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3. What degree of political power was achieved by African Ame:jqans in' : Sppth
during Recogstruction? How @A southern whites try to diminish this”political
power?

4. Why did most forier slaves want land? Why did they bcligve they Mad a right to the
land confiscated frotq Confederate masters during the Civil Wa

5. Most freedmen were foxged to become sharecroppers during Recopstructipn. Wt
were the benefits of this system? What were the drawbacks? How did the rise of this
system change social and cultural life on most plantatipfis?

6. Why did some African Amerisg leave the Sopfh after Reconstruct'ion gnded?
What options did they explore? What did they hogke to accomplish by emigrating?
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The Color Line in the
Era of Segregation

When Reconstruction ended, the vast majority of African Americans remained in
the South, where they were subjected to increasingly harsh treatment. After 1890
southern state and local governments, now firmly in the hands of white Democrats,
systematically overturned the political and social gains that blacks had made following
the Civil War. A variety of ingenious disfranchisement devices—poll taxes, literacy
tests, and white primary elections—circumvented the Fifteenth Amendment and
effectively stripped southern blacks of their political rights. In Louisiana, for example,
the number of black voters declined from 130,000 to 5,000 between 1896 and 1898 after
such laws went into effect.

Segregation laws established a strict color line between the races in virtually all
areas of southern life. Blacks and whites could not attend the same schools, drink from
the same public water fountains, play in the same parks, ride in the same streetcars or
railroad cars, be treated in the same hospitals, or even be buried in the same sections of
cemeteries. This system became known as Jim Crow, named afier an antebellum
minstrel caricature of African Americans. Legal segregation was upheld by the U.S.
Supreme Court in the case of Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), in which the court reasoned
that mandating separate facilities for the races, as long as they were equal, did not
violate the Fourteenth Amendment. In fact, Jim Crow facilities were rarely equal.

In addition to the legal restrictions of Jim Crow, African Americans were also
expected to conform to a rigid code of racial etiquette that defined personal encounters
with whites. Black men were to behave deferently around whites, bowing, removing
their hats, and greeting them as “Mister” or “Miz.” Actions that suggested equality
between the races, such as shaking hands or eating together, were expressly forbidden.
Blacks were required to enter the houses of whites and most public buildings by the side
or rear door. Whenever the races worked together, blacks were confined to menial or
subordinate tasks.

African Americans who failed to conform to this system of race relations were often
lynched—executed by hanging, burning, or other methods, by a mob operating outside
the law. Between 1882 and 1930 at least 3,295 blacks were lynched in the United
States. Although murder or rape were frequently given as the justification for lynching,
many occurred for other reasons, such as when blacks attempted to vote, talked back to a
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white person, or achieved economic success. Most lynchings took place in the rural
South, but mob attacks on black communities were prevalent in the urban South and in
the North. As the twentieth century dawned, most African Americans found themselves
consigned to poverty, stripped of political power, and bound by a system of race relations
that degraded and threatened them at every turn.

Richard Wright, Living Jim Crow

Living as an African American in the segregated South required
careful attention to the color line. This meant following the Jim Crow
laws that separated the races in various public arenas—schools,
streetcars, railroad cars, parks, theaters, water fountains, restrooms,
and the like. It also meant adhering to the unwritten code of racial
etiquette that defined personal encounters between blacks and whites.
Learning the latter involved a lengthy education in the southern
system of race relations. In the following essay, African-American
writer Richard Wright (1908-1960) describes his own childhood
lessons in living Jim Crow. Wright, who is best known for his novel
Native Son (1940) and the autobiographical Black Boy (1945), left the
South in 1927 for Chicago, hoping to escape racism. But after flirting
with the Communist Party in the 1930s and early 1940s, he
abandoned the United States for self-imposed exile in Paris, France.
This document remains one of the better accounts of the requirements
of racial etiquette in the South during the era of segregation.

My first lesson in how to live as a Negro came when I was quite small. We were
living in Arkansas. Our house stood behind the railroad tracks. Its skimpy yard was
paved with black cinders. Nothing green ever grew in that yard.

The only touch of green we could see was far away, beyond the tracks, over where
the white folks lived. But cinders were good enough for me and I never missed the green
growing things. And anyhow cinders were fine weapons. You could always have a nice
hot war with huge black cinders. All you had to do was crouch behind the brick pillars
of a house with your hands full of gritty ammunition. And the first woolly black head
you saw pop out from behind another row of pillars was your target. You tried your very
best to knock it off. It was great fun.

