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PART ONE

Introduction:

“The Great
American Protest”

ORIGINS OF THE GREAT MIGRATION

The First World War inaugurated a dramatic transformation—some
called it “revolutionary’—in the lives of many black Americans.
Although astute observers had already discerned a small but growing
number of southern black migrants to the North, few would have pre-
dicted the magnitude of the changes to come by the end of the war.
By 1916, the number of migrants was increasing rapidly and by 1917,
no one could have missed the obvious: An unprecedented number of
southern African Americans were participating in what historians call
“the Great Migration.”

Most historians agree that roughly 450,000 to 500,000 black south-
erners relocated to the North between 1915 and 1918,* and following a
brief but severe economic depression shortly after the end of World
War I, at least another 700,000 southern blacks made their way north
during the 1920s.2 As one observer noted in 1918, the Great Migration
constituted nothing less than a “veritable mass movement,” an “exo-
dus” on an “unprecedented scale.”® This migration intensified a grad-
ual demographic shift that transformed an overwhelmingly southern,
rural people into a northern and urban people by the decades follow-
ing World War II.
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In an effort to comprehend, convey the scope, and assess the char-
acter of this population movement, black activists, journalists, govern-
ment officials, and other contemporaries resorted to a wide range of
metaphors. By 1917, the term “exodus” was widely used to describe
the migration, replete with its biblical imagery of the enslaved
Israelites’ triumphal flight from slavery and persecution in Egypt to
eventual refuge in the promised land of Canaan. The imagery of flow-
ing water was also prevalent in the analyses of the migration process.
The African American weekly, the Birmingham Reporter, described
the migrants as an “increasing tide of humanity” who simply moved
“off from the southland in search of a better location.” Decades later,
historians too adopted similar language. What had been a “trickle” of
migration, historian Neil McMillan observes, had become a “torrent”
by the war years.®

Black southerners had ample reason for wanting to leave the
region of their birth and upbringing. After the failure of Reconstruc-
tion, most southern blacks remained rural agricultural workers. In the
system of sharecropping that followed on the heels of slavery in many
parts of the South by the 1870s, white southerners retained control of
the land, sources of credit, supplies, and the final crop raised on their
property. Black men and women provided the necessary labor to grow
cotton, living off the supplies provided by landowners until the crop
was harvested. At the end of the harvest, relatively few sharecroppers
came out ahead. At best, they broke even, or at worst, found them-
selves even deeper in debt to the landholder. Those black sharecrop-
pers who chose to question or challenge landholders’ fraudulent
accounting practices often found themselves evicted from their plots,
arrested, or physically harmed. The sharecropping system ensured
that most black sharecroppers remained in poverty and exercised
little power in the economic arena. More than a half century after
emancipation, the Houston Informer, a southern black weekly news-

paper, summed up the thinking of many, if not all, African Americans:
“It appears that quite a number of Southern communities not only
do not know that slavery has been abolished in this country, but on
the contrary they are maintaining a species of peonage far worse
than anything conceived or practiced during the period of human
bondage.”s

The economic changes wrought by the outbreak of the war in
Europe in August 1914 only temporarily affected southern blacks’ liv-
ing standards, In 1914-15, the South confronted an agricultural
depression, as the region was cut off from one of its lucrative overseas

INTRODUCTION 3

markets for cotton. Widespread flooding in 1916 contributed to eco-
nomic hard times, as did infestations of the boll weevil, a cotton-
destroying insect that struck with particular intensity in 1915-16 and
continued to ruin crops well into the early 1920s. The price of cotton
soon rose, producing a shortlived economic boom. After the war,
however, the price of cotton again dropped dramatically.” .

