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Scholarship students between classes—and on the cusp of big things—at Brookwood Labor College, 1927.
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For Beverly





The love of money is the root of all evil.

—1 TIMOTHY 6:10

Money makes the world go round.

—AMERICAN PROVERB







CAST OF CHARACTERS The World of the Garland Fund


	Roger Nash Baldwin. Director of the American Civil Liberties Union, champion of labor and civil rights, pivotal Garland Fund founder.

	Edward L. Bernays. Public relations expert, nephew of Sigmund Freud, creator of a Garland Fund–sponsored anti-lynching ad campaign.

	John Brophy. Pennsylvania coal miner from the age of twelve, dissident organizer at the United Mine Workers, board member at Brookwood Labor College.

	George Creel. Wilson administration propagandist, foil for the Garland Fund’s work on democracy.

	Clarence Darrow. Trial lawyer, defender of Garland Fund causes.

	Madeleine Doty. Author and journalist, specialist in prison reform and pacifism; egalitarian marriage to Roger Baldwin in 1919.

	W. E. B. Du Bois. Founder of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and editor of The Crisis magazine, sometime Garland Fund beneficiary and frequent Garland Fund advisor.

	Crystal and Max Eastman. ACLU founder and Garland Fund beneficiary, respectively; sister and brother team prominent in the Fund’s Greenwich Village world.

	Morris Ernst. New York lawyer, specialist in obscenity trials and labor arbitration, liberal director at the Garland Fund.

	Elizabeth Gurley Flynn. Fiery labor organizer, roused the Industrial Workers of the World in the 1910s, galvanized the Garland Fund board of directors.

	William Z. Foster. Organizer of the great steel strike of 1919, leading Communist Party member, Garland Fund director.

	Felix Frankfurter. Lower East Side immigrant turned Harvard Law professor, advisor to the Garland Fund, associate justice on the U.S. Supreme Court.

	Lewis Gannett. Editor at The Nation magazine, anti-Communist director at the Garland Fund.

	Charles Garland. Heir to a Wall Street fortune, critic of inheritance, founder of utopian farming communes.

	Benjamin Gitlow. Communist Party founder in the U.S., denounced by Stalin in 1929, member of the Garland Fund board.

	Clinton Golden. Child laborer in iron mines, later a machinist and autodidact; member of the Garland Fund board, early organizer for the Congress of Industrial Organizations.

	Samuel Gompers. President of the American Federation of Labor, bitter foe of the Garland Fund.

	Abram Lincoln Harris Jr. Economist, Garland Fund beneficiary, charismatic Young Turk of the 1930s NAACP.

	William “Big Bill” Haywood. One-eyed leader of the Industrial Workers of the World, uncompromising critic of capitalism.

	Sidney Hillman. First president of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers, founding director of the Garland Fund, architect of the new unionism, influential New Deal labor leader.

	Charles Hamilton Houston. Transformative dean of Howard Law School, director of the NAACP’s Garland Fund–supported legal campaign.

	James Weldon Johnson. Jacksonville-born polymath, musician, diplomat, and writer; executive secretary of the NAACP, Garland Fund director.

	Scipio Africanus Jones. NAACP-affiliated lawyer in Little Rock, lawyer to Black sharecroppers after a murderous 1919 massacre.

	Freda Kirchwey. Editor of The Nation magazine, Garland Fund director, stalwart supporter of liberal causes.

	Walter Lippmann. Columnist and author, advisor to the Garland Fund, theorist of democracy in mass society.

	Alain Locke. Howard University philosopher, intellectual sparring partner of W. E. B. Du Bois, proponent of education for Black Americans.

	Robert Morss Lovett. English professor at the University of Chicago; New Republic editor; Garland Fund director who later fought the House Un-American Activities Committee and won.

	Judah Magnes. New York–based rabbi, pacifist, founding Garland Fund director, first president of Hebrew University.

	Nathan Margold. Brooklyn-raised, Harvard-trained immigrant lawyer, solicitor of the Interior Department, director of joint NAACP–Garland Fund legal campaign.

	Thurgood Marshall. Transformative civil rights lawyer, counsel to the NAACP, first Black justice on the U.S. Supreme Court.

	Mary McDowell. “Angel of the stockyards” in Chicago, peace activist, member of the Garland Fund board.

	Clarina Michelson. Wealthy Communist, Garland Fund director, critic of the NAACP and progressive unions.

	Frank Murphy. Detroit trial judge, governor of Michigan during the New Deal sit-down strikes, and associate justice on the U.S. Supreme Court.

	Pauli Murray. Lawyer and writer, accomplished practitioner of “confrontation by typewriter.”

	A. J. Muste. Minister, labor organizer, pacifist, chairman of Brookwood Labor College.

	Scott Nearing. Left-wing economist, internal critic on the Garland Fund board, counterculture homesteader.

	Walter Nelles. New York lawyer, counsel to the ACLU, expert on the use of court orders in labor disputes.

	A. Philip Randolph. Florida-raised Black socialist in Harlem, founder of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, leader of the March on Washington Movement.

	Walter Reuther and his brothers, Roy and Victor. Early leaders at the United Auto Workers, participants in the world of Brookwood Labor College, sit-down strike organizers.

	John D. Rockefeller Jr. Son of the Standard Oil founder, philanthropist.

	Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti. Immigrant anarchists, icons of a six-year international publicity campaign arising out of their convictions on murder charges; executed in 1927.

	David Saposs. Labor economist with Sidney Hillman’s Amalgamated Clothing Workers; faculty member at Brookwood.

	Joseph Schlossberg. Cloakmaker, Yiddish-language editor of socialist and labor publications, treasurer of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers.

	John Scopes. High school science teacher, football coach, evolution case defendant.

	Upton Sinclair. Author of The Jungle (1905), socialist, cofounder of the Garland Fund.

	Bester William Steele. Locomotive fireman in the Association of Colored Railway Trainmen, litigant at the U.S. Supreme Court.

	Ossian Sweet. Black physician, Detroit resident, race riot survivor, murder charge defendant, and Clarence Darrow client.

	Norman Thomas. Presbyterian minister, Socialist Party presidential candidate, advocate of industrial democracy, Garland Fund director.

	Carlo Tresca. Italian anarchist editor, Garland Fund beneficiary, bon vivant, lover of Elizabeth Gurley Flynn.

	Marie Tudor. Mother of Charles Garland, free spirit, patron of writers and artists.

	Robert Wagner. German immigrant and U.S. senator, sponsor of eponymous labor legislation that remade American capitalism.

	Harold Ware. Founder of a Soviet experimental farm, director of espionage cell in Washington, D.C., comrade of Charles Garland.

	Walter White. Executive secretary of the NAACP, author, anti-lynching crusader.

	Woodrow Wilson. Wartime president, supporter of draconian speech repression and positive program of propaganda; enforcer of Jim Crow in the federal government.
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Charles Garland, the reluctant heir, at his farm in 1922.




PROLOGUE A Curious Inheritance

In November 1920, three weeks after Warren Harding won election to the presidency on a promise to restore normalcy, a restless young man on a farm in Cape Cod, Massachusetts, did something that was not normal at all.

