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In the Hill District of the 1940s, Herron Avenue marked the boundary between the upper class “Sugartop” neighborhood and the working class “Middle Hill.”
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For my grandparents, Edith McColes Whitaker and Cleophaus Sylvester “C.S.” Whitaker Sr.
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Grandmother Edith McColes Whitaker (center in large hat and pearls) attending a ladies luncheon in Pittsburgh, 1941.
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Granddad C.S. Whitaker Sr. (right, in suit) presiding over the burial of a black Pittsburgh war veteran in the 1950s.



Grandmother Edith was the only child of two “Old Pittsburghers,” as black folks who arrived before the Great Migration were called. A striking beauty in her youth, she was among the first black graduates of Schenley High, the city’s most illustrious public school, and a gifted pianist who once performed at Pittsburgh’s Carnegie Hall.

Granddad was born on a tenant farm in Texas, the eleventh child of two former slaves. He came to Pittsburgh during World War I, and worked as a chauffeur for a white undertaker who helped set him up in the funeral home business. Although he never finished high school, he prided himself on appearing a man of education and means, with his wire-rimmed glasses, suspendered suits, and patent leather shoes.

Growing up, I knew none of this history. My father—C.S. “Syl” Whitaker Jr.—left Pittsburgh to go to college and never moved back. By the time I was old enough to remember family visits, Granddad had suffered a severe stroke. Grandmother had taken over the funeral home and moved it to a neighborhood called Beltzhoover after the city tore down the heart of the Hill District, long the center of black business and social life.

Then I wrote a family memoir, and while doing research I came across two photos of my grandparents in the online archive of Pittsburgh Courier photographer Teenie Harris. Clicking through the archive, I discovered what a remarkable world my grandparents had inhabited. I was eager to learn more, and the result is this book. I hope that they would say I had done that world justice—and them proud.


You have to be taught to be second class; you’re not born that way.

—LENA HORNE

Ever up and onward.

—BILLY STRAYHORN

You can only close if you opened.

—AUGUST WILSON



PREFACE


TOWARD THE NORTHERN REACHES of the Appalachian Mountains, at the point where the East Coast ends and the great American Midwest begins, three rivers meet. The Allegheny flows from the north, gathering the tributaries of western New York State. The Monongahela cascades from the south, through the hills and hollers of West Virginia. Together, they form the headwaters of the Ohio, which meanders west all the way to Illinois, where it connects to the mighty Mississippi and its tentacles reach from Canada to the Gulf of Mexico. Because of its strategic value, the intersection of these three rivers had generals named Braddock and Forbes and Washington fighting to control the surrounding patch of Western Pennsylvania two decades before the War for Independence. Because it allowed steamboats to reach the coal deposits in the nearby hills, the watery nexus made the city that grew up around it the nation’s largest producer of steel and created the vast wealth of businessmen and financiers named Carnegie, Frick, Westinghouse, and Mellon whose legacies live on in the renowned libraries, foundations, and art collections funded by their fortunes.

That story of Pittsburgh is well documented. Far less chronicled, but just as extraordinary, is the confluence of forces that made the black population of the city, for a brief but glorious stretch of the twentieth century, one of the most vibrant and consequential communities of color in U.S. history. Like millions of other blacks, they came north before and during the Great Migration, many of them from the upper parts of the Old South, from states such as Maryland, Delaware, Virginia, and North Carolina. As likely as not to have been descendants of house slaves or “free men of color,” these migrants arrived with high degrees of literacy, musical fluency, and religious discipline (as well as a tendency toward light skin that betrayed their history of mixing with white masters, and with one another). Once they settled in Pittsburgh, they had educational opportunities that were rare for blacks of the era, thanks to abolitionist-sponsored university scholarships and integrated public high schools with lavish Gilded Age funding. Whether or not they succeeded in finding jobs in Pittsburgh’s steel mills (and often they did not), they inhaled a spirit of commerce that hung, quite literally, in the dark, sulfurous air.

The result was a black version of the story of fifteenth-century Florence and early-twentieth-century Vienna: a miraculous flowering of social and cultural achievement all at once, in one small city. In its heyday, from the 1920s until the late 1950s, Pittsburgh’s black population was less than a quarter the size of New York City’s, and a third the size of Chicago’s—those two much larger metropolises that have been associated with the phenomenon of a black Renaissance. Yet during those decades, it was Pittsburgh that produced the best-written, widest-selling and most influential black newspaper in America: The Pittsburgh Courier. From a four-page pamphlet of poetry and local oddities, its leader, Robert L. Vann, built the Courier into a publication with fourteen regional editions, a circulation of almost half a million at its zenith, and an avid following in black homes, barbershops, and beauty salons across the country.

In the 1930s, Vann used the Courier as a soapbox to urge black voters to abandon the Republican Party of Lincoln and embrace the Democratic Party of FDR, beginning a great political migration that transformed the electoral landscape and that reverberates to this day. In the 1940s, the Courier led crusades to rally blacks to support World War II, to win combat roles for Negro soldiers, and to demand greater equality at home in exchange for that patriotism and sacrifice. In the 1950s, its reporters—led by several intrepid female journalists—exposed the betrayal of the promise of a “Double Victory” and chronicled the first great battles of the civil rights movement.

In the world of sports, two Courier reporters, Chester Washington and Bill Nunn, helped make Joe Louis a hero to black America and a sympathetic heavyweight champion to white boxing fans. Two ruthless businessmen, racketeer Gus Greenlee and Cum Posey, the son of a Gilded Age shipping tycoon, turned the city’s black baseball teams, the Pittsburgh Crawfords and the Homestead Grays, into the most fearsome squads in the annals of the Negro Leagues, uniting such future Hall of Famers as Satchel Paige, Josh Gibson, slugger Buck Leonard, and base-stealing demon “Cool Papa” Bell. Another Courier sportswriter, Wendell Smith, led a campaign to integrate the big leagues, and was the first person to call the attention of Brooklyn Dodgers owner Branch Rickey to a young Negro League shortstop named Jackie Robinson. While covering Robinson’s first seasons in the white minor and major leagues, Smith served as Jackie’s roommate, chauffeur, counselor, and mouthpiece, helping to soothe the historic rookie’s private temper and fashion the public image of dignity that was as crucial to his success as power at the plate and speed around the bases.

In the realm of the arts, Pittsburgh produced three of the most electrifying and influential jazz pianists of the era: Earl “Fatha” Hines, Mary Lou Williams, and the dazzling Erroll Garner. It was in Pittsburgh that Billy Strayhorn grew up and met Duke Ellington, beginning a partnership that would yield the finest orchestral jazz of all time. Another Pittsburgh native, Billy Eckstine, became the most popular black singer of the 1940s and early 1950s, and played a less remembered but equally groundbreaking role in uniting Charlie Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, and Sarah Vaughan on the swing era bandstands that helped give rise to bebop. Then, in the mid-1940s, in Pittsburgh’s Hill District, a black maid born in North Carolina who had taken up with a white German baker gave birth to a boy who grew up to become America’s greatest black playwright.

Today, black Pittsburgh is best known as the setting of August Wilson’s sweeping Century Cycle: Fences, The Piano Lesson, and seven more of the ten plays he wrote depicting black life in each decade of the twentieth century. Wilson conjured it as a world full of tormented, struggling strivers held back by white racism and their own personal demons. It was a portrait that reflected the playwright’s affection for the black working class, as well as the harsh reality of what became of the Hill District and the city’s other black enclaves after the 1950s, when they were hit by a perfect storm of industrial decline, disastrous urban renewal policies, and black middle-class brain drain. So powerful was Wilson’s imaginary universe, and so thorough the destruction of those neighborhoods, that few in the thousands of audiences that have seen his plays or flocked to the movies that are now being made from them would know that there was once more to the actual place that the Courier writers liked to call Smoketown.

But there was more. A great deal more. Under the dusky skies of Smoketown, there was a glittering saga.



CAST OF CHARACTERS


PEOPLE WHO WERE BORN or lived in black Pittsburgh are in boldface. Others are those with whom they interacted.

