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Preface

ELECTION DAY IN FLORIDA

I can live, maybe not in full yet, but I’m proud of the distance that
black people have come because I can’t explain it all but it was, if you
allow me, it was hell back then.1

malachia andrews 

Tallahassee, 1994

the presidential election in florida has revealed the state of
democracy in America on at least three occasions. Contested Florida bal-
lots played a key role in the election of 1876 that ultimately spelled the
end of Reconstruction. More recently, the 2000 Bush-Gore debacle cast a
troubling shadow over the nation. People from all walks of life debated the
bewildering chain of events that culminated with the Supreme Court’s
dramatic intervention in the contested election. The U.S. Commission on
Civil Rights noted, “The state of Florida’s electoral process took center
stage as the world paused to observe the unfolding drama of identifying
the next President of the United States.”2 Most accounts of the crisis
missed the decisive factor in the election’s outcome: the disfranchisement
of many African American, Latino, and Haitian voters under dubious
pretenses.3 After sifting through one hundred thousand pages of docu-
ments and listening to the testimony of more than one hundred people,
the Commission on Civil Rights concluded: “Voting is the language of
our democracy. As the Supreme Court observed, ‘no right is more precious
in a free country than that of having a voice in the election of those who
make the laws under which, as good citizens, we must live.’ It is clear that
many people in Florida were denied this precious right.”4
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The 1920 presidential election in Florida is less noted, but it held the
key to the fate of legal segregation in America. On January 1, 1919
(Emancipation Day), African Americans in Jacksonville began planning a
voter registration drive. Soon activists across the state began gathering to
conduct secret voter education workshops in lodges, churches, and union
meetings. African American women marched in groups to county court-
houses demanding the right to register to vote within hours of the Nine-
teenth Amendment’s passage. Black workers—male and female—infused
politics with demands for economic justice and launched strikes for better
wages and working conditions. African Americans throughout Florida
mobilized to defeat white supremacy, economic oppression, and one-party
rule.

The Florida voter registration movement faced staggering obstacles.
Florida boasted the highest per capita lynching rate in the country. The
state’s governor openly extolled racial violence. Florida had been
“redeemed” by white supremacy in 1876, and since that time conservative
Democrats had used every available weapon including terror, murder,
fraud, and statute to disfranchise African Americans. In this climate the
act of registering to vote took extraordinary courage.

African Americans found that courage within the vibrant interior life of
the Florida movement. Black Floridians who participated in the move-
ment gave themselves permission to think of each other as integral citizens
of a state that had damned their existence for decades. Black women
demanded—even before they themselves were enfranchised—that men
register to vote. Eighty-year-old Civil War veterans urged newly returned
World War I soldiers to claim their rights; voter education workshops
instructed thousands in the mechanics of voting. Some of the leading
political activists of the day, including Mary McLeod Bethune, James
Weldon Johnson, and Walter White, poured everything they had into the
campaign. The National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP) used the Florida movement as the tip of its spear for
piercing one-party rule in the South.

The Florida voter registration movement expanded as organizers spread
the gospel of voting from Pensacola through the Panhandle and down the
peninsula to Dade County. Charles Thompson of Jacksonville fired off a
letter to Republican presidential candidate Warren G. Harding expressing
his joy at being able to vote for the first time in his life: “Kind and most
loving sir: i am nothing but a poor colored house painter. But i am forced
to drop you a few lines to let you no that you stands on the top rung of the
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longest ladder in Florida with my race.”5 By October, African American
organizers had spread the voter registration movement to more than half
of the counties in the state. Black Floridians had accomplished this by
building a movement that had room for young and old, middling and
poor, highbrow and plain-spoken. The goals of the campaign emerged
from conversations and debates that involved ever-widening groups of
African Americans in churches, lodge halls, women’s clubs, labor unions,
and other organizations. The participants of these discussions created a
movement to confront the gravest problems of their time: lynching, eco-
nomic oppression, disfranchisement, and the loss of dignity that they suf-
fered under white domination. Organizers recruited thousands of new
voters to the struggle because they took their cues from the people and not
the other way around.

On November 2, 1920, African Americans prepared to storm the walls
of segregation. In the stillness of first light on Tuesday morning some black
Floridians undoubtedly whispered the lyrics of native son James Weldon
Johnson: “Have not our weary feet come to the place for which our fathers
sighed?” as they prepared to cast their ballots. African Americans in Florida
had created the first statewide civil rights movement in U.S. history.

The origins of the Florida movement can be found only by carefully
examining black history, culture, and politics between the end of slavery
and World War I. The major fact that emerges from this inquiry is that the
period after the fall of Reconstruction was not characterized primarily by
black acquiescence to Jim Crow or legal segregation, but rather by open
struggles to fight racial oppression. Understanding the linkages between
these earlier battles against white supremacy and the emergence of the
Florida movement is the goal of this work. This book contains lessons for
scholars and activists interested in the question of what it takes to create a
social movement in the modern world.

What black Floridians did—and how they did it—should be placed in
the context of a nationally resurgent African American freedom struggle
after World War I. Black southerners reorganized and launched local and
even regional battles against legal segregation or Jim Crow in places such
as Elaine, Arkansas; Norfolk, Virginia; Birmingham, Alabama; Atlanta,
Georgia; North Carolina; and East Texas.6 African Americans in Florida
used many of the same tactics employed by their counterparts throughout
the South. Black Floridians organized new branches of the NAACP,
unionized, and engaged in acts of armed self-defense against white
supremacist violence. What was distinctive about the struggle in Florida



was the fact that black Floridians were able to build a statewide social
movement that linked rural folk with urban residents. Putting a spotlight
on African American insurgency in Florida deepens what we already know
about the black freedom struggle in other parts of the nation even as it
suggests new places, sources, and methods to look for as-yet-unknown
social movements.

The genesis of this book lies in my work with the oral history project
called Behind the Veil: Documenting African American Life in the Jim
Crow South, based at the Center for Documentary Studies at Duke
University.7 After two weeks of interviewing African American elders in
Tallahassee in the summer of 1994, I called the office of the American Fed-
eration of State, County, and Municipal Employees (AFSCME), hoping
to meet retirees who would agree to be interviewed. The union staffer who
answered the phone told me: “You need to talk with Mrs. Laura Dixie. She
is a retired hospital worker, one of the founders of our union—she can
take you way back.” Bursting with excitement, I phoned Mrs. Dixie, who
quickly agreed to an interview.

The following day I arrived with my tape recorder and a stack of blank
tapes to interview Laura Dixie and her husband Samuel, a retired custo-
dian. What followed was a series of interviews that completely changed
my understanding of American history and social change. The Dixies
began their narrative where they assumed I wanted them to begin: the civil
rights movement in Tallahassee in the 1950s. They led me through their
participation in the historic Tallahassee Bus Boycott, which had closely
followed the heels of the Montgomery, Alabama, struggle. But Mrs. and
Mr. Dixie used this familiar narrative to teach me a more profound truth:
the modern civil rights movement in Florida was based on a lineage of
struggle that reached back several generations. In Laura Dixie’s mind, the
female elders in her family who raised her during the Great Depression,
especially her mother, gave her the courage to become a labor and civil
rights activist. Samuel Dixie reminded me—then and over the next several
years—that there were always “some brave black men” who fought against
white supremacy.

It turned out that one of those men was Mr. Dixie’s older brother, A. I.,
an eighty-one-year-old former sharecropper and retired minister living in
nearby Quincy. Sam Dixie drove me out to speak with his big brother who
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he said possessed a wealth of stories about African American life during the
“crucial times” in rural Gadsden County. The younger brother did not
exaggerate. Rev. Dixie guided me through the underground formation of
the NAACP in Gadsden in the 1940s, the turbulent 1960s civil rights bat-
tles in the county, and the story of how he and his wife had hosted young
Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) workers involved in voter registra-
tion activities. Rev. Dixie’s own daughter and son were in the forefront of
that campaign.

Again, however, the story of the modern movement in Quincy was just
the latest installment of a decades-long freedom struggle. By way of exam-
ple, Rev. Dixie told me of a sacred oath taken by the members of an African
American secret society in Gadsden County after World War I. The mem-
bers of this lodge, the Colored Knights of Pythias, took a pledge to stand
together against racial oppression. At some point, local whites heard of the
oath, and a major gun battle ensued between whites and blacks on the out-
skirts of Quincy.

I spent a year searching the archives for evidence of this pledge. I was on
the verge of quitting when one day I found a reference to the oath in a
totally unexpected source. Further research proved that the pledge—to
pay poll taxes and register to vote—had been uttered by thousands of
members of the Knights of Pythias in Florida. Only then did I begin to
grasp the meaning behind the awesome metaphor that Rev. A. I. Dixie
used to describe the Pythians, who, as he put it, “covered Florida like water
covered the sea.” In ways that I began to understand only as my research
progressed, the historic oath that the Pythians took helped to propel one
of the most remarkable social movements in American history.

This is a study about how people resist oppression and create new social
movements. The Florida movement shows what an organized group of
individuals can accomplish in the face of violence, discrimination, and
economic misery. Lynching, starvation wages, and disfranchisement
placed formidable barriers in the way of creating a social movement in Jim
Crow Florida.8 In a larger context, voter registration activists in 1920
operated in a country that legally prevented African Americans, first-
generation immigrants, and much of the nation’s working population
from exercising full citizenship.9 Black Floridians adopted tactics to fight
oppression that were grounded in a specific time and place. However, the



methods that African Americans used to gain what they called “universal
freedom” are relevant today.

This book examines African American politics and culture in Florida
between the end of slavery and the presidential election of 1920 in order
to understand why and how black Floridians created the first statewide
social movement against Jim Crow. I build on an expanding body of work
on African American lives and experiences in the segregating South.10 Elsa
Barkley Brown has unveiled the ways that African American women strug-
gled to defend and expand the meaning of citizenship during Reconstruc-
tion and its aftermath. Brown has clearly established that African
American women began participating in public life immediately after
emancipation. Peter Rachleff ’s research on Richmond, Virginia, demon-
strates that black fraternal and labor organizations helped forge sophisti-
cated political ideologies and alliances after the Civil War. Earl Lewis has
mapped out the institutional and economic bases of African American
strategies for social change over several decades in Jim Crow Norfolk.
Lewis also candidly delineates class tensions within black communities.11

Historians have continued to probe more deeply into differences along
lines of class, gender, and politics in African American communities. In
contrast to an all-encompassing idea of a unified black community during
segregation, scholars are finding that competing strategies and perspectives
may have made the African American freedom struggle more effective in
the long run. Robin D. G. Kelley shows that black workers engaged in a
creative array of maneuvers ranging from factory slowdowns to streetcar
protests that white authorities—and black elite critics—found difficult to
squelch in the name of order. Tera W. Hunter has pressed this insight of
everyday resistance further to include black domestic workers who resisted
the degradation of Jim Crow in white households and sought to express
their feelings in churches, dance halls, and other public spaces they con-
trolled. Kelley, Hunter, and others who have followed in their path have
shown that African American workers created their own cultures and polit-
ical goals outside the gaze of white racism.12

Equally important, Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham and Glenda Gilmore
have illuminated the perspective of African American women who were
active in churches, middle-class reform organizations, and other civic
groups. Higginbotham has established that African American women cre-
ated a “women’s movement in the Black Baptist Church” by embracing the
“politics of respectability,” which they tried to teach to poorer African
Americans as a strategy of empowerment. Glenda Gilmore’s pathbreaking
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study of African American women’s activism in North Carolina between
1896 and 1920 has caused a major reassessment of African American pol-
itics in the Jim Crow era. Gilmore argues that African American women
seized the social space left by black men’s forced departure from the polit-
ical arena and took the lead in numerous organizing initiatives before and
after the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment.13 Cumulatively, these
works have effected a revolution in the historiography of African American
life and labor between 1877 and the Great Depression.

In spite of this pathbreaking work, social movement scholars in general
have given the early years of Jim Crow a wide berth, depicting this period
as a Lost Era of organizing. Assumptions of African American acquies-
cence to segregation adds dramatic flair to narratives that depict black
southerners “awakening” to claim their rights at some point after World
War II, Brown v. Board of Education, or the Montgomery Bus Boycott.
One study of the modern civil rights movement claims that as late as the
Great Depression, “the black masses were still ignorant of their rights, for
the most part.” Worse, “those who were not [ignorant] were also the ones
most likely to be better off economically and educationally—and there-
fore the ones least inclined to rock the boat, to risk financial reprisals and
perhaps violence by the white community.”14

African American resistance in segregating Florida was continuous over time,
but its effectiveness varied with changes in regional and national economic,
political, and legal structures. African Americans did not resort to new strate-
gies to create the Florida movement of 1919–1920. They called on preexisting
institutions to mobilize a statewide campaign for social change. Organizing
efforts were aided by national currents, especially the Great Migration, World
War I, and passage of the Nineteenth Amendment. Nevertheless, the evidence
of persistent resistance to white supremacy in Florida calls into question the
thesis of the “New Negro” or a younger—largely male—generation dramati-
cally appearing on the stage in the 1920s to fight white supremacy. In contrast,
some of the key leaders in the movement had participated in Reconstruction-
era politics. Decades-old mutual aid societies like the Colored Knights of
Pythias provided tools and the foot soldiers for the movement. Black activists
called upon African Americans to remember their history as a pathway to a lib-
erated future. Some of the people who registered to vote in 1920 were sur-
vivors of slavery. In Florida the New Negro had gray hair.



Even more than serving as a harbinger of the modern civil rights move-
ment, the Florida movement was intimately linked to the history of
African American struggle dating back to slavery times. Indeed, what his-
torian Charles Payne has referred to as an “organizing tradition” for social
justice reached back several decades in Florida.15 James S. Perry of Nassau
County gave voice to this tradition in 1887:

If we do not stand for our rights and remedy these evils, who do we
expect to stand for us? The States and the United States governments
have told us that they will not do anything for us, hence we must stand
like men or die like dogs, and when they see that we are determined to
have our rights, they will assist us in getting them.16

Perry’s call for grassroots activism was issued a decade after the end of
Reconstruction, and it expressed the determination of African Americans
to energetically challenge oppression. Black Floridians raised the theory
and practice of direct action to a high art. Urban communities organized
streetcar boycotts against segregated transportation. Male and female
workers battled for higher wages, respect, and safer workplaces. Groups of
black Floridians took up arms to stop lynching and racial violence. Lodges,
labor unions, and churches became vital sites of reciprocity that sustained
hard-pressed members in good times and bad. These groups also created
social spaces where black Floridians nurtured historical memories of
African American achievements in slavery, the Civil War, and Reconstruc-
tion. Individuals who took part in these actions gained a heightened sense
of self-confidence and identity that comes only from participating in
shared struggle. Over time African Americans learned to build relation-
ships of trust that linked them together in collective associations. In turn,
these institutions formed the backbone of the Florida movement. The
central lesson here is that social movements do not arise by chance: they
require years of patient organizing and institution building.

I argue that the origins of the Florida movement may be found in the
survival strategies that African American workers, women, and middle-
class folk forged in the furnace of segregating Florida. Throughout the
text, I ask three overlapping questions: What techniques did African
Americans use to resist white supremacy? How did regional economic
development and national politics impact the trajectory of the black free-
dom struggle? Finally, how did African American men and women define
and lay claims to citizenship in an age of disfranchisement? In posing these
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questions, I do not assume that solidarity—among a people, a group, or a
class—is an automatic reaction to oppression; I recognize that it must be
organized. Coming of age in the all-black town of Eatonville, Florida, Zora
Neale Hurston advised, “The Negro race was not one band of heavenly
love. There was stress and strain inside as well as out. Being black was not
enough. It took more than a community of skin color to make your love
come down on you.”17

This work is by no means a comprehensive history of African Americans
in Florida; rather, the focus is on political and economic struggles for
social justice. I begin with a discussion of slavery and the Civil War because
of the formidable role that historical memory played in black—and
white—politics. Chapters 1 and 2 discuss battles over suffrage, economic
security, and the meaning of freedom. Former slaves and slave masters
understood the pivotal role the elective franchise played in the region’s
development. While black Floridians demanded a “jealous regard for the
rights of labor,” employers and white officials schemed to disfranchise
African American workers and inoculate white Floridians against inter-
racial alliances. The bloody outcome of this contest set the stage for the
coming of legal segregation, or Jim Crow.18

The next three chapters focus on the development of key African
American survival and organizing strategies in Gilded Age Florida. These
chapters unveil myriad efforts by African Americans to roll back the tide of
white supremacy. Chapter 3 investigates the descent of Florida into racial
terrorism and examines the tradition of black armed self-defense against
white violence. Chapters 4 and 5 focus on the development of mutual aid,
public commemoration of black history, and other institutions that would
become decisive in the Florida voter registration movement.

The remaining chapters chart the emergence of the Florida movement.
Chapters 6 and 7 describe how eruptions of African American resistance
in the era of the Great Migration and World War I were actually rooted in
decades of striving. Wartime migration, strikes, and Liberty Bond drives
overlapped to create a new, more promising environment for older aspira-
tions to be realized. Chapter 8 shows how black Floridians created the
statewide movement, and chapter 9 describes the fate of the struggle. The
conclusion comes to grips with the long-term legacies of the bloodiest
election in modern American history.

Florida has too often existed on the margins of the literature on the Jim
Crow South. With some exceptions, the Sunshine State seems to be barely
in the South at all. There are some reasons for the omission. In contrast to



Georgia and Alabama, Florida had a relatively small and declining cotton
belt. Tobacco was the real king of many a middle Florida plantation.
Orange groves and phosphate mines rather than cotton fields contributed
to the development of central Florida. Urbanization and the growth of the
ports of Pensacola, Jacksonville, Tampa, and (later) Miami gave African
Americans opportunities for occupational mobility not enjoyed in large
parts of the South. Finally, regular infusions of migrants from Cuba, the
Bahamas, and Central America contributed to the making of a complex
cultural mix.19

Nevertheless, Florida exceptionalism does not square with the facts. The
present study takes issue with V. O. Key’s argument that Florida was
“scarcely part of the South” and that race relations in Florida were “com-
paratively mild.”20 When South Carolina native Mary McLeod Bethune
arrived in Daytona at the turn of the century to found a school for black
girls, she found “racial prejudice of the most violent type.”21 Race relations
in Miami were so bad in the 1910s that Bahamian immigrants hoisted the
Union Jack as an act of defiance and petitioned the British Crown to save
them from Jim Crow. By almost any quantifiable social phenomenon,
including lynching, educational outlays by race, incarceration rates, or leg-
islative statutes, Florida looks like a state in the segregated South.

Florida has had a decisive impact on race relations in the United States.
African Americans in Florida carried out the largest slave rebellion in the
nation’s history at the outset of the Second Seminole War in 1835. No
pantheon of American freedom fighters is complete without the names of
Mary McLeod Bethune, James Weldon Johnson, T. Thomas Fortune, J.
Milton Waldron, Howard Thurman, Harry T. Moore, and A. Philip Ran-
dolph. All came of age in the segregating South and all began their lifelong
crusades against oppression in Florida. Each of them taught the world
lessons about defeating injustice they had learned from their unheralded
elders. This book is a chronicle of their—and our—ancestors in struggle.
In the words of an African American soldier returning from France after
the end of the Great War, black Floridians practiced “democracy in its
fullest meaning.”
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Prologue

SLAVERY AND CIVIL WAR

The Van Buren and her entire cargo of 470 bales of cotton . . . was
destroyed by fire the night of Dec. 5, 1834, while tied up at Martin’s
landing on the Chattahoochie river. The fire was set by a runaway
negro who had been re-captured.1

THE PENSACOLA GAZETTE

ONE DAY early in the twentieth century an elderly woman is sharing a part
of her life story with her grandson on the family’s front porch. Reared in
Daytona, the child has spent much of his life with this venerated midwife,
reading passages of the Bible to her because she is illiterate. There is one
part of the sacred text, however, that the young boy’s grandmother, a
descendant of African slaves and Seminole Indians, refuses to let him read
aloud in her presence: the Pauline epistles with their injunction for slaves
to obey their masters. By way of explanation, Nancy Ambrose recounts her
life as a slave in Madison County and bristles with anger when she recalls,
“Old man McGhee was so mean that he would not let a Negro minister
preach to his slaves.” Instead, McGhee directed a white pastor to teach “it
was God’s will that we were slaves and how, if we were good and happy
slaves, God would bless us. I promised my Maker that if I ever learned to
read and if freedom ever came, I would not read that part of the Bible.”
From a seat on his grandmother’s front porch, the young boy—who will
grow up to become one of the greatest Christian theologians of the
twentieth century—listens, troubled by the ways that Christianity has
been used to bolster tyranny.2

1



“The fact that the first twenty-three years of my life were spent in
Florida and in Georgia,” the Reverend Dr. Howard Thurman later
recalled, “left its scars deep in my spirit and has rendered me terribly sen-
sitive to the churning abyss separating white from black.”3 Nancy Ambrose
tried to bolster her grandson’s spirits by telling another kind of story about
slavery, one that spoke of autonomy and dignity. Occasionally a black
minister would somehow manage to hold services on Ambrose’s planta-
tion. The climax of this sermon was: “You are not slaves; you are not niggers
condemned forever to do your master’s will—you are God’s children.” The
effect of the sermon on the slaves—and young Howard decades later—was
electrifying.

When those words were uttered a warm glow crept all through the very
being of the slaves, and they felt the feeling of themselves run through
them. Even at this far distance I can relive the pulsing tremor of raw
energy that was released in me as I responded to her words. The sense of
being permanently grounded in God gave to the people of that far-off
time a way to experience themselves as human beings.4

These stories launched Howard Thurman on an odyssey to redeem
Christianity for “the poor, the disinherited, the dispossessed.” Nancy
Ambrose’s unlettered wisdom and her hatred of injustice prepared Rev.
Thurman to become a spiritual advisor to a younger generation of activists
including Martin Luther King, Jr. and James Lawson.5 Thus, one branch
of the river that became the modern civil rights movement runs deep
through a slave plantation in Madison County, Florida. Tracing the course
of this river means paying careful attention to the kinds of stories that
Nancy Ambrose and others of her generation told younger people. Oral
narratives of survival, war, and emancipation enhanced black pride and
kindled a heritage threatened by lynch-law, poverty, and segregation.6

Zora Neale Hurston found that African Americans in Florida amplified
their oral traditions with songs and parables that emphasized the ingenu-
ity of their slave forbears and the cupidity and sadism of their masters.7

Gadsden County native Malachia Andrews was raised with stories of the
Seminole Wars and slave revolts in Florida.8 Historical memories of resis-
tance gave hope for the future.