Charles Garland was coming into his adulthood, like many young people, with a growing dismay at the world into which he had been thrust. Just past his twenty-first birthday, he was tall, with dark hair, a soft mustache, and a generous if distant smile. He had a slightly brooding disposition. And he saw grievous inequalities all around him. He recoiled at the gap between the haves and the have-nots. He was a white man who deplored the postwar mob violence against Black communities. He loathed the spread of narrow-minded nativism. Yearning for a more communal and cooperative way of life, he found himself moved simultaneously by the spirit of the New Testament, the pacifism of Leo Tolstoy, and what he dimly understood as the romance of the Russian Revolution. The socialism of his favorite writer, the English novelist and commentator H. G. Wells, inspired him to prize service to others over the selfishness of private property.1

But young Garland was also rich. As an heir to a Wall Street banking fortune, he was the beneficiary of several substantial trusts. In addition, he stood to inherit outright more than a million dollars from his late father’s estate. And when he came into the bequest, Garland said no. “A system which starves thousands while hundreds are stuffed condemns itself,” he announced. Someone, he added, needed to stand against the organized selfishness of society. He decided that he would do his part.2

The executors of the estate were perplexed; no one could recall anyone declining such a fortune. Local newspapers took note. And soon reporters from up and down the East Coast and as far away as San Francisco descended on Garland’s mother’s fashionable Cape Cod farm to get a word with the attractive young eccentric. The New York Times reported that Garland invoked the example of Jesus and said he preferred to earn a living with his hands. The front page of the Boston Globe explained that Garland, who had recently dropped out of college at Harvard, had chosen a life of “honest toil.” Private property, he said, sapped the meaning from life. Newspaper columnists asked their readers what they would do with a million dollars. A jovial janitor told reporters he would buy cigars and automobiles—and then minutes later came into a more modest inheritance of his own, which he assured readers he would keep. “If you really want to know,” a comedian quipped, “just leave me a million and I will tell you.” Letters to the editor took sides for and against. Onlookers asked if the Bolsheviks had influenced young Garland. (Would the revolution against private property spread to American shores?) Journalists probed Garland’s unusual ideas about sex and marriage. (Would collectivist ideas about property lead to free love?) Reactions alternated between scandalized and voyeuristic. Photographers followed Garland and his beautiful young debutante wife as they came and went. Gossip columnists spread rumors about an affair with a paramour. It seemed an episode perfectly tailored to titillate the society pages of the postwar idle rich and their aimless children. From England, Garland’s erstwhile hero H. G. Wells deprecated Garland’s decision as “depressing news to receive so early in the day.”3

A few people watching from afar, however, had a more ambitious idea. In Los Angeles, the muckraking author Upton Sinclair, whose bestselling novel The Jungle had publicized the horrors of the meatpacking industry, wrote to Garland with a proposal. Don’t refuse the money, Sinclair urged. Accept it and give it away. Sinclair recommended that Garland get in touch with a man named Roger Baldwin, who had recently founded the American Civil Liberties Union, and whom Garland knew already through family connections. Baldwin and Garland met on the Cape. And by early 1922, a plan was in place. Garland would accept the bequest. He would transfer several hundred thousand dollars to his wife and their infant daughter. And he would make a nearly $1 million gift—equivalent after inflation to around $18 million today—to endow a philanthropic foundation called the American Fund for Public Service, dedicated “to promote the wellbeing of mankind throughout the world.”4

Baldwin, a preternaturally energetic New England patrician and self-described “philosophical anarchist,” conceived of the endeavor as what he called a “gamble in human nature,” a high-risk experimental wager in social change. “We are not reformers trying to patch up the defects of existing institutions,” he explained to a friendly journalist. “We are rather a group of those who would assist those forces which are experimenting with new institutions.” The premise of the Fund, he asserted, was that basic features of American society—from its ideas and norms, to its laws and most powerful organizations—were not fixed in place, not inevitable or unchangeable. The Fund would aim for fundamental transformations. It would challenge the “present means of producing and distributing wealth,” question the “controlling of ideas in education,” and protest, if need be, “private property itself.” It would support, Baldwin said, organizations that instilled into workers the kinds of “knowledge and qualities” valuable “for carrying on the struggle for the emancipation of their class.” Baldwin proposed to test new ideas for what he believed was the central question of his time: how to build democracy for an immense, racially divided country in the age of inequality, mass production, and mass communications. If the “law of percentages” worked out, some of the Fund’s efforts, maybe even “a fair proportion,” Baldwin guessed, might produce ideas “valuable to mankind.”5

Skeptics doubted that the Fund would amount to much. “The only result” of Garland’s “liberality,” sneered the New York Tribune, “will probably be to part him from $800,000.” Garland’s gift paled by comparison to the great endowed foundations already being created by the titans of the American economy—Carnegie, Rockefeller, and Russell Sage among them. Thanks to the booming stock market of the 1920s, Garland’s money would ultimately support grants of nearly $2 million, or around $36 million in 2024 dollars. By 1922, the Rockefellers alone had given away enough to amount to a Garland-sized foundation every day for nearly an entire year.6

Concerned critics warned that the new philanthropic initiative might act as “a golden transmission belt for Communist propaganda” or as “the life stream of the Red Revolutionary movement in the U.S.” The editors of the New York World called the Fund a criminal enterprise. Others branded it the “Free Love Fund,” scandalized by its participants’ unorthodox ideas about marriage and sex. At the new Radical Division of the federal government’s Bureau of Investigation, J. Edgar Hoover opened a file labeling the group “revolutionary.” In years to come, observers would charge that the Fund was a vital node in a “red network” aiming to subvert America. The red-hunting Texas congressman Martin Dies and his successors in the House Un-American Activities Committee would denounce the Fund as a shadowy threat to American values. After being turned down for a grant, the old-line labor leader Samuel Gompers at the American Federation of Labor dismissed the Fund as quintessential “parlor pinks.”7

Baldwin and the board of directors he assembled to run the American Fund, however, were after something that even giant sums could not guarantee, and for all but a few of the Fund’s directors it wasn’t Soviet-style revolution. The Fund’s core project came to life in a group of men and women who understood themselves as practical agents of transformative social change. They would seek to remake an unjustifiably unfair society—but they would do so not by smashing the world and building it from a clean slate. Some of the Fund’s directors had flirted with violent revolution earlier in their careers; a minority counted themselves, at one time or another, among the Communist Party faithful. But most on the Fund’s board aimed to start with people as they existed in the world. The Fund’s pivotal efforts drew on the United States’ history, its institutions, and its wealth, deploying them as resources in the struggle for something better. Along with Baldwin, key figures in the Fund’s orbit included innovative labor leaders, advocates for racial minorities, left-leaning economists and social scientists, liberal journalists, birth control advocates, and progressive reformers. There were anti-Communist liberals and leading socialists. They were a fractious bunch—a “mixture of forces,” as Baldwin came to think of it, intentionally designed to take in all points on the left-liberal side of what he called the American political compass. They cooperated and they bickered. They learned from one another. They competed with one another. Sometimes they divided into bitter factions, and at least once they formed romantic connections. Shared beliefs, however, linked them throughout. They believed that American capitalism was broken. They believed that American democracy, if it had ever existed, disserved those who had the least. And they believed that American institutions needed to be radically remade for the modern age.8



This book is about the American Fund and its legacies. During a decade in which a Gatsby-tinted haze of jazz and fabulous wealth masked a violent system of Jim Crow segregation and widening economic inequality, the Fund nurtured progressive social movements in exile. What Time magazine would later call “Mr. Garland’s Million” functioned behind the scenes as the funding wing of the ACLU, sustaining efforts to establish a democratic conception of free speech—no small thing in a nation emerging from draconian wartime speech controls and struggling under an onslaught of war-fueled propaganda and disinformation in the press. The Fund and its circle helped finance a new generation of progressive labor unions, too. Throwing its weight behind unions that sought to transform American capitalism, the Fund supported so-called industrial unions that organized all workers in a given industry, from lowest paid to highest, including workers of all races and all trades. In time, Fund beneficiaries cultivated the fledgling Congress of Industrial Organizations and helped build the federal labor laws of the New Deal. And after years of trial and error, the Fund and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, or NAACP, began a campaign for race equality in the law.9

Coming just as the Wall Street crash of 1929 devastated the Fund’s financial position, the directors’ grant for an NAACP legal campaign was the most hotly contested award in the Fund’s nineteen-year existence. The campaign produced two landmark decisions in the U.S. Supreme Court. The 1954 decision in Brown v. Board of Education ruled racially segregated public schools unconstitutional. Brown is how historians remember the Fund, when it is remembered at all. But the Fund’s joint campaign set in motion a mostly forgotten parallel case, too. Coming a decade before the famous desegregation case, Steele v. Louisville & Nashville Railroad told unions and employers they had to deal fairly with Black workers. Steele marked a culmination of the Fund’s efforts to shape the racial maldistribution of modern capitalism’s spoils. For the directors of the Fund, race emancipation and class liberation traveled together. It is the little-remembered Steele that best embodied the Fund’s ambitions—and both the power and the limits of its achievements.10

