afford, or couldn’t pass a difficult literacy test given only to blacks, or hadn’t voted in a primary election open only to whites.

Lincoln’s successor, President Andrew Johnson, was more concerned with how to help the bankrupt South than with helping the four million freed slaves. A former southern slaveowner, Johnson argued that blacks, only one in ten of whom could read or write, were not equipped to act as “lawgivers for a great nation” because they simply had no “capacity for so high a function.” He objected to blacks serving on juries judging white defendants, calling this both unconstitutional and “insulting to the white mass of Americans.” Instead of civil rights laws, Johnson asked Congress for measures to help the southern states recover.

Congress angrily refused. If the Rebels were to be rewarded instead of punished, what, then, had the war been all about? Overriding President Johnson’s veto, they created a Freedmen’s Bureau to combat the southern Black Codes. This measure helped former slaves by giving them land and by trying anyone accused of depriving them of their new civil rights in army courts.

In April 1866 Congress also passed a Civil Rights Act conferring US citizenship on freed blacks and making it a federal misdemeanor to violate their rights. Further, Congress clamped tighter controls on the South with four Reconstruction Acts. All these measures were backed by federal troops stationed in the South, and all were passed over President Johnson’s veto.

The result of these acts, however, was to turn control of the South over to northern business interests. Backed by the bayonets of federal troops, state governments were soon run by white “carpetbaggers” and their black puppets. Predictably, white southerners reacted with violence.

A drive to expel Reconstruction officials and suppress the freed blacks was spearheaded by the Ku Klux Klan, first organized in Pulaski, Tennessee, in 1866. Employing threats and mob violence, hooded Klansmen united masses of white southerners behind their crusade, especially lower-class workers who feared the competition of free black labor. The Klan frightened blacks into staying away from election polls by burning crosses and f logging and torturing freedmen. Those who resisted were lynched.

In angry reply to southern violence, Congress passed the Fourteenth Amendment guaranteeing full citizenship to all persons born in the United States. It prevented any state from passing a law to deprive any citizen of life, liberty, or property, guaranteeing all “equal protection of the laws.”

Under the administration of President Grant, elected in 1868 with strong black support, the federal government continued to support black rights. Grant won ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment strengthening black suffrage, and executed the Enforcement Act of 1870 to empower it. In 1871, he became a hero to blacks by ordering the Ku Klux Klan disbanded. Hundreds of Klansmen were arrested under an act of Congress.

However, this act was later overturned. That same year the Supreme Court undermined the Fifteenth Amendment, declaring that it did not prevent “the deprivation of [citizens’] common rights by state legislation.” This cruel decision left southern blacks to the mercies of state and local officials.

How merciful they would be was suggested by an editorial in the Atlanta News responding to President Grant’s proposal for a new civil rights bill: “Let there be White Leagues formed in every town, village and hamlet of the South, and let us organize for the great struggle which seems inevitable…. [I]t is time to meet brute-force with brute-force…. Act the moment Grant signs the civil rights bill [which is] a declaration of war against Southern whites.”

FIVE

IN 1875, Grant sent his civil rights bill to Congress, which guaranteed blacks equal rights in public places and forbade their exclusion from juries. Despite bitter opposition from white southern congressmen, the bill passed, only to be declared unconstitutional by a hostile Supreme Court.

Meanwhile, White Leagues were springing up throughout the South, directing mob riots against black officials and white Radical Republicans. Their war against Reconstruction was aided in 1876, when Rutherford B. Hayes won the tight presidential election through fraud committed by three southern canvassing boards. He promptly repaid them by beginning to withdraw federal troops from the South.

Hayes assured the country that this action was a “much needed measure for the restitution of local self-government and the promotion of national harmony.” But with their protection by federal forces now gone, blacks saw their hard-won freedoms quickly eroded. Southern legislatures were soon recaptured from the Radical Republicans. Lynchings and mob violence continued without opposition. And Jim Crow laws and the unwritten prewar code of black behavior again controlled blacks’ daily lives.