These oral traditions were rooted in slavery, and they open a window on
a history of suffering and struggle. In the colonial period, African American
slaves in the lower South who struck out for their freedom often fled to the
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thinly settled lands of Spanish Florida and established the region as a sanc-
tuary of nonracial liberty. Africans fleeing slavery in the Carolinas built
Gracia Real de Santa Teresa de Mose, or Fort Mose, two miles to the 
north of St. Augustine, in concert with the Spanish in the 1730s. Self-
emancipated slaves from the British colonies willing to bear arms were
granted conditional freedom by Spanish officials anxious to create a mili-
tary redoubt against aggressive English settlers.9 The Africans of Fort Mose
pledged to expend their “last drop of blood in defense of the great Crown
of Spain and the Holy Faith,” and they inflicted severe losses on British
armies and military adventurers from Georgia who sought to re-enslave
them.10 When slaves in South Carolina organized the Stono Uprising of
1739, Fort Mose was their destination.11 After Spain ceded control of
Florida to Great Britain in 1763, African Americans from the fort
embarked for Cuba.

In the years between the American Revolution and the War of 1812,
new generations of self-emancipated slaves from the lower South escaped
to Florida seeking sanctuary.12 Fighting alternately as soldiers in support of
British and Spanish forces, African Americans formed their most critical
alliances with bands of Seminole Indians, who had seceded from the
Creeks or Upper Muskogees of Georgia.13 Seminoles and their Muskogee
kin were horrified at the brutality of American slave labor camps.14 In the
aftermath of a genocidal war that cost the Upper Muskogees fourteen mil-
lion acres of land to the United States, the Seminoles welcomed fugitive
slaves for the skills they brought with them.15 Under the patronage of the
Seminoles, Africans Americans became tax-paying farmers, interpreters,
diplomats, and guerrilla fighters who helped their new allies challenge a
slave republic that Alexis de Tocqueville called “the most grasping nation
on the globe.”16 Historian Kenneth Wiggins Porter described the relation-
ship between Seminoles and African Americans as a kind of “primitive
democratic feudalism.”17 African Americans and Seminoles negotiated a
relationship that allowed both sides to enjoy a level of autonomy and dig-
nity that neither could have achieved alone, and it was viewed by the
United States as a threat to national security.18 George Washington’s admin-
istration attempted to force the Seminoles to extradite black Floridians to
their former masters by using the carrot of a federal slave bounty and the
threat of military assault.19 When diplomacy failed, Georgia deployed its
state militia to Florida in order to force the Seminoles into compliance.
The Seminoles and renegade African Americans soundly thrashed the
Georgians.



In a pattern that would be repeated throughout the next century, the
federal government intervened to enforce white supremacy in Florida. The
United States of America waged three major wars to secure slavery and
remove the Seminoles from Florida.20 In the midst of these military cam-
paigns, the United States purchased Florida from Spain in order to break
the power of their antislavery foes, a task the Spaniards had failed, or
refused, to accomplish.21 The bulk of the Seminoles rebuffed U.S. offers to
relocate to Indian Territory in the West largely because such a deal would
mean the re-enslavement of their African American allies.22

At the outset of the Second Seminole War (1835–1842) hundreds of
African American slaves in Florida rose in the Alachua and St. Johns River
plantation districts to join the battle and strike for their liberation.23 Gen-
eral Thomas Sidney Jessup observed that the Second Seminole War was “a
negro, not an Indian war.”24 After the final defeat of the Seminole–
ex-slave alliance, a candid white observer revealed the scope of the tragedy:
“The Seminole made a desperate stand for his Florida home. He was exact-
ing from the whites a terrible price for the acres they coveted. And even
more desperately than the Indian, fought the negro fugitive. Defeat for
him was not the loss of land, but of liberty; to yield meant not exile, but
bondage.”25

The most common path of slave resistance in antebellum Florida
involved smaller-scale acts of insurgency.26 Fugitive African American
slaves escaped Florida’s plantations to rejoin families and communities in
the upper South that had been torn from them by the domestic slave trade
that fed Florida and the Deep South with slave labor.27 In 1829 a slave
couple fled from the plantation of Robert Butler, “both about 40 years of
age; and it is believed that they will make for Tenn[essee]” where the
couple had originally come from.28 In 1833, “Dick, a daring and artful vil-
lain . . . probably has procured papers to enable him to get to a free state,
or to Virginia, where he was raised.” In the same year, a married couple
owned by Cornelius Devane stole their master’s shot gun and fled his plan-
tation with their three children and “are trying to get back to N.C. where
they were raised. Pink will try to pass for [a] free woman. Has obtained
pass for purpose.”29

Authorities responded harshly to acts of resistance. Enslaved African
Americans who participated in the Underground Railroad were beaten
and mutilated.30 Presaging the “Black Codes” of post–Civil War Florida,
municipal officials hammered away at the fragile independence enjoyed by
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free blacks and slave artisans who hired their own time in port towns.
During the Second Seminole War lawmakers in Apalachicola passed laws
levying heavy poll taxes on free blacks who remained in Franklin County,
empowered police to conduct sweeps and searches of black residences
“without written permit,” forbade the sale or gift of alcohol to slaves, and
authorized the night patrol to inflict twenty lashes on “any slaves or free
negroes found outside their own lodgings without written permit from
owner, employer or guardian.”31

This early history of struggle explains why enslaved African Americans
did not wait for Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation to strike
for their freedom. In 1862, slave laborers escaped along the St. Johns River
and sought refuge on Union gun boats.32 African Americans played a crit-
ical role in the Union Navy’s Atlantic blockading operations on Florida’s
coast in the spring and autumn months of the Civil War’s second year.
Using their knowledge of Florida’s rivers, ports, and back roads, African
Americans, classified early in the war as “contrabands,” served as spies and
scouts for Union forces. The Flag Officer of the South Atlantic Blockad-
ing Squadron alerted his commanders on March 1, “A contraband brings
news that the enemy is abandoning Fernandina.” This intelligence helped
the Union Navy intercept Confederate forces while preventing the enemy
from poisoning area wells and destroying military supplies.33 Partisan
slaves in Florida and Georgia kept Union forces apprised of Confederate
troop and ship movements and warned of ambushes. U.S. Navy
Lieutenant T. H. Stevens credited black intelligence for the survival of his
forces then engaged in the St. Mary’s River region.34

African Americans in Florida saw the Civil War as a war of liberation,
and hundreds escaped from slavery to serve with Union regiments.35 Black
troops fought with distinction at Olustee, Florida’s largest Civil War land
battle. The aftermath of Olustee, where Confederate soldiers massacred
wounded African American POWs, foreshadowed the racial violence to
come in the late nineteenth century.36 The First Battle of Gainesville
ended on a more positive note. In February 1864, forty-nine Union
cavalrymen carried out a raiding expedition on Gainesville, a town then
behind Confederate lines. Hours after their occupation had begun, how-
ever, a black man approached the Union commander with grave news:
two battalions of Confederate cavalry were bearing down on them. Newly
liberated African Americans rushed to the aid of the beleaguered troopers
and threw up a barricade of cotton bales on the outskirts of the town. 



A witness to the battle marveled at how many blacks joined the out-
gunned cavalrymen:

Another, who had been a house servant, brought in an Enfield rifle,
which his master had set up against a fence, while superintending the
work of the field hands. Bringing the weapon into the town, he insisted
on being allowed by Capt. Marshall to strike a blow for the liberation of
his race. The negroes who were in the town procured clubs, and begged
for permission to fight on the side of the Yankees.37

With the aid of these newest freed people, the 40th Massachusetts
repulsed a Confederate cavalry force more than twice its size. As the Union
detachment evacuated the following day, more than thirty former slaves
from the county enlisted in the U.S. armed forces.

African American slaves who were not able to reach Union lines found
their own ways to resist. Foreshadowing a conflict that would move to the
center stage in the aftermath of the Civil War, black Floridians demanded
more autonomy at work and a say over the products of their labor.38

Catherine Hopley, an English governess for Florida’s wartime governor,
John Milton, charged that his slave laborers had become incorrigible,
demanding high prices for the produce that they sold to Mrs. Milton and
disobeying orders whenever possible. The enraged visitor began “cuffing”
Milton’s female domestic workers to restore order, but found that “the
result of my ‘cuffing’ was wholly ineffectual. The negro was more dogged,
stolid, and stubborn than ever.”39 After striking another female slave who
refused to follow her orders, Hopley saw herself as the real victim of this
highly charged conflict between mistress and slave, noting that “I came off
so much the greater sufferer, that I concluded the means did not answer
the purpose; and if I lived twenty years more in the South, nothing would
ever induce me to strike a negro again.”40

When the 3rd U.S. Colored Troops entered Tallahassee at the end of the
Civil War, African Americans poured onto the streets to cheer their liber-
ators. A black trooper tried to capture the glory of the moment: “The
people of color were glad to see us, and cheer after cheer rent the air as we
marched through the principle streets, led by the gallant Brevet Brigadier
Gen . . . with colors flying and our band playing ( John Brown’s marching
on.) The would-be rebels looked on in silence, not daring to speak above
a whisper.”41 White observers noted with varying degrees of amusement
(or chagrin) that black Floridians joyously sang, “We’ll hang Jeff Davis on
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a sour apple tree, as we go marching on,” to the tune of “John Brown’s
Body” when the Confederate president was captured by U.S. forces after
the war.42 African Americans would revive the memory of emancipation in
their oral histories, public gatherings, and church ceremonies, and it was a
moment that served as a catalyst for decades to come.

What did freedom mean to African Americans in the nineteenth cen-
tury? A Key West man interviewed by Whitelaw Reid shortly after the end
of the Civil War answered this question in an unforgettable manner. When
the young journalist arrived at the Key in the entourage of Chief Justice
Salmon P. Chase, locals insisted that the group visit the two-room cottage
of Sandy Cornish, a former slave. Cornish hailed from Maryland and had
been brought to Florida to work as a slave laborer on Florida’s expanding
railroad system.43 His wife had purchased her freedom earlier and followed
him to Key West in 1839. Nine years later, he had earned enough money
to purchase his freedom, but before he and his wife could embark upon
their new life, disaster struck. A gang of slave speculators abducted Cor-
nish and determined to squeeze a profit from his remaining years. After
beating and hog-tying him, the white men locked him in a jail to await the
dreaded ship that would carry him down to the New Orleans slave market.

Sandy escaped from the jail and fled home, where he and his wife
devised a plan to keep his freedom. Returning to the public square, he let
out a great shout to rouse the local populace, including his captors. He
then pulled out a knife and cut both of his Achilles tendons to shreds. He
next drove the knife into his hip and cut a “hole ten inches long, and four
inches deep, till my leg hung useless.” Finally, Sandy took a hatchet and
hacked his left hand to a bloody pulp. Showing his horrific scars to Reid,
the former slave declared, “I would cut open my belly, and pull out de
entrals before ’em. But dat I wouldn’t go down to New Orleans for a slave
agin, for I was free.” Sandy mutilated his body to preserve the life he shared
with his wife from a fate he judged to be worse than death. Freedom for
this former slave was not an abstract proposition; it meant control over his
body and his destiny. He understood how tenuous liberty was.

Cornish’s plan succeeded: after he recovered, he and his wife rebuilt
their lives, helped to found a church, and became two of “the most
respected citizens of Key West.”44 The self-emancipated slave’s chronicle
signaled the priorities that freedpeople placed on rebuilding family ties
that had been shattered by slavery as well as creating institutions that
would serve their community in the uncertain times ahead. At the same



time, Sandy’s life became part of a rich collection of oral histories that sur-
vivors of slavery passed down to bolster the dignity and identities of
younger folk. After the Civil War, Cornish’s home attracted visitors from
far and wide who came to the island to visit this man whose life became a
testament to the meaning of freedom in America.

Sandy Cornish’s history demonstrates that African Americans waged
their most intense battles over the right to control their lives and labor. In
common with former slaves in other post-emancipation societies, black
Floridians would now struggle to expand freedom’s promise just as surely
as their former masters and others sought to limit it.45
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THE PROMISE OF
RECONSTRUCTION

The lawlessness in the South since the Civil War has varied in its
phases. First, it was that kind of disregard for law which follows all
war. Then it became a labor war, an attempt on the part of im-
poverished capitalists and landholders to force laborers to work on
the capitalist’s terms.1

w. e. b. du bois

newly emancipated floridians rapidly grasped the connection
between economic justice and electoral politics. African Americans
believed that access to inexpensive farm land, the right to bargain with
employers, free public schools, and the elective franchise were the keys of
liberty. This was a broadly democratic vision that subordinated the whims
of the powerful to the needs of the many. A black Floridian testified in
1867 that “[freedpeople] are all seeking lands for themselves and building
houses to live in. Some have been fortunate enough to make five or ten
bales of cotton and many bushels of corn. . . . We are all looking for the
day when we shall vote, to sustain the great Republican Party.”2

The major outlines of the African American freedom struggle in Florida
emerged in the early moments of Reconstruction in Marion County. A Bureau
of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands agent, Jacob A. Remley,
observed that African Americans in that rural county were organizing
themselves “for religious worship [and] the mutual relief of one another in
sickness and pecuniary distress.”3 The agent noted that African Americans
held an Emancipation Day ceremony attended by over one thousand
black citizens in order to celebrate freedom and remember slavery.
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African Americans sought the federal bureau’s intervention to negotiate
fair labor contracts with growers and to purchase land. Remley was clearly
impressed: “I have daily applications from the Freedmen on the subject,
and, it is the opinion of the Location Agent that at least five hundred
Homesteads will be entered in this county.”4 In response to physical
attacks by vengeful whites who would not accept the end of slavery,
African Americans in Marion formed armed militia units to defend their
communities. Remley was astonished to discover that “the freedpeople
exhibit a knowledge of their political situation and their relations to it,
which could scarcely be expected from a people heretofore prohibited
from acquiring a knowledge of such matters.” Large planters in the area
were stunned that they could not persuade former slaves to vote as they
directed them to.5 African Americans emphasized mutual aid, labor strug-
gle, historical memory, armed self-defense, and independent voting as cul-
tural and political acts of survival and resistance in the years immediately
following the Civil War.

Black Floridians chose the elective franchise as a primary weapon in the
new war to guarantee their rights, and they initially looked to the Party of
Lincoln to assist them. Shortly after the assassination of Abraham Lincoln,
a former slave by the name of Joseph Oats was elected by his Tallahassee
peers to participate in a national delegation of African Americans who
petitioned President Andrew Johnson for the right of suffrage.6 Oats and
his counterparts asked the new president to remember that he walked in
the footsteps of the Great Emancipator. Frederick Douglass, the delega-
tion’s leader, bluntly told Johnson: “Your noble and human predecessor
placed in our hands the power to assist in saving the nation, and we hope
that you, his able successor, will favorably place in our hands the ballot,
with which to save ourselves.”7 African Americans believed that the right
to vote was an indispensable vehicle in the long and difficult road they
would have to travel to gain true freedom.8 A black Union soldier sta-
tioned at Jacksonville at the end of the Civil War made his case succinctly:
“There is only one thing I want, that is my vote.”9

Powerful forces opposed democracy in Florida. Individuals inside and
outside the state hoped to transform Florida into what the Fort Myers Press
and others called the “American Italy,” a center of tourism and a commer-
cial gateway to the world.10 Florida was to become a land of fruit groves,
resorts, and industries built on the backs of the freedpeople, who would
toil for low wages with minimal citizenship rights that would in any case
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be controlled from above. The Florida booster took many shapes and
forms; nevertheless, whether he or she was Democrat, Republican, Wall Street
financier, or state guidebook writer, the emphasis was on low wages, high
profits, and white domination. As one white Republican official reasoned:
“Colored labor is the cheapest, and therefore just the kind suited to the
South in its present condition. This fact must have weight also with capi-
talists, for other things being equal, the returns from an investment must
increase in proportion to the cheapness of the labor employed.”11 The
state’s boosters were obsessed with Florida’s investment climate relative to
other states’—especially California’s—and touted cheap labor as the state’s
great selling point.12

Florida boosters conceived of suffrage restriction—the act of preventing
black workers from voting—as a strategy to promote a version of eco-
nomic development that would be controlled from the top. In this regime
of white business supremacy, African Americans were to be kept as power-
less and poorly paid as possible. A fierce battle raged across Florida as
white Floridians dueled with African American men and women over the
meaning of freedom and the shape of Florida’s new economy.13

Transplanted northerners obsessed with creating a society that ran along
“business lines” would over time help transform the Republican Party
into a white-controlled organization that excluded black citizens from real
political representation. Wisconsin immigrant Harrison Reed, who
became Florida’s first Republican Reconstruction governor, was the arche-
typal Florida booster. According to historian Richard Nelson Current,
Governor Reed did not support black suffrage and “wanted to join with . . .
other prewar Floridians to form a party that could reconstruct the state in
the way that would be best for business.”14 Reed denounced black workers
who refused to vote the way their employers did as “ignorant tenants” and
sought to replace them with immigrants from “Minnesota and other
Northwestern States.”15 After succeeding in the state’s 1868 Constitu-
tional Convention in limiting the number of elective offices in Florida,
Reed wrote triumphantly to the conservative railroad magnate David Yulee,
“Under our Constitution the Judiciary & State officers will be appointed
& the apportionment will prevent a negro legislature.”16 Republicans and
Democrats would increasingly join hands across the political divide to
dilute the effectiveness of the ballot in Florida.17

When African Americans in Florida fought for higher wages, voted
independently, or tried to buy good land, they were targeted for repression.



Florida boosters associated equal citizenship with insurgency, high taxes,
and “wasteful” methods of small farming that interfered with an imagined
future of tourism, large farms, and extractive industries (especially timber,
turpentine, and phosphate mining). Politics, the workplace, and legal seg-
regation were fatally intertwined. Prophets of the New South who urged
diversified industry, outside investment, and an end to dependence on
cotton succeeded in Florida as in no other state.18 Racial oppression would
underwrite this growth strategy and create a Jim Crow system as brutal as
anywhere in the Cotton South.19

DEMOCRACY AND DEVELOPMENT

At the dawn of Reconstruction, Harriet Beecher Stowe journeyed to her
newly purchased St. John’s River plantation intent on building a new
Florida. The author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin noted, “My plan of going to
Florida, as it lies in my mind, is not in any sense a worldly enterprise . . .
My heart is with that poor people whose course in words I have tried to
plead, and who now, ignorant and docile, are just in that formative stage
in which whoever seizes has them.”20 Stowe believed ex-slaves needed
the right to work more than they needed the right to vote. Like her
brother Henry Ward Beecher, Harriet Stowe believed that reconciliation
between former slave and slave master should take precedence over
politics:

Henry takes the ground that it is unwise and impolitic to endeavor to
force negro suffrage on the South at the point of the bayonet. His policy
would be, to hold over the negro the protection of the Freedman’s
Bureau until the great laws of free labor shall begin to draw the master
and servant together; to endeavor to soothe and conciliate, and win to
act with us, a party composed of the really good men at the South.21

The author asked her youngest brother, the Rev. Charles Beecher, to set
up a “line of churches” along the St. John’s River to train African Americans
in the regimens of obedience and correct religious practice. The Episcopal
Church, Stowe felt, was “the best system for training immature minds
such as those of our negroes. The system was composed with reference to
the wants of the laboring class of England, at a time when they were as
ignorant as our negroes now are.”22 A white Episcopal minister from 
New York who settled in Florida concurred in Stowe’s assessment, noting, 
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“I can heartily say that the colored man has my sympathy, that his condition
commands it, and that I am anxiously solicitous to make him useful to
himself and his employer. To effect this, kind feelings between him and the
white man are essentially necessary; and I most earnestly hope that all who
wish well to the poor African, will, in their efforts to benefit him, bear this
in mind.”23

Work discipline, racial reconciliation, and submission to white
authority—this philosophy eventually united former abolitionists, clergy,
Republicans, northern editors, and southern entrepreneurs into a
common world view that emphasized varying degrees of black subordina-
tion. Harriet Beecher Stowe posed the question commonly asked by
Yankee investors and plantation owners alike: “Who shall do the work for
us? Is the inquiry in this new State where there are marshes to be drained,
forests to be cut down, palmetto-plains to be grubbed up, and all under
the torrid heats of a tropical sun.”24 Stowe assumed that African Americans
were biologically better suited for toil in hot and humid weather than
whites were.25 The only problem, she believed, was that generations of
toiling for no wages had destroyed the freedpeople’s work ethic.26 She was
going to have to teach them.

Stowe quickly became embroiled in a dispute with two African American
domestic workers, “Minnah” and “Judy.” Neither woman was a stranger to
the regimen of the plantation. Minnah’s back was severely scarred with
lash marks that were, as Stowe admitted, “the tyrant’s answer to free
speech.” But Stowe was unable to compel Minnah to work properly. “Such
a heap of clothes to be washed all in one day! It was a mountain of labor
in Minnah’s imagination,” Stowe marveled, “and it took all our eloquence
and our constant presence to keep her in good humor. We kept at Minnah
as the only means of keeping her at work.”27 Stowe lamented that the
newly emancipated domestic workers did not understand the value of a
full day’s work. “Democracy never assumes a more rampant form than in
some of these old negresses,” Stowe complained, “who would say their
screed to the king on his throne, if they died for it the next minute.”28

The author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin portrayed Minnah as “kinky” and
“argumentative” while referring to Judy as “a fat, lazy, crafty, roly-poly
negress.”29 Judy incurred Stowe’s wrath by downing her scrub brush and
iron in order to fix regular meals for her husband, who was a foreman on
the plantation. In Stowe’s eye’s, Judy had erred by letting family responsi-
bilities take priority over domestic work. Stowe tightened up on work



discipline and began her “lessons” anew. While Minnah and Judy saw
domestic labor as only one component of the day’s work rhythm—one
that would have to be integrated with the tasks a black woman was
expected to perform for her family and community—Harriet Beecher
Stowe envisioned domestic labor as a total commitment.