Successes for labor, race, and free speech were hard to foresee in the aftermath of the First World War, when democracies on both sides of the Atlantic slid into forms of authoritarianism. In 1920, American voters elected Harding to the presidency on the basis of an impossible promise to restore the greatness of an imagined Anglo-Saxon past, before mass immigration from southern and eastern Europe, before Black migration to the North, before the flu pandemic of 1919, and before the creative destruction of modern capitalism. Harding’s campaign platform of normalcy had done nothing to arrest galloping economic inequality. With each passing year, the economy’s wealthiest men—oil king John D. Rockefeller, automobile manufacturer Henry Ford, and steel magnate Elbert Gary among them—won preposterous, world-historic riches. Rockefeller’s net worth alone amounted to around 1.6 percent of annual American economic output in the 1920s, roughly equivalent to the net worth of Elon Musk a century later if we were to measure his assets as a share of the national economy. By the end of the 1920s, the wealthiest 10 percent of Americans owned 84 percent of the nation’s wealth.11

Workers in industries like railroads, steel, iron, and agriculture, on the other hand, saw few gains in the 1920s. In a decade of prosperity for many, employees in the sprawling textile industries and in coal’s underground archipelago worked long hours in grim conditions. Concerted employer campaigns against labor drove union membership down to levels not seen since the beginnings of the nineteenth century. Huge new industrial firms, making everything from home appliances to automobiles, adopted novel systems of scientific management that exerted tyrannical control over workers’ lives. Congress shut down the borders to most immigrants. Meanwhile, lynch mobs murdered hundreds each year, three-quarters of them Black, in unashamed public spectacles. Racial violence in the American West took the lives of Mexican immigrants and people of Chinese descent. States enacted a wave of new laws banning political radicalism, while the courts upheld the arrest and imprisonment of those who spoke out in dissent. Novel strategies of disinformation and propaganda whipped up public opinion into red scares, nativism, and a second Ku Klux Klan, calling into question the capacity of voters to know basic facts about the democracy in which they lived.12



The men and women who ran the American Fund for Public Service—also known as the Garland Fund, after its donor, or as the American Fund, or simply the Fund—understood themselves to be in a distinctively modern struggle for democratic power. They did not mean voting procedures or political parties; the Fund supported no partisan political projects. The Fund’s directors were concerned with what they saw as the underpinnings of modern political life—the sources of public opinion, most of all. They hoped to dislodge the habitual patterns of thought that, in one of Baldwin’s favorite quips, made the country “safe for intolerance.” The American Fund aimed its efforts at the sources of what Baldwin called “fear and hate”; it targeted the habits of mind sustaining crying injustices and vast social inequality.13

The Fund left its fingerprints on what sometimes seems like nearly every controversial cause of the age. It financed the NAACP’s campaign for anti-lynching legislation. It contributed to the defense of radicals and aliens caught up in the Justice Department’s indiscriminate postwar raids. Margaret Sanger’s American Birth Control League received support for its voluntary motherhood campaign, though the Fund steered clear of her baleful ideas about eugenics. Civil rights firebrand W. E. B. Du Bois consulted regularly with the Fund and relied on its support for projects that turned the Fund’s attention toward segregated education. Theologian Reinhold Niebuhr worked on American Fund projects, as did the Black labor leader A. Philip Randolph, who received crucial Fund support at precarious moments early in his career. The pacifist A. J. Muste was one of the Fund’s chief beneficiaries, decades before becoming an inspiration to Bayard Rustin and Martin Luther King Jr. in the practice of nonviolent protest. The American Fund supplied the money behind Clarence Darrow’s 1925 defense of John Scopes, charged with the crime of teaching evolution in Dayton, Tennessee, as well as Darrow’s defense later that same year of Ossian Sweet, a Black doctor charged with murder for defending his family and their home against a mob of white neighbors in Detroit. For much of the decade, the Fund helped pay for the nationwide campaign to free the anarchists Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, sentenced to death after a grossly inadequate murder trial in Massachusetts. In the early 1930s the Fund underwrote both the NAACP and the Communist critics of the NAACP in their rival efforts to defend the nine young Black defendants known as the Scottsboro Boys against rape charges in Alabama. Fund resources financed high-profile 1920s labor strikes, subsidized a bold study of rural electrification for the poor, and supported the first generation of twentieth-century civil rights lawyers, men like Charles Hamilton Houston and Thurgood Marshall, as they pressed for an end to Jim Crow.

Garland’s inheritance could not sustain so many efforts by itself, to be sure. In a sprawling nation of 100 million people, with a gross domestic product of $74 billion, a foundation with between one and two million dollars at its disposal had modest power at best. Like any organization, moreover, the Fund made wrong turns and foolish investments. Under an onslaught of grant applications from alchemists, from inventors of quack patent medicines, and from makers of novel tooth powders, the Fund’s directors financed ill-conceived efforts, hopeless causes, and fraudulent enterprises. On more than one occasion, the Fund’s enemies and even its friends charged the directors with corrupt self-dealing, and not without reason. And yet, for all this, Garland’s gift offered a shelter in progressivism’s wilderness years. While Jazz Age celebrities like F. Scott Fitzgerald and his friends tired of what they disdainfully called “Great Causes,” and in an era when historians wondered what had become of America’s reform energies, the Fund served as a nursery for fragile new social movements, an incubator in which new ideas could take root and grow in preparation for a more propitious moment. In the decades to come, the quiet work of the Fund and its beneficiaries would bear fruit. More even than its founders could have guessed, the world the Fund sustained helped shake loose what Baldwin called “the bonds of old institutions.”14



If the Garland Fund and most of its key figures are no longer well-known to American audiences, that is at least in part by design. Even as the men and women charged with administering Garland’s gift distrusted money and expressed suspicion of its power, they typically behaved more like the buttoned-down directors of a corporation than members of a radical group. Incorporated inconspicuously in Delaware, the Fund assiduously kept its ratio of overhead expenses to grants low and produced meticulous annual reports documenting its grants and expenditures. It had no formal offices, but it hired accountants to comply faithfully with state regulatory requirements. The Fund’s lawyers, in turn, navigated the modern U.S. tax code and even helped develop new tax treatments—loopholes, critics would later call them—for nonprofit foundations.15

Such efforts to remain out of view have obscured the Fund’s story for observers ever since; in the historians’ view, the Fund has retreated behind the movements it supported. But the Fund’s disappearing act has made it harder to see the interconnectedness of the core projects of modern American liberalism. The Fund’s story illuminates an amalgam of radicalism and practicality at the foundations of some of the signal achievements of the twentieth century.

Today, much of what the Fund’s beneficiaries accomplished is under siege. Like the world in which Charles Garland and the Fund’s directors lived a century ago, the United States is a wealthy nation in crisis, plagued by unjustifiable economic inequalities, strained by racial divisions, and beset by disinformation campaigns that openly distort the democratic process. Detractors on the left and the right alike have turned on the Fund’s legacies.16 This book is an effort to recover the astonishing world of the American Fund and to tease out the lessons its history holds for our own. The Fund’s key figures—men and women, Black and white, working-class and outrageously privileged—were among the first to take up the challenge of remaking a recognizably contemporary mass capitalist society. Their lost struggle is an education in overcoming the injustices of the twenty-first century.

But saying so gets ahead of the plot. The Fund’s story begins with what democracy was up against more than a hundred years ago when, in the aftermath of World War I, the young Charles Garland launched a most unusual experiment in democratic change.





PART I MASS DEMOCRACY IN AMERICA
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Roger Baldwin on his honeymoon, shortly after the end of the First World War.




1 Democratic Faith


My democratic thinking was upset when I discovered that a majority can be a tyrant. My too simple theory of democracy changed.

