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INTRODUCTION:
THE FAITHFUL SLAVE

WHEN NEWSPAPERS reported her death in 1923, many obituar-
ies sounded a common refrain summed up by a headline in
the Missouri Farmer: “Aunt Jemima Is Gone.” Americans had
first fallen in love with the ex-slave cook and her secret rec-
ipe for pancakes at the World’s Columbian Exposition in
Chicago in the summer and fall of 1893. By all accounts her
debut there had been glorious. Fairgoers were drawn to the
giant barrel-shaped concession of the R. T. Davis Milling
Company by the smell of buttery hotcakes and the sounds of
laughter and applause. Rising above the general roar of thou-
sands of people moving through the Agriculture Building, a
singular voice called to them with a southern cadence remi-
niscent of the old days. It was the voice of an old black
woman they would soon come to know as Aunt Jemima.
As she slid steaming pancakes onto platters, the woman de-
scribed her days as a slave. Winking and grinning at the audi-
ence she held enthralled, Aunt Jemima told of happy times
passed on a beautiful plantation, of endless parties and pa-
rades of houseguests for whom she cooked bountiful stacks
of her delicious pancakes, which were famous throughout the
South. Oh, how they loved those hotcakes! And now, thanks
to the Davis Milling Company, people all over the country
could have pancakes made from Aunt Jemima’s secret recipe.
All you had to do was add water to the mix, she explained; no
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need to measure or have eggs and milk on hand, just a little
water and a hot griddle for perfect pancakes every time.
They were so easy to make, and so delicious. It was as if Aunt
Jemima herself was in your kitchen making them for you.
People in the dense crowd at the exhibition stand crushed
forward to get a better glimpse of the woman who had been
a slave and to sample her pancakes. Aunt Jemima kept the
spirituals, work songs, and stories coming while she flipped
hotcakes, poured fresh discs of batter, and filled plates for her
hungry audience. They were hungry for the food, hungry for
grand plantation abundance and refined southern hospitality,
but most of all, they were hungry for her.'

The elderly woman whose death was reported in 1923 was
not Aunt Jemima. No such person had actually existed. The
woman who was struck by a car and killed, who for thirty
years had held the job of acting the role of “Aunt Jemima,”
was Nancy Green. While Aunt Jemima was dubbed “The
Most Famous Colored Woman in the World” after the Co-
lumbian Exposition, Nancy Green’s life was obscured by the
trademark figure she portrayed and by the faithful slave im-
age she embodied. Green, born into slavery in Kentucky, had
made her way north to Chicago, where she worked as a do-
mestic servant like so many other African American women
before and after her. Someone visiting her employer’s home
believed that she might satisfy R. T. Davis’s search for a black
woman to demonstrate his new product. Perhaps it was her
skill, her convenient location in Chicago, her force of per-
sonality, or all of these attributes that suggested her suitabil-
ity to portray “Aunt Jemima.” What is clear is that Green did
not come to Chicago at the behest of a milling concern, nor
had she arrived with a secret recipe for terrific pancakes, and
no one had ever called her “Aunt Jemima” before. Vivid ac-
counts of her debut at the fair have been told over and over,
yet they all ultimately trace back to advertisements and pro-
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motional materials produced after the event, not to eyewit-
nesses, and not to Green herself. Nancy Green’s experience
of working at the exposition was transformed, through ads
and a pseudo-slave narrative produced by the R. T. Davis
Company, into an event in the commercially constructed life
of Aunt Jemima. And when the real Nancy Green was acci-
dentally killed, her popular eulogy became “Aunt Jemima Is
Gone.”

But in 1923 Aunt Jemima was not gone. Both the trade-
mark and the popular figure of the slave mammy outlived
Nancy Green. Stories and images of the slave as a faithful
and loving dependent, of which the mammy has been the
most popular representation, drenched American culture and
politics throughout the twentieth century and persist to this
day. Another popular variation is Scarlett O’Hara’s feisty but
adoring and loyal mammy in the film Gone With the Wind
(1939) as she was played by Hattie McDaniel.’ The fictional
character whose only name was her descriptor, “Mammy,”
remains dear to the hearts—and plantation fantasies—of
many. Yet Aunt Jemima, her smile beaming still from store
shelves, freezer sections, and kitchen cupboards, is the most
enduring image of the faithful slave. The drama of Nancy
Green’s life eclipsed by the mammy figure has been played
again and again in the experiences of black women in the
United States. The myth of the faithful slave lingers because
so many white Americans have wished to live in a world
in which African Americans are not angry over past and pres-
ent injustices, a world in which white people were and are
not complicit, in which the injustices themselves—of slavery,
Jim Crow, and ongoing structural racism—seem not to exist
at all. The mammy figure affirmed their wishes. The narra-
tive of the faithful slave is deeply rooted in the American
racial imagination. It is a story of our national past and politi-
cal future that blurs the lines between myth and memory,

3
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guilt and justice, stereotype and individuality, commodity
and humanity.

“Mammies,” as they have been described and remembered
by whites, like all faithful slaves, bear little resemblance to
actual enslaved women of the antebellum period. Black
women did work in white homes, cooked innumerable meals,
cared for white children, and surely formed emotional ties to
white family members at times, but the mammy was—and
is—a fiction. She is the most visible character in the myth
of the faithful slave, a set of stories, images, and ideas that
have been passed down from generation to generation in the
United States, through every possible popular medium, from
fine art and literature to the vaudeville stage and cinema, and
in countless novelty items from ashtrays to salt and pepper
shakers.* These narratives are locked emotionally and politi-
cally to the slave narrative genre. Early versions produced
in the antebellum period by proslavery white southerners
were explicitly reactionary. The stories were designed to pro-
vide reassurance that their authors’ patriarchal benevolence
was real, and was recognized and appreciated by those they
enslaved. They were hurled northward in response to the
publication of slave narratives detailing the horror and inhu-
manity of the institution, the speaking tours by activist run-
aways, and the impact of abolitionist works such as Uncle
Tom’s Cabin. As personally satisfying as they were politically
and economically potent, tales of faithful slavery appeared
with ever greater frequency.

The mammy narrative embodied in the Aunt Jemima
trademark dates back at least to the 1830s, when members of
the planter class began using these stories to animate their
assertions of slavery as benevolent and slave owning as hon-
orable. “When my mother arrived in Charleston, she sought
out a faithful servant as a nurse for her young family. Marga-
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ret was her name, which we soon contracted into the endear-
ing appellative of ‘Mlammy Marget,”” a South Carolina gen-
tleman explains to his visitor from New York City in a serial
installment titled “Diary of an Invalid” in the Southern Liter-
ary Messenger in 1836. “She was the most devoted and faithful
servant I ever knew. I loved and venerated her next to my
mother.” The account, framed as the diary of a consumptive
New Yorker who travels the globe seeking cures for his ail-
ments, more amenable climates, and stories from the locals,
shows that the popular mammy narrative was already well
established by this time. Upon his arrival at the grand
Charleston home of Colonel H. B. Ashton, the wan narrator
is bewitched by the portrait of a young woman that hangs in
the parlor. He learns that she is the colonel’s cousin who was
driven mad and died young and “unspoiled” in the midst of
the Revolutionary War when she learned in a single after-
noon of the deaths of both her naval officer father and her
soldier fiancé. While it is her story that drives the narrative,
it is the affection and attention of “Mammy Marget” that
makes the young woman’s character apparent and illuminates
her love for these two men. With her last dying breath, fe-
vered and hallucinating, she calls to her enslaved caretaker:
“Mammy Marget . . . bring my bridal dress—the procession
is waiting for me; to the church you know we must go to be
united: there is Alfred and father too. Haste! Haste!”
Several key themes of the faithful slave narrative generally,
and the depiction of the mammy explicitly, are revealed in
this story. Accounts of enslaved people’s fidelity constituted
the ultimate expression of southern paternalism, which held
that the relationship of the master to the slave was removed
from market forces and economic exigency and functioned
more like a familial relationship between father and child
based on a set of mutual obligations and responsibilities as
well as affection. Proslavery theorists argued that this was

5
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very different from the cold contract of “free labor,” under
which bosses owed nothing but wages to the laborers they
employed and could fire them at will. Slave owners claimed,
by contrast, to be responsible for providing every aspect of
enslaved people’s well-being, including clothing, food, hous-
ing, and medicine, and they bore this burden for the lifetime
of their slaves as their obligation. The only thing required of
the carefree slave in this scenario was work and loyalty. The
faithful slave narrative, however, went one step further to ar-
gue that enslaved people appeared faithful and caring not
because they had to be or were violently compelled to be,
but because their fidelity was heartfelt and indicative of their
love for and dependence on their owners. At their core, sto-
ries of faithful slavery were expressions of the value, honor,
and identity of whites. They had little if anything to do with
the actual perceptions and attitudes of the enslaved. The
conceit of a slave owner and Revolutionary War veteran re-
counting the story of his cousin and her mammy to his visitor
from New York promotes this paternalist conception of slav-
ery and underscores its significance for the periodical’s pre-
dominantly southern readership.

Such justifications were necessitated by the increasing rad-
icalization of abolitionism in the United States in the 1830s
and the appearance of exposés of the domestic slave trade
and the brutalities of southern slavery. Accounts of sexual
terror, violent punishment, and the torture of enslaved peo-
ple were becoming more commonplace. The rapid expan-
sion and movement of slavery to the South and West be-
tween 1820 and 1860 was made possible through a thriving
intraregional market in slaves. In that forty-year period, at
least 875,000 enslaved people were forcibly moved from the
upper to the lower South, and several thousand more were
regularly hired out for year-long contracts. Each one of their
number represented the severing of family, friendship, and
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community ties. Contrary to the claims of owners, the trade
was not distant from the everyday experiences of enslave-
ment or slave owning. The relationship between owner and
enslaved was defined by the market. Responding to the per-
sistent abolitionist focus on the evils of the trade and its mas-
sive dislocations of black people and families, slave owners
and their allies told tender tales of grand plantations popu-
lated by elderly “aunties” and “uncles” and old mammies
who could no longer work but were well cared for and held
dear. The story of the faithful slave became a cornerstone of
paternalist defenses of slavery and rationales for elite south-
ern patterns of domesticity.’

“Diary of an Invalid” elaborates several aspects of the
mammy figure’s character and relationships to whites that
would come to dominate tales of faithful slavery, particularly
its gendered elements. Recounted by a southern gentleman
who insists that he loved his mammy like his mother, the
colonel’s story dwells on the enslaved woman’s connections
to white women in the household, first to his mother and
then to his young cousin. This juxtaposition of black and
white womanhood remained a key facet of the mammy nar-
rative. Black and white women had been called “mammy”
before the 1830s, whether as a maternal endearment or an
indication of enslavement, but in the context of spreading ab-
olitionist sentiment, countered by increasingly detailed vi-
sions of planter paternalism and refinement, the name and
descriptor took on a very specific meaning. The figure of
the faithful slave came to bear much of the burden of slav-
ery’s defense. This is made clear in another story from the
Southern Literary Messenger published two years later. Simi-
larly framed as a story told among whites, “A Couple of
Loveletters” is intended to be a humorous tale of a young
man’s meddling in the affairs of “old Aunt Dinah,” with the
unwitting help of his enslaved playmate, Charles. The now

7
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grown narrator relates that Charles’s mother died when the
boy was an infant. Pointing to his own mother’s benevolence,
the man explains: “There happened to be no nurse on the
plantation at the time, and so my mother took him into the
house and raised him along with myself. The poor little fel-
low used to amuse us very much, by calling her ‘mammy,” un-
til he was taught differently, but his devotion to herself and
to the family has never subsided, and, to this day, her grave is
to him the holiest spot of all the earth.” By 1838 the thought
of a black child calling a white woman “mammy” was a great
joke, suggesting the depth of the association of the name
with a black enslaved woman.

With each passing year planter-class accounts of faithful
slavery grew more nuanced and richer with detail and re-
iterated themes. They also became more common as resis-
tance to slavery and its spread deepened and sectional poli-
tics became more heated. The image of the grandmotherly
mammy, described as a beloved cook and a loving caretaker,
was offered in response to abolitionists’ charges that the in-
stitution of slavery was wracked with sexual depravity and
the rape and concubinage of black women by white men.
In this way, southern proslavery writers sought to legitimize
relations between black women and white men as maternal
and nurturing, not sexual. Their elaborate construction of
the mammy included not only her physical attributes, which
stressed her advanced age or wide girth, but also her spirited
character. She loved her white “family” and would defend
and protect them fiercely, but she could be cantankerous with
them and was a disciplinarian of white children. Mammy was
endearing in her gruff demeanor and unrefined features, but
she was the antithesis of desirable white femininity, an an-
swer to charges of rampant, violent sexuality and white men’s
fathering of black women’s children that were promoted by
abolitionists and the accounts of runaway slaves.’
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The idealized mammy figure set the contours of the faith-
tul slave narrative. The scene of black loyalty was almost al-
ways the white home, whether in terms of domestic work or,
particularly in the case of male slaves, the protection of the
home in the wartime absence of male patriarchs. These black
figures and their relationships to white people were usually
expressed by the assertion that they were “like one of the
family.” This expression of paternalism, which included both
the giving and the taking of care, affection, and responsibil-
ity, worked to obscure the brutal coercion of slavery. Draw-
ing the mammy or manservant into the folds of white domes-
ticity occluded his or her essential role in black family life
and community as well as slavery’s devastation of so many
black families. Furthermore, identifying some slaves as being
like family members denied the fact that many indeed were
the biological children of owners and overseers.

By the 1850s, the southern figure of the faithful mammy
was well on its way to becoming a national icon. This was
ironically due in large measure to the reach of Harriet
Beecher Stowe’s abolitionist novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852).
Stowe also employed the image of faithful slaves—faithful to
a Christian God, to their families and friends, and even to
their owners—but she used it to emphasize the horror of
their abuse and the systematic terror of slavery. The figure of
the enslaved black mother ensconced within the setting of
southern white domesticity became a familiar one nationally
and internationally owing to the widespread sentimental ap-
peal of the book, which was one of the most widely read
works of the nineteenth century. Stowe’s description of Un-
cle Tom’s wife, Aunt Chloe, may even have been the model
for ensuing representations of the mammy figure." In a pas-
sage that portrays Aunt Chloe in terms of the food she is so
good at preparing, Stowe writes: “A round, black, shiny face
is hers, so glossy as to suggest the idea that she might have

9
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been washed over with the whites of eggs . . . Her whole
plump countenance beams with satisfaction and contentment
from under a well-starched checked turban, bearing on it,
however, if we must confess it, a little of that tinge of self-
consciousness which becomes the first cook of the neighbor-
hood, as Aunt Chloe was universally held and acknowledged
to be.”" Aunt Chloe bears an uncanny resemblance to the
trademark Aunt Jemima, a figure that can in turn be traced to
the minstrel stage of the nineteenth century, which generated
endless adaptations of Uncle Tom’s Cabin for blackface per-
formance. Despite the apparent contradiction, the role of the
powerful abolitionist novel in promoting the faithful slave
narrative is actually not surprising. The middle-class north-
ern reading public that fueled the popularity of Uncle Tom’s
Cabin prefigured the public that would romanticize the plan-
tation South after Reconstruction. And the same sentimen-
tal characteristics that humanized enslaved people in Stowe’s
eyes were present in the paternalistic myths espoused by the
proslavery writers who challenged her critique."

Far from ending this romance with the faithful slave
mammy, the Civil War made it all the more insistent. The
narrative surged in popularity and proliferated nationally as
well as regionally. Celebrated in antebellum southern letters
and proslavery ideology, the concept was imbued with fresh
energy and new urgency after emancipation. The racial and
gender hierarchies of the antebellum South were grounded
in domesticity—in patriarchy and paternalism. This was cer-
tainly not unique to the region, yet the specific forms they
took and the ideas that sustained them were distinctly shaped
by slavery.” This was true for slave-owning and non-slave-
owning whites alike."* The domestic underpinnings of south-
ern society and political culture persisted after the Civil War,
bolstered by attempts to reconstruct these hierarchies in the
aftermath of emancipation and black mobility, massive hu-
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man loss and injury, and the devastation of natural and built
environments. Amidst the general upheaval, white southern-
ers would come to rely more and more on appeals to popular
nostalgia for the days of slavery and seek refuge in recollec-
tions of the faithful slave.

Sentimental evocations of plantation abundance and be-
nign slavery held increasing allure for non-southern whites
as well, as it appealed to their own racism, fears, and post-
war concerns. The image of the faithful slave spread through
regional literature and contributed to the dismantling of
Reconstruction. Like black codes and racist violence, these
myths aided white southerners’ attempts to shape and limit
black freedom, both literally and imaginatively. Unlike other
forms of coercion, however, stories of faithful slaves were al-
ways constructed with at least one eye glancing northward.
Echoing antebellum arguments citing the contented and
well-cared-for slave as proof of benevolent paternalism, they
asserted the existence of idyllic race and labor relations in
the past. For their part, many beyond the geographic con-
fines of the South read hungrily and with pleasure these tales
of plantation grandeur, contented black workers who “knew
their place,” and the hospitality of rural plenty. Alongside
growing critiques of Radical Republican programs for social
change and racial equality, faithful slave narratives provided a
nostalgic alternative to the economic depression and labor
turmoil of the post—Civil War period. They acted as a kind of
emotional and political salve, a potion to speed the conclu-
sion of federal Reconstruction and the subsequent reversion
to “home rule” in the southern states.

The collapse of radical Reconstruction and the final with-
drawal of a federal presence from the old Confederacy in
1877 sparked a mass migration of black working people out
of the South. The source of intense local concern and na-
tional curiosity, the flight of these “Exodusters” to Kansas

11
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suggested the vicious realities behind those declarations of
love for the “old-time darkies.”” Unwilling to accept the
place designated for them within the class and racial hierar-
chies of the emerging New South, nineteenth-century black
migrants, like those who would follow them farther north
and west in the twentieth century, exposed how incomplete
that reconstruction had been.

The 1880s witnessed daily struggles to define both locally
and nationally the meaning of the Civil War and the recently
dismantled system of Reconstruction. Various interests north
and south attempted to shape the popular memory of these
events and to mobilize their versions of the past as a means
of determining the process of reunification and the direction
of contemporary political and social life.'* As white southern-
ers promoted the rise of the New South and dwelled on its
nostalgic corollary, the Lost Cause, a group of regional au-
thors generated an enormously popular national literature
devoted to antebellum moonlight and magnolias, cavaliers
and fine ladies, and of course faithful slaves. These writers
were commonly referred to as the Plantation School. Al-
though their work was often derided by twentieth-century
scholars of modernism and the Southern Renascence as
overly sentimental and even hackneyed, Plantation School
authors such as Thomas Nelson Page and Joel Chandler
Harris were literary stars in the late nineteenth century, pub-
lishing books or serialized works, traveling to speaking en-
gagements around the country, and topping the A-list at
social, literary, and political functions. As the most famous of
the group, Page and Harris continue to enjoy significant
readerships to this day.”

No one understood the threat posed by this literature
better than Frederick Douglass. He watched the rise of the
Plantation School’s faithful slave narrative and the diminish-
ing popularity and understanding of genuine slave narratives
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like his own with astonishment and horror. As early as 1870
he cautioned: “The South has a past not to be contemplated
with pleasure, but with a shudder. She has been selling agony,
trading in blood and in the souls of men. If her past has any
lesson, it is one of repentance and reformation.””® Douglass
campaigned tirelessly against the tightening grip of Lost
Cause mythology on the imaginations and political visions
of nineteenth-century white Americans, but he could not
loosen their hold on mammy.

The role of “Aunt Jemima” that Nancy Green assumed in
1893 carried on this baleful history and capitalized upon it to
sell pancake mix. With the rise of consumer capitalism, com-
modity culture, and technological innovation, far from dwin-
dling in power or quantity, stories and images of the enslaved
mammy became more prevalent nationally than ever."” One
would be hard-pressed to find any area of modern American
culture that was not suffused with images, sounds, and stories
of the faithful slave. Romanticized narratives of slavery and
black fidelity to white masters proliferated long after emanci-
pation because they served a wide range of emotional, eco-
nomic, and political needs for white and black Americans.
The mammy figure in particular was an essential site for
grappling with the meaning and burden of slavery for Ameri-
can capitalist democracy. Loving, hating, pitying, or pining
for mammy in the twentieth century became a way for Amer-
icans to define the character of the nation, the meaning of
freedom, and the racial and gender boundaries of the citi-
zenry.

W. E. B. Du Bois famously predicted in 1903 that the
twentieth century would be defined by “the problem of the
color line.””” This book examines how that line was drawn
and violently maintained through stories of interracial affec-
tion and faithful slavery, and how it was given shape in fanta-

13
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sies about black women who crossed it. It also explores the
diversity of black activisms that have challenged, and at times
strategically affirmed, this version of black womanhood and
history, and to what ends. The problem of the color line,
with its animating faithful slave narratives, has persisted into
the twenty-first century. If we are to reckon honestly with
the history and continued legacies of slavery in the United
States, we must confront the terrible depths of desire for the
black mammy and the way it still drags at struggles for real
democracy and social justice.



1 THE LIFE OF “AUNT JEMIMA”

Dream about der possum and hoecake,
Yer Aunt femima’s gwine to make yer pancakes when

yer wake.

—“Aunt Jemima’s Lullaby,” 1896

FAIRGOERS TINGLED with a sense of being on the cusp of a new
and different age as they celebrated the advance of American
civilization at the Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition of
1893. An early crystallization of what would become the
predominant cultural, economic, and imperial trends of the
twentieth century, the fair helped to usher in modernity in
the United States. Nancy Green’s first performance as Aunt
Jemima at that fair placed the faithful slave narrative—and in
particular the mammy figure—at the very heart of this transi-
tion. The R. T. Davis Milling Company capitalized on a
mythic southern past to sell a thoroughly modern product
made possible by the technological advances displayed else-
where at the fair. Aunt Jemima pancake mix would ride the
leading edge of innovation in production, packaging, adver-
tising, and distribution for much of the twentieth century,
while its supposedly essential characteristics—convenience,
wholesomeness, and good taste—were deemed best repre-
sented by an enslaved woman and the Old South.
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The trademark told a story of the post-Reconstruction
reunification of North and South brought about through the
loving labors of a black woman and made available to all
through modern capitalism. As the dialect lyrics of the com-
pany’s commissioned song, “Aunt Jemima’s Lullaby,” assured
American consumers, to buy the pancake mix was to buy into
a collective white dream that when they awoke, no matter
where they were in the country, and despite the passage of
nearly thirty years since emancipation, they would be greeted
by a black mammy with a stack of warm pancakes and a ready
smile. Reaching a much larger audience than the popular
fiction of the Plantation School ever would, the Aunt Jemima
trademark cemented an idea of what a mammy looked and
acted like for generations of consumers. The millions who
saw Nancy Green at the fair or later at one of her many per-
sonal appearances around the country would be encouraged
to believe that they had seen the “real” Aunt Jemima, and
that they had been close to, and perhaps eaten food prepared
by, an actual former faithful slave. The distortion of Nancy
Green’s life through this trademark was doubled in these mo-
ments, for not only was her true identity concealed behind
the mask of Aunt Jemima, but also her lived experience of
slavery was erased in plantation fantasy.

Aunt Jemima and other popular images of faithful slavery
in the twentieth century equated the African American’s
place in modern life with servility, obedience, and joviality.
Any other attitude on the part of blacks, from anger to aspi-
ration, was considered symptomatic of a growing contempo-
rary “Negro problem” that beset not just the (white) South
but the nation. In the last decade of the nineteenth century,
southern states constructed the legal frameworks of disfran-
chisement and widespread segregation with a speed born of
popular racism, white fears about this looming “problem,”
and national sanction. At the same time, escalating racial vio-
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lence terrorized southern black communities. The year of
the official dedication of the Columbian Exposition, 1892,
witnessed the largest number of recorded lynchings in U.S.
history, 230, of which an overwhelming majority of the vic-
tims were black and southern.' That year also saw the publi-
cation of Ida B. Wells’s influential protest tract Southern Hor-
rors, which she released while a fugitive from her home in
Memphis, Tennessee, where her own life had been threat-
ened because of her activism. Although Wells would be de-
nied a role in the Chicago exposition and the version of
American progress it promoted, the faithful slave mammy
would be there in the figure of Aunt Jemima.’

Part of what made the image of the faithful slave so tena-
cious in modern American politics and culture in this period
was its malleability. This was exemplified at the next world’s
fair held in the United States, at which several performances
of faithful slavery were staged, including another on behalf
of Aunt Jemima pancake mix. Intended to be a spectacular
showcase of the New South, the Atlanta Cotton States and
International Exposition of 1895 would become best known
for bringing Booker T. Washington into the national spot-
light and helping to establish him as the most powerful black
political figure of the early twentieth century. Washington
joined other prominent black southerners who sought to use
the Atlanta fair as a platform for broadcasting African Ameri-
can progress in the thirty years since emancipation and as-
serting the essential roles black people would play in the
progress toward regional prosperity in the coming century.
His address on the opening day of the fair articulated a vision
of black partnership in the economy of the New South as a
gradual path to self-sufficiency and citizenship founded on a
shared history of slave-owner paternalism and the loyalty of
the enslaved. Black aspirations and a fully realized democ-
racy, he suggested to the segregated black and white audience
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before him, were inextricably tied to this Plantation School
vision of the history of slavery.

The origins of the Aunt Jemima trademark lay in the theatri-
cal performances of post—Civil War minstrelsy and vaude-
ville. In popular accounts of the story, Chris Rutt, one of the
co-developers of the self-rising pancake flour, came upon the
name in the autumn of 1889 when he saw the minstrel team
Baker and Farrell perform the song “Old Aunt Jemima” in
his hometown of St. Joseph, Missouri. One of the pair would
sing the number as part of a cakewalk finale while wearing a
dress, apron, and red bandanna, as well as burnt cork black-
tace makeup. The song, which in this context was performed
by a white man masquerading as a black woman, had itself
been composed in 1875 and performed thousands of times
by Billy Kersands, an African American comedian and vaude-
villian who also performed in blackface.” The layers of ra-
cial and gender crossings, including the blacking up of an
already black performer, were complex. They would only be-
come more so when a formerly enslaved black woman was
asked to take on the fictional role of a formerly enslaved
black woman.

The story of the trademark is surrounded by a thick murk
of fabrication, scanty documentation, and oft-repeated his-
torical inaccuracies. It is likely that the show Rutt saw was
a solo act by Pete F. Baker, who portrayed Aunt Jemima,
among other characters, and who had appeared previously
in St. Joseph with another vaudevillian named T. J. Farron.*
Yet the popular version has been told so frequently and con-
sistently that it has lent credibility to the tale.” After the suc-
cess of Green’s appearance at the fair as Aunt Jemima, Purd
Wright, a St. Joseph librarian who had served as the first
taste-tester for Rutt and his partner, Charles Underwood,
made a signal contribution to national advertising for the
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product. He produced an illustrated pseudo-slave narrative
titled The Life of Aunt Jemima, the Most Famous Colored
Woman in the World (1895). It purportedly blended stories
told by Green herself with a biography of Wright’s inven-
tion claiming that Aunt Jemima’s pancake recipe was her
own, and that it had first been tasted by a northerner during
the Civil War. It was this man, in Wright’s story, who had
searched out the maker of those delicious hotcakes during
Reconstruction and persuaded her to come back north with
him. Several of Wright’s anecdotes, including Aunt Jemima’s
famed debut in Chicago, with its symbolic national reunion
of northern industrial capital and Old Southern refinement
and faithful slavery, reappeared as part of a popular national
magazine ad campaign produced in the 1920s by the J. Wal-
ter Thompson advertising firm. Illustrated by the masterly
N. C. Wyeth, the full-page narrative ads elaborated a picture
of a lush world of antebellum plantation grandeur and loyal
slaves, and promoted sectional reconciliation through cap-
italism. His rich illustrations embellished the story for a
broad national audience.® In 1925 the Quaker Oats Company
purchased the trademark and flour recipe. When a corporate
history titled Brands, Trademarks, and Good Will: The Story
of the Quaker Oats Company appeared in 1967, it repeated
many of these fictions as facts about the trademark’s past,
giving them authority as the true history of the product and
its spokesperson almost seventy-five years after Green’s first
Chicago performance. In this morass of commercially driven
inaccuracies and lingering plantation fantasies, two key facts
remain clear. First, the recipe for Aunt Jemima’s pancake mix
was conceived by Rutt and Underwood through trial and er-
ror in the late 1880s in Missouri, not by an enslaved black
woman in the antebellum South. Second, the figure of Aunt
Jemima was not drawn from history or indicative of the reali-
ties of American slavery but came out of the minstrel theater.
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Within a year of naming the flour mixture and trying un-
successfully to market it, Rutt and Underwood sold the rec-
ipe to the R. T. Davis Milling Company, which was the
largest miller in the county and a primary supplier for the
Missouri Valley. Davis Milling had the distribution networks,
capital, and industry knowledge needed to transform the
product and get it into more homes, which it did. Among
Davis Milling’s changes to the recipe was the addition of
powdered milk, which meant that all one had to do to make
the batter was add water. Aunt Jemima pancake mix thus be-
came one of the first ready-mix products on the market. It
made cooking pancakes quick, easy, and consistent. It was
like having a “slave in a box.”” Davis Milling planned to in-
troduce the product to a national audience at the Columbian
Exposition. In doing so, R. T. Davis would make another key
contribution to the trademark’s development: he would bring
the slave to life by having the product demonstrated at the
fair by a black woman identified only as “Aunt Jemima.”

In the short span of four years, Aunt Jemima mix went
from being a locally available midwestern product to a na-
tional consumer phenomenon via the spectacle that was the
Columbian Exposition. Imperial in its design, the fair took as
its theme the commemoration of Columbus’s discovery of
the New World. Its aim, however, was to showcase the global
power and great technological, industrial, and economic ad-
vance of the United States at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Because of this, the fair became a great testing ground
for establishing whose voices would be included in this surge
of power and progress and how they would be heard.

One celebrated example of inclusion at the fair was the
Woman’s Building, overseen by a National Board of Lady
Managers and representatives from each state. Despite pres-
sure from several black clubwomen, Ida B. Wells notable
among them, the national and state boards were almost en-
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tirely white in constitution. J. Imogen Howard, a teacher
from New York City who was appointed to the New York
Board of Women Managers, was the only black woman to
serve in an official capacity. Notably, she made it her goal
to include in the New York State exhibit statistics on black
women’s paid labor and wider contributions.” While some
sought this form of inclusion, other women, black and white,
challenged the logic of having a separate building for cele-
brating women’s contributions. They argued that their
achievements should be interspersed across the fair’s build-
ings and exhibits on equal footing with men’s, that it was ulti-
mately their ingenuity and strengths that were important,
not their gender. White American sculptor Harriet Hosmer
declared that her work and that of other female artists should
be included in the Fine Arts Building’s galleries and judged
on its own merits rather than placed in the Woman’s Build-
ing, where it would be gauged by different, gendered stan-
dards."

These racial and gender critiques combined in the Na-
tional Board’s attempts to shut down black women’s protests.
In the early summer of 1892, the members of the National
Board of Lady Managers published a response to their critics
and provided their rationale for not explicitly seeking black
representatives. They did not wish to specify race anywhere
in their building, because they were “endeavoring to show
the work of industrial women for all countries in the world
without discrimination as to race or color.”"" Foreshadowing
late-twentieth-century conservative critiques of affirmative
action and multiculturalism in their claims to be fighting
discrimination while aggressively attempting to craft an all-
white board, the Lady Managers heralded separation as
celebration and progress where white women’s exhibits were
concerned while championing white supremacy through the
rhetoric of racial equality.
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Debates over the meaning and political expediency of
seeking inclusion in all exhibits as opposed to separate repre-
sentation of some kind were intense within black activist cir-
cles but receded as it became clear that African Americans
would find no meaningful representation at all at the fair. Re-
sponding tardily to criticism, fair managers designated Au-
gust 25, 1893, as “Colored People’s Day,” with special trains
and events, including a watermelon sale. Arguing not only
that this was adding insult to injury but also that it was a
cynical ploy to attract black fairgoers and their dollars, Ida
B. Wells led a campaign to boycott the event. Some black
visitors did attend on August 25, but figures were very low."
Several prominent black activists and community leaders
found other ways to participate in the fair to generate posi-
tive images of African Americans and their abilities. Hallie
Quinn Brown, Anna Julia Cooper, and Fannie Barrier Wil-
liams participated in the World Congress of Representative
Women, while Booker T. Washington attended a session of
the Labor Congress devoted to black workers. Frederick
Douglass represented Haiti at the fair on the basis of his
previous service as the U.S. minister to that country. Most
tamously, Douglass, Wells, and others publicized the strug-
gle for a significant black American presence in the fair’s or-
ganization and execution and detailed the contributions of
African Americans historically and contemporaneously in a
widely circulated pamphlet titled The Reason Why the Colored
American Is Not in the World’s Columbian Exposition (1893)."
The absence indicated by the title was not so much that of
actual black people, although inclusion of any kind was
clearly limited, but of individuals or exhibits that could be
considered positive representations of racial progress and na-
tional power.

The forward march of modernity was represented by at
least one “colored American” at the fair, however, in the
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The site of the R. T. Davis Milling Company display in the Agriculture
Building at the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893
(back row). (Photo courtesy of The Newberry Library, Chicago, Tllinois.)

faithful enslaved mammy personified by Aunt Jemima.
Nancy Green was presented as the Aunt Jemima, ex-slave
cook and bearer of the always delicious and easy-to-make
pancake recipe, courtesy of the Davis Milling Company.
Green presided over a hot griddle and served pancakes while
promoting the mix and spinning tales of glorious old days on
the plantation for hordes of hungry visitors at a booth shaped
like an enormous flour barrel. The booth and Green’s dem-
onstration were located on the Agriculture Building’s sec-
ond-floor gallery, all of which was devoted to food prepara-
tion, preservation, and distribution. The ground level of the
hall, which covered fifteen acres, was filled with large exhib-
its of the agricultural products of each state in the United
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States, several foreign countries, and a number of colonial
territories. Visitors were guided upstairs by large signs detail-
ing the foodstuffs, sweets, and beverages that were on exhibit
and available in the galleries.'* On display there were exam-
ples of the technological advances necessary for turning all of
the raw commodities exhibited on the first floor into finished
consumer goods, the technology often represented by the
consumable product itself. Corporate entities rather than po-
litical boundaries defined the geography of the galleries. The
building’s design and layout equated progress and the mod-
ern with consumption. Through Aunt Jemima, the Davis
Milling Company combined all of these elements with a ver-
sion of history defined by agrarian abundance, hospitality,
and white leisure, all made possible by faithful slaves. The
trademark character suggested that slavery itself had been a
necessary stage in the progress of capitalist civilization. With
every sweet and buttery bite, fairgoers were transported to
the Old South of popular imagination as they marveled at
their own modern good fortune.

In Brands, Trademarks, and Good Will, Arthur Marquette
reports that it was not only Green’s gregarious nature and
fine cooking skills that caught the attention of the Davis
Milling Company but also the fact that she “loved to talk
about her own slave days.” Her stories, he qualifies, were “no
doubt apocryphal but nonetheless entertaining.” Green shared
these wonderfully entertaining tales and old songs with fair-
goers, Marquette continues, in a presentation that was
largely of her own creation and that surpassed all other food
demonstrations at the fair in popularity and impact. Aunt
Jemima and her pancakes were in such demand, he claims,
that extra police had to be hired for the gallery to keep the
flow of traffic moving around the Davis Milling booth.” The
popularity verging on hysteria that Marquette and others
describe may well be a product of subsequent advertising.
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Extant firsthand accounts of the demonstration say nothing
about enormous or unmanageable crowds; crowds are men-
tioned mostly in the context of reports about the abundance
of free food available in the Agriculture Building. “Exposi-
tion wits tell many amusing stories of the crowds which surge
toward the galleries of Agricultural hall as the lunch hour ap-
proaches, as it is generally known that a number of exhibitors
distribute their specialties in food and drink for advertising
purposes,” notes one contemporary report.'* Some make ref-
erence to Aunt Jemima, “a genuine southern cook,” by name,
while others, such as one that referred to a “colored woman”
demonstrating a “special mixture of flour,” do not identify
the product or its demonstrator. One report erroneously ad-
vised visitors to get “one of Aunt Dinah’s pancakes, hot from
the griddle.”"’

Within a few years of the Chicago fair, it would be rare for
an American reporter to mistake the trademark’s name. In
part, this would be due to the range of advertising media that
came to bear the image of the trademark mammy. Many visi-
tors to the Davis booth received a lapel pin emblazoned with
her picture, a bandannaed black woman with a toothy grin,
above which was printed the slogan “I'se in town, honey!”
Drawing on popular dialect forms and seeking to enfold the
potential consumer in the affective “Honey,” the button ap-
parently said nothing about pancakes or flour, nor did the full
product name appear. At a time in the product’s history when
Aunt Jemima’s smile did not necessarily elicit brand recogni-
tion, the buttons promoted the idea of a beaming mammy
more than they did pancakes.

These buttons were an early attempt to identify brand
awareness with status, a central feature of modern con-
sumer culture. Drawing on an established tradition of politi-
cal ephemera such as lapel pins that promoted parties and
politicians and denoted the wearer’s membership or support,
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“Aunt Jemima’s Lullaby.” Words by George Cooper, music by S. H.
Speck, 1896. (Photo courtesy of Brown University Library, Providence, Rhode Is-
land.)

the Aunt Jemima buttons were an early form of the advertis-
ing premiums that the Davis Milling Company used to gen-
erate brand loyalty. In 1897, four cents’ worth of stamps sent
to the company would bring its customers a copy of Purd
Wright's Life of Aunt Jemima, a set of “pickaninny dolls”
ready for stuffing, and piano sheet music for “Aunt Jemima’s
Lullaby,” a song composed expressly for the product.” Con-
sumers were encouraged to gather friends and family around
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the piano to sing songs about Aunt Jemima, read a “slave
narrative” about her and her recipe, and tuck the kids into
bed with dolls bearing the product name. Items such as these
infiltrated the intimate spaces of people’s daily lives and rein-
forced ideas of white supremacy and black servility as much
as they sold products. They represented an early-twentieth-
century commodity culture that promoted the faithful slave
and other derogatory black images in print media and mass-
produced material goods such as statuettes, coin banks, dishes,
and ashtrays aimed at predominantly white consumers. Over
the next sixty years, many additional items would become
Aunt Jemima premiums, available for a specified number of
box tops plus shipping charges, and designed to be displayed
in collectors’ homes."”

Nancy Green, the woman handing out Aunt Jemima buttons
at the Columbian Exposition, who was said to have been
born a slave in the Kentucky bluegrass, was working in Chi-
cago as a domestic servant when a wholesale distributor met
her in the home of her employer, his friend Charles Walker.
He notified R. T. Davis that he had found just the black
woman the company owner was looking for to demonstrate
his new product at the fair. Davis met her and offered her the
job. From that point on Green’s life changed significantly, as
her own history and experience were eclipsed by the figure
of Aunt Jemima. The trademark’s “history” relayed through
The Life of Aunt fFemima, the Most Famous Colored Woman in
the World, and subsequent ad campaigns embellishing the
story absorbed aspects of Green’s life into Aunt Jemima’s.
The power of the faithful slave narrative, mammy iconogra-
phy, and the J. Walter Thompson Company’s ads combined
to blur her biography and transform her for posterity into
not just the embodiment but the very being of the beloved
trademark. In this, Green’s story is emblematic of the experi-
ences of the thousands of black women in the early twentieth
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century whose identities and labor were shaped and at times
overwhelmed by the figure of the mammy.

When Nancy Green was hit by a car and killed in late Au-
gust 1923, few people outside of her immediate circle of
family, friends, and fellow parishioners at the Olivet Baptist
Church knew that she had been appearing as Aunt Jemima
since the fair. When the Chicago Tribune first ran Green’s
obituary and a short item reporting the fatal accident, there
was no mention of her job portraying Aunt Jemima.” This
all changed the following week, when the connection was
drawn between Green and the trademark at a coroner’ in-
quest. The day after, the Tribune reported the legal proceed-
ings and a detailed obituary under the headline “‘Aunt
Jemima’ of Pancake Fame Is Killed by Auto.” The article de-
clared, “‘Aunt Jemima’ is dead,” much like the Missouri
Farmer’s later proclamation, “Aunt Jemima Is Gone.”"' Al-
though the article is framed as the saddening revelation of
Green’s supposed dual identity, it slips quickly into collapsing
the two, recounting a tale of Green’s life that is much more
that of the fictional Aunt Jemima. The article adds elements
to the narrative that further depict Green as a faithful en-
slaved mammy by implying that she had traveled to Chicago
as a slave of the Walker family:

“Aunt Jemima” was born in Montgomery County, Ky., in
1834 and came to Chicago as a nurse for the Walker family.
She nursed and made pancakes for the late Circuit Judge
Charles M. Walker, chief justice of the municipal court, and
his brother, Dr. Samuel Walker, now a leading north side
physician, when they were boys. They spread her fame
among their boy chums, and before long “Aunt Jemima’s
pancakes” became a common phrase in Chicago when good
things to eat were discussed.

A milling concern heard of her, searched her out, obtained
her recipe and induced her to make pancakes at the World’s
fair. After that she went from one exposition to another dem-
onstrating her skill. There was one, however, that she re-
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fused to attend—the Paris exposition. All inducements that
could be made were put forward, but “Aunt Jemima” refused
to budge.

To animate Green’s refusal to go to Paris, the article shifts
into dialect in a passage attributed as a quotation, much like
the “I'se in Town, Honey” slogan long associated with the
trademark: “I was bo’n in this country an’ I'm gonna die
heah, not somewheah ’twixt heah an’ somewheah’s else.”*

The Tribune’s second obituary of Green characterizes her
as a domestic laborer/faithful slave within the Walker home,
and as Aunt Jemima. A reprint of this obituary under a differ-
ent headline a month later reinforced this connection. The
Cook County Herald of Arlington Heights, Illinois, titled the
obituary “‘Aunt Jemima’ Victim of Auto—Colored Mammy
of Pancake Fame Crushed to Death in Chicago; Born in
Kentucky.”” The only information about Green provided
to readers that is unrelated to the trademark is a note that
she was an organizing member of her church, described as
“the largest colored church in the world,” and a missionary
worker. While this does locate Green within a black commu-
nity and identifies her as an individual person of faith, in the
wider context of the obituary this fact serves more to rein-
force the generic construction of the enslaved mammy figure
as supremely pious. It is probable that the story, incorrect
both in much of its detail about Green’s life and in its version
of the pancake mix’s history, came from the inquest, where
elements of Green’s history and of advertising copy were
blended in testimony. All of this took place in the context of a
legal proceeding, the aim of which was to decide whether to
hold the two drivers involved in the death criminally culpa-
ble.* It is clear that the dialect speech came from the Tribune
journalist’s imagination.

Although some of these errors persisted in local black press
coverage of Green’s death, there are important and telling
differences in the Chicago Defender’s obituary. A small photo
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of Green that ran under the 7ribune headline was labeled
only “Aunt Jemima.” This same picture appeared four days
later in the Defender’s front-page article identified as “Mrs.
Nancy Green.” The Defender’s label rejects the “Aunt” moni-
ker of enslavement, which had been designed to avoid the
need for formalities when whites addressed black people and
denoted a kind of interchangeability among all black women.
While it describes her work for the Walkers and does not
provide any further information about when or why she trav-
eled from Kentucky to Chicago, the black-owned paper
locates Green more solidly within black communities, not-
ing: “Mrs. Green was one of the first missionary workers of
Olivet Baptist church, which she helped organize . . . Her fu-
neral was held from there Saturday. She was a member of
many fraternal organizations. She is survived by several rela-
tives.””” "This last line places her within her own family, not
the white Walker family for which she worked.

In a later Defender piece on Green, columnist A. L. Jackson
suggested that budding black businessmen could take a les-
son from the lucrative popularity of “her” pancakes. Re-
ferring to black criticisms of the trademark, Jackson coun-
tered:

Many will say that this dear old lady was exploited by this rich
concern, but they will fail to reckon upon the fact that there
are perhaps hundreds of others who could make cakes just as
delicious as Aunt Jemima who will never be known to the
world . . . There are other things than pancakes which our
mothers know how to make better than other women. There
is no good reason why some wide-awake young business man
from our own crowd should not seize upon that skill and cap-
italize it for himself and the Race as these white men did with
Aunt Jemima.”®

Jackson’s suggestion that some black man should summon
both the gumption and the race pride to exploit the skill and
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persona of black women leaves little room for imagining that
one of those women might do this herself. It is the black male
economic subject, independent, wealthy, and primed to de-
mand his full rights as a citizen, with whom Jackson is most
concerned.

Although limited, Jackson’s attempt to resituate Aunt
Jemima as a misappropriation of black ingenuity by white
economic interests, and his caution that readers should not
imagine her simply as an exploited woman, remind us that
Nancy Green was making choices within a restricted range
of options. Despite their silences and distortions, Green’s
obituaries reveal her to have been a prominent figure within
one of black Chicago’s most powerful churches and an active
community member. Census records provide some picture
of her southern past, family relationships, and work life. It
is likely that she was in fact born into slavery in Kentucky,
but the year was 1844, not 1834, as most obituaries reported.
This made her forty-nine years old when she assumed the
role of Aunt Jemima and seventy-nine when she died. In
Chicago, Green lived with the Hayes family and a collection
of unrelated boarders, first with Nelson and Mamie Hayes,
one of whom was Green’s nephew or niece, and then in
the household of their son, Leroy, whom she had watched
grow up and had probably helped to raise. Before this, Nancy
Green had been married for thirty years and had two chil-
dren, but neither they nor her husband was still alive in 1900.
In that year she listed her occupation as “cook,” which could
have referred to her job demonstrating Aunt Jemima pancake
mix or else indicated that her primary employment remained
in domestic service. The latter was the case in 1910, when
she reported her job as “housekeeper” in a private residence.
Performing as the trademarked mammy was not her primary
job by that time, if it ever had been. By 1920 Green was no
longer working regularly for wages; she reported her occupa-
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tion as “none.””” Because of her role as Aunt Jemima, Nancy
Green left a larger archive than most black women born into
slavery who became domestic workers after the Civil War.
Yet the power and the longevity of the trademark have ren-
dered her actual historical record obscure and her full iden-
tity impossible to discover.”®

Located in the capital city of the New South, the Atlanta
Cotton States and International Exposition of 1895 displayed
the same swelled chests and spectacular schemes of the Chi-
cago fair two years earlier, if not its grand scale or enormous
attendance figures. Designed to showcase the region’s dra-
matic post-Reconstruction economic growth and potential,
the Atlanta fair aimed to attract tourism, business interests,
and capital investment and to position the region as a gate-
way to international markets farther south. Key to this con-
struction of a modern New South was the impression of har-
monious race relations sustained through benevolent white
management. Just a year shy of the U.S. Supreme Court’s
Plessy decision declaring “separate” accommodations to be
constitutional and potentially “equal,” the Atlanta fair cele-
brated legal segregation as a panacea for local and national
race and labor problems.” The figure of the faithful slave
appeared in various incarnations at the fair to support this ar-
gument and to suggest historical continuities between the
Old and New South. Aunt Jemima pancake mix was demon-
strated there, and since Nancy Green was said to have at-
tended every fair before her death except the one in Paris, it
is likely that she was in Atlanta.”

