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No state shall . . . deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.

— Fourteenth Amendment to the US Constitution (1868)




The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude.

— Fifteenth Amendment to the US Constitution (1870)




As my father lay dying in a jimcrow hospital in Atlanta he put into words for my brother and me the faith which had sustained him throughout his life. “Human kindness, decency, love, whatever you wish to call it,” he said, “is the only real thing in the world. . . . It’s up to you two, and others like you, to use your education and talents to make love as positive an emotion in the world as are prejudice and hate. That’s the only way the world can save itself.”

— Walter White, A Man Called White
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Introduction

AT THE RISK OF GETTING AHEAD OF MYSELF, I want to say: Many readers will find in this book occurrences that will feel impossible to believe, events that you may think could never have happened in the United States of America. For others, this story will hit closer to home. The difference between these two readers is exactly what White Lies is about.

White, Black, and the shades in between.

The central figure is Walter Francis White, born in Atlanta in 1893 and raised there as well. Both of Walter’s parents came from enslaved families in Georgia, and while they were African American, they had skin so pale, they and their children could have passed for white. “I am a Negro,” Walter himself explained. “My skin is white, my eyes are blue, my hair is blond. The traits of my race are nowhere visible upon me.”

The family’s complexion represented a shameful truth: that generations of enslaved families were born out of illicit encounters between Black women who had no rights to their bodies and white male slave owners, who had full legal impunity. Walter’s great-grandmother on his mother’s side, in fact, birthed six children in the 1830s, fathered by her owner, William Henry Harrison, who later became president of the United States.

Walter was raised as a Black child. He went to a Black school, attended a Black church, and graduated from all-Black Atlanta University in 1916. A chance occurrence led him to race activism, and through that, he was plucked from obscurity at twenty-four years of age and brought to New York City to work for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), a small organization made up of a handful of white and Black intellectuals that was, at the time, new and struggling to gain a foothold.

Walter’s move northward coincided with a wave of racial violence, and within days he began to live a double life: as an undercover investigator, posing as a white man in the South while cracking racially charged murder cases, but also as a budding Black intellectual in New York. He was uniquely gifted in moving from one world to the other and switching racial identities when it suited his investigative work. As a New Yorker writer later described him in 1948, he “was the perfect economy-size double duty package. He was young, spry, fearless, perceptive, glib, and, above all, reversible.”

Working as an undercover investigator in the South from 1918 to 1930, Walter infiltrated secret societies, discovering an underbelly of fear and sadism, and he wrote about his findings in reports that made sensational national headlines, exposing some of the most shocking crimes in American history. So many of the darkest chapters of America’s past — the Red Summer of 1919, the Tulsa massacre of 1921, the Lowman lynchings in South Carolina in 1926, as a few examples — Walter investigated firsthand, and many of his notes from those investigations exist in his papers today, documenting it all in profound detail.

After these investigations, Walter headed north by train over the Mason-Dixon Line (which he sarcastically called “the Smith & Wesson Line”), shed his white persona, and lived openly as a Black man again, rising in the ranks of the NAACP. He moved to Manhattan at the perfect time to help found the Harlem Renaissance and emerge as one of its central figures. He became an internationally famed novelist and a fixture in Harlem’s nightclub scene during the Roaring Twenties. At parties in Walter’s Harlem apartment, Black and white audiences first heard the singing of Paul Robeson and the verse of Langston Hughes. Broadway hit maker George Gershwin debuted Rhapsody in Blue on Walter’s piano.

“Walter White was a New York celebrity,” David Levering Lewis wrote in his Harlem Renaissance history, When Harlem Was in Vogue. “His apartment at 90 Edgecombe Avenue [was] a stock exchange for cultural commodities, where interracial contacts and contracts were sealed over bootleg spirits and the verse or song of some Afro-American who was then the rage of New York. . . . At 32, short, incomparably gregarious, White was already a legend in Harlem.”

In an era before TV, he could live as a famous Black man in New York and as a white undercover crime fighter in the South. When his fame transcended, however, and he became chief executive of the NAACP in 1931 — which by then was the most powerful and militant race organization that had ever existed — Walter left his undercover work to focus the fight for civil rights where he believed it would be most effective in the future: politics. He became a regular guest in the Oval Office of FDR and Harry Truman. Arguably, he was the nation’s most powerful driving force in the historic realignment of Black political power, from the Party of Lincoln, the Republicans, to the Democrats, where it remains for the most part today.

Never was it lost on the poor or the powerful the bizarre twist of Walter’s skin color. In his own words, he was the “enigma of a black man occupying a white body.” When he died in 1955, the New York Times stated in his obituary, “White, the nearest approach to a national leader of American Negroes since Booker T. Washington, was a Negro by choice.”

All of which begs the question: Why is his story so obscure today?

Walter spent his life exposing secrets. But he also had a secret of his own. When, late in life, he could no longer keep this secret, he let go of it, and the explosive scandal shattered his reputation. But that was not all. Soon after he died a new generation of African American leaders emerged, and for these leaders his pale complexion was an inconvenience. Walter was not Black enough, especially in the new era of television. His story faded into oblivion.

This book is a character study of Walter’s odyssey and an exploration of the essence of identity. His story is the story of race in America. It is also a story aimed at the conscience of America. As the Nobel Peace Prize–winning political scientist Ralph Bunche said of Walter, he was “a man whose life, in fuller measure than that of any I have known, was devoted to making American democracy a complete and equal reality for the black as well as the white citizen. . . . He lived that struggle for three decades. In a symbolic sense, he was that struggle of our times.”

Now is an apt time to unearth Walter White’s story. America is once again experiencing a surge of white supremacy, Black protest, and racial bloodshed. And once again, the country is being divided in two. Perhaps the lessons that need to be learned are not to be found in the present or future but in the past.

— A. J. Baime

July 2021
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Have you ever witnessed the transformation of human beings into savage beasts? Nothing can be more terrible.

— James Weldon Johnson, The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man

“MY FIRST INTRODUCTION to the race question was in September 1906, when, with my father, I saw the beginning of the Atlanta Race Riot,” Walter White wrote many years later, looking back on his childhood. “In the course of that disturbance he and I saw seven men killed.”

The date was September 22, 1906, a Saturday. Walter was thirteen years old. The afternoon began with a discussion in the White family home, which stood on Houston Street behind a carefully painted white picket fence. Both Black and white families lived on this street. The White family consisted of nine “light-skinned Negroes,” as Walter put it — father George, mother Madeline, five sisters, an older brother, and Walter himself (he was the fourth-born). On most days Walter attended the nearby Gate City Colored School, after which he returned home to help his father — a mail carrier who worked from 3 p.m. to 11 p.m. — on his route. On this particular day, however, there were rumors that violence was going to break out on the streets of Atlanta, that it would not be safe. Walter wanted to go. His father was against it, but his mother interjected.