—ROGER BALDWIN



Roger Nash Baldwin was born on January 21, 1884, in Wellesley, Massachusetts, outside Boston. The first of seven children in the affluent New England family of Frank Fenno Baldwin and Lucy Cushing, Baldwin liked to say the family had come over on “the inescapable Mayflower.” Strictly speaking, none of his forebears had actually sailed on the Mayflower. But everyone understood the point. Baldwin’s paternal ancestors had been among the first English settlers in the New World. On his maternal side, the Cushings boasted distinguished merchants, statesmen, and soldiers going back to the American Revolution.1

Baldwin attended Harvard College, graduating in the Class of 1905 and living in the most exclusive of the so-called Gold Coast buildings constructed for students whose wealth allowed them to buy their way out of the relatively frugal rooms of Harvard Yard. He went to what he called the “proper parties,” dined with “the best people,” and took part in what he remembered as “swanky dances” with fellow students like Franklin Roosevelt, who was a year ahead of him.2

But what is most striking about Baldwin is that the young playboy became one of the most influential American radicals of the twentieth century. Friends from his long adult career remembered him as fairly pulsing with an outsized energy. From the First World War to his death more than six decades later, he championed the causes of the downtrodden and the oppressed. In 1918 he was imprisoned for a year for refusing to comply with the wartime draft. After the war, he joined the Industrial Workers of the World, better known as “the Wobblies,” and worked in the lead mines and brickyards of Missouri, on a railroad section gang in Illinois, and in the steel mills of Pittsburgh. In the great steel strike of 1919, he served as an industrial spy for the unions—an experience that nearly got him killed. In 1920 he founded the American Civil Liberties Union, better known as the ACLU. Seven years later he traveled to Soviet Russia and wrote a short book defending revolutionary communism and downplaying its civil liberties abuses. He scandalized his Harvard classmates by championing socialist ideas and free speech for all.3

How the patrician became the radical is a parable for American democracy at the dawn of the modern age. It is also the backstory, with twists and turns, of the philanthropic foundation he would run for nearly two decades. In the war years and their aftermath, Baldwin ran headlong into the evils that shaped the American Fund for Public Service’s campaigns. Baldwin would himself become an imprisoned dissident. He would see firsthand the autocratic sway of giant capitalist firms over their workers and their communities. And on the cusp of war, his self-assured outlook collided with a harrowing racist massacre—one that sent him scrambling for ways to alter the wellsprings of American life.


The Education of Roger Baldwin

As a child, Baldwin loved walking in Henry David Thoreau’s woods on Walden Pond. He spent countless hours in canoes. He took to bird-watching, often with a family friend, who happened to be the executor of Thoreau’s estate. Baldwin’s childhood friends described him as a sensitive boy. They attributed at least some of his unusually gentle temperament to his fraught relationship with his domineering father.4

Frank Baldwin was a successful leather merchant and manufacturer. Some called him “the Grand Duke.” He “exuded authority,” as Baldwin later remembered. The Grand Duke’s children all feared him. Frank’s relationship with his firstborn son, Roger, seemed to be the most difficult. Among other things, as the oldest child, Roger must have been the most acutely aware of his father’s chronic affairs. Frank kept a nearby farm, where he spent much of his time with a young woman who lived there. While Roger, his mother, and his siblings went on a yearlong European trip in 1906, Frank began another affair with his wife Lucy’s niece (and Roger’s cousin). Lucy was devastated. A young Roger demanded that his father break off the affair. Frank refused and moved out, relocating to the farm, where soon he was living with still another woman and her three children. He and Roger did not speak for more than a decade.5

Roger always denied that his father had any long-term influence on him. Perhaps he was right. But for much of his life, Roger carefully walled himself off from deep romantic attachments. He did not have a child of his own until he was in his fifties. Frank was a spendthrift. “The best money I ever had,” he liked to say, “was the money I spent.” Roger, by contrast, became notorious for his penny-pinching ways, both in his personal life and in the organizations he ran. He hated spending money as much as his father loved it. Most of all he developed an abiding rebelliousness toward authority and a deeply ingrained support for the people he called underdogs.6


[image: Roger Baldwin stands first in line with his siblings, all arranged from tallest to shortest.]
Roger Baldwin (first in line at age fourteen) with his siblings in 1898.

The most searing event of Roger’s childhood took place when he was thirteen. His youngest brother, Frank Jr., had been born the year before. Suddenly the infant fell ill with pneumonia. Roger’s mother was too distraught to care for the child. Frank Sr. was absent as usual. For three days, Roger tended to him. But there was nothing to be done. The infant died in Roger’s arms. Even eight decades later, Roger remembered the boy’s last days with clarity. Few things ever shook Roger Baldwin. But right up to the end of his life he would cry when discussing his youngest brother’s death.7

Baldwin’s failed effort to nurse little Frank back to health was his first fight on behalf of the weak and the helpless. And maybe, just maybe, it is one of the reasons why, at the end of college, Baldwin the campus playboy made the otherwise unexpected decision to take up the life of a progressive reformer, lifting up the less fortunate in the New England reform tradition.



“My parents,” Baldwin remembered, “were liberal Unitarians, and I was a natural product of a suburban Boston community where Unitarians were among the best people.” (“Or we thought so,” he added with a characteristic grin.) Nineteenth-century Unitarianism summoned an entire moral universe. New England’s forbidding Puritan tradition had insisted on the depravity of man and the predestination of the soul. But by the early nineteenth century, a striking new idea was transforming New England Protestantism. Man was not irredeemably depraved. To the contrary, people possessed an extraordinary faculty, one that their Creator had conferred upon them. It was a capacity for moral knowledge. People could tell right from wrong.8

For Unitarians of Baldwin’s sort, debate over the moral faculty had crystallized nearly a century earlier, when William Ellery Channing, the most important figure in nineteenth-century Unitarianism, had concluded during a youthful stint as a tutor in Virginia that the moral faculty made slavery an unredeemable evil. For the next forty years, Channing preached the gospel of gradual emancipation as pastor of the powerful Federal Street Church in Boston. The self-styled transcendentalists among Channing’s followers insisted that slavery warranted more precipitous action. Men like Ralph Waldo Emerson and Theodore Parker proposed immediate liberation for a people whose souls—like those of all men—were necessarily endowed by God with the same moral faculty that inspired Channing. In 1858, Parker joined a secret committee of abolitionists helping John Brown prepare for the ill-fated assault on Harpers Ferry that aimed to touch off a slave insurrection across the South.9

In the Baldwin family, Roger’s uncle, William H. Baldwin Jr., carried forward Channing’s moderate version of the New England reform spirit. As it happened, Uncle William grew up in the same house that Channing had once occupied near Boston Common. As an adult, William Baldwin served as president of the Long Island Railroad and lived in the wealthy Locust Valley section of Long Island alongside Morgans and Vanderbilts. When the railroad business took him to the South, he became a benefactor and close friend of Booker T. Washington, then the most influential Black man in America.10

Born into slavery, Washington had emerged as an influential voice in the Black community just as the hopeful era of Reconstruction was closing. In 1881, Washington founded the Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute in Alabama as a vocational high school for Black students, run by Black teachers and administrators. Tuskegee soon became a center of efforts to support Black life in the increasingly inhospitable post-Reconstruction South. The school drilled its students in Washington’s distinctive brand of self-help and race uplift, encapsulated in the educator’s most famous speech, “The Atlanta Compromise,” delivered in 1895, the same year in which William Baldwin Jr. was elected as a Tuskegee trustee. Urging Black people to take up agricultural and industrial labor, Washington promised white listeners that America’s 8 million Black people would be a loyal labor force, willing to work “without strikes and labor wars” and without the strange tongues of unfamiliar immigrants. Washington endorsed segregation and promised to forgo the radical claims of equality advanced by Black leaders during Reconstruction. “In all things that are purely social,” he famously concluded, “we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress.” Washington asked only that Black people be allowed to exercise their basic civil rights, free from the terrors of lynching and race violence. Six months later, in the case of Plessy v. Ferguson, the Supreme Court upheld the emerging southern system of segregation, affirming that laws mandating “separate but equal” facilities were consistent with the Constitution’s promise of equality. The justices did nothing to uphold the guarantee of freedom from violence that Washington had asked for in return.11

By the turn of the twentieth century, William Baldwin was Washington’s closest advisor and the dominant force on the Tuskegee board of directors. “I almost worship this man,” Baldwin said of Washington. Later, critics wondered whether the influence was not the other way around. William, they charged, dominated the Black educator and used foundation money to dictate Washington’s policies. Either way, William lobbied President Theodore Roosevelt at the White House on Washington’s behalf. He defended Roosevelt after Washington’s dinner at the White House in 1901 caused an angry backlash in the South. He appealed to Robert Todd Lincoln, president of the Pullman Palace Car Company and son of the great Civil War president, to resist discrimination against Black passengers on the company’s railroad cars. He invited Washington to his home as a matter of course whenever the Tuskegee man was in New York.12

Like Channing before him, William believed that the natural moral sensibility of men and women in the South, Black and white alike, would gradually express itself, at least if given time and nurtured in the right fashion. Within the minds of Black boys and girls, William asserted, there lay the same “rich deposit” of the human moral faculty—like “gold in a vein,” as his biographer put it. But William Baldwin’s formulation twisted Channing’s faith in individuals’ capacity for gradual moral growth into an accommodation of racist segregation. The right kind of education, as William saw it, would draw out the capacities of the Black community, but only over decades. Rash tactics, by contrast, might interfere with the moral faculty’s gradual expression by stirring up the passions of the white South. Black critics whispered that William Baldwin’s real project was to produce a compliant class of inexpensive nonunion Black labor for his railroads.13