Although, after the exclusions of Chicago, many thrilled at
the inclusion of a Negro Building created and overseen by an
African American board of managers, several black organiza-
tions and newspapers encouraged a boycott of the fair on ac-
count of segregation in the city of Atlanta broadly and in
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the fair’s planning and execution in particular.’’ Arguably,
the Negro Building could be taken as an example of sup-
posed southern white benevolence toward blacks as much as
it could a record of black achievement and progress. White
fair managers could argue that the southern white man was
indeed “the best friend of the Negro” when they noted the
absence of such a feature at the Chicago fair.”” Planners and
the press made much of the fact that the building had been
designed and built by black people, failing to note that much
of the fair had been built by black labor and that predomi-
nantly black convict workers had initially cleared the grounds
for the exposition. Yet all transportation, public facilities, and
audience seating were strictly segregated. And while black
fairgoers could enter any building on the grounds, they could
find refreshments only in the Negro Building. Since it was
located at the far southwestern edge of the fairgrounds at the
corner of Jackson and Tenth streets, between the Midway
Heights concessions and the grandstand for Buffalo Bill’s
Wild West Show, this meant a long walk from the rest of the
attractions for African American visitors.”” The fairground’s
layout complicated the aims of the Negro Building further
by putting it so close to, and thus likening it with, the human
sideshows of the Midway and Buffalo Bill’s acts. Among the
concessions made especially for Atlanta was the “Old Planta-
tion,” where visitors could watch and listen to “faithful
slaves” dance, sing, and play fiddles and banjos. The Old
Plantation was the only concession President Grover Cleve-
land visited on his official trip to the exposition, a fact later
promoted in advertisements. Variations on the concession at
subsequent fairs both in and outside the region claimed to be
composed of actual slave cabins.”* At every turn, fairgoers
were encouraged to see a dynamic New South still connected
to Old Southern traditions through plantation fantasy and
white paternalism.
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Representations of faithful slavery even carried into the
Negro Building itself. Flanking the outside of the hall’s main
entrance were two reliefs, one of a black mammy and the
other of the recently deceased Frederick Douglass—arguably
the two most famous black figures of the day. At first glance
there seemed to be a certain irony in the pairing of these
two figures, the fictional faithful slave and the famous run-
away slave, abolitionist, and radical activist. At least one con-
temporary commentator argued that this was purposeful and
appropriate. In an article devoted to Booker T. Washington’s
celebrated appearance at the fair, a reporter described the
two medallions as opposite ends of the trajectory of black
progress, “representing the past and the present conditions
of the Negro.””’ Notably, this vision of black progress equated
the past with the faithful slavery of black women while the
contemporary period was defined by manly action, remark-
able individual achievement, and strength of character, a
gendered historical framing that would animate a range of
black activist rhetoric throughout the twentieth century. The
building’s 25,000-square-foot interior was divided into four-
teen state exhibits, separate displays featuring fine arts, litera-
ture, and patented inventions created by African Americans,
and a large restaurant. Several of the state exhibits were dom-
inated by contributions from black institutions of industrial
education, such as Booker T. Washington’s own Tuskegee
Institute in Alabama. The Negro Building also provided a
variety of special services for black visitors necessitated by
segregation at the fair and in its host city. In addition to the
restaurant, these included a medical facility and an informa-
tion center for those seeking overnight accommodations at
establishments open to black guests.’* In all, no site at the
fair, other than the Woman’s Building, would receive more
visitors than the Negro Building.”’

If the medallions at the entrance represented the two
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most famous black figures of the day, the fair became best
known for introducing to the nation another famous African
American, Booker T. Washington. His address on opening
day, eventually dubbed the “Atlanta Compromise” by critic
W. E. B. Du Bois, solidified Washington’s place as the lead-
ing black political voice of the early twentieth century. At the
tair, Washington crafted his vision of black progress in the
New South through accommodation, gradualism, and eco-
nomic independence largely around the figure of the faithful
slave. When he asked white southerners to “cast their buck-
ets where they were,” by which he meant to continue to rely
on a black southern workforce despite the influx of white (or
whitening) immigrants, Washington appealed to a nostalgic
plantation history that he claimed both races shared:

While doing this, you can be sure in the future, as in the past,
that you and your families will be surrounded by the most pa-
tient, faithful, law-abiding and unresentful people that the
world has seen. As we have proved our loyalty to you in the
past, in nursing your children, watching by the sick-bed of
your mothers and fathers, and often following them with
tear-dimmed eyes to their graves, so in the future, in our
humble way, we shall stand by you with a devotion that no
foreigner can approach, ready to lay down our lives, if need
be, in defense of yours, interlacing our industrial, commer-
cial, civil, and religious life with yours in a way that shall
make the interests of both races one.

This was followed immediately by the most famous state-
ment of Washington’s speech: “In all things that are purely
social we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the
hand in all things essential to mutual progress.”*® With his
easy transition from examples of interracial intimacy to an
apparent endorsement of segregation, Washington suggested
a very different arc of black progression “up from slavery”
from the one on display at the entrance to the Negro Build-
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ing. He offered plantation nostalgia as evidence of contem-
porary “patience” and a lack of “resentment” among black
southerners for past and present wrongs. Washington ma-
nipulated the ability of the faithful slave story to assuage
white guilt in hopes of creating a space for some degree
of cooperation, free from the suspicion and violence that
guilt often engenders. Washington assumed the mantle of
“Leader of the Race” in the year of Frederick Douglass’s
death through his appeals to the very same plantation fictions
that Douglass had worked so hard to refute.

Bringing to mind the promotional Aunt Jemima buttons of
the Chicago fair two years earlier, a proponent of Washing-
ton’s vision suggested a lapel pin commemorating the speech.
William J. Cansler, a prominent black teacher from Knox-
ville, Tennessee, asked Washington:

Couldn’t that expression of yours, “We can be as separate as
the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things essential to mu-
tual progress,” be symbolized in the form of a button worn on
lapel of coat as are worn by Grand Army men, Oddfellows,
Masons & c: represented as an open hand, fingers extended
and diverging? This could be sold on Exposition grounds at
the Negro exhibit and would be bought and worn by thou-
sands both white and colored. It would fittingly symbolize
the new epoch in the Negroes history in the South, as well as
immortalize the expression.”

Cansler’s pin would testify to one’s loyalty to Washington’s
brand of politics, as it would also serve as an income-
generating souvenir of the Atlanta fair itself. It would indeed
signify this “new epoch” in southern and national history in
which the color line was drawn, maintained, and adapted to
through stories of faithful slavery.

Notions of racial intimacy in the context of a strict hierar-
chy, personified in the loyal ex-slave, were central to Wash-
ington’s articulations of a regionalist black politics of gradu-
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alism and accommodation. They were as much an animating
force of his aspirations for the race as a strategy for wooing
southern whites to the cause of black progress. In that same
speech he appealed to black southerners to “cast their buck-
ets where they were”—a spatial metaphor for accepting their
place within existing hierarchies and simultaneously a call to
remain in the South, or in their geographic place. A staunch
regionalist, Washington would devote much of his political
life to discouraging black migration.*

It is ironic that the woman who served as the very embodi-
ment of the modern faithful slave to which Washington ap-
pealed had herself left the South for Chicago some time
earlier. As Washington spoke that afternoon of the past’s les-
sons for realizing a potentially bright southern future, it is
possible that Nancy Green was elsewhere at the fair serv-
ing pancakes as Aunt Jemima. Like so many other African
Americans living in or visiting Atlanta that day, both she and
Washington were former slaves. For Nancy Green, the jour-
ney to Georgia would have meant a return to the region she
had left. For both, the exposition meant a journey into the
Old South of white imagination and fantasy. Images of the
mammy and plantation legend shaped Green’s and Washing-
ton’s lives in profound ways. While the faithful slave narra-
tive helped to catapult Booker T. Washington to national
fame and political power, it simultaneously plunged Green
into historical obscurity behind Aunt Jemima’s designation as
the “most famous colored woman in the world.”
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For sweet charity’s sake 40 clever Tacoma [Washing-
ton] ladies blacked their comely faces with burnt cork
last night and appeared on the big stage of the Ninth
Street theater as negro minstrels. The social folk
turned out by the hundreds to see what the belles of the
town would look like when blacked up.

—Tacoma Daily News, 1894

WHEN THE WOMEN of the Arche Club of Chicago hired
Jeanette Robinson Murphy in the early winter of 1901 to
provide them with an afternoon of “plantation entertain-
ment” and instruction in the ways of “the genuine Southern
Negro,” it seems likely that many did not expect the program
to be quite so interactive. Murphy, a white, southern profes-
sional “reader-entertainer” who specialized in black dialect,
had little trouble getting the white clubwomen to tie bandan-
nas around their heads and shoulders in the style of an old
mammy. Nor did the group hesitate to rub the left hind foot
of a southern graveyard rabbit for good luck. Many grew
self-conscious, however, when Murphy asked them to join
her in singing a “negro lullaby” in dialect. The Chicago Tri-
bune reported that by easing them into the performance with
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step-by-step instructions on how to sing and move like an
enslaved old black woman, Murphy drew her reluctant lis-
teners into the act: “First Mrs. Murphy had the audience
repeat the words. Then she gave them the tune. Then she
told them to put their tongues close behind the upper teeth
and not to let go of their ‘n’s’ until they reached the next
one.” Once Murphy taught them to sound the way they be-
lieved a mammy sounded, she got them moving: “She sug-
gested they clap their hands and stamp with one foot in syn-
copated time. At this period it was easy to imagine a minstrel
chorus on a rehearsal or a Georgia camp meeting in prog-
ress.” "To the left of the stage where Murphy stood was a con-
cession operated by an unnamed black woman identified in
the Tribune only as the “original ‘Aunt Jemima.”” The woman
served cornbread and hotcakes and wore a large gold medal
she had received at the Paris Exposition of 1900. “Her beam-
ing smiles radiated over the hall,” claimed the Tribune.' One
wonders what this woman must have thought as she watched
Murphy teach the white women’s club how to perform faith-
tul slavery in dialect.’

The spectacle of the Arche Club’s “afternoon way down
South” was considered entertaining enough to have been re-
ported with illustrations in the Tribune. It was a common
scene across the United States at the beginning of the twenti-
eth century. White women around the country participated
in professional and amateur impersonations of enslaved black
women on stages and in living rooms, whether for historical
presentations, for shared amusement, to raise funds for fa-
vorite causes, or for pay. Since its inception in antebellum
proslavery literature, white women had a special connection
to the mammy figure. They were, in fact, the country’s pri-
mary producers and consumers of the faithful slave narra

tive.’ The range of needs filled by the figure of the faithful
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slave—what made these women cling to mammy and to the
popular nostalgia for human bondage—were as varied as the
women themselves. Yet in expressing their privileges, desires
for status, and anxieties through the performance of faith-
ful slavery, members of the Arche Club were in many ways
emblematic of the popular romance with mammy and the
Old South.* This was certainly true of Jeannette Robinson
Murphy, whose assertions of privilege and expertise based on
her gender, race, and regional identity, combined with her
need for employment, financial and otherwise, fueled this
romance.

The presence of a black woman portraying Aunt Jemima
marked the artifice of the white woman’s performance while
it generated the illusion of authenticity for the entire affair.
Despite the Tiribune’s report that the black woman was the
“original Aunt Jemima,” the woman working at the Arche
Club meeting that afternoon was not Nancy Green, the orig-
inator of the role.’ Neither Green’s nor the unnamed wo-
man’s hired performances as enslaved mammies revealed
their real names; their servile status was presumed and taken
for granted.

Through their sheer scale, the Chicago and Atlanta world’s
fairs impressed upon visitors the gravity and importance
of the things they saw, rode on, ate, heard, and dreamed
about there, including representations of faithful slavery. But
the power of these stories and their centrality to American
modernity were more often experienced in everyday acts at
home, like tucking into a stack of buttery pancakes or reading
popular books.® A small book titled Mammy’s Letters (1922)
written by a woman from Richmond, Virginia, is representa-
tive of these more common and mundane moments of shar-
ing and enjoying tales of the faithful slave. In her introduc-
tion, Gertrude Langhorne lamented:
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Mother, Home and Mammy! They are three of the most
beautiful words in the English language and the latter is now
almost obsolete. I keenly regret it for those generations yet to
come, who cannot learn its dearness. I never see my mammy
without a tugging at my heart and a tightness in my throat.
Some of the happiest days of my life ever had, or will have,
were spent in the shelter of her arms and surrounded by the
tender care her love always gave me. It makes one long with
an unspeakable longing.’

Langhorne’s sentimental, pathos-filled invocation of “three
of the most beautiful words” sums up graphically the central-
ity of mammy iconography and the interracial relationships
it suggested—real and imagined—to white women in the
early twentieth century. Mammy’s Letters reflected the surge
in popularity of the faithful slave narrative in the 1910s and
1920s, and the prominence of white women as the narrators
and keepers of these historical fictions. The text brings to-
gether the major themes of the genre: white supremacist
nostalgia for antebellum paternalism and supposedly faithful
slaves; the glorification of white domesticity through a black
maternal figure; claims of intimate and satisfying bodily con-
tact between black women and whites in the private sphere of
the white home; and, finally, white southerners’ allegedly in-
describable or “unspeakable” longing for the black mammy.
Langhorne constructs her text as an archive of letters re-
ceived by her during the First World War from Jerdena Jef-
terson, the black woman she called “Mammy.” The fabri-
cated nature of this collection and Langhorne’s own role as
the ultimate author of Jefferson’s letters are clear. “It may be
of interest to state,” she begins, “that the following ‘Letters’
are genuine in every detail—even to the names used. Several
are copies of those written me by my old ex-slave Mammy:.
The others are incidents related by her that I have arranged
in letter form.”™ As was true generally with white-authored
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recollections of the enslaved mammy, it is the testimony of a
white woman that is the measure of the loyalty and authen-
ticity of a black woman. The provenance of the “letters” is
admittedly questionable, but the “truth” of their claims is ac-
tually established by the confession of white authorship. Fur-
thermore, the letters are intended to ring true, as they are all
written in the same dialect that animated black voices on
minstrel stages and in Plantation School literature. Lang-
horne chooses literally to speak for her mammy, in dialect,
via the fictionalized cache of letters.

The logic of the letter as historical evidence suggests con-
temporary documentation, an on-the-spot record of events
and, even more important, of private emotions and thoughts.
The collected correspondence of ordinary people, those who
are not political figures or famous in some other way, seems
especially revelatory of everyday connections among individ-
uals across time and space, and denotes intimacy between the
correspondents. The act of saving letters is itself intensely
sentimental, attributing to them an additional emotional
value. For Langhorne and her intended audience, this was
central to fashioning the voice of mammy as one of tender-
ness toward the white recipient of her missives. The expres-
sions of confusion and requests for assistance from whites
contained in many of the letters reflected the paternalism in-
herent in stories of faithful slaves. Notably, Mammy’s Letters
was not crafted as a two-way correspondence. Langhorne
does not reproduce any letters from herself to Jefferson, nor
does she “arrange in letter form” anything she may have said,
or wished to have said. The conversation implied in the text
is actually one between Langhorne and her presumed white
audience. Remember the good old days and the good old
Negroes, she urges her readers, for these memories soothe in
the face of contemporary upheavals and the losses of the re-
cent war.’
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Ultimately, Langhorne presents the “letters” as a sort of
totem of the physical and emotional intimacy she believes
she shared with Jefferson, and that she found beyond easy
description—“unspeakable,” as she puts it. When white
southerners struggled palpably to express the depth of their
feelings for the black maternal figures and domestic workers
they once knew as mammies, or conjured in fantasies of fam-
ily plantation legacy, they often resorted to assertions of the
“indescribable” nature of their longing. To assert the impos-
sibility of explaining, and thus the incapability of non-south-
ern whites to know or understand, served to shore up the
boundaries of a white regional identity as well as defend
against critics of past and present southern race relations.

This was certainly the case with Thomas Nelson Page,
who, in his popular defense of segregation, The Negro: The
Southerner’s Problem (1904), argues similarly indescribable
connections among “Mother, Home, and Mammy.” The
mammy “has never been adequately described,” he claims,
“chiefly, I fancy, because it is impossible to describe her as
she was.” Page continues in characteristically florid style:

Who may picture a mother? We may dab and dab at it, but
when we have done our best we know that we have stuck on a
little paint, and the eternal verity stands forth like the eternal
verity of the Holy Mother, outside our conception, only to be
apprehended in our highest moments, and never to be truly
pictured by pen or pencil. So, no one can describe what the
mammy was, and only those can apprehend her who were
rocked on her generous bosom, slept on her bed, fed at her
table, were directed and controlled by her, watched by her
unsleeping eye, and led by her precept in the way of truth,
justice and humanity. She was far more than a servant. She
was a member of the family in high standing."’

There is an easy slippage here between mother, the enslaved
mammy, and that other symbol of selfless, unending, and
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markedly nonsexual maternal affection, the Virgin Mary. Yet
in the context of the early-twentieth-century popular ro-
mance with the faithful mammy, such blurring was not at
all uncommon. While Page draws no apparent distinction
between his mother and his mammy, Langhorne’s beloved
trinity of “Mother, Home and Mammy” divides the two fig-
ures as it simultaneously connects them via the white home.
Langhorne posits the cloistered spaces of white domestic-
ity as a terrain of contact between mothers and mammies,
similar in their roles as nurturers and as embodiments of
nostalgia, yet separated unequivocally by race. Her wistful
narrative actually says nothing more of her white, biological
mother, however, and instead dwells only on the motherly at-
tentions she received from Jefferson.

Despite long-standing protestations that the mammy was a
completely nonsexual figure, there is sensuality approaching
the erotic in both Page’s and Langhorne’s descriptions of
the physical intimacy and racial role reversals in their experi-
ences of black caretaking. This eroticism remains unmedi-
ated and undeterred by the authors’ youth in the scenes they
recollect. It is as adults that they construct these memories.
Page was a middle-aged man when he recalled with such
emotion sleeping in a black woman’s bed and eating her food,
and described her generous bosom, as well as her “dignity,
force, kindness; her showy bed . . . the exercise of her author-
ity, and . . . at least two ‘good whippings’” administered
by her."

While the trope of indescribability may convey the sub-
limated eroticization of the black mammy’s body, it was
overtly intended to mark the author’s elite southern class po-
sition. Like so many others, Page insisted that “among the
slave-owning class, there was hardly a child who had not
been rocked in a colored mammy’s arms.”" Thus, those who
shared memories of mammy or claimed some affinity with a
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mammy figure were necessarily claiming a part of that class
legacy and status. Although regional authors like Page wrote
Plantation School fiction and social criticism for a national
audience, southern whites commonly shared among them-
selves proclamations, reminiscences, and stories of their lim-
itless affection for mammy, trading narratives of black bodies
to denote class and regional belonging and to forge intra-
racial relationships."”

If the ambiguities of indescribable emotion were intended
to produce class exclusivity—suggesting that those who knew
just knew and needed no further explanation—they simulta-
neously marked the fundamental eroticism of the mammy
construct. Langhorne’s choice of the word “unspeakable” to
describe her “longing” signifies the desire that slinks through
the mammy narrative. A few months before Mammy’s Letters
was published, Senator Edward Pou of North Carolina had
stood on the floor of the U.S. Senate and argued, as a defense
of southern segregation and lynching: “There is one other
thing that you men from the North cannot comprehend, that
ineffable, indescribable, unspeakable love that every southern
man feels for the old black nurse who took care of him in
childhood. The sweetest memories of my life go back to
my old ‘mammy.””"* Circulating through these justifications
of segregation and violence is a profound nostalgia for sanc-
tioned physicality between black women and both white wo-
men and men. They express a longing for access to black
women’s bodies, beds, and private lives, the last now con-
cealed from them in segregated black neighborhoods and in-
stitutions. Denied here was the fact that whites continued to
claim sexual access to black people within coercive as well as
consensual frameworks, while often responding to even the
suggestion of black men’s cross-racial desire with violence
and murder.

"The supposedly sexually undesirable mammy figure formed
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one side of a white-authored, mutually reinforcing dual im-
age of black women’s nature. On the other side was the vora-
ciously sexual “jezebel.” Whereas the mammy was promoted
in popular white representations as embodying maternal af-
fective relationships, the “jezebel” explained the undeniable
fact that sex had indeed occurred across the color line be-
tween black women and white men and continued to do so.
The stereotypical “jezebel” lusted after, lured, and cajoled
white men, and thus bore the responsibility for interracial
sexual encounters. Deborah Gray White argues that “South-
erners were able to embrace both images of black women si-
multaneously and to switch from one to the other depending
on the context of their thought.”” These were not two sepa-
rate women. The characterizations were read onto a single
black female body within the shifting contexts and needs of
white supremacy.'®

In their evocations of the romantic plantation South,
Langhorne’s letters are intended to forge a link between the
recent experiences of the First World War and the Civil War.
Through the voice of Jerdena Jefferson, a black mother who
first fears that her son Efrom will be drafted into military ser-
vice, then expresses her anxiety and confusion once he is in-
deed drafted, Langhorne resuscitates another popular faith-
ful slave figure: the young manservant transformed into a
Confederate brother-in-arms. Her narrative telescopes time,
pushing the Civil War and the Great War into closer histori-
cal proximity. The thoughts on mobilization she attributes to
Jetferson often recall “the other war,” a vague reference that
realistically should refer to the more recent Spanish-Ameri-
can War, yet in the context of this story necessarily brings to
mind the Civil War.

Recalling the supposed legions of faithful enslaved Con-
federate fighters, Efrom’s ex-slave parents assume that he has
been pressed into military service to go into battle with “Mr.
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Phil” (Phil Miller), the son of their former master, as his
body servant and protector. Jefferson implores, “Plese ax Mr.
Phil ter do de bes he can by him [Efrom] fur his ole Mammy’s
sake ’cause I so skeered.”” Of course, Efrom was not drafted
to perform these services for Phil. According to the fic-
tionalized letters, Jefferson becomes increasingly upset over
the course of the narrative because she and her husband are
not sure where Efrom is, and they cannot understand why
he is not with Phil. Arguably, much of the charm of these let-
ters for Langhorne’s (white) readers is that the old black
woman would automatically assume, even in the 1910s, that
Efrom was drafted to serve the old master’s son. It is a mark
not only of her deep and abiding faithfulness but also of the
endurance into the twentieth century of supposed paternalist
bonds of mutual obligation and care transmitted across gen-
erations.

For Langhorne, Jefferson remains as faithful to class hier-
archies as she does to those of race, expressing in explicit
fashion how inseparable the two were, and still remain.
Through Jefferson’s voice she stages a critique of the mod-
ern military as a potentially equalizing institution. “Dar air
some turrvible mistakes goin’ on in dis Govmint,” Jetferson wor-
ries. “We had a letter from Efrom sayin he war real well
an’ in Camp Mills. Say he hav inquire evrywhar fur Mr. Phil
but cant fine no news uv him. Uv cose, I knows dat ’tis a
misunderstanin’ cause Sterling Bolling wuz with Mr. Cocke
in tother War an Major Dance an’ Major Old an’ Kunnel
Harris as’ all de rest frum here had dey niggers to look arter
dem an’ Efrom wuz tuk fer Mr. Phil.”"® Jefterson’s biggest
fear, other than the danger her son may encounter as a sol-
dier, is that he has been assigned to shine the wrong man’s
shoes. “He may be wid’ po white trash now fur all I know.”"
Elite white concerns about the potential for military service
and institutional authority to blur the lines of established so-
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cial hierarchies are put into the mouths of those on the low-
est rungs of those systems, the poor and people of color, in an
attempt to cast them as universally shared.

Langhorne’s account of one black family’s supposed experi-
ence of the Great War provides a powerful counterimage to
the martial experience as it was popularized by civil rights ac-
tivists and black nationalists during and after the war. Black
activists referred constantly to black men’s military service
as exemplary of black Americans’ patriotism and civic com-
mitment as well as of the failure of federal and local institu-
tions to recognize them. African Americans were expected
to perform the service of citizens while they were not ac-
knowledged as such, and were ordered to protect U.S. inter-
ests abroad while they themselves were not protected from
violence at home. Langhorne’s narrative denies this associa-
tion by placing black military service in the context of the
largely mythical commitment of the faithful male slave to
battle alongside his master or to protect the (white) home
front in the absence of the white patriarch. Her book pro-
cesses post—World War I sentimentality and dread by hark-
ing back to the Civil War era and a mythic construction of
race relations. We white southerners know about the vio-
lence, human toll, and pain of war, Langhorne suggests, and
it is all shared with black people and rendered endurable by
their care and the safety of mammy’s bosom.

Mammy’s Letters is the sort of book that would have found
its way easily into the hands of women who belonged to
the United Daughters of the Confederacy (UDC). Its small
booklet format lent itself to being passed from person to
person at local meetings or transported easily to national
conventions to share or perhaps to sell. Its subject matter
was dear to the hearts, and to the social and political projects,
of UDC members. From the organization’s inception the
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Daughters were focused on Confederate history as central to
their mission of vindicating the South and glorifying the
Lost Cause. This history, they believed, included stories of
faithful slaves. Founded in 1894, the United Daughters of
the Confederacy initially acted as an umbrella organization
for chapters of the Ladies Memorial Association and various
other Confederate women’s groups. While the UDC ulti-
mately pursued goals that affected a broad swath of southern
culture and politics, its roots were in the memorial associa-
tions it incorporated, and much of its early work was devoted
to commemoration. By the early 1900s the UDC was an
exceedingly popular organization among white bourgeois
and elite southern women, involving those who found other
turn-of-the-century women’s political organizations distaste-
ful as well as women who participated in a wide range of pro-
gressive reform activities. Its membership increased steadily
during the early twentieth century, growing from approxi-
mately 17,000 members in 1900 to 100,000 in 1918 by the
UDC’s count.” White women established local chapters
throughout the South as well as beyond the region in areas as
far-flung as Paris, New York City, and Helena, Montana.
While commemorative activities and public spectacles
of mourning for the Confederate dead remained central to
the UDC program throughout the early twentieth century,
the organization pursued a much broader social and political
agenda than the memorial associations that preceded it and
other patriotic women’s groups of the day. Of primary
importance to the Daughters was both the “preservation” of
a glorious memory of the Confederacy and the solidification
of their own roles as the keepers and disseminators of this
“truth.” Rather than simply maintaining an already extant,
collective understanding of the historical past, however, the
Daughters’ activities served to reproduce this memory as
they persistently reinvented the Old South and Confederate
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traditions.”' Like other turn-of-the-century women’s groups,
UDC members saw themselves as particularly suited to re-
form efforts and patriotic education.” To this end they not
only raised monuments and orchestrated public events for
Confederate Memorial Day throughout the South but also
successfully campaigned to remove from southern schools
textbooks they deemed hostile to the Confederacy, founded
and staffed memorial homes to care for aged Confederate
soldiers and widows, organized a children’s auxiliary organi-
zation, the Children of the Confederacy, and sponsored his-
torical research, among other activities.

Although a majority of UDC chapters and state organiza-
tions were (and continue to be) located in the South, the
more widely dispersed nature of the organization’s member-
ship called into question the anchoring of southern identity
to the land itself or to the place where one stood at any given
moment. This would became more true with the passage of
time and the emergence of generations of Daughters nur-
tured in children’s auxiliaries who were not born in the South
at all but continued to identify themselves, in part through
their UDC membership, as southerners. Whatever mem-
bers’ individual geographic locations, their activities—partic-
ipation in local, state, and national meetings; organizing and
contributing to preservation, memorialization, and com-
memoration campaigns; reading organization-sanctioned
historical works, fiction, and the monthly magazine Confeder-
ate Veteran (the national organ of a variety of Lost Cause
organizations); and collaborating with the United Confeder-
ate Veterans (UCV) and the Sons of Confederate Veterans
(SCV)—formed the basis of a Confederate public sphere in
the twentieth century. It was within this sphere that the
Daughters crafted their regional identity, a circle where they
could feel, profess, and protect their “southernness.””

The southern identity generated here was highly exclusive,
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and no one was more conscious of or committed to its exclu-
sivity than the members of the UDC themselves. In their
articulations of Confederate pride, whether through monu-
ments to fallen military heroes and “faithful slaves” or
“proper” history texts, the Daughters produced a particular
form of southernness grounded in notions of white suprem-
acy, patriarchal gender conventions, and elite privilege.
Concerning the class and racial composition of the UDC’s
membership, the historian Anastasia Sims has noted: “Their
loyalty to white supremacy was implicit; they also sharply
delineated class distinctions among whites. Eligibility was
based on ancestry, on an applicant’s ability to document a
satisfactory answer to that quintessentially Southern ques-
tion, Who are your people?”” As in the DAR (Daughters
of the American Revolution), founded four years earlier, and
to which many UDC members also belonged, basing mem-
bership eligibility on ancestry was designed to facilitate class
exclusivity. It was a principle that merged with popular turn-
of-the-century ideas about race, blood, and eugenic science.”
Being a southerner did not require residing in the South,
since it was believed to be in one’s blood—literally. Of
course, a number of black southerners could trace their
bloodlines to elite white Confederate pasts as well, a fact
willfully ignored by the Daughters until 2002, when the first
African American member was enrolled.”® The UDC care-
fully policed the boundaries of its membership by defining
who could 7ot be a part of its honorable postbellum South:
most African Americans and the poor of any race.

But maintaining these boundaries, particularly of class, was
tested in the early twentieth century by the emergence of a
New Southern, largely urban middle class. Women from this
milieu flocked to the UDC, filling its ranks and seeking to
craft for themselves through their membership planter-class
associations and their identity as “southern ladies.” Their

51



52

ANXIOUS PERFORMANCES

status hunger drove much of the Daughters’ local historical
work aimed at recovering and proclaiming the collective
honor of the Confederacy.”’

The organization’s historical mission took a decidedly more
intense turn with the election of Mildred Lewis Rutherford
to the position of historian general, a post she held from
1911 to 1915. The executive office had been created by an
amendment to the UDC’s constitution three years earlier,
centralizing the group’s historical work and thus denoting its
growing importance within the organization. Rutherford’s
belief in regional vindication through “truthful” histories of
the antebellum South and the “War Between the States” had
long motivated both her volunteer work and her career as
an educator. She was in many ways representative of the type
of woman who gravitated toward the UDC. Born in the sum-
mer of 1851 to William R. and Laura Battaile Roots Cobb
Rutherford, Mildred Rutherford graduated from the Lucy
Cobb Institute in Athens, Georgia, in 1868. She went on to
become a teacher of literature at the school and its principal
from 1880 to 1898. Her organizational work was extensive,
as was her record of publication. She served as the president
of the Athens, Georgia, Ladies Memorial Association, was
chairman of the YWCA for the Gulf States, and president of
the Federated Mission Union. Rutherford was elected for life
to the office of state historian of the Georgia division of
the UDC before she went on to become historian general of
the entire organization. In 1907 she published textbooks on
English, American, and French literature as well as The South
in History and Literature.”® So while Rutherford’s background
and associations were typical of those of average UDC mem-
bers, she was far from average, surpassing most in her ambi-
tion and success.”” Rutherford was singular not only in her
work but also, in an organization that usually identified mar-
ried women only by their husbands’ names—as Mrs. Jeffer-
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son Davis, for example—she also stood out in her lifelong
decision not to marry. She was always listed as Miss Mildred
Lewis Rutherford.

Upon assuming the office of historian general, Rutherford
distributed in pamphlet form an open letter to state and
chapter historians detailing her historical mission and seek-
ing to ensure that it would be carried out according to her
exacting standards. In it Rutherford expressed thanks for her
election to office, calling it “the highest gift that is in their
[the UDC members’] power to bestow, so I regard it.” If
the office of historian general was the greatest gift, the work
she was to organize was, to her, surely the most important.
“I rejoice that you have a part with me in this historical
work—the most vital work of our organization,” she de-
clared. Never one to shy away from the spotlight, Rutherford
also submitted a copy of her pamphlet to the Confederate Vet-
eran.’® Its publication in this venue served the dual purpose of
reaching more of the UDC’s membership while publicizing
Rutherford’s election and ambition to the larger sphere of
Confederate organizations. The theme of Rutherford’s ten-
ure in office generally was to be the collection of the “unwrit-
ten history of our beloved South.” Bemoaning that much of
the Daughters’ historical work to date had been confined to
reiterating topics and arguments available in existing histo-
ries of the region and the war, Rutherford called upon her
legions to gather the relics and narratives of the quickly van-
ishing generation who had experienced Civil War battles and
the plantation South firsthand. Rutherford urged, “What we
wish is history—the historical spot where an event took place
must be accurately located, the date accurately given, and no
‘think so’ must be recorded as fact.”" While her desire was
for “history,” or to her fact, not supposition or speculation, a
subtle change in intonation suggests something very differ-
ent: what we wish for 75, or becomes, history. And that is in-
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deed what characterized most of the work the Daughters
performed, something that becomes especially clear in the
detailed and abundant “histories” of faithful slaves which they
produced. These white women pined after the faithful black
mammy, a desire arising from their resistance to black free-
dom struggles in the South and beyond.

For Rutherford, the measure of “truth” was its ability to
withstand scrutiny, a need she felt on behalf of the Con-
federacy, her region, and her class. To this end, the bulk of
her pamphlet is devoted to appropriate topics and submis-
sion formats. Rutherford sought to strengthen the Daugh-
ters’ historical methods because she believed this was neces-
sary if they were to be taken seriously both as women and as
keepers of the past. Over the years, UDC members would
take great pride in their historical accomplishments, shaping
the southern public school curriculums for decades, encour-
aging original research among children and college students,
publishing their own work, and contributing to the general
historical narrative of the region. These efforts deeply in-
formed the treatment of the South, the Civil War, and Re-
construction in the professional historiography of the early
twentieth century. One organizational history of the UDC
notes, for example, “The greatest single piece of work [under
Charlotte Osborne Woodbury’s term as historian general,
1925-1927] was the collecting of material on the reconstruc-
tion period and forwarding it to Mr. Claude G. Bowers for
his book, The Tragic Era.”’

The subjects in need of investigation outlined by Rutherford
included veterans’ “Reminiscences,” “Sketches of Women,”
“Daughters of the Confederacy” (by which she meant histo-
ries of local chapters), “Books by Southern Authors,” and
“Stories of Faithful Slaves.” The list made clear which areas
Rutherford believed were as yet “unwritten,” which chiefly
involved the contributions of southern women past and pres-
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ent and the history of faithful slavery. Collected now at the
Museum of the Confederacy in Richmond, Virginia, the city
that is also home to the national headquarters of the UDC,
the extensive scrapbooks that resulted from Rutherford’s
campaign are a lasting memorial to her work and ambition,
and a vast record of Lost Cause thought in the early twenti-
eth century. Her papers, filled with articles and reminis-
cences presented by members to their local chapters, further
attest to the way she inspired others with her belief in the re-
demptive power of “truthful” history and the imperative of
“preservation.”

Rutherford’s criteria for the collection of faithful slave sto-
ries indicate the already wide popularity of the mammy nar-
rative in this period. In keeping with her thematic concern
for the less well documented “truths” of the Confederacy, she
argued, “Sketches not only of the old mammy of the South
should be preserved as history, but of the many faithful slaves
to whose care the women and children were confided when
our brave men were at the front, and of those true to their
former owners after the war closed.”” These narratives were
critical to the UDC’s larger project of challenging dominant
portrayals of slavery as brutal and arguments that the Civil
War had been fought only to protect the institution. One of
Rutherford’s most popular and widely referenced pamphlets,
“Wrongs of History Righted,” was devoted largely to this
purpose under the heading “Was Slavery a Crime and the
Slaveholder a Criminal?” Presenting an argument very simi-
lar to Ulrich B. Phillips’s “plantation school” thesis in Amzeri-
can Negro Slavery (1918), Rutherford cast southern slavery as
a paternal, civilizing institution, concluding that “slavery . . .
was no crime. In all the history of the world no peasantry
was ever better cared for, more contented, or happier. These
wrongs must be righted and the Southern slaveholder de-
fended as soon as possible.”** What better defense than the
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stories of slaves who were loyal in their “service” and re-
mained so after emancipation?

In a telling shift, the scrapbook volume on this subject ulti-
mately was titled “Iributes to Faithful Slaves” rather than, as
originally planned, “Stories of Faithful Slaves.” The name
change served a dual function, on the one hand marking its
contents as homage to and recollections of actual “faithful
slaves”—as facts, that is, rather than mere “stories.” At the
same time, as a memorial volume the scrapbook makes clear
that Rutherford and others believed the days of black peo-
ple’s faithfulness to whites and white supremacy were over,
that they had been replaced by racial strife and troubling as-
sertions of equality. Notably, a number of the clippings it
contains are obituaries of faithful ex-slaves from southern
newspapers and the Confederate Veteran. Composed by whites
for white audiences, these eulogies were deeply political in
their assumptions about the passage of a utopian racial hier-
archy. Despite Rutherford’s original request that she not be
inundated with mammy narratives, much of the scrapbook is
devoted to the highly vaunted figure, and Rutherford’s pa-
pers spill over with additional mammy reminiscences and
stories that did not find their way into the scrapbook.

A story by Elizabeth Coffee Sheldon illustrates the pro-
cess by which the narratives were typically collected for the
scrapbook. “Black Mammy and Her White Baby” was sub-
mitted to Rutherford by the historian of Brunswick, Geor-
gia’s, Clement Evans Chapter in October 1913. A note at the
end establishes Sheldon’s elite Confederate genealogy, iden-
tifying her as “the daughter of Hill Bryan Coffee and Mary
Church, and . . . granddaughter of General John Coffee.”
The narrative itself, which is crafted in the third person,
opens: “When little Elizabeth, age 7, was told by her mama,
that the negroes were free, her first question was, ‘Does that
mean my dear black mammy?” When her mama assured her
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that it included all of the colored race, she burst into tears,
and running out of the room, was soon in her black mammy’s
lap, crying, as if her little heart would break.” Notably, the
theme of the tale, a child’s devastation upon learning of
emancipation and her fear that this meant her “mammy” was
“free to go away from” her, carries an unspoken recogni-
tion of the coercion that organized relationships between
enslaved domestic caretakers and their young charges. The
mammy’s response quickly puts to rest the girl’s fears: “Go
away from you chile? Me go’ lef you? Nebber; Nebber.” In
the adult Elizabeth’s recollection of her “experience,” mammy
loved her “white baby” too dearly to accept her freedom; her
loyalty to the child and the white home was far too abiding.
Sheldon concludes with a scene in which the black woman
speaks to another domestic slave, Lindy, instructing her as it
were in the attributes of faithful service and love for white
babies: “See dat chile? She is the sweetest ever born in this
wild world. Her pa can’t spoil her, she jist can’t be spoilt.
Ebery blessed mornin I eat the sugar out of her tea cup. It
is the sweetest sugar I ebber eat, cause dem baby lips of
her’s makes it sweeter. Leave dat chile? Nebber. Nebber. No
freedom for dis ole nigger if I have to give up my white
baby.”** This passage puts a startling spin on the abject long-
ing usually attributed to whites in stories of mammy when
Sheldon depicts the black woman as so hungry in her love for
a white child that she literally eats her waste in the form of
sugared residue, so sweet because it has touched those white
baby lips.

The wish that underlay the accounts of faithful slaves
constructed and consumed by the Daughters was that noth-
ing could have been more precious to enslaved black people
than their white charges. The intimacy these white women
craved, and the lost love of enslaved women they mourned
in the face of twentieth-century struggles for civil and eco-
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nomic justice, bespeak a kind of surprised bewilderment, no
less sincere for its obvious complicity in the violence of
attempts by whites to maintain the old racial hierarchies.
These faithful slave stories constitute a register of the
Daughters’ doubts and private fears and their need for reas-
surance that their beloved South was truly precious to the
women they called “Mammy.”

As UDC members crafted their mammy narratives to share
with local chapters, to preserve in division scrapbooks, or to
publish in the Confederate Veteran, they devoted much time to
getting mammy’s voice, imagined as a thick-tongued, sooth-
ing croon, “just right.” The women’s memories of the past,
shaped by popular stories of faithful slavery, mingled with
their contemporary experiences of segregation and racialized
domestic service. This is seen in the way UDC members re-
layed their perceptions of black southern speech in written
dialect tropes patterned after examples ranging from Planta-
tion School fiction to Aunt Jemima magazine ads.

Among Mildred Lewis Rutherford’s collected papers is an
edited manuscript, “The Old Slave’s Lament,” which stands
as a kind of archive of the construction of the voice of the
mammy. While the author is not identified, the typed docu-
ment is heavily edited in Rutherford’s hand. The entire piece
is written in the first person, in the voice of an old mammy,
wistful for plantation days. Throughout, Rutherford has
crossed out a number of words and replaced them with dia-
lect forms: “came” becomes “cum” and “the” is rendered as
“de,” and the phrase “dar is the very place,” already partially
in dialect, is replaced with “dar is de bery place.” In a notable
substantive change, the oft-cited physical intimacy of breast-
feeding is edited out of the text altogether. In the sentence
“My freedom—Yas—I got dat; But it seems a thing a part.
An it don’t fill up de yearnin of my waery, empty heart Dat
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is longing for de sight of dem dear chillun dat I nussed an
de old house dat sheltered me all de morning of my days,”
the word “nussed” is crossed out and “raised” penciled in
next to it.*

As they sought to present on the page the “authentic” voice
of the mammy, UDC authors performed a kind of racial mas-
querade—an epistolary blackface. This element of perfor-
mance became embodied more literally when some of the
women read their reminiscences and essays at local chapter
meetings or historical evenings, giving a voice and manner to
the black mammy figures they described. When Mrs. James
K. Gibson of Stanton, Tennessee, presented her narrative
“Our Faithful Slaves” to her local chapter, she folded dialect
passages composed by herself and references to the work of
Joel Chandler Harris and Thomas Nelson Page into a longer
narrative contrasting her childhood memories of race rela-
tions with commentary on the more troublesome and dis-
appointing contemporary southern black people. Of Page’s
work she argues that “his description is not overdrawn, for
from many of our homes” came the faithful slaves he detailed
in his fiction. On the copy of the paper she forwarded to
Rutherford, Gibson noted that her reading was followed by
her own rendition of the song “Massa’s in the Cold, Cold
Ground.””

While UDC members’ faithful mammy narratives were
shaped in form and content by regional and national litera-
tures, commercial culture, and depictions on film and radio,
they were also heavily influenced by the racial masquerade
performances of other white women. The early twentieth
century afforded members of the UDC, and Americans all
across the country, numerous opportunities to witness white
actors and lecturers perform blackness both with and without
the help of black greasepaint or burnt cork. Urban vaudeville
stages continued to be heavily populated by blackface per-
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formers well into the twentieth century, as was the early
American cinema.” Less well known today but probably
much more familiar to women like those in the UDC was the
continued centrality of racial masquerade and dialect reading
in rhetorical training and parlor performance, local speaker
venues, and the enormously popular national lyceum or
Chautauqua circuits of the 1910s and 1920s. In sharp con-
trast to the vaudeville theater, where blackface minstrelsy
flourished and respectable white women of the elite and mid-
dle classes were (or claimed to be) loath to go, this culture of
public and semi-public oratory encouraged women’s atten-
dance and participation as educational, edifying, and an ap-
propriate expression of their status.”” Part of the energy and
novelty of white women’s amateur minstrelsy for charity or
pleasure, like the Arche Club in turn-of-the-century Chi-
cago, derived from the fact that it constituted the crossing of
a class barrier and a thrilling dip into low culture.

Saved among the papers of UDC member Janet Randolph
is a promotional pamphlet for an “impersonator” from Rich-
mond, Virginia, named Mary E. Bell. It is possible either that
Bell solicited Randolph, understanding UDC meetings and
social functions to be natural occasions for her entertain-
ment, or that Randolph witnessed Bell’s impersonations and
saved her promotional material. Bell is pictured in formal at-
tire on the front of the pamphlet, which describes her perfor-
mance: “Stories of the Old South, the Crooning Lullaby’s
[sic] of the Old Negro Mammies with Many Amusing Anec-
dotes of a Later Generation of Negroes, make up an Hour or
more of Delightful Pastime.” Mary Bell sang and recited
these stories in a performance she called “The OIld Black
Mammy.” Rather than list the songs and tales or the popular
authors Bell recited, however, the two-page pamphlet is de-
voted to a description of the mammy and Bell’s reasons for
impersonating the figure. Bell explains that her performances
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[To view this image, refer to
the print version of this title.]

“Mrs. Mary E. Bell, Impersonator.” (Photo courtesy of The Museum of the Confed-
eracy, Richmond, Virginia.)
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serve an educational purpose as they entertain. “I have often
wished that the younger generation could know what this old
creature was to us, of the South,” she begins. But alas, “the
present has no parallel,” and “coming generations will know
of her only through . . . writings . . . Her like will never be
seen again.”*

Mary Bell makes a case for her ability to bring the “like”
of Mammy into the parlors and the social functions of Vir-
ginia’s white elite, to the very locations where black domes-
tic workers continued to toil but, as their employers so often
bemoaned, could not—because they would not—be the
mammy figure’s “parallel.” As evidence of the fine likeness
Bell produced, the promotional pamphlet contains a series
of testimonials from famous Old Dominion writers such as
Thomas Nelson Page, Ellen Glasgow, Mary Johnston, and
James Branch Cabell. Also listed are Mark Twain and his
friend, the author, critic, and editor William Dean Howells,
and T. Hoge Tyler, the governor of Virginia. Presumably all
had witnessed Bell’s performances. The testimonials give a
sense of what Bell’s impersonation entailed. She did not wear
blackface makeup, although she did seek to embody the black
mammy through gesture and manner as well as in language
and accent. Cabell attests that Bell “caught to a marvel, both
in gesture and in intonation, the peculiarities of the old time
‘house darkey,”” and declares her “among the very best of our
negro impersonators.” W. Gordon McCabe of the Univer-
sity of Virginia concurred: “Every nuance of negro accent,
gesture and trick of thought, she reproduces with absolute
fidelity.” Howells similarly praises Bell’s portrayal of the
faithful slave in what he calls her “delicate and faithful art.”*

These testimonials served a variety of functions as promo-
tional tools. Designed primarily to solicit bookings for Bell,
they presented her as being an expert in the manner and
speech of the black mammy because she was of the class to
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have been raised by one. In the opening testimonial, Polk
Miller, himself one of the most famous white southern im-
personators of black dialect of the day, asserts:

I have known Mrs. Mary Bell for nearly fifty years, and al-
though I was well aware of the fact that she was raised under
that old civilization when the negro mammies “bossed the
household” and loved the children of “Ole Marster” and “Ole
Mistis” as her own, I had no idea that she could so perfectly
impersonate them until a few weeks ago, when we induced
her to come to Bon Air and give us an evening of story and
song in the negro dialect. It brought back memories of a
happy past to us all who lived under that old regime, and to
the young people it was an amusing and educational pastime.
Those who fail to hear Mrs. Bell will miss a great treat.*

With each point, Mary Bell’s status as a fine southern lady is
enforced as the source of her special knowledge of black
life and sound. Similarly, her audience’s elite identity is
asserted in their shared recognition and knowing laughter
while watching Bell’s performance. Bell’s own description of
the mammy whom she impersonates pivots on the figure’s
role in coding and protecting the status of the white fam-
ily: “How intense was her pride in her ‘white fokes.” How
tender, how constant was her love for her white ‘chil’un.’
How lordly, how sovereign her contempt for all those who,
according to her ideals, were not ‘quality fokes’! She was the
self-appointed guardian of the dignity, pride, and honor of
‘de fambly’! . . . Many a man and woman, born and reared in
the south, and whom the world called ‘great,” knelt at black
Mammy’s knee . . .” Bell’s portrait-style head shot on the
cover of the pamphlet depicts her in fancy dress, the neckline
of her gown pinned smartly with a brooch. Bell is advertising
her services as an entertainer, to work in others’ homes and
at meetings and social functions as an artist of black dialect
and an “expert” in Old Southern folkways. The fact of her
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public work and any question this might raise concerning her
own status is erased. In the complicated nexus of refinement,
whiteness, and labor, Mary Bell assumes the role of the black
mammy to reinforce her own status as a lady.

In this way Bell is emblematic of a larger function of the
mammy figure in the early twentieth century. The antebel-
lum minstrel show had “reproduced and revitalized a set of
class values,” Eric Lott argues. “It was through ‘blackness’
that class was staged.” In other words, the minstrel theater
of the antebellum period served to shore up and affirm the
working-class identity of performers and audiences as it de-
fined them racially as white.* Bell’s work, and the fact that it
was made to seem very wunlike work, reveals the continuing
importance of racial masquerade to the constitution of class
identity nearly one hundred years later and in a very different
context. Mammy’s “blackness” was a staging ground for the
construction of class and regional identities for the white fe-
male performers who professed to embody it better than con-
temporary black women. In their portrayals they claimed an
elite status based on specialized racial knowledge that could
only come from connections to the slave-owning past. De-
tailed accounts of their personal history and refinement as
well as their claims to be popular educators served to soften
or mask the fact that they were workers performing for pay.*

Advertisements for dialect readers and impersonators in
the Confederate Veteran suggest that Bell was only one of a
number of women who performed within the Confederate
public sphere of meetings, public events, publications, and
social networks. An advertisement for Jeanette Robinson
Murphy that ran in the Veteran three years before her work
with the Arche Club in Chicago promotes an evening of
“Negro Dialect and Slave Songs.” The ad touts her success
among “New York’s most exclusive society,” and notes that
this Kentuckian was “a Southern woman by birth and breed-
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ing.”” Another advertisement, this one for Louise A. Wil-
liams, titled “Preserving Amiability of Black Mammy,” refers
to the Georgia woman’s performance in Nashville, noting
that “in spite of hot weather” it was well attended “by a

highly representative class.” It quotes a review from the
Nashville Banner:

And now and again while she read there floated out over the
audience a bar of real old-time plantation melody—not the
imitation kind that has become so plentiful and even popular,
but the genuine sort, the sort that has never been written and
never can be, the sort that can be learned only from hearing a
credulous black mammy or a tale-telling uncle of the olden
times, the sort that has about it a quaintness, a sense of some-
thing not belonging to this age or place—something that fills
the unfamiliar listener with a sensation of pity.*

At the suggestion of the Veteran’s editor, Williams traveled
outside the city to the Confederate Soldiers’ Home to pres-
ent her performance and remind the residents of the “real
old-time plantation.”