Under this code, every encounter between a black person and a southern white became a lesson in black inferiority. Whites had to be addressed as Mr., Marse, or Miss. Blacks were simply called “boy” or “girl” or referred to by their first name only. Blacks could not shake a white man’s hand, call on a white man’s house at the front door, or eat at a white man’s table. If a black encountered a white person on a narrow sidewalk, he had to step into the gutter to let the white pass.

By the end of the nineteenth century, the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments had become dead-letter laws in southern states. While 67 percent of blacks had registered to vote in 1867, only 6 percent dared register in 1882, when the last federal troops were withdrawn from the South. Mob violence and lynchings—over two thousand in the last two decades of the century alone—crushed black resistance.

Under the constant oppression and violence, blacks began to f lee the South in large numbers. Between 1879 and 1890, fifty thousand black sharecroppers migrated to the West and Midwest. More blacks went north in search of factory work.

Prejudiced northerners responded by adopting Jim Crow customs of their own. The problem was particularly acute in northern cities, where blacks soon found themselves barred from restaurants, theaters, hotels, and stores.

In 1895, Homer Plessy, a one-eighth black, sat down in a Louisiana “whites only” railroad car to challenge that state’s segregation policies. He believed the Fourteenth Amendment would protect him. But when Plessy v. Ferguson reached the Supreme Court, the court ruled that all any state had to do was provide “separate but equal” facilities for blacks. It added an arrogant insult: “If one race be inferior to the other socially, the Constitution of the United States cannot put them on the same plane.”

A rejoicing South used this decision to justify segregation for the next fifty-eight years.

Segregation was quickly extended to cover every area of black life. Blacks could not eat with whites, play in the same parks as whites, or attend the same schools. Oklahoma went as far as segregating its phone books. Segregation even continued after death, with separate cemeteries for blacks and whites.

Theodore Roosevelt, who was elected president in 1900, expressed the attitudes of most white Americans. When vice president, he wrote, “As a race … the [blacks] are altogether inferior to the whites…. A perfectly stupid race can never rise to a very high place…. I do not believe that the average Negro … is as yet in any way fit to take care of himself and others…. If he were, there would be no Negro race problem.”

But even Roosevelt underestimated the level of racial hatred in the South. In 1901 he invited Booker T. Washington, the founder of the first college for blacks, Tuskegee Institute, to lunch at the White House. The South approved of Washington’s emphasis on black responsibility rather than rights, but this was too much. South Carolina Senator “Pitchfork Ben” Tillman expressed southern sentiment: “The action of President Roosevelt entertaining that nigger will necessitate our killing a thousand niggers in the South before they will learn their place again.”

Black sociologist William Du Bois challenged both whites’ Jim Crow laws and the “accommodationist” policies of Booker T. Washington, who was then the leading spokesman for black rights. With other black leaders Du Bois founded the Niagara Movement in 1906. “We refuse to allow the impression to remain,” they stated, “that the Negro-American assents to inferiority, is submissive under oppression and apologetic before insults…. The voice of ten million Americans must never cease to assail the ears of their fellows, as long as America is unjust.”

Three years later the Niagara Movement became the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). For the rest of the century, it would lead the legal battle to end discrimination, segregation, voting restrictions, and violence against blacks.

When Woodrow Wilson was elected president in 1912, he promised “fair and just treatment for all.” But for the native Virginian, “all” did not include blacks, whom he referred to during his professorship at Princeton as “unschooled in self-control … insolent and aggressive; sick of work, covetous of pleasure.” Wilson segregated the Post Office and Treasury Department, professing this would “reduce friction.”