William Baldwin’s dubious racial enlightenment shaped young Roger’s early sensibility. As a child, Roger met Washington at his uncle’s New York home. He played with Washington’s children when they were enrolled in private schools in Massachusetts. Washington even took a youthful Roger along on a train tour across the South, where Roger met a white man who explained in matter-of-fact fashion how to beat a Black female servant. No record indicates how Washington reacted, if he was present for the episode at all. But the trip left a lasting impression on the teenage Roger, who promptly sent Washington a donation of $20 for Tuskegee’s endowment along with an admiring note. The work of the great Black educator seemed to young Roger in line not only with that of his uncle but also with that of John Brown, who had been one of the family heroes of his Unitarian youth.14

William’s views on race sometimes slid into rank racism. For a time, young Roger picked up the same sensibility. After a short trip to Norfolk, Virginia, in 1898, the fourteen-year-old Roger wrote a friend to say that the city was “the worst and dirtiest and the most full of lounging niggers that I ever saw.” He continued: “When I got off the electric car I was accosted by about five niggers all wanting to carry my bag to the boat but I refused them all and carried it myself.”15

Harvard College did little to alter Baldwin’s callous prejudices. The paleontologist Nathaniel Southgate Shaler, who had an outsized influence on the views of an entire generation of Harvard men, was one of the teachers Baldwin remembered decades later. Born into a slave-owning family in Kentucky twenty years before the Civil War, Shaler had attended Harvard in the early 1860s, where he became the trusted protégé of the charismatic Swiss-born zoologist Louis Agassiz, the United States’ most influential believer in polygenesis: the theory that the different human races of the earth had origins as separate species.16

Shaler’s racial science stopped short of insisting that races were species. But Agassiz’s influence stayed with him throughout his career. In one of Harvard’s most popular classes, Shaler taught that the races were radically different from one another. The Black race, he asserted, had been “bred in immemorial savagery and slavery.” For 10,000 years, Africans had been separated from the benefits of civilization. And so Black people, Shaler said, were not simply whites with a different skin color. To the contrary, members of what Shaler imagined as a single, coherent African race were less intellectual and more passionate than other peoples. They lacked the capacity for effective cooperative action, he contended, and had little family instinct. For the most part, Black people were like “children lost in a wood,” utterly unable “to carry the burden of our own civilization.” They were best kept out of politics, for their own good and that of others.17

Youthful Roger Baldwin’s racism was as commonplace among whites in the North as his personal relationship with, and admiration for, Booker T. Washington was rare. For young Baldwin, the latter seems not to have interfered with the former. He had grown up in a privileged nineteenth century of Channing and Thoreau, of Unitarianism and noblesse oblige philanthropy. But events were fast eclipsing the world of his youth. Baldwin was never a theorist and never an abstract thinker as such. He learned by experience, not from texts and not in classrooms. And not long after leaving Harvard, Baldwin experienced a shock, one that altered his views about race and left his callow moral optimism in tatters.



The People Can Rule

In September 1906, Roger Baldwin moved to St. Louis to join the vanguard of a reform movement that was coming to think of itself as “progressivism.” At the close of his time at Harvard, he had decided to look for a way of “doing other people good,” which, he later reflected, seemed to him the “essence of Unitarianism.” With the encouragement of his father’s lawyer, the future Supreme Court justice Louis Brandeis, Baldwin concluded that progressivism’s self-assured amalgam of moral improvement, efficiency, and social work was the best and most scientific way of doing good. Brandeis, who had grown up not far away in Louisville, recommended St. Louis as a place where a young man could make an impression. Baldwin fairly leapt at the suggestion. At the jurist’s urging, he came to think of the city as ideally suited to what he called a project of “democratic experiment.” He arrived in the midwestern city full of the “uplift and self-confidence,” he later recalled, that his privileged family background and hopeful Unitarian ideals could provide.18

As the fourth-largest city in the country, St. Louis had many of the classic problems that attracted progressives’ attention. One-fifth of the city’s population was foreign born; fully a majority of its half-million people had either been born abroad or had parents who were. And while St. Louis had long had a German immigrant population, increasing numbers of the city’s immigrants were Irish or from Eastern Europe. Many were Jewish. The new immigrants crammed into slum neighborhoods in undesirable sections of the city near the Mississippi River. An infamous section derisively named “Kerry Patch” housed an Irish population in notorious tenements and boardinghouses. It was, one city historian writes, “a place of stark poverty.” A late nineteenth-century English visitor found “stinking slums” filled with women and children “as squalid and dirty” as those in Dickensian England. Newspapers wrote about the city’s “begging girls” and its “starving families.” Baldwin remembered a neighborhood crowded with fights between Irish Catholics, on the one hand, and Poles and Russian Jews, on the other.19
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Baldwin the reformer in St. Louis, 1906.

Late nineteenth-century economic growth left city governments across the United States vulnerable to corruption. The party machines of St. Louis had been early to the trough. In 1870, the city’s distilleries had been the center of the infamous “Whiskey Ring” scandal, in which officials in Ulysses S. Grant’s Treasury Department took bribes in return for allowing distillers to evade the federal whiskey tax. By the turn of the century, longtime local power broker Edward Butler would brag that he had “been stealing elections in St. Louis for 30 years.” Indeed, the “blacksmith-politician,” as Butler was known, helped foster a system of municipal corruption so pervasive that locals had their own specialized language for it. The ward bosses in the Democratic Party machine were the “Dark Lanterns.” The tight-knit alliance of the bosses with powerful business interests was the “Big Cinch.” And their corrupt practices made up the art of the “boodle.” Corrupt backroom deals awarded lucrative city contracts, natural gas monopolies, and streetcar franchises to wealthy insiders. Dark Lantern fixers like Butler made out like bandits. The Big Cinch controlled the boodle and the people paid for it.20

Between its industrial conditions and its political corruption, St. Louis practically cried out for progressive intervention. Baldwin threw himself into the kinds of reform projects with which progressives were experimenting around the country. He moved into one of the city’s poorest areas, aiming to be close to the problems on which he would work. He served as a social worker in the settlement house known as Self-Culture Hall, organized as a combination of Jane Addams’s famous Hull House in Chicago and Felix Adler’s New York Society for Ethical Culture. Baldwin lived in the Hall for two years, alongside poor Irish Catholics and recent Jewish immigrants in one of the city’s toughest neighborhoods. The Hall was a natural fit for him, and not only because his uncle William had helped support Adler’s efforts. Self-Culture Hall in St. Louis offered services that aimed to deliver to the white urban poor what Booker T. Washington called uplift. The Hall sponsored evening classes for the literary, vocational, and moral elevation of workingmen. It provided childcare for poor mothers and offered a boardinghouse for young workers. The entire Ethical Culture project had been founded on the belief that men had what one contemporary called “the power of knowing right and wrong.” The Hall carried forward the conviction that institutions of learning and disciplined care could lift their clients’ moral capacity. If poverty and environmental conditions obstructed the moral faculty of the poor, Self-Culture Hall would update the ideas of Channing and the Unitarians with a new generation of modern social science expertise. Progressive social workers would redesign the conditions of the urban poor, liberating their capacities to improve themselves.21

Such was the idea of the St. Louis progressives, anyway. Baldwin embraced the project with an energy that would soon be his trademark characteristic. When he noticed that many of the children coming through Self-Culture Hall ended up involved in the city’s new juvenile court, he became a volunteer probation officer there. Soon he was the chief probation officer, presiding over a substantial staff and supervising 2,000 children a year, most of them boys. Eight years later, he would coauthor what quickly became a leading book on juvenile justice. Arguing that a child’s delinquency was “a result of conditions not of his own making,” Baldwin urged judges around the country to keep juvenile proceedings out of criminal courts and “to apply to the delinquent child the same procedure it would apply to the neglected child.” The aim of juvenile justice was not to punish but to “protect and educate.” Done right, the progressives’ scientific adjudication might be able to rescue the moral sense of even the most hard-bitten youth.22

The indefatigable Baldwin taught social work in the new sociology department at the city’s Washington University. He served as secretary of the city’s Civic League. He organized the St. Louis Civic Federation and founded the National Probation Association. He participated in a local interracial civil rights group and on the statewide Committee for Social Legislation. He was president of the Missouri Conference of Charities and Corrections and chair of the Social Service Conference of St. Louis and editor of the National Municipal Review, a journal for progressive social work research. Not everyone took kindly to Baldwin’s relentless efforts. “He is young, impetuous and not always wise,” commented a longtime St. Louis reformer, who added gently that Baldwin had taken on more jobs than he could handle. Baldwin paid such criticisms little mind, if he heard them at all. It was as if he gained strength with each additional project. He fed off his work and soon carved out a substantial role for himself in the nation’s fast-growing reform world.23



In later decades, Baldwin’s stamina, his sheer intensity, would earn him admirers and detractors alike in the ACLU role for which he became best known. That same spirit would make him the principal organizing figure at the American Fund for Public Service. But more than anything in his background, it was Baldwin’s experience of democracy and its failings in St. Louis that shaped his ideas about how change in America could be made to happen.