Stowe demoted the troublesome Minnah to field labor and subse-
quently hired a “trained, accomplished, neat” African American cook
from Jacksonville, but lost her also. The black woman left for Jacksonville
to take up a better-paid position as a cook in a large hotel. “Such has been
the good fortune of all the well-trained house-servants since emancipa-
tion,” Stowe blustered. “They command their own price.”30 What the
former antislavery advocate could not see was that the African American
women were not interested in receiving lessons in how to work. They
wanted fair pay, dignity, and a measure of control in the domestic work-
place. After all, they were the ones doing the work. Most reform-minded
whites seemed oblivious to this fact. “Instead of being teachable and sub-
missive,” another white employer in Stowe’s neighborhood complained,
“[Susy] is pert, makes answers and excuses—and still does not do what is
required until after a good deal of insistence.”31 From a newly freed
worker’s perspective, however, this kind of negotiation over the terms of
employment was perfectly logical. An African American minister affirmed,
“It has been said that the Negro here will not work, that they are becom-
ing indolent and vicious. The facts are, they have become tired of working
without pay . . . those who have considered it their God-given right to
swindle the negro out of the hard earned money due him are left without
help.”32 African American women creatively tried to expand the meaning
of freedom in their workplaces, and dared to test out the new possibilities
of emancipation.33

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s belief that African Americans were incapable of
self-directed work coincided with the beliefs of native white southern
employers.34 W. E. B. Du Bois noted: “It was accepted as absolutely true
by most planters that the Negro could not and would not work without a
white master.”35 A year before Stowe arrived in Florida, the state legislature
took this ideology to its logical extreme. In tandem with their counterparts
in the former Confederacy, Florida’s lawmakers passed a “Black Code” that
subjected African Americans to forced labor as well as vagrancy and com-
pulsory apprenticeship laws. The whipping post was the dominant
method of punishment. Florida’s Black Code also mandated segregation in
public transportation as well as in religious and public meetings. Interracial
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marriage was forbidden, and assault on a white woman carried the penalty
of death. White legislators denied black citizens the ballot, noting with
satisfaction that their counterparts in Connecticut and Wisconsin had in
effect recently done the same thing.36 These infamous statutes would be
struck down by the biracial democracy during Reconstruction. Neverthe-
less, the state would resurrect many of them as the foundations of legal
segregation were laid in the final two decades of the nineteenth century.37

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s pen once thundered with righteous indignation
about slavery, but she was strangely silent about Florida’s draconian Black
Codes, calculated to bring a return to slavery in her adopted state. Con-
versely, Stowe was positively joyous about the potential of Florida, pub-
lishing her observations in widely read publications such as the New York
Tribune, Atlantic Monthly, and Harper’s Magazine, and encouraging north-
ern migration to Florida. Stowe approved “all the money circulating in the
State [that] comes from Northern immigrants,” and she sought to provide
these affluent immigrants with useful advice.38 Like many of her northern
contemporaries who were sympathetic to the freedpeople, Stowe could
not envision African Americans as independent citizen workers with the
ability to chart their own destinies. At best, she conceived of black people
as a dependent working class. “We give the judgment of a practical farmer
accustomed to hire laborers at the North and South,” Stowe wrote, “and as
a result of five years’ experiment on this subject, he says that the negro
laborer carefully looked after is as good as any that can be hired at the
North.”39 Going one step further, an “Ex-Milwaukeean” farmer in Florida
remonstrated, “They [black workers] are great, overgrown children, and
the height of a darky’s ambition is to sit on a jury or attend a political
meeting.”40 He went on: “It is this uncertain condition of farm labor that
has bankrupted very many northern men, who have come south since the
war to raise cotton with ‘free labor.’ ”

Democracy would have to take a back seat to development. James
Woods Davidson, author of The Florida of Today: A Guide for Tourists and
Settlers, lectured: “The future fortunes of the negroes are largely in the
hands of the controlling race, and they themselves will probably have little
to do in shaping it; and doubtless the less they have to do with it the
better.”41 The Florida booster sold an image of Florida as the “Land of
Flowers” where “sick Yankees” and wealthy Europeans would spend their
money.42 The Edinburgh Courant wrote: “What Italy is to Europe, Florida
is to the States of America, but in a much more pronounced degree.”43

A developer from Leesburg boasted, “Our climate is unequaled by Southern



Italy, nor can Naples boast of bluer skies than ours, or Florence of sweeter
moonlight than falls so softly on the unruffled waters of our lovely
lakes.”44 At the bottom of this entrepreneurial plan rested a disfranchised
and powerless black population whose low wages and hard work would
underwrite the booming agricultural, service, and shipping sectors.45 In
this scheme, the new Florida was to rest on compulsion not cooperation.
One Florida booster wrote, “Some of the niggers are industrious and are
doing well—in many cases they are doing better than the whites as they
stand this hot climate better than the whites, but take them as a class,
they are lazy and worthless, and will not work unless compelled by
necessity.”46

In all post-emancipation societies the path of economic growth has had
a decisive impact on the practice of democracy.47 Just how “free” would
newly freed black workers be? Larger industrial and agricultural interests
sought to divert former slaves from exerting real political power because
they believed that their investments were threatened by popular rule. The
New York and Mobile Turpentine Company’s 1866 corporate prospectus
presented this argument clearly:

The labor question, now nearly settled, has rendered all branches of
industry in the South uncertain during the past year. This difficulty we
no longer anticipate, as the freedmen, realizing that “liberty” does not
mean “idleness,” but that to work is a necessity, remain more perma-
nently on the plantations. The Southern men themselves are ready to
treat fairly with their former slaves, and Northern men understand more
fully the proper way in which to manage the peculiar disposition of the
blacks. . . . Politics yield to business, and every one is striving to rebuild
his shattered fortunes.48

Oliver Martin Crosby’s book Florida Facts: Both Bright and Blue epito-
mizes the philosophy of the Florida booster. Florida Facts was an invest-
ment guide for ambitious settlers and capitalists. Crosby wrote: “The
Negro question in the South to-day is as unsettled as are the labor, social-
istic, and emigration questions in the North, and with many characteris-
tics in Unison. . . . The Negro Problem will assume a new form to even the
most rabid abolitionist, after a residence in Florida.”49 Independent
African American laborers represented a threat to economic development.
“While the African is as necessary in clearing away forests and in hard
manual labor as the Irishman is at the North, now that he is free he has no
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idea of working more than is barely necessary to keep him in pork and
grits.”50 Citing a northern employer who had relocated to Florida only to
face off with an uncooperative black work force, Crosby asserted, “With
all the progress claimed for the colored man, it will be ages before the
negro as a rule is a thrifty, honest laborer, and a town where negroes are in
the majority has an ‘incubus’ indeed.”51 In Crosby’s New South, race,
labor, politics, and economic growth were intertwined. Like Harriet
Beecher Stowe, the author of Florida Facts was not a native Floridian; he
wasn’t even a southerner. Indeed, Oliver Martin Crosby wrote “From a
Northerner’s Standpoint” in order to aid “Intending Settlers, Tourists, and
Investors” hoping to make their fortunes in Florida. His work was part of
an avalanche of guidebooks, corporate prospectuses, and travel narratives
that contributed to an emerging white consensus that the economic expan-
sion of Florida depended on the subjugation of black labor.

FIGHTING FOR THE RIGHTS OF LABOR

Freedpeople articulated a distinctive political philosophy during Recon-
struction that contrasted sharply with that promoted by outside financiers,
plantation owners, and corporations. Black Floridians emphasized
landownership and labor mobility as bulwarks against oppression. In the
port towns, black workers organized unions, enforced work rules, and
fought for shorter hours.52 African American farm laborers attempted to
use the short-lived Freedmen’s Bureau to bargain fair contracts with
employers. African American workers believed that they would have to
place firm limits on the power of former Confederate leaders, wealthy
landowners (often the same individuals), and corporations in order to
achieve a meaningful freedom. Leon County representative John Wallace
invoked these values in an address he delivered before an audience of black
union longshoremen in Pensacola. Wallace “pictured out, in glowing
terms, the readiness of the rich to oppress the poor laborer. The [long-
shoremen] were present in large numbers, and declared that [former Con-
federate navy secretary] S. R. Mallory should not go to the Senate by their
votes.”53

Land, labor, and freedom were discussed in tandem, and black
Floridians decried the trend of giving land and power to corporations and
large landowners. African Methodist Episcopal minister and state repre-
sentative Charles Pearce told congressional investigators that black farmers



in Leon County “cannot get homes very well; the lands are owned by large
land owners who are unwilling to sell their lands.”54 A black correspon-
dent in Jackson County reported that African Americans there tried to
secure land to build small farms, but were often displaced by railroads and
larger landowners.55 When state legislators considered a bill in 1872 that
would give more privileges to corporations, African American legislators
from black-majority Leon County thundered back as a body:

Capital needs no legislation in order to provide for its use. Capital is
strong enough to take care and provide for itself, but corporations are a
dangerous power, especially large or consolidated corporations, and the
American people fear them with distrust.

We want no Tom Scotts, Jim Fisks or Vanderbilts in this State to govern
us, by means of which they would influence legislation tending to advance
personal interests. The great curse of Florida has been dishonest corpora-
tions, rings and cliques, with an eye single to their central interest, and if
this bill is suffered to pass this Assembly, in my opinion we may look for a
continuation of abuses and a usurpation of the rights of citizens who may
be opposed to the evil machinations such as are generally exerted by
consolidated bodies.56

This resolution touched the core of Reconstruction-era black politics. If
African Americans could find a way to stop capital from crushing the
people, then Florida—as in the days of the Seminole and African
alliance—could become a sanctuary from the tyranny of modern-day slave
masters. A black reporter enthusiastically wrote: “Florida is destined to
become the Negro’s new Jerusalem. . . . Her close proximity to Cuba,
Hayti and Jamaica, makes her the great gateway between the negro tropi-
cal belt and the great Temperate Zone of the white race in the United
States. . . . Here then the oppressed colored people of Georgia and intelli-
gent and well-to-do colored men of the North must come and pitch their
tents.”57 When Rev. N. B. Sterett’s church was burned down by the 
Ku Klux Klan in Americus, Georgia, he found a safe haven in Quincy’s
black community, where he was protected from white violence.58 The
vision of a new land that would welcome the oppressed was part of the
core ideology of the black freedom struggle in Florida.

African Americans based their hopes on Florida’s large public domain—
Florida had more than twice as much public land than any other southern
state.59 Black Floridians urged their counterparts to set up homesteads and
find freedom. Bishop T. M. D. Ward of the African Methodist Episcopal
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(AME) Church exulted during a visit to Florida: “The state is destined to
be the home of the colored man and if the lust for power does not lead him
to betray liberty, he will always wield an influence for good.”60 One corre-
spondent wrote of black Floridians: “They all believe that there is a bright
future to dawn upon this land of flowers, and they are doing all they can
to encourage immigration from other States. Florida can afford homes for
thousands of colored families, where they can have advantages which they
cannot have in other states.”61 “I wish that the great mass of my own race,
now struggling for a living in the cold regions of the North and West could
be told of this land of promise,” wrote Rev. John R. Scott; “here they may
secure beautiful and happy homes, and the means for educating their chil-
dren.”62

Enhanced opportunities for landownership offered an alternative to
white domination. When Francis Ellen Watkins Harper visited the state in
1870, she was told that nearly nine thousand African Americans had
already become landowners.63 “While I was in Florida a story was told to
me,” wrote Harper, “of a man whose mistress, no longer able to grasp his
right arm as her property, took away his tools; deprived of them he bor-
rowed others and went to work, and in a short time bought some for him-
self, and he, as I understood, was the possessor of at least seven hundred
acres of land.”64 The sparseness of settlement in southern Florida provided
opportunities even when landownership was not a possibility. Black farm
workers were sometime able to negotiate higher wages in the southern part
of the state and near the Everglades, where large landowners had difficulty
recruiting labor.65

TABLE 1

Population of Florida, 1860–1930

White Black

1930 1,035,205 431,823
1920 638,153 329,487
1910 443,634 308,699
1900 297,333 230,730
1890 224,949 166,180
1880 142,605 126,690
1870 96,057 91,689
1860 77,746 62,677

SOURCE: U.S. Census Reports.



White Floridians believed that African Americans should become more
faithful wage laborers—not landowners. Employers condemned ministers
who preached about the iniquity of the wealthy, and Leon County planta-
tion heiress Susan Bradford Eppes railed at one minister for teaching the
verse: “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a
rich man to enter the kingdom of God.”66 After delivering a sermon in
Alachua County, a black minister was accosted by two white men and crit-
icized for the contents of his message. The minister’s account is revealing:

After he spoke to me he said, “I was just speaking to the Judge about
your sermon last night and he said, ‘I think you ought to have gone a
little further and said to your people that they ought to be faithful to
their employers.’ ” I then ascertained from him that he was running a
large farm and had a great many of our people employed and he
thought they did not do enough for the money they were getting. 
Then I understood why I did not go far enough for him.67

Members of the African Methodist Episcopal Church played an impor-
tant role in rural communities by promoting small farm ownership, inde-
pendence, and the dignity of labor.68 The “Industrial and Political”
platform forged by a state AME convention in 1871 unanimously adopted
a resolution praising African Americans for their efforts to avoid planta-
tion labor and achieve autonomy:

Whereas labor is the basis of all wealth, and wealth is an absolute necessity
of civilized society, and a peaceful condition of society, and security of life
and property, a jealous regard for the rights of labor, are among the imper-
ative duties of a well ordered government;

Resolved by the convention of ministers and laymen of the African
Methodist Episcopal Church in Florida, that we congratulate our people
upon the rapid progress they have made in the past six years, and upon the
increase of mixed industry, homestead and small farms in opposition to
the ruinous plantation system. . . . we proudly point to these facts as a
refutation of the slanders by our natural-born enemies, the democrats, that
the freedmen do not work.69

African American ministers used the language of emancipation to
exhort black Floridians to purchase their own homes and farms. Rev.
Robert Brookens told his people in Baldwin: “In the first place a man
without a home is a slave to the man that he rents from. . . . Now while
our people are following up these lordly farmers they could all get settled
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on some Government land that is near them and build Good houses, and
let their families stay there and improve them.”70 A white observer con-
firmed that black Floridians wanted to avoid toiling for Florida’s lordly
farmers: “He longed to purchase one of God’s acres, where he could build
his castle, and read his title clear.”71 Black Floridians struggled to become
landowners and small farmers, but these endeavors were fraught with dif-
ficulties. African Americans never gained a majority in the state legislature,
and successive white-dominated Florida legislatures deeded hundreds of
thousands of acres of land to English land syndicates and railroads.72

Would-be farm owners faced significant barriers to landownership, even
during the life of the Reconstruction-era Southern Homestead Act.73 “Our
people are steadily securing small homesteads for themselves,” wrote Rev.
A. P. Miller from Lake City, “but not as generally as one might wish.”74

Conversely, the state’s boosters argued that black landownership dis-
couraged wealthy growers from moving into Florida. The author of A
Guide into the South: An Open Gate to the Laborer, Large Returns to the
Investor tried to assure his readers that African Americans played no role in
farm ownership or civic life in the state: “To those not understanding but
who fear the presence of the Negro race we will state that the Negro is not
in the way. He is not a land owner, except in a few instances, but lives, as
a rule, in the quarter of the town set aside for him. . . . If you do not need
him he does not bother you.”75 Financial observers claimed that African
Americans who staked out their own homesteads robbed the state of
export income. A Marion County booster griped: “The lands now under
cultivation on these homesteads will probably average fifteen acres to the
homestead, making 18,000 acres which have been brought under cultiva-
tion within the last four or five years, mostly by the freed people. Yet this
has not added to the material wealth of the county, but has been the cause
of a less production of agricultural products, especially of corn.”76

Black Floridians also believed in the necessity of a strong, state-
supported educational system that would help produce an autonomous
citizenry. Education for all was to be a cornerstone of the Negro’s New
Jerusalem. William Cullen Bryant spoke with a teacher in St. Augustine
who told him, “the colored people were so eager to learn that she gave, last
summer, lessons to the washerwomen at ten o’clock in the evening, after
the labors of the day were over, and found others waiting at her door for
their daily lessons at six o’clock in the morning, before their work was
begun.”77 Black Floridians working through church and civic organizations
had to scrimp and scrape to supplement the state’s educational system by



raising money from hard-pressed members. By 1871, the African
Methodist Episcopal Church alone had organized forty-eight Sabbath
schools responsible for educating over 2,500 children.78 After a fund-
raising event held by the AME in St. Augustine in which church members
pledged to raise $400 for education, a black correspondent wrote: “We are
poor this year, but we hope in the future to be able to do more.”79 Emanuel
Fortune reported that African Americans in Jackson County took up arms
to defend their schoolhouse from whites who tried to physically destroy
black education in their county.80

Conservative Democrats saw black education as a dangerous proposi-
tion because it led to bad work habits and high taxes. A white editor
insisted: “No, education does not solve the [Negro] problem. This fact is
now so well recognized that many of our people are getting tired of paying
taxes to give the negro an education which tends rather to his ruin than to
his betterment. He is spoiled as a laborer. He leaves the country to seek the
town, and ekes out a precarious living ‘in ways that are dark and tricks that
are vain.’ He looks upon ordinary everyday work as degrading, and han-
kers after a ‘perfeshun.’ ”81 The code phrase “getting tired of paying taxes”
became a way of talking about race without mentioning race itself.82

INTELLIGENCE SHALL RULE THE COUNTRY 
INSTEAD OF THE MAJORITY

Conservative or “Bourbon” Democrats favored the same powerful institu-
tions that African Americans most distrusted: plantations, large employers,
and railroads. As a result, the Democratic Party failed to recruit large num-
bers of African Americans to its banner.83 Democrats confirmed suspicions
that they were the defenders of unearned privilege with crude depictions of
slavery as a benevolent institution. A white political operative in Jefferson
County explained why the Democrats repelled most black voters:

A few of us have made an effort to direct political opinion among the
newly enfranchised and if the old champions of Whigism and democracy
of former days would give us the reins free and untrammeled, we could
direct the storm but on the contrary we can never have a political
meeting, that some political fossil does not regale the past with its political
bearings (entirely unpalatable to the Negro). As well as Slavery and its
blessings, generally winding up with a sigh for the good old days again.
Thus every effort however well directed is lost by these vain regrets.84
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African American women also foiled Democratic recruitment efforts.
Like their sisters elsewhere in the South, black women viewed the elective
franchise as a resource to be wielded for the good of the community, not
just the individual.85 Women defended polling places from white incur-
sion, inflicted violence on black men who offered to sell their votes, and
threatened would-be Democratic husbands with divorce.86 When Gethro
Robinson tried to vote for the Democrats in Madison County, “his sister
pulled him out of line, and told him if he voted that way that she would
get help and give him a good beating.”87 African American women also
engaged in the art of public humiliation to shame black men into sup-
porting the Party of Lincoln. On one occasion, female activists confronted
a man leaning toward the Democratic ticket. Brandishing a black baby
dressed up in chains, “they made a fearful noise, crying and screaming and
told [the man] he was selling their children all into slavery.”88 African
American women used their identities as mothers, wives, and sisters to
convince black men that they too had a stake in electoral politics.89

Agricultural employers found that African American workers held dis-
tinctive political opinions that they could not effectively control. Some
plantation owners halted operations, as one observer wrote, “chiefly
because the planters did not wish to encourage more negroes to come into
the country, as they were already so formidable a political element.”90 A
transplanted New Yorker complained: “It is always something of an aston-
ishment to find how well posted these otherwise ignorant negroes are on
political matters, local events, or any important occurrence; they seem to
have a secret sort of freemasonry by which they learn everything going
on.” This observer explained, “In all their camps were individuals who did
the reading and writing; read the newspapers aloud, read the letters
received by their less intelligent companions, and wrote the letter and
postal-card replies.” He then snarled: “Ignorant, but very cunning and
unscrupulous, they would be a terribly dangerous element of society, were
it not for their well-known fear of fire-arms, and their naturally peaceful
disposition.”91 Frustrated in their bid for black support, conservatives
turned ever more decisively in the direction of coercion and suffrage
restriction.

The duel for labor control became an all-out war in Florida. At the fore-
front of the conservative scheme for economic improvement was the idea
of a powerless and landless African American labor force.92 One of the
instruments chosen to achieve this goal was the Ku Klux Klan.93 Black
Floridians testified that KKK violence was directed by plantation owners



against recalcitrant workers and ambitious black farmers who held land
coveted by larger white landowners.94 One Klan assassin in Jackson
County “has been fitted out with arms and equipment, and rides a very
fine horse around the county,” and “There are continual . . . expressions
throughout Middle Florida by men who approve of these things to this
extent; They say they would give him the best horse on their plantations,
if he needed it, to aid him in his operations.”95 State Senator Robert
Meacham testified during the Ku Klux Klan investigation hearings: “I
believe that there is some understanding with [white employers] that they
will manage, in some way, to keep the colored people from having what
they have justly earned.”96 Black Floridians swore that many employers
refused to employ African Americans who were active in politics.97 Rev.
Charles Pearce testified that if white employers “were to concede to our
people all their rights, and our people could be convinced of that fact; if
they could create a confidence in our people in regard to that fact, I think
it would change the matter materially.”98 However, employers who coop-
erated too closely with workers paid a price. Garth W. James, a Yankee
farmer in northern Florida, felt satisfied that “we have fully vindicated the
principle we started on, that the freed Negro under decent and just treat-
ment can be worked to profit to employer and employee.”99 James was
soon forced by vengeful whites to leave Florida for his own safety.

White Floridians used violence as a tool to show that they would rule
the state by whatever means necessary. Secretary of State Jonathan Gibbs
estimated that 153 black Floridians were assassinated in Jackson County
alone between 1868 and 1871.100 Emanuel Fortune, a member of the
Florida House of Representatives, moved his family out of Jackson County
after receiving numerous threats on his life. Testifying at the Florida Ku
Klux Klan hearings, Fortune explained the conservative Democratic phi-
losophy: “Intelligence shall rule the country instead of the majority.”101

The only way to achieve the rule of the few was through naked force. The
Palatka Daily News yearned for the days of slavery because “the slaves who
were governed strictly and evenly never gave trouble. The masters who
broke the usual license on their plantations only by periodical savage
punishments were always in dread.”102 Asserting “the Democrats possess
all the wealth and respectability of the country,” another white theorist
argued that his race was justified in regaining domination over the society:
“Ought not the intelligence and wealth of a State to rule the State? The 95
percent of the white voters who vote the Democratic ticket possess at least
the same proportion of the wealth, intelligence and respectability of the
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Gulf States, leaving for the 5 per cent of Republicans and all the negroes
the remainder.”103 Black men and women who exercised leadership in
their communities were targeted for reprisals. In 1873, Sister Cornelia
McPherson, described as the “bone and sinew of the A.M.E. church,” at
Starke was assassinated—cut down at point blank range with multiple
shotgun blasts—by the Ku Klux Klan.104

Growers in the plantation districts of middle Florida created a plan of
action to seize control of the political system. Plantation owners used
employers’ meetings to educate each other about the scheme:

Here are a few facts, which it would be well to state: 1st: the negro popula-
tion of our country constituting the only labouring class of any impor-
tance are nearly all our political enemies & we are satisfied that the Chief
reason why they have become such trifling workers is simply because they
have so much to do outside the field to sustain the heavy weight of Radi-
calism & keep up the Radical Party.

2nd: Our circumstances are such that we cannot afford to allow our
fields to remain uncultivated & if we are not able to get our friends as
labourers we must of necessity take our enemies.