I never fully realized the appalling disadvantages of a cinder environment till one
day the gang to which I belonged found itself engaged in a war with the white boys who

* Richard’ Wright, “The Ethics of Living Jim Crow,” in Uncle Tom's Children (New York: Harper and Row,
Publishers, 1938).
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lived beyond the tracks. As usual we laid down our cinder barrage, thinking that this
would wipe the white boys out. But they replied with a steady bombardment of broken
bottles. We doubled our cinder barrage, but they hid behind trees, hedges, and the
sloping embankments of their lawns. Having no such fortifications, we retreated to the
brick pillars of our homes. During the retreat a broken milk bottle caught me behind the
ear, opening a deep gash which bled profusely. The sight of blood pouring over my face
completely demoralized our ranks. My fellow combatants left me standing paralyzed in
the center of the yard, and scurried for their homes. A kind neighbor saw me and rushed
me to a doctor, who took three stitches in my neck.

I sat brooding on my front steps, nursing my wound and waiting for my mother to
come from work. I felt that a grave injustice had been done me. It was all right to throw
cinders. The greatest harm a cinder could do was leave a bruise. But broken bottles were
dangerous; they left you cut, bleeding, and helpless.

When night fell, my mother came from the white folks’ kitchen. I raced down the
street to meet her. I could just feel in my bones that she would understand. I knew she
would tell me exactly what to do next time. I grabbed her hand and babbled out the
whole story. She examined my wound, then slapped me.

“How come yuh didn’t hide?” she asked me. “How come yuh awways fightin’?”

I was outraged and bawled. Between sobs I told her that I didn’t have any trees or
hedges to hide behind. There wasn’t a thing I could have used as a trench. And you
couldn’t throw very far when you were hiding behind the brick pillars of a house. She
grabbed a barrel stave, dragged me home, stripped me naked, and beat me till I had a
fever of one hundred and two. She would smack my rump with the stave, and while the
skin was still smarting, impart to me gems of Jim Crow wisdom. I was never to throw
cinders any more. I was never to fight any more wars. I was never, never, under any
conditions, to fight white folks again. And they were absolutely right in clouting me
with the broken milk bottle. Didn’t I know she was working hard every day in the hot
kitchens of the white folks to make money to take care of me? When was I ever going to
learn to be a good boy? She couldn’t be bothered with my fights. She finished by telling
me that I ought to be thankful to God as long as I lived that they didn’t kill me.

All that night I was delirious and could not sleep.

Each time I closed my eyes I saw monstrous white faces suspended from the ceiling,
leering at me.

From that time on, the charm of my cinder yard was gone. The green trees, the
trimmed hedges, the cropped lawns grew very meaningful, became a symbol. Even today
when I think of white folks, the hard, sharp outlines of white houses surrounded by
trees, lawns, and hedges are present somewhere in the background of my mind. Through
the years they grew into an overreaching symbol of fear.

It was a long time before I came in close contact with white folks again. We moved
from Arkansas to Mississippi. Here we had the good fortune not to live behind the
railroad tracks, or close to white neighborhoods. We lived in the very heart of the local
Black Belt. There were black churches and black preachers; there were black schools
and black teachers; black groceries and black clerks. In fact, everything was so solidly
black that for a long time I did not even think of white folks, save in remote and vague
terms. But this could not last forever. As one grows older one eats more. One’s clothing
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costs more. When I finished grammar school I had to go to work. My mother could no
longer feed and clothe me on her cooking job.

There is but one place where a black boy who knows no trade can get a job, and
that’s where the houses and faces are white, where the trees, lawns, and hedges are
green. My first job was with an optical company in Jackson, Mississippi. The morning I
applied I stood straight and neat before the boss, answering all his questions with sharp
yessirs and nosirs. 1 was very careful to pronounce my sirs distinctly, in order that he
might know that I was polite, that I knew where I was, and that I knew he was a white
man.

I'wanted that job badly.

He looked me over as though he were examining a prize poodle. He questioned me
closely about my schooling, being particularly insistent about how much mathematics I
had had. He seemed very pleased when I told him I had had two years of algebra.

“Boy, how would you like to learn something around here?” he asked me.

“I'd like it fine, sir,” I said, happy. 1 had visions of “working my way up.” Even
Negroes have those visions.

“All right,” he said. “Come on.”

I followed him to the small factory.

“Pease,” he said to a white man of about thirty-five, “this is Richard. He’s going to
work for us.”

Pease looked at me and nodded. I was then taken to a white boy of about seventeen.

“Morrie, this is Richard, who’s going to work for us.” “Whut yuh sayin’ there boy!”
Morrie boomed at me. “Fine!” I answered.

The boss instructed these two to help me, teach me, give me jobs to do, and let me
learn what I could in my spare time.

My wages were five dollars a week.

