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For Harry Ashmore, John A. Griffin, and Johnny Popham, elder statesmen of the mythical and whimsical Southern War Correspondents and Camp Followers Association, and in memory of Harold Fleming, their late and esteemed fellow penman and prince of bon mots.

And for Ann, first and last.





We speak now against the day when our Southern people who will resist to the last these inevitable changes in social relations, will, when they have been forced to accept what they at one time might have accepted with dignity and goodwill, will say, “Why didn’t someone tell us this before? Tell us this in time?”

—WILLIAM FAULKNER
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Prologue: Hinge of History

Tuesday, August 14, 1945: When the word finally came at six o’clock that evening, downtown Atlanta exploded in a clangorous din of pent-up anticipation and excitement. Unleashed by President Harry S. Truman’s radio announcement that Japan had surrendered and World War II was over, tens of thousands of Georgians erupted into the streets. They poured out of offices and stores, emptied theaters and restaurants, brought traffic to a standstill. Sirens blew, horns blasted, bells rang; people screamed, kissed, danced, drank. In spontaneous and simultaneous unison with their fellow citizens from New York to Los Angeles and practically every town and hamlet in between, the ecstatic Atlantans shook the ground with a wild and deafening celebration.

Before sunset brought the sidewalk temperature down out of the nineties and lowered the steambath humidity by a few points, sweating, shouting newsboys were hawking extras of the Atlanta Constitution and the Atlanta Journal up and down Forsyth and Peachtree Streets and all over the business district. The papers were literally hot off the press, their ink still damp and smudgy, their page-one headlines and stories hastily thrown together. The message they delivered amounted to physical confirmation, virtual proof, of a reality that seemed almost too good to be true.

WAR-WEARY WORLD AT PEACE
AS BEATEN JAPS SURRENDER

proclaimed the Constitution’s banner headline. Just one week earlier, the paper had reported the destruction of Hiroshima, a Japanese city of more than 300,000 people—roughly the size of Atlanta—by the first atomic bomb ever used in warfare. Editor Ralph McGill, quoting Revelations in a column called “The Smell of Fire and Brimstone,” hailed the harnessing of the atom as “easily the greatest story that has happened in our lifetime”—but with deeply mixed emotions, he said the use of atomic power as a weapon of mass destruction was “a great and terrifying thing.”

McGill wrote an editorial-page column seven days a week in a style that blended sagacity, humor, righteous indignation, and melancholy fatalism. Two days after the Hiroshima blast, he told his readers that Hitler had turned Germany into “one great big Ku Klux Klan Klavern,” but now justice had finally prevailed, because it was Jewish refugees and other exiles fleeing from the Nazi dictator who had come to America and created the A-bomb that won the war. “God is not mocked,” the Atlanta editor declared. Other commentators on the page with McGill shared his sense of moral vindication in the war’s outcome. The Nazi idea of a master race was utterly demolished by Hitler’s defeat, wrote columnist Robert Quillen, and the same fate had befallen the Japanese; victorious America, on the other hand, was not a superior race but “a mixture, an idea, a way of life, an attitude.”

In the August 15 Constitution, under the headline CITY THUNDERS INTO POSTWAR ERA, celebrating Atlantans expressed their elation at the end of a long war (three years, eight months, and seven days, McGill reminded them) and their nervous anticipation of what lay ahead. The war had interrupted the New Deal programs aimed at rescuing the nation—and especially the South—from economic quicksand, said one observer; now it was time to face the challenges of peace.

Those challenges took many forms. The economic stimulation that the war had brought to the depressed South in the form of military bases and defense industries had to be converted to the peacetime creation of consumer goods and services. Per capita income in the region was still under four hundred dollars a year (closer to two hundred dollars for blacks), and that was barely more than half the national average. One out of every three adults had left school by the end of the sixth grade. Millions of men and women, white and black, would be returning from the military or from wartime jobs in the North; they would need education and job training, employment, housing, medical and legal help.

A new generation of young leaders, bringing back with them visions of a better life elsewhere, was already showing an eager readiness to help lift the South out of its eighty-year nightmare of post–Civil War stagnation. The black thirty percent of the region’s thirty million citizens were especially hungry for change; in the view of Atlanta-born Walter White, leader of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, the victory for freedom and democracy abroad was a prelude to the battle for those ideals at home.

With more finality than any occurrence since the end of the Civil War, the American triumph in World War II appeared to mark the conclusion of an old and outdated era in the South—or so it seems now, with the benefit of a half-century of hindsight to sharpen our vision. In the blissful aftermath of that historic conquest, the American people reached a rare state of consensus that momentarily obscured the age-old barriers between them. They were, in that fleeting instant, truly We the People, eager to form a more perfect Union, and the Southerners among them were as caught up in that contagious spirit of righteousness and invincibility as any of their countrymen.

Here, surely, was a rare and momentous turning point in American history, and especially in the checkered history of the South: a crossing from darkness into light, a hinge of time swinging shut on a constricted past and opening to an expansive future. Yesterday—an almost endless ordeal of reconstruction, colonial exploitation, caste and class divisions, segregation, isolation, poverty, depression, and wartime sacrifice—was finally on the wane, if not yet altogether finished. Tomorrow—an age of opportunity, growth, prosperity, recovered self-esteem, national parity, and full citizenship—seemed ready and waiting to be born.

When I was waiting to be born at Crawford W. Long Hospital in Atlanta on a sultry June evening in 1935, Tomorrow was not yet visible on the Southern horizon. An occasional mule-drawn wagon still clopped and rattled over the streetcar tracks in the heart of the city, leaving the stark afterimage of enduring peasantry to linger in its wake. As close as Atlanta came to being the South’s leading metropolis, it was in those lean days not much more than a big county-seat town with an indelible stain of red clay on its sidewalks. In the cities and towns as in the cotton fields and piney woods, the South was still caught in the paralyzing grip of the Great Depression. To make matters worse, the states were plagued with a bumper crop of political demagogues adept at turning the region’s misery to their personal advantage. Georgia was a prime example. Under the cankered copper dome of the state capitol in downtown Atlanta, Governor Eugene Talmadge, a vociferous foe of President Roosevelt and his New Deal programs of relief and recovery, used an iron hand and an acid tongue to rule the state like a feudal baron.

Atlanta’s population had almost quadrupled since the turn of the century as a steady influx of families from the hardscrabble farms of the South, driven out by the boll weevil and a host of man-made ravages, turned in desperation to the city as their only hope for survival. Though it was not as large as New Orleans or Houston or Louisville, Atlanta was widely regarded as a showcase of the progressive South, a thriving hub of state government, higher education, religion, and commerce. Even so, more than a third of its households in 1935 were without indoor plumbing or electric lights or both, and the generally wretched living conditions caused thousands to suffer and die of illnesses now virtually unknown to us, from hookworm, scurvy, and pellagra (the diseases of poverty and malnutrition) to the epidemic infections of typhoid fever, smallpox, tuberculosis, and polio.