Members of the UDC leadership, locally and nationally,
lent their endorsement and Old Southern authentication to
a number of southern female dialect performers, or “lec-
on the popular Chautauqua circuit. Founded by a
Methodist minister in the 1870s, Chautauqua originated in
the Northeast but grew by the turn of the century to encom-
pass rural and then urban communities around the country.
Advertised in advance and organized much like the tour of a
circus or fair, Chautauqua programs were composed largely
of lectures and presentations devoted to Protestant social
gospel, individual and community improvement, and current
events. Populist and, later, Progressive politicians and ac-
tivists were favorite draws. William Jennings Bryan, for in-
stance, was a regular headliner. The promise of uplifting and
wholesome entertainment drew large middle-class audiences.

)

turers,’
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As central booking agencies came to dominate the circuit and
programs became more secular, a wider range of theatrical
entertainment was made available. Although promoters drew
a careful line between the Chautauqua circuit and potentially
vice-ridden urban vaudeville, the boundary between the two
blurred as several performers worked both.” During its Jubi-
lee Anniversary year, 1924, which would also be the peak of
Chautauqua before it faded out during the Great Depression,
almost 40 million people attended its entertainments some-
where in the country—10 million more people than had vis-
ited the Chicago and Atlanta expositions combined.*

Like Mary Bell, Jeanette Robinson Murphy, and Louise
Williams, many other women who portrayed the mammy
figure in performances, readings, and lectures traded on their
southern backgrounds and claims to elite status to legitimate
their acts. Helen Waggoner, who was billed as a “reader-en-
tertainer,” boasted of “the accuracy of her negro dialect” in
her 1924 promotional literature: “‘I imbibed it,” says Miss
Waggoner, ‘from my old colored mammy. She is one of my
earliest recollections, and I just naturally grew up knowing
how to talk like the colored folks.””* Waggoner’s suggestion
that she drank in black culture from her “mammy” implies
that she was nursed by a black woman. Her alleged upbring-
ing informed her decision not to appear in blackface, for to
do so might have hidden her celebrated delicate beauty and
“indefinable charm of gentle breeding.” Waggoner’s imper-
sonation was amazing, the promotional literature suggests,
because this young southern beauty brings “to life” in voice
and manner her very antithesis in popular culture, the black
mammy:.

Emily Farrow Gregory, another mammy performer and a
southern transplant to New York City, was giving dialect
readings as educational evenings before YMCAs and similar
Progressive organizations in the Northeast, Midwest, and
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upper South. The title of her talk was “Tales and Songs of
the Old Plantation—told—‘As only a Southerner can tell
them.””” Gregory explains that she had put together her
“simple, natural talk on the old time customs of the Southern
negroes (the foster parents of the children of the South)” be-
cause she recognized the “demand for something new and
original, something cultural in its influence, with an educa-
tional value, at the same time amusing and entertaining.” She
goes on to assure potential audiences that the “lecture is
changed and adjusted to meet the needs of the organization
for which it is given.” Among the many organizations and
institutions Gregory had already educated and entertained
were women’s clubs in Massachusetts, New Jersey, and New
York and educational institutions including the University of
Missouri, a New Jersey public school system, and the Pratt
Institute in Brooklyn, New York.

In the midst of the Great Migration of black southerners
northward, as cities in the Midwest and Northeast swelled
with populations of new migrants, Gregory chose to present
herself as an itinerant white southern educator. Audiences
witnessed her impersonations and absorbed her “lessons” in
the fantasies of the Old South—portrayals of easy race rela-
tions, comfortable hierarchies, and contented labor—as they
daily confronted the changing racial landscape of their com-
munities and nation. As often as audience members and re-
viewer testimonials praised Gregory’s “perfection of dialect
and intonation” and the “naturalness” of her presentation of
“the real Southern ‘darkey,”” they also noted what they as-
sumed to be her elite class position and white feminine re-
finement. A passage from the Brockton, Massachusetts, Daily
News review of her presentation to the women’s club there
noted, “Mrs. Gregory is of charming personality, rather tall
and of stately carriage, and with that cordiality of address in-
nate with the Southerner.” Gregory’s regional identity, de-
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spite her New York City address, and her class are scripted
onto her “stately” body through her ability to make that
body “become” the black mammy, removing any stigma that
her job as a performer may have carried. Gregory’s identity
as a worker for wages is downplayed in the assertion that she
was born to her expertise and felt impelled to share it.

Audiences and reviewers claimed that performers such as
Bell, Waggoner, and Gregory brought to life before their
eyes the “real” old-time faithful mammy. For them, these
women possessed a special physical ability to inhabit the black
female body which commentators consistently described as
“natural.” It would seem that in this respect the artifice of
“blacking up” might actually have inhibited this impression
rather than marking carefully the whiteness of the performer,
for the two most important ways to authenticate white
knowledge of the black mammy—regional identity and elite
class status—were themselves scripted onto the refined white
southern female body.

But some women did choose to wear blackface makeup. As
the United States officially entered the First World War,
Mrs. John McRaven was traveling the circuit appearing as a
faithful slave mammy in a dramatic play titled Mammy, by
Mrs. Bernie Babcock. It detailed the horrors of war and the
glory of the plantation South, now gone. Unlike the readings
of Waggoner and Gregory, McRaven’s act was billed explic-
itly as a stage play, which helps to explain her appearance
in blackface. A UDC chapter historian and poet laureate of
the Trans-Mississippi division of the United Confederate
Veterans claimed in the promotional literature: “‘“Mammy’
stands unique and alone as the greatest drama of the South-
land. It is a graphic picture of the last days of the Old South,
true to life (as thousands can testify), and brings back recol-
lections of our own Mammy to each of us who has ever
been so fortunate as to have known one of these faithful and
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affectionate beings.” Cordelia Powell Odenheimer, the presi-
dent general of the UDC at the time, lent her support: “I do
love your [Babcock’s] ‘Mammy.” She is so human, true, and
noble—is just the real Mammy.”' The performer herself,
McRaven, is pictured twice in the pamphlet. The front cover
is filled with a large, dramatic headshot of the actress, a mass
of curls crowning her head, under the tag “More than a Suc-
cess—a Sensation.” One opens the brochure to find McRaven
transformed, pictured in full blackface makeup and a tight
headscarf under the boldface name “Mammy.” The page lay-
out reiterates the racial crossing described by the brochure
and photos, as the blackface image and bold title “Mammy”
are joined within a heavy decorative border. Surrounded by
laurel wreaths, the image is placed above a scene from the
play depicting the mammy character’s death. In this way the
promotional literature underscores the passing of the faith-
ful slave in contemporary times and the death of idyllic race
relations.

Cordelia Powell Odenheimer herself decided to black up a
few years later as an amateur performer. In a series of letters
exchanged between Odenheimer, now the former president
general of the UDC, and Janet Randolph in February and
March 1923, Odenheimer made reference to a performance
as mammy she had given in blackface at a charity function:
“A few days before the Convention I gave one of my ‘Old
Mammy’ monologues out at Dr. Pembroke Thom’s place for
the benefit of the Welfare Society.””* In a subsequent letter
she elaborated: “At the entertainment, I was a blacked face,
colored Mammy, I had sung the old darkey hymns, gotten re-
ligion, in true Zion in the Wilderness style, done the Mobile
Buck, danced the Juba, auctioned off leftovers and done ev-
erything in my power to make the affair a success.””

Odenheimer’s performance brings our discussion of white
women’s racial masquerades as mammies full circle. As a well-
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Mrs. John McRaven in “Mammy.” (Photos courtesy of the Redpath Chautauqua

Bureau Collection, University of Iowa Libraries, Iowa City, Iowa.)
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known figure in Washington, D.C., and Virginia society and
onetime holder of the highest national office in the UDC,
Odenheimer possessed an elite status and regional authority
that were unquestioned. Influenced not only by national and
local narratives of the faithful mammy but also by her experi-
ence of watching other white women perform as mammies,
Odenheimer blacked up both to entertain and to raise funds
from benefactors of the Welfare Society. Undoubtedly, much
of the entertainment value for them lay in the spectacle of a
fine southern lady dancing the Juba in blackface. On a deeper
level, however, Odenheimer’s performance of faithful slavery
signaled to her audience their own white supremacy by link-
ing them to a history of planter-class paternalism. She thus
encouraged their charitable giving as a responsibility of their
class and a natural extension of the plantation legacy, con-
firming for them in the process that they did indeed belong
to that tradition.™

In positioning themselves as the preservationists of the
taithful slave’s role in Confederate history, the women of the
UDC also preserved, or at least promoted, white elite class
status. For many rank-and-file Daughters, and for the masses
of Americans who witnessed black impersonators’ perfor-
mances or displayed Aunt Jemima syrup dispensers on their
kitchen tables, class status could be the source of anxiety.
Claiming a connection to a mammy, no matter how tenuous
or commodified, was soothing to whites. The mammy narra-
tive confirmed not only their racial superiority but also their
desires for higher rank and social worth.” But inside the
women’s teary paeans to mammy lurked fears about their
own position in society.

This intersection of nostalgia and status anxiety reflected
in the mammy figure was abundantly clear to black critics.
They pointed to it in their challenges to the UDC’s 1920s
campaign for a national mammy memorial in Washington,
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D.C., which coincided with Odenheimer’s blackface perfor-
mance for the Welfare Society. In a historical rejoinder to the
memorial scheme, Jessie W. Parkhurst of the Tuskegee Insti-
tute argued that the mammy was “an imaginary figure cre-
ated in the minds of those who never possessed a ‘Mammy.”*
On the eve of the monument bill’s passage, James Weldon
Johnson similarly pointed to the white panic broadcast by the
campaign:

There is another phase to this “Black Mammy” tradition
which most people are not cognizant of. How many peo-
ple realize that the claim of having had a “Black Mammy”
has long been the greatest claim that one can make to being
a Southern aristocrat. Curious, isn’t it, that every Southern
white person who wishes to have it recognized that he or she
belongs to the “true,” “original,” “first-family” aristocracy
must lay claim to having been nursed at the breast of a “Black
Mammy,” and so the “Black Mammy” has come to be the
symbol of Southern aristocracy.

As for the women who sought to build the mammy memorial
and their supporters he mused, “Perhaps it may be that the
idea of erecting a bronze monument at Washington has be-
hind it a desire on the part of many of these outsiders to

share in the claim to aristocracy through a share in this sym-
bolic ‘Black Mammy.”””’
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3 THE LINE BETWEEN MOTHER
AND MAMMY

You can’t take me back. I love my mother and the
whole world cannot part us. If my own mother on ber
dying bed thought it alright for Mother Fackson to
care for me, why should those people in Chicago inter-
fere? I just won’t let them take me away. I won’t.

—Marjorie Delbridge, 1917

IN LATE DECEMBER 1916 a Chicago juvenile court judge re-
moved a fourteen-year-old white girl, Marjorie Delbridge,
from the care of her adoptive mother, an African American
woman named Camilla Jackson. Citing racial difference as
the only cause, the judge ruled that the black woman, whom
he called the girl’s “mammy,” could not be Marjorie’s legal
guardian. Having raised her since infancy, Camilla Jackson
was the only mother Marjorie had ever known. Reports vary
as to how young Marjorie’s home life first came to the atten-
tion of the authorities. Once it did, however, the court’s per-
sistence in seeking to remove her from Jackson’s custody—
and, perhaps more important, from the black neighborhood
where the teenager lived—was rivaled only by the zeal with
which local members of the Southern Women’s Club rushed
to claim responsibility for the girl’s future. None charged
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that Jackson and Delbridge did not love each other, nor was
there any evidence of neglect, abuse, or inability to provide
for the child. Jackson’s prominent black attorneys, one of
whom would go on to become an assistant district attor-
ney and candidate for Chicago city alderman, challenged the
court’s actions on the grounds that racial difference had no
legal bearing on custody. They argued that court officers
were motivated by a “sickly sentimentality” concerning race;
this was an apt phrase that encompassed the case’s animat-
ing faithful slave narrative, the profound racism apparent in
it, and the surprising persistence of the authorities in its
pursuit.'

"This was not the first time an American court had sepa-
rated a black mother and the white girl she had raised from
birth by arguing that a “mammy” could not bring up a
white child in her own home. In March 1911 a New York
City judge removed an eight-year-old “white girl, with long
golden curls and big blue eyes,” from the custody of Jane
Collins, whom the New York Times described as “a black
mammy of the old type.” The judge explained to Collins that
while there was “no doubt that you treat her kindly, clothe
her well, and that she is happy with you,” he could not possi-
bly restore the child, Margaret Clemens, to her custody be-
cause Collins was black. Collins had pleaded with the judge,
challenged the notion that racial difference could negate love
and a good home, and, ultimately, broke down in grief. She
was markedly different from Camilla Jackson, however, in
her quick capitulation to her adopted daughter’s removal.
She publicly affirmed the court’s rationale; as one newspa-
per headline put it two days later, “Black Mammy Gives Up
Child—She Wanted Little Girl She Raised to Be with White
Folk.” Camilla Jackson, in sharp contrast, would never con-
cede to the Chicago juvenile court’s decision and would go to
great lengths to keep her daughter.”
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The Marjorie Delbridge case became a tabloid media event
in Chicago as its twists and turns were reported breathlessly
in the press over several months. Like the better-known
Leopold and Loeb and Rhinelander cases of the 1920s, this
legal drama was sensational and gripping to readers, lucrative
for papers, and widely revealing. It illuminated graphically
the racial constraints on the ideas of sexuality, domesticity,
and motherhood that lay at the heart of early-twentieth-
century mammy narratives. In a court of law, Jackson and
Delbridge were confronted with the fiction of faithful slavery
and the limits of white tolerance for interracial maternal inti-
macy. Coming in the midst of the Great Migration of black
southerners to northern cities, both the case itself and the
publicity it generated were motivated by increasing popu-
lar and institutional concerns about race relations and Chi-
cago’s supposed “Negro problem.” These concerns coalesced
in Progressive anti-vice crusades, which focused on the city’s
expanding “Black Belt” as the source of prostitution, crime,
and interracial entertainments. This is where Marjorie lived.

The story of the relationship between Camilla Jackson and
Marjorie Delbridge might have been understood as an ac-
count of the everyday crossings of the color line that were
particularly common among working people and the poor—
crossings that worried vice reformers, juvenile authorities,
and the police in Chicago. In his autobiography Along This
Way (1933), James Weldon Johnson described a childhood
marked by the quotidian realities of interracial contact in his
Jacksonville, Florida, neighborhood. When he was born in
1871, his mother was too sick to nurse him. A white friend
and neighbor who lived one block over and who had also
recently given birth nursed Johnson alongside her own in-
fant until his mother was well enough to feed him herself.
“So it appears that in the land of black mammies I had a
white one,” wrote Johnson. He and this woman maintained a
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special bond until her death, and he always made sure to visit
her whenever he went home. “I do not intend to boast about
a white mammy,” he wrote, “for I have perceived bad taste in
those Southern white people who are continually boasting
about their black mammies . .. Of course, many of the white
people who boast of having had black mammies are romanc-
ing.” The Marjorie Delbridge custody case makes clear that
while many “romanced” about the mammy figure, there was
a sharp limit to the acceptability of a black woman’s maternal
devotion to whites, at which point the state stepped in to po-
lice the color line between the “mother” and the “mammy.”

According to James G. Cotter, one of Camilla Jackson’s at-
torneys, “the Juvenile court got control of the girl by un-
usual actions.” A female court officer pretending to be a
missionary and Sunday school teacher had befriended Jack-
son and Delbridge.* Gaining the adoptive mother’ trust, the
woman was able to take Marjorie to the courthouse under
the ruse of escorting her to school. A custody hearing was
held, in which court officers represented both the state and
Marjorie Delbridge. Jackson was not represented at all and
was only made aware of the juvenile court proceedings after
the county had negated her guardianship. The Chicago Daily
News reported that ““Mammy’s’ wrath and grief caused a fine
storm in the Juvenile court when she learned the nature of
the proceedings.” She promptly engaged the services of the
prominent black legal firm of Cotter and De Armond to
challenge the decision.’

The white-owned press never clearly explained how this
interracial family first came to the notice of the authorities.
The Daily News suggested that the state became aware of the
family when Camilla Jackson applied to the county for assis-
tance. Jackson was one among thousands of black “washer-
women” in Chicago, and her work may not have provided
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enough income to support her family.’ Jackson was not the
only working adult in her household, however. Her husband,
James Jackson, was a carpenter. Despite the fact that he had
been married to Camilla Jackson for at least forty-six years,
for reasons that remain unclear James Jackson was not men-
tioned once by juvenile authorities, the courts, or the press
during the custody battle. A silence reigned over Marjorie’s
entire adoptive family, which included several siblings as well
as her father. They were rendered invisible by the court and
the press, which managed to isolate Camilla Jackson from
her husband and other children and link her only to Marjo-
rie. Court officials and news reporters thus helped perpetu-
ate the notion that she was the girl’s “mammy” and not her
true mother. This had not been the case in the 1910 census,
in which the Jackson family was not recognized by the fed-
eral government or local census takers as being interracial at
all. Except for the boarders in their home, everyone was
listed under the last name of Jackson. Marjorie, age eight,
was reported to be a “mulatto” who had been born in Penn-
sylvania.’

Black readers of the Chicago Defender knew that Cook
County authorities had been working to separate Marjorie
from her black adoptive family for months. Responding to a
string of reports from “white people and some meddlesome
ones of the Race” that a white girl was living with a black
family on the South Side, juvenile authorities had demanded
the previous August that Jackson relinquish Marjorie. When
Jackson appeared in court with her lawyers instead of her
adopted daughter, they dropped the case. Two months later,
however, Marjorie was detained briefly in a home for girls.
She had been swept into a juvenile system increasingly
concerned with vice, the sexuality of young, working-class
women, and the possibility of interracial contacts in South
Side neighborhoods.*
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Without question, it was the mere existence of this rela-
tionship, and not the substance of it, that caused the greatest
concern among authorities. Contrary to the family’s account
given to census takers in 1910, Camilla Jackson testified that
she had been Marjorie’s primary guardian—her mother—
since the girl was a week old. Although elements of this biog-
raphy would be called into question later, throughout much
of the case it was agreed that Marjorie had been born in At-
lanta, where her birth mother, called both Zenubla and
Zemula Delbridge in the press, was a stage actress and travel-
ing performer. When her company moved on from Atlanta,
she left Marjorie behind with Jackson, to whom she sent a
little money each month until her death when her daughter
was seven years old. At that point an “uncle” began sending
money each month and assured Jackson that she was to con-
tinue raising Marjorie. Jackson moved her family to Chicago,
where the man continued to send money. At the time of the
court proceedings, however, Jackson had not heard from him
for a year, another factor that could have precipitated an ap-
plication to the county for assistance.’

From the outset, white-owned Chicago dailies described
Camilla Jackson as Marjorie’s “mammy,” not her adoptive
“mother.” The papers’ refusal to use the parental designation
reiterated the juvenile court’s fundamental assertion that ra-
cial difference was just cause for negating custody. As the
story stretched over the next five months and readers became
familiar with the legal drama’s lead actors, white-owned pa-
pers would often dispense with Jackson’s name altogether, re-
ferring to her only as “Mammy.” In this context the term not
only invoked a romantic, regionalized image of a faithful
slave but also simultaneously marked the mother-child rela-
tionship Jackson and Delbridge claimed as being more the
familiar interracial relationship between a black servant and
her white charge.
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Camilla _]ackson, 1917. (Glass negative, DN-0067703, Chicago Daily News. Photo
courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society.)

The Delbridge case makes clear that the deeply held be-
liefs in the special relationships between black women and
white children and adults which defined them as instances
of faithfulness did not extend to all contexts or to all relation-
ships. This was especially true if they occurred within black
families and domestic spaces. Faithful slave narratives
emerged from a long history of white denials of the legiti-
macy of black families and their emotional bonds under slav-
ery. When celebrating the figure of the black mother, whites
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Marjorie Delbridge, January 24, 1917. (Glass negative, DN-0067485, Chicago
Daily News. Photo courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society.)

never referred to her own family, a deliberate silence that
allowed them to ignore the coercion that helped make possi-
ble this intimate relationship between black female caretak-
ers and their white charges. It also showed a fundamental
lack of concern for black women’s private emotions, their
families, and the maternal work they performed outside the
white domestic sphere. This absence of concern was never
nonchalant or careless; instead it revealed an overriding white
desire not to perceive black women as belonging to any other
family at all.

After the Civil War, those who promoted sentimental nar-
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ratives of the mammy located black motherhood solely
within the white home, in contrast to an earlier emphasis on
the economic value of black mothers who reproduced the
slave labor force. By the nineteenth century, slavery in the
United States depended on black women’s reproductive la-
bors to perpetuate it. In turn, the domestic slave trade relied
on the broad devaluation of black families so that it could
continue to divide them. Popular understandings of the fam-
ily as an agglomeration of adults and children connected
physically, through sentiment, and by the law, as well as
through lines of gendered, generational, sexual, and eco-
nomic power, were highly racialized. This resulted in the
perception of the value of black motherhood as something
apart from care and nurture."” The system of slavery placed a
monetary and labor value on black women’s production of
more laboring black bodies. When black women’s work was
appropriated by the white household, their care-giving labor
was reframed as motherly instinct and love in the figure of
the mammy, thus not as work at all. The emotional traits
that defined maternal affection fell outside the realm of black
women’s relationships with black children in this framework.
The black mammy figure became a powerful icon of moth-
erly affection and care, but this was not held to be an inher-
ent attribute, innate to black women. Rather, promoters of
the mammy narrative believed these traits to be the prod-
uct of the supposedly civilizing environs of white domestic
space. In popular narratives, close association with whites en-
abled the rapid, more enduring assimilation of black people
to white norms.

The custody battle over Marjorie Delbridge was driven
by early-twentieth-century concerns that this was true in the
reverse as well. The state’s interest in Marjorie’s living ar-
rangements drew its urgency from a circular logic linking
biological and cultural explanations of racial difference. Eu-
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genic concerns with heredity and bloodlines ran headlong
into Progressive reform arguments that urban poverty and
vice were the result of environmental factors and thus reme-
diable. Juvenile authorities and the Cook County courts
sought to remove Marjorie from her black adoptive home
because they feared that she was already acting, or was cul-
turally, “too black.” Their underlying worry seems to have
been that this would lead to interracial romantic relation-
ships, resulting in the biological mixing of racial characteris-
tics in her children. The Chicago Tribune’s first story, run with
a photograph of Marjorie posed in her winter coat and hat,
hands clasped beneath her chin, made clear not only the con-
notations of faithful slavery that would animate the entire le-
gal controversy but also the linkage of biological and cultural
definitions of race. The headline read, “‘Mammy’s Girl'—
Taken by Juvenile Court from Faithful Colored Woman to
Whom She Had Been Intrusted [sic] by Dying Mother.” The
paper noted that the court intended to locate one of Marjo-
rie’s blood relatives or else “place her in a white home,” both
options presumed to be equally suitable and equally superior
to leaving the fourteen-year-old in Jackson’s home within
Chicago’s Black Belt."

A key facet of the press’s and the court’s framing of this
relationship as one of mammy and child rather than as an
adoptive family was the southern origins of the pair. Subse-
quent reports would elaborate on the context of Zemula
Delbridge’s request that Jackson care for her daughter. They
painted the entire situation in the high gloss of status and
Old Southern gentility that was the hallmark of the mammy
narrative, considerably increasing the melodramatic and the
marketable tensions of the legal story. Zemula Delbridge was
said to have explained to Jackson that she and her sister had
been brought up with a mammy and that she “wished her
child to have the same privilege of rearing.””” This served

83



84

THE LINE BETWEEN MOTHER AND MAMMY

to refocus a story that had borne no mark of being about
people of significant privilege or elite status, while the re-
gional dressing transformed a relatively mundane if poten-
tially sordid tale of a young, single actress giving birth and
leaving her child behind to continue her travels and career.
Zemula Delbridge’s profession alone provided a possible ex-
planation for her behavior, confirming popular notions of the
debauched status of the public women of vaudeville theater.
References to a refined southern past and a mammy changed
things, however, much like the similar claims of Negro im-
personators and dialect readers, with whom Delbridge might
have shared a stage. More than rehabilitating Zemula
Delbridge’s character, however, this narrative was all about
casting her daughter Marjorie as a girl perilously close to ra-
cial ruin and in dire need of saving, the danger of her fall
made all the more tragic by her elite southern heritage.

The Marjorie Delbridge custody battle and the larger con-
versations about race, environment, and sexuality it engen-
dered occurred at the height of the Great Migration. With
the outbreak of war in 1914, the flow of European immi-
grants into Chicago to work in the city’s stockyards, process-
ing plants, and factories virtually stopped. Within two years,
industries making war materiel for Europe and the United
States” own escalating military preparations generated enor-
mous numbers of industrial jobs in northern cities, many of
them unskilled and ideal for workers with no industrial expe-
rience. Economic conditions, labor agents, and news reports
helped pull black southerners northward, as reverberations
from the war heralded a new range of possibilities for those
seeking relief from poverty, segregation, and violence in the
South. Between 1910 and 1920, over fifty thousand blacks ar-
rived in Chicago from southern states, mostly from the Deep
South, a majority arriving between 1916 and 1918. Several
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thousand more moved through Chicago, often staying for
brief periods before heading on to other cities such as De-
troit. These networks of black relocation and affiliation in II-
linois, Michigan, and Indiana would come to play a central
part in the events of the Delbridge custody struggle, ulti-
mately reaching into Canada."

The same Chicago newspapers that covered the case re-
ported daily on the rapid growth of the Black Belt. The city’s
three major white-owned papers dealt with the migration ex-
tensively, usually in alarmed tones reflecting racism, fear, and
regional stereotypes. Decrying the Midwest’s growing “Ne-
gro problem” in articles that tended to focus on vice, crime,
violence, and disease, the papers fed the worries of their
readers with stories that often overstated the actual numbers
of black arrivals."* The Duily News seems to have been more
sympathetic to black migrants and more positive in its depic-
tions of African Americans than the two other major dailies,
a generalization that holds true for coverage of the Jackson-
Delbridge case as well.” News reports consistently printed
the home addresses of the case’s principal figures, locating
them within a contested and shifting geography of residen-
tial segregation and the rapid expansion of the Black Belt.
While the Jackson family’s arrival predated the onset of the
Great Migration by at least four years, they were still consid-
ered newcomers to the city. They lived at 3226 Calumet Ave-
nue between Thirty-second and Thirty-third streets, not far
from the Twenty-ninth Street beach where the Chicago Race
Riot would break out two years after the custody battle’s
conclusion.

One early item about the case reflects the Tribune’s desire
to reverse the black migratory flow. In an article headlined
““Yankees Ain’t Quality Folks,” Says Mammy,” Camilla Jack-
son is said to have felt that “the north is no place for an
‘ole black mammy an’ her own white baby.” So ‘Mammy’
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Camilla Jackson is ‘gwine south’ . . . Mammy Camilla is very
bitter. And she longs for her southland.”® While the paper
reports that Jackson planned to leave now that her daugh-
ter had been taken from her, she herself says nothing of
the sort in the article. Jackson would continue to live with
her husband and her family in Chicago for the rest of her
life."” Throughout the case, white-owned papers used dialect
whenever they quoted Jackson directly, which enhanced their
description of her as a faithful mammy. On paper, at least,
she sounded like one. In its first story about the case, the
Duaily News described Jackson, bent over her washtub “with
heavy heart,” angrily discussing the decision: “Fo’teen years
... I'se had her, and nobody said nuthin.” Then these pesky
cou’t people come bustin’ round and say I ain’t good enough
to raise white chillun. Ma’jorie’s just as good white folks as
anybody, even if she was brought up by a black mammy.”"

The court’s only cause for removing Marjorie from her
adopted home was the race of her mother and the majority
black population of her neighborhood. At no point was Jack-
son charged with anything else that might have led to the re-
moval of her daughter. “A coterie of members of the juvenile
court and ‘school ma’rms’ according to mammy’s attorneys,
have developed a sickly sentimentality as to the surround-
ings of the young girl Marjorie without regard to justice
and right,” reported the Chicago Tribune. “The law acknowl-
edges no such sentimentality for the races, they say.”"” The
first of many attempts by Jackson’s lawyers to have the deci-
sion thrown out on these grounds was dismissed by the
judge, although he did set another hearing at which Jackson
could petition the court to be named the rightful and legal
guardian. In the meantime, Marjorie was to remain in the
custody of a juvenile facility located far away from Jackson’s
house and the Black Belt. Granted a brief visit with Jackson,
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Marjorie refused to return to the girls’ home and had to be
collected by authorities.”

James Cotter and Chester De Armond indeed believed that
racial sentimentality was driving the fervent interest shown in
the case by Assistant State’s Attorney Robert M. Hogan, lead
council for the county. Infuriated by an interview the lawyers
had given to the Chicago Defender in which they had said just
that, Hogan filed a contempt charge claiming that Jackson’s
attorneys were insulting the court and its officers.”’ Seeming
pleased with its role in tweaking Hogan and the fact that the
charge was dismissed, the Defender editorialized that “the
state wanted to keep the color line out of the fight, and only
insert it in places where it would benefit them.””

Despite Jackson’s lawyers’ arguments concerning the un-
constitutionality of the decision and their vows to follow
the case to the Illinois Supreme Court, Judge Charles Bowles
did not overturn the juvenile court’s original ruling order-
ing the removal of Delbridge from Jackson’s care. Alongside
its headline “Taken from Mammy” the Tiibune depicted a
nostalgic scene with a photo montage of Jackson and
Delbridge labeled “Marjorie Delbridge and ‘Mammy.”” Next
to the photographs was an illustration of a stereotypical aged
mammy figure wearing a shawl and headscarf, her hand rest-
ing upon the shoulder of a smiling blond girl of seven or
eight; neither figure resembled Jackson or Delbridge in any
way. The accompanying article evinces more sympathy for
the plight of both than the paper had previously shown, al-
though the illustration casts the case as the separation of a
faithful slave and ward, not mother and child. In his ruling
the judge stated that a child is not property to be transferred
at will. “The mother’s act was worthless and in no way bind-
ing,” he ruled, “as a child could not be ‘given’ as can a chat-
tel.”” The Defender made this legal logic of enslavement even
more clear in its report, noting that the judge had said, “No
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mother could give away her child like it was a chattel or
property.”*

Newspapers juxtaposed reports of Jackson’s and Delbridge’s
sorrow over the court’s decision with the testimony of court
officers who had argued for their separation. They described
the two clutching each other in the hallway outside the
courtroom and weeping. “Marjorie cried and said she didn’t
want to go and said she would rather live with her ‘Mammy’
than anywhere else in the world—even in a palace . . .
Camilla Jackson, who is the ‘mammy,” also wept and begged
the court not to do what it had done.”” Juvenile authorities
were forced to admit that other than race, there was nothing
“wrong” with Marjorie’s adoptive home or her upbringing.
They “said that Marjorie was well cared for physically and
well instructed under the old ‘mammy’s’ care, and they ad-
mitted they were principally concerned because the child
was too happy with her colored guardian. ‘She has acquired
a happy, carefree, humorous disposition that will not do at
all,” said one of the officers severely. ‘She isn’t serious a min-
ute. She has no realization of life or the gravity of things
that make it up.”® According to the Duaily News, the same
person continued, “She’s just like the little colored children
she runs around with so much.””” The Tribune argued that
one had only to look at the pathetic scene in the courthouse
corridor to see that the court had succeeded in making sure
that “some of life’s bitterness had at last found Marjorie and
her old ‘mammy’ also.””® Judge Bowles was firm in his ruling
and announced that the court would determine where Mar-
jorie was to live permanently, and with whom, the following
week.

The Defender; finding in this space between the ruling and
its ultimate implementation room for changing the court’s
decision, contested the finality with which the white-owned
papers had reported the outcome. “The Defender’s interest
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in the case is, as in all cases, that justice be given Mrs. Jack-
son, and the child not be removed simply on account of the
woman not being white . . . If the child is taken and put in a
white family habeas corpus proceedings will be started. It will
be a fight, fight, fight until the constitutionality of the Juve-
nile court act is proved in this state.” The paper also noted
that steps had been taken by both black and white people to
raise money for an appeal. Although there seemed to be a
significant outpouring of sympathy and offers of help from
people across the racial and social spectrum of Chicago, within
days Jackson and her lawyers were telling papers that it was
doubtful they would be able to afford to continue their legal
struggle for long.*

"The juvenile court’s desire to see Marjorie appear more se-
rious and conscious of reality was indicative of its expecta-
tions for a white girl reaching maturity. Although the Tribune
had depicted her as a child, the court’s interest in the case was
prompted by Marjorie’s status as a teenager, who could soon
become, or perhaps already was, sexually active. Camilla
Jackson suggested as much when she noted in the immediate
aftermath of the court’s ruling, “Maybe these white folks is a-
figerin’ a white husband won’t come aseekin’ mah 1i’l Marjo-
rie in a colored folks home.”*! Not spoken but implied here
was the possibility that a black suitor might.

The state’s attorney’s office, which pursued the Delbridge
case with such tenacity, was at the same time attempting to
crack down on South Side clubs with interracial clienteles,
commonly known as Black and Tan resorts. These clubs rep-
resented one of the most notorious targets of Chicago’s Pro-
gressive reform organizations, such as the Committee of Fif-
teen and the Juvenile Protection Agency, which also sought
to close or regulate brothels, saloons, gambling and billiard
parlors, and taxi dance halls. City Progressives had success-
tully shut down Chicago’s red-light district in 1912, scatter-
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ing its inhabitants and establishments, which regrouped
quickly in the Black Belt, where they were left alone by
police as long as they stayed out of white neighborhoods.
The presence of vice within the Black Belt meanwhile rein-
forced white supremacist notions of black immorality and
hypersexuality, which also shaped popular responses to the
Great Migration. The Delbridge case was informed by these
intermingled concerns. In the months leading up to the girl’s
removal from Jackson’s custody, the Committee of Fifteen
had identified eight brothels along Thirty-first Street, within
two blocks of her house.”

Among those who had taken a great interest in Marjorie’s
welfare were a Mr. and Mrs. Louis Brock, who lived in the
Hyde Park section of Chicago. Racial tensions were escalat-
ing in their neighborhood, which bordered the rapidly ex-
panding Black Belt.”” During the summer of 1917, the homes
of several new black residents and the offices of agents who
had rented or sold properties to them near Hyde Park would
be firebombed.** Rather than send Marjorie back to the girls’
home to await news of her fate, the judge placed her with the
Brocks at the couple’s request. For all of his assertions that a
child was not chattel to be passed from person to person,
Judge Bowles’s action was deeply contradictory. He entrusted
Delbridge to strangers who had simply appeared in his court-
room asking for her, and who did not know her or have any
legal claim to her. The press suggested that the white couple,
who apparently had no children of their own, might wish to
adopt Marjorie, but also reported Mrs. Brock’s comment:
““The Southern Woman’s club, of which I am a member, will
meet Wednesday night . . . [TThe question of what to do with
Marjorie is to be discussed.””

Judge Bowles clearly agreed with the Daily News that with
the appearance of Mrs. Brock, a white southern woman,
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Marjorie’s prospects had turned much brighter. “I haven’t
adopted her,” Mrs. Brock explained. “I have only taken her
home with me to see what can be done. Tonight we will dis-
cuss the matter at the Southern Women’s club. My idea is to
place her in some real nice boarding school in the south, sur-
rounding her with the nicest children. While she is at school
the club can be on the lookout for a home for her and per-
haps for her mammy. It will thus be easy to solve all the prob-
lems and at the same time make a fine woman of Marjorie.”*
What Marjorie was most in need of, according to the court—
and Mrs. Brock—was a change of environment. Inherent in
this was the idea that, even better than living with white
southerners in Chicago, Marjorie might be best served, and
best poised to become “a fine woman,” if she were returned
to the South, far from Chicago and her connections there.

While the judge’s disposition of Marjorie disproved his
own claim that a child could not just be given to anyone as
property, the person most treated like chattel in this drama
was Camilla Jackson. Beyond calling her “Mammy,” Mrs.
Brock’s expressed hope that a place could be found for her
with Marjorie suggests that Jackson was somehow connected
to the girl as a form of property, as if she could be moved
around at others’ will and did not have a home, family, and
community of her own in Chicago. In Mrs. Brock’s view,
Marjorie’s place was to define Jackson’s and not the other way
around, as things had stood before the court’s ruling. Her
hope that the girl’s relationship to “her Mammy” might be
sustained by keeping them together in another location was
reiterated in other accounts of the Southern Women’s Club.
Several members claimed to have had mammies as children,
and as a group they believed that although Jackson had done
“splendid work in rearing” Marjorie, “her environment could
no longer benefit” the girl.””

Duaily News readers had already been shown the presumed
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[To view this image, refer to
the print version of this title.]

Marjorie Delbridge in the Brocks’ home, 1917. (Glass negative, DN-0067585,
Chicago Daily News. Photo courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society.)

benefits of a new environment. The paper ran a photo taken
at the Brocks’, captioned “Marjorie Delbridge in a New
Home,” which depicted her posed in a neatly pressed, new-
looking dress, seated on a low carpet-draped platform. Next
to Marjorie sits a baby carriage, which is presumably meant
for the large doll that rests in her lap. In her hands she
holds an open book; two more lie at her knee. Together
these objects signify that propriety, abundance, refinement,
and learning are to be gained within white domestic space.
The carriage itself, which was mostly cropped out of the
photo when it ran in the paper, carries a double message as a
prop. It frames Marjorie as younger than she actually was
while signaling the fate that might have befallen her had she
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stayed with Jackson. The photo reassures the viewer that
rather than being a young mother to a black man’s baby,
Marjorie is safely ensconced in white domesticity and child-
hood. The caption beneath the photo reads “White Girl,
Ward of Colored ‘Mammy’ Since Infancy, Happy To-day
in Altered Environment as Protégé and Prospective Foster
Daughter of Mrs. Louis Brock.” Certain elements of the
picture contradict this assertion of happiness, however. This
is particularly true of the doll, which is lying against Marjo-
rie’s arm at an odd angle. Its placement makes the staging of
the scene obvious; the pose appears wholly inauthentic, and
suggests visually that Marjorie was not at play or even really
connected to these things. Less easily quantified, but clear
in contrast to earlier photos, Marjorie’s face looks strained
and her smile pinched. She does not exude the happiness or
“brightness” in her new surroundings that the article de-
scribes.*

Despite this glowing account of the potential for Marjo-
rie’s life with the Brocks, all was not well among the members
of the Southern Women’s Club. The couple’s decision to go
to the courtroom and take the girl home with them was seen
by some as presumptuous and by others as publicity-hungry
and opportunistic. The Wednesday evening club meeting
grew contentious as the women argued over Mrs. Brock’s be-
havior and Marjorie’s future. Brock squared off against a
Mrs. Bailey, who had described to the press earlier her plan
to take on Marjorie’s education as a “club project.” This in-
cluded involving the United Daughters of the Confederacy
in selecting an appropriate school. Bailey’s husband accused
Brock of rushing to the courthouse before the club meeting
so that she might “seize the limelight.” Brock, aghast, replied
that she had had no such motivation but “thought only of
the child’s future,” adding that she was appalled at the low
sum the club intended for Marjorie’s tuition. If the club de-
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cided to spend more on the girl’s schooling than she and her
husband could afford alone, Mrs. Brock concluded, “I gladly
will let [Marjorie] go.””” The Defender editorialized that if a
boarding school was to be the solution, Mrs. Jackson should
have a say in where Marjorie went, and that it should be a
girls’ school in the Northeast.” But before anything could be
sorted out, even before the court could make a final determi-
nation as to where Marjorie Delbridge should live and with
whom, she vanished.

In the chaos that followed Marjorie’s disappearance, abduc-
tion, or departure, depending on who was telling the story,
accusations flew. Several new figures emerged, national bor-
ders were crossed, and authorities combed black communi-
ties not just in Chicago but all around the region. “The girl’s
disappearance has electrified a search from more angles
probably than would that of any other Chicago child except
from a family of great wealth,” declared the Tribune.*' While
much about the disappearance was mysterious and contested,
all agreed on the basic facts of Marjorie’s activity until the
moment on the evening of Friday, January 26, 1917, when
she disappeared. It was also generally believed that whatever
the circumstances, Marjorie had probably left the Brocks’
willingly. Two questions remained, however, which titillated
newspaper readers, fanned the outrage of court authorities,
and haunted those who cared for her: Where was Marjorie
Delbridge? And with whom did she leave, if anyone?

Having removed Marjorie from Jackson’s care but reserv-
ing final judgment in the case, the presiding judge had set
a hearing for the morning of Saturday, January 27. Early
the evening before, Camilla Jackson visited Marjorie at the
Brocks’ house, with the couple’s permission, to bring her a
coat to wear to court the next day and to talk. As the two
sat together in the parlor, a fundraising event and rally to



THE LINE BETWEEN MOTHER AND MAMMY

protest their separation was getting under way at the Dream-
land Hall, not far from the house on Calumet they had once
shared. When Jackson got up to leave at 7:30, Marjorie asked
the Brocks if she could walk her to the front door of the
apartment building, which was three floors down. The cou-
ple agreed. They did not become suspicious until about ten
minutes had passed and Marjorie had still not returned. By
that time she and Camilla Jackson were gone. The Brocks
immediately assumed that they had left together and called
the police—and the 7Tiibune. They charged that Marjorie had
been “abducted,” a claim the Tribune reiterated in its front-
page headline, “Marjorie Delbridge and ‘Mammy’ Gone—
Negress Calls in Motor and Kidnaps Girl.” No one—not
the Brocks, the press, or the police—suggested that Marjorie
had not gone willingly, however. In its first report of her
disappearance, the Defender reminded readers that Marjorie
had vowed that no matter where the courts sent her, she
would do whatever it took to get back to her mother, Camilla
Jackson.”

As terms like “Negress” and “kidnapper” joined “Mammy”
in the white press’s vocabulary describing Jackson, the De-
fender editorialized on the problem of nomenclature. In an
editorial under the headline “Mammy,” the paper urged its
readers to boycott any other newspaper that used the de-
meaning label to refer to black women, making a pointed ref-
erence to recent reports about Camilla Jackson. The De-
fender added that the same went for “wench” and “Negress,”
too: “To the many readers of the Defender and especially to
the young men and women, we want you to know and feel
that the paper or person or persons who refer to you and
yours as ‘Mammy’ offers you one of the gravest insults that
any living mortal can offer another, and it should be resented
even if it should cost one their life.” The editorialist likened
the “mammy” to the enslaved “wench” who was sexually ex-

95



96

THE LINE BETWEEN MOTHER AND MAMMY

ploited by white men, saying the only difference between the
two was that “the mammy waited on his wife and nursed her
[the wife’s] child along with the child that the ‘mammy’ bore
for her master . . . Mrs. Jackson, the woman in the limelight
with the Marjory [sic] Delbridge case, is not a mammy, and
avers that she has never bore a (white) child for her master or
any white man in her life.”*

In the first hours of Marjorie’s disappearance, the Brocks
sent for the police, canvassed their neighborhood to find out
if anyone had seen anything suspicious, and “called the 77i-
bune and told them the circumstances and asked the newspa-
per’s help.”* That paper subsequently devoted several col-
umn inches to the story, much of it focused on the plight and
sorrow of the Brocks. Mr. Brock had gone directly to Camilla
Jackson’s home that night assuming Marjorie would be there,
and continued to go periodically to demand the return of the
girl. “I haven’t slept since Marjorie was taken away,” sighed
Mrs. Brock “wearily,” according to the 7ribune, and her hus-
band was so upset, she said two days later, that he had lost fif-
teen pounds.¥ Police could not locate Camilla Jackson for
questioning, but her lawyers insisted that she was at home,
having taken to her bed with worry over Marjorie’s disap-
pearance. The description of Marjorie released by the police
to aid Chicagoans in spotting the missing girl combined her
vital statistics with subjective information that revealed their
assessments of the white public’s assumptions concerning
Marjorie’s background. Delbridge, the police said, “is 14
years old, five feet two inches tall, and weighs 117 pounds. In
her speech there is practically no hint of association with Ne-
groes. She has black curly hair, which reaches to her shoul-
ders, rosy cheeks, and black shining eyes. When she smiles, a
frequent occurrence, she half closes her eyes.” The statement
goes on to describe the blue serge dress and gray coat that
Marjorie had been wearing when she disappeared.*
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With the search under way, Judge Bowles continued the
case for a week and announced that he was holding Jackson’s
attorneys responsible for producing the girl. They replied
that they could not because they knew nothing of her where-
abouts. Meanwhile, Hogan prepared contempt charges
against Jackson, her granddaughter Willa Mae Powell, and
her attorneys Cotter and De Armond for refusing to tell the
court what he believed they knew. The inclusion of Powell
is notable because this was the first time that any source
made reference to other members of Jackson’s family. What
became clear as the story of Marjorie’s disappearance un-
folded was that Jackson had a large network of friends and
kin in Chicago and the surrounding area, especially in De-
troit, where it was revealed much later that she had a son.
These networks followed the geography of the Great Migra-
tion. Notably, James Jackson and the fact of their marriage
were still never mentioned, while Powell’s sudden appear-
ance in the story only emphasizes the complete lack of inter-
est on the part of the press or court officers in Jackson’s fam-
ily as a whole. The only member of her household that the
authorities and the newspapers cared about was Marjorie, at
least until it seemed that others might have been involved in
a conspiracy to kidnap her.”

After two days, the police were no closer to locating Mar-
jorie Delbridge but had narrowed a dozen theories about her
disappearance down to three. It was possible, they believed,
that Marjorie had run away on her own, that Jackson had
lured her away and was hiding her among friends, or that an
outsider to the case who had been following it in the papers
had taken her with the hope of eventually reuniting her with
Jackson. To this set of theories Jackson kept adding another.
She argued that it was someone from the Southern Women’s
Club who had taken Marjorie from the Brocks’. “I believe
the women of that club know where Marjorie is,” she said,
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“for I saw two white women and a man on the corner . . .
Maybe one of them’s got my baby. I'm nearly dead.” Contra-
dicting her story, a neighbor of the Brocks” who lived in their
building said that she had seen Delbridge receiving instruc-
tions from Jackson on the front stoop. The neighbor had not
heard their conversation but said that Jackson pointed south,
and that Marjorie nodded and then walked in that direction
while Jackson walked the opposite way.*

Like Jackson’s kinship network, the geography of the search
and of suspicion also traced the spread of black migration,
moving quickly beyond the confines of Chicago’s Black Belt.
Police said that in addition to searching all of the apartments
along Calumet Avenue in the three blocks around Jackson’s
home, they had sent teams to East Chicago and Gary, Indi-
ana, “where there are large colored populations, on the pos-
sibility the child may have been spirited across the state line
and hidden.”" As the search expanded, no one would answer
the door or the telephone at Camilla Jackson’s house. Her
lawyers released word that Jackson had been made very ill
with worry over Marjorie’s well-being and that she was in the
care of a physician.”” Two days later the racialized edge of
suspicion sharpened. “In the realm of possibilities discussed
by agents of the private and public interests seeking the girl
was the theory that the missing ward was secreted in some
Negro home in the ‘black belt’ where her every movement
was known to Mrs. Camilla Jackson, the ‘mammy,”” reported
the Tribune.’" Brock, who to this point had been so friendly
and forthcoming with the press, and whose first call after
phoning the police when Marjorie disappeared had been to
that paper, expressed anger that several of the “detectives”
she had spoken to had actually been reporters misrepresent-
ing themselves and that this had hindered efforts to find
the girl.”