THE PAPER

ROBERT L. VANN, publisher of The Pittsburgh Courier

JESSE VANN, his wife and successor

IRA LEWIS, president and business manager

BILL NUNN, managing editor

P.L. PRATTIS, executive editor

JULIA BUMRY JONES, women’s editor and columnist

DAISY LAMPKIN, vice president and local NAACP leader

CHARLES “TEENIE” HARRIS, photographer

EDGAR ROUZEAU, war correspondent

COLLINS GEORGE, war correspondent

THEODORE STANFORD, war correspondent

FRANK BOLDEN, war correspondent

BILLY ROWE, war correspondent, columnist, and photographer

CHESTER WASHINGTON, sportswriter

WENDELL SMITH, sportswriter

EDNA CHAPPELL, reporter

JOHN C. CLARKE, reporter and columnist

EVELYN CUNNINGHAM, reporter and columnist

A. PHILIP RANDOLPH, head of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters

JAMES WELDON JOHNSON, author and president of the NAACP

W. E. B. DU BOIS, author and editor of the NAACP journal The Messenger

ROBERT ABBOTT, founder of The Chicago Defender

JOHN SENGSTACKE, publisher of The Chicago Defender

MICHAEL BENEDUM, oil tycoon and Democratic donor

JOSEPH GUFFEY, Pennsylvania senator and FDR supporter

FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT, U.S. president

CLAUDE BARNETT, founder of the Associated Negro Press

BENJAMIN O. DAVIS, first black U.S. Army general

BENJAMIN O. DAVIS JR., commander of the Tuskegee Airmen

GEN. EDWARD “NED” ALMOND, commander of the 92nd Infantry Division

COL. HOWARD QUEEN, commander of the 366th Infantry Regiment

GEN. JOSEPH STILWELL, commander of the Ledo Road mission

JAWAHARLAL NEHRU, Indian independence leader

MUHAMMAD ALI JINNAH, Indian independence leader

MAHATMA GANDHI, Indian independence leader

HARRY S. TRUMAN, U.S. president

SALLIE NIXON, widow of voting rights martyr Isaiah Nixon

WALTER LEE IRVIN, “Groveland Four” defendant

THURGOOD MARSHALL, head of the NAACP Legal Defense Fund

MARTIN LUTHER KING JR., minister and civil rights leader

CORETTA SCOTT KING, his wife

SPORTS

GUS GREENLEE, racketeer and owner of the Pittsburgh Crawfords

CUMBERLAND “CUM” POSEY JR., manager and part owner of the Homestead Grays

RUFUS “SONNYMAN” JACKSON, racketeer and part owner of the Homestead Grays

JOSH GIBSON, Negro League catcher and slugger

SATCHEL PAIGE, Negro League pitcher

JANET “TOADALO” HOWARD, Paige’s wife, a Pittsburgh native

JOE LOUIS, heavyweight boxer

MARVA LOUIS, his wife

JOHN ROXBOROUGH, Louis’s manager

JACK “CHAPPIE” BLACKBURN, Louis’s trainer

JULIAN BLACK, Louis’s promoter

MIKE JACOBS, Louis’s promoter

J. L. WILKINSON, owner of the Kansas City Monarchs

KENESAW MOUNTAIN LANDIS, commissioner of baseball

ALBERT BENJAMIN “HAPPY” CHANDLER, commissioner of baseball

JACKIE ROBINSON, player for the Montreal Royals and Brooklyn Dodgers

RACHEL ROBINSON, his wife

JOHNNY WRIGHT, Royals prospect

BRANCH RICKEY, Dodgers president

EDDIE STANKY, Dodgers second baseman

BEN CHAPMAN, Philadelphia Phillies manager

JOE GARAGIOLA, St. Louis Cardinals catcher

MUSIC

EARL “FATHA” HINES, pianist and bandleader

LOIS DEPPE, singer and bandleader

MARY LOU WILLIAMS, pianist and composer

BILLY STRAYHORN, composer and arranger

LENA HORNE, singer

EDWIN “TEDDY” HORNE, Lena’s father, a Pittsburgh racketeer

LOUIS JONES, Lena’s husband

GAIL HORNE JONES, their daughter

EDWIN “LITTLE TEDDY” JONES, their son

CHARLOTTE ENTY CATLIN, pianist and teacher

MARY CARDWELL DAWSON, jubilee singer and opera director

BILLY ECKSTINE, singer and bandleader

ROY “LITTLE JAZZ” ELDRIDGE, trumpeter

KENNY “KLOOK” CLARKE, drummer

ERROLL GARNER, pianist

RAY BROWN, bass player and Ella Fitzgerald’s husband

FATE MARABLE, riverboat bandleader

NOBLE SISSLE, bandleader

DUKE ELLINGTON, bandleader and composer

DIZZY GILLESPIE, trumpet player and bandleader

CHARLIE PARKER, saxophone player

SARAH VAUGHAN, singer

MORRIS LEVY, founder of Roulette Records

ELLA FITZGERALD, singer and Ray Brown’s wife

MARTHA GLASER, Erroll Garner’s manager

GEORGE AVAKIAN, Columbia Records producer

THE CITY

CUMBERLAND POSEY SR., steamboat engineer and coal tycoon

ANGELINE “ANNA” STEVENS POSEY, his wife

LEWIS WOODSON, minister and abolitionist

MARTIN DELANY, doctor, journalist, and abolitionist

VIRGINIA PROCTOR, wig store chain owner

HOMER S. BROWN, attorney and Pennsylvania assemblyman

BYRD BROWN, his son, and local NAACP leader

AUGUST WILSON (BORN FREDERICK A. “FREDDY” KITTEL JR.), playwright

DAISY WILSON, Wilson’s mother

FREDERICK A. “FRITZ” KITTEL, Wilson’s father

SALA UDIN (BORN SAM HOWZE), Wilson’s childhood friend

ROB PENNY, Wilson’s friend and fellow poet

ROMARE BEARDEN, artist and Wilson inspiration

ANDREW CARNEGIE, steel tycoon and philanthropist

HENRY CLAY FRICK, coal tycoon and art collector

GEORGE WESTINGHOUSE, inventor and electricity tycoon

HENRY J. HEINZ, foodstuffs tycoon

THOMAS MELLON, banker

ANDREW MELLON, banker and U.S. treasury secretary

RICHARD “R.K.” MELLON, banker and urban renewal advocate

DAVID LAWRENCE, Pittsburgh mayor

EDGAR KAUFMANN, department store owner

ABRAHAM WOLK, city councilman and light opera buff

LLOYD RICHARDS, stage director and drama teacher

CHARLES DUTTON, actor

PHYLICIA RASHAD, actress

WYNTON MARSALIS, trumpeter and bandleader
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Never large, Pittsburgh’s black population grew from some 25,000 in 1910 to just over 100,000 by 1960. Roughly half of the population lived in the Hill District (center), which was the center of black business and culture. Blacks also resided in mixed neighborhoods to the east in Shadyside, Homewood, East Liberty, and Highland Park; across the river to the north in Manchester; and across the river to the west in Mount Washington and Beltzhoover. After the lower third of the Hill District was torn down in the late 1950s, its displaced residents moved to those other neighborhoods, causing white residents to flee and resulting in a sharp decline in the health of the economy, schools, and public services in all those previously middle-class enclaves.
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On one of his many Pittsburgh visits, Joe Louis (left) and boyhood friend Freddie Guinyard met at the Courier with Joe’s favorite sportswriter, “Ches” Washington (center).





SPORTS


1

THE BROWN BOMBER’S CORNERMEN

SEVENTY THOUSAND SPECTATORS THRONGED Yankee Stadium, and the summer air was thick with cigar smoke, cologne, and the smell of history in the making. A boxing ring floated above second base, flanked by rows of seats reserved for the celebrated and the powerful. Clark Gable grinned for the cameras. Gary Cooper scribbled autographs. J. Edgar Hoover surveyed the raucous scene. It was the night of June 22, 1938, and Joe Louis was about to fight Max Schmeling for the second time. Months of breathless anticipation in the press had built it into more than a boxing bout, more than a rematch between the American champ and the German challenger who had dealt him his lone defeat in a charmed march to the heavyweight title. Set against the backdrop of Hitler’s rise in Europe, the fight had taken on a metaphorical dimension, as a symbol of the struggle between Fascism and Freedom. “The Brown Bomber” versus “the Hun,” the newspapers called it.

For weeks, Schmeling had issued racist taunts. “The black dynasty of pugilism must come to an end,” he declared. As if to underscore the swaggering talk, Schmeling had set up training camp in a town called Speculator, in the Adirondack Mountains of New York. Two days earlier, a telegraph message had arrived there from the Führer himself. “To the coming World’s Champion, Max Schmeling,” the cable read. “Wishing you every success, Adolf Hitler.” That spring, Louis had received his own blessing from on high while attending a Negro Elks Club convention in Washington, D.C. President Franklin Roosevelt invited him to the White House and squeezed his powerful biceps. “Joe, we’re depending on those muscles for America,” FDR said.

The irony of a grandson of Alabama slaves serving as the poster boy for Liberty wasn’t lost on three of the men at ringside. They were out-of-towners, from Pittsburgh, the industrial city they called “Smoketown,” on the western edge of Pennsylvania. Few of the East Coast or Hollywood swells would have recognized them, or perhaps even guessed that all three men were black. Robert L. Vann looked like a man of South Asian lineage, with his lanky frame, light reddish skin, and angular features. Chester Washington had straight, slicked-back hair and a round, handsome face that was so fair he could have passed for white. Of the three, only Bill Nunn fit the movie stereotype of a black male in the 1930s: a stocky, jovial man with dark skin, a wide-jawed smile, and a booming, basso profundo voice.

Yet of all the expectant boxing fans present that night, the three men had special reason to feel a mixture of excitement and anxiety. As the publisher, sports editor, and city editor for The Pittsburgh Courier, the nation’s most widely read Negro newspaper, they had done as much as any journalists in America to make Joe Louis a hero to his own people and a sympathetic champion to the rest of the country.

Bill Nunn was the first of the three to meet Joe Louis. In the summer of 1934, Nunn traveled to Chicago to cover the black baseball all-star game known as the East-West Classic. He put himself up at the Grand Hotel, a Negro-owned establishment on the South Side, and one day Louis walked out of the lobby. The Courier’s Chicago stringer, P.L. Prattis, recognized Louis and introduced him to Nunn. Prattis had been following Joe’s first pro fights since the boxer had moved to Chicago from Detroit a few months earlier, and he was impressed. “He’s going to be the next champion,” Prattis predicted.

No one had a better nose for a good sports story than Bill Nunn. Although he had been promoted to city editor, sports were his first love. “Nunny,” as he was known around the Courier, had grown up in Pittsburgh, the son of a plasterer who migrated from North Carolina to make a better life for his family. They lived in a neighborhood called Homewood, and just as Bill was entering his teens the city of Pittsburgh erected a huge new high school there to educate talented students from across the city. Nunn became one of the first black students at Westinghouse High School, and the first to earn three varsity letters, in football, basketball, and baseball. A bit too short and slow to play sports for a living, he channeled his passion into writing about the subject. He submitted his first story to the Courier while he was still in high school, and at twenty he quit a job as a storeroom clerk in a toy factory to work at the paper full-time.

Along with his love for athletics, Nunn was known for thinking big. As sports editor in the 1920s, he pushed to add more pages to the Courier’s coverage, and to create a separate entertainment section. He started sending reporters to black colleges across the country to compile an annual “Courier All-American Team” list of their best football players. He had also played a role in the creation of the first Negro League all-star game—the event that brought him to Chicago that summer. Those popular features had helped the Courier grow from a small local paper in the 1920s, when Nunn first joined, to a national publication that by the early 1930s was nipping at the heels of the country’s largest black paper, The Chicago Defender.