In the “separate but equal” operation of hospitals, schools, housing projects, and public transportation, whites got the lion’s share of funds that were in reality pitifully inadequate for one system of services, let alone two. Civic and religious leaders fervent for social reform generally steered clear of race and class issues, focusing instead on winning souls to Christ, reducing violent crime, and attacking the evils of alcohol. Prohibition had been repealed nationally, but Georgia and most of the South remained legally dry. Atlanta teemed with moonshine-makers, bootleggers, gamblers, and prostitutes; by one informed estimate, forty percent of the city’s policemen had profit-sharing ties with the illicit liquor trade.

Atlanta was also a hotbed of the Ku Klux Klan, and thousands of white men (including, it was reported, a majority of the police force) belonged to the secret society as proudly as to the Masons or the Shriners or the Rotary—looked upon it, in fact, as a charitable organization dedicated to the perpetuation of Victorian morality and white Protestant supremacy, two of the prevailing dogmas of the time. (Another reactionary group, the Black Shirts, also had a broad base of popular support; they used a Fascist political message to rally unemployed whites against black workers during the depression.)

Against these currents of reaction, Mayor James L. Key battled to make progressive improvements, especially in the areas of education and welfare. He managed to legalize Sunday baseball and “picture shows” in the 1930s, but for those successes and his outspokenness (he had called Prohibition a failure, criticized the Klan, and supported voting rights for blacks), he was pushed out of the Methodist Church and finally, in 1936, out of office, losing to a young and ambitious Talmadge-backed candidate named William B. Hartsfield.

I knew none of this, of course, being only an infant at the time. My father was a traveling salesman, and Atlanta was a temporary outpost in our family’s nomadic migration across the depression-wracked landscape. As I think of him now, it occurs to me that my father had a lot in common with Ralph McGill: a rural Tennessee birth in the twilight of the nineteenth century, an opportunity to discover wider vistas as a young man, a fondness for Southern country folks, a way with words and a sense of their power, a jumble of contradictory emotions on the subject of race, and a troubled mind masked by hail-fellow good cheer. They even looked a lot alike—five-ten or so and stocky, with dark, wavy hair and glasses. As I have peered into the shuttered recesses of regional and personal history, McGill and my father have taken on an almost interchangeable persona in my mind’s eye.

Before the summer of 1935 was over, we had moved again—my father and the three older children by car and my mother with me, the squalling infant, by train—up through north Georgia and across Tennessee to the little western Kentucky village of Cadiz, where my mother’s parents lived. The family needed a safe harbor in which to ride out the economic storm that was battering the entire country, and Cadiz was the only real choice open to them. Luckily, it turned out to be a good move and a permanent one, the last for my mother—and, in a homing sense, for all of us.

My older sisters years later would recall how shocked they had been by the experience of ending their youthful sojourns in the urban South (Washington, Richmond, Jacksonville, Atlanta) and settling into an impoverished rural environment where malnutrition, disease, and illiteracy were so commonplace as to be largely unnoticed and unremarked. The contrast made a profound impression upon my siblings, even though their comparison was only white to white and South to South; the relative disadvantage of blacks in both settings was enormous, as was the South’s status vis-à-vis the rest of the country, but segregation and isolation rendered such contrasts virtually invisible in the eyes of little children.

Still and all, the prostrate South that Franklin Roosevelt inherited from Herbert Hoover in 1933 had at least risen to its knees when World War II ended. By almost every measure, it was still dead last among the regions—in education, employment, income, health, home ownership, and political participation—but its soldiers had gone to Europe and Asia and Africa to fight a war for human freedom, many of its women had left home to work in factories and stores, and its economy had been stimulated by wartime production; now the spoils of victory would soon be up for grabs.

Television was coming, and jet airplanes, and air-conditioning, and a sparkling showcase of consumer goods, from high-powered V-8 Fords and Chevrolets to electric “iceboxes” with inside lights, and nylon hose with seams up the back. There were GI loans for new houses, and GI Bill benefits to pay for education, and from the farm to the factory there were jobs waiting to be filled. The South had a multitude of chronic ills—Mr. Roosevelt himself had called the region in 1938 “the Nation’s No. 1 economic problem”—but its people, white and black, looked to the postwar period as the long-awaited time of salvation and redemption, the time when second-class citizenship would finally end. At long last, the South had a future worth striving for.

It was five o’clock in the afternoon, Cadiz time, when President Harry Truman’s peace message came over the floor-model Zenith radio in our living room on August 14, 1945. As a boy of ten, I had no sense of what that dramatic announcement might mean for me or my family or our town, let alone the South and the nation; I only knew that it meant victory for our side. In my delight with that, I was momentarily (albeit unknowingly) bonded in common cause with the newsboys on the streets of Atlanta, the milling throngs in Times Square and Harlem, the Japanese-Americans in internment camps as near to us as Arkansas, the weary Allied troops far across the Pacific Ocean, and the millions of other citizens of the One Nation Indivisible. Safe and secure in my little cocoon of rural tranquillity, I had only to think of adding decibels to the clamorous celebration. Grabbing a long-handled aluminum pan and a big spoon from my mother’s kitchen, I ran out to join the impromptu victory parade on the sidewalk in front of our house.

From the perspective of the nineties, the Southern landscape of the thirties and forties seems dreamily distant and remote to me, and yet altogether familiar. I marvel at the countless ways in which remembrance and discovery blend into a seamless tapestry of that now-vanished time and place. Like a William Faulkner novel or the photographs of Dorothea Lange or the movie version of The Grapes of Wrath, yesterday’s South evokes memories in which imagination and reality are fused and inseparable. By 1945, Atlanta had undergone vast changes from just one decade earlier, but the passing years since then have tended to flatten the contours and allow a broader perspective that diminishes the differences. Time and space themselves lose their limiting powers when we leave the here and now on a mental journey into the past.

It all connects. That’s the first thing you need to remember, and the last. Anywhere you start, you’re walking into the middle of something. There’s no way you can go back to the actual beginning, because there is no beginning, and no end. History is not a straight line but a rolling wheel; it’s a perpetual story, and all the spokes of it eventually tie together. This particular story—more precisely, this reconstruction of some scenes from the twentieth-century South—commences more or less arbitrarily with the election of Franklin D. Roosevelt and ends with the United States Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision. Between those two dates—Tuesday, November 8, 1932, and Monday, May 17, 1954—the South left Yesterday and entered Tomorrow, and the day the war ended in 1945 may have been the invisible hinge, the imperceptible moment of turning from the one to the other.