The Brocks were adept at more than using the press.
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“I have had Marjorie’s pictures reproduced on slides,”
Mrs. Brock told the Tribune, “which are now showing in the
moving picture houses with the printed request that anyone
knowing of her whereabouts will communicate with me.””
The public display of these slides as moviegoers settled into
their seats spotlights the links between news and entertain-
ment that drove the tabloid story. It suggested that the
Brocks were indeed Marjorie’s rightful guardians, casting the
white couple, not Camilla Jackson, as the parents who had
lost a child. This facet of the search anticipates the intersec-
tion of publicity, danger, and perceptions of childhood in the
contemporary “have-you-seen-me?” visual culture of televi-
sion ads, mass mailings, and milk carton photos.

The real and the reel intersected again in an account given
by Mrs. Brock of a shared experience at the movies that
might have prompted some of Marjorie’s distress. Just days
after the court severed her relationship with Jackson, Brock
took Marjorie to see D. W. Griffith’s Intolerance, his block-
buster follow-up to Birth of a Nation. Perhaps she did not
realize that the film involved the story of a young woman
whose baby is taken away from her when she is deemed unfit
by the state because of a series of assumptions, misunder-
standings, and injustices grounded in stereotypes about the
white urban poor. According to the Tiibune:

Mrs. Brock accidentally gave the key to what may prove the
psychological disturbance that sent Marjorie a fugitive from
her home. “I took Marjorie to see Intolerance one day last
week,” said Mrs. Brock. “She was entranced by the picture,
but during the scenes that showed the activity of social work-
ers and Juvenile court officers in tearing the little mother’s
baby away from her she reached a pitch of excitement that
amazed me.” ““That’s Miss So-and-So!’ she would exclaim.
“That is Judge So-and-So!” And throughout those scenes she
gave the actors the names of persons and officials who played
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a part in her own appearance as a child going through the
mill of justice. I have been wondering whether the little girl
has not brooded over the similarity of her case to that in
the play.”*

It is likely that upon reading this, many who had seen the
film pondered the uncanny similarities, including the fact
that Griffith depicted the female reformers who set the
drama in motion as villains. It would not have been a huge
leap to consider Mrs. Brock and her fellow members of the
Southern Women’s Club in this same context.”

When Jackson was still in seclusion and Marjorie was still
nowhere to be found after four days, the court took measures
that redefined the young woman as a culprit in the “crime” of
her own disappearance rather than as the victim of a possible
kidnapping. Hogan was granted a warrant for Marjorie’s ar-
rest on the basis of his argument that she had likely left the
Brocks’ of her own accord and was thus in defiance of a court
order. Hogan claimed that he had sought the warrant only so
that police could bring Marjorie in right away if they found
her. Leaving aside the question of whether this was a case of
simple expedience, a desire to punish Marjorie when she was
caught, or a combination of the two, the warrant meant that
Marjorie was no longer the object of concern in a custody
struggle; instead it criminalized her wish to stay with her
black adoptive mother. The next day the search for Marjorie
was halted briefly when police arrested the wrong girl.*

Perhaps everyone had it wrong, argued the Tiibune, when
the paper reported the next day that “Marjorie May Be Part
Negro, Woman Thinks.””” A Mrs. Lavinia McCashen, for-
merly of Galveston, Texas, claimed to authorities that she
had rented a home to a black family named Delbridge. She
believed that she had seen Camilla Jackson there and that
Jackson’s son was Marjorie’s father and was married to the
girl’s mother. This would make Jackson her grandmother,
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not her “mammy.” McCashen, taken to confront Jackson,
told her, “I would take an oath . . . that you resemble the
woman who came to my house with an apparently white
child in Galveston.” Camilla Jackson and her lawyers denied
that she had ever been in Galveston and insisted that Marjo-
rie was “pure white.”® Hardly surprised by a claim that Mar-
jorie was not really white, the Defender noted that a dra-
matic shift in interest for the welfare of the girl would occur
if the charge were proven: “As one would drop an overheated
poker . . . so will the daily press and likewise the dear pub-
lic drop . . . Marjorie Delbridge, and all those connected
with her [if there is] one grain of truth that this poor little
‘white’ girl has one drop [of black] blood coursing through
her veins.”” Quickly dismissed by the court and by police,
the “accusation” hung about the Delbridge case until its ulti-
mate resolution some months later.

In an attempt to thwart contempt charges, but still refus-
ing to bring Jackson to court, Cotter and De Armond en-
tered a motion to change the venue of the hearing on the
grounds that the judge and assistant state’s attorney were
both driven by bias, by their “sickly sentimentality” concern-
ing race. They argued in addition that the court had no legal
jurisdiction over the case at this point, since “Marjorie was
no longer a ward of the court, having been removed from the
court’s jurisdiction when she became a ward of Mrs. Brock.”
Furthermore, “the girl ran away of her own volition and was
not kidnapped and consequently no crime was committed.”*
The court brushed aside these arguments, resisted Hogan’s
bluster that Jackson should be arrested at once, and ordered
that she appear the following morning to “prove that she did
not kidnap Marjorie” or else face jail time.®" Marjorie had
been gone for a week.

The next day’s papers revealed that Hogan and police
had wiretapped Jackson’s phone and had heard conversations
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between De Armond and, they thought, one of Jackson’s
daughters which led them to believe that the two were in-
volved in hiding Marjorie somewhere in Chicago. Armed
with this information, Hogan claimed that if Jackson and her
lawyers said one more time in court that they knew nothing
of Marjorie’s whereabouts, he would charge them all with
perjury, adding: “I am going to find Marjorie if it is the last
act of my official career . . . If I do not find her, and that
is within the next day or two, somebody is going to jail or
possibly the penitentiary. I am convinced by my investiga-
tion that there has been a conspiracy to conceal the girl,
who, despite anything to the contrary is still a ward of the Ju-
venile court . . . There has been enough fooling with the
court.”” This “fooling” would continue for the next several
days, however. Accusing Jackson and her lawyers of “playing
possum” with her claims of poor health, Judge Bowles had
her examined by a court-appointed doctor.” According to
the Tiibune, the doctor found Jackson to be “in a nervous
condition, but added that it was his opinion that it would do
her good to get out of the house,” and so declared her fit to
appear in court.”* The Defender cast this incident in a differ-
ent light, saying that although the court’s own doctor had
found her to be ill, Hogan demanded that she show up any-
way and that Judge Bowles had agreed, warning that she
would be arrested if she failed to appear.”

Surrounded on the front page of the Daily News by war-
time articles urging Chicagoans to “Hoist Your Flag!” and
instructing the city’s young men “Where to Enlist” was an-
other item, ““Mammy’ Jackson on Stand.” The paper re-
ported that she had “tottered” into court and in a “weak”
voice denied having taken Marjorie or having tried to induce
her to leave the Brock home.* The Tribune followed up with
a story the next day that included some of the questioning.
All of Jackson’s testimony was relayed by the paper in dia-
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lect: “I don’t know where my baby is . . . I wisht I did. If I
knowed I'd shore go to her, no matter whar she was.” Judge
Bowles asked Jackson if Marjorie had ever talked about run-
ning away. Jackson replied yes, and reminded the court that
Marjorie had run away from the girls’ home back in Decem-
ber: “Yes, suh, she did . . . After she had run away from the
Juvenile Protective home she come straight home and said to
me: ‘Mammy, no matter what they do to me, I'll run away
and come back to my old mammy. I just had to come home.” I
said: “They’ll lock you up for this, chile.” And she said she
didn’t care what they did.” She sobbed that all of her friends
were looking for Marjorie and that she was terribly worried
because she believed “somebody is holdin’ her against her
will.” Judge Bowles was not swayed. “Mrs. Jackson had better
find Marjorie if she knows what is good for her,” he said.
“Otherwise somebody may go to jail.””

"Two and a half weeks after she first went missing, Marjorie
Delbridge was located in Detroit but disappeared again be-
fore she could be taken into custody. She sent a letter to
Camilla Jackson, which Jackson later produced for the press:

Dear mother: I am safe and well. I thought not best to let you
know where I was until my case was settled in the court. But,
dear mother, I waited as long as I can, but court or no court, I
am telling you that I am safe and well and with friends of
yours and mine. I do long to see you once more. I have cried
for you day and night. Get on the train and come down and
get me. [ have been to Canada and back again. Come and get
me and take me back to Canada, away from the courts. I am
leaving here tonight for Canada with our friends, but when
you get here the people will give you our Canadian address.
So come right away. Hurry at once. Your dear girlie, Marjorie

Delbridge.*®

Chicago newspapers ran front-page banner headlines and de-
voted several column inches to the new twists in the search,
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often swinging between accusations on the one hand and
sympathy for Marjorie’s plight and her desire to stay with her
adoptive mother on the other. The Daily News likened her
flight to a runaway slave narrative. The paper reported that
she was being moved from house to house and back and forth
across the Canadian border between Detroit and Windsor,
Ontario, just one step ahead of the police. “Colored people
are aiding her fight against removal to the home of her white
guardians,” the paper noted, “and in so doing have disclosed
an ‘underground railway’ not much different from the one
used by negro slaves in escaping north to free territory . . .
She is at present a runaway from the home of Mr. and Mrs.
Louis Brock and the Juvenile Court.”®” She had been located
in the home of an older black couple, Mr. and Mrs. Enoch
Taylor. Mrs. Taylor was said to be a friend of Camilla Jack-
son’s, though she denied knowing her to the police. Warned
before she could be taken into custody, Marjorie was believed
to have slipped away via this “underground railroad.”

For the first time in the case, newspaper readers were able
to hear from Marjorie herself in an extensive interview she
gave before disappearing again. Sounding remarkably self-
possessed, she was careful to make clear that Jackson was her
adoptive mother, not her “mammy,” and charged the courts
with putting her in far more danger than she ever could have
been before by locking her up with “bad girls” and treating
her like a criminal. Marjorie vowed that if she could not be
with Jackson, she would run off to Canada before she would
risk being placed in juvenile detention again. As she sat on a
piano bench and explained the circumstances of her depar-
ture, Marjorie ate candy and commented on the amount of
weight she had gained while on the run. In what may have
been a nod to the Defender’s urging its readers not to call
Jackson or any other black woman “Mammy” or suffer any-
one who did, Marjorie began her story: “It was mighty funny
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and exciting how I left Chicago. I was just finishing my sup-
per when mother came. I don’t like the name ‘mammy.’ I al-
ways call my mother—mother.””

Marjorie explained how she came to be in Detroit, starting
with the night of her disappearance when she walked Jackson
to the front door of the Brocks’ building. Once out of the
apartment, Marjorie said, she began to cry and pleaded with
Jackson to take her home with her. Jackson, also crying, said
she wished she could take her, but left, telling her sadly, “I’ll
see you in court, baby, in the morning.” Marjorie watched
her head north and, still in tears, turned to go back inside
when she saw two cars parked at the south side of the build-
ing with their lights on and heard someone call her name
three times. A woman stuck her head out of one of the car’s
windows and beckoned Marjorie, who paused, but then ran
up to the vehicle. When she got closer, she “saw two ladies.
They were white. One opened the door and said ‘Get in,
Marjorie. I am a friend of your mother. We won’t hurt you.
We only want to take you away from the court so you’ll see
your mother again.”” Marjorie climbed into the car, and the
two women began speaking to each other in a “peculiar lan-
guage”—French. As they drove off, Marjorie believed that
they were headed to the home she had shared with Jackson
and the rest of her family, but she soon realized they were
leaving the city. They drove to the train station in
Hammond, Indiana, where one of the women, Helene, asked
her driver to purchase two train tickets, one “lady’s” and one
for a child. When the train arrived and she and Helene began
to get out of the car, the other woman, whose name Marjorie
said she did not know, referred to Helene as her sister, kissed
Marjorie on the cheek, and told her to mind. By the next
morning the two were at Helene’s home in Canada. “I won’t
tell you what town it is” in, she said, presumably because she
planned to go there again and hide.”
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Marjorie spent much of the interview detailing her con-
finement in the girls’ home and challenging the state’s inter-
est in her sexuality. If anyone was endangering her morals,
she insisted, it was the juvenile authorities:

Why, if my own mother thought it all right for me to live
with mother I don’t see why others should interfere. I have
done nothing wrong. Neither has mother. I have been in the
Juvenile Detention Home twice. It is a horrid place. I would
stay forever [in Canada] before I would go there again. It is
just like being in jail. They locked me up behind bars, and I
had to wear a uniform just like bad prisoners. They even
made me scrub the floor from 6:30 until 10:30 every morn-
ing. It was scrub, scrub. They sent me there last October.
They tried to say I got a postal card from a boy, and they said
I'wrote a letter to him. They said his initials were “A. F. W.” I
did receive a card, but I never answered it. Why, I don’t know
any boys with those initials. I don’t care for boys. I am only
14. I don’t care for anybody but mother. I have no confidence
in anybody but my mother. They would keep me in the de-
tention home as if I was bad a week or ten days at a time and
then send me to another home. Everywhere I was sent they
would place me with bad girls. These were very disorderly.
Why, they used some language there that I never had heard
in my life before. You cannot blame me for not wanting to go

back there.

Marjorie insisted that Jackson had nothing to do with her es-
cape and was upset that “they” were blaming her for it. “I
wish mother was here. She is my mother, and I don’t care
what anyone says. I only wish I was of age.” In a touching ref-
erence to her birth mother, Marjorie told the reporter: “I am
going to be an actress—not a movie, but a real one. You look
at me and you can see my mother.””

In response to her interviewer’s questions, Marjorie could
not clarify any of the family relationships of those around her
or connected to her. While “Aunt Helene” had told Marjorie
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that she had known her since she was a little girl, Marjorie
did not recognize her. She did know that she had two older
brothers but had never met them. The man who sent money
and had been referred to up to this point only as “Uncle” she
called “Mr. Davis.” Within days he was identified as Henry
Davis, “a Canadian [who was] supposed to be in South Amer-
ica” at the time of Marjorie’s discovery in Detroit. Marjorie
said that she had not seen him in several years, but when
pressed to say exactly where and when she had last seen him,
she could not be specific. Nor could she clarify his relation-
ship to her, her birth mother, or Camilla Jackson. The 7ri-
bune concluded that the child’s parentage and family ties re-
mained “as deep a mystery as ever,” and that Jackson was the
only person who might hold the key.”

Despite all of the reports of an extensive “underground
railroad” and Marjorie’s international mobility, Detroit po-
lice took her into custody a day later when they found her
hiding in an upstairs room of the Taylors’ house. She was put
in a Detroit juvenile detention facility, the very kind of place
where she hated to be, and was allowed no visitors. As Hogan
sped to Detroit to start extradition proceedings, Jackson’s
lawyers filed another writ of habeas corpus asking that the
Detroit court refuse to return Marjorie to the custody of the
Chicago authorities. They also asked that the judge restore
guardianship to Camilla Jackson.™

Meanwhile, another story of Marjorie’s disappearance was
being pieced together in papers by Hogan. Marjorie’s inter-
view in Detroit had detailed “a dubious story of her abduc-
tion . . . [most likely] concocted by the persons the child is
now seeking to shield,” he argued. “I have believed from the
first that Marjorie’s abduction from Mrs. Brock’s apartment
was a carefully framed conspiracy. I have said in open court
that I had evidence which led me to believe that Mrs. Jackson
and her lawyers . . . knew where the child was being hidden.”
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Hogan and his team thought that Jackson and her attorneys
had allowed Marjorie to be discovered in Detroit after they
had provided her with a cover story that would exonerate
them, which she recited in her long interview before going
back into hiding. They also considered Marjorie’s letter part
of the wider plot to shield those responsible.” In their at-
tempts to disprove Marjorie’s account of running away,
Chicago investigators tried to track down “Aunt Helene.”
While they were not convinced that she existed, police were
sure that if they found her, she would turn out to be a black
woman. James Cotter responded with another theory, argu-
ing that Helene was certainly white and that it was likely
that she was Marjorie’s “real,” or biological, aunt. He now
claimed that it was Marjorie’s birth family that had attempted
to kidnap her: “Marjorie’s mother, Temula [sic] Delbridge, an
actress, was of a fine family in the south. Her mother’s people
tried several times to get Marjorie away from Mrs. Jackson.
Henry Davis, a wealthy uncle, offered Mrs. Jackson $2000 if
she would surrender the girl.” This was the first time anyone
connected to Camilla Jackson had suggested that Marjorie’s
extended birth family was actively seeking her. Adding to the
confusion, “Uncle” Davis, originally said to have been send-
ing money for Marjorie’s upkeep, was now named among
those family members trying to kidnap her.’

Camilla Jackson’s and Marjorie Delbridge’s hopes for a le-
gal reunification were again dashed when a Detroit judge de-
nied the habeas corpus petition and found that the Chicago
juvenile court did have jurisdiction in the case. “I want to say
to all parties interested in this case that the paramount issue
is the welfare of the child,” he scolded. “The orderly, legal
and right thing to do is to bring her before the court of her
own state, which is equipped to do what is best for her. This
proceeding is dismissed. The child is turned over to the de-
tention home in Detroit, with instructions to bring about her
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speedy return to Chicago.”” Upon hearing the ruling, Jack-
son burst into tears, and in the words of the Daily News, a
devastated Marjorie “threw her arms about the old darkey’s
neck” and sobbed. They clutched each other so fiercely that
court officers had to pry them apart before Marjorie could be
led away.”™

Marjorie appeared again in a Chicago court on Monday,
February 19, where she was declared a “delinquent” and or-
dered to be placed “in the home of some white family.””
During this hearing Hogan introduced yet another version
of Marjorie’s “abduction” that she had affirmed in an affida-
vit. Marjorie now said that she had hidden in Chicago for six
days in a house that was only a block away from her home
with Jackson on Calumet Avenue. She stayed with a wo-
man she first called “Miss Shaw,” but who was later identified
as Sadie De Armond Muse, the daughter of Chester De
Armond and a law student. Marjorie described her as “a
light-colored Negress [who] knows lots about law because
she is going to be a lawyer. She dresses fine and she is very in-
telligent.” In her statement to police Marjorie named
Camilla Jackson, James Cotter, Chester De Armond, and
Sadie De Armond Muse as those who had planned and im-
plemented her escape from the Brocks. She said that Jackson
had visited her at the Brocks” apartment that night not to
bring her a coat but to tell Marjorie that a car was waiting to
take her away. When she got to the vehicle, Cotter was alone
at the wheel. There were no Canadian sisters with a hired
driver waiting for her. Cotter drove her to Muse’s house,
where she stayed for almost a week until she was driven in
disguise to Hammond, Indiana, where she and Muse caught
a train to Detroit. Marjorie made no mention of any trips
across the border into Canada. Cotter denied the story, say-
ing that it was now “the third version she has given since be-
ing found in Detroit. I cannot believe the girl made it of
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her own volition. If she said the things attributed to her, her
tale is preposterous. I was not in the cab in waiting at Mrs.
Brock’s residence; I did not take her to Mrs. Muse’s home; I
did not drive her to Hammond, and I had absolutely nothing
to do with her escape from the city.”®

The final hearing on the girl’s fate occurred a week later.
Judge Bowles granted custody of Marjorie to the “child
placing department”—meaning to the county—until she was
twenty-one years old. Jackson’s lawyers made one last effort
to return Marjorie to her home by filing another writ of ha-
beas corpus. When this was denied, on February 28, 1917,
the Marjorie Delbridge custody case was closed—or so juve-
nile authorities and most Chicago newspapers believed.*!

For two months there was no news of Marjorie Delbridge or
Camilla Jackson. In the midst of war, continued increases in
black migration to and through Chicago, and local labor
conflicts, among other things, it is likely that Chicagoans no
longer gave much thought to Marjorie or her “mammy.” But
on May 2, 1917, the Tribune reported in ecstatic front-page
coverage that Marjorie’s birth relatives had been located. And
not only were they white, but they were also rich and south-
ern and longed to have her at home with them in Alabama. It
looked as if at least one migrant from the South was set to re-
turn. Although the paper never fully explained its role in
finding the family, it was the 7Tribune that notified Marjorie of
their existence. The front-page headline, “Marjorie Joyous
at News of Kin; Sends Her Love,” was followed by a bold
subhead that got to the very heart of the custody case: “Says
She Will Not Live with Negroes—Mrs. Jackson Denies.”
Calling from Alabama, the Tribune reporter reached Marjorie
at an unnamed juvenile institution, told her about the family,
and said her actual last name was Weatherly. While both of
her parents were dead, the reporter said that her grandfather
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on her mother’s side, a W. W. Leak, was eager to meet his
granddaughter. Although Marjorie was described by the re-
porter as “so excited that at times she could hardly articu-
late,” she did manage to gush enthusiastically, “‘O, isn’t that
fine? Isn’t that fine?’ . . . ‘Mrs. Jackson (she doesn’t call her
“mother” now) has often told me that the Leaks and the
Weatherlys were relatives, but I did not know where they
were and she didn’t either, or at least she never told me if she
did. And to think that I may some time see them! O, I do so
want to see them!””*

Also surprised by this news, Chicago juvenile authorities
were cautiously optimistic about what it meant for Marjorie’s
future. Mary Bartelme, who by 1922 would be the assistant
to the judge before whom all cases of girls’ delinquency in
Chicago were tried, said that no decisions would be made
until she had written to Leak and assessed the situation.”
While Bartelme hoped that this revelation might mean “a
home for the poor little thing at last,” she qualified her state-
ment by noting that Marjorie was doing “so well” at her Chi-
cago school and she did not want the girl’s progress thwarted.
This mention of Marjorie’s progress was inextricably con-
nected to questions of race and to her new insistence that she
no longer wished to live with black people. When asked how
she liked her school and if she would be interested in leav-
ing it to go to Alabama, Marjorie replied: “Oh, the school is
fine and I like everyone here. I don’t even want to see Mrs.
Jackson or live with colored people again. But I do want to
see my own people. I send my love to them.” Following her
comment that she no longer wished to see or speak with
Jackson, Marjorie’s reference to her “own people” had a dou-
ble connotation, referring most directly to her biological fam-
ily but suggesting her own race as well. Bartelme instructed
the Tribune to keep Marjorie’s institutional residence in Chi-
cago confidential now that she was being thrust back into the
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tabloid limelight. “It is considered best that she should be
freed from the annoyance of telephone calls and visitors who
might flock to the school to see the child whose romantic
history has gone the length and breadth of the country.”**
With the discovery of a new family came an entirely new
biography for Marjorie. While the man who claimed to be
her grandfather was not quoted in the story, it did include
comments from other Leak family members. They said that
Marjorie’s mother, Lillian Leak, “was a belle of Montgomery
until she was won by George Weatherly,” the brother of a
prominent attorney and politician in Birmingham. Her mar-
riage to Weatherly proved the belle’s undoing. It was so bad,
the relatives claimed, that Lillian felt she had no choice but
to leave. Estranged from her father, W. W. Leak, Lillian
Weatherly “arranged for the care of her infant daughter” and
went to Florida, where she subsequently died. Apparently she
never turned for help to any of the family members who now
detailed her unfortunate marriage and final days to the 77i-
bune. With whom she left her daughter was not specified in
the article, and Camilla Jackson was not mentioned. Marjo-
rie’s father, George Weatherly, died shortly after his wife.
Speaking with her attorneys present, Jackson denied ada-
mantly that these two families were in any way related to
Marjorie: “The true secret is with me. I know everything.
There is not a moment in Marjorie’s life I don’t know . . .
Mrs. Zemula Delbridge, Marjorie’s mother, gave me the baby.
Marjorie’s folks don’t want her. She’s mine. Her mother gave
her to me, and I'll fight for her as long as I have got a
penny. Her father is not dead. But her mother died in Tampa,
Florida. All of Marjorie’s people live in Georgia. I never
heard her mother speak of the Leaks or the Weatherlys.” In
an attempt to dispel the narratives of Old Southern gentil-
ity that had from the start clung so tenaciously to this le-
gal drama and framed Jackson as a faithful slave, she con-
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cluded provocatively by saying of Marjorie’s birth mother’s
family, “They were people of no standing and I know all
about them.”¥

Despite Camilla Jackson’s protestations, a few weeks later
Tilford Leak, supposed cousin of the girl the press now
called Marjorie Delbridge Weatherly, came to Chicago to
pick her up and take her back to Montgomery. The Tribune
ran two pictures of a smiling Marjorie, suitcase in hand,
ready to board the train. The headline read, “She’s On Her
Way to Home of Sunshine and Roses,” and elaborated in a
subhead, “For Years a Waif without Knowledge of Her Rela-
tives, This Girl Is Being Taken Back into the Family Circle
by Her Cousin,” who is pictured alongside her in one photo.
Calling Marjorie a “waif” suggested that she was an orphan.
Although most readers would have been very familiar with
her case, this served to write out of the picture fourteen
years—most of her young lifetime—of being raised in a black
family by Camilla Jackson, the woman she had insisted was
her only mother just three months earlier. The paper did not
print a comment from Tilford Leak or relay any parting
words from Marjorie but ran only a short article by Mrs.
Louis Brock, who practically oozed vindication. Brock said
that she had been called a dear friend in “a letter . . . written
by little Marjorie ‘Delbridge,” who from now on will be
known as Marjorie Leak Weatherly. It did my heart good to
read it and I am the happiest woman in Chicago today be-
cause this child has been claimed by her people and has come
into her own. The person who remarked that mine was ‘mis-
placed sympathy’ should have seen the tears of gratitude in
the eyes of this kind man who is speeding south with Marjo-
rie. Sympathy for a little child is never misplaced.” Like
Marjorie’s reference to her “own people,” Brock’s assertion
that the girl had been claimed by “her people” highlighted

the racial dimension of that common southern question in-
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tended to locate family, status, and place: “Who are your
people?” Or, to put it in terms of the faithful slave narrative,
it showed that being “/ike one of the family” was still very far
indeed from being family.

The Tribune reported again about a tearful Marjorie, only
now, the paper said, hers were fat “tears of unrestrained
joy” when she met her grandfather in Montgomery. “Marjo-
rie, who has been taken into the Leak family as one of its
own, will be given every advantage that the social and the
financial prestige of her cousins affords.”” Mrs. Brock was
not the only person to claim vindication with this outcome of
the custody case. Several months later, in an article describ-
ing his ongoing attempts to have James Cotter and Chester
De Armond disbarred, Robert Hogan announced that he,
too, had heard from Marjorie: “Assistant State’s Attorney
Robert E. Hogan yesterday received a letter from Marjorie,
who is attending a convent in the south. She said she was
happy to be with her relatives and now perceived that the ef-
forts made by the juvenile court were resulting in a far better
life than she had enjoyed before the trouble.”™

Marjorie’s return to the South, where she was safely en-
sconced within the sphere of white domesticity and author-
ity, away from urban corruption, and vowing to stay among
her “own people,” brought the faithful slave narrative to an
almost unbelievable fairy-tale ending. While many Chicago
readers found this conclusion most satisfactory, and the 77i-
bune, which seems to have been largely responsible for
it, covered her return extensively, there was no comparable
story of Marjorie’s homecoming in the Montgomery or Bir-
mingham newspapers. Presumably, neither the Weatherlys
nor the Leaks were interested in publicizing their connec-
tions to a Chicago scandal or Lillian’s decision to give her
daughter to a black family to raise.

This resolution, which conformed so neatly to narra-
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tives of southern glamour and faithful slavery, was never con-
firmed as anything more than a story scripted to suit popular
prejudice and racial stereotype. There is no way to tell from
available sources whether Marjorie was actually related to the
Weatherlys and the Leaks. Camilla Jackson insisted that she
was not. Whatever the facts, the Leak family did take her in.
Marjorie Weatherly, age seventeen, was listed as a dependent
cousin in the Montgomery household of Tilford Leak in the
1920 census. Camilla and James Jackson had moved to a dif-
ferent home in Chicago by then. A decade later, just a few
years before Camilla Jackson’s death, it appears that her hus-
band had died. She was living with her granddaughter Willa
Mae and her family. Marjorie’s trail in the documentation
dissipates after 1920. Perhaps she married and changed her
last name, or maybe she no longer believed that she was kin
to the family she had lived with in Alabama. More than one
Marjorie Delbridge turns up in state records, but it is impos-
sible to know if any of them is our Marjorie, or possibly her
daughter, and in most cases it seems unlikely. One wonders if
Marjorie in her adulthood ever contacted Camilla Jackson or
if she chose to keep to her “own people,” as she had promised
as a teenager on her way to a new life in the Deep South. Did
Jackson ever speak to her or hear of her again? In her last
years at her granddaughter’s house, Camilla Jackson lived
next door to a couple with a daughter named Marjorie who
was about the same age Jackson’s own Marjorie had been
when she told census takers twenty years earlier that the girl
was her “mulatto” child. Camilla Jackson must have thought
of those times and of her loss often when she saw the little
neighbor girl and heard her parents call her name.”
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Save a few years of the Reconstruction, the national
capital has been to the Negro a scene of sorrow. Even
at this very hour the ghost of the slave power is stalk-
ing about seeking to perpetuate the aged master-and-
slave scheme of society.

—Neval H. Thomas, 1923

IN 1922 THE DEDICATION of the Lincoln Memorial before a seg-
regated audience in Washington, D.C., occurred against the
backdrop of the fourth year of heated congressional debates
over the need for federal anti-lynching legislation. In that
same year another national memorial campaign was begun
by a local division of the United Daughters of the Confeder-
acy who sought to tell their own version of this history and
define its contemporary lessons. Drawing upon relationships
they had cultivated with senators, congressmen, and journal-
ists, the women embarked on, and nearly succeeded in, an at-
tempt to get a monument to the “faithful colored mammies
of the South” erected in the shadow of Lincoln’s memorial.'
While nostalgia for the Old South had long been a part of
the national culture, it was invested with a new urgency in
the contexts of black migration, labor unrest, and the terrible
violence of urban race riots that threatened to become an ep-
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idemic in the late 1910s. White Americans worried endlessly
about the national “Negro problem,” blaming blacks and
radicals for the turmoil and grasping for solutions. Some
found solace in a retreat to an imagined history of beneficent
antebellum slavery and southern gentility, a time when hier-
archies were clear, whites were good stewards of their land
and their laborers, and black people loved them. In the haze
of the plantation myth, the faithful slave smiled warmly back
at whites and offered comfort. The women of the UDC,
however, believed that the Old South had more to offer than
a soothing memory or a fleeting escape from reality. In this
past they saw answers to the “Negro problem” and a way to
end the violence and political upheavals of the present.

The United States Senate agreed with the women on the
value of a national memorial to faithful slaves and authorized
a land grant for the statue in 1923. Wide protest and fierce
controversy followed as predominantly African American or-
ganizations and individuals intensified their campaign to en-
sure that no such monument would stand within the capital’s
city limits. While the desire to erect a national mammy me-
morial reflected the pervasiveness of faithful slave narratives
in the early twentieth century, the decision to carve it in
stone and cast it in bronze was of a fundamentally different
magnitude, a fact recognized by supporters and critics alike.
This was not a commercial or entertainment-driven use of
the mammy figure, which had been common for decades, but
an obviously political effort to legitimize this distorted ver-
sion of the southern past. It looked as if the ultimate repre-
sentative of the faithful slave—the mammy—would join the
pantheon of heroic figures and historic events memorialized
in the capital because they defined the character and promise
of the nation.

At base, the mammy memorial controversy was a contest
over representation in all of its meanings. The stakes were
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high because this kind of public representation of black wo-
men would have such a significant impact on conceptions of
national citizenship, the substance of equal protection, and
black civil rights. The mammy monument clearly marked the
confluence of these cultural and political meanings of repre-
sentation. The erection of a national memorial would confer
civic legitimacy on its builders and patrons and imbue the
monument’s message and iconography with a kind of official
“truth.” The authorization of this truth by the federal gov-
ernment would in turn connote the illegitimacy of other civic
assertions and challenges to the faithful slave narrative. The
campaign and the controversy surrounding the proposed me-
morial revealed sharply competing political strategies and
ideologies that were freighted heavily with popular concep-
tions of slavery and the plantation South. They underscored
the ways in which the faithful slave narrative had always been
a nuanced civic discourse of aspiration and containment.

The United Daughters of the Confederacy strove to define
the public authority of white women by commemorating
the hierarchies of the Old South. Writing of the UDC’s ex-
tensive commemorative activities in an organizational his-
tory published in the 1930s, former president general (1911-
1913) Rassie Hoskins White asserted the special importance
of public monuments to the group’s social and political agen-
das. The Daughters devoted so much time, labor, and money
to these endeavors, White explained, because “they knew
monuments would speak more quickly, impressively, and
lastingly to the eye than the written or printed word.” She
expanded on the importance of attracting such attention:
“[UDC] chapters, State Divisions, and the general organiza-
tion have done remarkable work in other lines, unseen work,
but it is this visible work—great monuments and memori-
als—that has brought the organization publicity and acclaim



MONUMENTAL POWER

for these thirty-five years of work, for they have spoken and
will speak to a world indifferent to that vast amount of work
which is invisible.”*

Largely owing to the efforts of the United Daughters of
the Confederacy, and the Ladies Memorial Associations that
preceded its formation in the nineteenth century, grand
monuments and smaller statues to the Confederacy and the
Lost Cause proliferated across the southern landscape from
1880 through the 1930s. While this period marked the hey-
day of monument building in the South, public sculpture
and memorial campaigns would remain central to the UDC’s
mission. These statues attested to much more than the hero-
ism of Confederate political and military leaders or the valor
of the common soldier. Inscriptions that included the names
of UDC chapters responsible for erecting the monuments
ensured that the women’s labors for the Confederacy would
be remembered beyond the unveiling ceremonies. Every statue
was a representation of the fundraising and political effort it
had taken to get it built, marking the process literally and for
posterity in granite, marble, and bronze.’

The location of these monuments in civic spaces, on court-
house lawns, and in town squares or parks was equally impor-
tant to the UDC’s crafting of a public role for its members.
By the 1920s there were few southern towns that did not
have at least one Confederate monument, made possible by
the persistence of these women and the new economy of a
growing commemoration industry. The Confederate Veteran,
for instance, was filled with advertisements for catalog order
companies offering readymade statues of soldiers and pro-
moting the services of numerous quarries and foundries to
the commemorative organizations that were fast becoming
important customers. It was now economically feasible for
even the smallest hamlet to erect its own statue, in turn mak-
ing it a civic requirement that each of them do so.® These ads
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mark the expansion of funeral monument companies into the
growing public sculpture trade and the movement of the
memorialization of common soldiers out of local cemeteries
and into the center of town. This shift in locale also changed
the meaning of the memorials, which now honored living as
well as deceased veterans.” And as the living veteran saw his
own valor celebrated in the town memorial, so too did the
members of the organization or collective that had built it. In
the South, more often than not, this was the United Daugh-
ters of the Confederacy.

Arguably, it was this trend toward commemorating com-
mon lives and collective honor that gave rise to the desire
to broaden the pantheon of virtuous Lost Cause subjects
worthy of monuments. But even as the commemoration of
the average soldier became the unquestioned and necessary
expression of local and regional civic pride, the inclusion
of other figures such as white women and “faithful slaves”
was contested and, particularly in the case of enslaved people,
generated much debate. The 1922-23 drive for a national
mammy monument was the culmination of nearly twenty
years of discussion within the UDC about erecting some
kind of memorial to the loyal slaves of southern mythol-
ogy. These debates joined other calls for such a memorial
from Confederate veterans, southern legislators, and re-
gional boosters."

Debates within the UDC over the idea first intensified in
late 1904 and 1905 in a series of exchanges printed in the
Confederate Veteran. In September 1904, Mrs. G. Gilliland
Aston of Asheville, North Carolina, made a public plea for
a monument, which was endorsed by Mrs. Fred A. Olds,
president of the North Carolina division. In an open letter to
the UDC, United Confederate Veterans (UCV), and “all the
women of the South,” Aston argued that the UCV campaign
to erect a monument to southern women should be redi-
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rected to fund a memorial to “faithful slaves.” Aston com-
pared white southern women’s sacrifices for the Confederate
war effort with what she saw as the potentially questionable
support of enslaved people for the same cause. White wo-
men, she said, had endured the struggle “for the sacred ties of
kindred and country.” But “how different with the faithful
slaves! They did it for love of masters, mistresses and their
children. How nobly did they perform their tasks! Their de-
votion to their owners, their faithfulness in performing their
labors and caring for us during these terribly disastrous years,
and their kindness at the surrender, while we were powerless
and helpless, have never been surpassed or equaled.”

In making this claim, Aston revealed a certain ambiva-
lence about the nature of the owner—faithful slave relation-
ship, generally described by the UDC as benevolent and
noncoercive. While white women on the home front could
be assumed to support the Confederacy, her letter implies,
the actions of the enslaved were “different” because they ap-
peared to work against their own interests to an astounding
degree. Slaves who remained loyal when they had the oppor-
tunity to free themselves or to attack those who held them in
bondage must have made their choice out of genuine love for
their masters. This, Aston declared, was a loyalty worthy of
commemoration. Typical of the faithful slave narrative in
general, the humanity and agency of enslaved people is re-
ferred to only in terms of their presumed “faithfulness” to
and “kindness” toward whites.

Building a monument to faithful slaves would not negate
the monument’s commemoration of white southern woman-
hood. In keeping with the Daughters’ desire to make their
own work visible, Aston proposed an inscription for the
statue that would highlight their own activism and gracious-
ness: “Given by the Confederate Veterans as a memorial to
the women of the South, and given by them in memory of
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the faithfulness of our former servants.” Such an inscription
would celebrate white womanhood, as the UCV had origi-
nally intended, while foregrounding contemporary white
women’s activism and public agency in rededicating the work
to enslaved people. Implicit in this inscription was the fact
that for Aston, like so many other white Southerners, the
“women of the South” did not include enslaved black wo-
men. Indeed, slavery itself would be written out of the monu-
ment entirely as “faithful slaves” were redesignated “former
servants.”"

While Aston’s plan garnered the support of her state divi-
sion leadership, others found it highly inappropriate. In No-
vember 1904, Mrs. W. Carleton Adams of Memphis, Tennes-
see, denounced the proposal, writing: “This is not the time
for erecting monuments to the old slave—if there will ever
be a time. Our country is already black with their living
presence. Shall there be a black monument erected in every
southern city or state, when there is not a State in the South
not in mourning for some beautiful woman whose life has
been strangled out by some black fiend?” Here Adams coun-
tered Aston’s assertion of black people’s historic selfless love
for southern whites with the presumed contemporary sexual
threat posed by black men, the core of white supremacist de-
fenses of segregation and violence against African Americans.
If this were not enough, Adams concluded that the “negro
of this generation would not appreciate any monument not
smacking of social equality. The North would not under-
stand the sentiment.” In other words, seeing modern black
freedom struggles as disloyal, Adams did not believe that
African Americans deserved to be placed in the monumen-
tal pantheon of southern heroes. And even if they were,
white northerners would be incapable of comprehending the
meaning of such an act."

Another Memphis Daughter, Mary M. Solari, challenged
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Adams in the pages of the Confederate Veteran while offering
her own vision for a monument. Although Solari did not
reject Adams’s focus on the present, she was concerned less
with the “faithful slaves” of the past than with the impact
a monument might have on future generations of African
Americans. “To those slaves who watched the fireside, tilled
the soil, helped spin, weave, and make raiment for the master
and sons on the battlefield,” Solari wrote, “to those slaves
who protected and provided for the families at home is due a
monument that will tell the story to coming generations that
cannot be taught the lesson of self-sacrifice and devotion of
the slave in any other way.” Bemoaning the loss of what she
believed to be the civilizing function of slavery, Solari hoped
that a monument to faithfulness might serve the same pur-
pose for African Americans living under southern apartheid.
This belief in the capacity of public sculpture to forge new
relationships of affinity and power, rather than simply me-
morialize times past, would become the organizing principle
of the national mammy memorial drive of the 1920s. Beyond
its capacity to instruct African Americans, Solari insisted, this
kind of commemoration had much to teach white southern-
ers as well: “If a time is ever ripe for a noble deed, now is that
time, for the grand, courteous southern slave owner is fast
passing away; and to erect the monument would be to hand
down to posterity an open book, in which our southern chil-
dren can learn that every negro is no ‘black fiend.”” Solari
countered Adams’s racist venom with an alternative white su-
premacist illusion of race relations founded on paternalistic
benevolence and maternal fantasy. Again foreshadowing the
1920s monument drive, Solari concluded her call for a faith-
ful slave memorial with a paean to mammies. White north-
erners’ reception of the memorial would be negative, but she
cared little: “The North would not understand the senti-

ment. Of course not.”"?
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In the context of this debate in the pages of the Confederate
Veteran, another proposal to construct a memorial to faithful
slaves was put forward by women from the Tennessee divi-
sion at the UDC’ annual convention in 1907."” The measure
failed, however, as members voted to table the resolution. As
Rassie Hoskins White would observe nearly thirty years
later, “The organization was not ready for the work then and
postponed consideration of it.”'* Given the contentious de-
bates leading up to the 1907 convention, her assertion does
not appear to refer to the organization’s ability to raise funds
for some kind of memorial or commission a design. Rather it
may describe the inability of members to conceive of the
“value” of such a commemoration at the time. The UDC
could achieve no consensus on the need for a monument to
enslaved black people. Another call for a faithful slave me-
morial would be made at the 1912 convention, but it never
materialized. Ten years later, changes in the social and politi-
cal landscapes of the South and the nation at large would
elicit radically different responses to the prospect of com-
memorating “faithful mammies.””

The near success of the 1922-23 memorial campaign and the
motivations of those who championed it can be traced back
to several events, both national and local, in the early years
of the twentieth century. The election of Woodrow Wilson
to the presidency in 1912 was one central aspect of the mod-
ern “southernization” of Washington, D.C., culturally, polit-
ically, and socially. The fact that Wilson’s presidency was
drenched in the rhetoric of national white reconciliation and
surrounded by spectacles of reunification staged throughout
the capital and the country belied the fact that a distinctly
southern sensibility had always characterized the city. The
election of a southern president swelled the population of
white southerners in the District and in the federal govern-
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ment and brought to the fore a longstanding conversation
about the regional character of the capital. Carved out of
two slave states, Maryland and Virginia, and itself the loca-
tion of a thriving slave market until 1850 and a district where
slavery was legal until 1862, Washington, D.C., had long
been steeped in the economic and social structures of the
slave South. After the Civil War it continued to be home to a
largely southern-born population, which included increasing
numbers of black migrants seeking political representation,
relief from white surveillance and labor coercion in the rural
South, and the better jobs and social mobility available in an
urban center with established black institutions, the legacy of
a significant free black population. By the early twentieth
century, with one third of its population African American
and a hardening de facto and de jure network of segregation
intended to contain this population, Washington, D.C,,
looked very much like the rest of the urban South.'

Wilson’s election deepened significantly the southern
character of the city, both socially and politically. Himself a
relocated southerner who had been elected on the promise of
a “New Freedom” for Americans, Wilson introduced legally
segregated federal workplaces, severely restricted federal
appointments of black officials, and expanded, through his
sanction and activism, levels of segregation in public spaces,
entertainment, and housing in the city. That Wilson was
widely understood to be a southerner despite his long career
as a history professor and college president in Pennsylvania,
Connecticut, and New Jersey, and the fact that he was the
governor of New Jersey when he ran for the presidency,
was itself a testament to the malleability of regional identity.
From the moment he assumed office, the city’s mainstream,
white-owned press cast Wilson as the consummate south-
erner, particularly the Washington Post, still the leading local
newspaper. Wilson’s southernness was also assumed in the
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black press, which reported his policies as a clear indication
of his regional sentiments.

Commonly the Post framed the president’s southern ties as
family ties, both immediate and extended. And perhaps no
members of his “family” other than his first wife, Ellen Axson
Wilson, signified his regionalism and the elite southern do-
mesticity of his household more than the cast of black do-
mestic employees who were often described by the press as
the president’s “family servants,” some even as “Mammy.”
Engaging popular notions of faithful slavery, these stories
promulgated a kind of regional glamour swirling about the
southern-born and southern-identified president. This air of
refinement, paternalism, and privilege required the presence
of affectionate, jovial black domestic workers to make it seem
authentic. This was exemplified in a story run by the Post
not long after the Wilsons first moved into the White House.
Ideas of whiteness, southern gentility, and budding feminin-
ity combine in this portrait of the relationship of the
Wilsons’ toddler niece, Josephine, with her black caretaker,
“Mammy Nannie.” The long feature opens by setting a tran-
quil scene: “The White House Baby [Josephine] was asleep,
for it was nap time, and she lay cuddled up to her white
bunny rabbit in the little bed that served for another White
House baby a long time ago.” The tableau becomes region-
ally specific only with the inclusion of a black domestic
worker: “Josephine glories in the possession of a real colored
mammy, who was also her mother’s nurse, and on sunny
afternoons she can be seen, with her little cousins, attended
by the faithful Mammy Nannie playing on the White House
terrace.””” Romanticized conceptions of slavery and owner-
ship are reinforced here by the assertion that “Mammy
Nannie” had “belonged” to Josephine’s mother. Further-
more, in marveling that this woman was a “real colored
mammy,” the reporter identifies this particular possession as
one available only to the most elite southern families, such as
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the First Family, an access to black labor that went far be-
yond purchasing a box of pancake mix, displaying a knick-
knack, or paying for child care. “Mammy Nannie’s” status as
a hired employee is the central fact elided in the Post’s de-
scription of a real mammy on the White House terrace.

“Mammy Nannie” was not the only black woman in the
Wilson household whose labor, wages, and personal life were
hidden behind the faithful mammy moniker. Late in the first
year of his administration the city was abuzz over prepara-
tions for the wedding of Wilson’s second daughter, Jessie. An
article detailing plans and highlights of the guest list con-
cluded, under the subhead “Family Servants to Be Wit-
nesses”:

Four guests at the wedding whose names will not appear in
the society columns, but who, nevertheless, will witness the
ceremony with more than ordinary pride, will be the four ne-
gro family servants of the Wilsons, who will come from the
South to see it. These servants were honored guests at the
Inauguration, and mammy, the nurse of Miss Jessie Wilson,
will be there, too, to “see her chile step off,” as she quaintly
puts it. These humble guests will view the scene from the
corridor."

Glamorous southern domesticity is marked here by those
who “will view the scene from the corridor,” a startling mani-
festation of the idea that the center is defined by its periph-
ery. The unnamed “mammy’s” statement, rendered in dia-
lect, is “quaint” in her claims of maternal interest in the
president’s daughter but powerful in veiling any suggestion
of a wage-labor relationship to the young woman. While it
was ultimately the president’s southern gentility that was ex-
pressed in these White House mammy stories, it was never-
theless asserted by way of the relationships of white women
in his household to these mammy figures.

Another group of white southern women who assumed a
central place in the capital during the Wilson years were the
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members of the D.C. division of the UDC. They, too, would
come to define themselves through the figure of the enslaved
black mammy as they sought to shape the character of the
city and the nation. Within days of Wilson’s election in 1912,
the UDC held its national convention in Washington, the
first time the city would host the Daughters’ yearly meeting.
The convention’s highpoint, and the reason for its location
outside the old Confederacy, was the laying of the corner-
stone for the Confederate Monument at Arlington National
Cemetery, which would be completed two years later."” In
a nod to their overlapping membership and as a show of
national hospitality, the Daughters of the American Revolu-
tion offered the use of their headquarters, Memorial Conti-
nental Hall, for many of the events, including opening cere-
monies. The unofficial theme of the evening, indeed of the
entire convention and cornerstone ceremony, was sectional
reconciliation through national patriotism, martial glory, and
southern pride. The hall was draped with alternating Ameri-
can and Confederate flags, and the Marine Band played “The
Star-Spangled Banner” and “Dixie.” The highlight of the
evening occurred when outgoing president William H. Taft
mounted the speakers’ podium, stood beneath a Confederate
flag, and looked out across a room crowded with Daughters
to give a prophetic address. With Woodrow Wilson on his
way into the White House, Taft noted, “Southern opinion
will naturally have greater influence, and the South greater
proportionate representation in the Cabinet, in Congress,
and in other high official stations.””” While Taft focused on
changes to his own office and the political environment, the
women in his audience had grander plans for southern influ-
ence in the city and the nation, in which they, who had not
been able to vote for Wilson, would have a direct hand.