I' worked hard, trying to please. For the first month I got along O.K. Both Pease and
Morrie seemed to like me. But one thing was missing. And I kept thinking about it. I
was not learning anything and nobody was volunteering to help me. Thinking they had
forgotten that I was to learn something about the mechanics of grinding lenses, 1 asked
Morrie one day to tell me about the work. He grew red.

“Whut yuh tryin’ t’do, nigger, get smart?” he asked. “Naw; I ain’t tryin’ t’ git
smart,” I said.

“Well, don’t, if yuh know whut's good for yuh!”

I was puzzled. Maybe he just doesn’t want to help me, I thought. I went to Pease.

“Say, are yuh crazy, you black bastard?” Pease asked me, his gray eyes growing
hard.

I spoke out, reminding him that the boss had said I was to be given a chance to
learn something.

“Nigger, you think you’re white, don’t you?”

“Naw, sir]”

“Well, you’re acting mighty like it!”

“But, Mr. Pease, the boss said ...” Pease shook his fist in my face.

“This is a white man’s work around here, and you better watch yourself!”
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From then on they changed toward me. They said good-morning no more. When I
was a bit slow performing some duty, I was called a lazy black son of a bitch.

Once I thought of reporting all this to the boss. But the mere idea of what would
happen to me if Pease and Morrie should learn that T had “snitched” stopped me. And
after all the boss was a white man, too. What was the use?

The climax came at noon one summer day. Pease called me to his work-bench. To
get to him I had to go between two narrow benches and stand with my back against a
wall.

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“Richard, I want to ask you something,” Pease began pleasantly, not looking up
from his work.

“Yes, sir,” I said again.

Morrie came over, blocking the narrow passage between the benches. He folded his
arms, staring at me solemnly.

I'looked from one to the other, sensing that something was coming.

“Yes, sir,” I said for the third time.

Pease looked up and spoke very slowly.

“Richard, Mr. Morrie here tells me you called me Pease.”

I stiffened. A void seemed to open up in me. I knew this was the show-down.

He meant that I had failed to call him Mr. Pease. I looked at Morrie. He was
gripping a steel bar in his hands,

I opened my mouth to speak, to protest, to assure Pease that I had never called him
simply Pease, and that I had never had any intentions of doing so, when Morrie grabbed
me by the collar, ramming my head against the wall.

“Now, be careful, nigger!” snarled Morrie, baring his teeth. “/ heard yuh call ‘im
Pease| ‘N’ if you say yuh didn’t, yuh’re callin me a /ie, see?” He waved the steel bar
threateningly.

If T had said: No, sir, Mr. Pease, I never called you Pease, 1 would have been
automatically calling Morrie a liar. And if I had said: Yes sir, Mr. Pease, I called you
Pease, 1 would have been pleading guilty to having uttered the worst insult that a Negro
can utter to a southern white man. I stood hesitating, trying to frame a neutral reply.

“Richard, I asked you a question!” said Pease. Anger was creeping into his voice.

“I don’t remember calling you Pease, Mr. Pease,” I said cautiously. “And if I did, I
sure didn’t mean...”

“You black son of a bitch! You called me Pease, then!” he spat, slapping me till I
bent sideways over a bench. Morrie was on top of me demanding;

“Didn’t yuh call ‘im Pease? If yuh say yuh didn’t I’ll rip yo’ gut string loose with
this bar, yuh black granny dodger! Yuh can’t call a white man a lie ‘n’ git erway with it,
you black son of a bitch!”

I wilted. I begged them not to bother me. I knew what they wanted. They wanted me
to leave.

“I'll leave,” I promised. “I'll leave right now.”

They gave me a minute to get out of the factory. I was warned not to show up again,
or tell the boss.

I went.
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When I told the folks at home what had happened, they called me a fool. They told
me that I must never again attempt to exceed my boundaries. When you are working for
white folks, they said, you got to “stay in your place” if you want to keep working.

My Jim Crow education continued on my next job, which was portering in a
clothing store. One morning, while polishing brass out front, the boss and his twenty-
year-old son got out of their car and half dragged and half kicked a Negro woman into
the store. A policeman standing at the corner looked on, twirling his night-stick. I
watched out of the corner of my eye, never slackening the strokes of my chamois upon
the brass. After a few minutes, 1 heard shrill screams coming from the rear of the store.
Later the woman stumbled out, bleeding, crying, and holding her stomach. When she
reached the end of the block, the policeman grabbed her and accused her of being drunk.
Silently, I watched him throw her into a patrol wagon.

When I went to the rear of the store, the boss and his son were washing their hands
in the sink. They were chuckling. The floor was bloody and strewn with wisps of hair
and clothing. No doubt I must have appeared pretty shocked, for the boss slapped me
reassuringly on the back.

