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For Thurgood Marshall:

“I can remember my mother talking
about the ‘Moses.’ It wasn’t until I became
older that I realized the invisible angel
Marshall was.”

—SHELLY HARVARD, AFRICAN AMERICAN HOUSEWIFE
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Thurgood Marshall was one of our century’s legal giants. Before he joined the judiciary, he was probably the most important legal advocate in America and the central figure in this nation’s struggle to eliminate institutional racism.

On the Supreme Court, he played a crucial role in enforcing the constitutional protections that are the hallmarks of our democracy. Perhaps what made him such a towering figure, and one to whom the entire nation owes a debt of gratitude, is that he brought to his work not only the authority of experience but also a unique combination of courage, humanity, and mastery of legal reasoning.

I hope that, just as Thurgood during his lifetime profoundly enriched our nation, this story of his life will embolden others to carry on the work left undone.

William J. Brennan Jr.

Associate Justice, U.S. Supreme Court (Retired)

March 1997
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BORN INTO RACISM AND SEGREGATION IN AMERICA

Thurgood Marshall was born in 1908. That year an African American named Jack Johnson knocked out Tommy Burns, the then world heavyweight champion. This was the first time a black man had taken the title away from a white man. As soon as Johnson won, the search was on for the “great white hope” who would take the crown away from him. For African Americans, Johnson’s victory may have been the only joy they had that year.

On July 2, Thurgood Marshall’s birthday, there were stories in the newspapers about race riots, accompanied by crude racial jokes, reminders of the inferiority of the African American in a world dominated by whites. The sociology of the day, as exemplified by the work of Herbert Spencer, U.S. Supreme Court decisions of that era, and Admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan’s treatise on world power, all argued scientifically and legally for the racial inferiority of Thurgood’s people.

Although vastly outnumbered by the colored peoples of the world, whites used their power and technology ruthlessly to dominate the lives of nonwhites, particularly in America, where African Americans were worse off than impoverished serfs of some feudal kingdom. Since the end of the Civil War, they had been seen as a societal problem that called for a final resolution. By the turn of the century, that solution was state-ordered Jim Crow segregation of white and black, America’s version of white South Africa’s policy of apartheid. This was the America into which Thurgood Marshall was born.

SLAVERY, RACE, AND RACISM: THE HISTORIC CONTEXT

In August 1619, the first shipment of Negro slaves, comprising about twenty persons, arrived at Point Comfort, near Jamestown, Virginia. In 1640, a Virginia judge set the tone for America’s history of racial discrimination when he sentenced three indentured servants who had run away and had been captured by local authorities. He punished the two white indentured servants by adding one year apiece to their indenture. The third indentured servant, an African American, was punished for his failed escape “by [being] sentenced … to a lifetime of service.”1

During the early seventeenth century and continuing up to 1865, slavery was legally recognized in law and politics. African Americans were seen as chattel property, much like oxen and wagons, to be bought and sold at the whim of the slave owner. From the earliest days of British colonialization of North America, African American slaves had no legal or civil rights. By the time the U.S. Constitution was adopted in 1787—almost two centuries after slavery had come to America—every Southern state constitution contained clauses that perpetuated slavery by forbidding state legislators from emancipating slaves.

The U.S. Constitution referred to the slaves only in property and electoral enumeration terms. Despite the new nation’s commitment to equality, pronounced in the Declaration of Independence, slavery was sanctioned. Slaves were not citizens, but merely properties valued, for purposes of determining each state’s electoral representation, as three-fifths of a human being. The 1793 Fugitive Slave Act further extended the property rights of slave owners to all the states. When the nation’s capital was established in 1801, only “free white inhabitants” could elect members of the Washington, D.C., city council.

In 1842, in the case of Prigg v. Pennsylvania, the U.S. Supreme Court held that a slave owner’s property rights took precedence over a state’s right to protect African Americans. The 1850 amendment to the Fugitive Slave Act reaffirmed that slaves were chattel property. It appointed and authorized U.S. marshals to hold hearings and return slaves to their masters.2

The ultimate sanction was the U.S. Supreme Court’s Dred Scott v. Sandford decision of 1857, confirming that slavery was the law of the land. Dred Scott, a slave, sued for his freedom in federal court in a non-slave state. By a seven-to-two vote (five of the seven justices were born and raised in the South), the Supreme Court said, in part, that Scott was property and had “no rights a white man has to respect.” Scott, because he was black, did not have legal “standing” to bring a suit in any federal court, even if he were a free black. Chief Justice Roger Taney wrote in blunt terms: “It is difficult at this day to realize the state of public opinion in relation to that unfortunate race.… They had for more than a century before been regarded as beings of an inferior order, and altogether unfit to associate with the white race, either in social or political relations; and so far inferior, that they had no rights which the white man was bound to respect.”3

HOODED TERROR AND THE CIVIL WAR AMENDMENTS

After the Civil War’s end and Lincoln’s assassination, the radical Republican Reconstruction Congress succeeded in introducing and getting ratified, between 1865 and 1870, the Thirteenth through Fifteenth Amendments to the Constitution, the so-called Civil War Amendments. The Thirteenth Amendment, ratified in 1865, ended slavery.

The Fourteenth Amendment, ratified in 1868, was a direct response to Black Codes enacted in localities across the South after 1865 to control and limit the legal and political status—and conduct—of their recently freed slaves. In some cases, these codes “amounted to a virtual re-enslavement of blacks.”4 They deprived African Americans of their basic individual rights. Louisiana’s code, for example, starkly stated that “the people of African descent cannot be considered as citizens of the United States.” The congressional response was swift: The Fourteenth Amendment proclaimed citizenship for all persons born or naturalized in the United States, and restricted states from abridging the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States, or depriving any person of life, liberty, or property without due process of law, or denying any person the equal protection of the laws. Both amendments provided that “Congress shall have power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation.”

Accompanying the passage of the Black Codes was the reemergence of paramilitary groups in local communities across the South, similar to the South’s pre-Civil War “night patrols,” most notably the Ku Klux Klan. The Klan was founded in December 1865, in Pulaski, Tennessee, by six ex-Confederate soldiers, and led by former Confederate general Nathan Bedford Forrest, who became its first Imperial Wizard. Within months of Appomattox, these grassroots hate groups had unleashed “a campaign of terror designed to deter blacks from voting, to destroy the Republican party, and to reestablish white dominance.”5

Hundreds of white Republican party leaders in the occupied South were killed by these nighttime marauders, and many more thousands were intimidated by the actions of the Klan and other groups. The freed slaves were terrorized as well, in order to make sure they did not participate in local and state elections. The national rejoinder was the drafting and ratification, in 1870, of the Fifteenth Amendment. In it, Congress ensured that the right of citizens to vote would not be abridged or denied “by the United States or by any state on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude.” Its second section gave the Congress power “to enforce this article by appropriate legislation.”