3rd: This is distasteful & repugnant to our feelings & yet we cannot
afford to “cut off our noses to spite our faces.”105

The plantation elite believed that they must achieve domination over
their black political enemies before they would be able to institute a prof-
itable system of agriculture. The main instrument for this plan was the
“Black List,” which targeted political activists and 10 percent of the work
force for reprisal. Employers formed a club to institute the plan: “Let every
member of this club bind himself to refrain from rent[ing] land or a house
to, or to employ as a labourer for any consideration however small, any
one whose name appears on the black List—Refuse shelter & employment
to every one—Let them drift away silently from the neighbourhood by the
force of circumstances.”106

ALL THE CONSIDERATION AND RIGHTS 
THEY OUGHT TO DESIRE

The election of 1876 decided the fate of Reconstruction in the South.
Nationally, Democrats hoped to use a national economic downturn and
scandals in U. S. Grant’s administration to capture the White House.



Across the South, conservative Democrats left nothing to chance in the
months leading up to the election. They engineered campaigns of fraud,
coercion, and violence against African American voters.107 In Florida,
large growers redoubled their efforts to intimidate plantation workers.108

Democratic employers in Jefferson County vowed to ruin African
American workers—and, implicitly, whites—who did not vote as they
directed, and they published a circular to this effect:

1. . . . we pledge ourselves, each to the other, by our sacred honor, to
give first preference in all things to those men who vote for
reform; and that we give the second preference in all things to
those who do not vote at all.

2. That we affirm the principle that they who vote for high taxes
should pay for them, and that in employing or hiring or renting
land to any such persons as vote for high taxes, in all such cases a
distinction of 25 per cent., or one-fourth, be made against such
persons. That merchants, lawyers, and doctors, in extending credit
to such persons, make the same distinctions. . . .

4. That in the ensuing year we positively refuse to re-employ one out
of every three who may then be upon our places and who voted
against reform and low taxes; and that a list of all such persons be
published in the [newspaper], in order that we may know our
friends from our enemies.109

African Americans in urban Florida also charged employers with pres-
suring them into voting the Democratic ticket during the election.110

Employees of David Yulee’s Florida Railroad Company in Jacksonville
swore that the firm fired individuals who voted the “Radical ticket.”111

The railroad boss defended political coercion as a tool for improving
Florida’s business climate. Yulee told election investigators: “If, in view of
its own interest, it was important to secure a certain government policy, as
for instance, to remedy oppressive taxation and unfit appointments to
office, there is no reason in morals or law why [the Florida Railroad Com-
pany] should not prefer in its services those who are disposed to promote
and sustain its policy and interests.”112 The company, however, could not
convince more than a small number of African Americans to vote for the
party of white business supremacy. As one former employee, James Smith,
testified: “I did not wait to be discharged, I quit.”113

For decades afterwards, conservatives remembered the election of 1876
in heroic terms. The Times-Union crowed: “[The white man] violated the
sanctity of the ballot box to save his State from shame and his community
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from destruction.”114 Black get-out-the-vote meetings were violently
broken up. Black Republican leader Rev. John R. Scott was assaulted by a
white man in the midst of a public speech in La Fayette County while
gunmen attempted to assassinate Senator Meacham in Jefferson.115 In
Columbia County, “by a number of outrages on colored men before the
election, and a systematic course of denying the right of others to vote on
election day, many republicans were compelled to vote the democratic
ticket, and others to refrain from voting at all.”116 In Levy County,
“Samuel B. Hurlbut, a white man, who taught a colored school in Otter
Creek precinct, had his house fired into, and frequent threats were made
against his life if he should persist in voting the republican ticket at the
precinct.”117 Hurlbut and his wife ultimately fled from Levy.

Braving violence and intimidation, thousands of black Floridians turned
out to vote in the presidential election of 1876. This was no small feat, as
groups of whites used every tactic imaginable to sabotage the election.118

In Jackson, armed Democrats warned African Americans not to call on the
local U.S. marshal for assistance, saying: “ ‘God damn you, let the marshal
start, and there will not be a piece of him found as big as a rag, and there
will not be a piece of you found as big as my hat.’ ”119 Along with their
beleaguered counterparts in South Carolina, Louisiana, and other south-
ern states, black Floridians sacrificed tremendously for the principles of
representative democracy. Black ballots in these states—and the electoral
votes they delivered for the GOP—saved the Republicans from catastro-
phe. Democrat Samuel Tilden narrowly won the popular vote. However,
the Republicans claimed Florida’s contested electoral votes, which allowed
their candidate to win the overall electoral vote. The GOP parleyed these
electoral votes into a “Great Compromise” with the Democrats that gave
the presidency to Rutherford B. Hayes in return for the withdrawal of fed-
eral support for Reconstruction in the South.120

George “Millionaire” Drew became the state’s first post-Reconstruction
Democratic governor in 1877. Drew was a New Hampshire man who
came to Florida before the Civil War and made a fortune in the timber
industry. He was a role model for northern whites who adopted “south-
ern” attitudes on race and labor, and his election was the occasion for an
exclusive interview in Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune. Governor Drew
told the Tribune: “The curse of this section is the thieving propensity of
the blacks. . . . Only a few save any money. Out of over 200 in my employ
I do not believe more than a half a dozen have laid up anything. They are
great spendthrifts, and the worst thing is to pay them regularly.”121



Millionaire Drew used the logic of racial inferiority to impose the com-
pany store system on his employees, paying them in scrip instead of real
cash and reaping the profits.122 The New York Tribune gushed, “The people
have . . . cause for satisfaction that he is . . . an experienced business man,
accustomed to dealing with large interests, and peculiarly qualified to
place the disordered finances of the State on a good footing.” Northern
investors and southern employers were satisfied they had a man who would
run the state along business lines.

In Florida, democracy was sacrificed on the altar of economic growth. A
leading Democratic party historian noted that one of the most beneficial
aspects of the restoration of white supremacy—ironically, called
Redemption—was a rejuvenated market in state bonds.123 J. Randall
Stanley’s History of Gadsden County explained why white entrepreneurs
grasped for control of government:

Following the war, they [Gadsden planters] wasted little time in “manor
nostalgia” but directed their energies to the vital problem of recapturing
political control of their state from the republican carpetbaggers and
their negro satellites who, under the guise of Reconstruction, were plun-
dering their country. With the return of white supremacy, the able
descendants of the Gadsden pioneers led their state to a revival of agri-
culture, industry and business which today far surpasses the grandeur of
the “Golden Age.”124

While the state had hardly been “plundered” during Reconstruction,
the restoration of white business supremacy spelled disaster for black
Floridians. Plantation heiress Susan Bradford Eppes warmly depicted the
white “supermen” who destroyed the “black Republican Serpent” by ush-
ering in Governor Drew’s inauguration in Tallahassee: “Louder and louder
they grew, nearer and nearer they came. Some of these new-comers wear-
ing red shirts, some waved red flags. Yelling like demons, they rushed into
the square car-load after car-load of men, eager to help with the inaugura-
tion. Armed men they were, no idle threats and the Carpetbaggers and
negroes recognized this fact and the inauguration proceeded quietly.” Eppes
continued: “When all was over and these men, who for ten years had been
working for this end, realized that they had succeeded, that once again they
had Home Rule—the famous ‘Rebel Yell’ went up like incense to heaven.”125

Florida’s triumphant “supermen” plunged parts of the state into chaos.
Hernando County descended into virtual civil war as mass murder and
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courthouse burning became the stuff of everyday life.126 Rev. Asa B.
Dudley offered a harrowing account of Redemption in Jackson County:

The democrats are now in possession of this State, and now they are
showing their club foot. A few nights ago a crowd of them went to a
colored man’s house about three hours before day and called the man
out. He came to the door—they caught him, but he got away from
them, broke out the other door and made his escape. They then shot
through the house but missed him; then burnt down all the dwellings
on the place. His wife and six children came out, but every thing was
burnt up. Now what will be the result?127

A white man in Duval County explained to the New York Tribune that
northerners with money were now welcomed with open arms. Conversely,
African Americans were targeted for assassination:

There are some regions—and I speak from knowledge—where “the
nigger” is not permitted to be; there are places where they have been
obliged to leave their little holdings with only such things as they could
carry away at a day’s notice. . . . There are murders perpetrated in cold
blood still unpunished and un-avenged, and it was only by a techni-
cality—a question of jurisdiction that a certain number escaped trial
and probably conviction the last year. A peaceable man was waked from
sleep and taken out of his house and flogged severely, little more than a
year ago. He has left the country, and the gang, well known, have never
been punished. They are apparently too strong and powerful to be
meddled with, and the secret organization, supposed to be of the 
Ku-Klux order, works its will.128

Harriet Beecher Stowe rushed in to defend her adopted state. In a rebut-
tal letter to the Tribune, she countered: “So far as they are to be observed
in this county the Floridians are a remarkably quiet, peaceable, and honest
set of people, who believe in the apostolic injunction, ‘Study to be quiet
and mind your own business.’ ”129 Stowe reasoned: “As to the negroes,
Duval County has a large population of them, who work for fair wages,
and have all the consideration and rights they ought to desire.” Finally, she
warned that the earlier writer was guilty of ruining the state’s business cli-
mate by scaring away northern investors. Stowe thought that African
American labor and citizenship rights should be subordinated to capital.
The bloody end of Reconstruction did not trouble her belief that all the



rights that black Floridians “ought to desire” were safe with the triumphant
Democrats. This belief tied Stowe to the dominant wing of the Republi-
can Party and Rutherford B. Hayes’s “Southern policy” of conciliation
with the southern elite.130 Stowe sincerely believed she was helping African
Americans. Nevertheless, her dubious career as a reformer in Florida is a
reminder that good intentions are not good enough, and that the ballot
and political power are necessary antidotes to the paternalism of friend and
foe alike. While Stowe had the last word in the New York Tribune debate on
the end of Reconstruction, her published articles on Florida tarnished her
reputation. The author spent her remaining years fending off the humiliat-
ing charge that she had recanted Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and that she now found
African Americans to be “degraded, ignorant and worthless.”131

Northern investors applauded the triumphant march of white rule. A
pamphlet put out by cotton brokers in Boston who sought to bring “Emi-
gration and Capital” to the South published the letter of a white plantation
owner in Florida who celebrated the fact that the northern Republicans were
beginning to “see the folly of their ways. They see that no country can flour-
ish under the domination of an ignorant minority, and that their best inter-
ests are to be gained only through an attempt to fix their own best security
of lives and property.”132 The Florida Times-Union advised: “The immi-
grants . . . find that there is more money in being Democrats in Florida.
They are generally employed by Democrats, and in two or three years it is
intimated to them that Democratic is more acceptable than Republican ser-
vice. They are treated better socially as Democrats and hence they go with
the white majority.”133 The Times-Union failed to mention that transplanted
northerners who persisted in genuine opposition politics became targets of
less subtle forms of persuasion by prominent conservatives.

The Florida Railway and Navigation Company was heavily invested in
the project of white business supremacy. The “Key Line” had carved out
an important niche in Florida’s rapidly expanding transportation network.
With corporate headquarters in New York, the Key Line’s board of officers
included Wall Street giants such as E. H. Harriman, Benjamin S. Henning,
and C. D. Willard. According to the railroad’s lavish guide book published
in 1884, the goal of the firm was to serve as a conduit connecting the sugar
and coffee crops of Latin America to the consumer markets of the Missis-
sippi and Ohio valleys.134 Two of the company’s top officers were W.
Naylor Thompson and David Yulee, who had been accused by their work-
ers of intimidating them to vote for company-approved Democrats in the
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election of 1876.135 Now Thompson was the paymaster of the Key Line
and Yulee was on the board of directors. The railroad’s guidebook featured
a story that provided white supremacists with a justification for their
actions. Beginning with the “dark” era of Reconstruction, the story began:

The “fortunes of war” worked a disastrous change in the conditions
here, as elsewhere. The slaves were suddenly converted into “free
American citizens,” and lost no time in deserting from the great army of
producers to engage almost en masse in the more congenial avocation of
politics; the production of the staple crops ceased almost entirely; the
plantation was deserted for the town and the cross-roads rendezvous,
and its owner was left helpless and despairing, without an income,
without capital, and without credit, but with a family to be supported,
and a new future to carve out for himself under the most trying, disas-
trous and depressing circumstances which ever befell a prosperous and
happy people.136

A northern-based corporation had issued an early manifesto of white
Redemption in the South.137 Investors constructed a powerful myth:
Reconstruction had been a tragic era because African American workers
downed their tools and deserted their plows in order to participate in pol-
itics. As a result, these propagandists argued, the state’s economy had
plunged into chaos. The perpetuation of this myth would serve as the
most pervasive justification for the demolition of Reconstruction in
Florida.138 The same year the Key Line’s guidebook was published, an
apologist for Redemption asked: “Don’t you remember, sir, how railroads
and numberless other corporations were almost daily ground out by the
carpet-bagger and negro Legislatures? . . . How different now.”139

The forces transforming Florida into a southern state with low wages
and racial oppression were not necessarily southern. It wasn’t that north-
erners had “turned their backs” on southern blacks; indeed, they were
obsessed with finding a way to control the fruits of their labor. In the same
year that the Key Line published its interpretation of Reconstruction, T.
Thomas Fortune, the son of Emanuel Fortune, published Black and White:
Land, Labor, and Politics in the South. The younger Fortune argued that
the oppression of black workers in the South was tied to the pauperization
of labor throughout the nation. He bitterly critiqued land syndicates for
taking land away from small farmers in the South, and he called out the



two major political parties for falling prey to corporate influence. The
Florida native asserted: “There is no fact truer than this, that the accumu-
lated wealth of the land, and the sources of power, [are] fast becoming
concentrated in the hands of a few men, who use that wealth and power to
the debasement and enthrallment of the wage workers.”140 Florida’s story
was America’s in microcosm.

In the first decade after the end of the Civil War, African Americans
attempted to enlarge the meaning of freedom beyond formal equality to
encompass larger questions of political economy. Black Floridians held
that access to land, education, and the elective franchise and a jealous
regard for the rights of labor were the keys to democratizing the New
South. The foundational ideology of black politics was the belief that
labor was the basis of all wealth. African Americans learned this truth in
slavery, and they sought to transform Florida into a republic where pow-
erful economic interests were subordinate to the needs of the people. In
sharp contrast, white employers, investors, and the state’s boosters believed
that capital, not labor, was the source of Florida’s prosperity. Conservatives
schemed to deprive African American workers of political power in order
to keep wages, taxes, and labor mobility low. Bourbons used terror, fraud,
and coercion to elect governors and increasing numbers of white legisla-
tors, but they were unable to achieve their primary goal: the annihilation
of black political aspirations.
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THE STRUGGLE TO
SAVE DEMOCRACY

AFRICAN AMERICANS redoubled their efforts to build a democratic
Florida in the final two decades of the nineteenth century. They faced
enormous obstacles. Emanuel Fortune, Jr. lamented, “Southern Democ-
rats think that the colored man who does not go to the polls to vote, who
does not express his opinion when he has one is a fine fellow. But just as
soon as he aspires to a political position, just as soon as he speaks up for his
rights and condemns the injustice perpetrated upon colored people by the
pretended preserves of law and order, he is pronounced an ‘impertinent
nigger.’ ”1 The Florida Times-Union advised that one-party rule was good
development policy: “The continuance of Republicanism as a distinct
party in Florida is a standing menace to the State’s prosperity and we
should bury it out of sight.”2 Conservative whites refined an electoral
system that used violence, fraud, and selective enforcement of the state’s
criminal codes to slash the voting rolls. In the 1880 election Cuffie Wash-
ington of Ocala was denied the right to vote because he had once been
convicted of stealing three oranges, while his white neighbor A. J. Harrell
was given a ballot even though he admitted “shooting a nigger.”3 Black
Floridians who persisted in attempting to vote had to take up arms to
defend themselves and their communities from terror on Election Day.
Conservatives sought to wipe out black political activity because they
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realized that African American men and women were never going to accept
an inferior place in the state’s economic and social order as long as they
could participate in the electoral system.4

While conservative Democrats tried to restrict the meaning of freedom,
black Floridians fought to expand it. African Americans infused their
search for political power with struggles for economic justice. Workers
organized strikes and unemployed protests and asserted their self-respect
in numerous ways. African Americans envisioned a new political party
that would stave off disfranchisement, demand a “jealous regard for the
rights of labor,” and revive the unfulfilled promise of emancipation. Black
Floridians interpreted the deal between southern Democrats and northern
Republicans that ended Reconstruction as a betrayal. Civil War veteran
M. M. Lewey argued, “We feel and know the many disadvantages to which
colored men are subjected in this State, not only by Bourbon Democracy,
but by the cold, selfish leaders of the Republican party whose only object
is to have you vote for them on the day of the election while they fatten
and revel on the spoils of office.”5 In order to break through this corrupt
system, black Floridians forged a political alliance with dissident whites in
1884 that culminated in the creation of the Independent Party.6 African
Americans believed this interracial alliance would reduce racial violence,
curb the power of corporations, and split the white vote. Lewey voiced the
indignation—and determination—of black Floridians who were prepared
to risk their lives in a struggle to save democracy: “those who are waiting
for a realization of their imaginations when the colored man will volun-
tarily quit or be eliminated from politics; they will wait until the begin-
ning of the next millennium.”7

African American women workers led a renewed struggle for dignity even
as the promise of Reconstruction crumbled. White employers and Euro-
pean tourists yearning to lord it over obsequious mammies and shuffling
butlers were exasperated by the ways that domestics and hotel workers
fought for respect on the job.8 Black women resisted being called demean-
ing appellations such as “girl,” “Aunty,” or “nigger” at work.9 Helen Har-
court, a columnist for the Florida Farmer and Fruit Grower, fumed that
service workers insisted on calling each other “lady” and “gentleman” while
referring to their white female employers as “women.” Harcourt was
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offended by what she called this “ludicrous mistake.”10 She complained
that African American domestics and laundry workers demanded higher
wages and more dignity than white employers were willing to concede,
and she sputtered: “Our chief troubles were to teach her the meaning of
the words ‘obey’ and ‘order.’ ”11 A prominent English traveler bitterly crit-
icized black household workers and advised his countrymen that they
would have to bring their own “help” during their Florida vacation.12

Domestics in larger cities such as Jacksonville organized unions to set
terms of employment.13 One disgruntled employer ran through a litany of
complaints about African American domestics who he claimed “have a
kind of secret society regularly organized, including both the men and
women, and they meet regularly and fix their own prices for doing house-
work, cooking, washing, etc., and they stick right there and to the prices
fixed, so you must either do your own work, not have it done at all or pay
the prices.”14 Black domestics placed a higher value on the work they per-
formed in their communities, families, and churches, and they shunned
seven-day-a-week “live in” work in an employer’s household whenever
possible.15

African Americans who modified work hours to accommodate their
community responsibilities angered employers, including one plantation
owner who fumed: “Jack knocked off work at noon to go to Mandarin on
important church business, more important than to stay and help me pro-
tect my grove from frost.”16 Managers looked for ways to impose total
control over the labor force. T. Thomas Fortune gave a vivid portrait of a
sawmill town on the Suwannee River that was dominated by a large plan-
tation owner. “This man owns the entire town and all the land for miles
around,” noted Fortune.17 The employer paid in “scrip,” which forced
employees to patronize the company store. Fortune observed: “The
planters and storekeepers understand their mutual interest so thoroughly
that few colored laborers on farms ever get their hands on a dollar bill.”18

Sharecropping was another weight tied around the neck of black labor. “I
was informed in Florida that as a business proposition the crop-mortgage
system was better than slavery,” Clifton Johnson wrote. “A popular negro
couplet sets forth the industrial situation thus: ‘Naught’s a naught, figger’s
a figger—All for the white man and none for the nigger.’ ”19

African Americans fought back by quitting, migrating, striking, and
engaging in acts of sabotage.20 Black Floridians were constantly on the
lookout for higher wages in phosphate mines, naval stores, railroads, and



the booming coal mines of Birmingham, Alabama.21 One employer coun-
seled: “The labor question in the South is getting to be a serious one. . . .
If the planter pays moderate wages for housing his cotton, Sambo makes
it high wages by the dirt and trash he will manage to pack into his picking,
and swear there are none in it. Again he will pick early in the morning, to
get the dew on his cotton, and leave the field early in the evening, because
the cotton is dry, and won’t weigh much.” Growers objected to signs of
initiative: “When a planter hires a number of hands to pick out his cotton,
they are usually a jolly set, working like beavers as long as they find thick
cotton, but as soon as it gets thin, by several pickings, or poverty of soil,
they dodge off to some other farm.”22 The Florida Dispatch snarled: “The
whole country has grown poor in the endeavor to draw an income out of
the negro,” and advised growers to institute more repressive measures of
labor control.23

African American opposition to coercion and poor working conditions
led some white entrepreneurs to look elsewhere for labor. Republican
luminary Henry Sanford imported European farm laborers to drive wages
down.24 Jacksonville newspapers advertised plans to recruit docile
“German girls” in the place of black women as domestic workers.25 Out-
side firms began experimenting with the recruitment of migrant workers
as a tool to keep costs down. “The best plan for securing labor, both as to
cheapness and efficiency,” noted the corporate prospectus of one phos-
phate company, “would be to carry all laborers needed to Florida from
some of the Southern States. Negroes in any number would be very will-
ing to secure employment in this way, and could be counted on to do good
and efficient work. These laborers could be had for an amount not to
exceed one dollar per day.”26 Good investment returns would be made by
hammering down a maximum wage scale on African Americans. At the
same time, phosphate firms paid higher wages to white workers in order to
encourage separation of the races by segregating their wage levels.27

Lady Duffus Hardy, one of the foremost English writers of her day, vis-
ited the United States in the 1880s and became a vigorous Florida booster.28

She proposed a colonial solution to the labor problem in Florida:

Coloured labour is generally used, both in the house and in the fields,
gardens and groves, but it is uncertain and unsatisfactory in its results;
and the immigration of a few thousands of the quiet, industrious,
reliable Chinese would be cordially welcomed throughout the State of
Florida. They may have their drawbacks and be undesirable as citizens,
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but as mechanical or field labourers or house servants they are unsur-
passed, being quiet, civil, obedient and obliging; set against these their
propensity for petty pilfering and lying; but these vices once acknowl-
edge[d], you can prepare for or guard against them; their industry and
faithful labour may always be relied on.29

What appealed to Lady Hardy and many entrepreneurs in Florida was a
work force that had no political rights. “The Chinaman can’t vote and
doesn’t drink whisky, but he could build the canal across the isthmus if
called on, and do it well and cheap,” one businessman argued.30 Another
booster wrote: “Politically, the Chinaman is no trouble, industrially he is a
distinct gain, usually taking up lines of effort neglected by other national-
ities.”31 Many of Florida’s leading employers envisioned a disfranchised
labor force as the key to Florida’s development.