It would be all right, Madeline said, as long as the boy was home before dark. “I don’t think they would dare start anything before nightfall,” she added.

George kept a rickety mail cart in a shed behind the family home, and a horse that pulled it. As they had on so many other days, father and son set out into the streets of Atlanta.

TRAVELING THROUGH THE CITY, Walter held the reins commanding the horse, so his father could jump in and out, piling mail bags into the back of the cart. All his life Walter would remember the smell of those mail bags, like glue and canvas. He often talked with his father during these rides about prayer and God, their voices punctuated by the sound of the horse’s hoofs and the wooden wheels rolling over macadam. Walter: “If God is omnipotent as you say He is, why doesn’t He just decree that each of us be free of sin and weakness?” George: “That is just my point. God is omnipotent, but He chooses to work through human instruments like you and me and every other human being on earth. Never forget that He needs your brain and heart to work His will.”

On this Saturday, however, Walter’s father spoke nervously of what might happen in Atlanta that night. The newspapers had been warning of a race riot for some time.

The cause of the trouble was rooted in a battle for Georgia’s statehouse, a gubernatorial primary election that was reaching its climax. Two candidates — Hoke Smith and Clark Howell — were locked in a political brawl with the vote nearing. Both candidates were Democrats; here in the “Solid South” of the Democratic Party, no Republican stood a chance. Thus the primary would decide which candidate would be the next governor. Each controlled one of the city’s major newspapers — Howell, the Atlanta Constitution and Smith, the Atlanta Journal — and both candidates were using the pages to enflame voters, in hopes of a big turnout.

Recently, the papers had begun to publish inflammatory reports of attacks by Black men on white women. Some of the stories were likely unfounded, some not. That very morning the Atlanta Constitution — Georgia’s most widely read newspaper — printed a front-page piece about a young white girl who allegedly had been assaulted by a Black man. The story began with a quotation: “I am the girl’s father, and there are few men who can appreciate my feelings who have not experienced what I have. I know the negro is now in the hands of the law out of my reach. If it possibly can be done, I beg that I be allowed to settle this case with the negro here and now.”

Atlanta was on the verge, but of what exactly, no one yet knew. Walter later recalled what he was seeing on the streets: “At first it was a gentle murmur of hatred. Then it began to swell. Papers were snatched eagerly from panting newsboys. Over the shoulders of each purchaser hung a group, standing on tiptoe to grasp the story of the latest outrage. The grumbling grew. Little flames of violent words shot up. . . . The entire city was as a huge boil.”

As the sun began to set, Walter was steering the cart toward a mailbox at the corner of Peachtree and Houston Streets when he heard a roar coming from nearby. Turning the corner, he saw a mob of white men chasing a limping Black figure. This is when he witnessed murder for the first time. He later described this moment: “Down he went, and a great bellow of hatred, of passion, of sadistic exultation filled his ears as he died.”

It was over in seconds. One person in the mob yelled, “There goes another nigger!” And the mob disappeared, giving chase.

Walter could hear screaming voices and shattering glass. He saw men rushing by bearing rifles and clubs. The horse pulling the cart grew twitchy and unnerved. By his own count, Walter saw six more men murdered on those streets. In the process, he experienced a kind of transformation, as the knowledge was born in him of the human capacity for blind rage and violence.

He and his father were struck by a searing irony. They were carrying mail, which might have helped to protect them, because even as the lawless mobs murdered without conscience, they were unlikely to injure government property. But what really protected George and Walter was their complexion. To the mob, especially in the fading sunlight, George and Walter appeared Caucasian. The color of their skin kept them safe.

When the streets turned dark, gunshots could be heard. All night Atlanta burned. At 11 p.m., for the first time in the city’s history, a “riot call” sounded — eleven strokes on the main fire bell summoning every policeman to duty. At midnight the fire bell rang again. “The fifteen slow successive strokes on the big bell were heard in all parts of the city,” the Atlanta Constitution reported.

In the morning Walter would remember waking safely in his home and hearing the sound of church bells. It was Sunday. The White family had a strict Sunday routine: 8 a.m. prayers in the family’s parlor, followed by a home-cooked feast for breakfast and services at the First Congregational Church. But this Sunday was different, for they knew the violence was not over. Morning newspapers across the country featured front-page banner headlines and eyewitness accounts of the bloodletting. The St. Louis Post-Dispatch: 20 BLACKS SLAIN IN ATLANTA RACE RIOTS. The Los Angeles Times: 30 NEGROES SLAIN, STREETS RUN BLOOD.

In the afternoon a friend of George White’s came to the house to warn that a mob was going to amass downtown and march down Houston Street, that night. The mob would be moving right past the Whites’ home.

“We turned out the lights early,” Walter remembered, “as did all our neighbors.” The family waited out the hours, the night strangely silent. Then they heard it coming. George told his wife to take their daughters — the youngest of whom was six — to the rear of the house, for protection in case stones or bullets came through the front windows. Walter’s older brother, George Jr., was away, so Walter and his father were the only males at home.

For the rest of his life Walter would tell the story of this moment. It was the springboard for his life’s purpose, and he would use it to create a mythology around himself. Sometimes the details would change, and sometimes the words in the dialogue would alter. But always there was a gun in his hands, given to him by his elder. “My father,” he recalled in one letter written in 1926, “who is an intensely religious man and who had never permitted a firearm in our home until that day, stood with me at the front window.”

When the mob appeared on Houston Street, Walter could see the white faces flickering in the flames of burning torches. A leader stepped forward in front of the family’s picket fence. When this man spoke, Walter recognized his voice; he was the son of a local grocer, from a store where the Whites had shopped for years.

“That’s where that nigger mail carrier lives!” the man yelled. “Let’s burn it down! It’s too nice for a nigger to live in!”

Walter remembered his father turning to him and speaking “in a voice as quiet as though he were asking me to pass him the sugar at the breakfast table.”

“You’re not to fire until they cross the edge of the lawn. When they get that close shoot and go on shooting as long as you can.”

WALTER WAS TOO YOUNG to understand what was happening in Atlanta, but he was wise enough to know that he was going to come of age in a new and more terrifying America than he had imagined. The world around him was changing, and as a thirteen-year-old, he would soon be forced to find his place in it. One can see him looking in the mirror, exploring the contours of his face, his blond hair and blue eyes. He knew he had a choice: to live his future as a Black man or a white one.