Additionally, using the enforcement powers in these amendments, Congress passed a series of civil rights acts in the 1860s and 1870s to protect blacks from violent lawlessness and racial discrimination. U.S. attorneys general aggressively attacked, in federal courts, the racist vigilantism; the first incarnation of the Klan ended its reign of terror in the 1880s because of more than six hundred indictments brought against the Klan’s membership by the national government.

The civil rights statutes punished those who acted to deprive African Americans of their new political and legal freedoms, and prohibited any discrimination against African Americans in places of “public accommodations,” such as theaters, restaurants, hotels, and other businesses open to the general public. The Congress, through the mid-1870s, was committed to a national public policy that would, in the end, remove all the “badges of slavery” that African Americans, after the Civil War, still wore.

However, the “great sin of the North after 1865 was to destroy slavery and yet not destroy the culture that slavery had generated.”6 By the time of the presidential election of 1876, the pendulum had swung against the Radical Reconstruction Congress’s civil rights policies, and in the early 1880s, because of changes and compromises in national politics and the conservatism of the U.S. Supreme Court, its civil rights legislation was eviscerated.

This era of Southern history, called the “Redemption” period, began in 1877 with the “withdrawal of federal troops from the South, the abandonment of the Negro as a ward of the Nation, the giving up of the attempt to guarantee the freedman his civil and political equality, and the acquiescence of the rest of the country in the South’s demand that the whole [Negro] problem be left to the disposition of the dominant Southern white people.”7 There soon followed racially discriminatory legislation passed by the Redeemers, the white politicians who negotiated the Redemption, or Compromise, of 1877. A set of lawful policies and practices, especially segregation, or Jim Crow statutes, maintained the physical and psychological “badges of slavery” and led to a reaffirmation of second- and third-class citizenship for the recently freed African Americans.

The plight of the African American became extremely dire just about the time America was celebrating the centennial of the U.S. Constitution. Eerily similar to the hateful rhetoric spewed out by the Nazis in the 1930s and 1940s, these new Southern state-ordered race segregation statutes were, according to C. Van Woodward, “regarded as the ‘final settlement,’ the ‘return to sanity,’ the ‘permanent system’ ” for dealing with the Negro problem.

REDIRECTING CIVIL RIGHTS: THE U.S. SUPREME COURT STRIKES DOWN CIVIL RIGHTS LEGISLATION, 1883–1896

This redirection of civil rights values and policy toward the African American community was seen most clearly in U.S. Supreme Court opinions that invalidated most of the legislation passed by the Radical Reconstruction Congress. (The Court also began to validate state segregation policies challenged by African Americans.) Using its power of judicial review, the Court concluded that the Congress had acted unconstitutionally in trying to protect the newly freed slaves from racial segregation and discrimination: Congress did not have the power to tell private individuals how to behave toward African Americans. The Civil War Amendments prohibited only state action, not private actions, and therefore the Congress had overstepped its authoritative use of power when it attempted to redress purely private behavior, however intolerant and discriminatory, against African Americans. Conservative Supreme Court decisions such as the Civil Rights Cases (1883), declaring the 1875 Civil Rights Act unconstitutional, drained the energy from the Civil War Amendments.

By 1885, an observer could note that “there is scarcely one public relation in the South where the Negro is not arbitrarily and unlawfully compelled to hold toward the white man the attitude of an alien, a menial, and a probable reprobate, by reason of race and color.” The badges of slavery, those remnants of the “Times of Sorrows,” were still present, and for most in the African American community, these were the days of “secret tears.”8

In 1887, the centennial of the Constitution, the more than 7 million African Americans were still effectively an enslaved people. For Frederick Douglass, “so far as the colored people are concerned, the Constitution is but a stupendous sham … keeping the promise to the eye and breaking it to the heart.” An observer noted that “race and the badges of slavery entered into every type of legal matter during the centennial era and thereafter.”9 Roy Wilkins, one of Thurgood Marshall’s NAACP associates, best summed up the plight of the African American when he wrote about his grandfather: “If the Civil War liberated [him], the Supreme Court circumscribed his possibilities. Like millions of other Negroes, he responded by becoming a stoic; he endured.”10

PLESSY V. FERGUSON: LEGITIMIZING JIM CROW

The tragic 1896 case of Plessy v. Ferguson was the watershed litigation in which the U.S. Supreme Court, with but one dissenting vote, gave its official stamp of approval to the constitutional validity of racial segregation. Homer Plessy, an African American living in Louisiana, challenged the constitutionality of the state’s 1890 Railroad Bill, which segregated African Americans and whites by requiring separate railway cars for the two races. In a 7–1 ruling, the court majority affirmed the 1890 act, stating that “racial instincts” were real, that the white race was superior to the African American race, and that a legislature could establish “separate but equal” facilities to ensure the separation of the races in social settings. The majority held that the equal-protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment did not prohibit Louisiana from enacting and enforcing racial separation.

With the decision in Plessy, the Supreme Court legitimized the era of formal racial segregation, known as Jim Crowism. (The term Jim Crow evidently originated in 1831 as the name of a blackface song-and-dance routine, and became an adjective for segregation of races by 1838.)11 This formal state-ordered policy of segregation existed for almost sixty years, until, in 1954, another Supreme Court, in Brown v. Board of Education, determined that Plessy’s “separate but equal” doctrine lacked constitutional validity. As a consequence of Plessy, the legal and political status of the African American plummeted to pre-Civil War levels.

By 1900, the racial mores that were at the heart of the Plessy decision, racial segregation and Jim Crowism, had permeated the South. As Edward Ayers wrote, “Once [state-ordered] segregation began, there was no logical place for it to stop.” And it did not stop until all conceivable social actions (from birth to death and burial) were segregated and separated based on race and color.12 Jim Crowism was the “single most prominent characteristic that set the South apart from the rest of the country.” Separation of the races provided a basic form of “psychic security” for most white southerners; integration of the races was categorically opposed by the overwhelming majority.13

The nineteenth century, for African Americans, was a time in which their civil rights were continually compromised. It was also a time for reconciliation between the central and state governments, between the North and the South, between those who fought for the Union and those who fought for the Lost Cause.