Now Nunn was in Chicago, meeting a new rising star in the Defender’s backyard. Had he looked into it (which he likely did), he would have seen that the Defender had already published several short stories on Louis. So Nunn knew that if the Courier was going to win the competition to cover him, it would have to move fast.

When Nunn returned to Pittsburgh, to the Courier’s tiny, cramped newsroom in the neighborhood called the Hill District, he mentioned his encounter with Louis to publisher Robert L. Vann. Although Vann was consumed with the paper’s business affairs—and with exercising his own political influence in Washington—he, too, was an avid sports enthusiast. As it happened, Vann also knew one of the men managing Louis, a Chicago businessman and part-time numbers racket operator named Julian Black.

Three years earlier, a Detroit numbers king named John Roxborough had discovered Louis boxing at a local youth center. Roxborough bought Joe his first pair of proper boxing gloves, and oversaw his rise through the amateur ranks, where he compiled a record of 50–4, with 43 knockouts. When Joe turned twenty, he told Roxborough he wanted to box professionally. Roxborough responded that if Joe hoped to survive in the white-run boxing world, he would need to rely on black men who wouldn’t sell him cheap. To train Louis, Roxborough hired Jack Blackburn, a crafty former lightweight. To arrange for professional fights in Chicago, he brought in Julian Black.

Before the Courier invested in covering Louis, however, one more man needed to be convinced: sports editor Chester Washington. Like Nunn, “Ches,” as everyone called him, was a hometown boy, from Pittsburgh’s North Side, who had started working at the paper as a stenographer at the age of seventeen. His father was a postman with only an eighth-grade education, but Washington saved up to attend college, at Virginia Union University. When he returned to Pittsburgh, he moved into a rooming house at the YMCA across the street from the Courier and began working his way up from reporting on church sermons to earning a weekly sports column, called “Ches Sez.”

When Washington started looking into Louis’s record, he wasn’t much impressed. In his first pro fight in Chicago that summer—on the 4th of July—Joe had knocked out a Norwegian-born journeyman who went by the name of Jack Kraken. By October, he had won seven more fights. But in Washington’s opinion, Joe’s opponents were all “paloozas,” as he called them, or “damaged produce” from “Cauliflower Lane” picked by Roxborough and Black to make their man look good. His next bout, however, was against a fighter named Jack O’Dowd whom Washington respected. In his prime, O’Dowd had gone four rounds with Jack Dempsey. So in late October, Washington hopped a train to Chicago to have a look at Louis for himself.

The fight took place on the night before Halloween, 1934, and no one on the streets of Chicago seemed to know or care much about the boxing match taking place at the Arcadia Gardens. As Washington watched the boxers climb through the ropes, he thought Louis, who weighed 190 pounds, looked like a kid compared to the 210-pound O’Dowd. Then the bell rang, and Washington’s “eyes popped,” as he put it later. Louis weaved like a graceful cat, while O’Dowd pawed like an oversized mutt. Suddenly Joe threw a right that knocked the veteran to the mat for a nine count. O’Dowd staggered to his feet and began backpedaling as fast as he could. He survived the first round, but in the middle of the second Louis faked a right to his midsection, O’Dowd lowered his fists to block it, and Joe jolted him in the jaw with a punch with his left that put him on the mat for good.

Jack O’Dowd was finished—and Ches Washington was sold. Louis may have looked like a kid, but in only a round and a half he had exhibited the qualities that Washington looked for in a potential champion. He had quick feet, power on the right and the left, and punches that were deceptively short and fast. Under the tutelage of Jack Blackburn, the wily trainer Joe called “Chappie,” Louis had also started to think like a contender. He worked O’Dowd’s body until he had a shot at his head, and jabbed from one side while waiting for a chance to land a knockout blow from the other.

Washington became even more of a believer the next month when Louis finished off one of Pittsburgh’s finest fighters, a body puncher named Charlie Massera, in the third round. Two weeks later, he knocked out one of the West Coast’s top contenders, Lee Ramage, in the eighth. Then in January of 1935, Joe came to Pittsburgh for the first time, to take on a bruiser named Hans Birkie.

Chappie Blackburn had done a lot of fighting in Pittsburgh in his days in the ring, and he had fond memories. So he brought Louis to town a week early to train at the YMCA on Centre Avenue, across the street from the Courier offices. As Hill residents gathered to watch Joe work out, they couldn’t believe the power in his fists. Within days, he had shredded two punching bags. But Blackburn had a new strategy for this fight: he wanted to test Louis’s skills as a boxer. Don’t try for an early knockout, Chappie told Joe; let Birkie wear himself out before going in for the kill.

Sure enough, Birkie didn’t go down easily on the night of the fight at Pittsburgh’s Duquesne Gardens. For nine rounds, he shielded his body so that Louis couldn’t land hard punches. Finally, in the tenth, he lowered his guard and gave Joe an opening. Louis pounded Birkie to the canvas with three swift left jabs and a hard blow from the right. The referee took one look at the downed man’s battered face and declared a TKO.

During this time in Pittsburgh, his managers paraded Louis through the Hill District to meet their friends in the city. Julian Black introduced him to Robert Vann and his wife, Jesse. Roxborough’s pal Gus Greenlee, the king of Pittsburgh’s numbers game, threw a dinner at his nightclub, the Crawford Grill, where everyone raised toasts of champagne and whiskey while Joe sipped a glass of milk. Bill Nunn and Ches Washington escorted him through the Courier newsroom, where he met Ira Lewis, the managing editor, and Julia Bumry Jones, the author of a society column called “Talk O’ Town” that was read by black women across America. In his autobiography, Louis would say that he had never shaken so many hands before, and that the week in Pittsburgh was his “first test of being a public hero.” It made him think: “Joe, you got to make good. You got to keep punching and winning. People all over the country are watching you and pulling for you.”

Everyone on the Hill was struck by Joe’s baby-faced looks and soft-spoken manner, so different from the ruthless figure he cut in the ring. They also noticed how much his managers talked about Joe’s humble personality and clean-living ways. No one had to ask why. They could tell that Roxborough and Black were already preparing to see white people compare their man to Jack Johnson, the last great Negro heavyweight. Johnson had dominated the sport and won the title a quarter century earlier; but his swagger and unapologetic pursuit of white women scandalized the public and cast a shadow of suspicion over the next generation of black fighters. If Louis was going to get a shot at the title one day, his managers knew, it would involve more than besting a string of white contenders. It would require showing the public and the white moneymen who controlled the boxing game that Joe Louis wasn’t another Jack Johnson.

At the Courier, the editors and reporters loved nothing more than a good crusade on behalf of their people. They had fought for unionizing Pullman car porters, for taking Amos ’n’ Andy off the radio airwaves, and for the acquittal of the Scottsboro Boys in their rape trial in Alabama. Now they saw the chance to become the public champions—and defenders—of the best and most likable Negro fighter to come down the pike in a long time. Robert L. Vann was also a shrewd businessman, and he could already sense that Joe Louis had the goods to make a lot of money, for boxing and for newspapers. Having seen the kid’s potential up close, Vann wanted to get in on the action early.

•  •  •

LESS THAN A MONTH later, the Courier began publishing “The Life Story of Joe Louis,” an exhaustive profile that would run in weekly installments for the next five months. Coauthored by Ches Washington and Bill Nunn, it described the upbringing of the child born Joe Louis Barrow and his seven brothers and sisters on a farm outside Montgomery, Alabama. As a boy, Joe helped his mother, Lillie, with chores and accompanied her to church every Sunday. (The story didn’t mention that his father, Munroe Barrow, suffered a breakdown when Joe was two years old and was confined to a mental institution.) The profile followed Joe to Detroit, where his mother moved the family when he was twelve years old, and described how he fell in love with boxing and was taken under John Roxborough’s wing. Then the story took Louis to Chicago, describing every detail of his first pro fights, including how much he made for knocking out Jack Kraken—$51.37.

In April 1935, Washington and Nunn traveled to Detroit to see Louis take on his toughest opponent yet. He was a scrappy Jewish boxer named Natie Brown who hadn’t lost in eighteen months and had never been knocked down. The bout took place in Olympia Stadium, the city’s largest indoor arena, and nearly fourteen thousand fans showed up to cheer on the hometown boy. In the crowd were dozens of East Coast sportswriters who had gotten wind of Joe Louis and had come to take his measure. Many of them arrived on a Pullman car chartered by Mike Jacobs, a New York boxing promoter who was in negotiations with Roxborough and Black to promote Joe’s bouts. Although Brown managed to go the distance, he did little more than hang on after Joe floored him with a savage left in the first round. By the time he lost a unanimous eight-round decision, Natie’s face was a bloody pulp.

To strengthen its claim to be “the Joe Louis paper,” the Courier held its presses to splash the fight on the front page. The paper was printed over the weekend, on a massive Hoe & Co. press attached to the newsroom on the Hill. The bout took place on Friday night, with an opening bell at 8:15 p.m., and as soon as it was over Bill Nunn drove the three hundred miles back to Pittsburgh with photos purchased from the Detroit News and Ches Washington’s blow-by-blow account.

Outside the Courier offices, Hill residents waited through the night to get their hands on the edition. “JOE LOUIS BATTERS NATIE BROWN,” crowed the banner headline, while a panel of pictures depicted key moments in the fight. Although Brown had “blood streaming down his face,” Louis was still “a good kid,” Washington assured his readers. Already drumming up anticipation for a title bout, the paper promised an autographed photo of Louis to the Courier reader who predicted how soon he would get to take on the reigning champ. “When Will Joe Louis Be Ready for Max Baer?” it asked.