SEE HOW MANY OF OUR BEST MEN 
HAVE BEEN SHOT DOWN

Black Floridians struggled to hold on to the ballot in the 1880s. Their
adversaries were formidable. White supremacists inflicted violence on
would-be voters while conservatives used growing legislative majorities to
sabotage the electoral system. Florida’s newspapers provided editorial sup-
port for one-party rule and suppressed information about election impro-
prieties. A Republican activist testified that the 1880 election in Leon
County was plagued by “the use of . . . tissue tickets, violence, fraud in
counting returns make the showing for the Democrats . . . the Mississippi
plan was put into full operation and we were thoroughly cleaned up. Our
honest republican majority of 5,000 reversed.”32 Fraud reached tragicomic
proportions. A Times-Union report of voters’ returns from Madison
County in one election read: “Ballot boxes all stolen here. Can’t find out a
thing, but this county will surely be Democratic by about 300 majority.”33

Terror endured well beyond Election Day. Black Floridians who gave
testimony at the federal district court at Jacksonville about election fraud
often paid with their lives. On his way back home to Madison County
from giving testimony in a contested election case, John Bird was lynched
by white vigilantes.34 A group of African Americans who had direct knowl-
edge of election improprieties in Jefferson and Leon Counties understood
that if they testified in the circuit court, “Our lives would be in jeopardy
unless we left the state.”35 After testifying in a contested election case, 



Rev. H. C. Bailey of Bethel Baptist Church in Tallahassee requested armed
protection from the governor:

I have rec’d several letters, informing me if I return to Tallahassee
violence and death await me. I have been advised to inform you of these
things, and to know if you can guarantee protection to us. . . . My work
is there, I have a congregation of six hundred members & wife & five
little children. I am not afraid to come peaceably if I can, but if I can
not I shall have to come & accept the situation. I am bound to be where
those I love best.36

African Americans understood that they would have to defend them-
selves and their communities if they hoped to survive politically. Armed
self-defense became an integral part of the black freedom struggle in
Florida. GOP leader Joseph E. Lee received numerous death threats warn-
ing him to abstain from electoral politics. Lee, however, had taken precau-
tions: “I am inhabiting a house in which we are guarded and vigilantly
with lights burning . . . all that is necessary to bring the alarm bell and the
tiger will be paralyzed.”37

After Augustus Crosby testified against electoral fraud in Madison
County at the district court, he was waylaid by a furious Democrat back in
Madison and arrested. While he was sitting in the Madison jail, a lynch
mob formed nearby. A group of African American women formed a human
barricade around the jail and held off the would-be assassins until “colored
men began to come armed, and the mob seeing them, went back up town
to consult.”38 While African Americans were subsequently dispersed by the
white militia, there was no lynching in Madison that day, and Crosby
escaped to Jacksonville.39 After his brush with death, Crosby declared: “A
mild non-shooting Republican would be counted out in this election.”40

Republican leader Malachi Martin learned firsthand the veracity of
Augustus Crosby’s insight by serving as a Republican poll watcher in nearby
Gadsden County. While Martin attempted to count ballots inside the
polling place, white “men stripped in their shirt sleeves brandishing their
knives and swearing that they would kill every d—d son of a——of us . . .
frequently came to the window of the polling place, shook their fists and
knives at me, and calling me by the most vile names it was possible to utter,
told me they would kill me as soon as I came out!”41 While Martin watched
the gathering mob with a sinking heart, African Americans from the plan-
tation county hatched a plan to save the white man’s life. “The Col[ored]
men,” Martin noted, “hearing the openly express[ed] determination of the
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Dem[ocrat]s to kill me, sent for Arms and took position to strike the
second blow. A large number of them un-armed, stood around the door
and when I stepped out I was in a crowd of them who surrounded me and
conducted me to a place of safety at the house of a friend where I stopped
until daylight. My servants brought my team up on the street, the night
was dark as pitch, a fellow whom we know, slipped up and cut their horses
harness to pieces. In less than ten minutes the saddles and bridles of every
Dem[ocrat] in the place was cut and the horses turned loose.”42 African
Americans understood that their political survival depended on disci-
plined acts of self-defense.

Violence failed to corral African Americans into the party of white
supremacy. On the eve of the election of 1882, a leading Democratic
editor, C. E. Dyke, Sr., predicted that African Americans all over the
South, including Florida, were planning to flock to the Democratic stan-
dard.43 After the election, however, Dyke’s paper grumbled that black
Floridians had once again shunned his party.44 In fact, Dyke and his allies
nervously noted that in some areas the Republican vote in the state was
actually increasing.45 Most black Floridians continued to spurn Dyke’s
party as the party of privilege, railroads, and white supremacy.

African Americans employed sophisticated organizing strategies to hold
out against the Bourbon onslaught at Key West. The island stood at the
intersection of a brisk shipping trade in a variety of commodities, none
more important over time than tobacco and cigars.46 “We are on a little
island here, cut off from the rest of the world, both civilized and uncivi-
lized,” local writer L. W. Livingston reported, “and absolutely dependent
upon Havana, New Orleans, Tampa and New York, especially the last
named place.”47 Migration from these ports brought a diverse working
class together. Livingston noted: “There is such a conglomeration of
American colored and white folks, Cubans, colored immigrants from
Nassau and Conchs [white Bahamians], and such an admixture of them all
that it is impossible to determine where the line begins and where it ends.”

African American activists wove together a multinational alliance. The
insurgent Knights of Labor formed a major presence on the island and
gave local workers linkages to a potent national labor organization.48

Republican meetings in Key West were boisterous and bilingual. As black
newspaper editor John Willis Menard explained to Joseph Lee: “Clubs of
Laboring men,” consisting of Afro-Cuban and indigenous black workers,
made up the rank and file of the Republican Party on the island.49

“There is generally at least one speech in Spanish and at a Republican



meeting I attended recently a Cuban delivered two speeches,” noted
Livingston, “one in English and one in Spanish.”50 White Republicans
found themselves participating as junior partners in this coalition.51

L. W. Livingston called Key West the “Freest Town in the South.”52

Livingston wanted his readers in the North to understand what lay at the
bottom of the Republican coalition’s success: the ability of black Floridians
on the Key to defend themselves from white assaults. Livingston affirmed
that African Americans in Key West were “well equipped with the means
of offensive and defensive warfare, as conducted in times of peace, with a
good sprinkling of old soldiers among them, and the beauty . . . is that
they are not the only ones that knows their power and invincibleness.”
Livingston was referring to black veterans of the American Civil War as
well as immigrant veterans of the Ten Years War (1868–1878) in Cuba.53

He noted that Key West had no white state militia company and that its
unique geographical position shielded it. “The usual method throughout
the South, as your readers are aware,” wrote Livingston,

when colored men attempt to defend themselves against outrage and
murder is for some one to notify the governor of the State that the
Negroes are “rising.” The governor calls out by telegraph the militia of
the town in which the little soldiers array themselves on the side of the
whites, and they all fire into the Negroes. . . . Should the governor order
out the militia here, it would take a day to get over even if the boat
should be just starting, but the boat only makes two trips a week. . . .
Only a man of war can storm Key West and, happily, they are owned
and directed by a higher and little better power. We only want to show
to the world how invincible we are, not that we anticipate any trouble
whatever, for we believe all concerned are averse to it.

The political tensions that endangered this enclave of black political
power did not escape Livingston’s attention.54 In his conclusion, however,
he emphasized the connection between race, politics, and armed self-
defense: “The idea I wish to convey is, that colored men here speak and act
their sentiments, with none to molest or make them afraid, and there is
nothing cowardly and servile about them.”

The rest of Florida teetered on the brink of disaster as murder and
mayhem spread like wildfire across the state. From Alachua County,
former U.S. Representative Josiah Walls ruminated on the crisis:

See how many of our best men have been shot down, for their lasting
fidelity to some man, who is safely looking on, from some northern city
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or some safe place in the State. I tremble with care for my wife and
baby, when I reflect, and remember how near, an occurrence of nearly
the same kind was at Arredonda for the same cause. And you may
imagine, that is no pleasant information for me to read the manner in
which our friends were murdered at Madison.55

THE INDEPENDENT PARTY

Over two hundred African American activists convened an emergency
meeting in 1884 to confront the political crisis engulfing the state.56 The
delegates met in Gainesville and explained their purpose by recounting
the state’s descent into tyranny: “Let the last eight years of proscription
tell. Let the hundreds of convictions in justice courts for the purpose of
disfranchisement, tell. Let the frauds and counting out at the ballot box
tell. Let the exclusion of colored men from the jury box, and all the other
discriminations against colored men, tell.”57 Conservatives eliminated
thousands of African Americans from Florida’s voting rolls for minor
criminal offenses including petty larceny, and poll observers in the 1880
election swore before a congressional committee that “they [white
Democrats] challenged men who they said were convicted who they knew
were not convicted.”58 Election officials frequently refused to allow
African Americans their lawful right to take an oath swearing that they
were residents of Florida—and hence, qualified to vote—while new Euro-
pean immigrants were “permitted to vote without exhibiting any written
evidence of being a citizen of the United States.”59 An observer of state
politics provided a grim portrait: “This is the situation. The State is really
Republican, but by tissue ballots, false counts and violence in the back
counties the will of the people is effectually frustrated.”60 At the same
time, the Bourbon Democracy was helping railroads and land syndicates
loot Florida’s public domain at the expense of the state’s small farmers,
black and white alike.61

The Gainesville delegates suggested a new course of action to save
democracy: an alliance with whites who were willing to break ranks with
the business wing of the Democratic Party. Black Floridians looked with
great hopes toward the interracial “Readjuster” coalition in Virginia that
had recently:

abolished the whipping post; re-enfranchised the colored people of that
State; made free speech possible; commenced the obliteration of the
color-line in politics and in civil intercourse which was revived by the



Bourbons in the recent contest . . . put impartial judges on the bench,
elevated colored men to the school board; and appointed colored
teachers to teach colored schools.62

James Dean, a graduate of the Howard University law department and
president of the Gainesville Conference, used his keynote address as a brief
for equal citizenship. Dean itemized the lost wages that African Americans
suffered in slavery and charged that these funds should be applied to
rebuilding the state. He envisioned a new society where “education substi-
tutes the teacher for the sheriff, the schoolhouse for the prison, and the
workshop for the poorhouse.”63 Dean’s address was a complete rejection of
politics under white rule.

African American activists used the Gainesville Conference as a catalyst
to launch a political coalition with dissident whites. This coalition grew
into the Independent Party in Florida, which ran a full slate of candidates
in the election of 1884. Black organizers believed an alliance with “Anti-
Bourbon” whites would split the white vote and neutralize election-related
violence.64 It was also a rebuke of the Republican Party’s retreat in the face
of racial oppression. Josiah Walls supported the Independent cause
because: “I see [African Americans] shamefully ignored by the leaders of
the Republican organization; because I believe it is to the best interest of
the laboring classes generally to free themselves from either of the old par-
ties in the State.”65

The Independent Party’s platform was a direct challenge to eight years
of conservative misrule. Independents proposed an overhaul of the state’s
educational system as well as the corrupt law-enforcement system that dis-
franchised blacks for stealing poultry while allowing white murderers to go
free on a regular basis.66 The party’s central plank read: “We favor free and
unrestricted suffrage, and sternly oppose any attempt to abridge it by
imposing any educational or property qualification.”67 The Independents
proposed a public commission to curb the power of railroads and other
corporations. They attacked the pro-corporate bent of the Democrats:
“We condemn the policy of the so-called Democratic party in selling lands
to the speculator at 25 cents per acre, and denying them to the settler at
the same price.”68 An African American from Columbia County asked:
“How is it that the State authorities (Democratic) sell land to foreign mil-
lionaires at twenty-five cents per acre, and refuse to sell the same land to
the poor whites and blacks who have squatted on these lands at not less
than $1.00 per acre? And now it is next to impossible for them to buy it at
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any price. And we hereby demand the overthrow of the present Bourbon-
Democratic Administration.”69 Black Floridians did not plan to be junior
partners in this new coalition. As one observer noted: “They look upon
the Independent movement as one calculated to lift them beyond the pale
of white men’s influence or dictation.”70

African Americans envisioned a party that would eliminate white
supremacy and restore popular government. J. Willis Menard of Key
West wrote: “Independentism at the South means increased internal
improvement, material development, increased facilities of popular edu-
cation, the impartial administration of justice, better local governments,
fair elections, and the elimination of the ‘color line.’ ”71 John Wallace
reported from the heart of middle Florida that white men were threat-
ening to leave the Democratic Party en masse: “I mean white men who
have for years supported the democratic party, who declare that at least
half of the white people will support the independent movements if the
colored people will come out in convention and declare their willingness
to support independent men that will stand by and protect every right
that the Constitution guarantees to our people.”72 The possibility of
shattering the Solid South before it had ossified seemed to be within
reach.

Democrats counterattacked by defending land sales to outside investors,
white rule, and the “Lost Cause” of the Confederacy.73 Democrats referred
to the Independents as “niggers,” white outcasts, and the “Great
Unwashed” of Florida.74 Conservatives disparaged the premise of univer-
sal public education and promised lower taxes in order to rally their
forces.75 Democracy was seen as a threat to economic development and
existing property relations.76 A conservative theorist argued: “it is only rea-
sonable for the good of all that laws affecting property should be passed
only by those who are directly interested in the common welfare, and as
society in Florida is now constituted, a controlling influence is often
exerted at the polls by a class of voters who pay nothing in the shape of
taxes for the privileges and protection awarded under the law. To establish
the principle, ‘No taxation without representation,’ we cut ourselves loose
from our mother’s apron strings; we must now in self defense by measures
strictly peaceful and entirely lawful establish the principle, equally impor-
tant: ‘No representation without taxation.’ ”77

The political initiative shown by African Americans and the defection of
some whites into the Independent movement led conservatives to deliber-
ate on ways to permanently disfranchise black Floridians. Democratic



leader Richard Call Long premiered one of the new suffrage restriction
strategies in a series of campaign speeches he made with the 1884 Demo-
cratic gubernatorial candidate, Edward Perry. Perry and Long identified
the Independent movement as a grave threat to Florida’s economic
progress.78 Long, the descendant of one of the state’s antebellum governors,
railed: “In this State we have a multiplicity of political parties, but out of
all the isms or theories which are being advanced and advocated there can
be but two words spelled—one of these is ‘white man’ and the other
‘nigger’—and this practically is the only question which the white men of
this State are called upon to solve at the coming election.” Long symboli-
cally shook his fist at black Florida and shouted: “One thing you might as
well understand first as last, and that is you are not going to rule this gov-
ernment, and we are getting tired of having our minds diverted from ques-
tions which affect the prosperity and material advancement of the State by
your pretensions at each recurring election in this direction. . . . You have
opposed us in everything we have undertaken since your emancipation.”79

Long repeated the Democratic mantra that white Floridians were “tired of
this school tax.”80 He argued that restricting the right to vote was the key
to breaking the deadlock between white employers and African American
workers in Florida:

We are going to have a Constitutional Convention in less than eight
months; that convention will be controlled by white men; no one but
white men will be allowed a vote there; the angel Gabriel himself will
not be allowed a vote; and don’t you forget that the status of the nigger
as a factor in the politics of this State will then be fixed. Then we want
them to come. There are thousands of niggers in Georgia and Alabama
who are working from 25 to 50 cents per day, while, in South Florida
especially, we are being compelled to pay from one dollar and a quarter
to two dollars a day.

R. C. Long promised something for every white man. If the business
wing of the Democratic Party triumphed over the “great unwashed,”
employers would be free to pay low wages, landowners would pay less
taxes, and the poorest white man would have more privileges than the
angels themselves. If they proved their loyalty, white men would be repaid
by full citizenship—but only if black Floridians were banished from the
polity forever. Long tried to enhance the psychological value of racial
supremacy by titillating his audience with the specter of race war. “There
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never has been any serious conflict in this State between the white man
and the nigger,” Long admonished. “That occurred in this county, and
then we had a barbecued nigger. I don’t want to see a recurrence of this,
but don’t you forget that we are not going to see this government go into
the hands of anybody who promises you half of the offices.” By appealing
to male fantasies of masculine power unleashed, Long sadistically played
the race and gender cards.81

The 1884 election was the ultimate test of the viability of interracial
politics in Florida. In R. C. Long’s scheme, white supremacy would be a
precious resource that all white men in Florida would own; it would pre-
vent whites from allying themselves with a politically and economically
debased population of African Americans. The election returns were sober-
ing. The Independent Party carried counties with large African American
populations including Leon, Jefferson, Alachua, Marion, and Duval.82

Once again, however, fraud and terror undermined the turnout. Whites
who broke ranks with the Bourbons faced reprisals. “You know I am a
Republican,” wrote one white farmer, “but I did not dare to vote on
Tuesday. If I had voted—voted the Republican Ticket—I would have put
my life and my property in peril. So I kept away from the polls.”83 Most
whites stayed with the Bourbons. The Independent movement went down
to a crushing defeat.

The massacre of the electorate began in earnest. The Constitutional
Convention that Long promised his constituents came in 1885. It empow-
ered the state to institute a poll tax, the key strategy in suffrage restric-
tion.84 The new state constitution also required all county officers to be
bonded, ensuring that only wealthier individuals or those who could pro-
cure bond money from the rich held state offices.85 In the rural counties,
white supremacists used a combination of fraud, violence, and the new
voting laws to suppress voter turnout in the 1888 election.86 The follow-
ing year, the state legislature followed South Carolina in adopting a multi-
ple voting box law. The new state poll tax law targeted low-income voters
for disfranchisement while the confusing multiple voting box system dis-
criminated against voters with lower levels of literacy. Stringent registra-
tion requirements also placed greater power in the hands of election
officials who were eager to sweep African Americans off the voting rolls.87

The Quincy Herald exulted in the triumph of one-party rule in the 1890
election: “Such a quiet election day has never before been known in this
county. The entire Democratic ticket was elected without opposition,
there being no republican candidates in the field.”88 The effective



disfranchisement of African Americans in Florida’s rural districts and small
towns was nearing completion.89

THE JOY OF THE STRIKERS

Conservatives turned their attention to urban Florida. The Times-Union
opined, “It is childish to think that the white vote of the State, being vir-
tually solid for [the Democratic Party] cannot control a small per cent of
at least of their negro employees, just as white employees are controlled in
the north.”90 Yet, even as the ballot was being stolen in the hinterlands,
black laborers in the port towns intensified their efforts to exert real polit-
ical and economic power. African American dock workers, warehouse-
men, and tobacco factory operatives in Pensacola, Key West, and
Jacksonville joined the nationally renowned Knights of Labor and led a
series of strikes—sometimes in solidarity with their white counterparts—
aimed at the state’s most powerful employers.91 While African American
workers sought to influence municipal politics, state legislators searched
for a way to destroy the black electorate in urban Florida.

In January 1887 a coalition of black and white longshoremen’s unions
struck Pensacola shipping firms in tandem with black fertilizer factory
operatives who walked out of a major warehouse in the port.92 Interracial
labor activity in Pensacola was bolstered by a vibrant Knights of Labor
assembly.93 T. Thomas Fortune’s pro-labor New York Freeman reported
that the “Colored and White Workmen Unite[d] Against Oppression”
walking out and demanding “better wages $2.50, $2, and $1.50 per
day.”94 The fertilizer operatives formed their own union, the “Guano Asso-
ciation,” to ensure that their demands were addressed within the biracial
coalition.95 This was more than a fight for higher wages. Longshoremen
protested a change in work rules that made loading ships more hazardous
to life and limb.96 When the officers of Stevedores’ Associations 1 and 2
directed a walkout against poor safety conditions, shippers responded by
hiring nonunion employees or “scabs” to load and unload cargoes.

Over one thousand black and white longshoremen proceeded to Wittich’s
Wharf in Pensacola to present a carefully worded resolution to the ship-
pers. When union officers attempted to present the document to busi-
nessmen David Lear and John Ward, the two drew their pistols and
threatened to shoot the delegation. This was a very unwise decision. The
unarmed longshoremen responded by pelting their bosses with a “volley of
rocks and other missiles, one of which knocked Ward insensible and others
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struck Lear, badly bruising him about the head.” Adding insult to injury,
a loading crew of scabs deserted their patrons, jumping off the docks, “and
from that moment were made the targets for rocks and stones whenever
seen with their heads above water.” Facing hundreds of determined union-
ists, Pensacola police joined in the retreat. The next day, the unions sought
to reopen negotiations. Instead, the white state militia was deployed to
escort a group of strikebreakers through the pickets. The white militia did
not count on the interracial solidarity of the unions. A black journalist
wrote: “Tuesday was a laughable day indeed. The Escambia Rifles (white)
marched out with glittering muskets and bayonets to make the poor and
oppressed colored and white men fall in submission; but they were badly
mistaken, for as soon as they got as far as the workmen cared to have them
come, they were surrounded. The workmen politely pointed out the way
and they [the militia] willingly went back to their armory.”97

Rev. G. W. Witherspoon, ranking elder of the Pensacola district of the
AME Church and a member of the city council, appeared the following day
to escort the scabs across the picket line. Not only did the strikers stop the
scabs; African American workers reserved some very harsh words for Rev.
Witherspoon, who quickly decided to leave the scene. As the Freeman’s
writer caustically noted, “It would make a government mule mad to see
how quick some colored men, who say that they are leaders, hasten to do
anything detrimental to the poor colored and white people, simply to
please the bankers and railroad officials.”98 The picket line held another
day, and employers capitulated. The Freeman celebrated: “Thus ended the
strike, to the joy of the strikers and a majority of outsiders.”