It was also a century that saw the development of a small number of middle-class African American families. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, industrialization came to the South, and with it the dramatic growth of the railroads and the small cities. Many young men and women began leaving the rural farm towns and villages to make a new life for themselves in those cities. Small towns like Birmingham, Alabama, changed significantly in a few decades. Their steel mills and other industries attracted both African American and white workers.

Paralleling this demographic change in the South was the development of African American businesses. In spite of racial segregation, or perhaps because of it, some enterprising African Americans began accumulating property and wealth by catering to the needs of their own race. By 1900, a self-contained African American world—doctors, athletes, businessmen, dentists, lawyers, authors, editors, and druggists—had emerged out of the shrillness and cruelty of Plessy’s “separate but equal” doctrine.

In 1901 the National Negro Business League was organized in an effort to enhance the successes of black middle-class businessmen across the South and the nation. It was one of many dozens of racially segregated business, civic, literary, church, and fraternal organizations created by African Americans to reflect the reality of race segregation and the economic responses by the African American community.

As the young black activist W. E. B. Du Bois observed in 1900, an African American


may arise in the morning in a house which a black man built and which he himself owns, it has been painted and papered by black men;… He starts to work walking to the car with a colored neighbor and sitting in a car surrounded by colored people;… Once a week he reads a colored paper; he is insured in a colored insurance company; he patronizes a colored school with colored teachers; and a colored church with a colored preacher; he gets his amusements at places frequented and usually run by colored people; he is buried by a colored undertaker in a colored graveyard.14



Despite this nascent development of a black middle and professional class, the overarching restrictions imposed by Plessy dramatically restricted employment possibilities for the community. The result was that the overwhelming number of those African Americans living in the cities worked as unskilled and semi-skilled laborers, low-paid factory workers, haulers, and, like Thurgood Marshall’s father, railroad porters. One African American writer, Sutton E. Griggs, observed in an 1899 novel:


It is true that there were positions around by the thousands which he could fill, but his color debarred him. He would have made an excellent drummer, salesman, clerk, cashier, government official (county, city, state or national), telegraph operator, conductor, or anything of such nature. But the color of his skin shut the doors so tight that he could not even peep in.15



By the turn of the century there was total capitulation to Jim Crowism in the South. If there was any lingering animus on the part of white liberals, by this time such assaults, feeble though they might have been in face of the South’s political realities, were no longer heard. Editorial writers and abolitionist-minded essayists for The Nation, Harper’s, or The Atlantic Monthly, instead of writing about the true equality of African Americans and the larger white American community, were “mouthing the shibboleths of white supremacy regarding the Negro’s innate inferiority, shiftlessness, and hopeless unfitness for full participation in the white man’s civilization.”16

At the same time, young white children growing up in the South had their Southern racist values developed by their parents, grandparents, relatives, and family friends. White children were taught to address African American males as “nigger” or “boy,” but never by their right name, and to call African American women “auntie.” When a young white boy “referred to a respected black man as ‘Mr. Jones,’ [the boy’s] aunt quickly corrected him. ‘No, son. Robert Jones is a nigger. You don’t say “Mister” when you speak of a nigger. You don’t say “Mr. Jones,” you say “nigger Jones.’ ” Children soon learned the lesson.”17

By 1900, there emerged, as a consequence of state political actions throughout the South, a rigid racially segregated system affecting hospitals, hotels, cemeteries, churches, schools, playgrounds, and all other social activities. The racist ideal of a completely circumscribed world of white and black was established. While there were a handful of exceptions, an inferior, third-class citizenship for African Americans was accepted by whites in the South, as well as by federal and state courts, by presidents, Congresses, even by churches and organized labor.

African American resistance to these realities was at an ebb. Booker T. Washington, the leading accommodationist African American, preached a program of “submission” to white power, one that called for blacks to set aside demands for integration, civic equality, and full political participation. “In all things purely social,” he said to a white audience in Atlanta in 1895, “we can be as separate as the five fingers, and yet one as the hand is in all things essential to mutual progress.” These words were “an invitation to further [Southern white] aggression,” and did much, to the anger of younger African American leaders like W. E. B. Du Bois, to smooth the path to proscription.18

As Du Bois wrote, Washington’s program, popular with whites, called for “industrial education, conciliation with the South, and [African American] submission and silence as to civil and political rights.… Mr. Washington distinctly asks that black people give up, at least for the present, three things,—First, political power, Second, insistence on civil rights, Third, higher education of Negro youth,—and concentrate all their energies on industrial education, and accumulation of wealth, and the conciliation of the South.”19 In his 1895 Atlanta speech, Washington urged his fellow African Americans to “cast down your bucket where you are” and come to terms with the cultural and political realities of the South.

In 1900 the South, for the tens of millions of people living in the eleven states of the old Confederacy, was a “feudal land, an Americanized version of a European society in the Middle Ages.” It had its ruling nobles, its lords of plantation estates, its poor peasants, and its black 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.” In such an organic hierarchical society, “placeness” was all-important. Everyone, male and female, black and white, adult and child, knew his or her place.20

RACE, SEX, AND LYNCHING

Edward Ayers notes, correctly, that “the history of segregation shows a clear connection to gender: the more closely linked to sexuality, the more likely was a place to be segregated.” Race and sex are the dominant themes in understanding white southerners’ intense, irrational commitment to racial segregation: Their fear of African American sexuality led to some of the worst cruelties associated with racial segregation. “One of the oldest and most complex dimensions of the racial dilemma was sexuality. It hung like an albatross about the neck of the South.”21

By 1900, three distinct mentalities had emerged in the South, all clinging to the sexual fear of African Americans held by the white community:

The first, held by most southerners, was that the African American was, in a way, a zoolike curiosity: “a child’s brain implanted in an adult’s body”; the African American was perceived as a perpetual child with a limited capacity and capability for learning.22

A second view, held by a very small group of white southerners, was that the African American had some potential, but what that potential might be remained undefined. This conservative mentality accepted the notion of African American inferiority and believed that the only way African Americans could live happily was to have the white community strictly define, in law and in custom, their place in society. Blacks were seen as docile and manageable.

The third, or radical, mentality emphasized savagery and bestiality as the African Americans’ natural state.23 For the radicals, the Civil War and emancipation had led to a retrogression of African Americans to their natural state of bestiality, a condition evident in attempts by black males to rape white women. These assaults on an “idealized” white womanhood by the “nigger beast” had to end, and lynching, including social lynching, where the killing of an African American was watched by the entire community of whites, was the answer.