His parents were of the last generation of African Americans who could speak of the slave era from memory. His father was from Augusta, Georgia, his mother from the cotton-mill town of LaGrange. When they wed and had their first child, they settled in Atlanta, where, as Walter put it, “Mother characteristically plunged in on her lifelong war against every vestige of dust and dirt within range.”

At the time Walter was born in 1893, Atlanta was experiencing a relatively progressive racial harmony. African Americans could vote, and southern states had elected nearly two dozen of them to the US House of Representatives during the post–Civil War years, every one of them a Republican. As one of Walter’s older sisters later recalled, “Then, in Atlanta, as in many other Southern cities, white and colored people often were neighbors . . . good neighbors, too.”

Atlanta was the South’s booming unofficial capital. It was here, on September 18, 1895 (when Walter was two), that Booker T. Washington gave his Atlanta Exposition Speech, which came to be known as the Atlanta Compromise. As head of the Tuskegee Institute and the leading representative of Black America, Booker T. Washington struck a deal with white leaders: in exchange for basic education and due process of the law, African Americans would submit to a system of white supremacy and learn skills and trades that would make them useful to society. At the time, it was heralded as the key to a harmonious racial future.

The prevailing notion at the time was that people in Atlanta were making too much money to have time to worry about race. The historian Thomas Martin wrote in 1902 of Atlanta, “The white man and the negro have lived together in this city more peacefully and in a better spirit than in any other city, in either the north or the south.” When Walter walked Atlanta’s streets as a boy, he was struck by the affluence. Three blocks from his home stood the city’s first skyscraper, the recently completed Candler Building, named for the tycoon Asa Candler, founder of Coca-Cola. Nearby was Alonzo Herndon’s Barber Shop, owned by Atlanta’s wealthiest Black man, and the Gate City Drug Store, owned by the state’s first Black licensed pharmacist. Walter’s mother shopped at Rich’s, the city’s largest department store, where employees addressed her politely as Mrs. White.

The forces that would destroy the progressive South and spark the Atlanta riot of 1906 had already taken root, however. In rural communities across numerous states, an agrarian depression set in. At first it was rarely reported in newspapers, but as the depression grew worse, and as the upheaval threatened to encroach on cities like Atlanta, rural communities grew desperate. Some 90 percent of the roughly ten million Black Americans (about 9 percent of the nation’s population) lived in southern states, where white and Black families were now thrown into competition for basic resources. “I call that particular change a revolution,” wrote the Alabama historian William Garrott Brown, who lived through this depression. “And I would use a stronger term if there were one; for no other political movement — not that of 1776, not that of 1860–1861 — ever altered Southern life so profoundly.”

At the same time, the US Supreme Court’s Plessy v. Ferguson decision established the so-called “separate but equal” law, in 1896, when Walter was three. Homer Plessy was a mixed-race man who was removed from a whites-only train car. He sued, and the case rose to the Supreme Court, where justices created the separate but equal doctrine. Plessy v. Ferguson gave legal sanction to segregation. Soon there appeared separate public schools for whites and Blacks. Separate hospitals. Separate taxis, public halls, even cemeteries. In Atlanta the Grant Park Zoo, where Black families had taken their children for years, was suddenly off-limits.

Laws segregating streetcars appeared in North Carolina and Virginia in 1901 and in Louisiana in 1902. Soon the entire South followed. Walter’s parents were so light-skinned, Atlanta’s streetcars presented a challenge. When entering a streetcar, white people were to sit from the front to the rear, while Blacks were to sit from the rear to the front. Walter would remember seeing his parents wither under insults flung by strangers if they sat in the rear. But if they sat in the front, friends and acquaintances would accuse them bitterly of “passing.”

As far north as the nation’s capital, Whites Only and Colored Only signs appeared next to bathrooms, drinking fountains, and entrances to buildings. In courtrooms bailiffs used a “colored” Bible and a “white” Bible, depending on whose hand would be placed upon it. Many smaller stores and restaurants barred Black customers. At bigger department stores, Black people could no longer try on clothing or shoes; one had to draw an outline of a foot on a brown paper bag, so a clerk could choose the right shoe size, and all sales were final, because if a shoe was returned to a store after being worn by a “colored” person, it could no longer be sold to a white one.

The Jim Crow* era had arrived. The eminent twentieth-century Black attorney Charles Houston summed up this cultural shift in a memory from his childhood: “I recall the first time my mother was refused service in one of the local drug stores where the family had been dealing for many years. . . . For ten or fifteen years my mother had shopped in the city [Washington, DC] and weekly had closed her shopping at the soft drink counter in the drug store. The habit was assumed and the refusal came as a distinct shock.”

As Walter later described the situation: “Compounded of fear, guilt, greed and humiliation, the South was developing a psychosis.”

White supremacists had taken control, and the key to keeping it was the ballot box. “Those who have been determined to maintain a degraded status for the Negro,” Walter later wrote, “have shrewdly concentrated on taking from him his most potent weapon and defense — the right to vote.” The purging of the Black American — given the constitutional right by the Fifteenth Amendment in 1870 — began in Mississippi at a state political convention in 1890. “There is no use to equivocate or lie about the matter,” James K. Vardaman (elected governor of Mississippi in 1903) explained. “Mississippi’s constitutional convention of 1890 was held for no other purpose than to eliminate the nigger from politics.” Variations of the “Mississippi Plan” appeared in South Carolina in 1895, Louisiana in 1898, North Carolina in 1900, Alabama in 1901, and Virginia in 1902. Loopholes and special clauses appeared on state registration forms (grandfather clauses, poll taxes, literacy tests), disenfranchising Black voters.

As Georgia came upon its 1906 gubernatorial election, it was still legal — though difficult, even dangerous — for African Americans to vote. And herein lay the real reason why the two brawling candidates for the governorship, Hoke Smith and Clark Howell, used their podiums and the newspapers they controlled to enflame white voters in Georgia. They aimed to “whiten” the vote and make it “pure,” by law, and in promising to do so, they knew they could draw white voters to the ballot boxes.

“This is white man’s country,” Clark Howell said in an Atlanta speech in 1906, “and it must be governed by white men! . . . If the dark day should ever come in Georgia when the black man, blind to his own best interest, should seek to wrest the control of Georgia from the hands of the Anglo-Saxon, I’d rather stand at the polls . . . and man to man protect my own people with my life. . . . The clothing of the Negro with the right of suffrage was a crime against the people of the South.”