To glimpse that moment at street level in the joyful heart of Atlanta seems especially fitting, for the city was—and still is—the urban epicenter of the South, not just in a geographical sense but also historically, symbolically, philosophically. Its lofty and enduring status was assured when it rose from the ashes to more than double its former size just six years after General William Tecumseh Sherman’s Union army torched two-thirds of the buildings in the landlocked community of ten thousand people on November 16, 1864. Almost from the time of its rebirth, Atlanta has beckoned to Southerners as the region’s gateway, its crossroads, its meeting place. By the 1940s, all of the jarring contrasts that made up the culture and character of the South were vividly illuminated there—caste and class and color, wealth and poverty, hope and despair, tradition and change, Gone With the Wind romance and Tobacco Road reality.

Atlanta in 1945 was between Talmadges; father Gene’s heyday was all but over, and son Herman’s had not quite begun. Standing between them was thirty-eight-year-old Governor Ellis Arnall, a liberal Democrat who had led the Georgia legislature to abolish the poll tax and extend voting privileges to eighteen-year-olds. Arnall and his allies had even coaxed the electorate into approving a new state constitution. A newly formed nonprofit organization in Atlanta, the Southern Regional Council, had begun an interracial search for solutions to the region’s vexing social problems. A spirit of renewal was in the air, and Governor Arnall sought to feed it, frequently writing articles for national magazines in which he proclaimed the dawning of a glorious day of liberalism and equality and prosperity for the New South.

But events were conspiring to hold back the day. By law, Arnall could not succeed himself in office, and before the end of 1946, the Talmadge dynasty had been resurrected and plans were afoot to ensure that the all-white Democratic primary would effectively and perpetually bar most blacks from voting. South Carolina, Alabama, and other Southern states devised similar measures of defense and retaliation as yesterday’s rulers girded for battle against the harbingers of tomorrow.

In July 1946, while Arnall was still governor, an organized band of more than two dozen unmasked white men ambushed and executed four blacks—two young men, one of them an army veteran, and their wives—in broad daylight in a rural county not fifty miles from the state capitol. Many Georgians recoiled in horror from the brazen atrocity, but weeks and then months slipped by with no criminal charges filed and no arrests made. An ominous wave of lynchings and other terrorist crimes against blacks rolled across the South that summer. Ralph McGill assailed the perpetrators in thunderous outrage—but refused to endorse a federal anti-lynching law, saying the Southern states had to work the problem out themselves. Even in Atlanta, the prospects for such reform seemed poor; the postwar strength of white supremacy and the pervasiveness of Jim Crow laws and customs dictated that black citizens of the city could not even serve as jurors or be employed as policemen.

Overlaid upon the exposure of the South’s ingrained patterns of racial discrimination in the mid-forties was another powerful force in the American drama of that volatile time: an obsessive anticommunism. A combination of real and imagined threats from the Soviet Union and other Marxist societies had given birth to a rigid orthodoxy of political and social thought. People who criticized authority or resisted conformity raised suspicions; they were accused of being unpatriotic and disloyal “fellow travelers,” or enemy agents enmeshed in the “Communist conspiracy” to overthrow the government of the United States.

Those who questioned the widely accepted “Southern way of life” and tried to reform its racial laws and customs were certainly challenging established authority. It took only a small step from that self-evident conclusion for the reactionary rulers and opinion-shapers of the postwar South to view the proponents of racial integration and the followers of communism as two inseparable sides of a single coin. According to that line of logic, anyone who advocated “race mixing” was by definition at least pink if not red, a Communist sympathizer if not a card-carrying Communist.

So much of this relatively recent history seems wildly improbable now, looking back on it, but here’s what’s truly amazing to me: This is not about another time and place far removed from my own experience; it’s about what has happened in my lifetime, in just a little over half a century, here in the Southern states of America, where I have lived the whole of my life. In a very specific and substantial way, this is my history. I haven’t witnessed everything, of course—no one person could be in so many places and hear so many voices and recall it all fifty years later. But in the hope that I might know and understand it better, I have gone back and scoured the written record, sought out as many once-active participants as I could find, and searched my own memory—and from the accumulated mass of words and pictures and artifacts, I have put together this verbal and visual account, this imperfect representation of what the historians call the recent or modern or contemporary South.

One of the things I have come to see in retrospect is how favorable the conditions were for substantive social change in the four or five years right after World War II. It appears to have been the last and best time—perhaps the only time—when the South might have moved boldly and decisively to heal itself, to fix its own social wagon voluntarily. But it didn’t act, and the moment passed, and all that has happened in the tumultuous decades since—the federal court decisions, the minority quest for civil rights, the actions of presidents and congressional bodies, of governors and legislatures, of mayors and city councils and law-enforcement officials—has followed from that inability to seize the time and do the right thing, not simply because it was right, but because it was also in our own best interest.

In a manner of speaking, there are essentially three kinds of history: what actually happened, what we are told happened, and what we finally come to believe happened. The first is infinitely expansive and beyond retrieval; if you doubt that, try to write down everything you said and did yesterday. The second pours forth in a ceaseless torrent of verbal and visual and audible documents that constitute the public and private record, and in myriad volumes of expansion and comment upon that record. The third, derived from the first two, is filtered through the experiences and reasoning powers of each receiving reader and viewer and listener, and is the ultimate shaper of our individual and collective understanding, belief, and identity.

It is the third of these that I confront and grapple with in these pages. A brief period in the life of my homeland has attracted my interest, aroused my curiosity, and finally claimed my undivided attention. At the beginning of it, in 1932, a political initiative launched in response to a desperate economic crisis brought hope to a beleaguered populace mired in colonial dependency. At the end, in 1954, a union of two hallowed American constitutional principles—equal justice under the law and the right of citizens to petition their government for a redress of grievances—brought to robust life a movement toward freedom that now, forty years later, still energizes people and nations around the world.

I have concentrated on the time between those two momentous turning points to ponder why things happened as they did, and what it would have taken to bring about a more amicable and equitable result. Who were the prophets of Tomorrow in the South? What was their vision? How did the institutional pillars of the society—religious and academic, political and journalistic—respond to that better vision? How did the North respond? Why was the moment of opportunity after the Second World War not realized and captured and converted to the South’s advantage? Why did it take a virtual revolution in the courts and in the streets, and another generation of time, to bring us to a point that was almost within our reach when America—“a mixture, an idea, a way of life, an attitude”—won the war and took the lead in the international crusade for freedom and democracy?