“Boy, that’s what we do to niggers when they don’t want to pay their bills,” he said,
laughing.

His son looked at me and grinned.

“Here, hava cigarette,” he said.

Not knowing what to do, I took it. He lit his and held the match for me. This was a
gesture of kindness, indicating that even if they had beaten the poor old woman, they
would not beat me if I knew enough to keep my mouth shut.

“Yes, sir,” I said, and asked no questions.

After they had gone, I sat on the edge of a packing box and stared at the bloody
floor till the cigarette went out.

That day at noon, while eating in a hamburger joint, I told my fellow Negro porters
what had happened. No one seemed surprised. One fellow, after swallowing a huge bite,
turned to me and asked:

“Huh! Is tha’ all they did t’ her?”

“Yeah. Wasn’t tha’ enough?” I asked.

“Shucks! Man, she’s a lucky bitch!” he said, burying his lips deep into a juicy
hamburger. “Hell, it’s a wonder they didn’t lay her when they got through.”

I was learning fast, but not quite fast enough. One day, while I was delivering
packages in the suburbs, my bicycle tire was punctured. I walked along the hot, dusty
road, sweating and leading my bicycle by the handle-bars.

A car slowed at my side.

“What'’s the matter, boy?” a white man called.

I told him my bicycle was broken and I was walking back to town.

“That’s too bad,” he said. “Hop on the running board.” He stopped the car. I
clutched hard at my bicycle with one hand and clung to the side of the car with the
other. “All set?”

“Yes, sir,” I answered. The car started.

It was full of young white men. They were drinking. I watched the flask pass from
mouth to mouth.
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“Wanna drink, boy?” one asked.

I laughed as the wind whipped my face. Instinctively obeying the freshly planted
precepts of my mother, I said:

“Oh, no!”

The words were hardly out of my mouth before I felt something hard and cold
smash me between the eyes. It was an empty whisky bottle. I saw stars, and fell
backwards from the speeding car into the dust of the road, my feet becoming entangled
in the steel spokes of my bicycle. The white men piled out and stood over me.

“Nigger, ain’ yuh learned no better sense’n tha’ yet?” asked the man who hit me.
“Ain’ yuh learned t’ say sir t’ a white man yet?”

Dazed, | pulled to my feet. My elbows and legs were bleeding. Fists doubled, the
white man advanced, kicking my bicycle out of the way.

“Aw, leave the bastard alone. He’s got enough,” said one.

They stood looking at me. I rubbed my shins, trying to stop the flow of blood. No
doubt they felt a sort of contemptuous pity, for one asked:

“Yuh wanna ride t’ town now, nigger? Yuh reckon yuh know enough t’ ride now?”

“I wanna walk,” I said, simply.

Maybe it sounded funny. They laughed.

“Well, walk, yuh black son of a bitch!” When they left they comforted me with:
“Nigger, yuh sho better be damn glad it wuz us yuh talked t’ tha’ way. Yuh’re a lucky
bastard, ‘cause if yuh'd said that’t’ somebody else, yuh might’ve been a dead nigger
now.”

Negroes who have lived South know the dread of being caught alone upon the
streets in white neighborhoods after the sun has set. In such a simple situation as this the
plight of the Negro in America is graphically symbolized. While white strangers may be
in these neighborhoods trying to get home, they can pass unmolested. But the color of a
Negro’s skin makes him easily recognizable, makes him suspect, converts him into a
defenseless target.

Late one Saturday night I made some deliveries in a white neighborhood. I was
pedaling my bicycle back to the store as fast as I could, when a police car, swerving
toward me, jammed me into the curbing.

“Get down and put up your hands!” the policemen ordered.

I did. They climbed out of the car, guns drawn, faces set, and advanced slowly.

“Keep still!” they ordered.

. I reached my hands higher. They searched my pockets and packages. They seemed
dissatisfied when they could find nothing incriminating. Finally, one of them said: “Boy,
tell your boss not to send you out in white neighborhoods after sundown.”

As usual, I said: “Yes, sir.”

My next job was a hall-boy in a hotel. Here my Jim Crow education broadened and
deepened. When the bell-boys were busy, I was often called to assist them. As many of
Q\e rooms in the hotel were occupied by prostitutes, I was constantly called to carry them
liquor and cigarettes. These women were nude most of the time. They did not bother
about clothing, even for bell-boys. When you went into their rooms, you were supposed
to take their nakedness for granted, as though it startled you no more than a blue vase or
ared rug. Your presence awoke in them no sense of shame, for you were not regarded as
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human. If they were alone, you could steal side-long glimpses at them. But if they were
receiving men, not a flicker of your eyelids could show. I remember one incident vividly.
A new woman, a huge, snowy-skinned blonde, took a room on my floor. I was sent to
wait upon her. She was in bed with a thick-set man; both were nude and uncovered. She
said she wanted some liquor and slid out of bed and waddled across the floor to get her
money from a dresser drawer. I watched her.