The following summer, African American timber and dock workers in
Fernandina squared off against a powerful employers’ association led by
George “Millionaire” Drew, former state governor. Demanding higher
wages and better working conditions, several hundred black workers
formed a union in August and went out on strike the following month.99

“The result was a complete tie-up of business,” as the Times-Union raged;
“the vessels lay idly at the wharves. Out of nearly five hundred men
employed on the river front, only about twenty remained. A few of these
were pounced upon by the strikers and severely beaten.”100 Governor
Drew’s association imported black strikebreakers from Madison County,
but these men were curtly ordered by the union members to go home. The
state intervened and Governor Edward Perry ordered the county sheriff to
break the strike: “At any cost lawless men must not be allowed to prevent
industrious ones from working and earning honestly their wages.”101
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When the beleaguered sheriff threatened to use force to end the strike, a
delegation of three hundred union men responded: “They would allow no
one to work but themselves, and told the Sheriff to bring on the militia
and they would take their pop-guns away from them.” This time, however,
African American workers did not enjoy the support of white workers.
Governor Perry ordered in units of the white militia and authorized mass
arrests to crush the strikes and reopen the docks.102

The most important strike in Gilded Age Florida was waged at the Gulf
Coast port of Apalachicola. On January 13, 1890, hundreds of African
American sawmill, factory, and dock workers resolved to win the ten-hour
day, regular payment in lawful U.S. currency, and collective bargaining
rights. Workers and their allies, including West Indian immigrant labor
leader E. P. Sanchez, met at the Colored Odd Fellows Lodge in early
January to draw up a list of demands. The “Resolution for Arrangements
of Labor by the Citizens” declared “that from and after the 18th of January,
1890, the working hours in all steam saw mills, factories and other work-
ing departments, shall be ten hours as is over the United States of America,
and that no steam saw mills, factories, and other working departments
shall work over that time.”103 Article three of the citizens’ resolution
demanded higher wages for all employees, “and that no common laborer
shall work at any of the said steam saw mills, factories or other working
departments for less than $1.50 to $2.50.” The people of Apalachicola did
more than demand equality. They called for an end to poverty wages, the
right to regulate working conditions, and the power to institute these
reforms. The workers’ political vision extended far beyond the boundaries
of their state to encompass “the United States of America.”

The Apalachicola General Strike commenced on January 19. Hundreds
of mill workers resolutely walked out of area factories and shut the port
down. African American women deployed to the picket lines, to the horror
of white employers who reported: “The negro women are violent in their
denunciation of the action of the whites and are congregating on the
streets.”104 Local support of the strikers was strong, because nothing less
than the survival of the entire community was at stake. In one mill, two
African Americans reported for duty on the first evening of the strike. One
of the strikebreakers was killed by the strikers.105 Deeming the situation at
Apalachicola to be a seditious “riot,” Governor Francis P. Fleming called
out the Florida militia to restore power to Apalachicola’s employers.106

Defeated only three years earlier by an interracial force of strikers, the
Escambia Rifles swept into Apalachicola and imposed martial law on the



town. Mass arrests of strike supporters and leaders followed. By January
23, white militia and local law enforcement had broken the General
Strike.107 The dock strikes demonstrate that cooperation in African
American communities was not a natural state of being; it had to be orga-
nized. Black strikebreakers were ostracized and even killed. The great port
strikes revealed a growing class divide in black Florida.

The most important labor conflict in Gilded Age Florida did not involve
a strike. Like their counterparts in Key West, African American Republi-
cans in Jacksonville had entered into a coalition with the Knights of Labor
and had successfully elected a reform slate of candidates who defeated con-
servatives and took office in 1886. Two years later, black political power
continued to survive thanks to coalition building and African American
women who played a decisive role in getting out the vote. On Election
Day, 1888, black female activists gathered near polling places and
assertively instructed their menfolk how to vote. The white elite was hor-
rified at this demonstration of “disgusting” and “annoying” feminine
behavior and deemed it responsible for democratically removing “good
Democrats” from office.”108 The Times-Union lamented this “sad com-
mentary on Unlimited Suffrage,” which it opposed wholeheartedly.

The coalition government was faced with a devastating yellow fever epi-
demic that was depopulating the city. Those left behind faced grim
prospects as entire industries closed down.109 A special Committee on
Sanitation (COS) was created to facilitate clean-up projects as well as to
administer public work relief for unemployed workers. By the fall of 1888,
the municipality employed over 1,400 African American workers on relief
projects.110 But on November 18, the Committee on Sanitation made a
dramatic announcement. Citing dwindling funds, the committee decided
to cut nearly half of its jobs.

Nearly one thousand unemployed black workers and family members
gathered near the offices of COS executives and demanded the reinstate-
ment of all public relief jobs.111 City officials assured the protestors that
there were no funds for extending the public works program. Unemployed
workers persisted in their demonstrations and followed COS administra-
tors through the town demanding jobs for those who had been thrown out
of work by the epidemic.112 Administrators responded that relief had to be
severely curtailed, but the Times-Union claimed that “this class of laborers
does not of course understand these things and can hardly be expected
to.”113 The newspaper warned that Jacksonville stood on the verge of
insurrection.
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African Americans wanted jobs in order to keep their families alive, and
they were certain that the city of Jacksonville should be responsive to their
needs. Black workers engaged in a three-pronged campaign to save the
municipal work relief program. They organized continuous public demon-
strations, assembled each night to formulate strategy, and chose represen-
tatives to present demands to the city. The Jacksonville unemployed
movement placed relentless pressure on the COS. On November 22, the
city’s relief agency finally relented: all workers who had been dismissed
would be reinstated, albeit at a sliding pay scale depending on family
size.114 White COS officials congratulated themselves on their largesse,
but African Americans understood that they had saved their public relief
jobs through organization and agitation. Black workers held a meeting on
the evening after the reinstatement of the jobs and reflected on their suc-
cess. African Americans had gained a heightened understanding of their
ability to influence municipal politics through disciplined protest. With
the assistance of African American political leaders—including Joseph E.
Lee—the assembly issued a public proclamation:

The laboring men know very well that they are doing good service for a
small consideration, and while the property-holders are being the
greatest benefactors, after due consideration we know that it is working
a serious hardship upon us to be compelled to give five days of labor
and time for the sum of $3—a sum wholly insufficient for the support
of men having families, or even for single men . . . and as we are loyal
citizens and shoulder equally the responsibility with all others, We desire
to submit . . . the following propositions.115

Black workers in deeds and words demonstrated that they were integral
members of the polity. The Jacksonville unemployed movement high-
lighted the central conflict between black Floridians and white employers.
The latter liked to imagine—in good times or bad—that they were “pro-
viding jobs” to indigent blacks. African Americans countered that labor
was the basis of all wealth and deserved a place at the bargaining table of
municipal politics.

Conservative Democrats across Florida viewed the Jacksonville protests
with alarm. State officials rushed to find a way to make municipal govern-
ments in Florida as unresponsive to organized workers as possible. Noth-
ing less than the future of white business supremacy was at stake. The key,
conservatives decided, was to undermine the black urban electorate. Soon



after the unemployed protests ended, the state comptroller rejected the
bonds presented by the newly elected Republicans in Jacksonville, setting
the stage for a Democratic coup.116 In April, state legislators introduced a
bill to revoke the charter of Jacksonville, thus giving the governor the
power to replace elected officials with hand-picked individuals. The genius
of the plan was that black voting power would be shattered by an ostensi-
bly nonracial measure. The Times-Union was ecstatic: “Everybody favors
the bill: lawyers, merchants, and businessmen.”117 The stakes were high:
“If the present bill to amend the Jacksonville charter should fail, this city
will get no relief whatever. Capitalists will not lend money to a municipal-
ity that can be bought for fifty dollars. At our next city election Jacksonville
will be completely Africanized.”118 The Times-Union reiterated the conser-
vative opposition to political pluralism: “The friends of the bill now pend-
ing to amend our city charter are warned to ‘call a halt and reconstruct it
to conform to the ideas of a majority.’ The majority, to which reference is
made, constitute the very ‘majority’ (so called) from which we seek to
escape.”119

The white-controlled state legislature revoked three city charters in the
1880s—all in cities with active African American labor movements, peri-
odic interracial coalitions, and high black voter turnout. The purpose of
revocation was to replace popular government with one-party rule and to
silence the voices of black workers and potential white allies. Jacksonville’s
elected city government was deposed by the state in 1889. “This city which
once elected its municipal officers,” Emanuel Fortune, Jr. mourned, “will
do so no more for the present. The right of suffrage has been taken away
from the citizens of this city by a Democratic Legislature which does not
represent the majority of voters in this city, because this majority is Repub-
licans.”120 In the same year Key West’s charter was revoked and James
Dean, the first African American county judge in Florida, was removed by
the state for allegedly licensing an interracial marriage.121 Pensacola’s
elected government fell in 1885.122 This coup was made possible by the
refusal of white property owners to pay their taxes. This rebellion threw
the city into a debt crisis that empowered the governor to remove Pen-
sacola’s elected officials.123 In each case, state seizure of local government
was carried out in the name of individuals the Pensacola Commercial
referred to as the “intelligent, enterprising, business men.”124 Rarely had
class warfare in the United States ever been so transparent.

African American workers in Gilded Age Jacksonville, Pensacola, Fernandina,
Apalachicola, and other towns carried on the black Reconstruction-era belief
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in a “jealous regard for the rights of labor.”125 African American men and
women endeavored to create a democratic society where they would be
treated with respect, receive good wages, and exert a level of control in
their workplaces whether they toiled on the docks or in an employer’s
household. In contrast, the white elite held that labor was inferior to cap-
ital at every level. The Times-Union instructed: “When the soldier represses
disorder he serves labor first, though he shoot strikers and bayonet
brethren of his own craft—all must be taught to obey the law or the weak
will go to the wall, and labor is the weakest of all the factors that now
uphold society.”126 White workers generally undermined the possibilities
of interracial class solidarity. Seeking to maintain a fragile sense of privi-
lege in a rapidly changing society, many white Floridians joined state mili-
tia units and became the tools of wage-cutting employers.127

THE VALUE OF CONVICT LABOR

White business supremacy’s desire to keep labor “the weakest of all the fac-
tors” in society provided the engine for disfranchisement. Racial oppres-
sion and economic progress—as it was defined by Florida’s elite—were two
sides of the same coin.128 Florida’s lawmakers were now free to reinstitute
and refine laws designed to limit labor mobility, ratchet down wages, and
keep sharecroppers in debt. Vagrancy statutes, “after dark” laws (prohibit-
ing sharecroppers from selling produce at night), and “anti-enticement”
codes restraining employees from quitting work were aimed at locking
African Americans into subordinate positions.129 The Gainesville Sun
swore: “We will be forced to force the negro to work,” and authorities in
Alachua County used the new laws to arrest black workers who quit jobs
to pursue higher-paid work elsewhere.130 Vagrancy statutes were unilater-
ally imposed to force African Americans in small towns to work for
employers against their will.131 County sheriffs, elected and bonded by an
all-white constituency, reinforced the power of employers to pay miserably
low wages to black workers. A Leon County sheriff posted a flier to African
Americans “who seemed disposed to idleness,” which read:

Take Notice! Fair Warning
Are you at work? If not, why not?
You will have to go to work or go to jail.
There is plenty of work for everyone and good wages
are paid in every line.



Take your choice; go to work and stay at work, or go to jail and stay on
the county roads and work 

there with stripes on under the gun. . . . Work is plentiful, wages good.
Find it quick or I will find you.132

A special report on Florida’s agricultural future published by the New York
Tribune exulted: “Negro labor is cheap and abundant.”133 State boosters
touted this line as a drawing point, and Florida’s lawmakers vowed to keep it
so. By the time that poorer whites discovered that vagrancy and other anti-
labor statutes would sometimes be used against them, it was too late.134

Convict labor became a lucrative enterprise in Florida. The state and
eventually county sheriffs garnered hefty bounties for providing African
American convicts to turpentine firms, phosphate mines, and road-
building firms.135 An employer observed: “Were it not for the convict
labor there would be very little phosphate mined, naval stores manufac-
tured and lumber cut.”136 Needless to say, the relationship between crime
and punishment in Florida became skewed as counties literally manufac-
tured convicts for needy employers.137 The state’s newest slave laborers
were instrumental in building Florida’s vast network of new roads at the
turn of the century. Road engineer Allan Rodgers boasted: “I will say for
the benefit of those interested in the good roads proposition that the
machinery used in my work in [Citrus] county is the kind that has been
known in the South for a couple of hundred years under the old fashioned
name of ‘the nigger and the mule.’ ”138

The dream of New Jerusalem began to disintegrate into the nightmare of
an American Siberia of slave labor camps, the chain gang, and debt peon-
age.139 In the wake of the Civil War, the Christian Recorder touted the Sun-
shine State as a promised land of freedom. Two decades later, the Recorder
mourned, “From Florida we have the newspaper report that absolute slav-
ery still exists in certain sections in that State.”140 By 1910, Florida had the
highest incarceration rate of prisoners and juveniles in the Deep South.141

The state administered one of the most notorious penal systems in the
world, immortalized for decades to come in lurid films and exposés.

THE COLOR LINE

Disfranchisement paved the way for legal segregation, and the color line in
Florida hardened appreciably by the end of the 1880s.142 Black Floridians
lost the right to a jury of their peers as local courts regularly excluded
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African Americans from juries.143 Funding for African American schools
declined, and public school districts frequently limited black schools to
three-to-six-month terms while offering nine months to many white
pupils.144 In 1883, T. Thomas Fortune observed: “The Georgia and
Florida railroads have become infamously notorious for ‘bouncing’ col-
ored travelers, and for taking decent fare and giving miserable accommo-
dations to such—accommodations in smoking cars, where the vilest of
impudent white scum resort to swear, to exhale rotten smoke and to expec-
torate pools of sickening excrementations of tobacco.”145

Black Floridians did not silently acquiesce to these indignities. Some-
times their efforts halted or even rolled back the tide of segregation. In the
same year that T. Thomas Fortune leveled his protest, African Americans
in Pensacola won a lawsuit against local segregated transit.146 When black
Pensacolans were subsequently criticized for not supporting a scheme for
railroad investment in Florida, they replied that the railroad discriminated
against black passengers and should not expect their support.147 After the
state legislature passed a law in 1887 mandating segregation on Florida’s
railroads, the Pastors’ Union in Jacksonville urged black Floridians to
selectively boycott lines that refused to provide equal accommodations for
all passengers.148 African Americans were not asking to ride next to white
passengers, but they wanted equal treatment on public conveyances.

White northerners were criticized for hastening the spread of segrega-
tion. An African American in Pensacola noted: “The colored people (or
part of them) are beginning to question the conduct of some of our North-
ern ‘good friends.’ ” A black man had tried to attend an opera and was
thrown out: “Just here a thousand voices, more or less, shouted put him
out!”149 “The hardest thing for many of us to understand is the color line
drawn in white churches,” one black Floridian wrote. “The Negroes are
permitted to sit with their white brothers in political caucuses, drink from
the same glass very often, without thinking of the color. . . . Still, if you go
to churches you are requested to take the back seats or skip up in the gal-
leries or hop outside. What Christians!”150

Black Floridians did not reach consensus on the best way to deal with
the march of segregation. T. Thomas Fortune issued a call for the forma-
tion of a national “Afro-American League” to fight for civil rights. African
Americans in Pensacola quickly organized a branch of the League.151 T. V.
Gibbs, one of the state’s last black elected representatives, opposed the
Afro-American League, however. Gibbs believed that improved personal
hygiene would defeat segregation: “When our people as a mass learn to



ride in railway cars without eating water melons, fat meat, and peanuts,
throwing the rinds on the floor;” he reasoned, “when our women leave
their snuff sticks, greasy bundles and uncouth manners at home, railroad
discriminations will abate much of their injustice.”152 Other African
Americans echoed Gibbs’s observations and blamed black workers’ behav-
ior for the onset of segregation ordinances. Segregation exacerbated class
tensions in black communities. Nevertheless, the brutal ejection of AME
Bishop Daniel Payne from a Florida train for refusing to move to the black
compartment dealt a blow to middle-class arguments that “better man-
ners” would avert segregation.153

DON’T EXPECT TOO MUCH FROM THE GOVERNMENT

A northern visitor stepped up to provide the justification for the tighten-
ing of white supremacy. Rev. Henry M. Field was among the many “sick
Yankees” who visited Florida in the late nineteenth century to improve his
health. Field was no common tourist. He came at the personal invitation
of Henry M. Flagler, who was building the foundations of an economic
empire in the state. A business partner of John Rockefeller, Flagler consol-
idated the Florida East Coast Railroad in the 1880s.154 Eventually this line
ran from Jacksonville all the way through the Florida Keys, making devel-
opment of the Florida peninsula possible. Flagler was also a major benefi-
ciary of two forms of slave labor that victimized African Americans and
new immigrants: debt peonage and convict labor.155 Flagler’s “Key West
Extension” was viewed as one of the great engineering feats in American
history.156 In fact, the rail lines leading into the Extension were first graded
by black convict laborers and then, at the turn of the century, by individ-
uals held against their will by agents working for Flagler’s railroad.157

Rev. Henry M. Field’s message to black Floridians must have pleased
Flagler. Field advised African Americans to work hard and avoid politics:
“I may not surrender a single one of my legal rights, and yet there may be
reasons sufficient to myself why I should defer asserting them to a more
convenient season. And so, my good friends, the less you talk and think
about ‘politics,’ the better it will be for you.”158 “As to this whole political
business,” Fields continued:

one word of caution: Don’t expect too much from the General [federal]
Government! I know it is the most natural thing in the world, when
you get into straits, to call on the power at Washington to help you out,
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and party papers echo the cry. Just now we hear a loud call upon
Congress to secure to the negroes at the South “a free ballot and an
honest count”—an admirable thing to do, if there were not several big
stumbling blocks, veritable boulders in the way. . . . Meanwhile, is there
something else to think about than going to election? Does it really
make any difference in your corn crop? “De yam will grow, de cotton
blow,” no matter who is Governor.159

The New Yorker’s “friendly advice” came at the moment that the U.S.
Congress was debating the Lodge Elections Bill of 1890. The bill would
provide a legal mechanism for investigating election irregularities. Senator
Samuel Pasco from Florida was one of the bill’s staunchest foes and argued
that it was a pointless measure because white men were going to control
the nation’s political institutions forever. Pasco boasted to his Senate col-
leagues that “the Anglo-Saxon will be true to his history. In every quarter
of the world where he has been placed side by side with people of other
races he has ruled.”160

As the Lodge Election Bill went down to defeat, Rev. Lyman Phelps of
Sanford wondered: “How long shall I see a sheriff stand at the polls on
election day and threaten a colored man who pays his taxes, owns real
estate [and say] ‘If you attempt to vote you will be arrested.’ ”161 “The
Republican party, as an organization,” observed one Florida GOP leader,
“is powerless to accomplish anything on account of the election laws,
which we now have, and which were designed for the purpose of render-
ing the commission of fraud easily accomplished.”162 But the party’s lead-
ership must share much of the blame. “Lily White” Republicans worked to
build an all-white and pro-business GOP.163 Seeking to curry favor with
the railroad interests in Florida, former GOP governor Harrison Reed told
his friend Henry Sanford, “A Union League of the white republicans must
be organized in order to bring together the intelligent & conservative who
will not affiliate with or patronize negro mobs for office.”164 The Lily
Whites did not understand that their platform was redundant. Florida
already had an antiblack, pro-business party—the Democrats—who glee-
fully watched the GOP disintegrate.165 At the same time, too many black
Republican leaders—including Joseph E. Lee—retreated into “Black and
Tan” politics and accepted patronage appointments from the national
GOP instead of demanding rights for all.166

In Alachua County, where black farmers and laborers composed the
backbone of rural Republican clubs in the 1880s, the Lily Whites delivered



a lethal blow. On the eve of the 1888 congressional election, a white-
controlled Republican executive committee deposed Josiah T. Walls, one
of the most respected black Republicans in the South, from the county
executive committee. Simultaneously, the committee purged both Walls
and M. M. Lewey, a Civil War combat veteran, from the local ticket
because white candidates refused to allow their names to appear alongside
a black man’s.167 This move paved the way for GOP respectability in
Alachua. In a subsequent contest, the election of three Republicans to
minor offices in the county drew praise from the Democratic press because
all of the men were conservative whites.168

White businessmen forged strategic alliances with their Democratic
counterparts in order to make the state attractive to new investment. In
Jacksonville whites formed the “Lincoln League,” which was an “out-
growth of a movement to strengthen and make dominant white Republi-
cans in the Republican party of the State.”169 Members were the
quintessential men on the make. “The league will have social features to
bring the members together,” noted a report, “but the principal feature of
the league[,] it is said, will be to promulgate the doctrine of the ‘protective
tariff.’ ” This strategy was designed to unite citrus growers moving into the
state with “natives” who hoped to erect tariffs against foreign oranges and
other agricultural commodities. White Republican businessmen found
the Democrats to be benevolent rulers. The family of Reconstruction-era
GOP Lieutenant Governor William Gleason was, by the 1890s, working
with Senator Samuel Pasco to raise protective tariffs on pineapples and
other tropical fruits that Gleason grew in Eau Galie.170 The Gleason family
repaid the favor by distributing campaign flyers for the Democrats.171

President Theodore Roosevelt’s visit to Jacksonville in 1905 was a mile-
stone in the remaking of Republicanism. Roosevelt came south to build
ties of friendship and trust between North and South.172 It soon became
clear that the cost of sectional reconciliation would be paid mainly by
black southerners, who were expected to relinquish their citizenship rights
in the name of national unity. Roosevelt arrived in Jacksonville in the
midst of the struggle over segregation on the city’s streetcars.173 Neverthe-
less, the Florida Times-Union was confident that “the President would
hardly say anything to offend the white people of the South, who are
giving him such warm and cordial reception, even in discussing the race
problem.”174 Roosevelt did not disappoint. Speaking to members of the
Jacksonville Board of Trade, the president expounded upon national unity
and his theories of “race suicide” (white people needed to breed more
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prolifically, according to him). Roosevelt positively gushed over the possi-
bility of building a canal through the heart of Central America that would
benefit Florida’s industries.175

The president addressed a separate assembly of black citizens at Florida
Baptist College.176 Roosevelt’s speech in this setting was less optimistic.
The president sternly lectured his audience to shun politics and that
“duties precede rights.”177 He exhorted black Floridians to develop “moral-
ity” and to avoid entering the “professions.”178 The titular head of the
Republican Party informed black citizens that, for them, the twentieth
century was to be a profoundly limited epoch.179 A Georgia Democrat
gushed: “It is hard for me, a dyed-in-the-wool Democrat, to tell from Pres-
ident Roosevelt’s talk whether he is a Democrat or a Republican. . . . He
certainly said nothing in his speech here to the colored people but what
Democrats had often said before.”180 The GOP’s betrayal of black aspira-
tions was complete.