And so I come forward, a middle-aged, middle-class, white Southern male with moderately liberal biases in this, the last decade of the twentieth century, five hundred years downstream from Columbus and forty years after Brown v. Board of Education, to report the answers I have found to these questions and to relate a story that I believe needs to be told about a time that needs to be remembered. The story doesn’t include everything that happened, of course, or even necessarily what the record and its earlier interpreters have told us happened; it is simply my partial and subjective account of what I believe happened in the South’s fading days of opportunity before Brown came down and brought with it a social revolution.

It has taken me a long while—almost sixty years—to get here, to get my mind focused and my eyes open and my ears attuned. But now, finally, I can feel the movement of Yesterday’s South in the throes of change, and I can see the faces and hear the voices—and so, step by step, the story proceeds to unfold.



I

1932–1938:
A Feudal Land


I had never really seen plantation country, save in passing, until after I came to Georgia in the spring of 1929. It was a bad time to see it. It was struggling with the boll weevil plague which had come with the twenties. And it was soon to fall into the demoralization of land and people which the depression of the thirties brought. A second cotton kingdom died then. The cabins began to empty, their doors and shutters sagging. Looking back at it now, I know that segregation began to die then too, though it was twenty-odd long years until May 17, 1954.

—RALPH MCGILL,
The South and the Southerner






1. The Cruelest Year

When America caught cold, the South got pneumonia, and when the nation was really sick, as it was in the Great Depression, its colonial states below the Mason-Dixon Line were on their deathbed. (I call them colonial not because they harked back to the era before the American Revolution, though some of them did, but because they were still wards of the national government 150 years after the revolution had ended British dominion.) It was exceedingly rare for citizens and their leaders, North or South, to agree on much of anything, but on the night of Tuesday, November 8, 1932, they rose in overwhelming majority to anoint a fifty-year-old paraplegic who had promised them a “New Deal.” God knows how desperately they needed one; the old deal had bankrupted tens of thousands of businesses, tripled the suicide rate, and driven millions of theretofore-functional citizens to a nomadic search for their very survival. Historian William Manchester called 1932 “the cruelest year,” and he was right. It was the year the United States of America almost went belly-up.

At the Biltmore Hotel in midtown Manhattan, where the Democrats had their national headquarters, Franklin Delano Roosevelt was compelled to wait until past midnight for Herbert Hoover to throw in the towel. There was never any doubt about the outcome, but the counting of hand-marked ballots stretched out the inevitable conclusion, and the results trickled in by radio and telephone. Like a slow-motion avalanche, the mountain finally fell on the incumbent President. Roosevelt carried forty-two of the forty-eight states and had a popular-vote margin of seven million out of forty million cast. When his son Jimmy at last lifted him gently into bed in the wee hours of Wednesday morning and left him to his own thoughts, the President-elect must have wondered what on earth was in store for him and his besieged and beleaguered nation. Though he would soon assure us we had nothing to fear but fear itself, he acknowledged in that private moment of sober reflection his own fear that he might not have the strength to handle the enormous job he had just been given.

The eleven states of the old Confederacy favored him with sixty to ninety percent of their votes. Four years earlier, Hoover had broken the so-called Solid South by winning five of those states over the Democratic nominee, an anti-Prohibition Irish Catholic Yankee urbanite named Al Smith, but FDR, a New York patrician himself (and a wet, too), got them back with a smile and a promise. Even if Hoover had been a great man and a great president—and he was neither—he still would have had to answer for the failed banks and the five-cent cotton and the endless lines of hungry, destitute people on relief.

So the election of Roosevelt was one of those deeply significant shifts in American history that come along only once in a generation or a century—and if it was that important for the nation, you can imagine what it meant for the South. Even some of the state and local plutocrats who would soon be cursing the very name of Roosevelt and assailing his liberal programs—people like Senator Carter Glass of Virginia, Governor Eugene Talmadge of Georgia, Senator “Cotton Ed” Smith of South Carolina—endorsed him and voted for him. You might say Huey P. Long of Louisiana rode to the Senate on Roosevelt’s coattails (though in truth he didn’t need them), and Theodore G. Bilbo, having just completed a scandal-ridden term as governor of Mississippi, would win election to the Senate in 1934 as an ardent New Dealer. Most nonwhite Southerners were locked out of the electoral process, and those who did get to vote went for the Republican Hoover purely from force of habit, but a dramatic turning away from the party of Lincoln was about to begin among black voters North and South.

When you consider what desperate shape the South was in at that time, it’s easy to understand why so many people in the region looked to Roosevelt for their deliverance. Some even thought of him as one of them, a part-time Southerner by virtue of his country estate at Warm Springs, Georgia, where he had been going periodically for a decade to rest and soothe his polio-stricken legs. Roosevelt didn’t shy away from that Southern identity; in fact, he delighted in being called “a Georgia farmer-politician.”

Not many people knew that he also had an indirect interest in some Kentucky real estate. His mother’s people, the Delanos, were involved in a turn-of-the-century acquisition of mineral rights in a vast coalfield in Harlan County, and in 1908, Franklin went there with his uncle, Warren Delano, to take a look at the holdings. They traveled to southwest Virginia by railroad and continued on horseback into a pristine Kentucky valley of sparkling streams and virgin forests that looked to the young man like a Garden of Eden. In letters to his wife, Eleanor, he described these “magnificent views” in great detail. It was twenty-three years later, just a year and a half before the 1932 election, that war broke out in Harlan County between hired gunmen of the coal companies and miners seeking union representation.

Franklin Roosevelt made a connection in his mind between the idyllic wilderness he had seen in 1908 and the coalfield killing ground at the Battle of Evarts in 1931; he also recognized that it was people like the Delanos—estate-building, laissez-faire capitalists—who were largely responsible for the plight of what he called “the forgotten man at the bottom of the economic pyramid.” The nation, and especially the South—from the coalfields to the cotton mills, from the tenant farms to the grim, gray interior cities (small though they were)—was overwhelmingly populated with such forgotten men and women and children, and everywhere they seemed to be headed toward either violent revolution or total collapse.

While Roosevelt was waiting for President Hoover to concede defeat, Southerners of every rank and station waited too. In a sense, the entire region was in a state of suspension, for no one else in the country had more riding on that election than the people of the South. Their perceptions of the economic crisis and its far-reaching consequences no doubt differed greatly from one to the next, but few among them could have failed to realize that something momentous was happening.

The rising generation of young adults would retain especially durable memories of that changing of the guard. Time and circumstance summoned them as messengers, as heralds; they were the leading wave of what was to become a twentieth-century social revolution more sweeping than anything since the Civil War. Some of them would eventually fall back into the ranks of the silent majority, but others would be thrust into prophetic roles that they could not have imagined at the time Franklin Roosevelt came to power. Either way, none of them would ever forget Election Day, 1932.