In terms of national clout, the Arlington Confederate
Monument was considered by the Daughters to be one of
their most important achievements. As they listened to the
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president that evening, it was still being sculpted in Italy by
Moses Jacob Ezekiel, a Confederate veteran from Richmond,
Virginia. Completed and unveiled in 1914, the monument
stands over thirty-two feet high and remains one of the tall-
est memorials in the cemetery. Among its several tiers and al-
legorical characters are thirty-two life-sized reliefs in various
groups encircling the monument’s center. In his memoirs
Ezekiel referred to these as “scenes which I think show with-
out any description how intensely and how seriously the men
and women of every station in life had responded to the call
to arms.””! The scenes include soldiers, a blacksmith and his
wife, a minister with his wife and young son, and a belle
wrapping a sash about the waist of her soldier beau. Settled
among these representations of Confederate military service
and white southern family life—the Lost Cause pillars of
martial honor and charmed domesticity—are two figural
groups depicting faithful slavery. One part of the frieze shows
an enslaved black man marching into battle alongside his
master, loyal to the man and to the Confederacy. A separate
grouping next to this one depicts a white soldier taking leave
of his children. Colonel Hilary Herbert, who chaired the ex-
ecutive committee of the Arlington Confederate Monument
Association, on which Thomas Nelson Page sat, described
this portion of the statue in a commemorative text:

And there is another story told here, illustrating the kindly
relations that existed all over the South between the master
and slave—a story that cannot be too often repeated to gener-
ations in which “Uncle Tom’ Cabin” survives and is still
manufacturing false ideas as to the South and slavery in the
“fifties” . . . [T]o the right of the young soldier and his body-
servant is an officer, kissing his child in the arms of an old
negro “mammy.” Another child holds onto the skirts of
“mammy” and is crying, perhaps without knowing why.”?

While Ezekiel believed his central scenes to be so self-
evidently affecting that they required no explanation, Her-
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Confederate Monument, Arlington National Cemetery, detail.
(Photo courtesy of Edwin H. Remsberg.)
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bert devoted much of his text to interpreting their meaning.
In the case of the monument’s faithful domestic slave narra-
tive, however, his explication is subverted by the sculpture it-
self. The physical intimacy and familiarity depicted between
the enslaved woman and the soldier runs counter to stereo-
typical assertions that the mammy figure was an elderly,
asexual surrogate mother. In spite of itself, this monumental
scene might easily be read as revealing the possible shared
biological parentage of these two children by the enslaved
woman and the white Confederate departing for war. Al-
though Herbert describes the figure as an “old Negro
mammy,” nothing about her seems particularly elderly. In
body shape, dress, and features, she looks very similar in age
to the blacksmith’s wife in the scene to the immediate right.
The constant refrain of “old mammy” to describe the image
typifies the denial that grounds the faithful slave narrative
and informs white supremacist ways of seeing—or, in this
case, of not seeing.”’

The Daughters, who uncharacteristically had given Ezekiel
complete control over his design and provided no input on
any aspect of it, were thrilled with the memorial. Like the
famed Gettysburg Reunion the year before, the 1914 un-
veiling was heralded as a celebration of national unity, as
denoted in the Washington Post’s headline “Gray and Blue
Join—Unite in Unveiling Great Confederate Monument.”**
Ezekiel was similarly proud of his Confederate service, his
artistic achievement, and its location at Arlington, so much
so that prior to his death in 1917 he left instructions for
his own burial at its base. It is possible that the monument
helped intensify the desire of some Daughters to see a me-
morial to mammy erected within the city limits of the capital.

As Taft had predicted, these years were described officially
by the organization as a time when the South regained its
national power and influence. A source of special interest and
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pride to the Daughters was the president’s marriage to Ellen
Axson Wilson. Among Mildred Lewis Rutherford’s scrap-
books, largely constructed during these years, the volume ti-
tled The South of Today was devoted almost entirely to Wilson
and the First Lady. And while she was the First Lady of
the nation, for UDC members, Ellen Wilson was also the
First Southern Lady. In an essay included in the scrapbook,
“The Women of the New South,” South Carolinian Agatha
D’Aubigne remarked: “Who but a Southern woman upholds
the standard of the New South in the Capital of the Nation?
Mrs. Wilson is a woman of great charm of manner, as hand-
some as any other Southern woman of our day, and an artist
both with pen and brush.”” An established painter as well as
a political wife, Ellen Axson grew up and was educated in
Rome, Georgia, where she met Woodrow Wilson in 1883
while he was visiting the community to do legal work. They
married soon after, and she assumed a central role in his jour-
ney to the White House. Notably, prior to the Democratic
National Convention in 1912, Ellen Wilson campaigned ex-
tensively in Georgia to spotlight the candidate’s ties to that
state and to assert his southernness. She has also been impli-
cated in the set of policy decisions that were for many the
clearest indicator of the president’s regional identity: his ag-
gressive commitment to segregation. At the same time, dis-
playing a combination of white supremacist assumptions and
paternalistic concern, she was a leading champion of legisla-
tion to set minimum housing standards for the alley dwell-
ings of Washington that were home to much of the black
working population of the city. Ellen Wilson died in the
summer of 1914. The infamous White House screening of
D. W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation, after which the president
was said to have exclaimed, “It is like writing history with
lightning. And my only regret is that it is all so terribly true,”
occurred in part because he was still in mourning and felt it
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inappropriate to attend a theater.”® Gracious, attractive, and
variously talented, Ellen Wilson was a model of the sort of
poise and subtle influence many UDC members sought to
achieve themselves. The year after her death, Woodrow Wil-
son married another southern-born Washingtonian, Edith
Bolling Galt.

The issue of influence was always a tricky one for the Daugh-
ters, as their struggles over public monuments suggested.
Broadly put, they understood themselves to be a preservation
group with an expansive social agenda informed by Progres-
sivism but tied always to the project of protecting and pro-
moting Confederate honor. At the same time, however, this
was an enormous and far-flung organization made up of indi-
vidual women who shared a set of commitments but often
disagreed on methods and priorities. Trickiest of all, perhaps,
was the inherent contradiction embedded in their claims to
public authority that were founded on their self-fashioned
role as the epitome of southern ladyhood. The UDC’s orga-
nizational commitment to a pervasive, albeit romanticized,
patriarchy and rigid social hierarchy was often confounded
by their own activism and must have been individually
discomfiting for some. One result of this contradiction was
the professed affinity of many for exercising a more indirect
influence within the political realm.

While all Daughters were not anti-woman suffrage, most
who spoke out on the subject were.”” In her essay on New
Southern women, D’Aubigne follows her praise for the First
Lady with a statement of qualified resistance to the ballot:
“Shall I say ought of the future of the Women of the New
South? Shall I breathe suffrage for women? Nay, let the fu-
ture care for itself, and be sure that when suffrage is given
the woman of the New South, she will know how to use it.”*
Believing the national franchise for women to be inevitable,
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D’Aubigne suggests that a lady does not agitate for the vote,
but will be ready—and, it seems, happy—to use it once she
has it. Rarely equivocal on any matter, Rutherford had de-
tailed the power of indirection and the responsibilities of the
Daughters to their families, communities, and nation in a
clear denunciation of the vote for women a few years earlier.
At the convention in Washington, D.C., in 1912, having nearly
completed her first year as historian general, Rutherford de-
tailed the year’s work and took the occasion of her platform
to speak to the issue of women’s power and suffrage:

Now you say, “What can we do?” What can we do? Anything
in the world we wish to do. If there is a power that is placed in
any hands, it is the power that is placed in the Southern
woman in her home. [applause] That power is great enough
to direct legislative bodies—and that, too, without demand-
ing the ballot. [applause] As you are, so is your child, and as
you think, so will your husband think. [laughter and applause]
That is if you are the right kind of mother and wife and hold
the confidence of your husband and children. Your children
are to be the future leaders of this land.”

Rutherford’s commitment to traditional gender roles, which
she understood to be the bedrock of Confederate honor and
the UDC’ mission, was unwavering. Although she herself
eschewed the roles of both wife and mother, she rarely hesi-
tated to promote them as the ideal path for other Daughters.
At the same time, the fact that she felt the need to address the
issue of women’s activism and the vote suggests that not all
women in the organization shared her sentiments.

Within months of the UDC’s convention and Rutherford’s
popular argument against the ballot for women, the national
fight for woman suffrage took a radical turn and became far
more visible in the nation’s capital. As of 1912, activists had
succeeded in winning the vote for women in nine states, all in
the West, through a strategy of state-by-state organizing.
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Given the decades of work by feminists of various activist
philosophies, many were discouraged by the slow pace of
change. Two women so disheartened were Alice Paul and
Lucy Burns, who, as leaders of the Congressional Committee
of the National American Woman Suffrage Association
(NAWSA), urged the organization to abandon the state-
based strategy to work for a federal constitutional amend-
ment. Although their committee was organized to lobby
for congressional action on the Hill, Paul and Burns were
dissatisfied with behind-the-scenes persuasion and decided
to take the movement to the streets of Washington, D.C., in
a spectacular display of protest. Staging it to coincide with
Wilson’s inauguration on March 3, 1913, they coordinated
the Woman Suffrage Procession and Pageant, a march on
Washington by thousands of women demanding the vote.
Marginalized by the NAWSA leadership for their direct ac-
tivist tactics, Paul and Burns left the organization shortly
after to form what would become the National Woman’s
Party (NWP). In January 1917 the NWP initiated a stand-
ing picket in front of the White House, where the women
were harassed by onlookers and police and denounced by
NAWSA. After refusing repeated orders to cease their pro-
test, the women were arrested and imprisoned in Virginia.
Paul organized some of her fellow inmates in a hunger strike,
and sought recognition for the women as political prisoners.
Many in the country were shocked at the conditions of the
women’s imprisonment and the physically punishing force-
feeding endured by hunger strikers. Arguably, much of this
compassion was sparked by the spectacle of elite and middle-
class white women’s bodies being brutalized by the state.’
Although the NWP and UDC shared a concern with mak-
ing themselves seen, marches, pickets, imprisonment, and
hunger strikes constituted very different strategies of visibil-
ity from those practiced by the Daughters. UDC members
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sought representation as fine southern ladies, with the
specific responsibility to preserve a version of Confederate
“tradition” that required protecting racial, class, and gen-
der hierarchies. While the NWP pushed black women and
their activism out of sight, hoping to maintain the tenuous
commitments of white southerners to their cause, the UDC
pushed one black woman to the forefront. Members of the
D.C. division would come to see their cause as best repre-
sented in the person of the faithful mammy.

As the Daughters and their comrades thrilled at Wilson’s
election, the District of Columbia’s black population, like
many African Americans around the country, worried—and
with good reason. With the first twentieth-century southern
presidency came the “whitening” of a number of traditionally
black-held federal appointments, the codification of racial
segregation in federal offices and institutions, and the hard-
ening of the de facto segregation that had long been a fact of
social, economic, and political life in the city. Despite black
hopes, activism, and numerous presidential campaign prom-
ises, this trend would not only go unchanged but actually
worsen under the subsequent Republican administrations of
Warren G. Harding and Calvin Coolidge. These changes
affected in various and contested ways the thriving commu-
nities of black elites and working people with long histories
in the city as it continued to draw southern-born migrants,
whether they made it their first stop or their final destination
in the Great Migration. Washington, D.C., a southern city
with certain characteristics both comforting and disturbing
to migrants, was also the national city—uniquely so. This
fact motivated diverse residents to engage in political activi-
ties and emboldened them with their proximity to seats of
national power. Washington as a location shaped black poli-
tics and broadcast the struggles of African Americans for de-
segregation, just workplaces (which were often federal build-
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ings), and better housing. On top of segregation’s effects on
the day-to-day realities of life in the city, a segregated na-
tional capital was particularly galling and carried symbolic
weight beyond its borders.

Black political activism in the city was expanding and be-
coming more visibly radical in this period. Wilson’s elec-
tion derailed some of the limited access and authority that
Booker T. Washington’s Tuskegee Machine had accumulated
within the federal government. An insurgent NAACP (Na-
tional Association for the Advancement of Colored People)
wrested increasing numbers of the black elite away from his
style of accommodation and gradualism to a more radical
integrationist activism aimed at bringing about legal trans-
formation. This trend only intensified after Washington’s
death in 1915. In that same year Carter G. Woodson founded
his Association for the Study of Negro Life and History,
which aimed to provide an institutional framework to sup-
port black scholarship and the study of black people in an
effort to counter the racist narratives that dominated pro-
fessional scholarship as well as popular histories like Birth of
a Nation. The city was also a significant power base for the
National Association of Colored Women, and home to much
of its leadership, including the founding president, Mary
Church Terrell. The majority of black Washingtonians were
not part of this elite, however. Among those who populated
the city’s expansive alley dwellings, some belonged to the
NAACP, women’s clubs, and other organizations, or at least
closely monitored their activities through the pages of black-
owned newspapers. For many, membership in black churches
shaped not only their spiritual lives but also their social and
political commitments. Still others participated in none of
these things, marginalized from or uninterested in elite black
institutions and organizations, and perhaps bristling overtly
at the politics of “uplift” that infused them.’’

The Great Migration and the twenty-five race riots that
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ripped through cities across the United States during the
summer of 1919 dramatically influenced the political culture
of the 1920s, including the national mammy memorial cam-
paign. Confined to no single region, riots erupted north,
south, east, and west, from Omaha to Chicago and New York
City to Knoxville. Similarly wide ranging, the summer’s ca-
sualties were not limited by race, gender, or generation. No-
table, and either terrifying or empowering depending upon
where one stood, was the fact that while instigated by white
mobs, many of the riots entailed significant black resistance.
They were quelled by martial law and state violence dis-
proportionately turned against black populations, who were
largely held responsible, while communists, anarchists, and
the black press were all blamed, together or individually, for
inciting the violence. James Weldon Johnson called the pe-
riod “Red Summer,” a reference to the terror and bloodshed
of that time, and a still compelling label.*

Washington, D.C., was among the cities to explode into ri-
oting during that brutal summer of 1919, just days after mar-
tial law had quelled racial violence in Longview, Texas. The
riot was in part instigated by the Washington Post, which had
been running a bombastic series on a supposed wave of black
crimes against white women in the city. These reports fanned
the fear and hatred of white readers as they were run along-
side stories of riots in other cities and red scare revelations
of “Bolshevism” in the capital. After the report of a sixth inci-
dent, on the night of Saturday, July 19, a number of white
sailors, soldiers, and marines gathered near the White
House vowing to exact revenge on the city’s black popula-
tion. Moving southwest and pulling in more white men along
the way, the mob attacked black men, women, and children
at random, often pulling them off streetcars. The violence
escalated and continued for two more days, as at least a thou-
sand white civilians joined the servicemen rampaging in the
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streets while black residents mounted a loosely coordinated
effort at armed resistance. It ended only when police cor-
doned off the downtown area and instituted martial law with
the help of a federal cavalry detachment. With several dead
and many more wounded, press reports the next day dwelled
primarily on black violence, claiming that the “serious con-
flicts” had started when “the negroes began in the early eve-
ning to take vengeance for the assaults on their race . . . As
the evening progressed the crowds of negroes grew, [and]
knives and guns appeared.” The Post headlined only white
police casualties and Negroes run “amuck.””’

With the eyes of the nation on Washington, it seemed
to many that this riot had been somehow unique, and per-
haps more terrible, in its images of federal troops policing
the grounds of the Mall, the Capitol, and the White House,
in the specter of “race war” in the capital city, and in the re-
portedly widespread armed resistance of black Washingtoni-
ans. James Weldon Johnson, investigating the riot for the
NAACEP, called for hearings on the conduct of soldiers,
police, and the white-owned press, warning that additional
violence appeared tragically inevitable. “Riots Elsewhere,
Forecast by Negro—Colored Men Will Hereafter Protect
Themselves, Says J. W. Johnson” blared the ominous Post
headline within days of the riot’s conclusion. Johnson pre-
dicted with sadness and defiance: “I am afraid we will have ri-
ots elsewhere as a result of those here [in D.C.] . .. When
they come they will be serious. The colored men will not run
away and hide as they have done on previous occasions of
that kind. The experience here has demonstrated clearly that
the colored man will no longer submit to being beaten with-
out cause.”* Two days later Chicago broke out in what be-
came the most infamous riot of the summer.”

As in the rest of the country, Red Summer seemed to her-
ald a turning point in Washington, D.C.’s, racial politics.
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Three years later, however, the mammy memorial bill was
working its way through Congress and the press. Meanwhile,
conditions had become far worse for the city’s black popula-
tion. In his contribution to a series in The Messenger on Afri-
can American life around the nation titled “These ‘Colored’
United States,” Neval H. Thomas, an executive committee
member of the NAACP and soon to be second president of
the D.C. chapter, detailed the joys, sorrows, and struggles of
black Washington. Looking back on the recent war, Thomas
noted that 43 percent of all those who had been called to
serve from the District were African American, although
black residents composed only 29 percent of the city’s popu-
lation. This figure was characteristic of the U.S. military’s
disproportionate reliance on people of color and the working
class that persists to this day. He pointedly juxtaposed these
statistics with another set: on the basis of their proportion of
the population, black Washingtonians should have held 320
positions on the police force and 663 in the fire department
but, as of October 1923, could claim only 36 and 17, respec-
tively. By this time public spaces and entertainments were
generally segregated, federal appointments had not returned
to pre-Wilson administration numbers, and a wave of neigh-
borhood-level attempts at residential segregation fostered by
the collusion of white resident associations and real estate
brokers was under way. The “ghost of the slave power,”
Thomas concluded, was “stalking about” the city, “seeking to
perpetuate the aged master-and-slave scheme of society.”*®

While in Rassie Hoskin White’s estimation the UDC had
not previously been “ready” for a monument to faithful slaves,
by the early 1920s members of the Washington, D.C., divi-
sion were hungry to construct a public representation of
faithful servitude with the explicit hope of perpetuating “the
aged master-and-slave scheme of society.” Unsettled by the
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turbulent years of black migration, racial violence, labor un-
rest, and far-ranging radical protest that surrounded the
Great War, the Daughters conceived a plan that combined
their ladylike commitments to indirect influence with their
belief in the white southern woman’s unique ability to ad-
dress the “Negro problem.” With the terrible violence and
black resistance of Red Summer fresh in their minds, the
Jefferson Davis Chapter of Washington, D.C., proposed the
national mammy memorial in 1922. Its commemoration
campaign drew upon the mammy figure’s popularity and the
salience of the regional narrative to promote a version of
southern segregation as a national answer to the “problem.”
The wide appeal of mammy imagery, with its connotations of
maternal tenderness, domestic labor, and untroubled hierar-
chy, was central to the Daughters’ concept of an intimate, af-
fectionate form of segregation. Far from calling for total sep-
aration, and in distinct contradiction to the lived experience
of southern apartheid, the Daughters’ model of segregation
was based on an idealized notion of interracial amity ex-
pressed through the figure of the enslaved mammy. In popu-
lar representation, mammy had been so faithful because she
was content with her enslavement and sanctioned white su-
premacy. In the Daughters’ view, mammy did not just serve
but was happy to, and felt genuine affection, even uncondi-
tional maternal love, for her white masters and charges. For
supporters of a monument, she embodied the best potential
for interracial relations.

Of course, the mammy image was actually representative
of an intimate breach in segregation that permitted the pas-
sage of black women as domestic workers into the homes and
emotional lives of white people. The maintenance of white
privilege and black subordination through segregation not
only absorbed this seeming contradiction but even flourished
because of it. By legislating against black ownership of homes
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in the same neighborhoods as whites, and against black ac-
cess to the same commercial venues and public accommoda-
tions, segregationists sought to eliminate quotidian enact-
ments of social and political equality. The presence of black
workers in subordinate positions in white homes served a
similar function.”” The mammy figure, now personified by
the domestic employee, carried the literal and symbolic bur-
den of marking segregation’s racial hierarchy, as well as de-
noting those interracial relationships and proximities that
were gratifying to whites.

In proposing a monument plan that harked back to widely
recognizable, heartwarming fictions of Old Southern pater-
nalism and happy, faithful mammies, the UDC sought to
contain African Americans politically, socially, economically,
and geographically. Through the figure of the mammy, the
UDC promoted this vision of a mutually beneficial, national
segregation defined by “affection.” In the context of escalat-
ing black migration out of the South and attendant white
fears of a regional labor crisis, the UDC’s mammy narratives
characterized slavery, and the South generally, as a paternal-
istic, interracial utopia. In this way the Daughters hoped to
stem the flow of African Americans out of the region, as they
sought simultaneously to mold the racial terrain of the entire
country in the South’s image. Washington, D.C., the heart of
the national civic culture as well as a discrete, increasingly
segregated urban space, stood at the literal and metaphorical
center of these aims.

The fact that this assertion of deep affection bore very lit-
tle resemblance to the violence, coerced labor, and thwarted
aspirations of both black #nd white people that characterized
and sustained southern apartheid signaled no lack of sincer-
ity in the monument proponents’ claims. It is this facet of
the campaign that is perhaps most difficult to understand.
The constant, obvious manifestations of the facts, from
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mass migration out of the region, lynchings, and race riots
to the perceived “insolence” or resistance of African Ameri-
cans, were all blamed on the inherent failings of black peo-
ple themselves and on the results of “outside” agitation. If
affectionate segregation failed, it was ultimately the fault of
blacks, not of the system or of white supremacy. As the
Daughters sought to build a memorial to the faithful
mammies of the past, they hoped that the public representa-
tion of white benevolence and mutual affection between the
races might change the behavior of contemporary black peo-
ple. It would make clear their place, and would keep them
there. One monument advocate urged, “If the negroes of the
present generation and generations to follow, measure up [to
mammy] in citizenship, character, intellect, dependability, in-
dustry and godly living, they, as well as the white people of
this country, will have a right to feel that they are doing
mighty well,” perversely equating the rhetoric of rights and
black citizenship with the domestic labor of slavery.*

Like popular as well as scholarly claims that slavery had
served a civilizing function for people of African descent, the
commemoration of faithful slavery and black acceptance of
white supremacy could, the women hoped, bring order to
twentieth-century black populations.”” Order would be
achieved once again through the institution of slavery, this
time by way of cultural memory and representation. While
the monument seemed largely intended to instruct contem-
porary black populations, it would necessarily carry a mes-
sage for white viewers about their own responsibilities in a
paternalistic relationship. In the estimation of the UDC and
its supporters, all would benefit from such a memorial.

Within this frame of white responsibility, the UDC had a
particular understanding of the public role of white women.
The terrain of white women’s citizenship had changed con-
siderably since Rutherford and others had championed the
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strategy of indirect influence and the NWP had taken its
fight for suffrage to the streets of Washington. The national
mammy memorial campaign followed shortly after the pas-
sage of the Nineteenth Amendment, which granted the vote
to women. The right so many in the UDC had eschewed was
now theirs, making the politics of indirection and their sup-
port of traditional gender hierarchies less clear cut but no
less important.

Embedded within the proposed monument to faithful black
service in white southern households was a series of politi-
cized narratives concerning southern domesticity and south-
ern history. As an argument for white authority over black
lives, the mutual benefits of segregation, and the expulsion of
black people from civic activity, the mammy memorial also
asserted a vision of a benevolent white public that included
women as well as men. The racialization of the domestic
sphere as the appropriate place for black labor and white
women’s authority held tremendous potential for white
women to recast their own citizenship. Many Daughters be-
lieved, as Louisa Poppenheim argued in one of her contribu-
tions to Rutherford’s scrapbooks, that it was “to the patient
teachings and personal training of the Southern woman [that
were] due the civilization and Christianizing of the Negro in
America.” The mammy memorial campaign suggested that
this responsibility had not ended with emancipation. In com-
memorating mammy, the UDC retained the maternal, femi-
nine construction of domesticity through which Progressive
women’s organizations had long articulated a gendered foun-
dation for political power in the United States, while at the
same time distancing white womanhood from the actual la-
bor of housework. The power of white women which derived
from the southern plantation idyll necessarily included the
management of black labor that made this type of domestic-
ity possible. This shifted the register of women’s traditional
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Progressive activism, justified through motherhood and do-
mestic responsibility.” The Daughters sought to realign the
gendered dichotomy of public and private space into one bi-
furcated along racial lines—by means of segregation—which
nonetheless maintained the domestic foundations that justi-
fied their public activities.”

Thus, not only is it not surprising that the version of
motherhood the UDC sought to valorize in public sculpture
was the surrogate maternalism of black women, it was per-
haps their most obvious choice at the time. The mammy fig-
ure cemented the Daughters’ elite status within the public
realm as southern ladies and confirmed their authority over
black labor and behavior, which in turn formed the basis
of their claims to an especially knowledgeable public respon-
sibility to tackle the “Negro problem.” Read against Rassie
Hoskins White’s claims for the power of monuments to
make visible the work of the white women of the UDC, the
mammy commemoration campaign of 1922-23 marks an at-
tempt to carry that logic to its most extreme conclusion. Of
course, the work such a monument would make most visible
was that of enslaved black women, and by extension the la-
bors of contemporary black domestic workers throughout
the country.” Black women’s monumental labors, both literal
and figurative, blunted the contradiction of the UDC mem-
bers’ reverence for the patriarchal tradition that confined
them as gender inequality was displaced by racial segregation
and elite white southern identifications.

The mammy memorial campaign centered on an explicitly
national vision yet was tied fundamentally to the local experi-
ences of the white Washington women who championed it.
The years surrounding World War I witnessed a swell in the
UDC’s District of Columbia division membership rolls as
women’s patriotism drew them to martially defined organiza-
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tions and domestic politics enhanced the allure of Confeder-
ate “tradition.” Between 1917 and 1922 the division grew
from 483 members to 1,523; 534 new members joined in
the latter year alone. The division was particularly proud that
93 of these women were between the ages of eighteen and
twenty-five: a new generation of Daughters was filling the
ranks. At the request of the women of the Jefferson Davis
Chapter, which was itself a product of this growth, Senator
John Sharp Williams of Mississippi introduced legislation to
make a congressional land grant for their monument in early
December 1922. He moved that the bill be referred to the
Committee on the Library, on which he sat. Senator Wil-
liams had enjoyed a long association with the UDC in Wash-
ington, and the successful passage of the mammy memorial
bill would be the last piece of legislation of his thirty-year
congressional career.*

After it was reported favorably out of committee, the
mammy memorial bill was heard by the full Senate on Febru-
ary 28, 1923, with seventy-seven members present:

Be it enacted, etc.; That the Chief of Engineers, United States
Army, be, and he is hereby, authorized and directed to select a
suitable site and to grant permission to the Jefferson Davis
Chapter No. 1650, United Daughters of the Confederacy, for
the erection as a gift to the people of the United States on
public grounds of the United States in the city of Washington
D.C., other than those of the Capitol, the Library of Con-
gress, Potomac Park and the White House, a monument in
memory of the faithful slave mammies of the South: Provided:
That the site chosen and the design of the memorial shall
be approved by the Joint Committee on the Library, after
procuring the advice of the Commission of Fine Arts; that the
monument shall be erected under the supervision of the
Chief of Engineers; and that the United States shall be put to
no expense in or by the erection of said monument.*

After a short discussion, the bill was passed by voice vote,
which means that no record exists of the numbers pro or con
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or of the votes cast by individual senators. It is clear from the
Congressional Record that at least one senator did not support
the bill, although his objections were to Williams himself
and not to the idea of a monument to faithful slavery.* With
Senate passage the bill was referred to the House Committee
on the Library to begin the next step in the process toward
enactment. It fared quite differently in the House, however,
and would never find its way out of committee. This inac-
tion, shaped by the controversy that Senate passage had elic-
ited, would ultimately spell the end of the national mammy
memorial.

In early January, Charles M. Stedman, a Democratic repre-
sentative from North Carolina, had introduced a bill identi-
cal to Williams’s Senate measure. The day after it was re-
ferred to committee, Stedman gave a lengthy statement to
the body at large. He began by asserting the importance of a
mammy memorial to the nation, as well as to his own region.
The urge to commemorate great deeds and battles was a fun-
damental aspect of the human condition, he claimed:

But you will search the history of all ages in vain for record of
any people who have erected a monument to another race or
to any class of that race dwelling among them to perpetuate
the memory of qualities which entitle them to remembrance
and gratitude. The bill introduced in the House should find a
responsive echo in the hearts of citizens of this great Repub-
lic. They are all Americans, whether they dwell in New Eng-
land, in the far South, or on our Western plains.

Stedman’s patriotic vision of altruism on the part of those
working for a memorial to faithful slavery explicitly drew
African Americans outside the category of “all Americans.”
He carefully included whites of all regions, however, as he
imagined a unified white citizenry forged through the valori-
zation of faithful slaves. Despite this nod to unification,
Stedman devoted most of his speech to extolling the virtues
of antebellum southern civilization. Mammies played a cen-
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tral, supportive role in this past, he explained, thus making
the romanticized relationship stand in for slavery as a whole
and eliding the brutalities of the system: “They desired no
change in their condition of life. No class of any race of peo-
ple held in bondage could be found anywhere who lived
more free from care and distress. The very few who are left
look back to those days as the happy golden hours of their
lives.” Here freedom is redefined as the freedom from care
supposedly provided by paternalism. Stedman concluded his
speech—to great applause—with an estimation of the monu-
ment’s meaning to those who would encounter it: “The trav-
eler, as he passes by, will recall that epoch of southern civili-
zation, when men were brave and women gentle and true,
whose history has ever been and ever will be an inspiration
to the people of every land who honor fidelity and loyalty,
whether an attribute of the great and mighty or the low and
humble.”"

The women of the UDC needed southern congressmen to
champion their cause logistically and philosophically, given
their commitments to indirect influence and power defined
by gender. These men’s investment in the project and in the
fantasy of faithful slavery differed from theirs, however. To
Congressman Stedman, the mammy memorial would repre-
sent, above all, a glorious white South populated by brave
men and their gentle women.

Contemporary newspaper reports suggest that sculptors in
the Washington area began submitting proposals to the UDC
shortly after the Senate bill’s passage. It is unclear from these
accounts whether the submissions arrived unsolicited, if the
Daughters opened a formal or semi-formal competition, or if
they had one model or sculptor in mind all along.” Adding to
the confusion is the fact that at least two different groups of
Daughters accepted submissions, each believing it had the
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authority to select a design. All of this was further compli-
cated by the fact that the Sixty-seventh Congress had already
adjourned, leaving the mammy monument stranded in com-
mittee. It seemed unlikely to many that the bill would make
its way through another Congress anytime soon, a fact re-
ported with hopeful relief by at least one black newspaper in
its assessment of one of the designs.*”

That summer the Washington Post published an image of
the model that was most likely to have become the memorial
had it been erected. George Julian Zolnay, a popular sculptor
of Confederate memorials, planned a design that was in some
ways distinct from the monument imagined by critics. Rather
than a freestanding sculpture of the mammy atop a pedes-
tal or an obelisk, Zolnay proposed a small fountain, draped
in sculpted bunting, and backed by an architectural space
flanked on either side by columns.’ In the model, a mammy
figure sits within the niche, cradling an infant and gazing at
a young girl who stands beside her with her small hands in
the woman’s lap. Seated on the ground beside the mammy
figure is another child who looks on. Inexplicably, the Post’s
photo caption and credit report that the fountain was to be
erected on Massachusetts Avenue near Sheridan Circle, de-
spite the fact that no site was ever selected for the memorial,
and none would be anytime soon. In late August the black
weekly New York Amsterdam News attempted to dispel this
misunderstanding, reporting: “Another error largely current
is to the effect that a site has been selected by Congress. Such
a bill passed the Senate, but no action was taken by the
House . . . If the House maintains its attitude, the location
of the monument may be indefinitely deferred,” which ulti-
mately turned out to be the case.”

Another layer of controversy and confusion began to
unfold a few days after the Post ran the photo of Zolnay’s
model when another sculptor, Ulric S. J. (Stonewall Jackson)
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Dunbar, claimed that Zolnay had stolen his design. “My idea,
my idea! It is stolen,” he reportedly exclaimed while “tearing
at his short gray hair.””* Dunbar accused Zolnay of having
seen a model for a mammy memorial he had begun sixteen
years earlier for an ultimately failed campaign in Tennessee
during a visit to his Washington studio.”> Dunbar said that
when he heard of the Senate’s passage of the mammy monu-
ment bill, he crafted a new base for his model and was pre-
pared to submit it. But alas, Zolnay’s design, very similar to
Dunbar’s in his estimation, appeared in the press before he
could do so. Illustrating the article was an image of Dunbar,
sculpting tool in hand, embracing his model, enabling Post
readers to draw their own comparisons and conclusions. The
tone of the article, including the assertion that “to the lay-
man” the models “seem radically different” and its mention
that Dunbar had twice before accused the winners of Con-
federate memorial competitions in Virginia of stealing his
work, suggested that his accusation was false.

Far more interesting than the controversy, however, is the
explication Dunbar gave of his own proposal and of Zolnay’s.
In making his case the sculptor noted: ““Why, look how the
mammy is holding the white baby in my statue and doing the
same in his. See the treatment of the pickaninnies, trying to
have their mother pay attention to them instead of devoting
all of her time to the white children. It is the same idea, and
mine was modeled sixteen years ago.”* In the absence of a
statement from Zolnay, it is not at all clear that the seated
children next to his mammy figure are supposed to be her bi-
ological black children. Nor is it obvious in the small, admit-
tedly grainy photo of Dunbar’s relief that the two children
flanking the mammy are black. But we know from this con-
troversy not only that Dunbar intended his monument to
celebrate the faithful slave’s supposed love for the white baby
but also that this was to be indicated by the absence of similar
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care for her own children. It was this very fact of coerced and
disproportionate mothering that would be decried by critics
of the monument.

"Two days later this particular battle was put to rest and the
issue of authorship rendered moot when it was reported that
Zolnay’s model was indeed the one that had been chosen, and
had been from the very beginning. Following fast on the
heels of Dunbar’s accusation, and no doubt necessitated by it,
the Post reported Zolnay’s selection, noting that at least two
other Washington, D.C., sculptors in addition to Dunbar
had been disappointed in the process, including an unnamed
man whose design had been chosen by another committee
which in the end did not have the authority to do so. “As a
matter of fact,” the Post noted, “Mrs. Jane W. Blackburn
Moran, chairman of the present committee, never had in
mind any other sculptor but George Julian Zolnay, so she
told The Post writer several weeks ago, when seen at her res-
idence. ‘I never considered any other sculptor but Mr.
Zolnay,” said Mrs. Moran, ‘because I know his work and like
it, and besides his wife is a Southern woman.”” Moran added
that she intended Zolnay’s memorial to be called The Foun-
tain of Truth.”

The notion that generations of Americans of all races would
see a national memorial to mammy and understand the figure
as the embodiment of the “Truth” about slavery and about
who could be a laudable black American was far more than
many could bear. As news of the proposal became public,
black activists, journalists, and editors in Washington led the
way in challenging the campaign. Facilitated by the black
press, and relying on the newspapers’ ability to generate na-
tional publicity, these protests emerged before the Senate bill
was ever passed.

The earliest challenge from the largest-circulation black
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weekly in the capital, the Washington Tribune, started subtly.
In January 1923, while the memorial land grant bill was still
in Senate committee, the paper began reprinting the text of
Emancipation and the Freed in American Sculpture: A Study in
Interpretation (1916), written by the Tiribune publishers’ fa-
ther, Freeman Henry Morris Murray. The timing of this re-
print is far too suggestive to be a simple coincidence. In his
introduction to the study, Murray had argued for a keen criti-
cal vision in the face of public commemoration:

When we look at a work of art, especially when “we” [black
people] look at one in which Black Folk appear—or do not
appear when they should—we should ask: what does it mean?
What does it suggest? What impression is it likely to make on
those who view it? What will be the effect on present-day
problems, of its obvious and also of its insidious teachings? In
short, we should endeavor to “interpret” it; and should try to
interpret it from our own particular viewpoint.*®

Murray asserted the political and social power of monuments
and counseled vigilance in examining their potential effects.
A month later a front-page headline urged Tribune readers to
“Voice Protest against ‘Mammy’ Statue.””’ By pairing its cov-
erage of the monument campaign with this analytical study
of artistic representation, the Tribune sought to provide read-
ers with the conceptual tools for understanding the grave
consequences of such a commemoration and for formulating
protest. During this same week the Baltimore Afro-American
encouraged its readers to write their senators, not just to reg-
ister their outrage but “to insist on a roll call so that the pub-
lic will know how every senator votes.”*®

Much of the Washington Tribune’s continuing fight against
the monument dwelled on the inappropriateness of its loca-
tion within the city’s boundaries, as well as its national im-
pact. Both elements came together in its coverage of a state-
ment issued by the Civic Center of Affiliated Associations of
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the District of Columbia. The Tribune listed a range of “in-
sults” or attacks on black citizenship culminating in the ef-
forts to memorialize the mammy figure by “the ones who
deny their [the mammies’] descendants educational facilities,
humiliate them in public conveyances, Jim Crow them in
public places, deny them the rights of suffrage of American
citizens and finally insult their race by proposing a statue to
commemorate servitude in the Capital City of the Nation.””
The paper continued the theme of civic and civil outrage by
depicting a model submitted by an unnamed “white woman,
now of Birmingham, Ala., but formerly of Washington,
D.C.,” under the heading “The Proposed Insult.” The image
of a standing black mammy figure cradling a white baby in
her arms and the accompanying article appeared on the front
page under a large banner headline, “Model of Mammy
Statue Insults Race.””

Another early challenge, which reached beyond the black
public sphere to generate protest within one of the largest-
circulation white-owned dailies in the country, came from
Neval Thomas. Before the monument bill could reach the
floor of the Senate for a vote, Thomas issued a public plea for
its defeat. In early February he sent an open letter to the
Washington Evening Star (which had already published its edi-
torial support for the campaign), the New York World, the
Senate leadership, and the United Daughters of the Confed-
eracy urging that the proposed federal land grant for the
monument be turned down. “Democracy is the monument
that the noble ‘black mammy’ wants erected to her,” he ex-
claimed, “and not this marble shaft which can only be a sym-
bol of servitude to teach white and black alike that the menial
callings are the Negro’s place in the scheme of things.”

With his juxtaposition of democracy, on the one hand, to
servitude and segregation, on the other, Thomas cut di-
rectly to the heart of the controversy manifest in the com-
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memoration struggle. At that point, however, his letter did
not reflect the official position of the District of Columbia
branch of the NAACP or the national leadership. Shelby
Jeames Davidson, the executive secretary of the branch, felt
that the organization’s reputation among its critics for elitism
and a northern bias had it backed into a corner where the
monument was concerned. In a letter to James Weldon John-
son at the national office in New York, Davidson reported:
“We are standing still with reference to any immediate pro-
test because our organization having been styled by some of
the enemies as ‘high browed’ this might give opportunity for
them to try to prove to the illiterate Negroes of the South
and nearby that our antagonism was directed against them as
a class and because of the difference in our status.”” Reveal-
ing his own investments in the same regional and class dis-
tinctions that he feared would be mobilized against the
NAACP, Davidson seems to have had little faith in the ability
of recent migrants and black southerners to recognize when
they were being manipulated. He asked Johnson what the
best approach would be, to which Johnson replied: “We [the
national office] are sending out as a release extracts from
Neval Thomas’s letter to the Star on this matter. I think the
only angle we can take on it is to point out that the monu-
ment is all very well, but that it is a mockery to erect a monu-
ment to the ‘Black Mammy’ and at the same time Jim Crow,
disfranchise and lynch her sons. I do not think we can take
the position of trying to prohibit the erection of the monu-
ment.””

As Freeman Henry Morris Murray had written, public
sculpture was not merely reflective of the people and culture
that erected it but also productive of new publics and power
relationships—the “scheme of things,” in Thomas’s words.
This was clear in the black press’s assessment of designs that
would appear in the coming months, particularly Dunbar’s.
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After the Zolnay—Dunbar controversy had been publicized
by the Washington Post, the Chicago Defender reproduced the
photo of Dunbar cradling his model. Shifting its register sig-
nificantly, the black weekly ran the photograph under the
headline “A Disgraceful Statue.”** Dunbar’s model imagined
its own public through the inclusion of two audience figures
at the sculpture’s base, an adult male kneeling before a small
standing child. While these were important to denote scale,
this “public” was fearfully similar to the “scheme of things”
Thomas worried about, for here was the mammy monument
conceived explicitly as a site of instruction in, and the genera-
tional transmission of, white supremacy.

Although the black press led and in fact dominated the
campaign against the mammy memorial, resistance to the
monument was varied and complex, and never broke down
easily along racial lines. Some white individuals, organiza-
tions, and mainstream publications challenged the proposal.
The Women’s Relief Corps (WRC) of the Grand Army of
the Republic, the closest corollary to the UDC on the oppo-
site side, denounced the monument plan in language remi-
niscent of the Marjorie Delbridge custody struggle: “Agita-
tion for a monument in the District to the colored mammy
of the South is a ‘sickly sentimental proposition’ and the
[WRC] “forever protests’ against it, it was declared in a reso-
lution adopted by the corps at annual convention last night.”
The resolution went on to say that “the ‘vast amount’ the
monument would cost would be better expended in bettering
the conditions of the mammy’s children.””

A less direct and more equivocal assessment was made edi-
torially by the New York World. Using an argument similar to
the one that Johnson had counseled for the NAACP, the pa-
per wrote that a monument was fine but that what black
Americans most needed was the protection of their rights:
“Such a tribute would be well deserved . . . The colored
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“A Disgraceful Statue.” (Chicago Defender; July 14, 1923.)
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mammies of the South have indeed brought up generations
of white children with a devotion worthy of all praise. South-
ern writers alike of fact and fiction have eloquently described
their faithful service.” While embracing the fiction of the
mammy, however, the World continued:

More than such a memorial to certain of its class, the Negro
race as a whole might value the ordinary rights of American
citizens for all of its members. Negroes might well prefer to
be free, in cities, from exploitation by rack-rent landlords in
filthy “quarters,” and, in the country, from sharp practice in
the disposition of their crops against which it is often death to
protest . . . All very well, the statue; but the race that it would
compliment could get along quite contentedly if it could be
assured of a fair chance in the republic its heavy toil en
riches.*

While the white editors’ challenge to the monument is weak
in their failure actually to denounce it, black activists and
readers of the World seized upon the editorial in a paper with
one of the widest circulations in the United States as a
platform for making stronger arguments. Notably, a black
Republican activist from New Jersey, George E. Cannon, re-
sponded with a letter to the editor praising the paper’s posi-
tion by focusing only on the latter portion of its argument.”
Support for the statue and its patrons was to be found
in surprising places. Some editors of black newspapers, par-
ticularly those tied closely to the old Tuskegee Machine of
Booker T. Washington and his successor, Robert R. Moton,
praised the campaign, drawing ire from many of their jour-
nalistic colleagues. The most prominent of these was P. B.
Young of the Norfolk Fournal and Guide, who published two
early editorials in support of the plan. While his first edito-
rial noted that it was probably more appropriate to locate
a mammy memorial “in the heart of the South” than in
Washington, he concluded with characteristic reliance on the
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gradual pace of social change: “To those who are irritated at
the thought of such a memorial may we suggest that it is pos-
sible, and even probable, that the New South will do more
as the years go by to insure civic justice and industrial oppor-
tunity for the lineal descendants of the black ‘Mammy.”*
Young followed this editorial with another two weeks later
that responded more to black criticisms of the monument,
dropping his argument that it might be best constructed in
the South of the old Confederacy:

A great deal of opposition has developed against the erec-
tion of the proposed monument, but we do not think the ar-
guments advanced are convincing. If the Daughters of the
Confederacy want to memorialize the grand old “Colored
Mammies” whom they loved and respected and who loved
and respected them, and between whom ties of lasting affec-
tion and gratitude existed, we think it a gracious thing for the
Daughters of the Confederacy to do. They cannot hate the
descendants of those “Colored mammies” as much as some
would make it appear or they would not wish to build the
monument, and the presence of the monument in Washing-
ton might serve to shame those Southern Congressional poli-
ticians who insist upon keeping alive the race and color ques-
tion to serve their selfish interests.*”’

Young’s assertion relied on a vision of faithful slavery and
gradual change through shame and cooperation that closely
resembled Booker T. Washington’s “Atlanta Compromise”
of 1895.

Other editors of black newspapers who had challenged the
monument campaign could not let this pass without com-
ment. The Washington Tribune responded with an editorial
charging Young with expressing an ““Uncle Tom’ spirit,”
continuing facetiously but with a serious point: “We are per-
fectly willing to have the Daughters of the Confederacy erect
that monument in Norfolk on the corner of Church and
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Queen streets or Church and Princess Anne, but we do not
want any such stigma here in the Capital of the Nation.””
The Fournal and Guide responded the following week: “We
don’t know what the Editor of the 7iibune means by the ‘Un-
cle Tom Spirit,” but we do know that ‘Uncle Tom’ was a gen-
tleman. He was civil, polite, considerate, generous and gen-
teel, and did not lose his good manners every time someone
differed with him.””

Despite limited instances of black support for the monu-
ment, like Young’, African American responses were over-
whelmingly negative. In stark contrast to Young’s position,
one paper resolved, “Let the Daughters of the Confederacy
erect a monument to the ‘Black Mammies of the South’ in
defiance of our wishes and we will put a bomb under it.””
Along with other black papers, the Fournal and Guide chose to
reprint this editorial, giving voice to the explosive call while
simultaneously distancing itself from it editorially. The com-
plexities of one southern paper’s coverage is illustrative of
black responses to the campaign generally. They were re-
markably varied and revealed the contested and always com-
plicated ways in which faithful slave narratives shaped the
black rhetorics of freedom and progress. This criticism was
also extensive, prompting another black-owned paper, the
St. Louis Argus, to remark, “No subject has brought forth a
more unanimous protest, except lynching, since the Civil
War, than has the proposed Black Mammy statue.””
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It gives [white people) such a “superior” feeling to eat
at a table in a dining room a few feet removed from a
table occupied by Colored people; to sit in one coach of a
train while they sit in another; to sit on the main floor
of a theater while they [black people] have to sit in the
balcony; to nurse at the breast of a “black mammy”

3

and then lynch the “black mammy’s” son or ruin her
daughter.

—Chicago Defender, 1923

IN THE AFTERMATH of the Senate’s passage of the mammy mon-
ument bill, black critics of the commemoration trained their
protests directly on the vision of affectionate segregation em-
bedded within it. They considered the “mammy” to be not
merely an icon of white supremacy but a tool for its repro-
duction, arguing that faithful slave narratives were particu-
larly insidious mechanisms of exclusion, coercion, and terror.
African American activists and journalists charged that hon-
eyed testaments of love for mammy swelled from the same
bloodlust and white supremacist sentiment that fueled race
riots, lynchings, rapes, and other abuses of black people. The
figure did not stand in opposition to this violence, as the
UDC claimed, but was very much a part of it. Rather than
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challenge the idea that commemoration represented actual
affection, then, they charged that this love for the mammy
was a form of violence and that the memorialization cam-
paign itself was deeply vicious.

Narratives of African Americans’ physical and sexual en-
dangerment and the theft of black motherhood formed
the centerpiece of these popular genealogies that equated pa-
ternalistic affection with violence. Critics of the monument
drew potent political links between lynching and the mammy
commemoration. They spoke of black families robbed of
their members by white desires and the sexual threats to
black women posed by white men, all of which were denied
or cloaked by the mammy figure and its ever present shadow
the black “jezebel.” As the Chicago Defender argued, the fig-
ure of the mammy stood at the place where affection for
her and sexual violence met and became indistinguishable
from each other. White self-conceptions of superiority were
nurtured, literally and imaginatively, in the everyday ex-
periences of segregation, in the warm, affective folds where
whites turned from the mammy’s embrace to lynch her son
or rape her daughter.! W. E. B. Du Bois made a similar argu-
ment in reference to the mammy memorial campaign in The
Gift of Black Folk (1924): “Whatever [the mammy] had of slo-
venliness or neatness, of degradation or of education she sur-
rendered it to those who lived to lynch her sons and ravish
her daughters.”