FEW ATLANTANS WERE surprised by the race riots in 1906. On September 23, the second night of violence, when Walter and his father stood at their windows looking out at a torch-bearing mob intending to harm them, they knew the law would not protect them. Walter remembered the moment in these words:


As a boy there in the darkness amid the tightening fright, I knew the inexplicable thing — that my skin was as white as the skin of those who were coming at me. The mob moved toward the lawn. I tried to aim my gun, wondering what it would feel like to kill a man. . . . In that instant there opened up within me a great awareness; I knew then who I was. I was a Negro. . . .

. . . There were white men who said Negroes had no souls, and who proved it by the Bible. Some of these now were approaching us, intent upon burning our house.



Suddenly a volley of gunshots rang out. The mob hesitated. More shots pierced the silence, coming from the window of another home on the block. The mob quickly dispersed. George, Walter, and the rest of the White family were safe in their home — for the moment. It left Walter with an overwhelming sensation.

“After that night I knew I never wanted to be a white man,” he concluded. “I knew which side I was on.”
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We claim for ourselves every right that belongs to a free-born American — political, civil and social — and until we get these rights, we shall never cease to protest and assail the ears of America with the story of its shattered deeds toward us.

— W.E.B. Du Bois, cofounder of the NAACP

IN 1908 Georgia’s new governor, Hoke Smith, fulfilled his promise to disenfranchise Black voters, using state constitutional amendments. Some forty years would pass before African Americans would effectively vote in the state again.

That same year Walter White walked through the doors of Atlanta University for the first time. He attended high school and college there and found it to be a magical place. Founded by a Yale graduate student in 1865, Atlanta University had been designed to look like it was plucked out of New England, a green ivy oasis set atop Georgia’s red clay. It was built for the relatively small number of Black Georgians who could afford its tuition — which George White barely could, for his son Walter. Atlanta University’s tuition-based high school was in fact the only high school education available to African Americans in the city.

At Atlanta University, Caucasian teachers dined with students and treated them as equals. The school was a little bubble in the South, where the race of the students was secondary to their social status. The term ivory tower took on a special irony. “Atlanta University was a school you couldn’t just walk into and make it part of you,” noted Walter’s childhood friend Lucy Rucker. “You had to have credentials and get into Atlanta University, and when you got in, you found why. Because everybody was high class out there. . . . They were just superior in every way.”

Students nicknamed Walter “Fuzzy” because of his wavy blond hair. He was meticulously neat, and unable to resist a peek at himself if he passed a mirror. He liked expensive clothing so much so that his mother jokingly called him “Mr. Astor.” His grades were good but not great. He played baseball and football and joined the debate team. In his spare time he got a job working as a bellhop in a tony Atlanta hotel for whites only, but was let go when his boss learned of his identity.

The summer before his senior year, while still living at home, Walter took a job selling policies for the Standard Life Insurance Company, one of the largest Black-owned businesses in the country, and it was at this point that he began venturing into rural Georgia on door-to-door sales excursions. “There I talked with and learned to know white and colored people of all classes,” he later wrote. He grew accustomed to the dialects of Georgians in communities where people lived their entire lives without venturing far from home, and where school might mean a creaky church with a single teacher for an entire community. Walter grew to understand the suspicion of rural Black families when a stranger who looked white knocked on their doors. The familiarity with all these sensibilities would become crucial for survival when he began to live his undercover life, in just a couple years’ time.

One Saturday in the fall of 1916 Walter learned that the Atlanta Board of Education had come up with a program to save money to build a new high school for white students by eliminating seventh grade for Black ones. Two years earlier, the board had eliminated eighth grade for Black students for a similar reason. No one had protested then, so it was assumed that no one would protest now. The next day, a Sunday afternoon, in the offices at Standard Life, Walter sat with his colleagues talking bitterly about the news. “Despair and consternation had descended on Negro Atlanta,” he remembered.

To Walter and his friends, the hypocrisy seemed so blatant. Atlanta’s Black population made up a third of the city — 185,000 people — and these Atlantans were subject to the same tax code as white people. The US Supreme Court’s Plessy v. Ferguson decision had established the separate but equal doctrine. While Walter had no access to statistics on tax spending on public schools,* he did not need them to know that public schools could not be “equal” when white public high schools existed and Black ones did not. The situation seemed, as Walter put it, “hopeless.”

One of his colleagues, a man named Harry Pace, made a suggestion: they should write to the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, known as the NAACP.

At the time, the NAACP was a nascent organization headquartered in New York City, a metropolis a thousand miles away that, for Walter and his friends, might have existed on the moon. The only reason Walter and his group probably knew of the NAACP was because W.E.B. Du Bois, the famous writer and educator, edited the association’s magazine, The Crisis. Du Bois was the first Black American to earn a PhD at Harvard. He was the author of the landmark 1903 book The Souls of Black Folk. And he was also a former faculty member at Atlanta University.

On February 3, 1917, Walter sent an application for an NAACP branch, along with a cover letter. “There are so many things that need correction here in Atlanta that it is hard to decide just what to fight first,” he wrote. “But this quandary was settled for us by word that has come to us that the city board of education is planning to take away the seventh grade from the colored public schools.” Walter and his friends were ready for a fight. “If this is done,” he wrote, “they will have to do so, figuratively speaking, ‘over the bodies’ of the Atlanta branch of the NAACP.”

Within days the NAACP national office responded with a promise to send a representative to help. The association also suggested that the Atlanta activists form an emergency committee to take on the school board, which they did. Walter was not invited because he was considered “too young and too hot-headed,” as he recalled. On February 17, 1917, the committee went before the school board and presented a case to save the seventh grade. The hearing turned into a dramatic debate between a city councilman, who was against abolishing seventh grade for Black students (“I want to plead guilty . . . every word spoken by these men is true . . . we have not given them a square deal”), and Atlanta’s mayor, who was for abolishing seventh grade (“I do not wish to plead guilty. Let us not give way to hysteria, but look at this matter in a sane manner”).

The school board decided to save seventh grade for the time being. Walter was so excited that he wrote to NAACP headquarters: “If the NAACP does no more, it has earned its right for existence.”

ROUGHLY A MONTH LATER, in March 1917, in an auditorium inside the Odd Fellows Building on Auburn Avenue, the skeleton crew of what was soon to be Atlanta’s pioneering NAACP branch held its first rally. Walter was the force and energy behind the meeting. He remembered the place being “so packed with eager-faced Negroes and even a few whites that we had difficulty wedging the platform party [the speakers] through the crowd to enter the auditorium.”