Near the University of Mississippi campus in Oxford on that rainy November day, shy, reclusive William Faulkner, at thirty-five an Ole Miss dropout and former postmaster of the university (fired for his careless handling of the mails), showed little interest in politics, but a passion—and a genius—for fiction rooted in his own time and place. Light in August, the latest of his half-dozen novels, was just out, and the literary critics were generous in their praise of it. If they failed to plumb the depths of his vision, they could certainly be excused, for so did his family, his friends, his neighbors—and, in all probability, Bill Faulkner himself.

In Richmond, thirty-one-year-old Virginius Dabney worked late but enthusiastically on his Times-Dispatch editorial trumpeting the Roosevelt victory. In Shelby, North Carolina, thirty-two-year-old W. J. Cash was just beginning a ten-year exploration of the enigmatic Southern psyche. In Birmingham, Virginia Foster Durr, twenty-nine, and other members of her family were celebrating not only the triumph of FDR but the reelection of her brother-in-law, Hugo L. Black, to the U.S. Senate. In Nashville, the literary clique of traditionalists at Vanderbilt University who called themselves Agrarians was momentarily heartened by Roosevelt’s interest in subsistence farms. At nearby Fisk University, sociologist Charles S. Johnson, thirty-nine, was cautiously optimistic that the new administration would enlist social scientists as allies in a broad attack on the nation’s domestic problems. Another young Nashvillian, twenty-eight-year-old Howard A. Kester, was a Socialist Party candidate for Congress that day. (He ended up with only 677 votes—but even so, he ran ahead of his party’s presidential candidate, Norman Thomas, in the district.)

Thurgood Marshall of Baltimore was a twenty-four-year-old senior at the Howard University law school in Washington that fall; one of the first jolts in his political awakening was his startled discovery that the District of Columbia code barred all of its citizens from voting. In New York, a younger (twenty-two) but more politically conscious black student named Pauli Murray, Maryland-born and North Carolina–raised, cast her first presidential vote for the Socialist Thomas.

Erskine Caldwell, a native Georgian, had just been catapulted to fame and notoriety as the author of a grotesquely comic novel, Tobacco Road. James Agee of Knoxville was writing for the magazines of Henry Luce in New York, and John N. Popham, a young Virginian, was a fledgling reporter for the New York Times. Walking past the Paramount Theater at Broadway and Forty-third Street on his way to work, Popham sometimes exchanged greetings with a tall, gangly doorman who spoke with a thick Southern drawl. They would meet again in 1947 when the reporter interviewed six-foot-seven James Elisha Folsom, the newly elected governor of Alabama.

The Roosevelt victory would also make a lasting impression on the very young. Far to the south of Manhattan, on a dusty country road in Amite County, Mississippi, light-years distant from the glitter of Broadway, eight-year-old Will Davis Campbell climbed onto the school truck the morning after the election and heard his uncle, Luther Campbell, the driver, exclaim, “Roosevelt won! The depression’s over!” The youngster was puzzled. What was the depression, he wondered, and what did Uncle Luther mean by saying it was over?


2. The State of the South

Uncle Luther was wrong, of course; it wasn’t over, not by a long shot. The South at that moment resembled nothing so much as a bleak and ravaged wasteland, a depleted colonial territory mired in isolation, helplessness, ignorance, and utter despair. Only in the eyes of little children did it look “normal”—and only to them because they had nothing but more desolation to compare it to.

This is a hard point to get across. The entire country was in desperate straits, not just the South, and the pervasiveness of deprivation made it seem more ordinary and natural than it was. (People who remember those times can acknowledge now how little they had, but often say, “I never thought of us as being poor.”) Disparities of race and social class were so much a part of the culture that it was rare to hear them challenged. And, when you consider the region’s ameliorating qualities—the strengths of character and personality, the sheltering arms of church and family, the warmth of many personal relationships, the fertility of the fields, the yield of woods and waters, the healing warmth of winter, and all the rest—it’s not surprising that some Southerners remember the thirties and forties with nostalgic fondness. But hardship there was, and plenty of it, from top to bottom—and the closer you were to the bottom of the economic and social ladder, the worse it got.

There is no way to convey now an explicit sense of the look, smell, sound, and feel of the South in that somber autumn of 1932, but in its practical effect, if not literally and historically, this was a feudal land, an Americanized version of a European society in the Middle Ages. It was rural, agricultural, isolated. It had its ruling nobles, its lords of the plantation manor—and its peasants, its vassals. Its values were rooted in the land, in stability and permanence, in hierarchy and status, in caste and class and race. The highest virtues were honor and duty, loyalty and obedience. Every member of the society—man and woman, white and black—knew his or her place, and it was an unusual (not to say foolhardy) person who showed a flagrant disregard for the assigned boundaries and conventions.

There were almost thirty million people living in the eleven states of the old Confederacy, a vast area generally separated from the rest of the country by an imaginary line stretching eighteen hundred miles from the eastern shore of Virginia to the tip of west Texas at El Paso. (There is a much larger South, in the eyes of many people, variously defined as embracing, in addition, part or all of Oklahoma, Missouri, Kentucky, West Virginia, Maryland, Delaware, and the District of Columbia—and, as we will see subsequently, some ways of defining the region take in even more territory—but for the moment, the boundary of the Confederate states serves our purposes.) Almost all of the nine million blacks and a substantial majority of the twenty-one million whites in this sweeping expanse were so lacking in resources and creature comforts—by our modern-day standards, at least—that it seems elementally fair and honest to call them dirt-poor. Many of them didn’t like that phrase, and still don’t, but it fits.

And yet, it wouldn’t be right to leave the impression that everyone was in the same boat. There was definitely a pecking order, a vertical framework—the “economic pyramid,” as FDR called it—with all the nonwhites on the bottom and the poorest of the poor whites just above them. If you were white and had some status in politics or agriculture or business or education or the church, you were better off than the struggling majority of resident Southerners. To be more specific, if you held elective office you were in a position to get more than your share of privileges, or if you were a big planter you had a distinct advantage over the yeoman farmers of the land; a mill owner’s life was conspicuously easier than the lives of his workers, and a college graduate had a lot more going for him than an adult whose formal schooling had ended after the fourth grade; an Episcopalian generally was better fixed than a “holy roller” or even a regular Baptist. To be sure, there was such a thing as better and worse—but the bigger truth was that the whole country was in pain, and the South, by almost any measure you could apply, was suffering much more than the rest of the United States (which, for the sake of brevity, if not literal accuracy, I’ll label as the North).