Back in Detroit, as Natie Brown was taken to the hospital to get his face stitched up, Louis and his handlers went to a black nightspot to celebrate. Mike Jacobs went along, and before the evening was over the parties ducked into the men’s room and signed a contract that gave the white promoter rights to Joe’s fights for the next three years. Jacobs, who was trying to break Madison Square Garden’s monopoly on prizefights, would stage the bouts at Yankee Stadium, and the first one would be against Primo Carnera, the mountainous, six-foot-six former champ from Italy.

Word of the Carnera bout quickly shot through the gaggle of East Coast sportswriters who had come to Detroit. Suddenly they all wanted to interview Louis and his managers. But as the white reporters lined up outside John Roxborough’s office, Ches Washington was already inside, recording the scene for Courier readers and telling them what Joe Louis was like in private. “He’s quiet and reserved,” Washington reported. “He doesn’t say much, but he’s got an infectious, friendly grin that endears him to people. He’s cocksure without being cocky; confident without being condescending. He’s the type which everyone likes. Nothing Uncle-Tom about him. And the whites don’t try to make him appear funny and ludicrous. Because Joe has the knack of knowing how to say the right thing at the right time. It isn’t much, but it sorta gets under your skin.”

The rest of the Negro press was playing catch-up, too. The Chicago Defender and the Baltimore Afro-American, the other two leading black papers, had increased their coverage of Louis, but neither could match the Courier. At the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, officials demanded to know what its publication, The Crisis, had in store. Roy Wilkins, the editor, responded with a contrite letter to an NAACP board member named William Pickens. “There is nothing left for The Crisis to say,” Wilkens confessed. “The Pittsburgh Courier . . . has been running for the past five weeks a serial story of the life of Joe Louis . . . . As far as I can see, the ground has been covered thoroughly.”

As the Carnera bout approached, Washington installed himself at the Louis training camp in Pompton Lakes, New Jersey, and filed weekly updates. “Joe Louis Flattens 245-Pound Chicago Giant,” read one headline—about a knockout of one of the huge sparring partners that Chappie Blackburn had found to get his fighter ready to take on the towering Italian. At the request of Julian Black, Ches agreed to answer Joe’s mail, which was flooding in at a clip of three hundred letters per fight. Fans from as far away as Berlin and Norway pleaded for tickets. A Georgia farmer begged Joe to send him a mule. An Irish mother from Brooklyn whose boy was dying of cancer asked for an autographed copy of Joe’s picture, which Washington sent Special Delivery.

The Carnera fight took place on a Tuesday, and this time Vann chartered a plane to bring Bill Nunn back to Pittsburgh with the story and pictures. When Louis knocked out Primera, Washington wrote a minute-by-minute account. “JOE LOUIS WINS!” read the headline on his story. “ ‘Ches’ Tells How Joe Won; Paints Vivid Picture.” For five rounds, Louis kept up a “cool and panther-like attack” Washington reported, then in the sixth he unleashed a “volley of TNT-laden punches which floored Primo three times.” When the referee stopped the fight, Yankee Stadium erupted. In the bleachers, where most of the black fans were seated, there were screams and tears of joy. Across the East River, the people of Harlem poured out of bars and brownstones and car horns honked up and down Seventh Avenue. The mood, as one observer put it, was “Everything is hotsy-totsy and the goose is hanging high.”

Aboard the chartered plane to Pittsburgh, Nunn scrawled emotionally on a notepad, trying to capture the larger meaning for black America. “Bill Nunn Writes His Story 10,000 Feet in the Air,” boasted the headline on Nunn’s story. “Special Plane Wings Through Night and Thus Makes Glorious History for Negro Journalism.” Reminding readers of the Courier’s special relationship with Louis, Nunn described what he had come to represent to so many of them. “To those of us know him well,” Nunn wrote, “we know that Joe is the answer to our prayers . . . the prayers of a race of people who are struggling to break through a dense cloud of prejudice and studied misunderstanding . . . a race of people who ask nothing more than a CHANCE . . . a race of people, who though bowed by oppression, will never be broken in spirit.”

(The victory meant something else to black fans as well: a gambling windfall. “Hundreds of thousands of dollars changed hands on the fight,” another Courier story reported, as the “smart money” on the “Gay White Way” that had made Carnera an 11-to-10 favorite came crashing down with him.)

With the Carnera win under his belt and Mike Jacobs’s promotional muscle behind him, Louis was on the way to the big time—and the big money. Over the next year, he fought four more contenders, requiring a total of ten rounds to knock them all out and take home tens of thousands of dollars in prize money. One victim was the once seemingly unstoppable Max Baer, who shook his head in befuddled surrender in the fourth round after Joe knocked him to the deck for the third time. White bigots, particularly in the South, still couldn’t stomach seeing a Negro boxer go so far, so fast. Before the Baer fight, Washington Post sportswriter Shirley Povich described them as clinging to the chance that Baer “will surpass himself in the knowledge that he is the lone White Hope for the defense of Nordic superiority in the prize ring.” But when the Associated Press named Louis “Athlete of the Year” for 1935, it was a sign that the rest of America had started to embrace “the Brown Bomber” as their hero, too, particularly as he prepared to defend the country’s honor in a fight against the German Max Schmeling.

In the pages of the Courier, meanwhile, Ches Washington saw the Joe Louis story as a vindication of the Great Migration, the exodus that had brought so many Negroes to Pittsburgh and other cities across the Northeast and Midwest. “Today Joe Louis stands as America’s Public Hero No. 1,” he wrote in his weekly “Ches Sez” column. “He has scaled the ladder of success by ability and diligent application in his chosen field in this land of Opportunity in the North. But what might have happened if Joe Louis had stayed down in that little community near Lafayette in prejudiced Alabama? He wouldn’t have had a chance. His opportunities would have been curtailed. His ambitions would have been smothered. He probably would have been ‘kept down’ in some menial job and even browbeaten into an inferiority complex by his Nordic neighbors. That vicious Jim Crow complex of the state of Alabama would have ‘licked’ Joe Louis in his struggle for survival. It might have ‘knocked him out.’ He never would have arrived at the threshold of the world’s championship, where he now stands.”

That spring, the bonds between Louis and Pittsburgh grew even closer as the city experienced the worst flood in its history. It had been a cold and snowy winter, followed by an unusually warm March thaw. The Allegheny and Monongahela Rivers had already swelled to the official flood line when a torrential rainstorm added another twenty feet of water. On St. Patrick’s Day, the rivers jumped their banks and submerged the city. Thousands of homes were inundated. Steel mills shut down. Roads were washed out. Trains and trolleys were stranded. Electricity went out for a week, casting the city into darkness, freezing the pumps at its water plants and leaving firemen helpless to fight blazes that raged for days above the sodden horizon. As the rivers receded and the fires subsided, Pennsylvania’s athletic commissioner, D. W. McClelland, called Chester Washington at the Courier. Might he be able to persuade Joe Louis to appear at a benefit for the flood victims? McClelland asked. Washington immediately got Joe on the phone. “I’d like to come over, Ches,” Louis responded, “and I’ll try to make it.”

But on the morning of the planned benefit, McClelland received a worrisome telegram. The private train compartment that had been reserved to bring Louis, Roxborough, and Julian Black to Pittsburgh was empty. “What’ll we do now?” he asked Washington. “I’ll call Detroit,” Ches replied. It turned out that their guests had had an accident on the way to the station and missed the train. Instead they were making the trip to Pittsburgh by car. Around 6:30 in the evening, they pulled into town in a green Packard. After dinner at the home of Julia Bumry Jones, the society columnist, they proceeded to the Syria Mosque, where hundreds of fans engulfed Louis like the rivers that had swamped the city just weeks before. He signed everything in sight—photos, gloves, even pants pockets—until his hand cramped up.

When McClelland tried to offer Roxborough reimbursement, the manager waved him off, telling him to consider the visit a gift to the people of Pittsburgh. Before leaving town, the Louis party paid their respects to Gus Greenlee at the Crawford Grill, confirming the status of the redheaded racketeer as the King of the Hill and of the Grill as one of the top black nightspots west of Harlem. “Veni, vidi vici!” Washington declared in a gushing column describing the visit.

By now, Washington had grown so close to Louis, and so influenced by his special access, that he refused to believe the talk that Joe wasn’t training hard enough for the Schmeling fight. Ed Sullivan, the columnist and future TV variety show host, had given the fighter a book on golf, and other sportswriters noticed that Louis was suddenly sneaking off for long rounds at a course near his training facility in New Jersey. With his new bride—Marva Trotter, a stenographer he had married before the Max Baer fight—home at their new apartment in Chicago, there were also rumors that Louis was consorting with comely showgirls who were part of the curious crowd buzzing around the training camp. Washington returned there to try to reassure Courier readers. “JOE IN TIP TOP CONDITION—CHES,” read one headline. Week after week, he filed accounts of impressive sparring sessions, confident assurances from Chappie Blackburn, and predictions of why it would be “Louis Before the Fifth” for the 10-to-1 favorite.

Washington liked to compare Joe to a panther, and in one column he explained why cats are better fighters than dogs, because of their ability to attack from all angles. “Just like a cat beats a dog, the panther-like Louis will lick Max Schmeling!” he wrote on the eve of the fight, as thousands of Negroes arrived in New York City aboard trains and buses from across America, filling the hotels of Harlem. “Joe’s left is as disturbing as a taxicab meter to a college boy,” Washington wrote. “It clicks on and on, like an electronic clock that will never stop . . . . When the right lands solidly, the foe usually has a right to sing the blues. Because the right plays such a tune on the face and body that the opponent feels like singing, ‘I Just Couldn’t Take It, Baby.’ ”

Yet by the end of Joe’s first encounter with Max Schmeling, at Yankee Stadium on June 19, 1936, it was legions of Louis fans who were singing the blues. The thirty-year-old German had trained hard for his younger opponent, and it showed. He got to Joe with a right cross in the second round, and knocked him down with another in the fourth, the first time Louis had gone to the mat as a pro. From then on, Louis seemed disorientated, unable to elude Schmeling’s jabs or land solid blows of his own. By the twelfth round, Louis could barely see out of one eye. Schmeling pounded him with two rights to the body and the jaw that put him down for the count. From Harlem to the Hill, from the Deep South to the Far West, black America went into mourning. “I walked down Seventh Avenue and saw grown men weeping like children, and women sitting in the curbs with their head in their hands,” poet Langston Hughes recalled. “All across the country that night when the news came that Joe was knocked out, people cried.”