Onto the stage walked the night’s main attraction: James Weldon Johnson, standing tall and erect in an immaculate suit. For Walter, it was like witnessing a mythical figure appear in the flesh. Walter would have first heard James Weldon Johnson’s name as a child, as Johnson and his brother, J. Rosamond Johnson, had written “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” the song that had become known as the “Negro national anthem,” in 1900. Johnson was second only to W.E.B. Du Bois among the small number of Black intellectuals with a national presence. He was an editor and writer at a major Black newspaper, the New York Age. He had written the influential novel The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man. He was a renowned poet, a former diplomat, an educator — and the NAACP’s field secretary, whose job it was to help groups open new branches and recruit members.

When Johnson stood onstage that night, against a backdrop of advertisements for local Black-owned businesses (the Gate City Drug Store, the Standard Life Insurance Company of Atlanta), he held his audience captive. In the crowd, amidst lawyers, doctors, college professors, bankers, and public school teachers, Walter sat next to Dr. John Hope, the president of Morehouse College — a Black men’s liberal arts college in Atlanta. Because Walter was the organizing force behind this rally, he was called upon to say a few words. Turning to Dr. Hope, he nervously asked what he should say.

“Tell them about the NAACP,” Dr. Hope answered.

Walter walked onto the stage and launched into an impromptu speech. “We have got to show these white people that we aren’t going to stand being pushed around any longer,” he shouted, and because most in the crowd knew him, few saw the irony of a man who appeared Caucasian sharing such a sentiment. “As Patrick Henry said, so must we say, ‘Give me liberty, or give me death!’”

Walter was shocked by the blaze of applause. He found that he liked the sound of it.

Before leaving Atlanta, Johnson came to Walter’s home and met his parents, George and Madeline White. He stayed to sample Madeline’s cooking, and throughout the dinner, his eyes kept turning to Walter. Later, after leaving Atlanta, Johnson recorded his thoughts.

“From the whole group,” he remembered, “a very young man who acted as secretary of the conference became singled out in my mind. I saw him several times and was impressed with the degree of mental and physical energy he seemed to be able to bring into play and center on the job in hand. I did not need to guess that the representative conference and the extraordinary mass meeting were largely results of his efforts. I left Atlanta having made a strong mental note of him.”

THE ATLANTA BRANCH of the NAACP was born in April 1917, and Walter was a charter member. It was a springtime dominated by news of war in Europe. The Germans, Russians, French, British, and Austro-Hungarians were fighting to the death, employing new methods of killing, such as armed flying machines, submarines, bombing dirigibles, and poison gases. However, in the United States, a new domestic war was in the making, one that would never be declared in any official sense but would nonetheless make the bloodiest mark on the country since 1865.

In Washington, DC, Woodrow Wilson’s administration was in the process of segregating the machinery of federal government. Separate bathrooms, separate cafeterias, separate drinking fountains. When Wilson — who came from the former slave state of Virginia — was campaigning for the presidency in 1912, he had promised the “colored people” that “they may count upon me for absolute fair dealing.” Upon his election, he fired most of the small number of African American federal employees who had been hired under Theodore Roosevelt. Years earlier, when Wilson was a Princeton University academic, he had written a book called Division and Reunion, 1829–1889, and in it he had predicted the “inevitable ascendancy of the whites.” Now that movement was happening, and he himself was a progenitor.

In 1915, Wilson became the first president to watch a movie in the White House, and that movie was about to light a racial firestorm. The Birth of a Nation made its debut on February 8, 1915, in Los Angeles, to a packed house. Directed by D. W. Griffith, the film was based on the hugely popular Thomas Dixon novel The Clansman, and told a tale of the Civil War and Reconstruction, portraying Black men as animal-like creatures incapable of controlling their lust for white women. The Ku Klux Klan — a group that originally formed at the end of the Civil War but had since faded away — was depicted as a vigilante group that saves the day and brings order to the white South in the face of racially charged chaos.

The Birth of a Nation became the first ever movie blockbuster; it was hugely influential in shaping a new image of the Ku Klux Klan for millions of white Americans. When Wilson saw the movie in the White House’s East Room, he was awed. He would be quoted countless times saying, “It is like writing history with lightning, and my only regret is that it is all so terribly true,” although biographers have challenged the veracity of the quote. Atlanta turned out in force for The Birth of a Nation. A preacher named William J. Simmons took a particular liking to it. On Thanksgiving night in 1915, not long after seeing The Birth of a Nation, Simmons organized a white supremacist pilgrimage to the top of Stone Mountain, an eight-hundred-foot rock dome northeast of downtown Atlanta. Dressed in the white robes and hoods of the original KKK, Simmons and his followers declared themselves the founders of a new Ku Klux Klan.

Atop Stone Mountain, they burned a cross under the moonlight in a scene that might have come right out of The Birth of a Nation. The Atlanta Constitution reported, “The exercises were held by fifteen klansmen who gathered at the behest of their chieftain, W. J. Simmons, and marked the foundation of the invisible empire, Knights of the Ku Klux Klan.”

News of the new KKK spread, and the secret society’s influence began to creep across the white South, into its rural communities, its churches, police departments, and boards of education. By the time Walter and his friends were fighting to save the seventh grade in Atlanta, the new KKK had become a rising social force.

A month after the Atlanta NAACP branch formed in 1917, a race massacre in East Saint Louis, Illinois, shocked the country. Rioting over the course of weeks left dozens of Black Americans dead in the streets. The exact number killed has never been known. In response, James Weldon Johnson organized a historic protest in New York that came to be known as the Silent Parade. It was a tour de force of visual power: some ten thousand Black people marching in perfect rows, the women and children dressed in white, the men in black suits — all perfectly silent as they marched. Children held signs reading MOTHER, DO LYNCHERS GO TO HEAVEN? Men held signs reading, TREAT US THAT WE MAY LOVE OUR COUNTRY. The Silent Parade planted the NAACP’s seed in the American consciousness. It was the first time the crusading organization made national news.

Two cultural forces were organizing and crystalizing their power at the same time, destined to become ruthless rivals: the NAACP versus the KKK.

On April 2, 1917, the same month that the Atlanta branch of the NAACP formed, Woodrow Wilson asked Congress for a declaration of war against Germany. It would be, he said in his famous speech, “a war to make the world safe for Democracy.” Walter was rejected by the draft board after his physical; later he came to believe that the rejection was because he identified as African American, and thus the army did not want him. He would not see the Great War in Europe firsthand, but his life was about to take an unexpected turn nevertheless. On October 7, 1917, he received a letter from James Weldon Johnson, written in elegant longhand on plain monogrammed stationery.