Harsh economic conditions were only one part of the equation. By
the end of the nineteenth century, African >B¢aom~.~ wocmﬁ.naonm pos-
sessed few political, social, or legal rights and Sa._m_sma mﬂ_u_moa to the
threat of white violence for daring to question their place in @_o south-
ern order. Although the end of Reconstruction in 1877 deprived most
black men of the franchise, some continued to vote Enoc.m: .Em 1880s
and 1890s. The wave of disfranchisement laws and constitutional pro-
visions that swept both the lower and upper wo:.mv from the late 1880s
through 1910 effectively put an end to black <o_§m H.o_. roughly rw: a
century. Southern municipalities and states passed “J im .0.32 laws” by
the century’s end, relegating blacks to m%mam.ﬁm facilities: separate
parks, separate train cars, separate water fountains, mmwm_‘mﬁm schools,
and the like. Although in theory the facilities or services .mo« Emo._a
were supposed to be equal to those provided to i?.ﬁmm. in practice
they were often inferior. Yet the U.S. Supreme Court _mzono.m. that real-
ity when it upheld the legality of a Louisiana wﬁ.;m law requiring segre-
gated railroad cars in 1896: The landmark ruling, %N@m&. v. Ferguson,
officially justified the fiction of “separate but equal” for the next half
century.?® . .

Before the law, southern blacks charged with crimes could expect
nothing resembling justice. Judges discounted Ewo.w testimony against
whites and often presumed blacks to be guilty; juries excluded E.man
from service and were reluctant to convict whites accused of crimes
against blacks. Utilized by white officials, landowners, mnm m.én_o%mn.w,
the law was also an effective weapon against Ew.&mm, limiting Em.w:
mobility and their ability to challenge existing no:&no.sm. The convict
lease system transformed the growing number of convicted .Emnw pris-
oners into a virtual slave labor force that was used n.:. railroad con-

struction and coal mining. Legal and extralegal violence against
African Americans increased in the late nineteenth century as well.
Antilynching activist Ida B. Wells-Barnett documented the ?:@Em .o»
160 blacks in 1892; Bishop Henry McNeal H::Sﬁ. a black zmco:m_mwﬁ
leader, concluded in the late 1890s that if the Jo&ow of all ww.mow vic-
tims of lynching were “laid one upon the other, EQ 45:5 nmmnr@m
mile high.” Justice, for southern blacks, was an elusive ideal at best.
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Some white southerners trying to comprehend the migration
blamed outside agitators and labor agents or attributed population
movement to floods or the boll weevil; others begrudgingly acknowl-
edged that “better treatment” toward their black workforce might be
required to stop the migration. But the “spokesmen of the Negro are
unanimous,” one observer made clear. “The colored people...are
migrating because the South has stolen their political rights and cur-
tailed their civil rights, because it refuses common justice to the
Negro and education to his children, because it segregates him in the
cities, condemns him to the Jim Crow car, refuses to respect his prop-
erty, and holds over him the ultimate terror of mob violence and
Judge Lynch.”*°

Indeed, long before the Great Migration of the World War I era, a
small minority of black southerners registered their discontent
through geographical migration. Despite the sharecropping system
and a network of labor-repressive laws designed to keep them poor,
indebted, and “in their place,” southern blacks were hardly rendered
immobile. At the end of a given year in the late nineteenth century, as
many as 30 to 40 percent of black sharecropping families moved from
one plantation to another in the same area, a process known as “shift-
ing.” Indebtedness and the growing need for cash income prompted
some family members to abandon full-time agriculture and to engage
in seasonal migration. With few economic opportunities open to them,
black women found jobs as domestic servants or washerwomen in
towns and large urban centers. Turpentine, timber, and railroad con-
struction camps, brickyards, cottonseed presses, docks, and coal
mines attracted many black men when their labor on the farm was not
in demand, although the work was low paying, difficult, and often dan-
gerous. At other times of the year, many of those temporary wage
workers would reverse course and head home. Well into the early
twentieth century, Alabama coal operators complained of shortages of

black labor during planting and harvesting time, as black miners
returned home to help their families. As Peter Gottlieb and other his-
torians have argued, for many southern blacks, northward migration
was not just a one-time affair. [n many cases, migration developed in
stages, starting with regional movements that took people from the
farm to various southern industries or urban centers, and sometimes
back again.*

Pre-World War I migration at times involved organized campaigns
by blacks to escape immediate oppression or to find greater opportu-
nities elsewhere in the South or West. (See Figure 1.) For blacks from
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