“Nigger, what in hell are you looking at?” the white man asked me, raising himself
upon his elbows. “Nothing,” I answered, looking miles deep into the black wall of the
room.

“Keep your eyes where they belong, if you want to be healthy!” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

One of the bell-boys I knew in this hotel was keeping steady company with one of
the Negro maids. Out of a clear sky the police descended upon his home and arrested
him, accusing him of bastardy. The poor boy swore he had had no intimate relations
with the girl. Nevertheless, they forced him to marry her. When the child arrived, it was
found to be much lighter in complexion than either of the two supposedly legal parents.
The white men around the hotel made a great joke of it. They spread the rumor that
some white cow must have scared the poor girl while she was carrying the baby. If you
were in their presence when this explanation was offered, you were supposed to laugh.

One of the bell-boys was caught in bed with a white prostitute. He was castrated and
run out of town. Immediately after this all the bell-boys and hall-boys were called
together and warned. We were given to understand that the boy who had been castrated
was a “mighty, mighty lucky bastard.” We were impressed with the fact that next time
the management of the hotel would not be responsible for the lives of “trouble-making
niggers.” We were silent.

One night just as I was about to go home, I met one of the Negro maids. She lived
in my direction, and we fell in to walk part of the way home together. As we passed the
white night-watchman, he slapped the maid on her buttock. I turned around, amazed.
The watchman looked at me with a long, hard, fixed-under stare. Suddenly he pulled his
gun and asked:

“Nigger, don’t yuh like it?”

I hesitated.

“I asked yuh don’t yuh like it?” he asked again, stepping forward.

“Yes, sir,” I mumbled.

“Talk like it, then!”

“Oh, yes, sir!” I said with as much heartiness as I could muster.

Outside, I walked ahead of the girl, ashamed to face her. She caught up with me
and said: “Don’t be a fool! Yuh couldn’t help it!”

This watchman boasted of having killed two Negroes in self-defense.

Yet, in spite of all this, the life of the hotel ran with an amazing smoothness. It
would have been impossible for a stranger to detect anything. The maids, the hall-boys,
and the bell-boys were all smiles. They had to be.

I had learned my Jim Crow lessons so thoroughly that I kept the hotel job till I left
Jackson for Memphis. It so happened that while in Memphis I applied for a job at a
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branch of the optical company. I was hired. And for some reason, as long as I worked
there, they never brought my past against me.

Here my Jim Crow education assumed quite a different form. It was no longer
brutally cruel, but subtly cruel. Here I learned to lie, steal, to dissemble. I learned to play
that dual role which every Negro must play if he wants to eat and live.

For example, it was almost impossible to get a book to read. It was assumed that
afier a Negro had imbibed what scanty schooling the state furnished he had no further
need for books. I was always borrowing books from men on the job. One day I mustered
enough courage to ask one of the men to let me get books from the library in his name.
Surprisingly, he consented. I cannot help but think that he consented because he was a
Roman Catholic and felt a vague sympathy for Negroes, being himself an object of
hatred. Armed with a library card, I obtained books in the following manner: I would
write a note to the librarian, saying:

“Please let this nigger boy have the following books.” I would then sign it with the
white man’s name.

When I went to the library, I would stand at the desk, hat in hand, looking as
unbookish as possible. When I received the books desired I would take them home. If the
books listed in the note happened to be out, I would sneak into the lobby and forge a new
one. I never took any chances guessing with the white librarian about what the fictitious
white man would want to read. No doubt if any of the white patrons had suspected that
some of the volumes they enjoyed had been in the home of a Negro, they would not have
tolerated it for an instant.

The factory force of the optical company in Memphis was much larger than that in
Jackson, and more urbanized. At least they liked to talk, and would engage the Negro
help in conversation whenever possible. By this means I found that many subjects were
taboo from the white man’s point of view. Among the topics they did not like to discuss
with Negroes were the following: American white women; the Ku Klux Klan; France,
and how Negro soldiers fared while there; French women; Jack Johnson; the entire
northern part of the United States; the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln; U. S. Grant,
General Sherman; Catholics; the Pope; Jews, the Republican Party; slavery, social
equality; Communism; Socialism; the 13th and 14th Amendments to the Constitution;
or any topic calling for positive knowledge or manly self-assertion on the part of the
Negro. The most accepted topics were sex and religion.