After the fight, Washington went to the Yankee Stadium dressing room and found Louis with his blood-streaked head in his hands. He accompanied the fighter and his entourage back to their hotel and helped apply an ice pack to Joe’s swollen jaw. Ches tried to console him, to tell him that he would “come back smarter and better than ever before,” but Joe was like a brokenhearted kid. “I’m not worried about myself,” he said somberly, “but I’m sorry that I let down all those folks who were for me.”

Washington was aching, too, but he was also embarrassed. In their own way, he and the Courier had also let down their readers, with their overconfident predictions. Less starstruck coverage of their hero in the pages of the rival Chicago Defender was making them look like shills. To prove that the Courier was truly “the Joe Louis paper,” they would have to be honest about their man’s poor performance. In his next column, Washington faulted Louis for not heeding Chappie Blackburn, who had warned him about Schmeling’s right and told him to circle away from it.

Bill Nunn was even tougher in a piece that he stayed up to write on the night of the fight. “I confess that I’m still groggy, Joe, but I do want so hard to try and be fair,” Nunn wrote. “I know that my people—and a lot ’em can’t take it—are going to be searching both Heaven and Hades for an alibi. I know what they’re going to say. They’re going to talk about dope—and a fix—about ‘wise money’—about this and about that. But you know, Joe—and so do I—that you were beaten by a man who was your mental superior within that hempen arena tonight. Tonight, Joe . . . you were beaten by a Better Man.”

•  •  •

AT THAT MOMENT, EVERYONE assumed that Louis had also lost his shot at the title, and that Schmeling would get the next chance to fight Jim Braddock, the reigning champ. Yet what followed was a six-month standoff that ended with the announcement that it was Louis, not Schmeling, who would take on Braddock first. In “Ches Sez,” Washington attributed the turn of events to “Economics, Liberality and Popularity.” In a sign that attitudes toward Negroes were improving, he wrote, calls for a Louis challenge had come from Americans of all races. Washington praised more than a half dozen white newspapers for speaking up in favor of a Louis-Braddock bout. Most of all, he credited the power of cold hard cash. “While it is true that Schmeling deserves a shot at the title,” he wrote, “it is also true that all parties concerned are likely to make more money under the new setup for the heavyweight championship merry-go-round.”

That was an understatement. The reality was that Louis had been the beneficiary of one of the most cynical deals in the shady annals of boxing. By all rights, Schmeling did deserve a shot at the title, and Madison Square Garden, which had a contract to promote the next championship bout, had supported him. But almost everyone in the fight game thought that Schmeling could take Braddock, the “Cinderella Man” whom they considered lucky to have beaten Max Baer. If that happened, there was loud talk that Hitler would refuse to let Louis take on Schmeling again.

At the same time, Braddock knew that he could expect a much fatter gate if he fought Louis. And his manager, Joe Gould, figured that he had Mike Jacobs, Joe’s promoter, in a corner. So Gould offered to let Louis cut in line in front of Schmeling in exchange for 10 percent of Jacobs’s profits for the next ten years—including whatever he might make from future Louis fights if Joe won the title. Once in cahoots, Jacobs and Gould conspired to fend off a legal challenge from Madison Square Garden and to drum up threats of anti-Nazi protests if a Braddock-Schmeling fight went forward.

Whatever scheming was involved, Louis didn’t want to blow his chance this time. As the Braddock fight approached, he went to train in the woods of Kenosha, Wisconsin, far from the temptations that lurked around his New Jersey camp. Ches Washington tagged along and recorded his every move. No detail of Joe’s grueling workout routine or evening relaxation ritual was too small to share. (At night, Joe liked to play badminton and organize sing-alongs of “Dedicated to You,” his favorite ballad.) And no omen of victory was too distant to invoke. (In 1758, Ches reminded Courier readers, another Braddock—General Edward Braddock, the British commander of the American colonies before the Revolutionary War—had met his doom at the hands of soldiers fighting for France’s “King Louis” at the Battle of Fort Duquesne, the site where the city of Pittsburgh was founded shortly afterward.)

On Tuesday, June 22, 1937, Ches Washington, Bill Nunn, and Robert L. Vann were at ringside for the title bout at Comiskey Park in Chicago. After suffering an early knockdown, Louis patiently peppered Braddock for seven rounds, then knocked him cold with a brutal left-right combination in the eighth round. As the announcer lifted Joe’s arm in victory, the crowd went wild. The Courier men joined the deafening roar, then rushed home to assemble the special edition they had dreamed of for three years, since their hero’s first trip to Pittsburgh. Rather than wait until Saturday, the usual printing day, the Courier editors went to press the next day, on Wednesday, so they could have the paper in the hands of readers across the country by the weekend. “The King is dead, long live the King!” proclaimed Washingon’s front-page story. In a celebratory ode entitled “Our Champ,” the editors captured the emotion felt by millions of Negroes who danced in the streets of Chicago, New York, Pittsburgh, and so many other cities and towns that night, overjoyed to see one of their own, a black man, so decisively disprove notions of black shiftlessness and corruptibility:

In days of old,

When men were bold,

They had no foe

Like Bomber Joe

He clouted up

The Fistic path—

And dealt his cup

Of Fistic wrath.

His eyes were set

Upon his goal—

He never bet

Away his soul.

He courted fame

And power, too;

But stayed the same

To me and you.

And now he’s won

He’s broken camp.

His task is done—

He’s now OUR CHAMP!

The next day, the new champ dodged hundreds of reporters who were begging to talk to him by spending the day looking after John Roxborough, who was ill, at the fighter’s apartment on Chicago’s Michigan Avenue. But in the afternoon, he invited Ches Washington over and offered him an exclusive account of the title bout. Louis admitted that the early Braddock barrage that put him on the mat in the first round—and threw a scare into his fans—was a “clean knockdown.” But he shook it off and listened to Chappie Blackburn’s advice to take his time. “Jes be careful, Joe,” the trainer told him. “Just wait for your chance. You got fifteen rounds if you need ’em.”

By the fourth, Louis told Washington, he could feel Braddock weakening. In the fifth, he hit him with a left to the midsection that “knocked all the wind out of him.” Finally in the eighth, another left to the body made Braddock lower his guard and “left the jaw wide open,” Joe recalled. Seizing the chance for a “payoff punch,” Louis reared back and threw the hardest right he could. Braddock fell to the canvas and Joe walked away, knowing that the fight was over.

Louis had finally earned the name that Blackburn and Roxborough called him in private—“Champ.” But he told Washington that he wasn’t satisfied. As far as he was concerned, he wouldn’t deserve the title until he avenged his loss to Max Schmeling. Praising the valiant Irishman he had just beaten, he offered a few choice words about his German nemesis. “There was never a gamer fighter than Braddock,” Louis said. “He’s a tougher fellow than Schmeling.” How did it feel to be champion? Washington asked. “I don’t feel any different,” Joe replied. “But I do want to beat Schmeling.”

The following New Year’s Day, after defending his new title several times, Louis invited Washington to Detroit and declared his resolution for 1938. “I’m going to beat Schmeling if I fight him this year,” Joe vowed as the two dined at the Brown Bomber Chicken Shack, a restaurant opened with the champ’s winnings. But this time, Louis had another motive for giving his favorite reporter a private audience. The week before Christmas, Joe had been spotted enjoying the company of several beauties at a nightclub in Harlem while his wife, Marva, was home in Chicago. Walter Winchell, the syndicated gossip columnist, had described the champ as “contributing to the hilarity of the Uptown House on West 134th Street.” Winchell went on to report that “insiders of the sports world will wager anything that the Louises are definitely apart.” So it was no accident that when he arrived in Detroit, Ches found Joe and Marva reunited, sharing the holidays with Joe’s mother, Lillie. “There’s nothing to it!” the fighter told Washington about the latest reports of his wandering eye, a response that the watchful guardian of Louis’s wholesome image was only too happy to repeat on the front page of the Courier.

Soon a date for the second Louis-Schmeling fight was set—June 22—and as it approached the political symbolism surrounding it continued to build. When the rivals had met two years earlier, Adolf Hitler had only begun to make good on his expansionist bluster by remilitarizing the Rhineland. Since then, Hitler had formed alliances with the Fascist regimes in Spain, Italy, and Japan and declared Germany’s right to Lebensraum. By March 1938, Nazi troops had occupied Austria and incited demands for the surrender of Czechoslovakia’s Sudetenland. Across America, Negroes burned with memories of the disrespectful treatment of Jesse Owens at the Berlin Olympics, and Jews rallied to Louis as Hitler’s anti-Semitic designs grew more ominous. As Joe would put it in his memoir: “The whole world was looking to this fight . . . . Germany was tearing up Europe, and we were hearing about the concentration camps for Jews. A lot of Americans had family in Europe and they were afraid for their people’s lives. Schmeling represented everything that Americans disliked and they wanted him beat and beat good.”

Louis had his own reasons to want to beat Schmeling soundly. He hadn’t forgotten the “tech” the German had thrown in round five of the first fight—boxer talk for a dirty punch landed after the bell. While reading the comics and sports pages one day, Joe had also come across a story from Germany in which Schmeling bragged about why he would win. He was in the best shape of his life, Schmeling boasted, and Louis feared him because he had discovered his weakness. What Max didn’t know was that Joe and Chappie had figured out the weakness, too. In the first bout, Louis had dropped his left too often, opening himself up to Schmeling’s right. Since then, Chappie had drilled Joe on keeping his left glove high at all times—all jabs, no hooks. They were sure that if the German came looking for that chink in his armor again, he wouldn’t find it.