“My dear Mr. White,” it began. “I want to know if I might use your name as a candidate for a responsible, executive position with the association. The position would necessitate your living in New York City. The salary would, I am confident, be adequate. I hope you will give this favorable consideration; for I feel that it is something that would give any young man of the race an unsurpassable opportunity for good work and a bright future. Sincerely yours, James W. Johnson.”

WALTER WAS TWENTY-FOUR AND AT A CROSSROADS. He had recently been promoted to cashier at Standard Life, a good job at an excellent company, with the promise of a future and a salary that could support a young family. He feared the cost of living in New York City. He wrote to Johnson on October 10, 1917.

“You realize my position here and my chances for advancement,” Walter wrote. He had a lot of questions about the job and the finances.

Johnson lobbied hard. “I made some inquiries about the cost of living,” he responded a few days later. “You can get a room with a very nice family and your board, which in New York means breakfast and dinner, for thirty-five dollars a month. . . . Thirty-five dollars for board and lodging in New York is very, very reasonable.” The job title would be assistant secretary. “In the absence of the Secretary,” Johnson wrote, “he [the assistant secretary] will be in charge of the main office. The Board of Directors have directed me to offer you this position at a salary of twelve hundred dollars a year.”

Walter would have to take a pay cut to move to Manhattan. In discussions at the family table on Houston Street, his mother was adamant that he reject the offer, that he should never live in that “Sodom and Gomorrah” up north. Walter had been raised in a home where alcohol was not permitted, nor tobacco, nor books that were not at least twenty-five-years old. In New York, Madeline White was sure, lecherous characters and evil temptations lurked in every alley.

When Walter sought his father’s advice, George White suggested they go on a horse-and-buggy ride together. As the horse clip-clopped through Atlanta, Walter could sense his father’s ambivalence. Clearly George knew his son was no normal young man, that Walter was ambitious, inordinately intelligent, and, just possibly, capable of great things. For George, God’s omnipotence was unquestioned, and surely he thought that the Lord’s will was in play.

“Your mother and I have given you the best education we can afford,” George said, “and a good Christian home training. Fortunately, it is better than most colored children have had. Now it is your duty to pass on what you have been given by helping others less fortunate to get a chance in life. I don’t want to see you go away. I’ll miss you. But remember, God will be using your heart and brains to do His will. You’ll be misunderstood and criticized when you fight so difficult a battle as that created by the race problem. But decide, with the help of God, what’s right and don’t falter or turn back.”

Walter wrote his acceptance letter to Johnson on January 31, 1918. Soon he was on a swaying train out of Atlanta, the only home he had ever known, headed for New York City.
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It was written I should be loyal to the nightmare of my choice.

— Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness

WALTER ARRIVED ON MANHATTAN ISLAND on a bone-chilling February day in 1918. Nothing could prepare him for his first sight of Harlem. James Weldon Johnson, forty-six years old at the time (nearly twice Walter’s age), was by his side.

“Indeed,” Johnson said in describing Harlem, “it is Mecca for the sightseer, the pleasure-seeker, the curious, the adventurous, the enterprising, the ambitious, and the talented of the Negro world.” It was “a black city located in the heart of white Manhattan, and containing more Negroes to the square mile than any other spot on earth. It strikes the uninformed observer as a phenomenon, a miracle straight out of the skies.”

Not only was Harlem so dark-complexioned, but it had never been so crowded. Walter was part of what would later be called the Great Migration — masses of predominantly Black Americans leaving the South for industrial northern cities and the jobs they offered. Starting in roughly 1916, hundreds of thousands of African Americans departed their homes in Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana, landing in Detroit (home of the colossal auto industry), Pittsburgh (steel), Chicago (stockyards and slaughterhouses), Cleveland (steel), Akron, Ohio (tire factories), Saint Louis (brick mills), and most of all, New York (anything goes). For some it was because of money. Others were fleeing Jim Crow.

Walter was one of roughly 235,000 Black Americans who arrived from the South in New York City between 1910 and 1930. He was the only one, however, to have the lucky fortune to move to Harlem as the protégé of James Weldon Johnson, who broke the ice by insisting that Walter call him Jim.

On that first day, Johnson escorted Walter to the boardinghouse that would be his new home. The landlady was instantly inviting, and a master at the stove. She was a retired caterer and could make ninety-two different soups; Walter would never decide which he liked most. The next morning, Johnson ushered him into the NAACP offices for the first time. Headquarters was located many blocks south of Harlem, at 70 Fifth Avenue, just north of Fourteenth Street, at the northern edge of Greenwich Village.

Upon entering, Walter found the space not so different from where he had worked at Standard Life in Atlanta. Jingling telephones, typewriter keys hammering, the smell of stale tobacco smoke. But the more he looked around, the more he realized this office was no ordinary place at all. On the wall was a map of the United States like one that might be found in any office or classroom, only this one had a pin marking every spot where a person had been lynched in recent years.

Walter shook the hand of John Shillady, the new executive secretary (the term the NAACP used for CEO). Shillady — a white Irish American, handsome and slightly portly — had a background in social work and had recently joined the staff, having come from the Charities Department of Westchester County. He had gray eyes, graying hair, and an air of tragedy about him. He and his wife had recently lost two of their children. Shillady was so haunted by this loss that he never spoke of it, and nowhere is it recorded how his children met their demise. He was a man preordained for tragedy, unaware of another terrible fate that would meet him in just one year’s time.

Walter and his mentor, James Weldon Johnson, struck up a routine of lunching most days at the nearby Horn & Hardart automat, a self-service lunch counter that was essentially a giant vending machine. No Whites Only signs here; everyone sat shoulder to shoulder eating cheap fare with hot coffee. After, Johnson and Walter browsed at nearby Brentano’s bookstore in Greenwich Village. “All the sales clerks knew and admired Jim,” Walter remembered. “Thus began for me a liberal education in contemporary literature, as Jim either purchased for me or recommended my buying books of fiction, poetry, and history and discussion of social problems which he thought would be of permanent value.”

Johnson also liked to talk to his new protégé about leadership. He was full of maxims that sounded almost biblical, such as, “Of the real leader the people some day become aware, and say: This man serves well, let us follow him.” Johnson believed that leadership was best imagined as two forces pulling against each other: radicalism that motivated people with fresh ideas, and conservatism, to balance the radicalism with rational decision making.