There were many times when I had to exercise a great deal of ingenuity to keep out
of trouble. It is a southern custom that all men must take off their hats when they enter
an elevator. And especially did this apply to us blacks with rigid force. One day I
stepped into an elevator with my arms full of packages. I was forced to ride with my hat
on. Two white men stared at me coldly. Then one of them very kindly lifted my hat and
placed it upon my armful of packages. Now the most accepted response for a Negro to
make under such circumstances is to look at the white man out of the corner of his eye
and grin. To have said: “Thank you!” would have made the white man think that you
thought you were receiving from him a personal service. For such an act I have seen
Negroes take a blow in the mouth. Finding the first alternative distasteful, and the
second dangerous, I hit upon an acceptable course of action which fell safely between
these two poles. I immediately—no sooner than my hat was lifted—pretended that my
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packages were about to spill, and appeared deeply distressed with keeping them in my
arms. In this fashion I evaded having to acknowledge his service, and, in spite of
adverse circumstances, salvaged a slender shred of personal pride.

How do Negroes feel about the way they have to live? How do they discuss it when
alone among themselves? I think this question can be answered in a single sentence. A
friend of mine who ran an elevator once told me:

“Lawd, man! Ef it wuzn’t fer them polices ‘n’ them ol’ lynching mobs, there
wouldn’t be nothin’ but uproar down here!”

A Lynching in Mississippi

Conformity to the color line in the segregated South was often
enforced through intimidation and violence. African Americans who
violated community standards, especially the requirements of racial
etiquette and the Jim Crow laws, were sometimes lynched as a
warning to the rest of the local black community. Such lynchings were
public rituals conducted by mobs and took place outside the scope of
the legal process. One of the most famous was the lynching of Samuel
Petty on 24 February 1914 in the river town of Leland, Mississippi.
Petty, a local black, was accused of having killed Charles W. Kirkland,
a deputy sheriff. When news of Kirkland's death reached the town, a
mob quickly formed and advanced on Petty's cabin, then marched its
victim to the town square and exacted its revenge. Lynchings of this
kind were so common in the lower South that the local press made
only brief mention of the event. But it became well known as a result
of the following account by an anonymous correspondent to the Crisis,
the monthly magazine of the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the nation's leading civil
rights organization during the first half of the twentieth century.

The news spread like wildfire and in twenty minutes the entire white population
was armed and headed for the cabin which was situated about a half mile from the
depot, which is in the center of the town. I looked in every direction and could see men
and mere boys, some not over 12 years old, carrying rifles, shotguns, pistols and, in fact,
every imaginable thing that would shoot. They were acting as though there was an entire
army of Negroes to be taken. The man who had killed the officer submitted to arrest by
the mob, which by this time numbered about 400. Placing a rope around his neck he was
led to the center of the town and in the presence of women and children they proceeded

* Crisis 8 (May 1914).
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to hold a conference as to the kind of death that should be meted out to him. Some yelled
to hang him; some to burn him alive. It was decided in a few minutes. Willing hands
brought a large dry goods box, place it in the center of the street: in it was straw on
which on which was poured a tub of oil; then the man was lified with a rope around his
ngck and placed in this box head down, and then another tub of oil was poured over
him. .A man from the crowd deliberately lit a match and set fire to the living man. While
in this position the flames shot up at great height. The crowd began to yell as the flames
shot upward. In an instant the poor creature managed to lift himself out of the box, a
mass of flames. He was fighting the flames with his hands in an effort to shield his face
and eyes, and in this condition attempted to run. The crowd allowed him to run to the
length of the rope, which was held by willing hands, until he reached a distance of about
twenty feet; then a yell went up from the crowd to shoot. In an instant there were several
hundred shots and the creature fell in his tracks. The crowd deliberately walked up to
the prostrate form and shot the remainder of their guns into his lifeless body. With the
flames still leaping into the air, he was pulled back into the fire that was now roaring
with boxes and oil brought out of the different stores by men and boys. Every time they
would throw on more oil and boxes the crowd would yell as though they were at a bull
fight. Standing about fifty or seventy-five feet from the scene I could actually smell the
flesh of the poor man as it was being burned. Not a voice was raised in the defense of the
man. No one attempted to hide their identity. I looked into the faces of men whom I
knew to be officers of the town lending a willing hand in the burning of this man. No
wonder the coroner who held the inquest returned a verdict that the Negro came to his
death “at the hands of an enraged mob unknown to the jury,” because to get a jury in
that town they had to get some who participated in the burning. I can never feel toward
the vylu(e man as I have felt afier seeing what I have attempted to describe. After
burning the body into ashes the burned bones and ashes were buried in the edge of the
street in front of a colored barber shop. May God forbid that any other living man will
eygr see a sight as I witnessed; this is the third Negro who has been killed in this
vicinity in the last three weeks. The man burned was named Sam Pettie [sic], known by
everybody to be quiet and inoffensive. I write this hoping you may get enough out of
what 1 hgve tried to describe to tell your great number of readers what we are up against.
To mention my name in connection with this would be equivalent to committing suicide.
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Mary Church Terrell, The Causes of Lynching