On the day of the fight, Louis was as antsy as a caged cat. In the morning, he drove into New York from Pompton Plains for the weigh-in, but he barely spoke and remained poker-faced throughout the staged ritual. In his dressing room, where he usually waited to warm up until several minutes before fight time, he shadowboxed for forty minutes. “Okay, Chappie, I’m ready as a radio,” he said to his trainer as he made his way to the ring. Once inside the ropes, Joe bounced and shuffled to keep loose. The first time he had fought at Yankee Stadium, against Primo Carnera, the boisterous crowd had startled him, but this time he barely noticed what was happening outside the ring.

It was pandemonium. Seventy thousand people rippled out from the VIP seats to the corners of the outfield, jostling to get a better look. “Attaboy, Max!” Schmeling’s backers shouted. “Kill that Nazi, Joe!” answered the Louis crowd. More than a quarter of the spectators were black: Hollywood stars such as Bill “Bojangles” Robinson; smartly dressed Negro businessmen who had come from Chicago, Washington, Pittsburgh, and Detroit; working men and women who had paid to sit in the cheap seats and cheer on “our Joe.” Looking around, the Courier reporters at ringside counted no fewer than forty other members of the Negro press among hundreds of newsmen from around the world. In Harlem, the streets were choked with vehicles from forty states, including a convoy of two hundred cars from Pittsburgh. Across America, seventy million listeners huddled around radios for the live NBC broadcast.

At last the referee summoned the fighters to the center of the ring. The opening bell clanged. Louis went to work with a burst of left jabs. Schmeling threw a roundhouse right that grazed the champ’s head. The two clutched at mid-ring, trying to land more punches. Then as Schmeling backed away toward the ropes, Louis saw him lower his guard. He drilled a right into the German’s jaw and a second into his midsection. A yelp resembling that of a stuck pig, a sound Joe remembered from his boyhood on an Alabama farm, rose from his opponent’s throat. Suddenly Schmeling was helpless to fend off a furious barrage. Louis could smell fear. The German clung to the ropes to keep from falling. When he pulled away, he shot a panicked look toward his corner. Louis moved in and pounded him to the mat with a savage combination. Schmeling staggered to his feet, but another one-two punch knocked him to one knee. As Max rose again, Joe threw a left and a right to his head and floored him for a third time. A towel appeared in the ring, thrown from Schmeling’s corner. The referee tossed it back, refusing the attempt at surrender. But as the count reached eight, Schmeling was still crawling on the canvas, dazed and wounded, and the ref declared the fight over.

Revenge had taken a total of two minutes and four seconds. Louis had made such short work of Schmeling, in fact, that he needed only a brief rest before he joined the wild celebration that erupted in the streets of New York City and went on through the night. After calling Detroit to speak to his mother, who was so nervous she had gone for a car ride instead of listening to the fight, Joe showered and headed to Harlem. As his car inched through the teeming streets, thousands of revelers applauded him from the sidewalks. On one corner, a man waved a “Joe Louis for President” sign. Finally, Joe reached the apartment on St. Nicholas Avenue where Marva had listened to the bout on the radio with friends. He teased his wife about the $15 bet she had made that it would take him until the fourth round to win. The next morning, Louis went with John Roxborough and Julian Black to the office of Mike Jacobs to pick up his share of the earnings. The check was for $349,288, a third of the million-dollar gate.

“Joe was murderous,” the normally reserved Robert Vann wrote in an ecstatic letter to his wife, Jesse, who was touring Europe with lady friends from Pittsburgh. “If the referee had not stepped between him and the German boy, I am sure a death would have resulted in the ring.” The Courier edition that Vann published several days later was even more jubilant. “JOE KO’S MAX,” proclaimed the paper’s largest headline ever, and four large photographs on the front page and nine more inside re-created the decisive moments of the brief match. “To the poet, there is nothing so rare as a day in June,” Ches Washington waxed poetically, “but for Joe, this magic June night was the night of nights for the bronzed monarch of the rope-circled kingdoms.”

Another Courier author captured the vicarious glee that so many felt in seeing such a fine example of black manhood—strong but dignified, popular yet never servile—obliterate the personification of white supremacism. “It was as if each [black person] had been in that ring himself, as if every man, woman and child of them had dealt destruction with his fists upon the Nordic face of Schmeling and the whole Nazi system he symbolized,” the author wrote. “It was more than the victory of one athlete over another, it was the triumph of a repressed people against the evil forces of racial oppression and discrimination condensed—by chance—into the shape of Max Schmeling.”

For Robert L. Vann, Bill Nunn, and Chester Washington, there was more to celebrate beyond Joe Louis’s victory. In less than four years, their investment in covering his rise had more than doubled the Courier’s circulation, from under 100,000 in 1934 to almost a quarter of a million in 1938. According to the Audit Bureau of Circulation, the scorekeeper of the publishing industry, all but 20,000 of those weekly buyers lived outside Pittsburgh. Across the country, thousands more read the paper as it was passed around homes, barbershops, and beauty salons. The Courier was now by far the most widely read black publication in the land, well ahead of its longtime rival, The Chicago Defender, whose circulation had plummeted from 200,000 in 1925 to as little as 73,000 a decade later. Having established that lead, the Courier would maintain it for the next two decades, through a world war, the integration of Major League Baseball, and the beginning of the civil rights movement.

From its origins as a four-page pamphlet of poetry and local oddities sold only in Pittsburgh, the Courier had grown into a thriving business. It had seventy-two employees in Pittsburgh, twenty-three more in Harlem and other cities across the country, an $80,000 annual payroll, and enough profit to return a dividend to its shareholders. In a letter to a Pittsburgh steel company executive, Vann proudly cited the paper’s contribution to the city’s economy. “We have an investment here of $170,000 and we pay a federal state and city tax, mind you, of close to $10,000 a year,” Vann wrote.

By championing the champion of their people, the colored men and women of Pittsburgh had also confirmed their place at the vanguard of black America. By the late 1930s, they had helped propel a sea change in the allegiance of Negro voters, fielded the two best teams in black baseball, produced musicians who had started to rewrite the language of jazz, and built nightclubs and watering holes so vibrant that the Hill District had come to be known as “little Harlem.” So many influential black cultural and political figures passed through Pittsburgh that the corner of Wylie Avenue and Fullerton Street in the Hill District would come to be known as “the Crossroads of the World.” And with Hitler’s forces on the march in Europe, black Pittsburgh was about to find itself at the center of a national debate over how Negroes should regard the prospect of war and what it would portend for black soldiers in uniform.

How did it happen? How had a community of fewer than a hundred thousand black people—half of them living on less than two square miles of steep, dusty streets under the soot-filled skies of northern Appalachia—produced a culture of such drive and accomplishment? It’s a story that traced back almost a century, to Pittsburgh’s first Negro settlers before the Civil War, and to a slave boy born in Maryland who grew up to ride the Ohio River wielding a deckhand’s broom and harboring an improbable dream.
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Cumberland “Cap” Posey Sr., his wife, Anna, and their home in Homestead, circa 1900.
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THE NEGRO CARNEGIES

THE BOY’S NAME WAS Cumberland Willis Posey, and a river called out to him from his earliest days. It was the Port Tobacco River, on the southeastern tip of Maryland, stretching out from the town of the same name to the wide Potomac four miles away. In 1858, Cumberland Posey was born seven miles from there, to two slaves who worked for a white family in Charles County. Their names were Alexander Posey and Elizabeth Willis Posey, and they were literate Negroes, Bible readers who attended gatherings of the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church. Although it is not known for sure, it is also likely that they were house slaves, the sort who would have been sent into the town of Port Tobacco to fetch supplies and who might have brought their young son along, to gaze out onto the river and watch the steamboats chugging into the distance.

The boy had faith and ambition in his veins. Cumberland’s mother, who died when he was seven years old, barely experienced Emancipation, but as soon as he had his freedom, his father was ordained as a minister of the AME Church. Four years later, Alexander Posey took his children to Winchester, Virginia, where he became one of the first Negroes to head a congregation of the larger Methodist Episcopal Church. A half century earlier, a Philadelphia Methodist, Bishop Richard Allen, had led the AME schism in protest over the church’s treatment of Negroes, who suffered such indignities as being forced to sit in separate balconies and told they were not good enough to kneel in prayer. But as the Civil War loomed, blacks who had remained in “full connection” with the white Methodists formed their own conference and sought permission to build a church in Winchester. They named it the John Mann Street Chapel, and in 1869 Alexander Posey was appointed its chaplain.

According to church records, Alexander Posey lived for only five more years, riding the circuit of black Methodist congregations up and down the western edge of Virginia. Before he died, however, he must have concluded that his children would face a better future in Ohio, a state that had been on the side of the Union and long a refuge for free Negroes. As Cumberland Posey was entering his teenage years, his father moved him and his two younger siblings to the town of Belpre, on a nook of the Ohio River that had once served as a crossing point for the Underground Railroad. It lay directly across the river from Parkersburg, West Virginia, which was connected to a town south of Winchester by the only passable toll road running across the Allegheny Mountains. There is no record of whom Cumberland lived with in Belpre after his father died, but there is of the job he had secured by the age of nineteen: working for a steamboat operator named Payton sweeping the decks of a riverboat called the Magnolia.