Rev. J. Milton Waldron in Jacksonville spoke for many black southern-
ers when he laid out the reasons for the GOP’s demise in the region. While
African Americans had expected the party to serve as a guarantor of equal-
ity, it had degenerated into the guardian of business interests:

The republican party at the birth, and for fifteen or twenty years after
was pre-eminently the party of human rights and loyalty to the union. . . .
Human rights and freedom of body and mind are of far more concern
to this nation than either free trade or free silver, and if those who put
themselves forward as defenders of this freedom fail to keep their pledge
to the people, the people will fail to support them. . . . [The party] has
deserted the people and their rights for office and “trusts” and the
people have arisen, Samson-like and crushed it.181

White Republicans’ efforts to cultivate respectability paid off when Jack-
sonville Democrats invited them as well as Socialist Party members to par-
ticipate in the city’s white primary in 1907.182 African American workers’
egalitarian ideas and demands on the state were more threatening to white
business supremacy than Socialism.183

The disfranchisement of black Floridians was a fatal blow to democracy.
Conservatives promised that restricting the franchise to “white only”
would purify the ballot. Instead, as some Democrats quietly admitted, the
massacre of the electorate ushered in an era of political corruption. As one
white editor noted: “In reality (in Florida) these railroad corporations and



not the State Legislatures choose the Congressmen and Senators. They,
and not the unbiased voice of the people control all laws and appoint-
ments, and make the State, in all its departments, simply the tool by which
the will of the railroad corporations is registered, recorded and exe-
cuted.”184 One-party rule allowed corporate interests to seize control of
political appointments in county after county.185 Florida’s primaries and
elections degenerated into orgies of vote buying and missing ballot
boxes.186 The segregation of African Americans (and later, Bahamian,
Mexican, and Haitian immigrants) into low-wage labor and away from
the ballot box became the linchpin of white rule in Florida.187
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WE ARE IN THE HANDS
OF THE DEVIL

Fighting Racial Terrorism

I am impelled by a force of circumstance to inform the Christians of
this civilized country of a concerted, and executed assassination of a
colored preacher in the County of Hernando, Florida, a county
wherein the life of a colored man is not worth two grains of corn
since Reconstruction.1

THE CHRISTIAN RECORDER, 1877

[God] made the white into man, and implanted within his breast that
determination to always be supreme among races of men. This is why
the white man of the south, standing out boldly tells civilization:
“I am a white man! I will rule!” Were he to do otherwise he would be
a renegade to his race.2

THE OKALOOSA NEWS JOURNAL, 1920

IT IS IMPOSSIBLE to understand the African American freedom struggle
in Florida without considering the toll that racial violence took on black
lives. Between 1882 and 1930, African Americans in Florida suffered
the highest lynching rate in the United States.3 During those years, at
least 266 black Floridians were lynched. In the same period, whites
physically destroyed black communities, raped black women, and drove
African Americans out of parts of central and south Florida designated
by area residents as white homelands.4 “Too late to talk about the ‘sup-
pressed vote’ now,” a black Floridian cried. “We are in the hands of the
devil.”5

61



Jim Crow’s all-white juries allowed white citizens—and law enforcement
officials—to inflict physical harm against African Americans.6 An African
American from Pensacola angrily noted in 1888: “A white man tried to
commit a rape on a young colored girl Wednesday. Certainly no lynch-
ing.”7 At the turn of the century, the National Anti-Mob and Lynch Law
Association promised a reward of $500 for the arrest of individuals who
had burned an African American man at the stake at Bartow, but the orga-
nization’s offer was met with contempt.8 The guilty parties had not tried to
hide their identities. The Bartow Courier-Informant exulted: “there is no jail
in Florida that could hold the prisoner for twenty-four hours, nor is there a
jury in the county who would convict him.”9 When a Jacksonville police
officer shot Jesse Hall after Hall allegedly stole an umbrella, the Times-
Union reported: “It was stated at the scene of the shooting that when the
bullet entered Hall’s neck he fell to the pavement, and did not even quiver.
Life left his body almost immediately, and he died without a sound.”10 Jesse
Hall’s death adhered to the ideal script of Jim Crow. The central motif of
this morality play was not about justice, right or wrong, or the punishment
fitting the crime. It was about the maintenance of racial domination. The
death of Jesse Hall served as a warning to all African Americans that the
state of Florida judged their lives to be cheap and expendable.

On rare occasions when authorities showed an inclination to investigate
incidents of antiblack violence the results were mixed. In 1920, two white
men murdered an African American woman in Bay County by stabbing
her nine times, shooting her in the back of the head, and dumping her
body in a creek.11 When local officials talked of bringing the men to trial,
a group of white men burned the county courthouse—and the evidence
pertaining to the case—to the ground.12 A white individual who had lived
in Florida for nearly a decade explained: “Southern white men use it as a
by word that no white man is hung for killing a negro.”13 Jim Crow gave
white men a monopoly on violence usually reserved for officers of the
state, and they vigorously sought to maintain it.

White Floridians used lethal force to keep African Americans “in their
place,” but black Floridians did not suffer terror lightly. On numerous occa-
sions, African Americans organized and took up arms in order to stop them-
selves from being victimized by white violence. African Americans in Florida
established a practice that anti-lynching activist Ida B. Wells described as
armed “self-help.”14 The primary goal of armed self-help was to ward off
bloodshed and live to fight another day. Yet this form of social action was
not merely defensive. When African Americans defended themselves, they
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often invoked the Fourteenth Amendment’s language of equal protection
under the laws. Black Floridians based their actions on the fact that the state
had abrogated its responsibility to protect the lives and limbs of its black
citizenry. African Americans linked the idea of armed self-help to their
broader struggle for full citizenship. At the same time, black Floridians did
not speak with one voice when it came to proposing solutions to racial
violence. Some counseled passivity or patience in the face of racial aggres-
sion. After all, there was always the danger that self-defense would engen-
der ferocious reprisals.

IT IS ALWAYS OPEN SEASON

Segregation and violence are inseparable. Daytona native Howard Thurman
pointed out: “Segregation is at once one of the most blatant forms of
moral irresponsibility. The segregated persons are out of bounds, are out-
side the magnetic field of ethical concern. It is always open season.” The
theologian observed: “Segregation gives rise to an immoral exercise of
power of the strong over the weak, that is to say, advantage over disadvan-
tage. . . . It is true that fear in the lives of the disadvantaged exposes them
to be controlled by the advantaged. For generations fear has been the mon-
itor, the angel with the flaming sword standing guard to make the pattern
of segregation effective.”15 In 1887, S. D. Jackson of Pensacola illustrated
the fact that segregation was ushered in by violence:

Well, sir, I will tell you what they are doing with us down South. They
are shooting us down as so many partridges; don’t allow editors to speak
the truth always through their papers to the people; kicking us off trains
whenever they see fit to do so; distribute the school funds as their
conscience directs, charging us very often as high as 24 per cent per
annum for money when we are compelled to borrow it from them, and
thousands of other things too numerous to mention.16

The goal of racial violence was to sever all African American claims to
basic rights, dignity, and protection from the state. Black Floridians were
killed for an almost unimaginable array of infractions including organiz-
ing unions, accepting lower pay rates, registering to vote, owning desirable
land, failing to step aside on sidewalks when a white person approached,
and failing to show deference to whites.17 African American ministers and
churches—especially those that promoted black autonomy—were targeted



for reprisals.18 After one black man allegedly handed an “insulting and
obscene” note to a white woman near Fort Pierce, whites burned the man’s
church to the ground, “and forced all of the colored people to leave.” The
black press noted, “No effort has been made by the authorities to punish
the guilty parties or to protect the people who are denied the common
rights of a citizen.”19

In 1883, white workers in Sanford responded to poor working condi-
tions not by organizing against employers but by murdering a black
worker for accepting lower than normal wages.20 Four years later, when
Knights of Labor union organizer A. W. Johnson was assassinated near
Milton, a black reporter observed: “one ‘poor trash’ said to a colored man
here: ‘If that nigger had kept his mouth shut he would have been alive
today.’ ”21 Attempts by African Americans to exert authority over white
Floridians were not met kindly. In the early twentieth century, a black
building contractor’s family home in Palatka was dynamited on five sepa-
rate occasions because he tried to employ white labor. His family finally
left the town.22

Violence became the watchword of Jim Crow Florida. A black worker in
Madison County was “literally shot to pieces” because “from what could
be learned, he was a very impudent and fearless negro, and gave his
employers, as well as the entire community a great deal of trouble and
uneasiness.”23 Another Madison resident was murdered for stealing a hog.
Later the dead man was found to be innocent, but a local citizen noted:
“Of course the white murder is unmolested, the voice of ‘justice’ is sti-
fled.”24 A wealthy planter and his son killed an elderly African American
worker because he had left their employ owing a five-dollar debt.25

Allegedly, the aged debtor had been guilty of displaying “impertinence”
toward the planter. African Americans were supposed to defer completely
to whites. “Talking back” was an offense punishable by death. One writer
conveyed the results:

Not a great while ago at the River Junction, 22 miles this side of
Quincy, a young man by the name of Allison, a native of Quincy,
employed by a railroad at the junction, had some words with an
employee of the same road, when another clerk said . . . “Here, take my
pistol & kill the black son of a bitch,” this he did, deliberately walking
up to the colored man and blowing his brains out! For this crime
Allison was never arrested. I am told this by a Democrat, an eye witness
to the affair. Such dastardly outrages are of daily occurrence in the
South of which you hear nothing, and we are powerless to prevent it.26
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White Floridians believed that African American communities should
pay the price for crimes allegedly committed by black individuals. In the
aftermath of a gun battle between white policemen and African Americans
at Kissimmee, south of Orlando, an English travel writer wrote:

the citizens of Kissimmee arose, raided the coloured quarter, fired several
houses, and drove out a large number—it is to be presumed and hoped
only such members as were deemed objectionable and disorderly—of
the coloured population; or, as a witness, in describing it to us, tersely
put it, they “went through Nigger town and ran out the niggers.” The
expelled negroes thereupon took the train for Orlando. Kissimmee
telegraphed the news to her sister city (Orlando), and when the train
arrived at the depot of the latter town, a deputation of the citizens of
Orlando were there ready to meet it. They met it with leveled 
revolvers. . . .27

The system of Jim Crow did not rest upon the consent of the governed;
instead, it relied on everyday acts of brutality to maintain itself. A hack
driver was gunned down by white youths on a Jacksonville sidewalk after
he failed to move out of their way quickly enough.28 Another black driver
told James White, a newspaperman, that he owed him additional cab fare.
White shot the driver through the head, killing him instantly.29

Jacksonville police rescued White from a group of African Americans who
had gathered—allegedly—to lynch him. An all-white jury excused the
crime, noting that the assailant was depressed and had been drinking heav-
ily for several days. Worse, the hack driver had “applied a vile epithet”
against the white man. The Pensacola Daily News noted with satisfaction
that a black porter who insisted on taking his lunch break at the same
counter with white patrons was beaten to death. The newspaper reported
that the murder “gives somewhat of an idea as to how a black man endeav-
oring to force his way in the matter of social equality is treated, especially
around the Flomaton settlement.”30

The lynching of black men in segregating Florida was frequently
extolled as a civic virtue. The Times-Union lectured: “In the South, ever
since the emancipation of the Negroes there have been occasional instances
of summary punishment meted out to men of the colored race who per-
haps inherited the savagery of their ancestors and defied all laws.”31 In
1895, Sam Echols, Sam Crawley, and John Brooks were abducted by a
group of white men in Lafayette County. Despite protesting their



innocence in the death of a local white woman, the three men were taken
to the woods to be punished. Pleading for their lives, the men were tied to
stakes. An eyewitness reported: “They were scalped, their eyelids and their
noses cut off, the flesh cut from their jaws, their bodies scraped and their
privates cut out. The blood flowed in streams from their ghastly wounds,
and their screams rent the air only to be silenced by the tearing out of their
tongues by the roots.”32 The men were burned at the stake. Two other
African Americans were lynched near Pemberton Ferry but cut down from
the tree before they died because the mob had forgotten to ask if they were
guilty. Once confessions were extracted from the dying men, they were re-
lynched and incinerated.33

Lynchings were designed to strike fear into the broader community.
Wash Bradley of Bronson was accused of murdering a white woman.
Bradley was taken from the custody of the local sheriff to the nearby
woods. From there, “his ears were cut off, his back slashed with knives,
while the blood spurted and the victim groaned. His arms were nearly sev-
ered with buckshot, and other indignities are no doubt unfit for publica-
tion.”34 Only after they had tortured Bradley and fired additional shots
into his body did his tormentors lynch the man. Afterwards local whites
turned their fury on a black minister named “Parson Pitts,” who had been
“giving considerable trouble among negroes in that section, by paying
twenty-five lashes with a buggy trace.”35

In many white minds, gender, political, and economic tensions were
mixed together into a lethal brew of resentment against black Floridians.
Insecure in their ability to maintain disfranchisement, some whites fanta-
sized that African Americans were plotting revenge. In 1898, a writer from
Holmes County wrote to Governor William Bloxham that African
American workers were using the Spanish American War as a pretext to
plan a general uprising:

They are holding secret meetings and are plotting together to kill out all
the white people after a little when the war gits a little hoter and a little
more of the men gits off to the war and take everything to themselves and
are continually trying to rape the young white women and threatening to
kill them if they dont submit . . . now shall we jest let them go on and rob
and run over and ravish our wives and children and kill us out and take
the young women like they are fixing to do or what shall we do [?]. . . . we
have a lot of men out of any employment and the turpentiners and other
pub works wont hardly hire a white man if they can git a Negr.”36
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The letter demonstrates that even though the benefits of white
supremacy were not being shared equally—witness the reference to unem-
ployment—the writer’s resentment was trained on African Americans.
Like his counterparts throughout the South, the Holmes County writer
used race and sex fears to fix white women in a subordinate position, help-
less and dependent on male protection. Simultaneously, African
Americans were relegated to the bottom of the social and economic pyra-
mid. Any efforts by black Floridians to improve themselves were tanta-
mount to revolution. If the state would not preserve the status quo, the
white men of Holmes County would have to do the job.37 Later that year,
local whites threatened African American turpentine workers with death,
and many of them fled from the county.38

THE DISCIPLES OF VIOLENCE

Reconstruction-era violence was rooted in the determination of white
Floridians to keep African Americans as close to slavery as possible. Gilded
Age terror was a central part of employers’ schemes to cement one-party
rule and black powerlessness. Sociologist Oliver Cox held: “there is an
inseparable association between Negro disenfranchisement and lynching.
Disenfranchisement makes lynching possible, and lynching speedily
squelches any movement among Southern Negroes for enfranchisement.
In the South these two are indispensable instruments in the service of the
status quo.”39 The Times-Union explained the ground rules of white
supremacy:

In the South, the negro in politics is not tolerated—in other sections he
must obediently follow. There are lynchings so nearly everywhere that
the rule is established, but the South does not forbid the black man to
earn a living as do our neighbors. If the negro be wise he will respect the
limits set for him as does the elephant and the tiger and the others who
accept rules and make no pretense to reason.40

The march of one-party rule in Florida mirrored that of other totalitar-
ian societies in the modern period. Philosopher Hannah Arendt explained
that in one-party regimes, “Terror is lawfulness.” Arendt observed that in
such polities, “Guilt and innocence become senseless notions; ‘guilty’ is he
who stands in the way of the natural or historical process which has passed
judgment over ‘inferior races,’ over individuals ‘unfit to live,’ over ‘dying



classes and decadent peoples.’ ”41 Any serious effort to challenge the “nat-
ural or historical” processes of white authority in Florida was viewed as
heresy and punishable by extreme force. A union organizer, a troublesome
employee, and even an assertive minister were subject to lethal retaliation.
While black southerners fell prey to the institutionalized violence of con-
vict labor, the chain gang, debt peonage, and other forms of oppression,
the fate of those who engaged in oppositional politics or resistance was
equally bleak.

White elites repeatedly emphasized the linkage between one-party rule
and terror. Historian J. Randall Stanley wrote that prior to the Civil War,
whites in the plantation districts of middle Florida had been “conserva-
tive” and peaceful. During Reconstruction however, the same people
“became the disciples of violence because it had become a necessity—if not
righteous—in combating white and black radical domination.”42 The dis-
ciples of violence ensured that stories of political terror from Reconstruc-
tion endured in written history and popular memory. The Ku Klux Klan
was deified.43 Tales of political violence were told and retold with relish
in order to short-circuit challenges to white rule. When African Americans
in Sumter began registering to vote over four decades after Reconstruc-
tion, an older white Floridian by the name of Murden raised the specter of
mass violence as a cautionary tale for prospective African American voters.
Murden claimed that during Reconstruction, “northern negro lovers” had
incited black citizens of Sumter to plot an uprising against the white pop-
ulation. In response, a mounted white posse rode into Wildwood, where
the plot was said to have originated, and drove all of the African Americans
out of the settlement. According to Murden, “While not all of the colored
ministers and school teachers were mixed up as leaders of the attempt at
assassination, many were and they disappeared.”44 As late as the Great
Depression, Sumter County whites told a chilling story about an enor-
mous sink hole near Sumterville: “During the tragic and stormy recon-
struction days, the strange hole was said to have been a convenient
receptacle for disposing of too obnoxious people of color.”45 Folk memo-
ries of physical savagery became tools of social control.

The disciples of violence also targeted white individuals who were
deemed threats to the system. C. M. Hooper was an elderly Confederate
veteran who lived in Jackson County. Hooper uncovered a “political assas-
sination Association” formed in the late 1880s to crush black and white
dissent in Florida. He began working on an exposé titled “A Voice from
the Solid South.” Local whites abducted Hooper and took him to the
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woods to be lynched. Hooper managed to flee, and he noted with anger: 
“I had to hide in swamps to escape Ku Klux.”46 Hooper begged Republican
Senator William Chandler to allow him to testify before the U.S. Senate
about the collapse of democracy in Florida, but his offer was never accepted
by the Republican leader. Like the Seminole Indians, the Confederate
veteran was driven into the swamps of Florida because he had allied himself
with African Americans and against the forces of white progress.47

In 1890, F. G. Humphreys, the collector of customs at Pensacola,
warned Senator Chandler that the assassination of a white U.S. marshal in
Quincy was viewed as an acceptable act of violence in Florida.48 The mar-
shal, W. B. Saunders, was said to be an “impudent” Republican who did
not defer to the Panhandle’s Democratic elite. U.S. Senator Wilkinson Call
told his colleagues in Washington that the marshal was a “meddlesome
man” and implied that he deserved to die.49 If a law enforcement official
could be assassinated with impunity, no one was safe. Humphreys had lived
in Florida for nearly fifty years. He begged Senator Chandler to understand
that federal martial law would be needed to restore order in Florida.50

The sanctioning of violence against African Americans had an impact on
the entire society. Corruption became generalized. Once white officials–-
particularly law enforcement officers—tasted complete power over black
communities, they were tempted to extend their reach beyond the disfran-
chised. In 1900, a group of white citizens in Hernando County petitioned
Governor W. S. Jennings to stop a sheriff who had launched a local civil war:
“You are requested to suspend Sheriff A. M. White. He is a drunkard and
has a [whiskey still] in his office. He and his deputies are whipping and
killing niggers and driving good citizens out of the county. He has threat-
ened to kill Leo Morper, Orvil Higgins and his enemies and to burn
Brooksville.”51 Jim Crow Florida lurched from one catastrophe to another.

Economic oppression and racial violence were also bound together.
African Americans who toiled in regions with heavy concentrations of
timber, turpentine, and phosphate businesses were more vulnerable to
outbreaks of racial terror than black workers in most other occupations.
The business cycles of these industries were inherently volatile, subject to
extreme fluctuations in supply and demand as well as profitability.52 Profit
margins were slim. Turpentine operators denounced outside investors and
financial agents (or “factors”) as well as the Standard Oil Company, which
they blamed for controlling profits and prices in the industry.53 Local
operators claimed that industry factors denied credit to turpentine opera-
tors who paid anything but basement wages.54 Hence, employers in these



fields treated workers’ demands for higher compensation with extreme
hostility. Finally, workers in these industries were often migrants and per-
haps less rooted in local communities that could mobilize to defend them
during emergencies.