All through the first part of the twentieth century, the cause of black rights met resistance from every branch of the government. Even the f ledgling film industry joined the antiblack majority. In 1915, race prejudice in America was inf lamed by director D. W. Griffith’s film The Birth of a Nation. Based on Thomas Dixon, Jr.’s 1905 novel The Clansman, it glorified the Ku Klux Klan as noble defenders of white civilization against a “black reign of terror,” an image the Klan would use to recruit new members in the 1920s.

But while blacks in America remained segregated from whites, discriminated against, and subject to terror by vigilante groups, a looming international conf lict was about to give them their first glimpse of a world where equality seemed possible.

SIX

When World War I broke out in Europe, masses of southern blacks migrated north for work in the booming defense industries. They were greeted by race riots and bombings targeted against black families who moved into white neighborhoods.

Two new organizations were formed to deal with the crisis in the cities. In 1910 the National Urban League was founded to help southern blacks—nearly two million of whom moved north between 1910 and 1940—adjust to city life. The Urban League helped them find jobs, fostered black health and education, and sought to prevent delinquency.

In 1916 Jamaican immigrant Marcus Garvey moved the headquarters of his Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) to New York City. While the Urban League sought to integrate blacks into white society, Garvey took a separatist approach, organizing a “back to Africa” movement that attracted a hundred thousand members. His emphasis on black pride, expressed in the motto “Black Is Beautiful,” inspired thousands of blacks and would later give rise to a movement to win blacks control of their urban neighborhoods.

Meanwhile, 350,000 blacks from across the country joined the Army, and many of them served overseas. The Army was segregated, and the Navy and Marines barred blacks from service. Yet, serving abroad, thousands of blacks experienced equal treatment from whites for the first time. When these veterans returned home, some decorated as war heroes, they felt that they had earned the right to equal and unsegregated treatment from the country they had fought for.

What they found instead was increased racial tension and violence. The riots in the cities and industrial competition from blacks had led to renewed growth and activity for the Klan in both the North and South. By 1925 the Klan had some five million members and control of legislatures in Colorado, Texas, Oklahoma, Louisiana, Maine, and Kansas. Blacks in uniform were a particular target of Klansmen in the South, where seventy-eight black veterans were lynched.

Lynching had been employed by racists to terrorize blacks into submission since before the Civil War. Black teacher Ida B. Wells first brought this disgrace to public attention in 1884, when she launched a one-woman crusade against the practice. Now the NAACP took up the cause, demanding that the federal government take action. They received the same response that Ida Wells had received almost forty years earlier: lynching was a state matter and the US government would not interfere.

President Franklin D. Roosevelt, whose election in 1933 had wholehearted black support, publicly condemned lynching. But when NAACP executive secretary Walter White asked him to support an anti-lynching bill in 1938, FDR refused for fear of alienating southern congressmen. The bill was stopped by a southern filibuster.

Southern lynching persisted without interruption into the 1960s.

However, President Roosevelt’s “New Deal” administration did bring some benefits to blacks. In 1936 the president established a “Black Cabinet” composed of black businessmen and political leaders to advise and assist him in obtaining equal rights for blacks. The sole woman selected was Mary McLeod Bethune, founder of the eminent coed Bethune-Cookman College, whom Roosevelt named director of Negro affairs for his National Youth Administration.

In 1938 Roosevelt created a Civil Rights Section in the Justice Department to enforce the rights of southern blacks. Blacks also benefited economically from the social welfare programs designed to combat the Great Depression that now affected all Americans.

Crisis, the newspaper of the NAACP, summed up the New Deal for blacks in 1940: “[The] most important contribution of the Roosevelt Administration to the age-old color-line problem in America has been its doctrine that Negroes are a part of the country and must be considered in any program for the country as a whole…. For the first time in their lives, government has taken on meaning and substance for the Negro masses.”