For the young Posey, the boat became a classroom as well as a workplace. When he was finished with his rounds, he would study the two men who presided over the engine room. One was the “assistant engineer,” who fed cords of wood and shovelsful of coal into the furnace, carefully prodding the fuel to maintain an even burn. Occasionally, this man would also climb onto the deck to observe the color and quantity of the cloudy exhaust belching from the smokestack that thrust up from the center of the boat. The other man was the “chief engineer,” who monitored a cluster of round gauges that measured the pressure of the steam in the water tanks heated by the furnace. Behind the gauges, pistons powered by that steam pushed and pulled the axle of a paddle wheel. Alongside the hull, the wheel’s wide buckets gulped and spit out large quaffs of the river, propelling the boat forward.

As Posey observed and asked questions, he came to understand the function of each part of the miraculous mechanism. Like any good boatman, he also began to read the vessel with his other senses. Closing his eyes, he could listen to the symphony of crackling, hissing, thrusting, and lapping, and know what mood the boat was in at any moment, when she was demanding attention and when she was communicating that all was well and that she could be left alone.

Posey set his sights on running the engine room of a steamboat. It was something that no Negro had ever done before, and that many a white man in the trade would have said could never happen. But Posey found a believer in his employer, and with his help he began working toward the goal. First Mr. Payton helped Posey secure a position as an assistant engineer, minding the furnaces on a steamboat called the Striker. A year later, Posey became the first black man ever to receive a chief engineer’s license. A riverboat owner named Stewart Hayes took a chance on him, and he was soon won over by Posey’s fierce work ethic and taciturn, no-nonsense manner.

For the next fourteen years, Posey oversaw the operation of several of Hayes’s vessels. He earned a salary of twelve hundred dollars a year and continued to study the steamboat business, learning everything he could about shipbuilding as well as engine maintenance. As word of his standing spread, he acquired a nickname of respect among Negroes up and down the Ohio River: Captain Posey, or “Cap” for short.

Sometime in his early twenties, Cap Posey had occasion to travel west along the narrow Hocking River to the town of Athens, Ohio, where he fell in love. The object of his affection was Angeline Stevens, a schoolteacher with pale skin, delicate cheekbones, and wise eyes. Her father, Aquilla Stevens, was an illiterate railroad worker and stonecutter. Her mother, Eliza Brackston Stevens, had stayed at home raising eleven children in the community of farmers and laborers where they lived outside of town. But from an early age, “Anna,” as the family called her, showed an appetite for learning. There is evidence that she was the first Negro to graduate from high school in Athens, and that during the graduation ceremony she impressed an overflow crowd at City Hall with a speech entitled “The Visible and the Invisible,” expounding on what she called “the invisible influences by which we are surrounded in life.”

By the age of seventeen, Anna Stevens passed the tests in grammar, arithmetic, and geography required for certification as a teacher in Athens County. She went to work in the county school system, which consisted almost entirely of one-room structures where students from the first to the eighth grade were taught together. Athens didn’t have a large enough Negro population for a separate school, so in many classrooms black children mixed with white students. They sat at the same desks and recitation tables, warmed themselves by the same potbellied stoves, and relieved themselves in the same outhouses. (The Negro students were required to use separate hooks, however, to hang their coats by the schoolhouse doors.) With her upswept hair and calm voice, Anna exuded maturity beyond her years, and she swiftly mastered the art of making her students sit still as she drilled them in lessons from McGuffey’s Readers, Harvey’s Grammar, and Ray’s New Arithmetic.

By twenty, Anna had such a favorable reputation as a teacher that the local newspaper, the Athens Messenger, singled her out for praise as a model of racial achievement. “Progress in the march of events is, in one direction, chronicled in the fact that Miss Anna Stevens, of African lineage, is teaching in the public white school west of Mr. Joseph Herrold’s suburban residence,” the paper reported in 1880. “Miss Stevens has previously taught in York Township and at other points where she has uniformly been highly personally esteemed. As a teacher she possesses rare tact and efficiency and her services in this line have been in wide demand.”

Yet a year later, an event occurred in Athens that showed the limits of that progress. In the wee hours of a November morning, thirty armed white men stormed into the town on horseback. Some moved to surround the church, so no one could sound an alarm from the bell tower. Others forced their way into the home of the sheriff. They overpowered him and seized the keys to the town jail, where a mulatto farm hand named Christopher C. Davis was imprisoned. A month earlier, Davis had been arrested for attacking Lucinda Luckey, a fifty-two-year-old white widow. She said that Davis had broken into her house, sexually assaulted her, and struck her on the head with an ax. Now he was awaiting trial, but the men had come to take justice into their own hands. Throwing a noose around the mulatto’s neck, they led him to the South Bridge, where they gave him three minutes to pray before they hung him to death over the river.

After the lynching, many in the small community of Negroes in Athens chose to move elsewhere. Anna was well regarded enough that she likely had little to fear, and she was earning a respectable living, as teachers in that part of Ohio were paid an average of $22 a month and as much as $48 if they had a permanent position. But Anna must have sensed the prospect of a better future when she met the dark, broad-shouldered man who didn’t talk much but had possessed the drive to become a steamboat engineer. When Cap Posey proposed, Anna accepted, and on May 9, 1883, an Athens magistrate joined them in marriage. Soon afterward, she left Athens and followed her husband to a new life in the town of Homestead, just south of Pittsburgh, in Pennsylvania.

For an ambitious young man in the boating trade, there were many sensible reasons to put down stakes in the Pittsburgh area. The first was geography. For well over a century, the city’s perch at the nexus of three great rivers had made it a logistical prize. During the Seven Years War, the British governor of Virginia had dispatched men to build a fortress at the head of the Ohio River. French forces promptly seized it and renamed it Fort Duquesne. General Edward Braddock, the commander of the British colonial army, led a raid to reclaim the fortress. It ended in a humiliating defeat; Braddock and more than five hundred of his men were killed before his young aide-de-camp, George Washington, organized a hasty retreat. Later another British general, John Forbes, returned with Washington and an army of six thousand and chased away the French. “I have used the freedom of giving your name to Ft. Duquesne,” Forbes wrote to William Pitt the Elder, the leader of Britain’s government, to inform him that he had renamed the stronghold Fort Pitt. A native Scot who had studied in Edinburgh, Forbes took to calling the surrounding area “Pitts-burgh.”

Once the colonies won independence and Americans began to push west, Pittsburgh’s long maritime tentacles stretching in three directions made it a busy trading center. To the north was the Allegheny River, stretching 325 miles to the western border between Pennsylvania and New York. To the south was the Monongahela River, flowing 130 miles through the mountains of West Virginia. To the west was the Ohio River, meandering 981 miles across six states, all the way to the Mississippi River, which could carry boats as far as the lakes of Minnesota or the Gulf coast of Louisiana.

In the early 1800s, Pittsburgh was known for its longboats, which could make it to New Orleans in four weeks. (Upriver keelboats were required to make the return trip, which could take up to four months.) As steam engine technology spread, the city became headquarters to more than five hundred steamboats that ferried passengers, mail, farm goods, and other supplies in three directions. Even after railroads came along in the middle of the century, steamers remained the only or the least expensive way to reach many rural areas in Ohio and western Virginia. Every week, dozens of vessels from three major “packet lines” arrived in Pittsburgh from towns along the Ohio, the Monongahela, the Allegheny, and their tributaries. They docked for several days while their captains sold their wares and purchased new provisions, then made their way back to the farmers, miners, and storekeepers the railroads hadn’t yet reached.

By the 1880s, the opportunity to profit from booming new industries beckoned. For decades, Pittsburgh’s proximity to seams of coal used for smelting had made it a hub for the manufacture of glass and of iron created from ore imported from as far away as Minnesota. More recently, it had become a laboratory for the more efficient and profitable mass production of steel. Making iron products was highly labor-intensive: artisans called “puddlers” had to stand for hours by small, searing furnaces, poking molten pig iron with long rods to refine it into wrought iron. Then in the 1850s, an English engineer named Henry Bessemer invented a method of removing the impurities from pig iron with blasts of air inside a converter, a method that yielded a substance that was more malleable and more durable than iron. Because converters were mechanized, they could also run around the clock, seven days a week, producing more than three times the output of iron ovens.

Bessemer’s invention coincided with the rise of the locomotive industry, and the product he called “steel” quickly became the preferred material for railway lines. The Englishman went into business as a manufacturer and built one of his first American plants in Homestead. Pictures from the period show the Pittsburgh Bessemer Steel Company occupying a stretch of waterfront on a curve of the Monongahela River, belching dark clouds as high as the surrounding hilltops from three smokestacks and spurting steam in every direction. Yet like many of the early steel producers, Bessemer went into debt to build his mill and was unprepared for the financial toll of a worker’s strike and a fall-off in demand as rail expansion slowed. By 1883, the Pittsburgh Bessemer Steel Company couldn’t pay its creditors and was forced to sell the Homestead mill.

The buyer was Andrew Carnegie, the bantam-sized Scottish immigrant to Pittsburgh who was fast becoming America’s most successful industrialist. Carnegie had already opened his own plant using the “Bessemer process” across the Monongahela River in Braddock. With the addition of the Homestead mill, he was on his way to building an empire that would make him one of the world’s richest men and make Pittsburgh the source of more than half of America’s steel. So it was, in 1883, that Andrew Carnegie planted his flag in Homestead just as Cap Posey brought his new bride, Anna, there to live. And for the next decade, the Poseys were able to study the practices of the ingenious Scot and the city’s other remarkable industrial entrepreneurs as they calculated how they, too, even as Negroes, could profit from Pittsburgh’s Gilded Age.

•  •  •

AS A CHILD, ANDREW CARNEGIE watched the forces of technology and corporate consolidation crush his father, and he was determined never to suffer the same fate. William Carnegie was a weaver who produced linens on a loom in the family’s tiny cottage in the Scottish village of Dunferm- line. As steam-powered looms and powerful wholesalers came to dominate the textile industry, the family’s modest living was reduced to bare subsistence. In desperation, Andrew’s mother, Margaret, borrowed £20 from a childhood friend to pay for the voyage to a new life in America. Their destination was the town of Allegheny City, just north of Pittsburgh, where several of Margaret’s relatives had already emigrated. At the age of thirteen, Andrew went to work as a bobbin boy in a Pittsburgh cotton mill, running fresh spools of thread to the women on the looms, and then as a messenger for a local telegraph company. He proved so able that one of his customers, the manager of the local office of the Pennsylvania Railroad, hired Carnegie as a personal telegraph officer and then as a full-time assistant.