Sexual contact of any sort between African Americans and other races, defined as “miscegenation,” was legally forbidden throughout the South (and elsewhere in the nation) in order not to defile the superior white race. Of course, the reality of relationships in the South was quite different. Ada Sipuel Fisher, the plaintiff in an important 1948 NAACP-initiated higher education lawsuit (Marshall was one of Fisher’s lawyers), recalled that her grandmother was one of two wives of a Captain Anderson. Her grandmother was black and the captain was a white southerner who also had a white wife. The captain fathered seven white children who lived in the large house and seven black children who lived in a small cabin about a mile from the big house. All fourteen were “brothers” and “sisters” to each other.24 But real social equality between African Americans and whites was, for the white South, an abomination. The white majority feared that the principle of equality found in the Civil War Amendments, if implemented, would destroy the white Anglo Saxon race.

“The New South was a notoriously violent place,” wrote Ayers. The mythic beliefs whites held about the African American male’s insatiable sexual drives, his primitive bestiality, and his lust for white women led to a dramatic surge of lynchings in the South. Between 1882 and 1968, almost five thousand persons were lynched in the South, 3,446 of whom were African American men. As Stephen J. Whitfield writes, “death [by lynching] was a penalty that fell disproportionately on black males who were accused—and sometimes convicted—of sexual assault.”25

For the African American community, the message in the myth was a clear one: Black boys and men should stay out of the line of sight of white women in the South, even if it meant looking down at one’s feet or crossing a street to avoid too close an encounter. An African American who “stepped too far out of line risked the real possibility of facing a lynch mob.”26

Lynching was an “object lesson [that] touched the entire black community and not merely the victims and their families.… In the wake of one [lynching], the local black community was terrorized: ‘None of ’em would come out on the streets.’ ” As Charles S. Johnson, a noted African American educator, said in 1941: The effect of “such terrorism on black children in the rural South [at the turn of the twentieth century] was profound and permanent.… Lynching or the possibility of lynching [was and remained] a part of the cultural pattern.”27

1903: W. E. B. DU BOIS’S SOULS OF BLACK FOLK

It was a brilliant African American who put the pieces of the American racial puzzle together in an epochal book written in 1903. “The problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color line,” wrote William Edward Burghardt Du Bois in his classic The Souls of Black Folk. The African American experience was and remained quite different from that of whites, according to Du Bois. They were a spiritual people cruelly treated by whites in both the North and South in an industrial, materialistic America. He wrote, with racial pride, of the distinct qualities of the African American community.


Your country? How came it yours? Before the Pilgrims landed we were here. Here we have brought our three gifts and mingled them with yours: a gift of story and song;… the gift of sweat and brawn to beat back the wilderness, conquer the soil, and lay the foundations of this vast economic empire two hundred years earlier than your weak hands could have done it; the third, a gift of the Spirit.… Would America have been America without her Negro people?28



Du Bois was an African American sociologist with a Ph.D. from Harvard University and advanced graduate study in Berlin. He had written a powerful book—indeed a revolutionary and dialectical one—that gave voice to the pain of stigmatic, psychological injuries suffered by African Americans in what he called


this American world—a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his twoness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder. The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife,—this longing to attain self-conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a better and truer self.… He simply wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro and an American, without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows, without having the doors of Opportunity closed roughly in his face.



For Du Bois, African Americans, because of state-created and -enforced racial segregation, “descended rapidly into the caste status of subhumans in the South.”29 They were treated scarcely better in the North, where they were ghettoized and marginalized. Indeed, Jim Crowism had first appeared in Boston, New York, and Philadelphia, prior to the Civil War.

By the beginning of the twentieth century, African Americans had been constitutionally disenfranchised by such techniques as the poll tax, property and literacy tests, and—the most potent weapon—the whites-only state primary election, as well as economic pressures, terror, and violence. The dramatic effectiveness of these techniques is seen in voting statistics of African American registered voters in Louisiana. In 1896 there were over 130,000 voters. Eight years later there were only 1,342 African American voters registered in that state.30

In 1906, at Harper’s Ferry, West Virginia, the site of the John Brown rebellion a half-century earlier, Du Bois announced the formation of the Niagara Movement, which would fight for all the rights he felt African Americans deserved and needed to take their rightful place in American society. In its public “Address to the Country,” the movement issued a clarion call, expressed in Du Bois’s powerful language:


Against this [violence and discrimination] the Niagara movement eternally protests. We will not be satisfied to take one jot or tittle less than our full manhood rights. We claim for ourselves every single right that belongs to a freeborn American, political, civil, and social; and until we get these rights we will never cease to protest and assail the ears of America.… How shall we get them? By voting where we may vote, by persistent unceasing agitation; by hammering at the truth, by sacrifice and work.… Justice and humanity must prevail.



The activist program advocated by Du Bois attracted few of his fellow African Americans. In 1910, Du Bois and most of the Niagara Movement’s followers joined the newly formed National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.

In the first two decades of the century, more than a million African Americans fled the South to Northern cities in hopes of finding safer and better living conditions and economic opportunity. But for most of the 10 million African Americans in the United States, emigration, whether to the North or to the promised land of Marcus Garvey’s Back to Africa Movement, was not an option. They either had to accept the way things were or find a way to struggle against segregation and discrimination. To the frustration of the founding generation of the NAACP, the great majority of their brothers and sisters chose to live quietly, meekly, with Jim Crow and its white-hooded terror rather than attempt to overcome it. However, this passivity is understandable given the history of violent riots by whites directed at black communities across America: African Americans feared for their lives.

There were few choices available to them. Most turned to the ministers in their black churches for guidance and solace, consoled by the promise of a better afterlife. Many turned to the accommodationist vision of Washington. Few followed Du Bois’s call to action. The NAACP had to set its own, different course.

1908: GROWING UP IN BALTIMORE

The second of two sons of Norma Arica and William Canfield Marshall, Thoroughgood Marshall was born in the racist and totally segregated city of Baltimore, Maryland. Marshall soon got tired of writing his unusually long first name, the name of his paternal grandfather, and in the second grade, he simply shortened it to Thurgood. His birth came just twelve years after the U.S. Supreme Court’s Plessy opinion was handed down and two years after two events became indelibly engraved on the national psyche and that of the African American community.

In Texas in 1906, 167 African American soldiers, including a few who had been awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor for their heroism under fire in the Spanish-American War of 1898, were dishonorably discharged from the service. They had allegedly incited a riot in Brownsville, Texas, that led to the death of a white bartender and the wounding of a white policeman. This mass action against the African American soldiers was approved by President Theodore Roosevelt, who, ironically, had been their leader in the Cuban campaign.31 The President had brushed aside pleas from prominent African Americans to show leniency. (Some sixty years later, the army cleared the records of the 167 dishonorably discharged soldiers.)