The biggest project of Baldwin’s St. Louis years was the progressive attack on Dark Lantern insiders like party baron Edward Butler. Even before Baldwin had arrived, an ambitious young district attorney named Joseph Folk had decided to stamp out the Big Cinch and the boodle. Folk pulled the curtain back on the city’s backroom deals. He won thirteen bribery and perjury convictions in 1902 alone, and ten more in the next two years, bringing down the men who had benefited from corruption in the city’s contracts for garbage, lighting, streetcars, gas, and more. Butler himself was sentenced to three years in prison. The muckraking journalist Lincoln Steffens made Folk a national figure, and when the people elected Folk governor of Missouri in 1904, Folk wrote triumphantly to Steffens that his “faith in the plain people” had “not been misplaced.” The journalist agreed. Politicians, he insisted, would supply whatever kind of government the people demanded. Voters in St. Louis and Missouri had shown that they would demand good government. They had proven, Steffens wrote, “once and for all, that the people can rule.”24

Folk’s celebration and Steffens’s optimism proved premature. Butler never served a day of his sentence. Most of the convictions Folk had won, Butler’s included, were reversed on appeal to the state’s higher courts. Some suggested that the Big Cinch had captured the state judiciary, but one way or another only eight of Folk’s defendants ever went to prison. Criminal prosecutions had proven too awkward a tool to pry government away from the alliance of corrupt politicians and their business cronies. Reform-minded progressives—even those armed with indictments—seemed unable to deliver a knockout blow. What was needed was a better way to run government, a better way to let the people rule.25



Beginning in the 1890s, American reformers seemed to have hit upon a way to fight the corruption of government officials and prevent their capture by powerful interests. Basic decisions about government could be referred to the voters for direct decision by the people themselves. Voter initiatives put questions on the ballot and allowed the people to circumvent an unresponsive or corrupt government. Voter referendums let the people approve or reject decisions made by their elected officials. In combination, the initiative and the referendum promised to allow the people to rule directly. The aggregated minds of the people themselves would redeem the promise of democracy from the corrupt party machines and the special interests.26

A small group known as the People’s Power League, in Newark, New Jersey, organized in support of the remedy in 1892. New such leagues popped up in South Dakota and Kansas in 1894; the next year others joined in Michigan, Colorado, and Nebraska. The direct democracy movement ran close alongside populists’ and farmers’ movements in western and midwestern states. Advocates of Henry George’s crusade for the “single-tax” were also among the most supportive initial backers. Very soon, however, the initiative and the referendum swept the country as the quintessential progressive reforms. In 1907, perennial Democratic Party presidential nominee William Jennings Bryan announced his support, insisting that the initiative and referendum become part of the party’s national platform; before long, he was barnstorming through states on special campaign trains advocating for direct democracy reform. Just a few years later, former president Theodore Roosevelt championed the initiative and the referendum in his ill-fated 1912 Bull Moose campaign for president. By then California and Oregon were each submitting between twenty and thirty different questions to the voters every year on issues such as temperance requirements and gambling restrictions. Other groups invoked the initiative to abolish the death penalty and liberalize divorce. Between 1898 and 1918, twenty-two states put initiative and referendum provisions into their constitutions. In 1914, voters nationwide took up a total of nearly three hundred ballot proposals.27

Missouri enacted the initiative and referendum at the state level in 1908. St. Louis added initiative and referendum provisions to its municipal charter in 1911. As Baldwin saw it, direct democracy realized the aspirations of men like Folk and Steffens and vindicated Channing’s optimistic psychology. Here was a way for the human faculty of the people to express itself in democratic self-government. The state’s initiative and referendum, crowed one Missouri voter, was “the only measure which will enable public sentiment to crystallize into just laws.”28

Yet even as Baldwin lobbied for new direct democracy mechanisms, he began to wonder whether “popular government” might require, as he put it in 1914, “the better organization of public opinion.” Direct democracy, he intuited, would place new pressures on how the people came to know what they needed to know to govern themselves.29



No one in the first decade of the twentieth century was more practiced in public opinion and its formation than the writers at a new generation of sensational newspapers, and no newspaper staff was more practiced in the art than that of Joseph Pulitzer’s St. Louis Post-Dispatch. If progressives like Baldwin saw public opinion as a cure-all, Pulitzer’s editors understood it as a product. Baldwin relied on it. But the Post-Dispatch made it.

Newspapers in the nineteenth century had been part and parcel of political parties. They acted as kingmakers in the party system and, in turn, relied on parties’ patronage. But all that began to change in 1878 when Pulitzer—a German-speaking immigrant from Hungary—bought the St. Louis Dispatch for $2,500 at a sheriff’s sale. After serving briefly in the Civil War, the German immigrant became the daring lead reporter for a German-language newspaper allied with the Republicans in Missouri’s rough-and-tumble politics. In 1870, he shot and wounded a political adversary in a hotel brawl. But with the Dispatch, Pulitzer broke from the political party system. Combining forces with a fledgling paper known as the Post, Pulitzer’s new Post-Dispatch attracted readers and advertisers with sensational crime stories, investigative local reporting, and a populist editorial stance. Pulitzer himself continued to flirt with politics. But when the Dark Lantern of the Democratic Party machine turned against his congressional candidacy in 1880, Pulitzer adopted an independent editorial posture that aimed to expose the cabal of corrupt politicians who controlled the city.30

Pulitzer’s formula of sensational stories combined with a crusading editorial stance gave the Post-Dispatch a mass commercial circulation at just the moment when declining paper costs and booming advertising revenue made the new business model possible. By 1904, the paper boasted a circulation of 117,943, up from less than 1,000 twenty-five years before. Pulitzer exhorted his editors to “fight for progress and reform,” to “oppose privileged classes and public plunderers,” to be “drastically independent,” and to fearlessly attack the wrongs of a “predatory plutocracy.” “The new idea,” announced the Post-Dispatch in 1904, was “public service through publicity.” If Butler’s blacksmith shops had been forges for fusing politics and business, Pulitzer hammered out a new politics of public opinion on the anvil of the Post-Dispatch.31

In 1883, Pulitzer left St. Louis for New York to buy a struggling newspaper called The World from the railroad baron Jay Gould. Boasting celebrity writers like Nellie Bly, who feigned insanity to write an exposé of the conditions inside a state mental institution for the poor, Pulitzer’s sensationalist formula could whip public opinion into a frenzy violent enough to change the fate of nations. Imitators soon came on the scene; rival newspaper empires soon battled one another with ever more sensational stories in a fierce competition for circulation. Some thought the fight between Pulitzer’s and William Randolph Hearst’s newspapers had even been responsible for the Spanish-American War in 1898. Hearst grasped the significance for democracy as well as his predecessor. “The force of the newspaper,” Hearst said, “is the greatest force in civilization.” Most importantly, he explained, in a democratic government, the “newspapers form and express public opinion.” They passed legislation. They even declared wars.32

In St. Louis, Joseph Pulitzer Jr. carried on his father’s work at the Post-Dispatch. But having helped create new struggles over public opinion, the Post-Dispatch editors now opposed the direct democracy measures favored by Baldwin. Ordinary people, the editors observed, had few opportunities to discuss and evaluate issues of public import. There was no reason to think that they would be good at the things government required. Indeed, in 1907, when the Post-Dispatch surveyed public opinion about the impending bribery trials of two municipal officials, it found that many residents were completely unperturbed. “St. Louisans,” the editors concluded, “look upon public office as a perfectly legitimate field for graft.” The finding was “a stinging indictment of universal suffrage,” the editors warned, one that revealed most citizens to be “palpably unfit for self-government or for participation in the government of others.”33



Undeterred, Baldwin launched two separate initiative campaigns in 1914. One sought voter approval of a new city charter that would authorize broad initiative and referendum provisions.