Carnegie spent the next decade working for the Pennsylvania Railroad, eventually rising to run the Pittsburgh branch himself. Yet he would build his first fortune not from his working wages but from the investments he made, with the help of his superior and the owner of the railroad, in companies with which they had sweetheart contracts. When Carnegie was wealthy enough to move his family to the neighborhood of Point Breeze, on the eastern edge of Pittsburgh, he became friends with a neighbor who put him into a lucrative oil company stock. By his late twenties, Carnegie had assets of almost $50,000, all but 5 percent of which came from his crony investments.

Standing barely five feet tall and weighing less than 110 pounds, Carnegie cut a diminutive figure that belied his ferocious business instincts. In his early thirties, he quit the railroad company so that he could be even freer to exploit his connections. He began investing in firms that made railroad bridges and tracks, and selling bonds to finance them. He became fascinated by breakthroughs in iron processing that promised to create more durable rail lines to replace the ones that had been destroyed and degraded during the Civil War. When over-borrowing in the early days of railroads and steel mills led to a cascade of bankruptcies, Carnegie pounced. He had managed his finances prudently enough that he was in position to buy out competitors, dictate terms to customers and creditors, and expand into new products. Over the next three decades, Carnegie’s virtual monopoly on the steel mills of Pittsburgh would bring him vast riches that he used to build a mansion in Manhattan, to erect a castle in Scotland, and to fund a legacy as one of history’s most generous philanthropists, donating $350 million to libraries, concert halls, peace research, and other causes before he died.

While Carnegie was making Pittsburgh the steel capital of the world, four other entrepreneurs were turning it into a powerhouse in other industries. In the late 1860s, George Westinghouse, a young inventor from New York, moved to Pittsburgh to test the use of steel in his railroad patents. He began experimenting with electricity, and soon he was competing head-to-head with Thomas Edison, the inventor of the incandescent light bulb and the first electrical power grid. Partnering with the Serbian inventor Nikola Tesla, Westinghouse devised a method of alternating high and low currents that made distributing electricity more practical and less expensive than Edison’s direct current method. Despite Edison’s attempts to discredit AC technology—including trying to associate it in the public’s mind with the electric chair—it emerged as the winner in the “war of the currents.” By the 1890s, Westinghouse was employing thousands of workers in four separate electricity, railroad, gas, and steam-power plants in the Pittsburgh area.

In 1869, Henry J. Heinz, the son of German immigrants, began selling foodstuffs in the town of Sharpsburg, north of Pittsburgh. He founded a company to make horseradish, and when it went bankrupt he regrouped and started producing tomato ketchup. By the 1880s the H. J. Heinz Company had opened a factory in Pittsburgh and was claiming to make “57 Varieties” of food products. In fact, that number was made up: Heinz had lifted the marketing gimmick from a New York shoe store that advertised “21 styles” and came up with 57 because he thought the number had special subliminal resonance. Over time, however, Heinz would more than deliver on his famous slogan. He would sell ketchup, pickles, baked beans, mustard, chutney, and hundreds of other products, as well as introduce innovations in technology and sanitation that made working in his factories among Pittsburgh’s most desirable manufacturing jobs.

Another son of immigrants transformed the city into a banking hub. Andrew Mellon was still in his teens when he dropped out of college and used a loan from his father, Thomas, a local judge and banker who came from Ireland, to begin investing in lumber and coal. By the 1880s, Andrew had taken over his father’s bank, formed two others, and become the principal financier of numerous firms that came to dominate their industries. (One was the Aluminum Company of America, better known as Alcoa, which was also based in Pittsburgh.) By the 1920s, when Andrew Mellon served as secretary of the treasury under three presidents, he was America’s third richest man, and Pittsburgh ranked second to New York City as a repository of U.S. financial assets.

The fifth titan in this formidable group owed his fortune to both Mellon and Carnegie. The grandson of a local Pittsburgh whiskey maker, Henry Clay Frick was a sickly child and a poor student, and he never finished school. He went to work as bookkeeper in his grandfather’s distillery, and then gravitated toward the coal business, seeing opportunity in the large seam of coal deposits south of Pittsburgh. With loans from Thomas and Andrew Mellon, Frick cornered the local market in coke, a high-burning coal concentrate. He invested in hundreds of “beehive ovens” to bake raw coal at the minefields, and in a transportation network to get the coke to the Pittsburgh mills, where it was used in the blast furnaces that made pig iron hot enough to purify into steel. By his thirtieth birthday, Frick was supplying a hundred railroad carloads of coke a day to Carnegie’s steel mill in Braddock, and he had already made his first million dollars.

By then, Carnegie saw that he needed Frick as much as Frick needed him. When Frick traveled to New York on his honeymoon in 1881, Carnegie invited him to dinner and toasted their partnership. After Carnegie bought the Homestead steel plant two years later, he decided to take the business relationship a step further. He offered to buy 50 percent of H. C. Frick & Company, to pay all of its debts, and to invest millions to ensure a guaranteed supply of coke for his mills. After his brother and business partner Tom Carnegie died prematurely, Andrew decided that Frick was the man to take over day-to-day management of his Pittsburgh empire while he devoted himself to travel and philanthropy. In 1887, Frick went to work for the Carnegie Brothers and Company, and by the end of the decade he was named its chairman and president.

Both Carnegie and Frick were intent on curbing the growing power of labor unions in their mills. In the late 1880s, they succeeded in breaking two brief strikes by the newly formed Amalgamated Association of Iron and Steel Workers, forcing it to accept a sliding scale of wages based on the sale price of steel. When the Homestead contract came up for renewal in the summer of 1892, the owners thought they could win more concessions. But this time the union dug in. As both sides prepared for a walkout, Frick hired Pinkerton guards to bring in strikebreakers. To protect them, he ordered the construction of a three-mile, eleven-foot-high fence that encircled the Homestead plant and ran down to the river. Three strands of barbed wire stretched across the top of the fence. Small holes were bored into its planks to allow snipers to fire out. Meanwhile, four thousand workers and sympathizers organized to prevent scabs or their protectors from reaching the plant. Lookouts took their places at Homestead’s two rail stations, at the roads into town, and along both sides of the Monongahela River.

At midnight of July 6, a day after Frick set a final deadline for the union to accept his offer, a tugboat called Little Bill chugged out of harbor at Bellevue, Ohio, twenty-five miles south of Pittsburgh. It pulled two barges carrying three hundred Pinkerton guards hired to secure the mill for the strikebreakers. Around one o’clock in the morning, a watch party stationed on the Smithfield Street Bridge in Pittsburgh spied the barges in the distance. An hour later, a man on horseback rode through Homestead shouting the news. A steam whistle at the electric light factory in town sounded a coded alert. Hundreds of mill workers and their supporters poured into the streets carrying shotguns, knives, and rocks. Arriving at the mill, they tore through Frick’s fence and took up positions. As the barges docked and the first Pinkerton guards appeared on the gangplank, a shot rang out. Suddenly gunfire rained through the darkness in both directions.

The battle raged into the morning and through the next day. At one point, the workers fired a cannon from across the river. At another, they loaded a freight car with lumber and oil, set it ablaze, and pushed it toward the river, where it toppled over before reaching the barges. More and more townspeople arrived, brandishing everything from Roman candles to homemade petrol bombs to hurl at the Pinkerton vessels. By nightfall, half a dozen protesters were dead, and five guards had been killed or suffered soon-to-be-fatal wounds. Most of the Pinkertons weren’t regulars but freelancers, and finally one frightened recruit surrendered. Sensing victory, the strikers stormed the barges and chased the rest of the guards onto the waterfront. The Pinkertons were force-marched through a gauntlet of jeering, stone-throwing townspeople, herded into town, and sent packing on rail cars to Pittsburgh.

The union had won the battle, but it was about to lose the war. When the town sheriff returned the next day to demand that the strikers leave the mill, they refused. The sheriff appealed to the governor of Pennsylvania, who dispatched the commander of the state militia and four thousand of his men to Homestead. They set up artillery and Gatling guns on an overlook called Shanty Hill, then marched toward the mill in battle formation, rifles and bayonets drawn. Completely outnumbered, the strikers surrendered. The militia occupied the mill and garrisoned the town, remaining for several weeks as nonstriking workers began returning to the mill.

A week after the siege, the strikers suffered another embarrassment when anarchist Alexander Berkman, Emma Goldman’s lover, barged into Frick’s office and tried to kill him. Frick was shot in the neck and back and stabbed three times before his deputy overcame Berkman and got him to spit up a capsule of mercury that could have blown them all up. Although the anarchist was making a political statement that had little to do with the strike, the attack won public sympathy for Frick and made him more determined than ever not to give an inch to the union.

As Christmas neared and the workers faced the prospect of a long winter with no work or pay, the union finally gave in. But Frick and Carnegie hadn’t exactly won the battle of Homestead, either. The standoff had made headlines around the world and cast their empire in a harsh new light. Carnegie, who had posed as a friend of the union movement, was denounced as a hypocrite. Critics began to question whether his philanthropy was a form of expiation for his ruthless business practices. The crisis also put a harsh damper on his partnership with Frick. Carnegie had been on vacation in a remote area of Scotland during the crisis, but he had remained in close touch by mail and telegraph and had encouraged Frick’s tough line every step of the way. Now word got back to Frick that Carnegie was second-guessing his decisions and claiming that he hadn’t been fully aware of what was happening in Homestead. Although they remained in business together, their relationship would never be the same.
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