More than three-fourths of all Southerners had a standard of living in the fall of 1932 that would certainly qualify them as paupers, as we would define that term today. Two-thirds of them lived on farms or in small villages, and close to two-thirds of the farmers were sharecroppers or tenants. The average gross income of farm families didn’t reach $1,000 a year in nine Southern states, casting them to the bottom of the agriculture heap—but lest you think those were the poorest of the poor, keep in mind that they at least were employed and had a bare minimum of food and clothing and shelter to sustain them; millions of others were vagabonds with no resources at all.

City life may have offered some advantages to poor Southerners, but in truth, the cities were little more than oversized country towns where the problems of employment, health, education, and safety were often just as acute as in the rural areas. The largest city in the South in 1930 was New Orleans, with 459,000 people; half a dozen others had between 200,000 and 300,000, and a mere ten more topped the 100,000 mark.

Malnutrition was rampant—and often worse, ironically, in the urban areas, simply because it was not possible to live off the land there. But the farms were not much better, for what they grew—mainly cotton and tobacco—you couldn’t eat. The same was true in the mountainous coalfields, where almost everyone was severely undernourished.

To be a sharecropper or a tenant farmer in the South in 1932 was to be caught up in an existence that often was nothing more than peonage or forced labor—just one step removed from slavery. You rented the land from its owner, and made the crop for him with his furnish of seed and fertilizer and mules and tools; he sold you food and other necessities on credit at high interest in his commissary; he kept the books, handled the sales, and divided with you at harvest time. You were lucky if you broke even; some went in the hole, and not one in ten actually came away with a few dollars in profit. So when I say the average farm income was between, say, $500 and $1,000 a year, that means the landlords got a little something and the sharecroppers got next to nothing.

Rural housing for all but the fortunate few was primitive—no running water or electricity, no appliances, no telephone, no insulation, no window screens (maybe not even windows), no paint, no privacy. Clothing was anything but adequate; shoes were a luxury, coats and hats an absolute extravagance. Food was a monotonous repetition of what little there was available: salt pork, lard, sorghum molasses, corn pone, biscuits, grits, white gravy, and a narrow selection of boiled vegetables—field peas, cabbage, sweet potatoes, greens. Supplies were so limited that a family was considered fortunate if it had enough for two meager meals a day.

In such severely limited circumstances, poor health was inevitable, and doctors to combat it were few and far between. Mothers and babies were twice as likely to die during childbirth in Alabama or Louisiana as in Connecticut or Nebraska or Washington State. Those who survived childhood were still very much at risk; people got sick, stayed sick, and died with grimly predictable frequency. They suffered from diseases of the environment, diseases brought on by poor diet, exposure, overwork, stress. Even their few channels to simple pleasure—tobacco, whiskey, sex—were often deadly, giving them lung cancer, alcoholism, venereal disease. The more abstemious among them were not spared, either; like everyone else, they were vulnerable to pellagra, hookworm, malaria, tuberculosis, and a dozen other crippling or killing diseases. An image of this Southern peasant emerged and persisted, and finally became a grotesque caricature more to be scorned than pitied: a ragged, dirty figure, slow-footed, dim-witted, lazy, illiterate, toothless, crippled in mind and body. The distorted image provided both Northerners and the better-off white Southerners with a handy scapegoat for the South’s ills: lazy niggers, dumb hillbillies, black scum, white trash.

Almost nobody had money. The South could count a quarter of the nation’s population but only a tenth of its wealth. No more than five hundred people in the entire region had incomes of $100,000 or more in 1929, and three years later that list was reduced to a tiny handful; probably no more than a hundred or so people per state earned even $10,000 in 1932. The ones with the lowest earned income of all were those who actually did the hardest work. Cotton pickers were paid twenty cents for a hundred pounds—so little that even the strongest and swiftest of them had less than a dollar to show for a backbreaking day’s work. Coal miners got thirty cents a ton and could make as much as two dollars a day for a twelve-hour shift with a pick and shovel, but it was part-time work. In the textile mills, women and children worked seventy-two hours a week for fifteen to twenty-five cents an hour. And, no matter how much or how little the faceless thousands of workers ended up with, the company store quickly relieved them of it.

The desperation of unorganized miners and textile workers and the imperious manner of the mine and mill owners, most of whom had their headquarters in the North, sparked some violent clashes in the late twenties and early thirties. The coal-mine wars attracted national attention; so did the textile strikes, particularly a major one in Gastonia, North Carolina, in 1929. These were ideological as well as economic struggles, pitting not just liberals and progressives but more radical leftists—Socialists, Communists—against the robber barons of capitalism. Blood was spilled, people died—and, since most of the mine and mill workers and all of their bosses were white, the conflicts gained added visibility in the white press. Workers were no less exploited in the cotton fields, but most of them were black—as were about half of the sharecroppers and tenant farmers—and their landlords lived close by and kept tight control of them, so there was not as much open conflict on the farms, and when there was, outsiders didn’t pay much attention.

Cotton was more than just the primary source of employment in the South—it was a symbol of all that the region represented, the best and the worst. Cotton was king, or had been; it built the fortunes, the sprawling plantations, the white-pillared mansions, the romantic myths. Before the depression, cotton was planted over a staggering forty-five million acres of the South, and in the bumper-crop years, almost everyone got at least a taste of the trickle-down milk and honey. But there was another side, a darker reality. Cotton used up people and land, consumed and then discarded them. The big planters were like gamblers, betting their soil and their seed and their field hands against the weather, the weevils, the market, the foreign competition. Historically, through the slavery era and beyond, the planters had won more often than not, and won big—but times were changing, and the signs were everywhere that they were headed for a fall.

In 1919, a golden year of postwar prosperity, cotton soared to thirty-five cents a pound on a big crop of about fifteen million bales; the following year, plummeting demand and a huge stockpiled surplus sent prices crashing to fourteen cents and triggered a major agricultural depression nine years before the Big One. The bottom dropped out of the tobacco market, too, and the price of prime cultivated land fell to ten dollars an acre or less. All through the twenties, cotton careened up and down the scale, driven by one uncontrollable force after another. The mind-set of the planters was to keep gambling. Oblivious to the warning signs—the loss of foreign markets, the rise of synthetics, the massive surplus, the insect scourge, the vagaries of flood and drought and tornadoes, the depletion of the soil, the pain and anguish of a captive labor force—they blindly rolled the dice again and again, risking everything for one more strike, one more bumper crop.