A second and simultaneous campaign aimed to smash the railroad monopoly over the city’s bridges across the Mississippi River. For years, a consortium known as the Terminal Railroad Association had controlled the bridges connecting St. Louis on the west bank of the river to Illinois on the east. The association charged a toll to all who crossed—a toll so unpopular it had become known as “the bridge arbitrary.” Freight carriers paid the toll. Passengers paid the toll. Even pedestrians paid the toll. In 1906, the city had approved a bond issue of $3.5 million to build a free “people’s bridge.” But the association fought back, and when funds ran out with the bridge only partially completed, the project came to a standstill. For six years, the free bridge stood unfinished. The press lampooned the bridge as “the longest bridge in the world” because its construction seemed to have no end. The Big Cinch seemed to have triumphed again.34

To restart the bridge project, Baldwin relied (as he later recalled) on “every device known to popularize an issue.” His aim, he said, was to “reach the average person.” He deployed motion picture shorts and blasted loudspeakers from automobiles. He held outdoor mass meetings among the lunchtime throngs of the busy downtown area. He organized in factories and in public schools. He hired an ad hoc staff of publicity men and organizers to craft and distribute the campaign’s message. It was the first of many publicity campaigns in Baldwin’s long career. And on Election Day, Baldwin emerged victorious. The new city charter adopted what Baldwin called “the most radical initiative, referendum and recall provisions in effect in any metropolitan city in the union.” Most of all, the initiative process had won a new bond issue to finish the people’s bridge. Here was proof that the direct voice of the people could break up monopolies of economic and political power. St. Louis, Baldwin concluded, was at last a city where “the people rule.” Political “bossism” had been crushed. The Big Cinch, Baldwin wrote, was dead.35



But then he got a bitter surprise. The very first initiative under the new city charter turned out not to be a blow to the corrupt party bosses or the city’s powerful economic elite. The first initiative proposed to mandate racial segregation in St. Louis’s neighborhoods.36

In the 1910s, the Black population of St. Louis nearly doubled, rising from 44,000 to 75,000 people. Attracted by the city’s expanding industrial labor market, rural migrants from the South increased the Black population from 6 percent to 12 percent of the city’s residents. A 1914 report coauthored by Baldwin found that Black workers and their Eastern European immigrant counterparts were stuck in “the hardest and most menial tasks.” Nearly half the Black workers in St. Louis earned less than $12 a week at a time when the average bricklayer took in $33 and the average painter $25. Few opportunities for advancement presented themselves. Dismal economic conditions and racist violence in the rural South meant that the city’s poorest neighborhoods practically burst at the seams nonetheless.37

In St. Louis, Baldwin cut a more progressive figure on race questions than he had in the past. In 1910, he took part in early strategy discussions with the founders of the new National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, which had been founded the year before to offer a new model of civil rights leadership, one that would not be beholden to Booker T. Washington’s Tuskegee empire. Beginning in 1911, Baldwin founded a series of interracial groups to coordinate reform work in St. Louis’s Black neighborhoods. He won a fight to invite Black community leaders to the regular luncheon meetings of the city’s social workers and proposed a new social work degree program for Black students at the city’s lily-white Washington University. In one episode, Baldwin invited two Black public school principals to address a mixed-gender audience of students at the university. Local white newspapers reacted with indignation. “Black Teachers Talk” to “Washington University Co-Eds” blared the headlines. Young women, complained the St. Louis Star, had been “forced to listen to addresses by two negroes,” one of whom “virtually advocated the amalgamation of the white and black races.” Scandalized editors at the Star quoted Baldwin saying openly that he counted Booker T. Washington as a friend and social equal.38

Given whites’ reactions to his efforts, Baldwin was implausibly optimistic about trend lines in the politics around race. Writing to a friend, he predicted that residential segregation ordinances would not have much momentum. The election of segregationist Woodrow Wilson to the presidency in 1912 might have warned him otherwise. Cities across the country, and especially in North-South border states such as Missouri, were drawing on ideas like those Shaler taught at Harvard to enact residential segregation laws restricting the areas in which Black people could live. Baltimore enacted a racial zoning ordinance in 1910. Two North Carolina cities followed in 1912. Richmond, Atlanta, and Greenville, South Carolina, added ordinances the next year. Louisville, Kentucky, enacted another in 1914.39

The initiative process—Baldwin’s favorite progressive reform—turned out to hand segregationists a new tool. Oklahoma used an initiative to adopt its notorious grandfather clause restricting Black voting rights. Arizona voters approved a measure requiring that 80 percent of the employees in any company be U.S. citizens. Initiatives in California strengthened the alien land laws that prevented Chinese and Japanese immigrants from purchasing property.40

In 1915, with Baldwin’s initiative process in place, a group of white St. Louis residents known as the United Welfare Association launched two residential segregation proposals designed to keep Black migrants out of white neighborhoods. Advocates asserted that when Black people moved in, property values dropped. Others argued that segregation was the modern and humane way to organize a community. (Louisville’s law was titled “an ordinance to prevent conflict and ill-feeling between the white and colored races.”) But an air of menace haunted the campaign. The association warned of a coming “negro invasion” of white neighborhoods. “How,” asked one initiative proponent, “can we afford to let the Negro whip the white man?”41

Pulitzer’s Post-Dispatch opposed mandatory segregation. The city’s aldermen overwhelmingly rejected it. The city’s tiny Black middle class tried to fight off the proposal, too. A local Black real estate salesman challenged the constitutionality of the city charter’s new initiative provision, but the state courts upheld it. A hastily formed “Citizens’ Committee Opposed to the Legal Segregation of Negroes,” which included Baldwin as one of its ten members, protested racial zoning as “utterly opposed to American traditions and principles, thoroughly undemocratic, and degrading to our city and the people of both races.”42

Baldwin was certain that the racial zoning initiative would fail. “It will be impossible,” he wrote to Booker T. Washington, “to pass the segregation bill.” But in a city where whites still outnumbered Blacks by more than nine to one, segregation won in a landslide. In a special election held on February 29, 1916, 52,000 voters endorsed both Jim Crow initiatives, as against some 17,000 opposed. The Post-Dispatch mourned the outcome, but reminded its readers that it had warned them that a naive direct democracy would turn into an “instrument of intolerance and prejudice,” even if intended by its supporters “to protect the people against injustice and oppression.” For his part, Baldwin tried to save face. “In the long run,” he said, “the control of legislation by the people is best for all of us.” It was only in this single exceptional instance, he insisted weakly, that public opinion would give way to “race prejudice” at the cost of “individual rights and constitutional guarantees.”43



Outrage of the Century

As it happened, the fight over the segregation initiative was not over yet. And here, too, there would be lessons. St. Louis provided Baldwin’s first encounter with a problem that would come to occupy a central role in his future as a funder of left and liberal social movements. In 1917 he learned just how combustible racial hatreds could be when they intersected with competition for jobs.

Around the country, residential Jim Crow ordinances like the one in St. Louis faced legal challenges. Louisville’s Jim Crow law had landed at the U.S. Supreme Court in the spring of 1916. Federal judge David Dyer, who had prosecuted the Whiskey Ring corruption cases four decades earlier, halted the St. Louis measure pending the Court’s decision.44

The Louisville case was set to be among the most important cases of the Court’s 1915–16 term. When it was argued in April 1916, Louisville’s lawyers asserted that “the races of the earth shall preserve their racial integrity by living socially by themselves.” Twenty years earlier, the Court had insisted in Plessy v. Ferguson that African Americans themselves were responsible for any perception of inequality arising out of segregation. So, too, the lawyers in the Louisville litigation now snarled, the residents of racial ghettos had no one to blame but themselves: “the shiftless, the improvident, the ignorant and the criminal,” they argued in their brief to the Court, “carry their moral and economic condition with them wherever they go.”45

In November 1917, after a delay arising out of election year politics and transitions in the Court’s membership, the justices unanimously struck down the Louisville provision. Judge Dyer followed suit and struck down the St. Louis law. Nearly two years before, the people of St. Louis had voted overwhelmingly for Jim Crow. Now the United States Supreme Court had overruled the voice of the people.46

Baldwin for one was grateful. “Majorities,” he mused, might “be just as great tyrants as despots.” Baldwin’s “democratic faith,” as he put it, had been upset; his thinking about democracy, he realized, “had been too simple.”47



For St. Louis, the Court’s relief was too little, too late. Across the river, where the eastern end of the new free bridge now finally touched down on the far side of the Mississippi, racist hostility gave way to slaughter.