The second mind- and body-searing event in 1906 was the Atlanta, Georgia, race riot, a pogrom led by thousands of angry whites against African Americans. Liberal, advanced, and gentle Atlanta, Georgia, the home of Coca-Cola, and of then-modernistic seven-story skyscrapers, was “the symbolic heart of the New South.” Yet Atlanta newspapers wrote about “bad niggers” moving into the city from the surrounding rural areas, frightening its white citizens. White Atlantans, stirred to a wild frenzy by eight-column-wide headlines in the Atlanta news dailies, developed an irrational fear of potential African American sexual attacks on the pure white women of Atlanta. In late September 1906, “more than 10,000 white men, many of them carrying guns, marched through the city searching out blacks.” In less than a day, twenty-five African Americans were murdered and hundreds injured—and no one in authority intervened or apologized or took action against the leaders of the white mobs.

Walter White, the future NAACP leader and colleague of Thurgood Marshall, was living in Atlanta at the time and vividly recalled how the marauding white mob moved down his street like a tidal wave, shooting and stabbing and beating African Americans who were in their path. His recollection of that event, a pure nightmarish hell for a thirteen-year-old boy, is nothing less than a Gothic horror tale of a young African American who found out who he was on that terror-filled, dark, torch-flickering night in racist and segregationist Atlanta.

Walter was one of nine “light-skinned Negroes” in his family, and “on a day in September 1906,” he found out “that there is no isolation from life.” After the first day of race rioting, the family was warned that the mob was going to “clean out the niggers” that evening. While his mother and sisters hid in a safe part of their brick home, he and his father armed themselves with rifles, turned out all the lights, and, “full of apprehension,” waited at the windows for the mob to appear. The father told the young son not to fire until “the first man puts his foot on the lawn and then—don’t you miss!”


In the flickering light the mob swayed … and began to flow toward us. In that instant there opened in me a great awareness; I knew then who I was. I was a Negro, a human being with an invisible pigmentation which marked me a person to be hunted, hanged, abused, discriminated against, kept in poverty and ignorance, in order that those [whose] skin was white would have readily at hand a proof of their superiority.… It made no difference how intelligent or talented my millions of brothers and I were, or how virtuously we lived. A curse like that of Judas was upon us, a mark of degradation fashioned with heavenly authority.… In the quiet that followed [the mob dispersed without White having to fire his gun], I was gripped by the knowledge of my identity.… It was all just a feeling then, inarticulate and melancholy, yet reassuring in the way that death and sleep are reassuring, and I have clung to it now for nearly half a century.32



Maryland, a Northern state, had all the characteristics of a state of the Old Confederacy. It was a city whose white citizens were proud of the fact that Baltimore, latitudinally and ideologically, was south of the Mason-Dixon Line or, as Marshall often referred to it, “the Smith and Wesson Line.” For a mature Thurgood Marshall, Maryland was a “mean state,” a “way up South” state.33

Baltimore’s residential segregation pattern, created at about the time of Thurgood’s birth, was one that “designated all-white and all-Negro blocks in areas occupied by both races.” It was a housing segregation plan that was to be copied throughout the Deep South by other municipal authorities.

Thurgood’s home in the Druid Hill Avenue section in northwest Baltimore was a part of that plan. It was a middle-class neighborhood area where white and African American families lived in separated groups of blocks. Druid Hill was the African American area; four blocks away was the all-white area, called Bolton Hill. Druid Hill was the best of the three black residential areas in the city. “If you were a black person and owned a house on Druid Hill Avenue in those days, you had arrived,” observed a woman whose family published Baltimore’s Afro-American newspaper.34

An Urban League study in 1930 concluded that “segregation in Baltimore was more rigid than [in] any other city in the country, including Jackson, Mississippi.” In 1908, Baltimore had separate, segregated schools, parks, and stores. No department stores opened their doors to black customers, and “if you went in the store, you were told to get the hell out,” recollected Thurgood Marshall decades later.

There were no rest rooms for African Americans in all of downtown Baltimore, and Marshall recalled one urgent moment when “the only thing I could do was get on a trolley car and try to get home. And I did get almost in the house, when I ruined the front doorsteps.” Marshall attended Division Street public school, the small home for eight full elementary grades of African American students. There was a white Catholic school two blocks from Division Street. Because frequent fights broke out between the students at the respective schools, the parochial school let its students out fifteen minutes before Division Street.

Thurgood’s maternal great-grandfather, whose name has been forever lost, was brought to America by slavers in the 1840s. In a Time interview in 1962, Marshall said his forebear was “one mean man, the baddest nigger” in Maryland. Freed by his owner, he married a white woman and settled in Maryland. His paternal grandfather was a freedman who, during the Civil War, fought for the Union with almost 200,000 other African American soldiers. During the war, he took the name Thoroughgood. When the war ended, he joined the U.S. Merchant Marine, sailed around the world a few times, and then settled in Baltimore, marrying a Virginia mulatto named Annie, who was the offspring of a white Virginia slaveholder and an African American slave.

Thurgood’s maternal grandfather, Isiah Olive Branch Williams, was also a Union soldier and then a sailor in the merchant marine, who, after his seafaring days, married and settled down in Baltimore. He was an activist battler for civil rights in the last decades of the nineteenth century, leading the first public African American demonstration ever seen in Baltimore to protest the beatings of African Americans by the Baltimore police. Both grandfathers opened up competing grocery stores, and by the turn of the twentieth century, they had the two largest African American grocery stores in Baltimore.

Marshall’s mother was named Norma Arica because her father had sailed into the port of Arica, Chile, where he went to a performance by a local opera company and fell in love with Bellini’s opera Norma. She attended a black college and became a public-school teacher in Baltimore. When she was seventeen she married a longtime school chum, twenty-one-year-old, straight-haired, blue-eyed William Canfield Marshall. Both of them were very light-skinned, and Thurgood, who, years later, was to be called a “tall, yeller nigger” by a redneck sheriff in Tennessee, inherited their genes.

Marshall recalled that while his father was “the noisiest and loudest, my mother was by far the strongest.” He loved her dearly, often recalling with joy his getting “her drunk every Mother’s Day because she was a sucker for sweet drinks, and I’d just put a lot of Cointreau and stuff in her glass, real thick.”

At the time of Thurgood’s birth, William Marshall, who had little education, was a Pullman dining car waiter on the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad’s Washington-to-New York run. Later on, when Thurgood was attending Lincoln University, his father took a job as a waiter at the posh Gibson Island Club. He eventually became chief steward at the yacht club and occasionally had Thurgood work at the club when the young man was on school vacation.