Meanwhile, Walter tried to settle into the rhythm of the teeming metropolis. For the unaccustomed, New York threw the nervous system into a state of agitation, all the senses alive to the overload of input. As the poet Edna St. Vincent Millay wrote around this time, “In New York you can see the noise!” Everywhere Walter’s eyes turned, they focused on something he had never seen before: rows of concrete skyscrapers, elevated subway trains, newspaper balls blowing like tumbleweeds over frozen pavement. Motorcar traffic, New York cops on horseback. So many languages and skin colors. In some sections of the city, every vertical surface screamed out some consumer product that could be had for a low, low price: Stroh’s beer, Chesterfield cigarettes, Hohner harmonicas, shirt collars, boot polishes, frankfurters, live shows of all kinds. There was a feeling on these streets like at any moment anything could happen: assignation, fisticuffs, the apocalypse.

In the office Walter set himself to work at his desk, tapping out correspondence and filling ashtrays. In the days before email, when long-distance phone calls racked up heady bills and most NAACP branches had no phones anyway, the typewriter was the singular weapon in organizing a national movement. One had to stay focused and type fast. Walter was beginning ambitiously, learning what this new organization was about, how it functioned, and how he could begin to climb its ranks.

THE ASSOCIATION WAS NINE YEARS OLD when Walter arrived. John Shillady and James Weldon Johnson ran the office, and the entire paid staff consisted of four others, not including Walter — a stenographer named Richetta Randolph, bookkeeper Frank Turner, and two clerical workers. From a neighboring office, W.E.B. Du Bois edited the magazine, The Crisis, independent from the rest. Caustic and well aware of his monumental status, Du Bois was more than a little intimidating. The board of directors was a guiding group that met monthly. Though the entirety of the NAACP numbered so few, it was a constellation of brilliant, larger-than-life crusaders.

While the association was technically founded in 1909, its genesis harkened back four years earlier to a 1905 conference near Niagara Falls, organized by Du Bois. The so-called Niagara Movement was created to chart a new course for Black America, away from Booker T. Washington’s leadership and his Atlanta Compromise. While Washington advocated for education, vocation, and submission to the white elite, Du Bois wanted equality and power — everything that was promised to all Americans in the nation’s founding documents.

The Declaration of Independence declared that “all men are created equal.” The Constitution and the Bill of Rights promised due process of law, equal voting rights, and equal opportunity for all Americans. The Niagara Movement attempted to put a spotlight on America as it had been imagined by the Founding Fathers and in the founding documents and the reality of the America that actually existed — and then to destroy the chasm that lay between.

From the Niagara Movement sprang a series of meetings and resolutions that led to the founding of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, in New York City. None of the founders liked the name — even the acronym felt too long. But no one could think of a better one.

The NAACP’s board of directors was entirely white. There was Moorfield Storey, the towering legal mastermind of Boston, who served as president of the board. And New York Evening Post publisher Oswald Garrison Villard, the grandson of William Lloyd Garrison, a prominent Civil War–era abolitionist. “We were a group of primarily white people,” recorded a founding board member, Mary White Ovington, “who felt that while the Negro would aid in the [group’s] work, whites who were largely responsible for conditions and who controlled the bulk of the nation’s wealth ought to finance the movement.”

From the start, the founders knew they were attempting to do something that had never been done. Du Bois explained in a letter to a friend: “No organization like ours ever succeeded in America; either it became a group of white philanthropists ‘helping’ the Negro like the Anti-Slavery societies; or it became a group of colored folk freezing out their white coworkers by insolence and distrust. Everything tends to break along the color line. . . .

“How can this be changed?” Du Bois continued. “By changing it. By trusting black men with power.”

One thing was missing: money. “We were desperately poor,” Ovington recorded.

In November 1910 Du Bois launched the NAACP’s “organ” — its magazine. Issue number one of The Crisis spelled out its mission on its editorial page: “The object of this publication is to set forth those facts and arguments which show the danger of race prejudice, particularly as manifested today toward colored people. It takes its aim from the fact that the editors believe that this is a critical time in the history of the advancement of men.”

By the time Walter White arrived early in 1918, the NAACP consisted of seventy-six branches spread out mostly on the East Coast, with 8,490 members, and it had moved into its current headquarters on the sixth floor at 70 Fifth Avenue. When Walter was introduced to the board members, two stood out. Mary White Ovington was “the Fighting Saint,” as Walter would come to call her. Born into a wealthy family in Brooklyn, Ovington was a fifty-two-year-old suffragist who had been fighting for civil rights ever since she heard Frederick Douglass speak in a church before Walter was born. A journalist and book author, she had never married. Activism was her spouse.

Then there was Joel Spingarn, forty-three, who was tremendously combative for a man with so slight a build. Spingarn had spent his early career as the Jewish wunderkind of Columbia University’s comparative literature department, and later as its chair. A tireless explorer of the intellectual fringe, his work crossed into horticulture, progressive politics, and verse writing. He was forced out of Columbia in 1910 because of his quick temper. Soon after, he began to devote his time to the NAACP. Like Ovington, Spingarn was a born activist. “Virtue is never solitary,” he wrote. “It takes part in the conflicts of the world.”

For a team of race crusaders, the NAACP’s inner circle was decidedly bookish. The white board members were almost all accomplished literary figures. Du Bois and Johnson were the two most heralded writers of their race. It remained to be seen if Walter would find a home in this ferociously ambitious crowd. All were eager to find out.

ON THE MORNING of February 13, 1918 — Walter’s thirteenth day in New York — he was riding a bus with Johnson to the office, a routine the two now shared. They came across a newspaper story about the murder of a Black man in a place called Estill Springs, Tennessee. “A mob of more than 1,500 people burned Jim McIlherron, a negro, at the stake there tonight,” the New York Times reported that morning. The story got more appalling. The Times reported that McIlherron was believed to have shot and killed two white men, and that “hot irons were applied to his body for about ten minutes in an effort to get him to make a confession.” His slaying had occurred the day before, on Abraham Lincoln’s birthday.

In the office, Walter sat discussing the McIlherron case with Johnson and Shillady. They set in motion the usual NAACP machinery when lynchings occurred. Shillady telegrammed Tennessee governor T. C. Rye in Nashville: THOUSANDS OF COLORED MEN IN YOUR STATE AND THE NATION NOW SERVING THEIR COUNTRY IN THE BATTLE FOR DEMOCRACY AWAIT TENNESSEE’S ANSWER TO THE APPEAL FOR JUSTICE AT HOME.

Shillady telegrammed President Wilson in the White House:

SPEAKING IN BEHALF OF MILLIONS OF AMERICANS, WE RESPECTFULLY CALL YOUR ATTENTION TO THE HORRIBLE CRIME AT ESTILL SPRINGS, TENN. . . . YOU HAVE SPOKEN OUT SO NOBLY AGAINST GERMAN CRIMES IN BELGIUM AND ON THE HIGH SEAS THAT WE BEG OF YOU TO BREAK YOUR SILENCE AND DENOUNCE PROPERLY THESE TERRIBLE MOB ACTS WHICH COVER US WITH SHAME AND HUMILIATION.