In the early 1940s Swedish sociologist Gunnar Myrdal and Ralph Bunche, then a professor at black Howard University, traveled through the South interviewing blacks and whites for a study of prejudice in America. They were pursued by a mob of “rednecks” and barely escaped with their lives. Their investigation resulted in Myrdal’s An American Dilemma, published in 1944, one of the classic studies of the underlying causes of racial violence and bigotry. But it was Bundle’s words written to Myrdal before their investigation that expressed the growing rage felt by many blacks: “There are Negroes … who, fed up with frustration of their life here, see no hope and express an angry desire ‘to shoot their way out of it.’ I have on many occasion heard Negroes exclaim, ‘Just give us machine guns and we’ll blow the lid off the whole damn business.’”

SEVEN

When World War II broke out in Europe, blacks again sought jobs in the northern defense industry. And again they ran into a wall of discrimination.

Under pressure from black leaders, President Roosevelt quickly established a Fair Employment Practices Committee (FEPC). The FEPC was strongly opposed in many northern communities and violently challenged throughout the South. But black employment in defense industries did increase significantly, as any firm found to be practicing discrimination was denied war production contracts.

Race riots again broke out in the cities. One of the worst in American history occurred in 1942 in Detroit, a city filled with recently arrived white and black southerners. When they were crowded together in slums and tent and trailer camps, tempers reached f lash point. When white mobs attacked blacks, Detroit police—many of whom were from the South—violently subdued blacks. Before federal troops were called in to end the city’s “Bloody Week,” 25 blacks and 9 whites had been killed, 319 people were injured, and 1,500 were arrested.

When the draft was introduced, over one million blacks were called up for military service. To their dismay, they found that the Army was still segregated. One black private asked bitterly, “Why are we expected to fight racism in Europe, but not in our own country?”

In 1942 a threatened lawsuit by the NAACP forced the Army to accept a few black pilots. But as black fighter pilot Louis Purnell recalled, “We always had to be twice as good” to win promotion or be deployed in action.

Two years later the first integrated Army unit of the twentieth century was formed when twenty-five hundred black GIs joined a white combat unit. In July 1948, Walter White of the NAACP pressured President Harry S. Truman into ordering “equality of treatment of all persons in the Armed Services without regard to race, color, religion, or national origin.” But segregationists sabotaged his order, and the armed forces were not fully integrated until 1950 when the United States entered the Korean War.

At the end of World War II, black veterans returned home to find the forces of segregation and violent racism still strong. And lynching was still a favorite tactic to put blacks “back in their place.”

“Almost every victim of lynching since the war has been a veteran,” observed John Gunther in his book Inside USA. “The Negro community is … more aggressive in its demand for full citizenship—even in the South—than at any other time in history…. [Black soldiers] learned what their rights were; overseas, many were treated decently and democratically by whites for the first time in their lives; the consequent fermentations have been explosive.”

At an Atlanta meeting in March 1946, the Ku Klux Klan announced that it was back in business. That year a mob of thirty Georgians murdered two black couples who had been driving in their car. In Louisiana, a mob kidnapped two young blacks, beat them savagely, then burned one to death with a blowtorch.

Local authorities made no arrests.

Some black heroes emerged in the 1940s. In 1944, Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., became the first northern black to be elected to Congress. Representative John Rankin of Mississippi called his election a “disgrace” and vowed not to let Powell sit next to him. Mischievously, Powell made a point of persistently doing just that. One day he made the fuming Rankin move to a new seat five times.

F lamboyant behavior made Powell highly controversial, but white congressmen viewed him as a one-man civil rights movement. Immensely popular with his Harlem constituents, he was reelected to eleven consecutive terms, during which he moved up to powerful committee chairmanships.

Black sports fans and athletes were thrilled in 1947 when the Brooklyn Dodgers hired Jackie Robinson, the first black player to break the color ban in the major leagues. Robinson’s success opened the door for other black athletes in professional sports.

In 1950 Ralph Bunche, who had mediated peace for the United Nations in the Arab-Israeli war two years earlier, became the first black to be honored with the Nobel Peace Prize. Orphaned at fourteen and once having worked as a janitor, Bunche’s ascent to world fame made him an inspiration to blacks.
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