Conceptions of faithful slavery, sexual and racial violence,
and black citizenship clearly coalesced in the discussions of
lynching that circulated throughout the monument contro-
versy. While the number of recorded lynchings had begun a
slow decline each year in the early twentieth century, the
ability of this violence to intimidate black communities and
embolden white ones escalated in the modern era. The vio-
lence itself grew more sadistic as victims suffered torture and
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mutilation before they were murdered, often in front of large
crowds of white men, women, and children who actively
participated or watched excitedly. Many more were able to
view these lynchings in souvenir postcards that circulated
frequently, made possible by the same cheap print technolo-
gies that facilitated the proliferation of faithful slave iconog-
raphy. Victims of lynching remained overwhelmingly black,
southern, and usually male, their supposed “crimes” com-
monly alleged to have been sexually threatening a white
woman or girl.’

Black newspapers referred often to anti-lynching activism
in their outraged coverage of the commemoration proposal,
particularly with the defeat of the Dyer anti-lynching law
in the Senate just weeks before the monument bill’s suc-
cess there. Harrowing reports of murder by lynching and
federal indifference to it highlighted one way in which black
citizenship was violently contested; some cast the erection of
a statue in honor of a servile mammy as a similarly brutal
attempt at domination. Discussions of lynching were explic-
itly joined in the black press to recognitions of widespread
sexual assault against African American women historically
and contemporaneously.* Presumed by many whites to be
lascivious and predatory and thus supposedly not capable of
being raped, black women were commonly threatened by
the same white men who claimed to defend southern wom-
anhood and civilization. The mammy figure’s overdrawn
maternalism and asexuality stood in opposition to this and
represented a denial of sex, forced and otherwise, between
white men and black women. But as the intimacy and sensu-
ality of mammy stories showed, the faithful slave narrative
emerged from the desires of white supremacy, not in spite of
them.

So what may have appeared an uneven comparison at first
glance—the torture, murder, and soul murder of lynching
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and rape likened to the representational power of the
mammy monument—was in fact a pointed and critical con-
nection forged by those who challenged the memorial. The
comparison urged an understanding of the commemoration
attempt as an act of violation, an assault on black bodies,
identities, and communities. In this way, black activists and
journalists sought to jar the casual, mundane associations of
the mammy with affection in order to expose that love and
pleasure for what it represented: violence.’

This included challenges to that which was most re-
vered in the mammy icon, namely, the depth and power of
a black woman’s mother love for whites. A new female figure,
the “slave mother,” emerged in the black press to contradict
the maternal characteristics celebrated in white-authored
mammy narratives. Loosed from the constraints of white
domesticity and faithfulness, the enslaved mother was her-
alded as a nurturing maternal force within black families in
spite of the conditions of slavery. James Weldon Johnson
echoed many when he said that “it would be more worthy to
erect a monument to the black mother, who, through sacri-
fice, hard work and heroism, battled to raise her own chil-
dren and has thus far so well succeeded.”

The act of bringing to light all that was concealed in the
faithful slave narrative supported a range of black political
claims. Responding to the declension of the African Ameri-
can from “faithful slave” to modern “Negro problem” pro-
moted by the United Daughters of the Confederacy and
their supporters, black elite critics of the monument put
forth contrasting histories of emancipation and racial prog-
ress. From club women, editors, and journalists to members
of the NAACP and the Republican Party, black activists as-
serted the arrival of the New Negro. The term itself was not
so new. Beginning with the publication of Booker T. Wash-
ington’s edited collection 4 New Negro for a New Century
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(1900), a range of early-twentieth-century black politics from
strategies of continued bourgeois uplift to radical socialism
was driven by the imperative to define black modernity and
civic legitimacy—to articulate the nature and worth of the
New Negro—culminating in the cultural politics of the Har-
lem Renaissance.’

As diverse factions within African American communities
debated the character of black activism and civic claims, em-
ploying the common language of the New as they disagreed
over what it actually meant, they shared a fundamental con-
cern with the idea of racial progress. As a concept, progress
was highly variable. It could mean the development of work-
ing-class consciousness just as easily as it could describe the
“uplift” of black bourgeois class and gender differentiation.
But whatever social, economic, political, or cultural configu-
ration the idea of racial progress was harnessed to, there was
an overriding sense among black people in the 1920s that a
New Negro had arrived, just as many whites believed that a
new “Negro problem” was upon them. Embedded within
these competing visions of the New was the necessary, defin-
ing corollary of the Old Negro. Because the measure of
progress was difference, the Old was always articulated with
the New even if not explicitly.® In the early months of 1923
the most common representation of the Old was the mammy.
Locating protests against the monument campaign within
the larger politics of the New Negro highlights the central
place of gender as the productive mechanism of narratives of
racial progress.’

The Senate’s southern Democrats were flush with success
from their recent victory over the Dyer anti-lynching bill
when John Sharp Williams of Mississippi first introduced
his mammy memorial legislation a few days later. It had
taken almost four years of public and private lobbying, multi-
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ple versions of the legislation, and an enormous Republican
majority after the sweeping electoral victories of 1920 for
Representative Leonidas C. Dyer, a Missouri Republican,
and the NAACP to marshal a federal anti-lynching bill
through the House and on to the Senate. In the end, after the
Democrats managed to keep the bill bottled up in commit-
tee for months, it would take only four days of filibustering
to kill it, prompting NAACP assistant secretary Walter
White to charge the senators with having “committed mob
violence on the floor of the United States Senate.”" With
canny timing, Williams and his House counterpart, Charles
M. Stedman of North Carolina, offered their mammy monu-
ment bills in the context of months of paeans to faithful
slaves, “good Negroes,” and white benevolence that had per-
colated throughout southern defenses of regional race rela-
tions.

The long journey of the anti-lynching bill had begun in
1918 in the aftermath of the horrific East St. Louis riot and
the Houston Mutiny which followed a month later in the
summer of 1917. The dramatically different federal and legal
responses to each sent many—the NAACP, congressmen,
and War Department officials—to the U.S. Congress with
bills that would not only clarify federal jurisdiction over
crimes of racial violence in the states but also ensure that the
federal government did in fact intervene to protect the rights
of black Americans.

The riot in East St. Louis, Illinois, started on the night of
July 1, when a carful of armed white men was seen cruising
through a black neighborhood full of migrants recently ar-
rived from the South, shooting at their homes indiscrimi-
nately from the car. Black and white city residents had been
on edge for months after labor strikes were broken in the
meatpacking and aluminum ore industries, partly through
the use of newly arrived black workers. Labor antagonism,
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racism, housing shortages, anxiety, and local corruption min-
gled in a volatile stew that threatened constantly to boil over.
For many black East St. Louisans, those gunshots were an
offense that could not go unanswered. Assembling to pro-
tect their neighborhood and avenge the earlier attack, black
residents fired on a squad car driving slowly through the
same area, killing the two police officers inside. By the next
morning the police had parked the bullet-pierced and blood-
stained automobile in front of City Hall, which served as a
rallying point for white rioters. For the next twelve hours,
groups of white people fanned out across the black sections
of East St. Louis, attacking, beating, shooting, burning, and
killing black men, women, and children. They set fire to
black homes and then shot at the inhabitants as they fled.
For every rioter, many more white residents stood by and
cheered the violence. Among these spectators were several
local police officers who had helped to incite the riot and
now either did nothing to stop it or actively participated in
the terror. They were joined by five companies of the Illi-
nois National Guard deployed to the city to restore order.
Witnesses later reported that far from quelling violence, the
guardsmen exacerbated it either by actually joining in the
mayhem or by expressing their sympathy with white rioters.
Guard troops were seen simply standing around and joking
with policemen as the riot raged about them. When it was
finally over, at least thirty-nine black and eight white people
were dead, hundreds more were injured, and 312 buildings
and 44 freight cars had been destroyed by fire."

In the riot cases actually taken to trial by the state attorney
general’s office, which had been consumed just months be-
fore by the Marjorie Delbridge custody case, more black
people went to prison for the murder of the two police of-
ficers alone than the entire number of whites who received
significant jail sentences. Those white rioters who were not
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released during the night by sympathetic police were usually
given little more than a few days in the city jail or a small
fine. The first trials to consider riot crimes took place swiftly
in October; all of the defendants at these earliest trials were
black. While some were punished for their active participa-
tion in the violence, no police officer or national guardsman
was held legally responsible for his inaction or failure to pro-
tect black lives and property. The troops’ commanding of-
ficer was exonerated in a military inquiry that ultimately pro-
duced only seven courts-martial. Despite local requests from
industrial interests in East St. Louis and briefs from Justice
Department lawyers outlining federal jurisdiction, President
Wilson and his attorney general, Thomas W. Gregory, re-
fused to empanel a federal grand jury. At the instigation of
Representative Dyer, the House did mount an investiga-
tion, sending a five-member subcommittee from its Judiciary
Committee to East St. Louis to gather information. Dyer
had served in the House since 1911 from Missouri’s Twelfth
Congressional District, which included much of St. Louis’s
south side. He felt keenly, along with his largely black con-
stituency, the plight of terrorized black East St. Louisans,
many of whom had crossed the river into St. Louis to flee
the riots that hot summer night."”

While the subcommittee was conducting hearings in East
St. Louis, court-martial proceedings began in Texas for Afri-
can American soldiers from the Third Battalion, Twenty-
fourth Infantry, who had mutinied in Houston a month after
the riot in Illinois. Responding to police brutality, harass-
ment, and the city’s strict Jim Crow laws, around one hun-
dred black soldiers defied the orders of their commanding
officers and marched from Camp Logan, where they were
stationed, into downtown Houston on the night of August
23, 1917. Earlier that afternoon a fellow soldier had been
badly beaten and arrested when he stepped in to stop a police
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officer from hitting a black woman in the street. When an-
other soldier inquired about his friend’s arrest, he was also
hit and shot at as he fled, before he, too, was caught and
arrested. Word of the two arrests and a rumor that the sec-
ond soldier had died from his gunshot wound made it back
to Camp Logan, where it sparked the mutiny. The soldiers
marched into Houston armed to take revenge against the po-
lice and conductors of segregated streetcars. In two hours of
gunfire and commotion, the soldiers killed sixteen white peo-
ple, including four policemen, two deputized civilians, and
two soldiers, and seriously injured eleven more. The speed
with which federal military officials made arrests and con-
ducted trials for the Houston Mutiny mocked the struggles
in Illinois to hold soldiers and police accountable for their
actions there. In the first round of military tribunals, thirteen
soldiers were sentenced to death, forty-two to life in prison,
and four to shorter terms; four were acquitted. Many Ameri-
cans were stunned to discover that in the early morning
hours of December 11, 1917, the first thirteen soldiers were
executed by hanging only days after their final sentencing.
Many called it a “legal lynching” by the military intended to
appease whites in Texas and throughout the country who
were screaming for blood."”

The terrible counterpoint of these two violent racial strug-
gles that summer, and the disproportionate responses by fed-
eral and local officials, drove many to demand federal anti—
mob violence or anti-lynching measures. The following year,
1918, witnessed the introduction of a number of these, in-
cluding the first version of Leonidas Dyer’s anti-lynching
bill. Dyer’s proposal stated that the murder of a U.S. citizen
by a mob or a “riotous assemblage” of three or more people
constituted denial of the equal protection of the laws guaran-
teed by the Fourteenth Amendment. It held any participant
in such an assemblage guilty of murder and subject to trial in
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a United States District Court. Particularly resonant in the
aftermath of East St. Louis, the Dyer bill further held any
state or local officer found to have failed to make a “reason-
able effort” to protect a prisoner or prevent a lynching guilty
of a federal crime, punishable by up to five years in prison
and/or fines of up to $5,000. Additionally, any county in
which a lynching occurred was responsible for paying repara-
tions to the victim’s dependents of no less than $5,000 and no
more than $10,000. If no dependents existed, the money was
to be paid to the federal treasury. Finally, any individual con-
victed under the Dyer law was to be barred from jury service
for life. Some in the NAACP hesitated to support Dyer’s
proposal at the time, particularly members of the leadership
who, like many in Congress, questioned the law’s constitu-
tionality or believed it too punitive to garner wide support.
The organization considered a variety of measures that year,
including a proposed constitutional amendment and a war
powers bill, in addition to the Fourteenth Amendment legis-
lation submitted by Dyer. None of these proposals made it
out of committee in 1918-19, nor did Dyer’s second or third
version of his anti-lynching bill find success a year later."

By late 1920, a presidential election year, the political cli-
mate and the subsequent fate of the Dyer bill had changed
considerably. With the Great Migration and the ratification
of the Nineteenth Amendment, the electorate was now much
larger and more diverse than ever before. New constituencies
seemed up for grabs, as urban Democratic machines in the
North sought to wrest recent black migrants away from their
traditional Republican allegiances, and everyone sought the
women’s vote. At the same time, “lily-white” Republicanism
made some inroads in the Solid South in an attempt to draw
disgruntled white Democrats to the party by ousting black
members and claiming a shared belief in white supremacy.
Although none of the anti-lynching measures introduced in
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the years before the 1920 elections had been successful, the
NAACEP had orchestrated enormous publicity campaigns for
each, making lynching one of the central political issues of
the postwar period. During his campaign for the presidency,
Warren G. Harding stumped on the issue before northern
and midwestern, often racially mixed, audiences, and the na-
tional Republican platform included an item urging “Con-
gress to consider the most effective means to end lynching.”"
Notably, however, neither Harding nor the party ever ex-
plicitly supported the Dyer bill or anything like it. The Re-
publicans remained vague and noncommittal, prompting
many to accuse them of attempting merely to manipulate
black voters. After Harding’s landslide victory and the huge
gains made by Republicans in the House and Senate as they
took massive majorities in both, black voters and organiza-
tions that had supported the party and the new president had
high expectations of rewards for their assistance.'®

Where a federal anti-lynching bill was concerned, many
had reason to be optimistic, at least initially. A day after the
Sixty-seventh Congress convened on April 11, 1921, Har-
ding gave a special address outlining his hopes for the
upcoming legislative agenda and possible collaborations be-
tween the legislative and executive branches. He urged that
“Congress ought to rid the stain of barbaric lynching from
the banner of a free and orderly representative democracy.”"”
Once again, however, the president failed to make reference
to the Dyer bill or the equal protection clause explicitly.
Leonidas Dyer nonetheless saw this as an opportunity to in-
troduce a fourth version of his anti-lynching law the follow-
ing day. Over time, the bill had been amended to increase the
number constituting a mob to five or more, to define more
explicitly as a conspiracy such a mob’s deprivation of an indi-
vidual’s right to equal protection, and to remove the jury
duty exclusion. On October 20 the bill was favorably re-
ported out of the Judiciary Committee.
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Dyer realized that he had to get his bill to the floor swiftly,
lest it be allowed to languish at the bottom of the calendar;
this had been the fate of the third version of his bill, which
had gone unheard before the conclusion of the Sixty-sixth
Congress. He sought to persuade the Rules Committee to
pass a special measure to have the bill read as soon as possi-
ble. Meanwhile, its best and most persistent lobbyist, James
Weldon Johnson, urged Harding to make clear to the House
his desire for the passage of an anti-lynching law and to reit-
erate this support in his December message to Congress.
Less than a week after the bill was referred to the House,
Harding made one of the few speeches of his presidency
that directly addressed race relations and black civil rights.
Speaking before a segregated audience in the South’s largest
industrial city, Birmingham, Alabama, he stressed the need
for ensuring black southerners’ access to education, economic
opportunity, and the ballot, but he endorsed segregation,
saying that “both sides” must recognize “absolute divergence
in things social and racial.”"® Harding did not take the oppor-
tunity to mention either directly or indirectly the Dyer bill
or lynching. He continued his silence in December, saying
nothing of the anti-lynching law or any other issue of express
concern to African Americans in his address. Nevertheless,
Republican support for the measure was widespread, and
though the special ruling for an immediate hearing of the bill
was debated fiercely, it passed easily in mid-December.

Mightily outnumbered, southern Democrats in the House
lined up quickly against the Dyer bill, vying with one another
for time on the floor and often later reading lengthy addi-
tions to their comments into the Congressional Record.” The
protests of Democrats and the few Republicans who did not
support the bill drew on popular beliefs that Reconstruction
had been a criminal mistake and was a time of terrible cor-
ruption inflicted on the South by the federal government.
The representatives challenged the post—-World War I ex-
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pansion of the federal state with familiar arguments for
states’ rights and, in the face of staggering evidence to the
contrary, hailed the contemporary South as a paternalist
racial utopia made possible by segregation. This idyll was
threatened, they warned, by “outside agitators” like Dyer and
the NAACP. They urged northern Republicans to consider
their own states’ growing black populations and argued that
segregation was the most reasonable solution to the national
“Negro problem.” Many claimed further that while lynching
was deplorable, it was the only effective means for dealing
with the “black rapist.” This white supremacist vision of pa-
ternalism and home rule was animated in the congressmen’s
speeches by the figure of the historically faithful mammy and
contemporary “good southern Negroes.”

The theme of assuult—against the Constitution, against
the South, against white women—organized the southern
Democrats’ opposition as they constructed the idea of do-
mestic defense against federal intervention. Starting with the
white home, in which women and girls were said to cower in
fear of having to choose between rape or death, Birth of a Na-
tion—style, in order to protect their racial and sexual purity,
the congressmen described concentric spheres of domesti-
cated public spaces radiating outward to encompass not just
southern regionalism but ultimately the need for the south-
ern brand of patriarchal “protection” nationwide. When the
special ruling on the bill was called to the floor on December
19, southern Democrats attempted to stall it with parliamen-
tary tactics. In arguing the rules, however, a number began to
dispute the Dyer law itself, setting the outlines of the formal
debate which was to come the following day. While each was
quick to denounce the lynch mob, most also argued that it
was an unfortunate regional necessity. “We who have been
raised in the South,” proclaimed Edward Pou of North
Carolina, as he described the supposed “black rapist” threat,
“know how hard a problem we have to deal with.”* Pou was



THE VIOLENCE OF AFFECTION

speaking in support of his colleague Finis Garrett of Tennes-
see, who had taken the floor and declared, to great applause,
“Mr. Speaker, this bill ought to be amended in its title so as
to read: ‘a bill to encourage rape.”””' He claimed that without
the threat of lynching, black rapists would go undeterred as
those who had feared the lynch mob would now act on their
wicked and barely controlled desires. James Aswell of Louisi-
ana had prompted some of this rhetoric with his own similar
call, arguing that the black rapist “is deterred, if at all, only
by knowing in advance that when captured he will meet cer-
tain and immediate death.”*

Not all black people were to be feared or killed, the south-
ern legislators were quick to argue as they mobilized the
“black rapist’s” imaginative counterpoint, the “good Negro.”
They asserted that legal segregation shot through with old-
time paternalism—their own version of affectionate segrega-
tion—provided the most workable solution to the “problem”
of a multiracial society. In doing so, the congressmen claimed
that segregation benefited black and white southerners alike,
binding them with ties of mutual care and assistance while
maintaining comfortable hierarchies. Nothing proved this
better, some said, than the legacy of affection between white
southerners and their black “mammies.” Pou elicited loud
applause from his colleagues when, in a moment of apparent
spontaneity, he disrupted his own argument to claim, “There
is one other thing that you men from the North cannot com-
prehend, that ineffable, indescribable, unspeakable love that
every southern man feels for the old black nurse who took
care of him in childhood.” As the applause died down, Pou
continued mistily: “The sweetest memories of my life go
back to my old ‘mammy’ who faithfully and tenderly took
care of my brother and myself . . . You gentlemen cannot
comprehend the love and the tenderness that we feel for
those black people who cared for us.””

Indeed, Pou and other southerners asserted, it was this
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failure to understand the benefits of entrenched paternalism
in their region that motivated misguided Republican sup-
port for the Dyer bill. This failure would prove the North’s
undoing, the southern Democrats charged, as the region
confronted increasing numbers of black migrants. William
C. Lankford of Georgia summed up many of these asser-
tions late in the debate on the bill when he claimed that the
majority of African Americans in the South were “courteous
and true to the white man and his family” because they were
“under the influence of the good old Negro daddies and
mammies of the old days.” This was in contrast to black pop-
ulations in the North: “The time is fast approaching when
the North will bitterly detest the whole Negro race. The
worst Negroes of the South, if they miss the penitentiary, the
gallows, and the occasional lynchings, are coming north to
add to your already haughty, contemptible northern Negro
population. This mixture of our worst with the northern
bad Negro race will go on making themselves as obnoxious
as possible to the white race.” These sentiments would
resound throughout arguments in support of the national
mammy memorial, intended as it was to provide this “influ-
ence” of the “mammies of the old days” to all African Ameri-
cans, North and South.

Despite these intense and persistent arguments against
the measure, the Dyer anti-lynching law was finally passed
by the House on January 26, 1922. The gallery was crowded
with black and white supporters of the bill, who cheered
and clasped one another in victorious hugs, including James
Weldon Johnson and many other NAACP activists. The vot-
ing had fallen mostly along partisan lines, meaning that the
bill won by the significant margin of 231 to 119. The next
day’s NAACP press release celebrated House passage of the
Dyer bill as “one of the most significant steps ever taken in
the history of America.” The elation was tempered, how-
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ever, by the knowledge that the bill would now move on to
the Senate, and to a far more difficult fight for passage.

For the next five months the Dyer bill lay bottled up in
the Senate Judiciary Committee as its constitutionality was
debated fiercely. As Johnson lobbied individual committee
members, the NAACP staged public rallies, held poignant si-
lent protest marches, and gathered statements of support
from church groups and politically influential organizations
such as the American Bar Association. On June 30, 1922,
the bill was reported out of committee favorably, but by a
narrow margin. Once again, however, actually getting the
bill to the floor for a vote proved difficult. On September 21
Republicans tried, but were thwarted by the parliamentary
maneuverings of Mississippi’s Pat Harrison. The second ses-
sion of the Sixty-seventh Congress adjourned. The Dyer bill
would have to wait until after the midterm elections in No-
vember. Those elections spelled the end of the Republicans’
short-lived supermajority as state after state fell to the Dem-
ocrats and Progressives. By late November the Republicans’
Senate majority had fallen from over 20 seats to only 10,
while the House’s dropped staggeringly to 15 from more
than 160.*

On November 27 Republicans tried again to bring the bill
to the floor but were met with a barrage of quorum calls, ob-
jections, and other tactics by the southern Democrats. The
final filibuster was on. The following day, after much of the
morning had been similarly wasted, Minority Leader Oscar
Underwood of Alabama rose to state explicitly what was al-
ready obvious: the Democrats were not going to allow con-
sideration of the Dyer bill. “I want to say right now to the
Senate,” he announced, “that if the majority party insists on
this procedure they are not going to pass the bill, and they
are not going to do any other business.””” After caucusing
that evening, Republicans agreed to continue the fight for
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the time being, but fissures were already evident in their re-
solve. After three more days of filibuster, with a break for the
Thanksgiving holiday, the Republicans capitulated formally.
The Dyer anti-lynching law was dead. Throughout these
crucial last days, not a peep had been heard from President
Harding.

Supporters of the bill were devastated, and quickly charged
Senate Republicans with never having intended to fight for
the law. In the first days of the filibuster, the New York Times
had reported that the Republicans seemed “not ‘very angry’”
at this turn of events, and later, after its defeat, noted editori-
ally that it was “doubtless true that the Republicans in the
Senate were not sincerely and whole-heartedly in favor of
the anti-lynching bill.”** James Weldon Johnson would later
recall that the Republicans had seemed delighted to allow
the southern Democrats to take responsibility for the bill’s
defeat. “Disgust was [my] dominant emotion,” he wrote. “What
I had for a week been sensing would happen—the betrayal
of the bill by Republican leaders—had happened . . . My
thoughts were made more bitter by a fact which I knew and
which every senator admitted, the fact that the bill would
have passed had it been brought to a vote.””’

With the mammy monument bill’s passage a few months
later, many journalists and political cartoonists for the black
press noted immediately the terrible confluence of the Sen-
ate’s defeat of the Dyer bill and its prompt authorization of
the UDC’s memorialization scheme. The weekly Philadelphia
Tribune editorialized: “There can be no sincerity in the action
of the Congress for the same men refused to pass the Dyer
Anti-Lynching Bill. Everyone with an ounce of brain realizes
that the passage of a law to protect the descendants of those
women would be more beneficial and a greater tribute than
any monument erected with stone and mortar.”* The issue
of sincerity, whether on the part of the Senate or the UDC,
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was not the main one for most black critics of the monument,
however. Rather, what they found particularly troubling was
the fact that the wish to valorize the faithful slave stood side
by side with lynching among the white supremacist tactics of
racial control. This had been abundantly clear to those who
had watched from the gallery or read about the debates sur-
rounding the Dyer bill a year earlier. This language of incon-
gruity remained useful, however, as an effective vehicle for
making claims about broken Republican promises and for as-
sessing the fraught relationships between black Americans
and the federal state in this period.

Editorials, poems, and letters to the editor responding to
the monument bill’s success in the Senate were filled with
references to the Dyer bill, both explicit and subtle. The
most striking of these comparisons appeared in political car-
toons, which tapped into the growing prevalence of mammy
iconography in advertising and on film as well as widely cir-
culated images of lynched black bodies. The cartoons sub-
verted popular representations of black men and women and
deployed them to different ends. An editorial cartoon from
the Chicago Defender made visual the theme of ironic legisla-
tive counterpoint to harrowing effect. Run under the caption
“Mockery” it depicts a baffled-looking colonel type labeled
“The South” presenting the “Plans for Black Mammy
Statue” to the dangling, lifeless body of a lynched man.
Though not referred to specifically, the Dyer bill’s defeat is
figuratively represented by the lynching it has failed to pre-
vent, invoking both the tragic imbalance of the Senate’s re-
sponse to racial violence and the continuation of that vio-
lence that would be ensured by the monument’s glorification
of slavery. “Mockery” thus carries a double meaning here, re-
ferring to the travesty of the Senate’s priorities as it simulta-
neously exposes the ultimate outcome of all that affection for
mammy: violence, torture, and death.’

"The Baltimore Afro-American linked the two bills in a car-
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“MOCkeI’y.” (Chicago Defender; April 7, 1923.)
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“Use that monument fund to pass a law that will szop lynching of my
children.”  (Baltimore Afro-American, March 2, 1923.)

toon that similarly substituted for explicit mention of the
Dyer bill’s defeat its visual trope, the lynched black male
body. In the foreground of the image stands a mammy figure,
coded as such by her headscarf, apron, advanced age, and
ample size. Reflecting the commodified iconography of
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the mammy narrative, the spotted pattern of her scarf and
shawl is nearly identical to that worn by the Aunt Jemima
trademark. With a stiff posture suggesting monumentality,
the figure holds a scroll that bears an inscription asking Con-
gress to “use that monument fund to pass a law that will szop
lynching of my children.” In the distance, behind this figure
of a pained and pleading black mother, is the silhouette of a
lynched man hanging from a tree. The scene of this lynch-
ing, Washington, D.C., is clearly indicated by its other mon-
umental architecture, the Capitol dome and the Washington
Monument.”” Visually echoing White’s assertion that sena-
tors had mobbed the Dyer bill, killing it in a subversion of
the legal process on the Senate floor, the image represents
the legislative defeat as a lynching in the capital city.

While both of these cartoons carried messages about the
denial of equal citizenship through violence and federal com-
plicity, another image from the Defender explicitly engaged
the complex relationship between African American citizens
and elected officials who, like the Senate Republicans, ap-
pealed to them for votes yet did little for them once elected.
Embedded within this civic narrative was a subtle regional
framing. While images of lynching evoked the violence of
segregation and the disfranchisement of southern black pop-
ulations, here we have a representation of northern black
people granted a place at the table, literally, but continually
disappointed in their civic aspirations. Run under the head-
ing “Rotten Service!” the front-page editorial cartoon de-
picts an African American man, identified as “All of Us,” re-
coiling from the rotten egg of the “Proposed ‘Black Mammy’
Statue” served to him by a grotesque figure of the “Senate”
resembling Uncle Sam. Disgusted, the black man remarks
witheringly, “I didn’t order that mess!!!—I ordered the Dyer
Bill!!”* In its representation of an Uncle Sam-like Senate
serving a black man, the image provocatively inverts the
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“Rotten Service!” (Chicago Defender, March 17, 1923.)
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common depiction of black servitude. The Defender cartoon
is also striking in its iconographic similarity to, but narra-
tive difference from, an image run in the New York Age in
the months following the United States’ formal entry into
the First World War. The hopeful, elated editorial cartoon
hailed the dawn of a new chapter in American race relations
grounded in the changing political and economic status of
black citizens generated by wartime mobilization. In this ear-
lier cartoon, Uncle Sam smiles with approval as he prepares
to serve up a hot dish labeled “Real Democracy” to a well-
heeled black man holding the “Wine of Prosperity” and sit-
ting at a table piled high with cash, his “Fruits of Persever-
ance,” and the cigars representing his success. The table’s
bounty includes references to a number of war measures and
related events, such as the promotion of black officers to lead
black regiments.*

Much had changed—and, more to the point, not
changed—in the six years separating the two cartoons. Em-
ploying the same metaphor of government service and the
dining table, the images offer very different assessments of
the relationship between the federal state and its black citi-
zens. What the cartoons do share, however, is the use of a
black man dressed in evening clothes to represent all African
Americans. Despite the importance of black women voters
to northern Republican coalitions during and after 1920 and
the mass movement north of working-class African Ameri-
cans, the Defender artist persists in depicting the relation-
ship of black citizens to the state as one of elite men, black
and white, contending over the figuratively absent mammy.
Countering the desire of the UDC and the Senate to see all
(“of us”) African Americans as faithful, enslaved mammies,
the cartoon substitutes a very different icon to represent the
whole: the successful, “uplifted” man.

Under the facetious heading “Since Statues Seem to be
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All the Rage, Suppose We Erect One,” the Defender pro-
posed a counter-monument to the mammy memorial that
would honor the “White Daddy.” Alluding to the power of
monuments to confer authority and universality on what
were in actuality distinct historical narratives, the caption
suggests that black people had quite a different story of “af-
fectionate” interracial contact and parenting to tell. The car-
toon monument presents a leering white man assaulting a
young black woman who struggles to fend him off but ap-
pears to be overpowered. Inscribed simply “A White Daddy,”
the moonlit tableau is a richly layered critique not only of
the dangerous nostalgia inherent in the mammy figure but
also of the dominant racial narrative of rape in the early
twentieth century, foregrounding the violent interconnec-
tedness of both. Although the woman does not conform in
age or physical appearance to mammy iconography, she is
coded as a maternal figure by the sobbing child behind her, a
witness to the abuse. The toddler’s presence suggests that
this white man may well be his or her father.”” With its refer-
ence to the white rapist who fathers a black woman’s child,
the image explodes the myth of surrogate family ties between
black and white people embodied by the maternal mammy
and forms a powerful counterpoint to the grouping of the
Confederate soldier, enslaved woman, and children on the
Confederate Monument at Arlington. In addition, by setting
the scene at night, the illustration suggests the silencing and
secrecy surrounding black women’s experiences of sexual as-
sault. In his column “The Onlooker,” which ran alongside
the cartoon, A. L. Jackson suggests that “if these white folks
just must have a statue that they make it a group affair and
place alongside of that mammy of sacred memory her daugh-
ter and a statue of her lord, owner and master, the slave
driver, with his whip in hand.” In drawing together these
three figures, Jackson collapses the boundaries between af-
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“Since Statues Seem to be All the Rage, Suppose We Erect One.”
(Chicago Defender; April 21, 1923.)
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fection and violence and ties cultural memories of enslave-
ment to the contemporary racial landscape. He continues: “If
mammy must be honored for nursing white babies let her
also be honored for what she had to take in dishonor from
the white fathers. If these white folks want to perpetuate
something let them make some effort to present the whole
picture.”® The duality of the term “white fathers” or “white
daddy” here is crucial, as it is employed to mark southern pa-
triarchy and paternalism as well as white men’s fatherhood,
through coercion, of black women’s children. Under enslave-
ment, these children belonged, as property, to their white fa-
thers because they belonged racially to their mothers.

Many black activists and journalists argued that the UDC’s
mammy commemoration was an explicit attempt to deny
the prevalence of interracial sex, forced and otherwise, both
in the South and beyond its regional boundaries. “Maybe
the Daughters of the Confederacy wish to get their closets
cleaned out by erecting a ‘black mammy’ statue in Washing-
ton,” an anonymous editorialist for the Defender had sug-
gested a month earlier. “Pale-faced sheiks will tell them that
one ‘yaller gal’ is worth a dozen ‘mammy’ statues.””’” While
the mammy monument was intended to expel the skeleton of
miscegenation from southern closets with its focus on mater-
nal contact between the races, the desire of menacing white
“sheiks” would continue to blur the carefully drawn racial
boundaries and endanger black women. The reference to
eroticized “yaller gals” compounds the argument, locating
the children produced by these sexual relations as most desir-
able to those who hypocritically decried racial mixing. The
cleaning-the-closet metaphor is made even more ironic by
the fact that the mammy figure was, of course, a domestic
slave who literally as well as figuratively cleaned the closets.

These counternarratives of violent “affection” in the De-
fender; like those in many black weeklies, reveal the ways in
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which dominant notions of beauty and sexuality continued to
shape their protests. Recall the image of the “white daddy”
and the absence of a recognizable mammy figure within the
pictorial narrative of sexual danger. While attempting to top-
ple the very mammy iconography designed to cloak the fact
of sex between white men and black women, the image re-
veals a similar investment in the notion that the mammy’s
age, size, and demeanor made her undesirable or suggested
asexuality. Likewise, the use of the term “sheik,” common in
this period to describe womanizers and philanderers as it also
marked a particular kind of Orientalist male eroticism, intro-
duces another layer to the process of sexual racialization.
A clear reference to the wildly popular 1921 Rudolph
Valentino film The Sheik, the word acted as a useful and allur-
ing referent in advertisements and headlines in black news-
papers.”® Adding the modifier “pale-faced” to “sheik” starkly
highlights the icon’s dominant remove from the category of
whiteness as it simultaneously defies this racial exclusion.
Once again, in this case the counternarrative cannot be de-
tached fully from dominant racial narratives of uncivilized,
unbridled male sexuality.”

By focusing on sex across the color line and placing the
onus directly on white male predators, black critics spot-
lighted the nexus of racial crossings that most confounded
the Daughters’ vision of affectionate segregation as they
simultaneously turned the lynching narrative on its head.
Countering the supposed asexuality of the mammy, they fig-
ured sex as the violent core of race relations. At the same
time, this assertion was a denial of the black vixen iconogra-
phy that formed the other side of the white supremacist con-
struction of black women’s sexuality. Just as the mammy was
utterly nonsexual, in popular white representation the un-
controllable and predatory “jezebel” figure explained the sex-
ual relationships between black women and white men that
were made unavoidably apparent by their children.
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For many who stressed the damage threatened by the
proposed monument, the fate of these children was a central
concern. W. J. Wheaton, a columnist for the black weekly
California Eagle, employed the tropes of both white-authored
mammy iconography and black counternarrative to present
a picture of the sexual assaults experienced by enslaved
“mammies” and the subsequent humiliations endured by
their children. “One of the most subtle means of perpetuat-
ing the humiliation of the Negro is the bill in the Senate
sponsored by Sharp Williams to commemorate in marble the
loyalty of the ‘Black Mammies’ of antebellum days,” he
argued.

After debauching our womanhood who suffered the sensual
attacks of their masters under duress, and creating a race
which struggles for a place in the sun, they would now per-
petuate their beastiality [sic] by erecting a marble shaft to the
women who through instinct of feminine loyalty kept a vigil
over the safety of the wives and children of the men who were
striving to keep them in bondage. It was not enough to create
a mongrel race by debauching the womanhood of the helpless
peoples whom they held as chattel, but now they propose to
tell the world by the erection of a marble statue that they
have pride in their beastial accomplishment.*

References to “their beastiality” and “pride in their beastial
accomplishment” identify the senators who voted for the
monument bill as themselves rapists and monsters, as “white
daddies.” Wheaton collapses support for memorializing
mammy with the act of “debauching” her, so that affection
and assault become one. It should be noted that his overrid-
ing concern was clearly the biracial children produced by
rape, whom he called a “mongrel race,” rather than black
women’s constrained choices and experiences of sexual vio-
lence. Wheaton’s sentiments were echoed in the Philadelphia
Tribune, which editorialized a few weeks later: “A monument
to ‘black mammies’ is a mockery, a farce, and a disgrace . . .
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(I]t is an affront to every American citizen that descends from
those saintly women who were sacrificed to the avaricious
beastly nature of Southern gentlemen.” By naming the
“white daddy” and casting “Southern gentlemen” and sena-
tors as the beasts, critics of the monument overturned the
narratives of paternalism, race, and sexual danger that had
shaped opposition to the Dyer anti-lynching bill.

Much like narratives of sexual coercion, activists’ focus on
the pain of black mothers and their love for their enslaved
children tore away the myth of interracial affection pro-
moted in the UDC’s mammy memorial drive. The monu-
ment controversy provided black critics an opportunity to
challenge the erasure of black motherhood that was manifest
in mammy iconography, as well as to make claims about con-
temporary black families and communities. This was particu-
larly true of challenges to the monument by African Ameri-
can clubwomen for whom the valorization of the mammy
represented not just the denial of black womanhood and do-
mesticity but a direct challenge to their own respectabil-
ity, elite persona, and activism. Organized black women in
Wiashington staged protests against the monument through
direct petitions to Congress and Vice President Calvin Coo-
lidge’s office, letter-writing campaigns to white- and black-
owned newspapers, and efforts within their organizations on
a national scale.¥ In a letter to the editor of the Washington
Evening Star that was reprinted in a number of black week-
lies, the first president of the National Association of
Colored Women (NACW), Mary Church Terrell, chal-
lenged the warm sentiment conjured by the Daughters with
tragic details of the family lives of enslaved women: “The
black mammy had no home life. In the very nature of the
case she could have none. Legal marriage was impossible for
her. If she went through a farce ceremony with a slave man,
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he could be sold from her at any time, or she might be sold
from him, or she might be taken as a concubine by her mas-
ter, his son, the overseer, or any other white man on the place
who might desire her.”” Here the white household is the
scene of forced work and treachery, not sentimentality, let
alone civilization. “Home life,” defined by Terrell as domes-
ticity founded on marriage and motherhood, is impossible
for enslaved black women, and the families they forge are
“farcical” in their solubility and transience.

Just as slave marriages were constantly threatened by the
domestic slave trade, estate settlements, and white debt, black
motherhood was always shadowed by loss or impending loss.
Terrell argued that for black women, the mammy memo-
rial would embody a very different memory of slavery from
that described by the UDC and its supporters: “No colored
woman could look upon a statue of a black mammy with a
dry eye when she remembered how often the slave woman’s
heart was torn with anguish, because the children, either of
her master or their slave father, were ruthlessly torn from her
in infancy or in youth to be sold ‘down the country,” where,
in all human probability she would never see them again.”*
Terrell’s subjective transition from the “mammy” repre-
sented in the UDC’s monument to the “slave mother” of the
black historical counternarrative is notable. Hallie Quinn
Brown, who was at the time president of the NACW as well
as involved in education, made a similar argument in her pro-
test to the monument published in the association’s newspa-
per, National Notes.”

Loss and absence were multifaceted and did not always
entail physical distance. Terrell noted that those children
not sold away from their mothers were robbed of their atten-
tion. Mammies, those paragons of maternal affection and
skill within white racial mythology, were unable to care for
their own children or support their own families because
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their labors were co-opted into the white family economy:
“The black mammy was often faithful in the service of her
mistress’s children while her heart bled over her own babies,
who were thus deprived of their mother’s ministrations and
tender care, which the white children received.”* In fore-
grounding the mammy figure’s enslavement, and describing
the pain and coercion this entailed, critics like Terrell eman-
cipated the icon from white sentimentality, which refused to
understand the mammy as a mother within her own black
tamily.

Terrell’s letter captured the imagination of many readers,
white and black, as it was reprinted in a number of newspa-
pers and periodicals. Originally published in a white-owned
paper, it appeared widely in the black press. One such paper
was the St. Louis Argus, where it caught the eye of Literary
Digest, which included it among other reprints in an article
titled “For and Against the ‘Black Mammy’s’ Monument.”
This expanded Terrell’s readership to a larger national audi-
ence. Although the substance of the letter remained un-
changed, the argument shifted as it was presented for differ-
ent readers. Published from 1890 to 1937, Literary Digest
reached the peak of its readership and influence in the years
following the First World War, commanding a national cir-
culation of 900,000.”” The Digest’s main selling point was its
claim to be a journal of national opinion that was itself with-
out one. Each article contained excerpts and images from
other papers and magazines that Digest editors wove into a
narrative with an introduction, conclusion, and transitional
sentences. The Digest was far from impartial, however, a fact
made clear in its coverage of the monument controversy.
“For and Against the ‘Black Mammy’s’ Monument’” was
weighted heavily against the memorial. But while Terrell’s
ideas now reached an enormous audience, she as an individ-
ual black woman did not: her authorship of the piece was not
identified by the Digest.
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The large readership provided by the reprinting of
Terrell’s letter nevertheless offered a prominent platform for
the criticisms of white women contained in it. Terrell con-
cluded with a severe indictment of the Daughters and all who
supported their memorial. She wrote, “One cannot help but
marvel at the desire to perpetuate in bronze or marble a fig-
ure which represents so much that really is and should be ab-
horrent to the womanhood of the whole civilized world.”*
The desire to commemorate the coercion and family ruin
central to black women’s enslavement was not only racist,
said Terrell, but barbaric by the very standards of civilization
and paternalist refinement the UDC claimed to uphold. In-
verting the eugenic equation of barbarism with blackness,
Terrell pushed the white women of the UDC outside the
bounds of the “civilized world” and put herself, and black
women generally, within it.*

Another prominent black clubwoman, Charlotte Hawkins
Brown, was similarly direct in her challenge to the UDC, al-
though she relied on different tactics. Employing a complex
strategy of appeals to regionalism, interracial cooperation,
and shame, Brown seized upon popular white concerns about
the “Negro problem,” charging that the UDC and its back-
ers were actually contributing to it in their failure to support
the advance of black southerners. Turning the white rheto-
ric of paternalistic care against them, she accused the women
of shirking the very responsibilities they congratulated them-
selves for undertaking in the monument drive. Brown initi-
ated a letter-writing campaign to prominent white southern-
ers and politicians requesting that the focus of the UDC’s
memorial drive be turned toward funding the education of
black youth. From the vantage of her position as principal of
the Palmer Memorial Institute, a normal and industrial
school for African Americans, and president of the North
Carolina Association of Colored Women’s Clubs, Brown first
made her case to the director of the Woman’s Department of
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the Southern Interracial Committee, an organization she
worked with often. She urged the director to throw her own
influence as a white southern woman behind efforts to en-
courage the UDC to redirect its energy into funding “a foun-
dation for the education of the ‘Beloved Mammies” chil-
dren,” which, she claimed, would “mean more to the Negro
race and spell gratitude in our hearts. Intelligent Negro
women everywhere deplore such a memorial and think of it
as ‘hollow mockery.””*

Brown found a considerably less receptive audience in
Representative Charles Stedman, champion of the monu-
ment bill in the House. Brown wrote to him suggesting that
it was unfortunate that such a worthy sentiment “should take
the form of a ‘Mammy Monument.”” With skepticism creep-
ing into her otherwise ingratiating tone Brown continued,
“If the fine spirited women, the Daughters of the Confeder-
acy, are desirous of perpetuating their gratitude, we implore
them to make the memorial in the form of a foundation for
the education and advancement of the Negro children de-
scendants of those faithful souls they seem anxious to
honor.”"" Adept at reading her white audiences after years of
fundraising for the Palmer Institute, Brown softened her
critique of the monument significantly here and, while ap-
parently biting her tongue, praised the spirit of the UDC’s
and Stedman’s plan. This was not the first time Brown had
sought to manipulate popular affection for the mammy fig-
ure to mobilize white southern commitments to black ad-
vancement. In 1919 she published a sentimental novella,
Mammy: An Appeal to the Heart of the South, in an effort to
shift the base of her school’s financial support from northern
philanthropists to white North Carolinians.” In Mamumy, she
crafted a distinctly regional plea suggesting that commit-
ments to black education and interracial association in the
manner of the Committee for Interracial Cooperation (CIC)
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were the true legacies of Old Southern paternalism. In doing
so she appealed, in both senses, to the racial fantasies and sta-
tus aspirations that whites expressed in their paeans to faith-

ful slaves.

While narratives of motherhood denied were prevalent in
black descriptions of the mammy figure, more common were
stories of heroic black mothers working to care for their chil-
dren within a range of possibilities constricted by enslave-
ment. These stories detailed black women’s motherly affec-
tions, care, and hopes for their children, despite a system that
both denied those feelings and profited from that denial.
Above all, these were narratives of sacrifice. The coercion of
black women’s maternal labor within white households car-
ried high emotional and material costs. A critical element in
the black press’s deconstruction of the mammy figure was a
public reckoning of that debt and the reclamation of black
motherhood for black children and communities. This focus
on mothering meshed with popular political narratives of
black progress from slavery to freedom. Late in the monu-
ment controversy, the Baltimore Afro-American ran a small
obituary under the headline “Her Living Monument,” which
identified what was most important about “mammy’s” life
and legacy as her black descendants:

Dying at the age of 82, Mrs. Jane Bennett, Tenn., leaves 1,600
direct descendants, the survivors including 13 children, 142
grandchildren, 565 great grandchildren, 775 great-great
grandchildren, and 100 great-great-great grandchildren.
There is no better monument than excellent descendants,
quality counting more than numbers, and the memory of
Mrs. Jane Bennett is likely to outlast that of many other per-
sons who rely on a towering shaft of granite.”

In most of these maternal progress narratives, mammies, in-
dividually or in general, were always dead. Their stories and
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contributions were relayed by their children and grandchil-
dren. This served a variety of rhetorical and political pur-
poses. In arguing that mammies were a thing of the past,
dead and gone, black activists situated their supposed faith-
fulness, diffidence, and potential complicities in the past as
well. These were characteristics that could not describe the
New Negro.

A central theme in the struggles over the mammy monu-
ment was the contest over who could speak for the enslaved.
When black activists and authors sought the ear of white au-
diences by writing letters to wide-circulation white-owned
newspapers and periodicals, they often identified themselves
as relatives of black mammies, thus positioning themselves as
authentic spokespeople to counter the prevalence of white-
produced mammy narratives. This was a direct challenge to
the UDC, southern politicians, and Plantation School writ-
ers and professional historians who claimed that southern
whites were the “best friends of the Negro” and knew the
mammy best. In its coverage of the monument controversy,
Literary Digest printed portions of two such letters to its
editors. Introducing a submission from George Cannon as
an “intimate and personal explanation” of his concerns
about the monument plan, Digest editors noted that Cannon
felt “that many Negroes of to-day are blamed for protesting
against the monument idea, because their point of view is
not understood.” To shed light on this position, Cannon ex-
plained:

We are not ashamed of the old black mammy, for I am the
grandson of one of them. If we are not “superior grandchil-
dren” to the old black mammy, then sixty years of training in
the white man’s civilization proves that his civilization is a
failure. Neither are we “putting on airs” because we fail to see
any virtue in our ruthless oppressors pretending to revere our
grandmothers. Yes the old black mammy was “loyal, faithful
and loving” to her foster white child, but I will tell you what
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was in her soul! My old grandmother (one of those black
mammies) used to tell me that, when the white baby was
nursing her breast and her own child the other, that she sent
up a prayer to God that some day her black child might be
free like the white child. That is what she would say if she
“could speak” to-day.™*

While granting enslaved women’s possible sincerity in their
affections for their white charges, Cannon argued that whites
who understood mammy only within the coercive environ-
ment of white domesticity could never really know her. They
might have owned black women’s labor and commanded their
maternal care, but they could not own their emotions and
their souls.

Focusing on the suffering caused by white people, black
protesters heralded the sacrifices made by black women who
worked for a better future for their children. Cannon’s letter
to the Digest was followed by another from an African Ameri-
can woman, Adella C. Williams, who identified herself as
“the granddaughter of a slave mammy who went to her grave
with the marks upon her body from a ‘master’s whip.” Wil-
liams wrote that if she could describe the UDC’s monument
campaign to her grandmother, the old woman would reply:

No, child, they don’t need to do no such thing as that for me.
Had they helped me find my brothers and sisters sold from
my mother’s bosom, and my own children sold from mine,
that would have been all the monument I cared for. Or if even
now they would vote to give you and your children protec-
tion from mob violence and give you and yours a chance to
hold a civil service position, in any department for which you
were capable, instead of barring you because of your . . . skin.”