This telegram never made it to Wilson’s office. However, US assistant attorney general William C. Fitts responded to Shillady: “Under the decisions of the Supreme Court of the United States, the Federal Government has absolutely no jurisdiction over matters of this kind.” Governor Rye of Tennessee wrote Shillady to say that he could take no action “without being requested so to do by the local officers or court officers.”

The only law enforcement in Estill Springs lay in the hands of the local officers — and them alone. As far as Johnson and Shillady could remember, they could never recall a single instance in which anyone was indicted for these kinds of crimes.

Walter had an idea. What if he were to visit this town? What if he were to pose as a white man and personally dig out the facts? “I asked permission to go to the scene to make a first-hand investigation,” he remembered.

The NAACP had tried something like this before. After a lynching in Coatesville, Pennsylvania, a few years earlier, the association had hired the Burns Detective Agency to obtain the facts. But the plot did not go as planned. As Ovington remembered, two undercover detectives, “heavy-jowled and strikingly stupid looking, opened a restaurant in Coatesville hoping to secure evidence from the talk of their patrons.” They came up with nothing but a large bill for their services.

Walter, however, was on the NAACP’s staff. There would be no bill. His ability to “pass” offered special benefits. Not only could he travel posing as a white man, but he was from the South. He knew the customs, the dialects, of both white and Black communities, and could penetrate both. The danger in white communities would be high. If his identity was discovered, he would almost certainly face torture and a violent death. But Walter was game; he was the NAACP’s new kid, and this was a way he could prove himself. Johnson opposed the plan, fearing for Walter’s safety. “Eventually, however, he gave reluctant consent,” Walter remembered, “and thus I started a phase of work for the Association which neither it nor I had contemplated when I was employed.”

Soon Walter was on a train barreling out of Grand Central Terminal. “My self-confidence steadily declined and my fear rose on the train ride,” he recalled. “It was my first planned attempt to pass.”

AS THE TRAIN CAR SWAYED AND THE TRACKS RATTLED, Walter used the long hours to dream up his undercover persona while passengers around him read the latest war news in the papers. The Germans had sunk eight ships in the Strait of Dover, close to British shores. American troops were heavily engaged on the western front, where casualties were high. When Walter’s train reached the Mason-Dixon Line, Black passengers had to move to segregated Jim Crow train cars; Walter almost certainly did not.

On the evening of February 17, 1918, he pulled into Chattanooga’s Union Depot on the Tennessee River and carried his small suitcase to the nearby Hotel Patten, where he passed as a white man and checked in. Staying at the Patten surely stretched his wallet, as it was called “the finest hotel in the south” and the “Million Dollar Hotel” when it had opened ten years earlier. Walter was back on a train at 5:30 the next morning.

When he arrived at the depot in Estill Springs, he carried his suitcase into town, which was nothing more than a row of storefronts lining a single side of a main unpaved street three blocks long, the buildings leaning shoulder to shoulder as if holding one another up. Only two hundred people lived in Estill Springs, and the town was surrounded by rivers. This place was a far ride from anywhere, and a telephone or a newspaper would be hard to find. It was cut off from the outside world.

Walter walked the main drag, making mental notes: “There is one bank, the Bank of Estill Springs, purely local in nature; a barber shop, a drug store and five general merchandise stores of the type indigenous to small rural communities in the South.” Six churches stood downtown, four for white congregants, two for Black. The locals seemed to have more appetite for God than for food; the only butcher shop was closed, out of business. In the windows of many homes, residents had placed the logo of the National Food Conservation Commission, an organization formed to help get food overseas to keep American soldiers fed. Perhaps it was nerves, but Walter sensed an energy in the air, what he described as “very great excitement.”

The only hotel, the Goddard House, was across the street from the train depot. Walter walked under the weather-beaten sign and through the door, where he found a lanky white hotel clerk behind a desk. His skin appeared to be strangely discolored. Walter checked into a room, left his suitcase behind, and headed back outside to begin his investigation. His first stop was a country store on the main drag. He opened the door and found a small group of white men lounging inside. When they asked who he was, he told them that he was a traveling salesman with the Exelento Medicine Company. He was selling a hair-straightening product but was all out at the moment. So he had plenty of time to kill.

These men reminded Walter of people he had met while traveling through rural Georgia selling insurance policies. They were “leisurely of manner and slow of speech and comprehension,” he recalled. When he brought up the recent troubles, they were more than happy to talk. They had no reason to fear any consequences for their statements or actions in this small community. “Even when they boasted and began to reveal far more than they realized as to the actual participants [of the killing],” Walter remembered, “I deliberately intimated that I had known of much more exciting lynchings than that of McIlherron.”

Walter realized that he had walked into a hornet’s nest. He believed he was now among the killers themselves. This was his first undercover investigation, and he learned a lesson that would prove its worth time and again over the years: “Nothing contributes so much to the continued life of an investigator of lynchings and his tranquil possession of all his limbs as the obtuseness of the lynchers themselves. Like most boastful people who practice direct action when it involves no personal risk, they just can’t help talk about their deeds to any person who manifests even the slightest interest in them.”
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Lynch (v): To punish (a person) without legal process or authority, especially by hanging, for a perceived offense or as an act of bigotry.

—American Heritage Dictionary

ON FRIDAY, February 8, ten days before Walter arrived in Estill Springs, an African American man known locally as Jim McIlherron walked into a store and purchased fifteen cents’ worth of candy. McIlherron lived in this town with his parents and several siblings, and the family had a reputation. The McIlherrons were landowners and had become relatively wealthy by local standards — wealthier than some of their white neighbors, which did not make them popular. Jim McIlherron in particular was known as a proud figure who did not take kindly to Jim Crow customs, to being treated as a second-class citizen. He was “known to be a fighter and the possessor of an automatic revolver,” according to Walter’s subsequent reporting. He was “a dangerous man to bother with.”

At roughly 5 p.m., in front of Tate & Dickens’s store on Estill Springs’ main strip, McIlherron encountered three white men: Pierce Rogers, Frank Tigert, and Jesse Tigert. Rogers and the Tigert brothers yelled an insult, and McIlherron, still holding his candy, stopped in his tracks. “At this point,” according to Walter’s reporting, “the Negro turned and asked if they were talking about him.” One of the white men ran into Tate & Dickens’s store, and McIlherron, believing there was about to be a fight, drew his revolver.

Six shots later, two white men were
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