William Marshall, like all blacks, felt racism. “He felt it doubly because he was blond and blue-eyed,” said Marshall. “He could have passed for white, and a lot of times, he would get in a big fight because someone would think he was white.” Marshall’s father was also an inveterate gambler and a drinker. When he drank too much, which was regularly, “my mother was afraid of him,” recalled Marshall. He was a man who always stood up for his rights, even though it meant he lost many jobs. Marshall recalled one occasion when his father quit a posh butler’s job. His father “was working for a widow woman, very wealthy. One night, she decided to show off her little poodle, Nanky. ‘Nanky,’ she said, ‘show the people which you would rather be, a nigger or dead.’ The dog lay on its back with four feet up as if to say it would rather be dead. Pop walked right out the door and never went back.”

Thurgood’s older brother by four years, William Aubrey Marshall, after contracting and then overcoming tuberculosis, became a surgeon and researcher specializing in the disease. Like Thurgood, he battled racism all his life and, Thurgood felt, was ultimately one of its tragic victims. Marshall bitterly described his brother’s life—and death: “He started out as an assistant (in a TB sanitarium) and ended up as the assistant, and might have had twenty people promoted over him.”


I used to tell him to fight about it, but he was not a fighter.… The last thing they did was to put a [white] guy over him who was not a doctor … who knew nothing about medicine. The officials insisted he clear everything with this guy. He told ’em he wasn’t gonna do it. They said, “do it or go.” … He called me, and I told him to tell them to go to hell. I said, “Why not go into private practice and make yourself some money, boy?” He said that he would be giving up on all the poor people in the sanitarium who needed him. He hung up and just sat grieving about it. His wife went to the market, and when she came back he was dead. From his heart. His heart just gave out.35



Thurgood’s parents provided a comfortable, protected environment in which the family ate dinner together most nights and, afterwards, engaged in heated debates about the events of the day. Thurgood first learned the art of debate at his dinner table. William Marshall loved to debate, and young Thurgood was forced by his father to offer evidence to support his youthful assertions. As Marshall recalled, his father never told him to become a lawyer, “but he turned me into one. He did it by teaching me to argue, by challenging my logic on every point, by making me prove every statement I made.”

He was, from a fairly young age, a pretty tough kid. Behind his highly respectable, middle-class Druid Hill Avenue house, “there were back alleys where roughnecks and the tough kids hung out. When it was time for dinner, my mother used to go to the front door and call my older brother. Then she’d go to the back door and call me.” His principal often punished Thurgood for his poor behavior by sending him to the school basement with a copy of the U.S. Constitution. To be let out from the cellar, Thurgood had to show that he had memorized a passage from the Constitution. As Marshall later recounted, “Before I left that school I knew the whole thing by heart.”

A black scholar observed correctly that “probably the single most important event in the life of any African American child is his recognition of his own coloredness, with all the implications of that fact.” Whether the initial realization is a neutral experience or a rude shock, the result is a “new understanding of the self [that] influences the child’s every thought and emotion from that day forth.”36 Marshall, like Walter White and all other African Americans, came to that recognition early in life. His initiation, at age seven, into a form of self-realization was not as traumatic as White’s, but it was a powerful one.

Until the event occurred, Thurgood was not conscious of either the potency or the portent of his “coloredness.” He recounted the incident to a reporter decades later:


I heard a kid call a Jewish boy I knew a “kike” to his face. I was about seven. I asked him why he didn’t fight the kid. He asked me what I would do if somebody called me “nigger”—would I fight? That was a new one on me. I knew “kike” was a dirty word, but I hadn’t known about “nigger.” I went home and wanted to know right that minute what all this meant. That’s not easy for a parent to explain so it makes sense to a kid, you know.



After a brief definition of the term, along with a quick lecture on the history of slavery, racism, and segregation, his father told him something he took to heart: “Anyone calls you nigger, you not only got my permission to fight him—you got my orders to fight him.”37 From that time on, Thurgood fought, in a variety of ways, the racist name-callers.

In 1977 he recalled one such racial incident in Baltimore. While attending high school he worked for a hat company owned by Mr. Schoen, a local Jewish merchant. His job was delivering the store’s merchandise to clients living in the city. Thurgood had a “whole lot of hats in boxes to be delivered” and was getting on a trolley with them. A man grabbed the young Thurgood, pulled him back, and shouted at him, “Nigger, don’t you push in front of white people!” Marshall proceeded to “tear into him” for calling him “nigger,” and was promptly arrested. Mr. Schoen came down to the police station to bail out his young employee, who was truly contrite, for he had ruined the shipment of hats during the brawl. Thurgood apologized to him, “because the five hats were wrecks and it was a complete loss to him, and he said, ‘Forget about them, what about you?’ I told him. And he asked the man, how much was the bail money, or what have you, and the man said, ‘Well, Mr. Schoen, it’s up to you.’ Mr. Schoen got his lawyer, and that was the end of that.”38

But Marshall soon learned the costs of being black in a white-dominated world. His father found a waiter’s job for Thurgood on the B&O Railroad. When Thurgood arrived at work the first day, the white dining car chef gave the tall youth a waiter’s outfit. Thurgood found the pants too short, and asked for a different pair. The angry chef retorted, “Boy, we can get a man to fit the pants a lot easier than we can get pants to fit the man. Why don’t you scroonch down a little more?” As Marshall recalled, “I scroonched.”39

There were to be, in his lifetime, more insidious and dangerous incidents than those recounted above. Thurgood, like all African Americans, was always made aware of his color and his status as an outsider in racist America. He was “marked by segregation, mistaken [years later, he recalled] for an electrician when anyone should know that no African American could be an electrician in New York City—much less … a federal judge.”40
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THE RISE OF THE NAACP AND CHARLIE HOUSTON’S “SOCIAL ENGINEERS”

One month after Marshall’s birth, another race riot occurred, this time in Springfield, Illinois. It lasted two days, during which two black men were lynched—one a barber and the other an eighty-four-year-old man whose only crime was being long married to a white woman. Six more African Americans were killed by racist mobs. Two thousand black people had to flee for their lives. It took 4,200 state militia to restore order in Abraham Lincoln’s birthplace.

The August 14, 1908, race riot showed Americans that the “color line” was not just a Southern problem, but a national one. Such riots and lynchings would increase dramatically in the next two decades, leading historian Nancy MacLean to note that many Southern whites found “killing a Negro less reprehensible than eating with him.”1 The terrible events in Springfield did trigger a response on the part of a handful of concerned whites, one from the South and three others from the distant city of New York.