In a letter to the editors of the Washington Evening Star,
Neval Thomas constructed a similar narrative of heroic black
motherhood:

We are glad that the white race appreciates the divine virtues
of truth and loyalty which the “black mammy” had, and has in
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abundance, but it overlooks the other divine virtue that is
hers, a divine love for her offspring. She bore her sufferings
in patience because she believed that through them America’s
conscience would quicken and give her children and her chil-
dren’s children the justice they so richly deserve. My own be-
loved mother was one of those unfortunates who had the
flower of her youth spent in a slave cabin, and I know the

heart of a slave mother, its intense longing for better things
for her children.’®

Like Cannon, Thomas concedes—or allows his white readers
to believe—that the “mammy’s” affections and loyalty to those
who enslaved her may have been significant but challenges
whites to recognize that the family she most loved was her
own. Pointedly, he casts this “loyalty” to whites as fundamen-
tally strategic, a way to better the condition of other black
people, particularly black children who might one day know
freedom.”

Common to all three of these letters intended for white
readers is each writer’s authenticating claim to be the child or
grandchild of a mammy. This was crucial to staging the rec-
lamation narrative within a white public sphere of newspa-
pers and periodicals in which the fictional stories and per-
sonal reminiscences by whites “raised” by black mammies
circulated more widely.”® Within these stories of abuse, theft,
and recovery, there is a slippage between representations of
the mammy as a stereotypic figure—one to be replaced with
the “slave mother” or “slave woman”—and potentially strate-
gic recognitions of the figure as an actual person with a very
different history from the one promoted by the UDC and
other white proponents of the faithful slave narrative.

Eulogizing the enslaved mother was a way not only to reas-
sert her affection and sacrifice but also to retrieve slavery’s
history and cultural memory from the grip of plantation ro-
mance. In doing this, however, black critics of the monument
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feminized that history, equating the Old Negro and the old
days with black women. They anchored a narrative of prog-
ress within an account of enslaved mothers’ contributions
that gained its very momentum from the death of the femi-
nine. This left little room for recognizing the contemporary
experiences and strategies of black women in their quest
for full citizenship. This was clear in the Boston Chronicle’s
outrage over the monument scheme: “Mammy’s sons and
grandsons are peonized on Southern plantations; are disfran-
chised; are Jim Crowed on public carriers; are maltreated
and lynched and—all because they are the offspring of ‘Black
Mammy.””* This list of public humiliations, civic deni-
als, and violence enacted against black men defines political
struggle as masculine and consigns women to serving pri-
marily as the source of the physical marker of race, a varia-
tion on the slave power rule that status followed the mother.
The monument became an important vehicle for publicizing
the exploitation of black women in freedom and slavery,
yet there remained a surprising level of silence concerning
the mammy’s daughters and granddaughters. Activists like
Charlotte Hawkins Brown, Mary Church Terrell, and Hallie
Quinn Brown did address these issues, but they had to con-
tend with limited access to publicity as well as negotiate the
tight gender confines of the dominant culture and the fight
for black freedom.

As critics of the memorial campaign came to focus on the de-
scendants of enslaved mothers, the fate of one “son” in par-
ticular, Walter L. Cohen, took center stage in the black press.
In the same week the Senate passed the monument bill, the
Washington Tribune drew an explicit comparison between the
treatment of ““Mammy’s’ Monument vs. ‘Mammy’s Son.””
On “Tuesday of this week,” the Tribune reported, “the Senate
turned down the President’s nomination of Walter Cohen . . .
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for Collector of Customs for the Port of New Orleans. That
was the Senate’s tribute to Mammy’s son.”® In the weeks
that followed a number of black newspapers and periodicals
would similarly report these actions of the Senate in tandem.
As the southern Democrats’ filibuster of the Dyer anti-
lynching bill had continued day after day in late 1922, other
legislation and business awaited the attention of the Senate,
which was due to recess for the holidays. Foremost among
these was the confirmation of nearly one thousand presiden-
tial nominees, including Harding’s nomination of Walter L.
Cohen for the customs post of comptroller of the Port of
New Orleans. A longtime black Republican operative in
Louisiana and federal appointee during the McKinley and
Roosevelt administrations, Cohen was a familiar figure to
many in the South and was known to African American read-
ers of black-owned newspapers across the country. His nomi-
nation, and the Senate battles it sparked over the next two
years, thrust him into the national spotlight as never before,
however.

Regardless of their individual political affiliations, most in
the black press cheered the president’s nomination because
it was the first federal appointment for an African American
since the Theodore Roosevelt administration. Cohen, a con-
fidant and political ally of Booker T. Washington, was an
attorney and a successful businessman in New Orleans as
well as a powerful figure among Louisiana Republicans. His
work for the party dated back to Reconstruction, when he
had been a page in the Louisiana state legislature, and more
recently had included service as secretary of the Louisiana
State Republican Committee and as a delegate to the Repub-
lican national conventions of 1912, 1916, and 1920. He had
held federal appointments under two earlier presidents, act-
ing as register of the Land Office in Louisiana during the
McKinley and Roosevelt administrations.®"
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When the possibility of Cohen’s nomination for the cus-
toms position was first reported in the summer of 1922,
many expected an easy confirmation. They were surprised
when just weeks after the announcement the governor of
Louisiana, John Parker, went to Washington to ask Harding
to withdraw Cohen’s name. When the president refused,
Parker went to the Senate and made a public plea to the
body at large that it deny confirmation. Some chalked the
performance up to Parker’s desire to challenge Senator Jo-
seph Ransdell for his seat in the approaching Louisiana
Democratic primary.” Wondering if Harding would “stick to
Cohen” in the aftermath of the midterm elections, in which
Republicans had lost so many seats, the Baltimore Afro-Amer-
ican noted that Parker freely admitted that his “only objec-
tion is that Mr. Cohen happens to be a Negro.”” Not to be
outdone by the governor, Ransdell and his fellow Louisiana
Democratic senator, Edwin Broussard, also voiced their ob-
jections to the appointment.

When the Senate adjourned in December without con-
firming Cohen, Harding made a formal nomination for con-
sideration after the holidays. In the meantime, Ransdell and
Broussard filed their objections with the Commerce Com-
mittee, and Walter Cohen traveled to Washington to meet
with Republican senators and make his own case. Finding the
Louisiana senators’ objections to be based only on the nomi-
nee’s race and thus insufficient, the committee reported the
nomination favorably. At that point Ransdell and Broussard
made it known that they would rely on the tradition of sena-
torial courtesy to defeat Cohen. Customarily, the Senate
would deny an appointment if senators from the nominee’s
state claimed that he was “personally obnoxious” to them. In
presenting such a claim the senators were not required to
make explicit their objections. The strategy had been em-
ployed before to defeat the nominations of African Ameri-

199



200

THE VIOLENCE OF AFFECTION

cans and would be used again after the Cohen debacle. In
March, Cohen’s nomination was defeated by a vote of 35 to
27. Ten Republicans, dubbed the “Traitor 10” by the Chicago
Defender, were among those voting against. The roll call had
been sealed, but black journalists quickly set out to discover
and publish the identities of the “traitors.” This did not spell
the end of Cohen’s appointment struggle, however. Harding
waited for the Senate to adjourn and then gave Cohen the
position in a recess appointment. When Harding died in of-
fice, Calvin Coolidge carried on his predecessor’s drive to get
Cohen formally appointed to the post. It would eventually
take two presidents, two years, constitutional debates, and
political threats, but Walter L. Cohen was finally confirmed
as comptroller of the Port of New Orleans in March 1924 by
a vote of 39 to 38. He had been serving in the position for
over a year with no salary, and would go on to hold the post
until his death in 1929.%

As the Sixty-seventh Congress became history in March
1923, the mammy monument bill and the initial failure of
Cohen’s confirmation came together in the black press in a
larger narrative of the Senate’s overriding racism and refusal
to respect the rights of African Americans. This was driven
by other legislative failures, most notably the defeat of the
Dyer bill. Throughout March and April a number of black
newspapers and periodicals reflecting diverse regional and
political stances reported the passage of the monument bill
and the defeat of Cohen’s confirmation together, either in
the same story or positioned side by side on the page.” They
drew cognitive and political links between the faithful mammy
held in such high esteem by the senators and the party faith-
ful Republican “son” denied a federal job by southern Demo-
crats as well as members of his own party. The Chicago De-
fender connected the two in a single, infuriated headline that
highlighted the gender underpinnings of this protest: “Mon-
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ument to ‘Mammy’ Wins Senate—Pays Respect to Uncle
Tom’s Wife; Refuses to Give a Man’s Job to W. L. Cohen.”®

The troubled Cohen appointment brought into focus ar-
guments within black communities concerning the efficacy
of unwavering support for the Republican Party and the abil-
ity of traditional party politics to achieve black aims. The
decline of Booker T. Washington’s political machine and the
rise of the NAACP signaled a shift in the character of inter-
racial political collaborations and the historical investments
of black elites in Republican Party activism and the federal
government. Although the Wilson presidency had re-
energized black commitments to the Republican Party, con-
tributing to the wide support of African Americans for Har-
ding in 1920, many no longer automatically associated their
best interests with the “party of Lincoln.” Masses of black
working people who had long been alienated from formal
politics continued to move to southern cities or migrated out
of the region in ever-increasing numbers, pushing black lead-
ers to follow in their more radical footsteps. Some looked to
the labor activism and socialist philosophy espoused in the
pages of A. Philip Randolph and Chandler Owen’s magazine
The Messenger: Many more joined Marcus Garvey’s United
Negro Improvement Association.

The concept of the New Negro took on fresh meaning in
the context of these political struggles. Where the label had
once been employed by Booker T. Washington and those
of similar social and political ilk, activist-journalists like
Randolph and Owen now aggressively appropriated the term
to call for a widespread revolution of black workers.” They
shifted the axis of Old and New, positioning the gradualism
of Washington and the liberal reform agenda of the NAACP,
along with the capitalist individualism that defined them
both, as passé, inefficient, and complicit with white suprem-
acy. Rather than displace the association of the Old Negro

201



202

THE VIOLENCE OF AFFECTION

with slavery, however, this articulation of the New Negro
melded servility with accommodation and called it “Uncle
Tomism.” Several editors and writers who disagreed with The
Messenger’s economic critique but believed in the need for
new strategies similarly examined the failure of Cohen’s con-
firmation and the passage of the monument bill through the
lens of New Negro politics.

Where others in the black press employed this pairing to
decry the injustice of Cohen’s defeat, The Messenger argued
that he was just as detrimental to black struggles for political
and economic justice as the mammy figure. The journal cele-
brated the failure of Cohen’s confirmation because it exposed
the contempt of both political parties for black people and
struck a blow against liberal reform efforts:

Another slap in the face for the colored Republican brethren!
Sdill, for the rank and file it is a blessing, for we are relieved of
the encumbrance of one more reactionary, hat-in-hand, me-
to-boss job holder, who can be of no earthly service to the
race. On the contrary, such appointments are a positive men-
ace, for they tend to make Negroes think they have got somze-
thing when in reality they have got nothing. It lulls them into a
false sense of security. FIFTEEN MILLION TOILING NEGROES
CAN RECEIVE NO BENEFIT FROM ONE OR TWO BIG NEGROES
RECEIVING FAT JOBS. A rational political policy will concern
itself with the economic and social life of the LITTLE NE-
GROES, those who sweat from sunrise to sunset for a bare ex-
istence.*®

On the preceding page, adjacent to the article on Cohen as
readers held the magazine in their hands, was an editorial by
Chandler Owen about the mammy monument. This time,
however, the juxtaposition was not between the Old mammy
and a New politician; rather the two were linked as com-
plimentary parts of the same Old problem. Titled simply
“Black Mammies,” the article was bordered at the bottom
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with the subhead, “This Is the New Negro’s View of the
Black Mammies’ Monument.”*

Owen devoted his article to a discussion of the power of
monuments to shape political culture and to delineating the
characteristics of the new working-class black militant—to
outlining everything that Cohen was not. He opened with a
long discourse on the potential of memorial art to shape the
political future. Like others, Owen argued that equating the
history of slavery with the mammy figure would be detri-
mental to the civic and civil aspirations of the new generation
of African Americans. “We want the children of this genera-
tion to abhor and forget those days” of enslavement and
white domination, he urged. “We want to orient ourselves—
turn our faces from the dark and discouraging past, and di-
rect it toward a bright and hopeful future.” If anyone was to
be honored in the capital, let it be the black Union soldiers
of the Civil War, he suggested. Erect a statue to those “who
fought to wipe out slavery and to unfurl the flag of freedom
and let it float like a cloud over this land. We favor a salute
to these men who helped save the Union, who indeed were a
great factor in crushing out the iniquitous viper—slavery—
which had vitiated the entire American atmosphere with its
venomous and poisonous breath.””” By turning from the fig-
ure of the mammy to the black Union soldier, Owen coun-
tered the nostalgic white supremacist figure of the faith-
ful slave with its historical antithesis, the enslaved man who
freed himself to fight for the freedom of others. He heralded
black men as the agents of democracy who had earned their
citizenship because they were its best expression.

Chandler Owen was not alone in calling for a memorial to
honor the sacrifice and valor of these men. In 1916 a Na-
tional Memorial Association was organized for the purpose
of erecting in Washington a monument to “commemorate
the heroic deeds of the Negro soldiers and sailors in all the
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wars of our country.” The expansive language was intended
to include those who had fought in the American Revolution,
the Civil War, the Spanish-American War, and World War 1.
Three years later, while working for passage of his anti-
lynching legislation, Leonidas Dyer introduced a bill to em-
panel a commission for choosing a site and a design for the
structure, but it was blocked because of economic concerns.
The passage of the mammy monument bill brought new
urgency to the campaign for a soldiers’ and sailors’ memorial.
Listing the National Memorial Association’s officers and
board, which included Robert R. Moton and Adam Clayton
Powell, the Chicago Defender reported that they were “doing
work in sharp contrast to the humiliating and insulting
”” The association’s plan would never
be realized, however. A monument to black veterans of the
Civil War, called The Spirit of Freedom, would have to wait
until the summer of 1998 to be erected in Washington,
D.C."

Meanwhile, another monument was needed, Owen argued,
to commemorate the men fighting in the streets and on shop
floors under the banner of “the New Negro, who [are] carv-
ing a new monument in the hearts of our people.” Build a
memorial, he urged, for “the Negroes of Washington, Chi-
cago, Longview, Texas, Knoxville, Tenn., Tulsa, Okla., and
Philadelphia, who rose in their might and said to the authori-
ties: ‘If you cannot protect us, we will protect ourselves—if
you cannot uphold the law, we will maintain constituted au-
thority.”””* This list of cities would have been recognized at
once by readers as among those torn by bloody race riots

‘Mammy Monument.

during Red Summer. The New Negro was a soldier for jus-
tice, in Owen’s estimation, who defended democratic in-
stitutions and protected “constituted authority” because the
agencies and individuals entrusted with that task would not.
The subjects Owen proposed to be most worthy of monu-
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mental honors reveal the contours of his vision of the New
Negro and the black freedom struggle. Owen concluded
his critique of the mammy memorial by suggesting a very
different monument to the black mother—not the enslaved
woman of historical sacrifice but a “New Negro Mother”:
“Let this ‘mammy’ statue go. Let it fade away. Let it be bur-
ied in that blissful oblivion to which the brave sons of this
nation have consigned it; and when it rises again, let its white
shaft point like a lofty mountain peak to a New Negro Mother,
no longer a ‘white man’s woman,” no longer the sex-enslaved
‘black Mammy’ of Dixie—but the apotheosis of triumphant
Negro womanhood.”” While this would ostensibly be a
monument to motherhood, Owen’s primary focus was still to
honor the “brave sons” who would consign the mammy and
her memorial to the bin of historical “oblivion” in order to
claim black women, meaning their sexuality and their moth-
erly affections, as their own.

In one of the few essays in Alain Locke’s edited collection
The New Negro (1925) to address directly the experiences of
black women, Elise Johnson McDougald could not “resist
the temptation to pause for a moment and pay tribute to
these Negro mothers,” working women who “face the prob-
lem of leaving home each day and at the same time trying to
raise children in their spare time.” Although it was published
almost two years after the conclusion of the mammy com-
memoration controversy, McDougald’s contribution, “The
Task of Negro Womanhood,” showed that the UDC’s cam-
paign was still fresh in her mind as she sought to counter
both the mammy narrative and the overwhelming focus of
New Negro politics on the future prospects and abilities of
black men. “If the mothers of the race should ever be hon-
ored by state or federal legislation,” she wrote, “the artist’s
imagination will find a more inspiring subject in the modern
Negro mother—self-directed but as loyal and tender as the
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much extolled, yet pitiable black mammy of slavery days.”
Devoted to explicating African American working women’s
lives and toil, in its very title the essay suggested poignantly
that being a black woman in America was in itself hard work.
And lurking all around that labor was the figure of the faith-

ful slave mammy.”



6 CONFRONTING THE MAMMY
PROBLEM

In the first place, you do not love me; you may be fond
of me, but that is all . . . In the second place, I am not
Just like one of the family . . . You think it is a compli-
ment when you say, “We don’t think of her as a ser-
vant . . .[,)” but after I bave worked myself into a
sweat cleaning the bathroom and the kitchen . . .
making beds . . . cooking the lunch . . . washing the
dishes and ironing . . . I do not feel like no weekend
bouse guest. I feel like a servant, and in the face of
that I bave been meaning to ask you for a slight raise
which will make me feel much better toward everyone
here and make me know my work is appreciated.

—Alice Childress, Like One of the Family:

Conversations from a Domestic’s Life, 1956

THE FAITHFUL SLAVE NARRATIVE presented particular dilemmas
for black women as workers, activists, mothers, and citizens
in the twentieth century—a “mammy problem.” They strug-
gled with dominant white supremacist conceptions of black
women’s servitude, maternity, and sexuality, as well as black
activist understandings of African American civic identity
and racial progress as fundamentally masculine. This was
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particularly true for black domestic workers, the largest seg-
ment of black women’s paid labor in the early twentieth
century, who faced a white popular culture that persistently
conflated or compared their work and their lives with the
fictitious mammy figure.'

The United Daughters of the Confederacy had proposed
its national mammy memorial in the midst of that era’s dra-
matic transformation of domestic service. By the 1910s, hired
household labor in the United States was increasingly de-
fined as the sole purview of non-white women, predomi-
nantly African Americans. At the same time, the conditions
under which this work was performed were also shifting. For
the first time, a majority of domestic laborers no longer lived
in their employers’ homes; instead they demanded set hours
and wages rather than the nebulous workday of the live-in
servant, on the job all the time. The faithful mammies whom
the UDC saw as a generation quickly passing away repre-
sented a domestic service relationship that was passing away
as well. This fact was widely lamented by whites as the “ser-
vant problem” of the early twentieth century, which was eas-
ily conflated with that period’s supposed “Negro problem.”

Persistent attempts by employers to cast the domestic
workers they employed in the mold of the faithful mammy
came at great cost to black women. A woman identified only
as “A Negro Nurse” described to a journalist oppressively
long days and terrible wages as a live-in servant in an un-
named southern city in 1912. She was allowed only one
Sunday afternoon every two weeks with her children, who
in turn were prohibited from visiting her at the home she
worked and lived in. Except for those afternoons, she was
on duty twenty-four hours a day. “It’s ‘Mammy, do this,” or
‘Mammy, do that,” or ‘Mammy, do the other,” from my mis-
tress all the time. So it is not strange to see ‘Mammy’ water-
ing the lawn in front with the garden hose, sweeping the
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sidewalk, mopping the porch and halls, dusting around the
house, helping the cook, or darning stockings . . . You might
as well say that 'm on duty all the time—from sunrise to
sunrise, every day in the week. I am the slave, body and soul,
of this family.”” This woman’s story reveals how the con-
tinuing effects of both racial slavery and popular historical
memory shaped twentieth-century domestic work. The de-
mands of this domestic worker’s job felt like a reconstitution
of enslavement, while her employer’s insistence on calling
her “Mammy” was an expression of the white woman’s fan-
tasy of having a slave.

Black women who performed domestic labor were not alone
in grappling with the mammy problem, but their struggles
were specific to them. All black women confronted, and con-
tinue to face, the faithful slave narrative in the figure of the
mammy. The challenge of black clubwomen to the mammy
memorial was emblematic of their responses to the mammy
problem, both of them framed in terms of “uplift” and the
“politics of respectability.”” Analyzing their activism, which is
revealed through dense archives of national newsletters, the
black press, and the collected papers of many of the move-
ment’s leaders, makes clear the difficulty of finding the his-
torical voices of domestic workers. These women left few
documents deemed worthy of the archives, and they were
written #bout much more than they were allowed to speak
for themselves. Reading these kinds of documents alongside
first-person narratives of white and black women’s experi-
ences of hiring and doing paid domestic work nevertheless
makes it possible to piece together black women’s struggles
not only for justice in the workplace, emotional and physical
safety, and civic self-determination, but also in contending
with the figure of the faithful slave. In published oral inter-
views collected in the 1980s, women recall experiences dat-
ing as far back as the 1920s.* They do so from a position of
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significant historical distance, however, across intervening
years marked by the civil rights movement and feminism
and the radicalization of both in the late 1960s and 1970s.
The fact that the faithful slave narrative, and the notions
of family, hierarchy, tradition, and segregation embedded in
it, remained so powerful in the minds and actions of these
informants is a testament to its lasting hold on American
culture.

At the same time, however, the oral histories reveal how
tenuous the grip of the idea of faithful slavery became in
the aftermath of the Montgomery bus boycott. In the year of
its success, which would not have been possible without the
perseverance of the city’s domestic workers, Alice Childress
published Like One of the Family: Conversations from a Domes-
tic’s Life (1956).° Written in the voice of Mildred, a funny, an-
gry, politically astute domestic worker originally from the
South but living and working in New York City, the novel
challenged the faithful slave narrative while exploring what it
meant to confront it on a daily basis. Mildred gives her em-
ployers no room to assume that she loves them, to imagine
that she is their mammy, or that they actually love her. Thou-
sands of domestic workers walking the streets of Montgom-
ery, Alabama, in protest had been telling their employers the
same thing.

The much decried “servant problem” of the post~-World War
I period referred not to a lack of workers to perform domes-
tic labor but rather to the dearth of women willing to do that
work under the conditions that had characterized it at the
turn of the century. “Servants,” most of them now black
women, became a “problem” when they refused to live in,
began working for multiple families, demanded fixed hours
and set wages, and simply walked away from homes where
these demands were not met. The figure of the enslaved
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black mammy stood at the center of this “problem” for both
employers and black domestic workers. The white women
who continued to be largely responsible for hiring and man-
aging household labor longed to see their employees as faith-
ful black caretakers but were commonly discouraged in their
efforts to do so. Confounding these desires, and their con-
comitant effects on one’s personal dignity, wages, and work
conditions, was a daily struggle for black women who re-
sisted the “mammy” label and the behaviors it demanded.

By 1920, domestic work in the United States was per-
formed primarily by black women, who had available to them
few other options for employment. The census for that year
shows that 46 percent of all employed black women were
in “domestic and personal service,” which largely included
work as household servants or launderers. This figure con-
tinued to grow with the entrenched racialization of domestic
labor, increasing to 53 percent in 1930 and 60 percent in
1940.° Many factors contributed to these numbers, including
the increasing options and needs for white women’s employ-
ment, the explicit funneling of black women into domestic
service by the educational system and employment offices,
and the intertwined political economies of racism and gender
discrimination.

Not indicated in these figures, but equally significant, was
the fact that by the 1920s, few domestic workers in the United
States still lived in the homes in which they were employed.
This mass movement from “living in” to “living out,” while
never absolute, was the result of black women’s broad refusal
to sustain the fantasies of ownership and limitless service en-
tertained by many of their employers. Refusing to live in was
a concrete denial of the domestic arrangements that had al-
lowed employers to describe these black women as “like one
of the (white) family.” This shift from “servitude to service
work” denoted, in part, domestic workers’ attempts to define
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themselves, and to be defined, as people who performed a
certain job rather than being identified inherently and cate-
gorically as servants.” The experiences of many black women
who migrated north were shaped by a “determination to
transform a master-servant relationship into an employer-
employee relationship.” Migrants were not alone in their
determination, however, and although the old pattern was
often more difficult to disrupt in the South, changes to it
were still significant there.

This dramatic transformation made greater self-determina-
tion possible for black women and increased their opportuni-
ties for influencing the conditions of their own labor. Most
notably, day work made it easier to quit a job where wages
were especially low, or unpaid, where conditions were espe-
cially bad, or where a woman was physically, emotionally,
or sexually endangered. The qualification “especially” here
is crucial, however, because throughout the period, hours
remained very long, wages depressed, and conditions often
terrible. State-level protective legislation rarely included
domestic and agricultural workers among those covered by
minimum wage and maximum hour provisions—the two cat-
egories in which black women were most highly concen-
trated. In her 1923 study of domestic work in the United
States, Elizabeth Ross Haynes, who had served as domestic
service employment secretary in the U.S. Employment Ser-
vice from 1920 to 1922, noted that of the twelve states with
such laws covering women and children, none explicitly in-
cluded domestic workers in private homes. Three states ex-
plicitly excluded these women, and seven failed to include
domestic service at all in the categories of “occupations and
industries” covered under the acts.” Haynes called for greater
state and federal regulation of domestic service, as well as
increased training in public schools. The latter suggestion
emerged from her contradictory logic that wages would rise
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if the field were professionalized and the work more highly
valued, while at the same time absenteeism and turnover,
the crux of the “servant problem,” would decrease if black
women were trained to think of themselves as profession-
als with responsibilities to their employers. This reasoning
was based on her specious assumption that this “problem”
stemmed from the personal failings of black domestics rather
than resistance to unfair labor practices.

Despite the long hours and the isolating nature of pri-
vate domestic labor, some domestic workers in the 1920s and
1930s managed to form cooperatives or unions to petition
for inclusion in protective legislation, government regula-
tion, and the right to negotiate contracts collectively. Orga-
nized domestic workers had a legacy dating back at least
to the famed Atlanta washerwomen’s strike of 1881. It is
notable that while their numbers were limited, many of these
domestic workers’” unions formed in other southern cities."
More effective and far more common than unions were the
cooperative associations or “penny-saver” clubs many work-
ers organized, participated in, and socialized through. These
cooperatives served a variety of social and economic pur-
poses, not the least of which was enabling members to make
individual savings from tight wages and providing emergency
funds when their expenses could not be met." These kinds
of clubs, designed to ameliorate labor exploitation, legal ne-
glect, and isolation, continued to be a significant source of
financial and emotional support for domestic workers
throughout the early twentieth century. At the same time,
the fact of their existence denotes the workers’ continued
lack of access to federal, state, and local labor protections. A
Department of Labor Women’s Bureau report published fif-
teen years after Haynes’s study revealed that very little had
changed in this respect by the late 1930s: “Rough estimates
made in the Women’s Bureau indicate that only about 1 in 10
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of all Negro women workers are covered potentially by mini-
mum-wage legislation . . . It is evident that minimum-wage
laws thus far have not been an important factor in raising the
wages of the bulk of Negro women workers.”"* This was true
largely because southern political pressure resulted in New
Deal legislation that recapitulated state exclusions of domes-
tic and agricultural workers at the federal level."”

Less easily quantified than issues of wages and hours were
the unique conditions of domestic labor. The spatial proxim-
ity to employers gave black workers intimate knowledge of
” “private” lives, and these arrangements were
shot through with suspicion, desire, and emotional demands
on the part of white employers."* This emotionally larded
spatial intimacy was pervasive in the contexts of southern do-
mestic labor, but the long-standing national romance with
the plantation idyll and its narrative of the faithful slave also
shaped the desires and expectations of white employers out-
side the South who hired recently migrated black women.
They searched the women’s accents and colloquialisms, lis-
tening for the mammy’s soft, loving croon described so often
in plantation fiction."

A domestic worker’s failure to return to a job, perceived
“insolence,” or refusal to muster visible affection for employ-
ers were all seen as breaches of contract. But in denying
the intimacy whites craved or flouting the mutual obliga-
tions of paternalism, workers made it terribly clear that
these were not commonly shared investments. This rendered
employers’ desire for faithful mammies all the stronger, as
they looked wistfully back at a time when, they believed, do-
mestics had not behaved so defiantly.'® Herein lay the crux of
the “mammy problem,” in which racial inequality and unre-
alistic expectations combined with low wages, long hours,
and the punitive resentment of employers. Surely some do-
mestic workers found it easier to perform the role, discover-

white families
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ing that there were some gains to be had from sustaining the
fantasy of an emotional relationship in their jobs. The costs
of such strategies of dissemblance are difficult to measure but
were no doubt profound.”’

"Two articles published within months of each other in the
New York Times in 1919 and 1920 are widely emblematic of
white perceptions of what exactly constituted the “servant
problem,” and the resulting nostalgia for the supposed faith-
ful servitude of southern slavery and pliant antebellum black
labor. In “House with No Servant Problem,” Hortense
McDonald marveled at a farm in Tennessee “where for fifty-
four years the man of all work has always been on the job,
where for forty-five years the mistress hasn’t worried about a
cook, where for thirty years the laundress has never gone
on a strike, and where for twenty-five years the gardener
has faithfully tended his garden.” Astounded, she continued:
“This is a true story. It concerns the loyalty and devotion of a
group of antebellum negroes who in these days of servant
problems, strikes for higher wages and clashes of tempera-
ment over ‘conditions’ have stuck to their posts, giving years
of faithful endeavor as their measure of service.” Leaving no
doubt that underlying this estimation of “loyalty” was the
fantasy of benevolent slavery, McDonald spelled out the as-
sociation explicitly for her readers: “All of them are ‘befo’ de
wah’ types. Like the veterans of that day, they are rapidly
passing away. While they last, however, they know no other
creed than that of duty to the family that ‘raised’ them and
‘de chillun’ they in turn ‘raised.”” Casting slavery as a civiliz-
ing institution that also made possible the “raising” of faith-
ful workers, McDonald devotes much of the article to the
epitome of this service, the “black mammy . . . who has
mothered the five grown men of the family and presided in
the kitchen for forty-seven years.”"

While readers of the Times puzzled over where they might
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find this kind of domestic help in New York City, the paper
offered a suggestion a few months later: “Why Not Import
Your Servant?” Referring to the massive dislocations of Eu-
ropean workers generated by World War 1, the article opens
provocatively: “Thousands of young women would like to
become domestic servants in New York homes. Moreover, as
a class they have been brought up in conditions that have in-
culcated economy, neatness, and respect for the desires of
the mistress of the house.” The article urged potential em-
ployers frenzied over New York’s “servant problem” to cast
their eyes across the Atlantic, where relief, faithful service,
and the grateful appreciation of a live-in domestic was only
a “quickly crossed” ocean away."” Built largely around inter-
views with the U.S. Bureau of Immigration and one of New
York State’s congressional representatives in Washington,
D.C,, the article assured readers that the importation of pri-
vate household help would not run afoul of recent immigra-
tion restrictions and was exempted from the contract labor
exclusion. The article made clear that it was also legal to pay
the ocean passage of a contracted private domestic worker in
advance within the complex web of immigration legislation
passed after the war and prior to the mass exclusions of the
1924 Immigration Act.

The framework of indenture was legal, the article claimed,
but risky, given the literacy test immigrants were required
to pass upon their arrival. This lent great significance to New
York congressman Isaac Siegel’s fight to amend the liter-
acy requirement with an exemption for domestic workers.
Educated Europeans proficient in English were unlikely to
seek jobs as domestics, he argued, “and to keep the bar of il-
literacy as respects servants will have the effect of preventing
the relief needed. The ability to read twenty words is not so
important as that. What fine cooks the old ‘black mammies’
were, and they could not read a word.””® Within the logic of
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the article, and in Siegel’s estimation, the best example of the
good servant was the enslaved black mammy, whose pre-
sumed illiteracy—the product of her enslavement—was not a
hindrance to her performance but a benefit. Siegel’s nostalgic
reference to slavery in what is essentially a call to replace free
black workers by exploiting a devastated European popula-
tion amplifies the implications of “importing” labor from
across the Atlantic.

Reliance on immigrant domestic workers was nothing new.
It had long characterized household service in the Southwest
and West, particularly the employment of Latinas and Asian
women and men. As racial definitions of this work hard-
ened after the First World War, the trend continued in these
regions, encompassing recent immigrants as well as Native
Americans and U.S.-born Asians and Latinas. The structural
inequalities, labor laws, and educational practices that con-
fined so many African American women to domestic labor
similarly affected these populations.”' Segregated public edu-
cation was a primary engine of this tracking, both in its em-
phasis on industrial training for nonwhite students and in the
consequent neglect of the humanities, arts, and sciences. De-
spite this, many of those who decried the “servant problem”
and, in the case of black workers, found it to be part and par-
cel of the “Negro problem,” pointed to failures in education
as a significant causal factor. Lurking heavily about these
claims was the implied assertion that the absence of slavery,
the “plantation school,” was the true culprit.

"This was never clearer than in the founding of the Black
Mammy Memorial Institute in Athens, Georgia, in 1910. Ac-
cording to a local white-owned newspaper, the Banner, the
idea for the institute came to its founders in response to pub-
licity surrounding various campaigns in southern communi-
ties to commemorate the enslaved mammy, a trend deemed
significant enough by the Banner to be termed “The Black

217



218

CONFRONTING THE MAMMY PROBLEM

Mammy Memorial Movement.”” Rather than mourn the
passing of the “old-time Negroes,” the founders insisted that
contemporary southern black workers could be trained in
their fashion, and that the institute could graduate new gen-
erations of mammies:

There is a movement well under way to erect a monument
to the memory of the “Old Black Mammies of the South” in
the form of a memorial industrial building in Athens, Ga.
You will notice that it will not be a shaft of stone—cold and
speechless—but a living monument where the sons and
daughters of these distinctively Southern characters may be
trained in the arts and industries that made the “old Black
Mammy” valuable and worthy of the tender memory of the
South. It will be a memorial where men and women learn to
work, how to work and love their work; where the mantle of
the “Old Black Mammy” may fall on those who go forth to
serve, where the stories of these women will be told to the
generations that come and go.”’

Underscored in this assertion are the mingled “Negro prob-
lem” and the “servant problem,” which in the South included
black migration out of the region and away from exploitation
in the homes, fields, and shops of the school’s founders. The
notion that black southerners must be taught “how to work
and love their work” makes clear the ideologies of racial infe-
riority that assumed African Americans’ flight from these la-
bor conditions to be the product of their laziness, irresponsi-
bility, and lack of respect for white employers.

The institute was started with a land grant and $2,000
from the city of Athens, then turned to private investments
from southerners across the region to raise funds for class-
room buildings, shops, dormitories, and teachers’ salaries. Its
promotional material appealed to popular longings for the
black mammy figure, much as the UDC would in its national
memorial campaign a decade later. Yet while the national
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memorial was intended to be widely instructive to both black
and white Americans, the institute’s founders believed that a
“cold and speechless” monument was simply not equal to the
task at hand. The failures of contemporary black workers to
conform to the mammy model were too great and the need
for training too dire:

The MONUMENTAL INDUSTRIAL INSTITUTE to the “oLD
BLACK MAMMY” of the South will be devoted to the industrial
and moral training of young negro men and women. The
work that is to receive special emphasis is the training of
young women in DOMESTIC ART . .. The young men will be
taught the trades, INDUSTRIAL sTABILITY and skILL in the
trades and domestic arts, and especially the proper regard for
the SACREDNESS of CONTRACT are among the GREATEST, if
not the greatest, NEED of the workEers of the race. The
MORAL EFFORT of this institution is to train students to a
deeper sense of the merits of a reliable, intelligent and con-
centrated life to service for which they are best fitted.”*

“Moral” education would inculcate within individual work-
ers a commitment to racially defined capitalist labor relations
in which the measure of faithfulness was the “sacredness of
contract” and the unquestioned, grateful acceptance of con-
ditions defined by employers, of hierarchies set and domi-
nated by whites, and of a belief in one’s “place.”” The institu-
tion of slavery had provided this training in the past, the
founders claimed, and had sustained an organic paternalism.
Black freedom had ripped these relationships apart, unset-
tling the very foundations of southern society and econo-
mies, and necessitating, they argued, the artificial replace-
ment of the Mammy Institute:

The Black Mammy was trained in a school that passed with
the institutions of her day. Where shall those who receive
her mantle be fitted for the places that were dignified by the
industry, purity and fidelity of those distinctively Southern
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characters whom the South loved and will ever hold in tender
memory. Shall not her MEMORIAL, the MONUMENTAL IN-
DUSTRIAL INSTITUTE, perpetuate not only her memory but

her spirIT of sErvICE in the lives of her children and grand-
children?®®

Romantic notions of paternalist race and labor relations em-
bodied in the mammy figure were defined in this vision of
New Southern capitalism and industrial growth. Here one
set of presumed historical obligations was made to stand in
for another—the contractual relationship.

While the school was intended to fit contemporary black
workers to the frameworks of racial hierarchy, industrial and
domestic labor, and the modern paternalism of “affectionate”
segregation, it was also heralded as signaling a new epoch
in interracial cooperation among southern elites. Credited
with the idea for the school and its name, University of
Georgia chancellor D. C. Barrow would later say this honor
belonged to an African American, Samuel F. Harris, the insti-
tute’s principal, who, along with four other black residents of
the city, constituted the school’s “Board of Colored Direc-
tors.” Harris was a prominent black educator in the mold
of Booker T. Washington who had at one time been the prin-
cipal of the public Athens Colored High School. Frustrated
by “classical high school” education and what he perceived to
be a shortage of effective industrial courses, resulting in the
overeducation and undertraining of black youth, Harris left
the public system to found an independent evening school
for industrial training in 1909.%” The all-white board of trust-
ees was a veritable Who’s Who of the political and indus-
trial elite of Athens and the state broadly, including the presi-
dents of the Athens Electric Railway Company, the Moss
Cotton Company, and the Georgia Northeastern Bank of
Commerce, as well as a former mayor of Atlanta, a former
governor of the state, and the aforementioned chancellor of
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the university. Among the original incorporating trustees
were also the presidents of the Southern Mutual Insurance
Company and the Empire State Chemical Company.”® This
collection of individuals starkly highlighted the investment
of the New South in the sentiments and activism of the Lost
Cause.

The Black Mammy Memorial Institute was one of many
attempts to establish private schools of domestic training for
African Americans designed to assuage the “servant prob-
lem.” While others were not so explicit in their desire to cre-
ate modern mammies, visions of faithful service girded by
modern economic relationships fashioned in the fantastic im-
age of Old Southern paternalism remained a central goal. In
1921 and 1922, for example, the Domestic Efficiency Associ-
ation of Baltimore, Maryland, operated a training school for
black domestics that offered a complete one-month course
and optional shorter-term lessons. The tuition and board was
$5 a week, or $20 for the full course, the equivalent of about
three weeks’ wages. If a student were unable to pay the tui-
tion up front, she could still attend by agreeing to secure
work only through the association and repaying the debt at a
rate of at least $2.50 a week.”” Given the likelihood that few
women could afford the tuition in advance, the program was
designed to keep workers tied closely to association members
through their debt. As a response to the living-out trend, this
training method afforded increased levels of employer sur-
veillance and control over black women’s mobility.

Black clubwomen such as those in the National Association
of Colored Women similarly urged training and the pro-
fessionalization of domestic service, although to very differ-
ent political ends. Like Samuel F. Harris and Booker T.
Washington, they believed that professional behavior, evi-
dent skills, and modern techniques would elevate the menial
positions to which so many black women were relegated.
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This elevation in status would in turn help to lift the race
and facilitate the gradual accumulation of civil and political
rights, in part by impressing white employers disgruntled
with the “servant problem.” NACW members founded the
National Training School for Women and Girls in 1909 to
meet this goal, among others.*

Despite the increased independence provided by the move
to day work, domestic workers still faced long hours on the
job, extended commutes to their places of work in segregated
neighborhoods, additional long hours at home attending to
their own housework and families, and consequent exhaus-
tion. “Leisure time” was often without much leisure. But re-
laxation, socializing, entertainment, club activities, and, for
many, involvement with churches, in addition to an im-
proved quality of family life, were all made possible in the
transition to living out. The prevalence of day work as the
dominant mode of domestic labor, however, worried em-
ployers since it did not allow them to know what workers
did with their free time and where they spent it. A statement
from the president of the Baltimore Domestic Efficiency As-
sociation in 1924 reveals the intense suspicion many white
employers had concerning workers’ time away from the
homes they toiled in:

The desire to live out so prevalent today among the negro
workers should be discouraged for many reasons principally
on the serious question of health. Negroes are notori-
ously prey to disease, particularly to tuberculosis, a veritable
scourge among them. Most negro women who demand to go
home at night do so for two reasons. Either they really go to
their homes to do the work they must neglect during the day,
or particularly the younger ones, want to amuse themselves
and spend much too large a portion of the nights at dances,
movies, festivals, etc. In either case, they are trying to burn
their candles at both ends, and their health suffers, while the
employer suffers from a tired servant utterly unequal to the
requirements of her day’s work.’!
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The association president assumed that once the women were
released from the discipline and careful watch of the white
household, their feckless pursuits would make them in-
effective as workers, whether they spent their time watching
a movie or doing their own housework. The fear that liv-
ing out put the domestic at risk of contracting tuberculosis
and then, more to the point, exposed her employers to in-
fection reveals the deep discomfort engendered by house-
hold workers’ easy passage across segregated communities
and into white domestic spaces.*

While workers who refused to play mammy were perceived
as potential sources of contagion, poisoning white society,
the lack of twenty-four-hour surveillance troubled many whites
with the nagging fear that the women they Jid consider faith-
tul, loving caretakers might not be. In his 1941 memoir and
thick declaration of his own elite, paternalist racial knowl-
edge, Lanterns on the Levee: Recollections of a Planter’s Son, Wil-
liam Alexander Percy warned, “The gentle, devoted creature
who is your baby’s nurse can carve her boy-friend from ear to
ear at midnight and by seven a.m. will be changing the baby’s
diaper while she sings ‘Hear the Lambs a-calling.””*

Recalling her years of hiring black domestic workers and
a childhood populated with similar women employed by
her mother, Mary Patricia Foley told researcher Susan
Tucker about a former maid, Delores: “Delores had worked
for my mother. Everybody’s dream, I know, to have a maid
who used to work for your mother.”** Foley’s assumption that
Tucker, also a white southerner, would quickly recognize this
as a “dream” common to all white women like themselves is
telling. She describes the passage of racial and gendered do-
mestic authority from one generation to another, a continu-
ity figured through the working and (presumed) affectionate
body of a single black woman. This triangulation makes
possible a belief in the historic continuities of hierarchy, as
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Delores, whose last name Foley never recalls, came to work
for her in the midst of the civil rights activism of the late
1950s and early 1960s.”” The “dream” displaced, but deeply
present here, is the fantasy of ownership, mutual affection,
and faithful black service; it is the dream of having a mammy.
For Foley’s generation, this fantasy was reinvigorated by the
popularity of the film version of Gone With the Wind and
Hattie McDaniel’s portrayal in it of the character identified
only as “Mammy.”*

White women employed a variety of tactics to convince
themselves and the black women they hired that theirs was
a unique, emotionally potent relationship. This was no sim-
ple matter of “cold” employer-employee interactions, they
would insist, but the expression of the mutual obligations and
affections of paternalism draped in popular white recollec-
tions of the plantation South.”” Scholars of domestic labor
have noted the powerful historic hold of slavery on the orga-
nization of household labor post-emancipation.”® This mix of
memory, history and commodified fantasy animated these re-
lationships above as well as below the Mason-Dixon line.
The faithful slave narrative was sunk deep in the framework
of postbellum domestic service. This was not the inevitable
outcome of the history of race and slavery in the United
States, however. It required a great deal of effort on the part
of white employers to reify and continually assert faithful
servitude, a task made all the more arduous by the persistent
refusals of the mammy mantle by black women.

The element of post—Civil War domestic service that most
confounded the faithful slave construct was the act of paying
wages to a domestic worker. Giving money to the black wo-
men who toiled in white homes clearly connoted that they
were not there because they felt a special responsibility to or
love for the families they worked for; they were there be-
cause they were being paid. A statement from one of Tucker’s
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white interviewees is broadly indicative of the ways in which
this unsettled white employers: “Nowadays . . . it’s gotten
too businesslike. Like in the old days, if they [domestic work-
ers] stayed thirty minutes longer, that didn’t mean anything.
Nowadays, they’re all on the clock and they’ve—they’ve got
to be paid to the minute, and it’s become a more businesslike
relationship rather than a friendly, personal relationship.””

In the years before the First World War, when most do-
mestic workers still lived in their employers’ homes, coercion
and deceit cloaked in paternalist rhetoric about the “friendly,
personal relationship” allowed many white families to con-
tinue the practice of not paying wages directly to workers
or, at times, not pay them at all. Instead, they “offered” a
place to sleep, food, visits to doctors, and promises of money
in the bank. Practices such as these highlight some of the
ways in which the broad shift to living out presented new
hardships even as it constituted a significant advance in the
lives of these workers, as domestic labor continued to be
mired in exploitation, racism, and gender discrimination. Some
workers were denied wages well into the twentieth century.
For example, as late as 1937 a study of domestic workers in
Lynchburg, Virginia, noted that two women were paid no
wages at all, as “there was one report of payment in the form
of a house ‘on the lot’ rent-free, and one of payment made
only in clothing.”

While paying wages for domestic service became nearly
unavoidable as a result of the change to day work, white em-
ployers persisted in their attempts to keep the cash nexus of
their relationships with black domestic workers as distant
from their minds and actions as possible. They clung to
and daily enacted their fantasies of paternalism and mutual
affection, to the significant cost and frustration of those they
hired. Domestic workers’ narratives are filled with examples
of their employers’ attempts to avoid the moment of actually

225



226

CONFRONTING THE MAMMY PROBLEM

handing them money or “supplementing” their wages with
offers of food, shelter, or old clothing. Recalling her days as a
domestic in Atlanta in the early twentieth century, Willie
Mae Cartwright described one employer’s practice of giving
her castoff items and deducting their “value” from her wages:
“One woman I worked for, I’d work all week and then she’d
say: ‘Here’s a nice dress I'd like to sell for fifty cents.” It be so
big I could have flung a fit inside it and never popped a seam
. . . Regular, every week, she’d palm off things on me that
way.”* Cartwright felt unable to refuse the items for fear of
losing the job altogether. Another woman from Atlanta, Alice
Adams, called the family she worked for “lovely peoples”
but qualified the statement by adding, “She [her employer]
was willing to do anything to help me but the money—no
money.” When she needed money promptly to pay rent or
buy necessities, her employer would pay her landlord or buy
the needed items for her but would never just give her cash
directly.* This allowed the white woman to enact her own
paternalism before other whites, the landlords and shopkeep-
ers, while asserting her control over Adams’s life and insinu-
ating that Adams herself was incompetent and untrustworthy
with money.

The desire to resist white employers’ attempts to sustain
paternalistic relationships with their domestic employees un-
derlay some black women’s expressed disdain for “pan-
toting.” The phrase described household workers’ common
practice of carrying home leftover food to make up for their
low wages and the fact that their long workdays left little
time for doing their own cooking. While some white em-
ployers cited the practice as evidence of black people’s pro-
pensity for thievery, many recognized it as a mutually ex-
pected component of employing domestic labor. Recent
scholarship on black working-class life has urged the recog-
nition of pan-toting, along with slow-downs, absenteeism,
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destruction of property, and ruining food, as a form of re-
sistance to labor exploitation and racism.” A number of do-
mestic workers refused to “tote,” however, believing that
the practice helped justify low wages and whites’ claims that
they were paternalistically supporting the extended families
of black domestics.*

These acts of substituting goods for wages were also ex-
plicit attempts to reduce the cost of domestic service. Lottie
Cooksey, who worked in Washington, D.C., in the 1920s, re-
lated a story of one woman who gave her old clothes at the
end of her day’s work instead of the wages they had previ-
ously agreed on. The work was done, but the woman would
not—or could not—pay her. This was the last time such a
thing happened to Cooksey, who said that after this experi-
ence she always asked for her wages to be paid up front.¥
Still, attempts to replace wages with other goods were com-
mon among the many women who could barely afford the
domestic workers they felt compelled to hire, whether to off-
set their own absence from the home owing to outside em-
ployment or to the less easily quantifiable but no less power-
ful pressure to maintain the standards of white domesticity
that demanded the presence of black household laborers.