By 1917, as many as fifty-five industrial firms had set up shop in the city of East St. Louis, lured in part by not having to pay the toll fees of the old “bridge arbitrary” on goods shipped eastward. The city boasted new and growing stockyards, meatpacking plants, steel foundries, aluminum ore processors, and railroad lines. The same forces that had drawn African Americans to St. Louis proper brought them to its smaller sibling city across the river, too. The Black population of East St. Louis essentially doubled in a year; the precise number is unknown, but somewhere around 10,000 African Americans migrated into the city in the second half of 1916 and the first half of 1917, joining an existing population of 10,000 in a city with a total population of just under 100,000 people. Tensions between the newcomers and white workers emerged rapidly; the latter had aimed to use wartime demand for labor as an opportunity to organize unions and raise their wages. Black workers from the South offered employers a new labor source, one that whites-only labor unions excluded from their ranks. The city’s Central Trades and Labor Union began to speak of the “growing menace” of “undesirable negroes” and called on its members to act. White strikers at the packing plants owned by firms like Armour & Company and Swift & Company looked on as new Black migrants, barred from membership in the unions, crossed the picket lines to take the strikers’ jobs. “Negroes,” warned the American Federation of Labor, the country’s largest labor organization, were being “imported to lower industrial standards.”48

Tensions burst in late May 1917 when the anger of white strikers at the Aluminum Ore Company spilled over into violence. For two days roving gangs ransacked Black-owned buildings, smashed the windows of homes, and assaulted Black residents.49

A month later, on the evening of July 1, a gang of whites drove an automobile through the Negro district shooting into the homes of Black workers. That night, Black men defending their families fired on another car carrying a group of white men. The whites may have been East St. Louis police or another gang of marauders, or they may have been both. Either way, the shots struck and killed a white police officer. A full-scale race massacre followed the next day. Six thousand whites massed in downtown East St. Louis demanding that Black people be expelled from the city. By early afternoon, the crowd had begun to pull Black men off streetcars to beat them. As evening set in, the rioters moved into the Black districts with torches, guns, and ropes. A white reporter wrote that residents were “shot down by mobs as they fled from their homes, which the whites had set on fire.” More than one horrified witness reported a deliberateness to the killing. The Post-Dispatch reported “a man hunt, conducted on a sporting basis” in which the slogan was “Get a nigger.”50

Atrocities filled the city. A mob with a rope hoisted a Black man up a telephone pole to be lynched; when the rope broke, the mob shot him amid laughter at his plight. “Negroes are lying in the gutters every few feet in some places,” reported a journalist. White rioters dragged a Black man by an open wound to his skull “up to the rope from which he was to hang.” If Black women were too afraid to come outside, white arsonists burned their homes with them inside. White boys armed with revolvers fired with abandon. White girls attacked Black women on streetcars with impunity. Not even infants were immune; “a colored baby was seized from its mother,” reported one stunned observer, “and thrown into the fire.” Governor Frank O. Lowden declared martial law and called out the National Guard to bring peace; a regiment charged with fixed bayonets and fired a volley to keep a mob of more than two hundred whites from burning more buildings in the Black district along Third Street. More often, the militia looked on and did nothing. One Black girl who lost her arm to a bullet reported that the militia and the police had been the ones who shot her.51


[image: Portrait of Mineola McGee of East St. Louis after losing her arm in the 1917 massacre.]
Mineola McGee of East St. Louis, shortly after losing her arm in the massacre of 1917.

When all was said and done, the white mob had massacred between 100 and 200 Black men, women, and children. White souvenir hunters collected bits of clothing from the dead and displayed them in the city’s downtown. Property damage in the Black section of town amounted to as much as $3 million. More than 5,000 people had been driven from their homes.52

News of the monstrosity ricocheted around the country. “Race Rioters,” screamed an outsized headline in the New York Times; “Many Bodies in the Ruins.” Shocked editors at The Nation wrote angrily of Black men and women “hunted down by white mobs on the streets and in their homes.” The Los Angeles Times condemned the riot as a disgrace and likened it to the pogroms on Jews in Russia. In the days that followed, African Americans in New York marched down Fifth Avenue dressed in white. Anti-lynching champion Ida B. Wells quickly compiled a record of the atrocities, which she published as The East St. Louis Massacre: The Greatest Outrage of the Century. At Carnegie Hall, in an event to celebrate the Russian ambassador, Theodore Roosevelt and Samuel Gompers nearly came to blows when Gompers blamed the events in East St. Louis on employers and Black strikebreakers. The former president accused the labor leader of offering excuses “for the murder of women and children in our own country” and condemned the “appalling outbreak of savagery.”53



What had produced the worst race riot in two decades? At first, Baldwin (like Gompers) blamed industrial interests, namely the elites who had controlled the bridges over the river. “If the people of East St. Louis really controlled their own government democratically,” he insisted, “the recent outrages would have been impossible.” But Baldwin’s response was implausible. Too many of the working whites of East St. Louis had been directly involved in the riot to blame it on the city’s industrial cabal.54

The brilliant Black advocate and scholar W. E. B. Du Bois had a different view of what had happened. A founder of the NAACP, Du Bois understood how deeply the racist sentiments of white workingmen and women had shaped the East St. Louis atrocities. Labor omnia vincit was the motto of the white trade unions: “Labor conquers everything.” In the East St. Louis massacre, Du Bois concluded bitterly, labor had “conquered Liberty” along with Justice, Mercy, Law, Democracy, and nearly every other virtue. Du Bois understood another thing, too. In a democracy, the power of majority sentiment would powerfully shape the response of public officials. The United States attorney for the District of Illinois, Charles Karch, initially reported to Attorney General Thomas Gregory that there were ample grounds for a Justice Department investigation. Gregory and President Woodrow Wilson, however, declined to pursue the matter. Dominant public sentiment in the form of white public opinion did not warrant federal action. Gompers’s constituency of white workers blamed Black people. “Excited, undisciplined negroes,” Gompers claimed, “intoxicated by higher wages than they had ever known,” had brought the violence upon themselves.55

The 1917 massacre was only one of a sequence of urban massacres beginning in Wilmington, North Carolina, in 1898, running through Atlanta in 1906, and Springfield, Illinois, in 1908. Within a month of the East St. Louis slaughter, the murder of a white man by an African American touched off riots in the fast-growing industrial town of Chester, Pennsylvania, outside Philadelphia. A month after that, the lawless arrest of a Black soldier by Houston police led 150 of his fellows in the colored 24th Infantry to march on the city; before the night was over twenty people were dead, including four Black soldiers and four white policemen.56

Racist massacres were a shock to naive hopes for American democracy. After the Atlanta riots, Booker T. Washington had urged Black Americans to seek accommodation with the white population. Beware, he cautioned, of “lighting a fire which you will have no ability to put out.” But white violence seemed to beget more white violence, regardless of the Black response. When Washington died in 1915, his increasingly vocal critics argued that racist violence had revealed the limits of interracial accommodation. “It is nonsense to cry peace,” fumed Bishop Alexander Walters of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, “when there is no peace.” In the wake of the Springfield riot, Walters and Du Bois joined with white liberals to establish the NAACP as a new civil rights organization. Now in the ugly aftermath of East St. Louis, Du Bois took to the pages of the organization’s journal to insist on page after gruesome page that the massacre had revealed the failure of accommodation. As Du Bois saw it, East St. Louis was a call for new ideas and new action.57

For Roger Baldwin, East St. Louis badly undermined a nineteenth-century worldview shaped by men like Channing and his uncle William. His New England predecessors had believed that human beings possessed within themselves the capacity to grasp moral truths, to distinguish virtue from vice. Booker T. Washington had taken this advice as confirmation of the conciliatory racial strategy of Tuskegee. Baldwin had seized on it, too, adapting it to progressive reforms like the initiative and the referendum.

When he arrived in St. Louis, Baldwin later reflected, reform had “all looked very simple.” Direct appeal to the people
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