THE BIRTH OF THE NAACP

Three white people were so horrified by the events in Springfield that they resolved to do something about racism in America. A social worker in New York City, Mary White Ovington, wrote to William E. Walling, a southerner who had covered the riot for The Independent, a radical populist magazine, and suggested that they issue an appeal to America’s conscience. Joined by another social worker, Dr. Henry Moskowitz, Ovington and Walling decided to publish a broadside attacking racism and urging the creation of an organization that would address its evils. “The Call: A Lincoln Emancipation Conference to Discuss Means for Securing Political and Civil Equality for the Negro” was largely written by Oswald Garrison Villard, the grandson of one of the nineteenth century’s great abolitionist leaders, William Lloyd Garrison, and published in his paper, the New York Evening Post, on February 12, 1909, the centennial of Lincoln’s birth.

“The Call” pointed out the broken promises and denial of justice by whites to blacks since 1865—disenfranchisement, the establishment and judicial legitimization of Jim Crow laws and the perpetuation of the customs and “badges of slavery”—and cited the denial of educational opportunities for African Americans:


Added to this [is] the spread of lawless attacks upon the negro, North, South, and West—even in the Springfield made famous by Lincoln—often accompanied by revolting brutalities, sparing neither sex, nor age nor youth, could not but shock the author of the sentiment that “government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.”



The broadside concluded by noting that “silence under these conditions means tacit approval.… Discrimination once permitted cannot be bridled.… This government cannot exist half free and half slave any better today than it could in 1861. Hence we call upon all believers in democracy to join in a national conference for the discussion of present evils, the voicing of protests, and the renewal of the struggle for civil and political liberty.”

The document was signed by fifty-three prominent social workers, educators, lawyers, and clergy, mostly white, including Jane Addams, John Dewey, the Reverend Walter Laidlaw, Rabbi Stephen S. Wise, Rabbi Emil Hirsch, Lincoln Steffens, Lillian D. Wald, Susan P. Wharton, J. G. Phelps-Stokes, and Oswald Garrison Villard, with a very small number of African American signers, including Ida Wells-Barnett and Du Bois, then teaching in Atlanta.

In May 1909, the National Negro Committee was formed. In February 1910, after meeting in a tiny office on Vesey Street in New York City, the NNC reorganized itself as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. (That same year also saw the emergence of another African American civil rights organization, the National Urban League, which sought support for black equality from those in America’s cities. In 1911, Marcus Garvey created another, controversial organization, in Jamaica, the Universal Negro Improvement Association. It soon spread to and grew rapidly in America.)

Although many members felt the NAACP’s name was a bit too long and cumbersome, it was retained because the Executive Committee felt it was “comprehensive, and inclusive, and can offend no one who is interested in the advancement of colored people.” Among the early supporters of the Association were Jewish Americans, especially those recently arrived from Russia and eastern Europe. They knew all too well the cost of discrimination and prejudice, and could identify with the plight of African Americans.

W. E. B. Du Bois, as part of an effort to bring more African Americans into the leadership structure, was given the post of director of publications and research. This led to his appointment as editor of the Association’s monthly publication, The Crisis. Du Bois brought a small contingent from the Niagara Movement with him.

Although there were more than 11 million African Americans living in America in 1909, they were so beaten down that such an initiative had to be taken by whites. In 1914, one could find in the “land of opportunity” only one African American judge, two African American legislators, and two thousand African American college students.2

The goals and objectives of the NAACP have remained fairly constant since its initial meeting as the NNC in May 1909. From its inception, the Association was an organization that welcomed whites as well as blacks and challenged the “mainstream [white] public to accept ever-greater civil and social rights for the nation’s historic minority.”3 It hoped to accomplish this general end through litigation, legislative and political action, and public education, “all unified, coordinated, and centrally directed.”

The NAACP’s goals, as published in the January 1996 issue of The Crisis, sadly mirrored the message in the 1909 broadside:


	To eliminate racial discrimination and segregation from all aspects of public life in America.

	To secure a free ballot for every qualified American citizen.

	To seek justice in the courts.

	To secure legislation banning discrimination and segregation.

	To secure equal job opportunities based on individual merit without regard to race, religion, or national origin.

	To end mob violence and police brutality.



The organizational structure of the NAACP was simple and efficient, with a committee of one hundred members serving as its National Council. An executive board of thirty functioned as the policy-approving body. The field secretary would act as liaison with the local NAACP chapters that the organizers hoped would (and, very quickly, did) sprout up across the nation. In addition, there were bureaus that handled publicity; legal, educational, political, and civil rights; and press and industrial relations.4

Initially, apart from Du Bois, the leaders of the organization were white. In 1918, Moorfield Storey, a prominent Boston attorney and former president of the American Bar Association, was its president. The chairman of the executive board was Mary White Ovington; John R. Shillady was the secretary; J. E. Spingarn was the treasurer; and Arthur Spingarn was the chairman of the Legal Committee. The predominance of whites in the leadership structure created tensions inside the organization and in the African American community. The problem was eventually addressed by putting African Americans into the positions of secretary and chairman of the Legal Committee. Also, two young African Americans had been appointed to important secondary positions. James Weldon Johnson was the field secretary, and a young man named Walter White came up from the Atlanta chapter to take the post of assistant secretary.

The NAACP’s executive secretary ran the national office and made sure, with the assistance of the field secretary, that all the bureaus were working properly, that the national association’s policies were followed in the chapters, and that public relations reached the press, the President, and the Congress. But the most essential role of the secretary was to raise funds to pay for NAACP operations.

The post of secretary was held by a white person until 1919. John Shillady was the last of these. In that year, while in Austin, Texas, to fight the state’s demand for a list of Texas members, Shillady was severely beaten by a local judge, the sheriff, and other county officials. The organization was unable to find an attorney willing to bring suits against these officials in the state courts. After a long and painful recuperation, Shillady resigned as executive secretary. The position was filled by James Weldon Johnson. Since then the post has been held by African Americans.

When Johnson took over, the NAACP had little money and plenty of creditors. But the growth of the organization was phenomenal—it was meeting the needs of oppressed African Americans. Local chapters quickly began to form: by 1930 there were 378 branches in forty-four of the then forty-eight states. Recruiting thousands of new members every year, these new chapters provided information to the national office, helping it to carry out the Association’s litigation and lobbying work. Yet many black people were afraid to support the organization openly, and others were opposed to the NAACP’s very visible activism. This lack of a binding consensus among African Americans would be a problem for decades.