A reckless, greedy, all-or-nothing approach to economic activity seemed to characterize the American mood in the Roaring Twenties, and the South was especially susceptible to it—not just the cotton barons, but others as well. The last of the region’s magnificent stands of virgin timber were almost exhausted by 1930; historian Thomas D. Clark, a native Mississippian, writing of this mindless tragedy years later, said the timber companies “did more economic harm to the South than Grant, Sherman, and the carpetbaggers put together.” The railroads, having finally reached the coalfields, were hauling black gold away as fast as they could mine it, and the same take-the-money-and-run attitude prevailed around the oil and gas wells in Texas and Oklahoma, where big strikes had the ironic effect of flooding the market and imposing a giveaway price of two or three cents a barrel. The Florida land boom of the 1920s was a greed-driven mirage that evaporated almost as quickly as it had blossomed. Manufacturing was still in its infancy in much of the South, but the makers of textiles and steel and other products were already operating with an arrogant disregard for their workers, the environment, and the jurisdictions in which they were located.

The big owners of industries, utilities, natural resources, and agricultural lands felt they had a perfect right to maximize their profits by whatever means necessary—to extract, exploit, use up, and throw away at will. There were no government regulators to stop them, no investigative reporters, no powerful labor unions, and even a suggestion of such intrusions was denounced as nothing less than Bolshevism. Most but not all of the men who controlled the Southern economy were absentee owners with no real interest in the region except its quick-profit potential. Among the homegrown exceptions were the planters—of course, and a few of the textile manufacturers and railroad owners, but they were, in the main, even more hostile to prying outsiders, would-be regulators, and union organizers than were their Northern counterparts.

And so, with utter disdain for the consequences, the captains of commerce applied their exploitative philosophy to the South. As they saw it, the natural resources were there to be used, not preserved and protected; the South wasn’t a homeland or an integral part of the nation so much as it was a colony, a resource to be exhausted. It needed little in the way of schools and other institutions to strengthen it, because it had no long-term future—and besides, the children of the wealthy could be sent away to school much more cheaply, and be better served in the process. The native people were seen as either racially or culturally inferior, or both, and their only value was as a plentiful labor source. With the same language slave traders had once used to describe chattel (“docile, obedient, abundant, cheap”), the boosters of industry and agriculture characterized the Southern workforce in the 1930s.

It was this way of thinking that produced the South of the Great Depression, the South that Franklin D. Roosevelt and the Southern-dominated, majority-Democratic Congress took over from the Republicans after the 1932 election: a ravaged land, its timber stripped, its hills eroded, its worn-out fields barren and dusty, its rivers filling with topsoil and trash and raw sewage, its air thick with a pall of soot and coal smoke, and tens of thousands of its people in flight, driven north in a desperate search for a better life.

Between 1900 and 1930, nearly three and a half million more people moved out of the South than into it. Slightly more of them were white than black. Two kinds of people led the exodus—those from the bottom and those from the top. Farmworkers, day laborers, the unskilled and unemployed and uneducated masses, white and black, left in droves. Countless thousands of competitive, creative, gifted young people of both races also fled in search of greater opportunities. (Look through any dictionary of twentieth-century American biographies and you will be startled to see how many journalists, authors, broadcasters, artists, musicians, entertainers, athletes, and other professionals were born in the South but made their mark elsewhere.)

These were signs that something was drastically wrong in the land of cotton, but not much notice was taken. Sixty-five years after the Civil War ended, the South was still traumatized by its catastrophic defeat. It looked to the North with envy, resentment, hatred, defiance, and an apparently incurable inferiority complex. Far from exhibiting a desire to be free from the burden of history, the South seemed instead to cling obsessively to its past, to relive it and even rewrite it. The glorious Lost Cause had instilled a sense of pride and honor and moral superiority in many whites, but the hard truth was that the South in the 1930s was itself a lost cause, a downtrodden region haplessly nursing wounds that were as much self-inflicted as administered from without.

Consider its isolation. A case could be made that the restoration of trains and ships for freight and passenger service in the South never caught up to the North after the Civil War simply because the capital was not available to finance it. And, since Northern industrialists produced all the cars, trucks, buses, and tractors—and the Southern states couldn’t afford to build roads—the disparity continued into the automotive age. There were five million mules in the South in 1932, but only fifty thousand tractors—one for every fifty farms. Northerners had twice as many automobiles per capita as Southerners, and a far more modern and extensive network of roads. Trains and buses were the modes of public transportation in this pre-airline era, and they too provided better service in the North than in the South. The isolation of the South, so the argument goes, was a direct consequence of its economic disadvantage.

But there is another kind of isolation, more mental than physical, and in this realm the South seemed intent on raising the walls around itself. Radio was knitting the nation more closely together (television, of course, had not been introduced), but the rural South was hardly tuned in at all, because electricity had only reached one in every twenty-five farms. There were some pretty good newspapers in the region, and even some small-circulation magazines and journals, but only a tiny percentage of families was able to nurture regular reading habits. The South had by far the highest illiteracy rate in the nation (five times as high in South Carolina as in Pennsylvania or Illinois or California), and it was dead last in the number of libraries and in the frequency of their use.

Schools also lagged far behind. Only about four million Southern children—half the ones under age eighteen—were enrolled at all; the rest spent their days working on the farms and in the factories (that is, if they were lucky enough to be occupied at all). The school days per year were fewer by a month or more in the South than in the North, and the annual state and local expenditures were so low (thirty-five to seventy-five dollars per pupil, less than half the national average) that the fourteen lowest slots in the national rankings were all occupied by Southern and border states. Since federal funds for schools were negligible to nonexistent, this was the extent of public education. No wonder only sixty thousand young people graduated from high school in the South in 1930.

In the private sector, Northern philanthropy provided most of the educational opportunity available to whites in the isolated mountains of Appalachia and to blacks throughout the South until the 1930s. The Rockefellers and Peabodys, Julius Rosenwald, John F. Slater, Anna T. Jeanes, and the Congregational Church appear to have done almost as much for the education of the Southern poor in the seventy-five years following the Civil War as all of the South’s state and local governments combined.

Higher education in the pre-depression years was a luxury that only a relative handful of Southerners could experience. More contributions from wealthy Northerners and federal appropriations under the Morrill Land-Grant Act had created close to seventy-five public and private colleges for Negroes between the end of the Civil War and the beginning of the Great Depression, but they could offer their limited curricula to only a few hundred students each—and many were, in reality, little more than high schools and vocational schools. There were about 250 public and private colleges and universities for whites in the region by 1930—and they too were, by and large, an undistinguished lot. Only the state universities of Texas, North Carolina, and Virginia had graduate programs or libraries of any magnitude, and among private institutions, only Emory, Duke, Vanderbilt, Tulane, Rice, and perhaps one or two others were remotely comparable. In the entire South in 1930, only 186,000 students, white and black, were enrolled in college. Among the 30,000 or so who graduated—quite literally, one in a thousand of the South’s people—were a substantial number who quickly sought greener pastures beyond the magnolia curtain.