In the 1890s African Americans began to confront the growing wave of
lynchings, which took one black life nearly every two days during the
decade. Black women were among the most vocal and effective critics
of the practice. Ida B. Wells-Barnett (1862-1939) of Memphis
editorialized against lynchings in her weekly newspaper, the Free
Speech and Headlight, until threats of violence forced her to flee the
South. She continued her crusade in a series of lectures in the North
and in Europe, and finally published The Red Record (1895), a major
exposé of the phenomenon. Another prominent critic was Mary Church
Terrell (1863-1954) of Washington, D.C., the first president of the
National Association of Colored Women and a leading figure in the
woman suffrage movement. In the following essay, she explores the
causes of lynching and demonstrates the fallacy of the argument that
it was necessary to protect white womanhood.

Hanging, shooting and burning black men, women and children in the United
States have become so common that such occurrences create but little sensation and
evoke but slight comment now. . . . In the discussion of this subject, four mistakes are
commonly made.

In the first place, it is a great mistake to suppose that rape is the real cause of
lynching in the South. '

Beginning with the Ku Klux Klan, the negro has been constantly subjected to some
form of organized violence ever since he became free. It is easy to prove that rape is
simply the pretext and not the cause of lynching. Statistics show that, out of every 100
negroes who are lynched, from 75-85 are not even accused of this crime, and many who
are accused of it are innocent. . . .

In the second place, it is a mistake to suppose that the negro’s desire for social
equality sustains any relation whatsoever to the crime of rape. . . . It is safe to assert that,
among the negroes who have been guilty of ravishing white women, not one had been
taught that he was the equal of white people or had ever heard of social equality. . . .
Negroes who have been educated in Northern institutions of learning with white men
and women, and who for that reason might have learned the meaning of social equality
and have acquired a taste for the same, neither assault white women nor commit other
crimes, as a rule. . . . Strange as it may appear, illiterate negroes, who are the only ones
contributing largely to the criminal class, are coddled and caressed by the South. To the

: Mary Church Terrell, “Lynching from a Negro’s Point of View,” North American Review 178 (June 1904).

THE COLOR LINE IN THE ERA OF SEGREGATION 107

educated, cultivated members of the race, they are held up as a bright and shining
examples of what a really good negro should be. The dictionary is searched in vain by
Southern gentlemen and gentlewomen for words sufficiently ornate and strong to
express their admiration for a dear old “mammy” or a faithful old “uncle,” who can
neither read nor write, and who assure their white friends they would not if they could.
Qn the other hand, no language is sufficiently caustic, bitter and severe, to express the
disgust, hatred and scorn which Southern gentlemen feel for what is called the “New
Issue,” which, being interpreted, means negroes who aspire to knowledge and culture
and who have acquired a taste for the highest and best things in life. At the door of this;
“New Issue,” the sins and shortcomings of the whole race are laid. This “New Issue” is
beyond hope of redemption, we are told, because somebody, nobody knows who, has
taught_ it to believe in social equality, something, nobody knows what. The alledged fear
of social equality has always been used by the South to explain its unchristian treatment
of the negro and to excuse its many crimes. . . . In the North, which is the only section
lhal accords the negro the scrap of social equality enjoyed by him in the United States,
he is rarely accused of rape. The only form of social equality ever attempted between the
twq races, and practised to any considerable extent, is that which was originated by the
white masters of slave women, and which has been perpetuated by them and their
desoepdants even unto the present day. . . . There is no more connection between social
equality and lynching today than there was between social equality and slavery before
the war, or than there is between social equality and the convict-lease system, or any
other form pf oppression to which the negro has uniformly been subjected in the South.

The third error on the subject of lynching consists of the widely circulated statement
that the moral sensibilities of the best negroes in the United States are so stunted and
dull, and the standard of morality among even the leaders of the race is so low, that they
fio not appreciate the enormity and heinousness of rape. . . . Only those who are densely
lg{mranl of the standards and sentiments of the best negroes, or who wish willfully to
misrepresent and maliciously slander a race already resting under burdens greater than
it can bear, would accuse its thousands of reputable men and women of sympathizing
with rapists, either black or white, or of condoning their crime. . . .