While it dramatically changed the lives of workers, the
transformation in domestic service to day work for wages sig-
nificantly affected the population of women able to hire help
as well. The increased employment among white wo-
men, leading to the demand for child-care services and assis-
tance with housework, coupled with the depressed wages of
domestic workers, meant that domestic help was no longer
uniquely the privilege of elite and middle-class families. In
ever-growing numbers after World War I, working-class white
women hired black women as domestics.* Underlying this
change was the continued devaluation of housework gener-
ally and persistent definitions of the work as the responsibil-
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ity of women alone. Most black women did not and could
not similarly employ others to do this work. They had no
recourse to hired labor to offset their own child-care and
housework needs."

In spite of the multilayered inequalities it signaled, the
mystique of social advance and paternalism still clung tightly
to the presence of a black woman working in a white house-
hold. This was particularly true in the South, where the
ability to claim the status of empowered whiteness was tied
directly to enacting one’s authority over black labor. For
working-class women especially, this provided a measure of
status otherwise limited by their class, their work, and their
social contexts. Melissa Howe, a domestic worker, noted,
“See, these white people, soon as they get able, they used to
get a colored person to do for them.”* Another, Juliana Lin-
coln, observed that the woman who hired her “didn’t have
half as many clothes as I did! So some of those whites had
maids, and they didn’t have anything else.”*

The ability to hire help was often a matter of what peo-
ple were willing to sacrifice. Leila Parkerson noted of her
own employment with a poor family after World War II: “It
was a struggle for them to pay me that little twenty dollars a
week! All of them [the mother and her older daughters] had
to make it up together to pay that twenty dollars a week.”
This struggle on the part of her white employers did not
limit their desire to perform paternalistic benevolence, and
probably enhanced it. As Parkerson observed: “It’s so funny,
though. Every white person, poor or rich, always thought
they could give me something. This family even—they give
me an old blouse with stains under the arms, perspiration
stains. I took it and dumped it in the nearest trash can on the
way home.”’ In light of their expectation that Parkerson
would be pleased with this “gift,” and surely self-satisfied
with their gesture of giving her something, the stained cast-
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off is an apt symbol for the white women’s assertion of the ra-
cial and social distinction between themselves and Parkerson
despite their similar class backgrounds.

Some black women working for poor whites felt certain
affinities for them, witnessing struggles in their lives not
wholly dissimilar from their own. Essie Favrot spoke of the
thirteen years she spent working in the 1940s and early
1950s for a family of eight, the Elliots, in which both parents
worked. “My neighbors used to laugh because those Elliots
were such poor people,” Favrot recalled. “Everyone knew
they were. I mean not poor white trash—no. Just working
people like myself.””" Unlike in her relationships with other
employers, Favrot remained in contact with the Elliots after
she no longer worked for them, and thought of them with an
affection tempered by sympathy: “I was fond of those kids. I
still am. I worked for them until my son was born. We still
keep in touch. One of the girls just died. She had cancer; that
was very sad. And their mother, I worry about her. She’s had
a hard time. Working for them—since they had all those
kids, it was more like a family for me there. I feel still sort of
protective and maternal towards them.”” Keenly aware of
the ramifications of a black woman expressing affection for
the whites she worked for, Favrot was quick to add, “Not like
I do my own family, no, but like I would any children I’d
cared for that much.””

In the post-World War I years employers adopted a variety
of practices both overt and subtle to fit their employer-em-
ployee relationships into the romanticized master-slave dyad.
The most obvious of these was the routine custom of calling
black domestic workers “Mammy” or “Aunt,” acts of nam-
ing that persisted throughout the twentieth century. In her
discussion of the prevalence of these names in white women’s
accounts, Susan Tucker notes that by using them, the women
sought to locate black domestic workers “within the pater-
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nalistic, segregationist order.””* One of her black informants
put it succinctly, noting that “whites ‘wanted to see an old
mammy’ in every black woman” they employed.”” More than
this, the act of calling any black woman who worked in a
white home “Mammy” suggested these women’s inter-
changeability as it was simultaneously intended to denote a
unique intimacy. “Mammy” could be any black woman; she
was special in the eyes of whites only because she cared for
them. It was actually whites’ specialness, their status, which
was coded through the use of the name.

One white woman’s narrative suggests that employers not
only wanted to see a mammy but also wanted to see slavery
as the explicit context of the relationship. Leigh Campbell,
born in 1914 and telling her story in the early 1980s, re-
called one domestic worker in her family in these terms:
“Then, there, we had Geneva, and her mother was our slave.
She [the mother] was Mammy.”* It is possible that Geneva’s
mother was born into slavery and continued to work her en-
tire life as a domestic for Campbell’s family—long enough
for her to have been the “mammy” who “was our slave” to an
infant Leigh Campbell in the 1910s. Still, the elision suggest-
ing that Geneva was the family’s “slave” at this time denotes a
deep historical incongruity and misrepresentation of the re-
lationship. The “dream” of employing one’s mother’s maid is
recapitulated as a kind of perpetual slavery in this narrative,
as Campbell recalls employing “Mammy’s” daughter, Geneva.

Black women’s resistance to the practice of naming them
“Mammy” and the romance of faithful slavery it sustained
is revealed inadvertently in another narrative from one of
Tucker’s white informants. Corinne Cooke, born in Florida
in 1897, recalled the following story from her childhood:

And Uncle Phillips, his children had Mammy. Mammy would
fix us to go to bed at night and bathe us in the morning when
I stayed there. And I wanted so badly for Becky to be called
Mammy, but Becky said no, she was not Mammy—she was
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Becky. I don’t know why. She said she had a hard enough time
being Becky. She didn’t want to be Mammy! Mammy was
buried with our cousins. She’s the only one besides the
Davises in their lot. And Becky said she didn’t care a speck
about being buried with us! We thought she was just one of
those new types, but we were very fond of her.””

Becky’s refusal to be called “Mammy” by a white child is
illustrative of black women’s resistance to the label and the
fictive familial ties it described. This denial is made power-
tully clear in a story told by a domestic worker, Aletha Vaughn,
about her next-door neighbor: “White people came out there
and ask her, call her Aunt Alice. She said, ‘I ain’t none of your
damn auntie. I ain’t no kin to you. My name is Alice Caldwell
Smith, and nothing that white is in my family. You see how
black I am. I am not your aunt. Don’t call me aunt.””*

Not all black women performing domestic labor cleaned
homes and cared for children. The second-largest category
of “domestic and personal service” for black women in the
1920s, according to the census, was laundering clothes.”
Contemporaries referred to these women as “laundresses” or
“washerwomen.” Cleaning, bleaching, drying, starching, and
ironing clothing and linens was done either in white homes
or, much more often, within their own homes when they
“took laundry in.” Punishing labor in the early twentieth
century, laundering involved scrubbing clothes over wash-
tubs, wringing them, hanging them to dry, and pressing them
with heavy irons. For some household workers, doing the
wash was a chore in addition to their cleaning and child-
care work.

The common slippage between domestic labor and laun-
dering is apparent in a political cartoon protesting the
UDC’ national mammy memorial campaign that appeared
in 1923 in the Baltimore Afro-American. Distinct from many
of the other cartoons produced by the black press through-
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out the monument controversy, this image stands out in its
representation of an angry, militant “black mammy.” Run un-
der the heading “Another Suggestion for the ‘Mammy’ Mon-
ument,” the image blends the predominant mammy iconog-
raphy with that of the washerwoman to make broad claims
about the legacies of slavery and black women’s experiences
at the time as low-wage laborers. The figure’s polka-dotted
headscarf recalls Aunt Jemima, yet this woman’s frown stands
in stark contrast to the trademark’s toothy smile. There is no
warmth for her white employers here. Her face reveals no
deep affection for her so-called “white family,” and the pre-
cariously dangling white child in her left hand challenges
the notion that mammies felt particular love for their small
white charges. Rather than a steaming stack of pancakes,
this mammy extends an empty, upturned right hand, asking
for payment of the wages she never received. The proposed
statue stands on a washtub pedestal with a washboard plaque
reading, “In grateful memory to one we never paid a cent of
wages during a lifetime of service.” Slavery and contempo-
rary wage labor are collapsed in this single image and pre-
sented as essentially the same. Far from being content with
her servitude, this mammy is angry, demanding compensa-
tion for past and present injustice.”” This was a mammy’s
monument worthy of the nation’s capital, declared the Afio-
American. 'The caption beneath the image suggests that the
statue be “cast in bronze 30 feet high and stand upon a mar-
ble shaft 20 feet square and 100 feet high.” Such enormity of
size and sentiment deserved pride of place: “It should also be
erected on the Mall midway between the Lincoln Memorial
and Washington’s Monument.”® While the Afro-American’s
powerful, militant mammy proposal is unique among the
many images of devastated enslaved and free black women,
lynched men, and claims of masculine heroism and citizen-

ship that fueled the black press’s critique of the UDC’s
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[To view this image, refer to
the print version of this title.]

“A Colored Artist’s Suggestion.” (Literary Digest, April 28, 1923.)
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monument scheme, it ultimately found a much wider circula-
tion than these other protests. In its coverage of the monu-
ment controversy, the Literary Digest reprinted this cartoon
as the only illustration accompanying “For and Against the
‘Black Mammy’s’ Monument,” broadcasting the demand to
the magazine’s wide national readership.*

Carter G. Woodson linked the mammy figure to the wash-
erwoman in a damning critique of the former and a call
to honor the latter, arguing: “The Negroes of this country
keenly resent any such thing as the mention of the Plantation
Black Mammy, so dear to the hearts of those who believe in
the traditions of the Old South. Such a reminder of that low
status of the race in the social order of the slave regime is
considered a gross insult.” But if the mammy figure was a
grave insult to African Americans, there was a representative
of black women’s work often shielded behind her that was
worthy of grand memorialization and gratitude. “There is in
the life of the Negro, however, a vanishing figure whose
name every one should mention with veneration,” Woodson
continued, playing on the white supremacist rhetoric of the
vanishing mammy. “She was all but the beast of burden of the
aristocratic slaveholder, and in freedom she continued at this
hard labor as a bread winner of the family. This is the Negro
washerwoman.”®

The washerwoman was “vanishing,” according to Woodson,
owing to the growth of the steam laundry industry since
World War I. A woman with only a washtub and an iron
found it increasingly difficult by 1930 to compete with the
speed of mechanization, and her only option was often to
lower rates drastically. Beyond the lure of modernization,
at least one commercial laundry in Richmond, Virginia, at-
tempted to mobilize fears of interracial contact, status slip-
page, and bodily intimacy to pull business away from these
women. Its advertisement read: “When the washerwoman
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takes your clothes home, you don’t know what she does with
them. She may be so careful of them that she will keep some
of them next to her. To have clothes washed and not worn,
send them to T & E Laundry, Inc.”** The suspicion that do-
mestic workers’ breaching of segregated spaces was going too
far could have a serious financial impact on the livelihoods of
such women.

The trend Woodson identified was reversed for a short
time with the deepening of the Great Depression, a fact that
signals much about the disproportionate, racialized effects of
economic dislocation. A federal Women’s Bureau study of
the mid-1930s noted that the southern laundry industry’s
leading complaint was about competition from black women
willing to take in clothes and linens at much lower rates. In-
dustry informants also complained about the common ex-
pansion of day workers’ domestic duties to include laundry.
Families that had taken their laundry to commercial facilities
found they could get the same work done for little to no in-
crease in the wages they already paid to household workers.
The bureau’s report noted: “If there was anything else to em-
ploy the colored women or even the colored men at a living
wage these women would not be such a factor . . . When
times were good the colored women’s husbands had jobs
and there was not so much home washing.” In other words,
the labor exploitation made possible by the depression, seg-
regation, and the chronic underemployment of African
American men was now being cited by white laundry owners
as the source of black women’s “unfair” labor practices. Be-
moaning the inability to compete in this environment, one
laundry manager reported that he “knew of a number of
wash-women who were glad to get a day’s work for carfare,
lunch, and an old dress.”®

Few black observers denied the importance of black wo-
men’s labors to their communities and families, and often
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held up the washerwoman in particular as a model of sacrifice
and savings. Within strategies of “uplift” and community
betterment, accounts of washerwomen’s thrift despite low
wages and backbreaking labor were proffered as lessons to
impoverished and better-off black people alike. In many
ways, Carter Woodson’s call to honor these women operated
within this vein. More explicit in its didactic references was
a news item from the Savannabh Tribune which recounted
the passing of an aged black “washer woman” in Middleton,
New York, who died leaving an estate of more than $12,000:
“Times were just as hard for her, surely, as they are for the
average person—yet she saved. There is a great lesson that
all of us can learn from this woman of humble station.” And
what could the Tribune’s readers learn from this story? “We
can have a bank account if we are willing to forego [sic] some
of the needless pleasures of life—those things we call a
good time . . . Let us gain heart from the example of the
washer-woman who by practicing the greatest of all virtues,
self-sacrifice, proved that we can all save if we want to.”®
The reference to shunning “needless pleasures” and “a good
time” suggests that the “us” of the editorial’s address was
actually quite specifically directed toward Savannah’s black
working-class population. Black workers’ public pursuits of
leisure and entertainment—dancing, drinking, and carous-
ing—might be seen as forms of resistance to labor exploita-
tion, coercion, and racism in southern cities.” Exhausting
one’s body on the dance floor, feeling it differently, more
loose, even inoperable with drink, and laughing and shout-
ing in the streets were all acts of reclaiming one’s time and
self-ownership. The body required to labor on the job, disci-
plined and constantly under surveillance by employers, be-
came a source of pleasure in one’s off hours. But this plea-
sure-seeking also came under concerned surveillance by
whites who considered it not merely irresponsible and detri-
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mental but the inevitable result of black inferiority and lack
of self-control. For this reason, members of the black elite
and middle class, like the editors of the Savannab Tribune,
also looked on it with horror and disapproval.

During the summer immediately following the monument
controversy, the Baltimore Afro-American ran an editorial out-
lining some inappropriate behavior and dress in the commu-
nity, titled “They Need Your Help.” Those needing the help
of the neighborhood, “rather than your criticism,” were the
“thotless” [sic] neighbors who undercut the advancement of
the entire community or race. The editorial counseled a little
friendly persuasion to bring these neighbors into line. While
the paper asserted that there were many kinds of thought-
lessness, it focused on four types, and illustrated them in an
accompanying editorial cartoon drawn by the same artist,
Jim Watson, who had depicted the militant mammy monu-
ment suggestion of a few months earlier. The paper urged
that the caricature could itself be a tool of “friendly” prod-
ding: “Cut out Mr. Watson’s cartoon and send it to some-
body you think needs it.”*

Among the public embarrassments the cartoon illustrates
is a quartet of men, identified as drunk by the caption noting
that they are “home from the cabaret.” The editorial identi-
fies them as “the quartette which comes home from a party
after midnight and wakes everybody up with loud singing
along the street. It looks ‘smart’ to come home way after the
time when tired bodies should be in bed getting rest for the
next day’s work. Next day they will complain of the heat or
of how hard their boss is on employees who are late.”® The
editorial suggests that diligence on the job is a public indica-
tor of respectability that could put white suspicions to rest
as well as challenge the racist ideologies that inform them.
By extension this implies that working-class leisure activities
that reduce productivity could tarnish the race as a whole.
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[To view this image, refer to
the print version of this title.]

“They Need Your Help.” (Baltimore Afro-American, July 20, 1923.)



CONFRONTING THE MAMMY PROBLEM

If hard work was the mark of a respectable man, the
working woman who dressed like one while out in public was
also in need of a reprimand: “When she gets ready to go to
market or into the downtown department stores, she puts a
handkerchief over an uncombed head and a shawl over a
soiled dress and is ready to mingle with people who are
fresh and clean.” The illustration, labeled “the woman who
goes shopping in her work clothes,” bears an uncanny resem-
blance to the mammy figure. Her polka-dotted headscarf and
shawl instantly conjure up images of Aunt Jemima. Thus, in
the editorialist’s estimation, just as threatening to black ad-
vancement as public drunkenness, sloppy work habits, and
the appearance of laziness is the black woman who looks like
a mammy. The problem with the working woman here was
not that she worked—her labor was a necessity—but that she
looked like she worked. The performance of ease by means of
a fresh appearance and neat, fashionable clothing was a
gendered representation of respectability that countered the
realities of labor. This recommended strategy of public pre-
sentation added yet another layer of effort, responsibility,
and financial sacrifice to the black woman’s burden.

In the immediate aftermath of World War 11, Ebony maga-
zine published an editorial that shared several of the assump-
tions and didactic aims of the Baltimore Afro-American while
proposing a radically different role for black women. Cheering
the prosperity of the postwar boom and framing the domes-
tic containment that characterized it for its African American
readership, the magazine proclaimed, “Goodbye Mammy, Hello
Mom.” The editorial described how the wartime employ-
ment of black men and women had allowed many to leave
menial labor and domestic work for the higher wages of in-
dustrial jobs, not only raising family incomes but also taking
“Negro mothers out of white kitchens” and putting “them in
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factories and shipyards.” With the return of soldiers and the
mass movement of black and white women out of those jobs,
African American women “went back to the kitchens,” re-
ported Ebony, “but this time their own . . . And so today in
thousands of Negro homes, the Negro mother has come
home, come home perhaps for the first time since 1619 when
the first Negro families landed at Jamestown, Virginia.””
The magazine celebrated the freedom of black mothers to
care for their own families while being supported by a male
breadwinner. The end was in sight to centuries of white peo-
ple’s theft of black maternal labor. The widest-circulation
black periodical of the day framed this ultimately as a rejec-
tion of the faithful slave: “Goodbye Mammy.”

Just as critics of the mammy memorial had in the 1920s,
Ebony concluded that the measure of advancement in black
life was to be found in the children raised by African Ameri-
can mothers. Notably, the child the black woman now had
time to nurture and support was a son—a New Negro for the
nuclear age: “Just ask Junior, who’s been getting his bread
and peanut butter sandwiches regularly after school and find-
ing that rip in his blue jeans mended when he goes out to
play.””" Junior’s appearance proclaimed the respectability of
his home, tended by a good, caring mother and supported
solely by the income of a father. Where the Afro-American
had worried about the clothes worn in public by black work-
ing women, in Ebony’ scenario black women were safely dis-
tanced from public work, now “free” to nurture in private the
public presentations of their children and husbands.

Ebony’s was a conservative vision tempered by caution about
the economic future and class-specific ideas concerning ca-
reer possibilities for some black women. The editorial noted
that a majority of black women continued to labor outside
the home, mostly as domestic workers. Large numbers of
those who had left domestic service for industrial jobs dur-
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ing the war years had now returned to it and were in no posi-
tion to stop working for wages, as the category of domes-
tic employment itself continued to become more racialized.
And should the economy take a plunge and bring layoffs
and lower wages for black men, the magazine acknowledged,
many black mothers would need to return to the paid
workforce: “But even if she is forced back into white kitch-
ens, the Negro mother . . . will not stay. She is bound to es-
cape the first chance she gets.” The desire to see full-time
homemaking become an option for all African American
women was of course patriarchal and restrictive despite being
grounded in claims of racial equality. As the nuclear fam-
ily and normative models of domesticity were becoming the
core of American national identity within cold war ideology,
Ebony proclaimed the fundamental patriotism of black fami-
lies and their right to conform. These economic and political
demands for the right of black women not to work outside
their own homes—or the right of black men to a breadwin-
ner’s wage, as was more often the point—could put women in
a very tight bind, in which resistance to staying at home was
resistance to the advancement of the race.”

Some women could join the workforce and still be cele-
brated for their contributions. Ebony concluded its editorial
with the assurance that it did not intend to confine women
to their own kitchens indefinitely: “Nobody wants to tie a
woman to her hearthstone with hackneyed phrases and ideas
about where her place is. But every family should be able
to live on the income of one breadwinner. And every wo-
man should be able to choose whether she wants to devote
her days to her children and her home or to a career girl’s
job.”” Cast as the less mature of the two options—a “girl’s”
choice—the decision to pursue a career was not likely to
include domestic service. There were other possibilities
for women, such as the black celebrities whose pictures filled
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Ebony’s pages. The “Goodbye Mammy, Hello Mom” edito-
rial was immediately followed by a food article that included
a coffee cake recipe attributed to Dorothy Dandridge, illus-
trated with photos of the glamorous actress baking. This
quick recipe, the magazine observed, was “perfect for a busy
career girl like Dorothy, who is also a perfect mother and a
good housewife.””

Neither the average housewife’s retreat to her own home
and family nor the publicity-managed lives of celebrities bore
much relation to the lived experiences of many of Ebony’s
readers. Rather than a record of common postwar experi-
ence, the magazine presented a standard to be valued and
worked toward, not unlike the Afro-American cartoon of
twenty years earlier. Ebony promised that at mid-century, black
women would “find freedom and independence in their own
home[s].”” This sentiment must have held enormous appeal
for women who labored daily in white homes and grappled
with the mammy problem, even if it failed to describe reality
for most of them.

In 1955 domestic workers in Montgomery, Alabama, would
say good-bye to mammy in a very different manner, arguing
through their support of the bus boycott that independence
and freedom were to be found in the streets and in collective
political action. When Rosa Parks refused to yield her seat to
a white man and was arrested for it, the longtime activist and
seamstress at the Montgomery Fair department store ignited
the protest and inspired thousands of other working people
to resist segregation openly. Alabama’s capital city was home
to 50,000 black residents, about 37 percent of the overall
population. Some 17,500 black people rode the buses twice a
day, mostly to and from work. A majority of these riders were
women who were domestic workers in white homes or cooks
and cleaning people for white-owned businesses: 63 percent



CONFRONTING THE MAMMY PROBLEM

of all black women in Montgomery worked in domestic ser-
vice in 1955. These figures are meaningful in a number of
ways, not the least of which is the power of that many people
to sustain an almost total boycott of Montgomery’s bus sys-
tem for 381 days until they were successful in gaining its de-
segregation. The significant rate of black bus ridership be-
fore the boycott resulted from residential segregation in the
city and the limited work options of the black people who
lived there, particularly the majority who were poor and had
little education. Domestic workers had to travel long dis-
tances to get to the white homes in which they toiled. Many
reported the daily humiliations and frustrations they faced
while riding the buses, which included having to stand over
empty seats designated for whites or, as Parks was, being told
to vacate seats bordering the white section when white riders
overflowed their allotted rows in the front of the bus. Ha-
rassment and verbal abuse from white drivers was common.
They were known to drive away as black women walked from
the front door, where fares were collected, to the back door,
which African Americans were required to use for boarding
the bus, leaving the women stranded at the curb and ten
cents poorer.’

Black working people, especially women, saw themselves
and their own experience in Rosa Parks’s action, and it
strengthened their commitment to the boycott despite the
economic, emotional, and physical costs they disproportion-
ately bore. Interviewed while on her way to work about six
weeks into the boycott, an unnamed domestic worker report-
edly told Willie M. Lee, a researcher from Fisk University
in Nashville, Tennessee, that Montgomery blacks were
“boycottin’ the buses ’cause dey put one of our ’spectable la-
dies in jail and we didn’t lack it. You know, child, you can jest
take so much and soon you git full. Dat’s what happen here.
Dey just put us in jail and put us in jail, and Lord knows we
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tied of it.””7 Two days later another domestic worker who
identified herself as Beatrice told Lee: “I had heard about
Rosa Parks getting put in jail because she would not get up
and stand so a white man could sit down. Well, I got a little
mad, you know how it is when you hear how white folks treat
us.” She related that when her next door neighbor, a Mason,
showed her the flier produced by Jo Ann Robinson and the
Women’s Political Council on Sunday evening, the night be-
fore the proposed boycott, “it felt good. I said this is what we
should do. I got on the phone and called all my friends and
told them, and they said they wouldn’t ride.””® Others re-
ported similarly that hearing of the boycott and planning to
participate made them “feel good.” A middle-aged woman
working as a cook for a white family told Lee: “I found a note
on my porch and it said dey had put Mrs. Parks in jail and
next time it may be me and it said fur us not to ride de buses.
I felt good, I felt like shoutin’ ’cause de time done come for
dem to stop treating us like dogs.””’

Deciding not to ride the bus meant that all 17,500 black
people who relied on public transportation for their liveli-
hoods would have to find other ways to get to work or to
shop downtown and that children would need a different
means of transportation to school. Initially, for many this
meant walking significant distances each day. “During the
rush hours the sidewalks were crowded with laborers and do-
mestic workers, many of them well past middle age, trudging
patiently to their jobs and home again, sometimes as much as
twelve miles,” observed Martin Luther King Jr. “They knew
why they walked, and the knowledge was evident in the way
they carried themselves. And as I watched them I knew there
is nothing more majestic than the determined courage of in-
dividuals willing to suffer and sacrifice for their freedom and
dignity.” King, who first came to wide regional and national
attention as a civil rights leader through his involvement in
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the boycott, noted: “So profoundly had the spirit of the pro-
test become a part of people’s lives that sometimes they even
preferred to walk when a ride was available. The act of walk-
ing for many had become of symbolic importance.”

"This symbolism was not lost on white employers of black
domestic help as it unsettled their fantasies of faithful service
and mutual affection. While many workers reported subtle
or overt support from the whites they worked for, many more
talked of lost jobs, suspicion, and of feeling empowered to
stand up to white people in new, more direct ways. In her in-
terview with Willie Lee, Beatrice described her employer’s
response to the boycott and to her participation in it:

She said to me when I went to work that Wednesday [the
third day of the boycott, December 7, 1955], “Beatrice, you
ride the bus don’t you?”

I said, “I sure don’t.”

She said, “Why Beatrice, they haven’t done anything to

”»

you.

I said, “Listen, Mrs. Prentiss, you don’t ride the bus, you
don’t know how those ole nasty drivers treat us, and further
when you do something to my people you do it to me too . ..”

“Beatrice, don’t feel that way. I've always been nice to you.”'

Mrs. Prentiss’s quick movement from the topic of systemic
segregation to her own relationship with Beatrice, from
“they haven’t done anything to you” to “I've always been
nice to you,” reveals her desire to see her association with
her domestic worker as something separate and disconnected
from the coercive and degrading framework of segregation.
In her account of the conversation, Beatrice agrees that Mrs.
Prentiss has been nice in the past but questions the white
woman’s commitment to her, asking if she would care about
her or continue to employ her if she were unable to work for
two or three weeks: “’Course I would, Beatrice,” the woman
replies, “but I just can’t see white and colored riding together
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on the buses. It just wouldn’t come to a good end.” With this
Prentiss falls back on the sexual argument that was always
present in defenses of segregation and represented the other
side of all that white affection for the women who worked
in their homes, arguing that segregation policed interracial
sexual desire, protecting white women from black men and
white girls from black boys, whether on buses or in class-
rooms. Again, Beatrice not only refuses to let the statement
pass but directly challenges her employer’s argument as well:

“You people started it way back in slavery. If you hadn’t
wanted segregation, you shouldn’t got us all mixed up in
color.”

“Beatrice, you don’t know anything about that, and it’s not
happening now.”

“That’s what you say. I read about it and my aunt told me
about it, and right now I can sit on my porch, and when it
starts getting dark I can look down the street by those trees
and see colored women get in the cars with policemen. And
what about that colored boy who had to leave town ’cause
that white woman out here was going crazy about him. So
you can’t tell me that it’s over.”"

Throughout the rest of the recounted conversation, Mrs.
Prentiss continues her attempt to draw Beatrice into her con-
fidence, to compel her to confirm a special closeness between
them and end her participation in the boycott. In addition to
smearing King’s reputation and challenging other ministers’
involvement, she says: “I'm going to tell you this, Beatrice,
because I know you can keep your mouth shut. In the White
Citizen Council meeting, they discussed starving the maids
for a month. They asked me to lay our maid off for a month,
that they’ll be glad to ride the buses again. If they do, I still
want you to come one day a week.” With a sharp “thanks, but
no thanks” for this “favor,” Beatrice replies: “Well, Mrs., I
just won’t come at all and I sure won’t starve . . . I was eating
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before I started working for you.”¥ Like giving old clothes or
extra food, Mrs. Prentiss’s gift of her trust and her belief that
Beatrice would be more faithful to her than to the boycott
stem from her assumptions about her own benevolence and
her paternalistic relationship with Beatrice. The domestic
worker’s response that she had been and would continue to
be more than fine without her employer tears at the very
heart of that assumption.

Irene, another domestic worker, argues that white expres-
sions of love for domestic workers are always manipulative,
coercive, and insincere. She recounts how one of the women
she worked for, whose husband was a bus driver, had called
Irene into her yard saying that she had some bacon grease to
give her: “She told me don’t let her husband see it ’cause he
told her don’t gimme nothin’ else. I told ’er if her husband
seyd don’t gimme nothin’ else, den don’t gimme nothin’
else.” Then the woman asked her what had happened at the
protest meeting the night before, accusing Irene of lying
when she replied only that they had sung and prayed: “And
girl, I seyd to myself, she must take me fur a fool—thank I'll
come back here and puke everything my folks seys to her,
and then for some little ole stinkin’ bacon grease at dat.”
Irene goes on to say that this was not the first time her em-
ployer had taken her for a fool: “She thought all dat stuff she
told me I b’lieved. But she didn’t know every time she told
me her chillen loved me, I put a pin dere; when she sey dey
like de way I iron, I put a pin dere; and when dey talked "bout
how good I cooked, I put a pin dere, and all twee dem pins I
reads. And I know dey don’t mean a thang they seys. So Irene
don’t pay ’em no mind.” In the past, Irene had paid this
woman’s fantasies of faithful servitude “no mind,” had ig-
nored but not disabused her of the notion. In the context of
the boycott, however, Irene resists her openly, refusing to tell
her about the protest meeting and finally saying that if she
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was so eager to know what was going on, then she should “go
to de meetin’ fur [her]self.” The woman, now infuriated, re-
plies, “Irene, I didn’t know you wuz so damn stupid.”®*

Like Irene’s employer, thousands of white women in
Montgomery who managed black domestic workers and be-
lieved they loved and were loved by them were astounded
by what they had not known before the boycott. Some re-
sponded with fury born of hurt and an abiding belief in white
supremacy and their own benevolence toward the black wo-
men they employed. One such woman was Mrs. George L.
Foster, who wrote a letter to the editor of the Montgomery
Advertiser after the first month of the boycott calling for
white women to counter-boycott black domestic service.
Foster noted that she had heard of bus drivers’ rudeness to
black riders before, but “noticing since the boycott how most
of the Negroes have become sullen and indolent I feel per-
haps the bus drivers dealing with these people collectively
have seen a side of them that we dealing with them singly
have not seen and evidently the patience of the most tactful
drivers has been tried.” White people’s goodwill had been
taken advantage of and was now being spat upon, she said,
and it was time to show black workers what their lives would
be like without it:

Most of us housewives have been patient through this past
month, allowing our household servants to be late and to
leave early when a ride is available (most of the servants tak-
ing advantage of us). The time has come when we housewives
must quit being so lazy, get together and tell the help to ei-
ther ride the buses and get to work on time or quit. We white
people have tried to be understanding of our servants for
years and I feel we were understanding until some outside in-
fluence put fear in them. We have been good to our Negroes
but now is the time to make them understand a few things.
We should quit paying taxi fare, quit going for them or taking
them home, quit paying their social security tax, quit lending
them money for debts contracted for unnecessary items, etc.*



CONFRONTING THE MAMMY PROBLEM

With expanding regional and national news coverage of the
boycott in Montgomery and federal legal challenges, more
and more white people questioned their ideas about black
domestic workers and faithfulness. As Foster’s letter suggests,
one might miss or willfully ignore the day-to-day resistance
and self-preservation strategies of a black woman working in
her home, but the collective resistance of thousands was un-
mistakable and profoundly unsettling. Despite her vitriol,
Foster still clutched at the shreds of the faithful mammy nar-
rative, finding some solace in the belief that she had not been
wrong about her relationships with black women but that
some “outside influence” had changed Montgomery’s Afri-
can Americans. The cry of outside agitation would be heard
from many white southerners in response to the modern civil
rights struggle, signaling a widely held desire to hold on to
“their” faithful Negroes and the conviction of affectionate
segregation. It marked not only a refusal to see moral cor-
ruption in segregation but also the belief that their mammies
had been corrupted through no fault, or initiative, of local
black people.

Far more ambiguous than the angry responses of women
like Foster were the motivations of the many white women
who chose to drive their maids to and from work. Several
critics, including Foster, suggested that the boycott could be
broken if domestic workers could not rely on white women
to transport them. Why the women chose to drive was un-
clear, however, and remains so. Was it a reflection of complex
and mutually caring relationships framed through common
femininity? Or was it an enactment of paternalistic benevo-
lence framed by fantasies of faithful slavery? Did it signal
the commitment of some white women to challenging segre-
gation? Finally, did much of it simply come down to the
pragmatic desire to get the housework done and the white
women’s unwillingness or inability to do it themselves? Argu-
ably all of these motivations played a factor in white women’s
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decision making. King noted the ambiguity of the relation-
ship from the perspectives of both white employers and black
domestic workers: “Certainly, if selfishness was a part of the
motive, in many cases affection for a faithful servant also
played its part. There was some humor in the tacit under-
standings—and sometimes mutually accepted misunder-
standings—between these white employers and their Negro
servants.” King goes on to tell of one old domestic worker’s
response to her white employer’s query, “Isn’t this bus boy-
cott terrible?” The black woman replied: “Yes, ma’am, it sure
is. And I just told all my young’uns that this kind of thing is
white folks’ business and we just stay off the buses till they
get this whole thing settled.”®

Writing Stride toward Freedom: The Montgomery Story (1958)
less than two years after the boycott’s successful conclusion
and as his own reputation was expanding nationally and in-
ternationally, King was hopeful but clear that the struggle
in Montgomery, as in the rest of the United States and
throughout the world, was far from over. He worried, for in-
stance, that even after the buses were integrated, older black
residents and domestic workers still tended to sit at the back
of the bus and that black and white riders rarely shared a
double seat. While he believed that the protest had had “last-
ing and beneficial effects” on black communities in the city,
creating bonds across lines of class, generation, and church
affiliation as never before, King’s own vision was still very
much trained by class-based expectations and concerns about
the public behavior of poor black people—the same people
without whom the boycott could never have worked. Al-
though King must have been acutely aware of the assump-
tions and biases of his readers as he crafted his story of the
boycott, his own deep adherence to the politics of uplift and
respectability at this time were clear in statements such as
“The increased self-respect of even the least sophisticated
Negroes in Montgomery is evident in the way they dress and
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walk, in new standards of cleanliness and deportment.” He
also linked participation in the boycott to decreases in crime,
divorce, and alcohol consumption and increases in church at-
tendance among working-class blacks.*’

Without meaningful economic transformation, King
concluded, the black freedom struggle would never be suc-
cessful. Segregation on city buses was a major part of the
problem, but so was the fact that so many black people were
locked into low-wage jobs. Of great concern and detriment
to black communities was that fact that large numbers of
bus riders were black women working outside their own
homes. A decade after Ebony declared “Goodbye Mammy,
Hello Mom,” King asserted:

Economic insecurity strangles the physical and cultural
growth of its victims. Not only are millions deprived of for-
mal education and proper health facilities but our most fun-
damental social unit—the family—is tortured, corrupted, and
weakened by economic insufficiency. When a Negro man is
inadequately paid, his wife must work to provide the simple
necessities for the children. When a mother has to work she
does violence to motherhood by depriving her children of her
loving guidance and protection.®

Higher wages for black and white working people would
bring mothers of both races home, King went on to argue in
an assertion of a shared commitment to manly independence
and the right to be the sole breadwinner. Missing in King’s
argument is a recognition that many elite and middle-class
white women in the South employed domestic servants and
stayed home to manage those workers and their households.
What drove this decision was an attachment to the romance
of faithful slavery and the desire for a mammy that was so
prevalent in normative white households. In this sense the
domestic labor of black women was a necessity because white
self-worth, gender, and class identities depended on it.

The Montgomery bus boycott made visible in new ways

251



252

CONFRONTING THE MAMMY PROBLEM

the daily negotiations and struggles of domestic workers try-
ing to shrug off the mantle of faithful slavery, to reject the
burden of supporting white people’s aspirations and soothing
their status anxieties. When these women refused to ride
segregated buses to their jobs in segregated white enclaves,
they demanded recognition as citizens and as workers with
expectations of respect, safety, fair compensation, equality,
and freedom. Many were depicted in local and national news
reports and photographs as they publicly protested by walk-
ing miles to work rather than ride segregated public trans-
portation, shattering popular notions that the black women
who worked in white homes were treated and felt like “one of
the family.” The bus boycott and the modern civil rights
movement that flowed from it did not solve the “mammy
problem” or spell an end to the tenacious hold of the faithful
slave narrative on American culture. It did, however, change
the terms of resistance considerably.



EPILOGUE:
RECASTING THE FAITHFUL SLAVE

Together the three generations of Negro women who
bave personified Aunt Femima span the entire history
of processed foods and represent vividly the emancipa-
tion of the American housewife from the drudgery of
virtual slavery in ber kitchen to the ease of food prepa-
ration in today’s wonderland of easy-to-cooks, ready-
mixes, ready-to-serves, and frozen prepared foods at
prices every housewife can afford. This emancipation
begins with Aunt Femima.

—Arthur Marquette, Brands, Trademarks, and Good Will, 1967

IN THE MIDST of the Montgomery bus boycott, Disneyland
opened a popular restaurant in the Frontierland section of
the California theme park called Aunt Jemima’s Pancake
House, where a black woman named Aylene Lewis appeared
as the trademark full-time. For the next several years, three
other black women toured the country making personal ap-
pearances as Aunt Jemima, and Quaker Oats hired blues
singer and actress Edith Wilson to portray her in new televi-
sion spots. In 1962 Disneyland and Quaker Oats expanded
the restaurant to accommodate more customers and changed
its name to Aunt Jemima’s Kitchen.' In addition to the obvi-
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ous benefit of allowing for a more varied menu, the change in
name also served to lock Aunt Jemima conceptually within
the private sphere of the home. This fact was underscored
five years later when company historian Arthur Marquette
celebrated the notion that Aunt Jemima’s presence there had
emancipated the (white) American housewife from her slav-
ery in the kitchen.

As activists with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Committee and the Congress of Racial Equality staged sit-
ins and freedom rides and were jailed and brutalized across
the South, and the involvement of Martin Luther King Jr.
and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference contin-
ued to bring national publicity to the Albany movement in
Georgia, Disneyland and the Quaker Oats Company cap-
italized further on the continued popularity of Old Southern
fantasy and the faithful slave myth. The restaurant reassured
customers that this beloved black woman was not out on the
streets demonstrating or in jail for her activism, that she
was not radically changing or even dissatisfied, but remained
happily in the kitchen and ready to serve. More than this, vis-
itors to the park’s eatery could see, touch, and talk to “Aunt
Jemima,” which they did by the hundreds of thousands. By
1963, 1.6 million customers had been served in the Aunt
Jemima restaurant while untold numbers had had their pic-
ture taken with Aylene Lewis, including several celebrities
and the prime minister of India, Jawaharlal Nehru.” It is
striking that at a moment when the mainstream civil rights
movement’s nonviolent direct-action tactics, inspired by Ma-
hatma Gandhi, were so visible nationally via televised news
and the print media, Nehru’s visit to Disneyland during his
1961 official trip to the United States would be marked by a
photo of the statesman clasping the hand of a woman por-
traying a happy, faithful slave.

Like Nancy Green’s first performance in Chicago at the



EPILOGUE

Columbian Exposition, the presence of Aunt Jemima “live”
in Disneyland placed the popular mammy figure at the very
heart of mainstream American culture, national identity, and
consumerism. The restaurant’s location at Disneyland, a
place deemed so synonymous with the best cold war America
had to offer that it was included on Nehru’s official itinerary,
lent a kind of commonsense credibility to the trademark’s
moonlight-and-magnolias version of history. In view of the
fact that stories of faithful slavery have always been reaction-
ary, it is perhaps not surprising that the 1950s and 1960s wit-
nessed a surge in the popularity of the mammy figure in di-
rect response to the emergence of the modern civil rights
movement.

Conceived at the dawn of the Jim Crow era in the late
1880s, the trademark mammy continued to bedevil and un-
dermine black struggles for political and civil rights and self-
determination in the mid-twentieth century. Southern activ-
ists and their allies put their bodies on the line—both by tak-
ing direct action that defied the color line and by putting
themselves at risk of insult, imprisonment, injury, and
worse—in order to defeat segregation, organize others, ig-
nite the nation’s sense of moral urgency, and compel the fed-
eral government to act. Their strategies resulted in a steady
stream of images that countered southern apartheid’s asser-
tions of unproblematic race relations built on traditional hi-
erarchies, mutual understanding and affection, and a combi-
nation of black servility and white paternalism. Yet the
popular image of the faithful slave held on, invested with new
significance as an old retort to black activism.

As black women worked to disentangle themselves from
the “mammy problem,” a new narrative of African American
mothering was gaining ground in the political discourse of
President Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society and the War on
Poverty. In 1965 Daniel Patrick Moynihan, then an assistant
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secretary of labor and director of the Office of Policy
Planning and Research, released his report, The Negro Fam-
ily: The Case for National Action. In it Moynihan argued that
the most enduring and destructive legacy of slavery for black
Americans was the distortion of traditional gender roles that
had resulted in contemporary family “disorganization” and
black “matriarchy.” This “tangle of pathology” was perpetu-
ated, the report claimed, through women who headed their
families alone or exceeded their male partners in eco-
nomic power and parental authority. The situation was dire,
Moynihan concluded, stating that most urban black youth,
who were his primary concern, were already lost to these de-
structive patterns and inappropriate models of gender behav-
ior.” Referred to popularly as the “Moynihan Report,” the
study appealed to many with its suggestion that racial in-
equality and economic dislocation persisted, despite the pas-
sage of federal civil rights legislation, because of deep-seated
problems within black families rather than in the wider soci-
ety. It also generated storms of criticism and scholarship de-
signed to refute it and set off numerous debates about race,
urbanization, and poverty, the threads of which still wind
their way through contemporary policy and politics. Activists
noted that despite the report’s claim to be a “case for action,”
it seemed largely designed to provide a rationale for federal
retreat from racial concerns by arguing instead that African
Americans must literally attend to their own houses.*

A dramatic transformation in dominant representations of
black women’s mothering from the mammy in the white home
to the matriarch running—and ruining—the black family
was under way. Although black women and their allegedly
deviant motherhood, rather than systemic factors and racism,
were increasingly identified as the root causes of African
American poverty, disfranchisement, and marginalization,
the rise of the matriarch did not spell an end to the popular-
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ity of the mammy stereotype. Just as, according to Deborah
Gray White, the mammy and the jezebel could be used to
describe the same black woman, depending on the context
and needs of whites doing the describing, so the beloved
mammy could slip into the negative role of matriarch simply
by leaving the white home and family to take care of her
own.” Moynihan’s report perpetuated elements of the same
conversations about urbanization, differences in black and
white domesticity, and black women’s maternalism that had
been current in the Marjorie Delbridge custody case of 1917.
Not only was the report a testament to the persistence of
these stories and stereotypes, but also it had a profound effect
on popular conversations about black families, urban econo-
mies, and government responsibility that continue today.
Black women daily resisted this addition of the “matriarchy
crisis” to the “mammy problem.” Again, the voices that speak
loudest in the archives belong to those who were involved
in movement politics and black feminist organizations.® Ar-
guing for the wide revolutionary potential of black women’s
liberation in 1969, Mary Ann Weathers urged women not
to allow themselves to be “intimidated” by this “nonsense.”
“Black women are not matriarchs, but we have been forced
to live in abandonment and been used and abused,” she ar-
gued. “The myth of the matriarchy must stop, and we must
not allow ourselves to be sledgehammered by it any longer.”
The intimidation Weathers challenged was aimed at black
activist women from several directions, including from
within the movement itself. The Moynihan Report appeared
at the moment when the civil rights movement was shifting
from one based on liberal claims of rights and equality to
the more radical political and economic critiques and the cul-
tural nationalism of Black Power. Popular assertions about
matriarchy meshed with the gender politics of this transition,
which cast black mothers who seemed too independent or
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too strong as a threat to black men and, thus, a threat to black
liberation. By the late 1960s, all claims for politicized black
mothering ran headlong into the figure of the “matriarch.”
The mammy was not displaced in this narrative but incorpo-
rated as the matriarch’s supposed historical forebear. The
mammy figure was now argued by some to have been a race
traitor all along and a collaborator with whites.® In Sou/ on
Ice (1968), Eldridge Cleaver argued that “[the white man]
turned the black woman into a strong self-reliant Amazon
and deposited her in his kitchen—that’s the secret of Aunt
Jemima’s bandana.”

The Aunt Jemima trademark was an index of these cultural
and political changes as its longevity signaled the resilience
of faithful slave myths and the tenacity with which many
Americans continued to cling to them. While the decade
opened with the expansion of the promotional campaign’s
reach, the 1960s closed with several changes in Aunt Jemima
advertising as Quaker Oats was pushed into action by black
protest and shifting social and political environments. Tell-
ingly, the company did not choose to get rid of its lucrative
trademarked mammy altogether. In 1967, the same year Ar-
thur Marquette lauded Aunt Jemima for freeing American
housewives from their virtual enslavement, Rosie Hall be-
came the last woman to portray the character in person.
When she died, Quaker Oats decided not to hire another ac-
tor to replace her. The following year the company unveiled
a package that depicted a slightly slimmer woman who no
longer wore the mammy’s signature headscarf. Instead, her
hair was pushed back by a wide headband made of the same
yellow and red diamond-print material, visually linking the
new image to the old one. Then, in 1970, Disneyland quietly
removed the name “Aunt Jemima” from its Frontierland res-
taurant.'’ In their continued resistance to the icon, black ac-
tivists also sought to “update” the trademark for a new era.
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Shaped by the philosophies of Black Power and the Black
Arts movement, several African American visual artists, in-
cluding Murry N. DiPillars, Jon Onye Lockard, and Betye
Saar, explicitly challenged the power of the faithful mammy
image and the trademark by depicting Aunt Jemima’s libera-
tion in their work. Their Aunt Jemimas burst through
the packaging that contained them with defiant fists and ex-
ploded off boxes of pancake mix with severe expressions,
guns, and grenades."

In 1989, on the one-hundredth anniversary of the trade-
mark, the Quaker Oats Company made the most significant
change in the image of Aunt Jemima yet. The new box
carried the same woman’s face and smile, but she was now
much thinner and wore carefully coiffed, exposed hair, small
earrings, and a crisp white collar. This is the version of the
trademark that continues to smile from store shelves and
freezer sections across the United States and around the
world today. Company spokespeople argued that the figure
had been updated for contemporary tastes and was intended
to look like a “working mother.” Not just a mother, notably,
but a working mother. As if Aunt Jemima had not always rep-
resented a working woman. This qualification was indicative
of the ways in which the faithful slave narrative continued to
pervade the deep currents of popular understandings of race,
urban poverty, welfare, and affirmative action. In the racist
discourse of the 1980s, the black “matriarch” had become the
“welfare queen,” and in 1989 Quaker Oats was careful to
suggest that Aunt Jemima did not fit this category.”” Just as
notable as the changes to the trademark, however, were those
things that remained very much the same—namely, a black
woman’s warm smile beside the same anachronistic name
printed in the same font that had been used for most of the
twentieth century, serving as a reminder not just of slavery
but specifically of the mammy image that had once been on
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the box. The juxtaposition of the new figure with the old
name testified more starkly than ever to the fundamental ap-
peal of the Aunt Jemima trademark, asserting that azy black
woman could be Aunt Jemima.

The 1990s witnessed a sudden swell in the popularity of
“black collectibles,” a market euphemism for the racist mate-
rial culture of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries. Vintage Aunt Jemima premiums—the dolls, pitchers,
signs, sheet music, and other ephemera that had carried the
trademark name and image—were prized by collectors and
fueled a lucrative secondary market that sparked the produc-
tion of numerous reproductions. The trade in these collect-
ibles, now additionally valued as “antiques,” a categorization
that simultaneously and erroneously suggested that the rac-
ism they depicted was also antique and locked away in the
past, was encouraged by the consumption boom made possi-
ble by the Internet.” The faithful slave narrative has made a
full, terrible circle. Just as popular memories of slavery and
the plantation South infused American modernity, so now
they animate and illuminate the social, political, and eco-
nomic transformations of the twenty-first century. We are
still clinging to Mammy.
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