African American church leaders were essential to the development of the NAACP chapters. Thurgood Marshall recalled that “eighty percent of the branches of the NAACP when I went there [in 1936] were run by ministers, in churches. Ninety-eight percent of the meetings were held in Negro churches. The Negro church support was beautiful, from one end of the country to the other.” He told the story of one of these branch leaders, a Reverend Lucas, the pastor of one of the largest African American Baptist churches in Houston, Texas. “One of the finest gentlemen you’d run across. In the glove compartment of his car, he had two items—a Bible and a .45. And his answer [when queried about them] was very simple: ‘I’ll try the Bible first.’ ”5

THE NAACP’S FIRST TWO DECADES, 1910–1930

The NAACP initially sought to put an end to lynchings in the South. By 1911 the organization had “published its first pamphlet against lynching and held its first large meeting of protest.”6 In the July 1916 issue of The Crisis, the NAACP ran a special supplement on a lynching in Waco, Texas. Replete with gruesome photographs and statistics, it was titled “The Waco Horror.” Race riots, accompanied by lynchings, had become, tragically, too “uncomfortably common” and would continue for another generation.

Lynching was defined, by the Association and its allies in Congress, as death at the hands of a mob, whether by hanging, beating, gunshot, stabbing, drowning, burning, or mutilation. All too often it was a combination of these ways of killing. In a 1930 letter to Republican President Herbert Hoover, Walter White cited that year’s twenty-five lynchings. The particulars were horrific: “Beaten to death,” “shot,” “hanged and shot,” “burned (in jail),” “shot (body burned),” and “Hanged.”7

Arthur Spingarn, other legal officers of the NAACP, and members of the NAACP’s Anti-lynching Committee, worked with public relations firms to raise money for full-page ads in major newspapers in Atlanta, Chicago, New York City, and Boston. Spingarn and others in the NAACP appealed to the American Fund for Public Service and other agencies and individuals, using the argument that publicizing the ugly facts about lynching was necessary because “the American public at large is either ignorant or apathetic about the facts. We believe,” Spingarn wrote to Roger Baldwin, the secretary of the fund, “that when the facts are put before their eyes we shall be able to arouse them.”

The NAACP’s legal officers believed that the “justification for a federal anti-lynching law is to be found in the peculiar nature of the crime itself, and the consequences flowing from it.”


When a prisoner is violently taken from the custody of the law by mob and lynched, the orderly processes of government are successfully assaulted and set at naught. Let the state agencies complacently submit or negligently fail or refuse to apprehend or prosecute the known participants in the lynching, then in effect the state abdicates her sovereignty in favor of the mob and acquiesces in her own over-throw.… The constitutional guarantee of the equal protection of the laws becomes reduced to a mere platitude.8



Unfortunately, the NAACP did not get anti-lynching legislation passed during these early years; it would continue the fight into the 1960s. By 1937, with Assistant Special Counsel Thurgood Marshall involved in the NAACP’s lobbying efforts for passage of an anti-lynching bill, more than sixty such bills had been introduced in the House of Representatives. They were supported by other civil rights groups, including the ACLU, the National Urban League, the American Federation of Teachers, and even the League for Industrial Democracy (during the 1930s and 1940s a Communist-infiltrated organization in conflict with the NAACP). Each bill languished in Congress, crushed by Senate filibuster if it passed in the House.

In these early years, poignant letters from African American members poured into the national office begging the NAACP to investigate egregious criminal procedural violations that had sent their daughters or sons or husbands to prison for years—if they had not been preemptively lynched. In such cases, the letters pleaded for investigation of the tragic incidents and punishment of those responsible, who were often the local sheriff and his deputies.

In the early fall of 1914, the NAACP tried something new: it sent a questionnaire to all candidates for Congress, asking them to express their views on segregation and lynching. Arthur Spingarn told the candidates that the results would be published in The Crisis, “which reaches 150,000 readers, [as well as] the white and colored press of the country, and in handbills for distribution by our branches.” Those running for Congress but not replying would have their names printed in The Crisis, “and colored voters and their friends [would be] advised to vote against them.”9 In addition to publicizing the evils of racial segregation and discrimination, the NAACP soon found itself responding to a flood of requests for information about civil rights.

In those early years, the national headquarters would occasionally send two officers, one white and the other black, into a particular state, equipping them “with a small camera” to try to capture the reality of Jim Crow segregation on film. This evidence would be published in The Crisis and provide copy for newspapers, which could publicize Jim Crow life in the South. J. E. Spingarn went into Oklahoma on one such trip in 1914. W. E. B. Du Bois was sent to the South and Southwest to investigate racial incidents. In July 1917 he went to East St. Louis, Missouri, after a race riot, a particularly dangerous fact-finding trip. When Walter White joined the NAACP in 1918 as its national assistant secretary, he found himself taking similar trips to the South to investigate race riots and lynchings. Because of his fair skin—he could easily “pass” as a white man—he was able to travel without the “trustworthy colored man” accompanying him.

The emergence of the second Ku Klux Klan began in 1915 in Atlanta, Georgia, fueled by the screening of the film Birth of a Nation, which glorified the original post-1865 Klan. It reached the apex of its political power in the 1920s. Between 1918 and 1929 the Klan experienced a dramatic growth in membership. It was one that, not coincidentally, paralleled the NAACP’s own growth in membership. This growth of both organizations reflected the impact of the African American military veterans returning from service in World War I, who greatly worried the Klansmen. Given their military training and experience in combat (40,000 of the 200,000 African Americans in uniform saw action in the trenches), they were seen as a new threat to white supremacy. These black soldiers had fought a war “to make the world safe for democracy,” only to return to Jim Crow—and their anger would lead them to the NAACP.

In 1919, the year of the “Red Summer,” more than one hundred African Americans were murdered (eighty were lynched) and some one thousand were wounded in twenty-five race riots.10 Even the nation’s capital was the scene of a terrible race riot, one observed firsthand by another future NAACP leader, Charles Houston. In the postwar decade, lynchings and race riots had increased in number and intensity, in cities in the South and the Southwest, as well as Chicago and other cities in the Midwest. One of the worst took place in Tulsa, Oklahoma, on June 1, 1921, after a nineteen-year-old black man allegedly assaulted a teenaged white female elevator operator. A lynch mob gathered at the jail but, thanks to the local sheriff, was deterred from seizing the young man. (He was later freed when it was determined that he had stumbled getting off the elevator and accidentally brushed against the operator.)

Later that day, forty blocks of Greenwood, the fairly prosperous African American section of Tulsa, then labeled the “Negro Wall Street of America,” were looted and leveled by torch-bearing white mobs. According to conservative estimates, more than one hundred residents were killed. In the end, in addition to the deaths—on both sides, because black Americans fought back—twenty-three neighborhood churches were
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