The elite nature of higher education and the classical construction of its curriculum further widened the gap between the privileged few and the needy many, but another form of mental isolation was almost as destructive. Within the colleges and universities themselves, a rigid orthodoxy of thought and opinion governed virtually every discipline and field of study. Scholars who dared to broaden the prevailing historical, scientific, political, religious, or racial perspectives of their communities were forced out of one institution after another across the South in the first three decades of this century. Both the politicians who indirectly controlled public colleges and the religious and civic stewards of private institutions tended to see themselves more as guardians of established truth and righteousness than as leaders in a search for enlightenment. With rare exceptions, academic freedom was perpetually endangered, if it existed at all.

Colleges and universities, hardly less than the other principal institutions of Southern society, reinforced and extended a circumscribed culture defined by the prevailing interpretations of history, religion, the arts and sciences, socioeconomic class, race, politics. The manifestations of this narrow view reached far beyond the academy. They could be seen in the bigotry and intolerance of all religious people toward the nonreligious (of whom there were precious few admitted ones); of Christians toward Jews (there being only about 150,000 of the latter); of Protestants toward the million or so Catholics; and even of Baptists and Methodists (about fifteen million total) toward Presbyterians and Episcopalians—who were, of course, reciprocally disdainful. They could be seen in the frequency of official acts of censorship against books, movies, plays, and other forms of artistic expression. They could be seen in common reactions of suspicion, fear, and hostility toward critics, outsiders, or anyone else whose speech, appearance, or behavior was perceived to be “different.” Since almost everyone in the South was of either Anglo-Saxon or African descent, others were easy to spot.

Massive contradictions were bred by this self-imposed posture of intellectual isolation. The South embraced Prohibition with righteous fervor long before Congress approved the Eighteenth Amendment in 1917 and long after it was repealed in 1933—but from start to finish, Southerners drank as much liquor as anyone else, and made more illicit moonshine than everyone else. Two-thirds of the fourteen thousand whiskey stills and the half-million gallons of busthead booze seized and destroyed by federal revenue agents in 1931 were uncovered in the South—and yet, more bootleg whiskey reached the market from this region than from any other sectional cluster of states. (Incidentally, the South also supplied most of the nation’s cigarettes and soda pop.)

Gambling and other vices, and lawlessness in general, thrived in a shadowy Southern landscape hidden from public scrutiny. Even as the South was sending the highest percentage of people to church and displaying in other ways an abundance of piety, it was spilling its own blood as if the region were at war. Only a couple of states in the so-called Wild West came close to matching the South’s proclivity for violent crimes. Kentucky and Tennessee had ten times more armed robberies and aggravated assaults per 100,000 people than Wisconsin, and North Carolina had a rate of murders and killings eight times greater than New York’s. (A murder, someone Southern once explained, is a capital offense committed by one stranger against another; a killing is a homicide resulting from conflict between parties known to, perhaps even kin to, each other.)

Lynching, a damning measure of any society’s tolerance for violent behavior, had always been a problem in the United States, and especially in the South. Tuskegee Institute in Alabama tried for many years to keep records of this crime, in the hope that exposure would compel society to abolish it. According to the institute’s figures, there were 2,771 lynchings (defined as mob violence against a person in custody, or one being pursued for an alleged crime) in the United States between 1890 and 1930, and the victims in the vast preponderance of these illegal executions were black men in the South. Not included in the Tuskegee count were large numbers of fugitives hunted down and killed by deputized posses (not officially mobs) and many others reported as “escaped from custody.” Lynch victims almost always died slow, agonizing, tortured deaths by hanging, burning, beating, dragging, butchering, or some other sadistic means.

More than five hundred blacks were lynched in Mississippi during that forty-year period; more than four hundred died in Georgia, and more than three hundred each in Louisiana and Texas. About two hundred whites were lynched in those four states combined during the same years. Congress almost enacted a federal anti-lynching statute in 1922, but a filibuster of Southern senators killed the bill after it had passed by a wide margin in the House—and Southern lawmakers managed from then on to block all such attempts to punish lynchers. Left to their own crime-solving devices, the Southern states were totally ineffective in prosecuting lynchers; not even one atrocity in a hundred ended with a participants being tried and convicted.

As the decade of the 1930s began, the number of reported lynchings had diminished to a range of ten to twenty a year, but a related problem—violence within the criminal justice system—was receiving more national attention, and it was notoriously excessive in the South. Conditions and practices inside state prisons were widely understood to be—even accepted as—medieval and Draconian in nature; any form of punishment, including torture, could be administered without strong objection from the outside. Convict leasing had finally been outlawed, but local and state officials still found surreptitious ways for farmers, factory owners, and others to keep prison inmates in a state of virtual slavery while they “worked off” payment for their crimes. Chain gangs were common in every Southern state. And, since virtually all police officers, judges, lawyers, jurors, and jailers were white males, the potential for routine injustice to all blacks—and to white women as well—was constantly present. All that saved white women—and occasionally black women—from the worst possible fate was the white male’s Freudian fear of, and latent guilt concerning, women in general. Nothing saved the black male; he bore the brunt of pain and suffering in every Southern state’s approach to crime and punishment.

A revealing indicator of the extent to which Southern blacks were at the mercy of the law-enforcement system was contained in a pamphlet called “Burnt Cork and Crime.” It was written by Robert B. Eleazer, a white researcher at the Commission on Interracial Cooperation, an Atlanta-based agency founded after World War I. In it, Eleazer documented dozens of cases in which whites had disguised themselves as blacks and committed crimes that innocent blacks were subsequently arrested for—and often convicted.

Criminal justice was by no means the only segment of society in which blacks were vulnerable in the depression-era South, of course. Any thorough review of conditions in the region during that period is bound to turn up one example after another of social and economic problems that were essentially racial in nature. State and local laws mandating segregation of the races didn’t become widespread until the 1890s, but in less than forty years they had raised barriers between whites and blacks in the region that were practically impenetrable. In essence, the ruling whites had managed to nullify virtually all of the basic civil and political rights of black citizens—and both houses of Congress, a succession of Democratic and Republican presidents, and the United States Supreme Court (in the historic Plessy v. Ferguson case of 1896) had actively aided in the dismemberment.

It doesn’t seem in any sense an overstatement to say that racial mores finally became the single most prominent characteristic that set the South apart from the rest of the country. In 1910, when the segregation laws were almost fully in effect, more than eighty percent of all black Americans lived in the eleven Old South states. Oppressive social and economic conditions eventually drove millions of them out
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