Whal,. then is the cause of lynching? At the last analysis, it will be discovered that
there are just two causes of lynching. In the first place, it is due to race hatred, the
hatred of a stronger people toward a weaker who were once held as slaves. In the second
place, it is due to the lawlessness so prevalent in the section where nine-tenths of the
lynchings occur. . . .

Lynching is the aftermath of slavery. The white men who shoot negroes to death
and‘ﬂay them alive, and the white women who apply flaming torches to their oil-soaked
bodies tpday, are the sons and daughters of women who had but little, if any,
compassion on the race when it was enslaved. The men who lynch negroes today are, as
a rule, ' the children of women who sat by their firesides happy and proud in the
possesann and affection of their own children, while they looked with unpitying eye and
adamantine heart upon the anguish of slave mothers whose children had been sold away,
when. not overtaken by a sadder fate. . . . It is impossible to comprehend the cause of the
ferocity and barbarity which attend the average lynching-bee, without taking into
account the brutalizing effect of slavery upon the people of the section where most of the
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lynchings occur. . . . It is too much to expect, perhaps, that the children of women who
for generations looked upon the hardships and the degradation of their sisters of a
darker hue with few if any protests, should have mercy and compassion upon the
children of that oppressed race now. But what a tremendous influence for law and order,
and what a mighty foe to mob violence Southern white women might be, if they would
arise in the purity and power of their womanhood to implore their fathers, husbands and
sons no longer to stain their hands with the black man’s blood! . . . Whenever Southern
white people discuss lynching, they are prone to slander the whole negro race. Not long
ago, a Southern writer of great repute declared without qualification or reservation that
“the crime of rape is well-nigh wholly confined to the negro race,” and insisted that
“negroes furnish most of the ravishers.” These assertions arc as unjust to the negro as
they are unfounded in fact. According to statistics recently published, only one colored
male in 100,000 over five years of age was accused of assault upon a white woman in
the South in 1902, whereas one male out of every 20,000 over five years of age was
charged with rape in Chicago during the same year. If these figures prove anything at
all, they show that the men and boys in Chicago are many times more addicted to rape
than are the negroes in the South. . . .

But even if the negro’s morals were as loose and as lax as some claim them to be,
and if his belief in the virtue of women were as slight as we are told, the South has
nobody to blame but itself. . . . Men do not gather grapes of thorns nor figs of thistles.
Throughout their entire period of bondage, colored women were debauched by their
masters. From the day they were liberated to the present time, prepossessing young
colored girls have been considered the rightful prey of white gentlemen in the South,
and they have been protected neither by public sentiment nor by law. In the South, the
negro’s home is not considered sacred by the superior race. White men are neither
punished for invading it, nor lynched for violating colored women and girls. . . .

How can lynching be extirpated in the United States? . . . Lynching can never be
suppressed in the South, until the masses of ignorant white people in that section are
educated and lified to a higher moral plane. . . . Lynching cannot be suppressed in the
South, until all classes of white people who dwell there . . . respect the rights of other
human beings, no matter what may be the color of their skin. . . and learn a holy
reverence for the law. . . .

Until there is a renaissance of popular belief in the principles of liberty and equality
upon which this government was founded, lynching, the Convict-Lease System, the
Disfranchisement Acts, the Jim Crow Car Laws, unjust discriminations in the
professions and trades and similar atrocities will continue to dishearten and degrade the
negro, and stain the fair name of the United States. For there can be no doubt that the
greatest obstacle in the way of extirpating lynching is the general attitude of the public
mind toward this unspeakable crime. The whole country seems tired of hearing about
the black man’s woes. The wrongs of the Irish, of the Armenians, of the Romanian and
Russian Jews, of the exiles of Russia and of every other oppressed people upon the face
of the globe, can arouse the sympathy and fire the indignation of the American public,
while they seem to be all but indifferent to the murderous assaults upon the negroes in
the South.
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Asking Questions of the Documents

1. Descnbg the color line that separated the races in the South during the era of
segregation. What ragial etiquette were blacks expected to conform to in their
{)ersonal encounters with v.vhltes’? What happened to blacks who failed to conform?
n wh.at area of southern life were such encounters most likely to take place? Why?
Describe the sexual double standard that existed along the color line. i

2. What lessons of race and class did Richard Wri i
. ' right learn as part of his Jim Crow
education? How did he learn them? Why did his mother punish him for getting into

a cinder fight with white boys? Was she ri i i
) > 4 ght to punish him? Wh
techniques did he eventually learn for deceiving whites? P " B

What was lynching? Why was it done as a public ritual? Why was lynching

especially effective in enforcing black conformity t ial eti
6 I i) ty to the code of racial etiquette and

4. What, according to many whites, caused lynching? How does Mary Church Terrell

demonstrate the fallacy of that argument? W.
s gu hat does she suggest were the real
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