Industry operators formed employers’ associations and vowed to keep
wages down.55 The Turpentine Operators’ Association stated: “This is an
age of organization and cooperation,” but the benefits of organization
were to be limited to employers only.56 When turpentine owners met in
Bartow to “combine for mutual protection,” the major items on their
agenda were establishing tighter labor control and shattering the existing
wage structure. In essence, turpentine operators combined to set a maxi-
mum wage rate, stretch out pay periods, and deal “with the present unsat-
isfactory condition of labor, and to prevent as far as possible, the losses
sustained by promiscuous advances and credits.”57

Employers demonstrated contempt for their employees. Florida turpen-
tine operator J. B. Crosby boasted of his own work ethic but claimed, “its
different with the niggers. They seem to be able to live in affluence with-
out working. The trouble is this, there are no blacks left in South Georgia
and Florida. They are all ‘Mister blackman’ these days. You’ve got to be
kind to them for it suddenly develops that all of them were born of sensi-
tive parents and have been raised pets.”58 White employers turned their
anti-labor ideology into public policy through Florida’s promiscuous
expansion of the vagrancy laws.59 One employer stated that “idlers” were
refusing to work, and that convict labor was the guarantor of economic
progress in Florida.60 A worker responded that it was foolish to “think that
an honest laboring man will put himself on the market to work eleven,
twelve, and thirteen hours a day for $1.25 a day, and at the end of the
week have nothing to show but $2 or $3 and a batch of commissary
checks.”61 African Americans in these industries were subjected to white
business supremacy at its most ruthless stage.62

The state’s phosphate and turpentine regions resembled battlefields as
workers struggled with woods riders (foremen) and bosses over wages,
company store debts, and issues of respect.63 An employer in Baker
County ordered Edward McRae, a black turpentine worker, to kneel down
before him. McRae’s refusal to humiliate himself angered the white man,
who “pulled his revolver and endeavored to make the negro kneel to him.”
McRae pulled his own pistol. At the end of the fray, both men lay dead.64

In 1903, T. L. Marquis, a phosphate employer in the Bartow area, killed an
African American employee because “it seems that the negro got into a
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dispute with Strother Booth, bookkeeper for Mr. Marquis and became
very abusive.” Marquis claimed that when he saw the laborer “in the act of
drawing his gun, he fired at him, killing him instantly.”65 An argument
erupted in Wakulla County when a woods rider engaged in a heated con-
versation with African American workers gathered at a company store.
The argument escalated into a gun battle with workers and company man-
agers arrayed on either side. Both the foreman and the employee who
allegedly shot him were killed.66

African American workers defended themselves from white incursions.
White debt collectors tried to crash a festival organized by African American
turpentine workers in Hamilton County on their payday. After a harsh
exchange of words, a gun battle ensued leaving at least six dead.67 At a
point when there had “been bad feeling between the whites and desperate
negroes employed at the mines” in Alachua County, African American
workers near Williston engaged in a shoot-out with a group of armed
whites.68 African American survivors of these local race wars were invari-
ably delivered up to county officials for punishment, whereas their white
antagonists walked away free men. After the smoke from Williston cleared,
“the live negroes had fled, but the whites followed and succeeded in cap-
turing one, whom they delivered to the sheriff.”69

The desire of some whites to reserve areas of the state as white home-
lands fueled acts of racial violence. In 1893, the Bartow Courier Informant
promised: “One race or the other must leave and the whites are going to
remain.”70 African Americans were excluded—sometimes upon the pain
of death—from traveling and working in certain parts of Florida. “It is
emphatically a white man’s country,” a reporter for the Tribune wrote. “In
Lafayette County, to use the expression of an old settler, ‘a nigger goes
through on the run with his hat off.’ ”71 In 1883, a black linesman attempt-
ing to repair a faulty telegraph wire between Tocoi and Palatka was gunned
down by whites in Moccasin Branch because he had crossed a racial “dead
line” beyond which no African American could work.72 A crew of African
American cross-tie cutters was fired upon in the vicinity of Ocala by local
whites who had taken an ironclad vow in 1886 “not to allow black people
in the area.”73 After whites in West Pasco County massacred African Amer-
ican sawmill workers on the Cotee River, a sign hung near the entrance to
Elfers as late as the early 1920s that read: “Nigger, don’t let the sun set on
you, hear.”74

W. J. Bell was a northern investor who came to western Florida in 1903
to start an all-white town. “You see, the ‘dream,’ as you call it, of ‘A White



Man’s Empire,’ ” Bell lectured, “is not altogether utopian, chimerical or
unreasonable.”75 “White labor will not come South to work side by side
with the black man,” Bell claimed. He planned to build “a colony where
every man will own his own property, but he must be a man without one
drop of negro blood in him. I propose to have a God-given section where
the black man is not welcome.” Whites in central and south Florida far out-
paced their counterparts in the northern part of the state in imposing resi-
dential apartheid. A white “Christian colony” in De Soto County put out
the word that “No Negroes, No Dagoes” were wanted.76 African Americans
were also warned to stay out of Gulfport well into the 1920s. Gulfport
became national news when a group of contractors tried to bring in a crew
of black laborers to work in the town, “but they soon received a letter
explaining that the white laborers did not mean to have the colored men
about and if they were not sent away there would be some dead negroes.”77

THE SOONER WE ORGANIZE, THE BETTER

Black Floridians did not come to a consensus on how they should react to
white violence. Some echoed T. Thomas Fortune’s 1887 call for the creation
of a national civil rights organization. James S. Perry shared a harrowing
story with readers of Fortune’s New York Freeman of how he and his brother
had taken up arms in Nassau County to stop drunken whites from assault-
ing his family. Perry advocated armed self-defense because: “the sooner we
organize the better; for our people have been suffering insults, mobbing, ku
kluxing and lynching too long, and instead of growing less it is becoming
worse.”78 Above all, Perry believed that T. Thomas Fortune’s proposed
national Afro-American League would help address these injustices.79

J. Willis Menard disagreed with Perry’s advocacy of armed defense and
the Afro-American League. In contrast, the first black man elected to the
U.S. Congress promoted an idea of black nation-building whereby the
federal government would “furnish free transportation and homesteads in
the Western States to at least 1,000,000 colored people,” promising that
from this point on, “the race question in the South would be reduced to its
simplest elements.”80 From Palatka, T. L. McCoy acknowledged the attrac-
tiveness of emigration, but he believed that another strategy was needed:
“Some advance the idea that emigration is the best method to pursue. I am
opposed to emigrating to foreign lands. I believe that this race problem
must be settled here, peaceably or otherwise; I care not which, so long as
it is settled once and for all.”81
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Some black Floridians talked of leaving for Africa. Rev. C. H. Pearce, a
pioneer of the AME Church in Florida and a highly respected political
leader during Reconstruction, told AME bishop Daniel Payne that he was
thinking of becoming an advocate of black emigration to Africa. “I am
frank to acknowledge that I am in favor of the movement [to Africa],”
wrote Pearce, “and were I a young man I would not stand the insults of the
American white people; and above all this we have a higher and grander
object in view, namely the civilization of benighted Africa.”82 In the same
year, a small group of African Americans in Tampa boarded a steamer
bound for Liberia.83 A Chipley newspaper noted: “A negro preacher lec-
tured here last Sunday and Sunday night to the negroes, and offer[ed]
them great inducements to go to Africa. We learn that a good many of
them signify their willingness to go.”84

Others counseled more patience, faith, or legal measures to deal with
racial brutality. The Evangelist, a leading black newspaper in Jacksonville,
advised against armed resistance due to the numerical superiority of white
citizens.85 R. S. Quarterman of Orlando asserted that the best way to stop
racial violence was to address the issue in churches: “This sin is raging in this
country because the colored and white ministers are afraid to preach against
it.”86 S. D. Jackson looked to the state’s legal system to reverse its course,
asserting: “We want a judge who will hang those who band themselves
together and shoot us to death by the dozen.”87 At its annual meeting in
Ocala, the Inter-Denominational Ministers’ Union resolved to ask the state
legislature to enact an anti-lynching law.88 The law was never enacted, and
some black Floridians resolved to take matters into their own hands.

AND MAKE A MILITARY COMPANY OF THEM

In 1888, James Austin, a black prisoner being held in the Palatka city jail,
allegedly handed an insulting note to Deputy Sheriff W. Lowring. In
response, the angry jailer entered Austin’s cell to beat Austin, a practice
becoming increasingly common in Palatka’s jails.89 In the midst of this
thrashing, the prisoner grabbed Lowring’s police stick, whereupon the
deputy sheriff pulled out his pistol. In the scuffle, a round from the pistol
discharged into Lowring’s stomach. By the time Lowring died, a crowd of
white people had gathered and, according to a New York Age correspon-
dent, “The cry, ‘lynch the nigger’ was heard on every hand.”90

Under the cover of darkness, a group of African Americans spirited
James Austin away on a wagon to provide the endangered man with



medical attention and physical safety. Black citizens in Palatka raised a
twenty-four-hour armed guard on Austin and vowed that he would not be
lynched. At the same time, black citizens approached white Republican
leader George P. Fowler for advice.91 The attorney reportedly stated: “You
colored people should go home and desist from trying to defend a villain
who shot down a white man in cold blood. He ought to be lynched and
the sooner he is gotten out of the way the better for you and the commu-
nity in general.” Fowler’s words angered the delegation, who replied that
their votes had supported a Republican who now supported lynch law.

The county sheriff vowed that if black Palatkans did not surrender, he
would call the white militia out to “kill every one of them.” In response,
the Age’s reporter wrote: “The colored citizens banded together, waited
upon the sheriff and told him that they were determined not to submit
quietly to lynch law, and if an attempt was made to lynch the prisoner they
would resist it to the bitter end.”92 While the fate of James Austin after this
incident is unclear, one thing is certain: he was not lynched.

African Americans’ practice of organized self-defense was based on their
dogged belief in equal citizenship. During Reconstruction and well into the
1880s, black Floridians resorted to self-defense in order to protect them-
selves from white violence during elections. African Americans’ belief in the
right to bear arms was fortified by the ways that they remembered the Civil
War. Black Floridians emphasized the revolutionary character of the war
and dramatized the ways they had helped to save the Union by military ser-
vice. No Emancipation Day ceremony was complete without the Grand
Army of the Republic veterans and a Volunteer Colored Militia unit.93

Black militia companies had been mustered into service by the state
during Reconstruction.94 African Americans were exceedingly proud of
their “home guard” units. During the 1870 Emancipation Day ceremonies
in Tampa the volunteer black militia led a march of enthusiastic citizenry
to the county courthouse singing “John Brown’s Body,” a song sung by
African American soldiers during the war.95 Two decades later, a black
militia company formed the first major rank of the Jacksonville Emanci-
pation Day parade.96 The march was succeeded by patriotic messages and
eulogies of Frederick Douglass and William Lloyd Garrison. The political
symbolism was transparent. Black Floridians linked their right to bear
arms with their memories of the Civil War and their struggle to become
full citizens in the new republic.

Throughout most of the 1880s, African Americans served in separate
militia units in larger towns such as Pensacola, Jacksonville, and Tallahassee.97
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But the collapse of African American political power led to the demise of
the state-sanctioned black militia in Florida. In 1891, most African
American militia companies were purged by the state even as white militia
companies grew exponentially.98 In 1896, Jacksonville newspaper editor
W. I. Lewis asked Senator Chandler to block the federal appropriation for
state and naval militias because African Americans were excluded from state
militias in the South. Lewis told Chandler that several southern states,
including Florida, “have laws on their statute books prohibiting the orga-
nization of Negro militia companies & making it illegal for a man or person
of 1/8th Negro blood to have a gun in his or her house or to carry the same
upon the highway.”99 Lewis indignantly pointed out that the federal gov-
ernment was arming the white South at the expense of African Americans.

Used to break strikes and enforce the dictates of Florida’s employers, the
state militia became Jim Crow’s strong arm of authority. Militiamen fre-
quently clashed with black Floridians during their annual encampments.
During the 1904 encampment at St. Augustine, troops exchanged harsh
words with African American hack drivers, and a fight broke out between
them. Soon a riot erupted, with the hack men and their allies flinging
stones at the militiamen, who fixed their bayonets and called for rein-
forcements.100 Looting broke out in the city that evening.101 Likewise,
James Weldon Johnson left Florida soon after he barely escaped a beating
by white militiamen who mistakenly thought his female acquaintance was
a white woman.102 Ostensibly called on to “preserve order,” the white mili-
tia often did the exact opposite.

White Floridians went to great lengths to enforce the monopoly of force
that white militia fighters enjoyed. In 1896, a group of twenty black
teenagers in Tallahassee began marching in formation and drilling after a
military fashion, using brooms to simulate firearms.103 The Leon County
sheriff formed a posse and confronted the youngsters as they were allegedly
“going through their manual of arms.” White riflemen fired into the group
and killed “one negro boy about 15 or 16 years of age,” and seriously
wounded another. A coroner’s jury was formed, and its verdict was “that
the deceased came to his death by a gunshot wound from the hands of
unknown parties.” Black Floridians were outraged. M. M. Lewey cried: “If
the boys were committing any offense against law and order by practicing
boyish parades on the streets of Tallahassee, every one of them could easily
have been arrested and dealt with according to law.”104 Lewey voiced the
angry refrain that swept over the South: “Will the day ever come when
white men in the South will cease their inhumanity to Negroes?”



The following year, “the Colored Citizens of Lawtey” in Bradford
County petitioned the governor to allow them to form a militia company
because they had suffered repeated assaults on their neighborhood “by the
wicked and cruel people of Bradford County.” Delegated by his neighbors
to write the letter of protest to Governor William Bloxham, C. C. Ellis
complained, “the white mens are shooting and killing up the Col[ored]
people on Cold blood then they say they was justifible in doing so.” Ellis
told the story of a white man by the name of Roberson who shot down a
black man in broad daylight. When the dead man’s cousin asked the
deputy sheriff of Bradford County why he refused to arrest Roberson
despite the presence of multiple witnesses to the murder, the lawman drew
his gun and threatened to kill the inquisitive relative. Ellis reminded
Governor Bloxham that “the black Man payes their taxes like the white
man so the law ought to provide for the black Man as do white in this case.”
He bluntly asked: “And now we want to no will you chose or take the Cit-
izens good Sobered men of their Col[or] and make a military company of
them[?]”105 African Americans in Lawtey stubbornly adhered to the idea of
equal justice. The governor’s office stamped Ellis’s letter “No Reply.”

NOT TO SUBMIT QUIETLY TO LYNCH LAW

Innumerable incidents of racial violence in Florida arose over disputes
between African American workers and white bosses. The conflict between
an Anheuser Busch teamster Benjamin Reed and his supervisor Frank
Burrows in 1892 was unusual only in the fact that it led to armed insur-
rection in Jacksonville. According to Reed, he had been sent out by Bur-
rows to deliver a wagon load of beer. Thinking that the wagon driver had
tarried in his delivery, the supervisor berated Reed upon his return to the
warehouse. The men traded insults and both began fighting, grabbing
boards and other available objects to strike at each other. Burrows claimed
that Reed called him a “black——,” and struck at him first. By the end of
the fight, Burrows had fallen, wounded from a blow to the head.106

After the fight, Benjamin Reed was sent out to make another delivery.
When the gravity of the white manager’s injuries became apparent, the
police were called in to investigate. Reed was arrested in the middle of his
delivery, and by dusk the manager was pronounced dead. Talk of retribution
swept through white Jacksonville. The Times-Union warned of “rash white
men” carrying on “talk about lynching,” and the newspaper fanned the
flames of racial conflict by referring to Burrows as “a quiet, hard working
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young fellow, popular with everybody who knew him,” while characterizing
Reed as a boozing hooligan.107 As angry white men began to gather around
the courthouse, the Jacksonville police department quietly vanished.108

African Americans organized to prevent the lynching of Benjamin Reed.
By 11 P.M. armed sentries were patrolling the immediate perimeter of the
jail and questioning every white man who approached the area. Whites
with no business near the courthouse were asked to leave. Eventually,
dozens of African Americans filled the approaches leading to the jail.109

This emergency militia was solidly working class or, in the Times-Union’s
preferred phrasing, “this negro mob was composed of the riff-raff of the
colored population.”110 But this mob was well organized:

Sentinels stood on each corner, and when a white man would pass they
would ask him about where he was going, etc. A whistle signal would
then be passed on to the next corner and the pedestrian would be
surrounded and followed. If he went in the direction of the jail the
negroes would close in upon him and he would soon find himself
covered by fifty or more cocked revolvers.111

How did African Americans organize this self-defense operation so
rapidly? One of the members of the armed resistance was Dan Treavan, a
cook. According to the police reports, “Treavan says he was sent out by
one of the colored secret societies of which he is a member.”112 Another
person arrested was Ben Dilworth, a local minister who was accused of
“making an incendiary speech in front of the post office.”113 Alonzo R.
Jones, “a coal black negro” who had served in the police department before
Jacksonville’s city government was deposed by the state legislature in 1889,
was also incarcerated. These three leaders of the emergency black militia
represented a cross-section of African American institutions: secret soci-
eties, churches, and civic officials. They had connections to wider net-
works of solidarity that could be mobilized rapidly and efficiently.

Furthermore, the black working class in Jacksonville was itself well orga-
nized. Lower-income workers were members of groups such as longshore-
men’s associations and washerwoman’s unions as well as burial societies. It
was not unusual for a laborer in Jacksonville to hold simultaneous mem-
berships in a union (e.g., the Knights of Labor), a fraternal order (the
Knights of Pythias), and a church. It is not the case that African Americans
in Jacksonville were not divided to a certain extent along lines of class,
gender, and neighborhood—they were. Still, the practice of belonging to



overlapping institutions made community mobilization against lynching
possible.

As the white militia poured into Jacksonville and began arresting the “ring-
leaders” of the emergency militia, the city’s African American middle class
joined their voices to those of white authorities who asserted that blacks should
put down their weapons.114 Led by William Artrell, a former Key West assem-
blyman, the black “committee” presented their resolution to the public:

Resolved (in the name of all good colored citizens), that while there are
extenuating circumstances in connection with the assembling of the colored
citizens on Monday night to prevent lynching, the congregating of these
men together on the other night after the militia appeared to protect the jail
is highly reprehensible, and meets our unqualified condemnation. Resolved,
That we regret that military companies have been brought [to] Jacksonville
from various parts of the state when the Jacksonville military companies
were perfectly able to put down any uprising among the people.115

The black committee’s critique of African American armed self-reliance
was complex. On the one hand, they criticized black workers for taking up
arms, but only after militia units had arrived to reinforce the police, who
were now able to halt the lynching. The committee’s resolution implicitly
supported the initial African American network of self-defense that had
been organized when Benjamin Reed’s life was threatened by vigilante
action. Furthermore, the committee made clear that it did not support the
idea of bringing white militia companies from other Florida cities to
Jacksonville. Indeed, their resolution went on to state that if the city of
Jacksonville had called upon African Americans to help with the situation,
such a crisis would never have arisen in the first place: “The colored citi-
zens of Jacksonville are ready and willing at any moment to assist in
putting down and quelling any disorder,” stated the committee, “ . . . and
had they been called upon at the outset the disorder would have been
instantly removed.” African Americans in Jacksonville offered an effective
way of preventing lynching. While this strategy would have kept the peace,
however, it would also have undermined white rule. It was rejected out of
hand by Jacksonville’s authorities.

Ida B. Wells lauded African Americans for stopping the lynching of
Benjamin Reed. Wells drew on the episode in Jacksonville to formulate
her doctrine of armed “self-help” as an example for black Americans across
the country to emulate. Wells observed: “Of the many inhuman outrages
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of this present year, the only case where the proposed lynching did not
occur, was where the men armed themselves in Jacksonville, Fla., and Pad-
ucah, Ky. And prevented it.” 116

In June 1897 Sylvanus Johnson was accused of raping a white woman in
Key West. In the midst of Johnson’s arraignment at the county court-
house, former Knights of Labor leader C. B. Pendleton, a white, rose and
exclaimed: “Are there enough white men in this room who will help me in
lynching the brute?” Immediately, a group of African Americans in the
courthouse made a rush to defend Johnson and temporarily foiled
Pendleton’s plan. However, the Times-Union’s man on the scene remained
hopeful: “Your correspondent would not be surprised to learn in the morn-
ing that the brute had met his deserts during the night.”117

African Americans surrounded the jail and the courthouse to prevent
Sylvanus Johnson from being lynched.118 Throughout the evening, emergency
militia patrolled the approaches to the courthouse and forbade any white
man from entering the area. The Times-Union complained: “If a lynching is
attempted trouble will follow, as there are not enough whites here at present
to cow the tough negro element that is at present making the trouble.” The
Monroe County sheriff wired Governor Bloxham: “Negroes greatly out-
raged, and threat[s] to burn and kill whites openly made.”119

Governor Bloxham wired President William McKinley for U.S. troops
to crush what white officials now viewed as an insurrection. The governor
remonstrated that Key West was “Too far from mainland to secure neces-
sary State Troops.”120 One cannot help but notice the irony of a “states’
rights” Democrat begging a Republican president for federal intervention.
Once again, white Floridians had misjudged African American aims. The
goal of the “Negro rioters” was to stop a lynching, not to overthrow the
state. As soon as authorities demonstrated a willingness to guard Johnson,
African Americans dropped their armed guard.121

The fate of Sylvanus Johnson illustrates the possibilities and limitations
of insurgency against lynch law. While armed resistance earned a trial for
Johnson, it could not ensure a fair hearing before a jury of his peers. A
little over a month later, Sylvanus Johnson was tried and found guilty by a
jury of white men. His trial took all of one hour and forty minutes, and his
court-appointed counsel was not allowed to cross-examine the witnesses.
Visibly disgusted with the charade of justice, the condemned man turned
to the jury and exclaimed: “If God was black and came before this jury you
would find him guilty. You may hang my black body, but you cannot
harm my innocent soul.”122



Two years later, African American phosphate miners in Dunnellon tried
to stop the escalation of racial violence in the phosphate boom region by
organizing the “Anti-Lynch and Mob Club.”123 In contrast to the middle-
class reform organizations that undertook Progressive Era initiatives, the
miners left behind no records. The only surviving descriptions of the
group characterize the members of the Anti-Lynch and Mob Club as
coming straight out of the “Dunnellon Phosphate Mine.” Dunnellon was
a brutal town, even by Florida standards. Judge E. C. May recalled one day
in the 1890s when seven African Americans were assassinated, their bodies
“piled on the depot platform, like cordwood. Exactly nothing was ever
done about it, and I never knew who killed any of them, or why.”124

In June 1899, a black man who was in jail facing trial for allegedly
shooting the town marshal was taken out of his cell and lynched.125 Sub-
sequently, it was rumored that African Americans in Dunnellon had assas-
sinated two black men who were said to have been hired to carry out the
initial lynching. Authorities called out white posses from Citrus and
Alachua Counties to restore order.126

Soon afterwards, the white press retracted its claim that African Ameri-
cans had killed the two black men said to be implicated in the initial lynch-
ing.127 A local correspondent’s report to the Richmond Planet adds some
depth to this story. This writer reported that the two black men had been
taken along by the white mob and forced to aid them in the initial lynch-
ing. “Hearing this some of the colored men proceeded to search for the
lost man,” wrote the correspondent, “and signs being favorable some of
the men returned to town with arms and arrested the two colored men
who were with the white mob.”128 After making citizen’s arrests, Anti-
Lynch and Mob Club members took the two black collaborators to the
city jail for incarceration. The armed group of African American miners
also solicited a description of the white men who had taken part in the
lynching. Not knowing that the black miners had acted with such dis-
patch, the local white press printed its initial claim that African Americans
from Dunnellon had lynched the two men. The Planet’s writer stressed
that whites were angry that the truth about the initial lynching was out
and that the white posse that came to town actually sought to eliminate
the two black witnesses. “The county sheriff came from Ocala,” wrote the
Planet’s correspondent, “investigated matters and gave the colored men
credit for protecting the law. Not one gun has been fired for signal of riot
nor has there been, since the finding of the lost man.” Two more lynchings
had been prevented.

EMANCIPATION BETRAYED80



81WE ARE IN THE HANDS OF THE DEVIL

A world of different experiences separated African American miners in
Dunnellon from their counterparts in Jacksonville and Key West. The
great majority of these miners were migrants from the Carolinas who came
to Florida during the phosphate boom of the 1890s.129 Phosphate miners
tended to live in isolated camps segregated from both white neighbor-
hoods and older, more rooted African American communities. What the
miners did have was a sharp sense of grievance against the phosphate
mining companies. While phosphate mining was a step up from low-paid
farm labor, it was still a tough occupation. Lives and limbs were frequently
lost to dynamite blasts, workers inhaled toxic fumes for long stretches, and
miners rarely made the wages promised them by labor agents.130 Operat-
ing in a hypercompetitive environment, mining companies sought to
boost profit margins by enforcing low wages, scrip payments, and com-
pany stores. Routinely the object of police violence, phosphate miners
were known for carrying Winchester rifles, banding together, and defend-
ing themselves from company harassment as best as they could.131

White authorities in Dunnellon had no intention of tolerating the exis-
tence of an organized body of working-class African Americans dedicated
to the prevention of lynching. The Anti-Lynch and Mob club was too
effective, and it is certain that the members of the organization under-
stood that it was only a matter of time before local officials moved deci-
sively to crush them. The day of reckoning came in early October 1899,
when members of the anti-lynching association engaged in a pitched gun
battle with Dunnellon marshal J. J. Stephens and several of his relatives
and friends—all “marshals” of varying ranks. Marshal Stephens, according
to local reports, “while treating all the negroes well, was very strict and on
one or two occasions had to shoot one of them.”132 White residents
remembered that Stephens and his brothers were brutal men who boasted
of killing and torturing African Americans.133 Whether Marshal Stephens
provoked the fatal gun battle that destroyed the Dunnellon Anti-Lynch and
Mob club or whether the miners themselves initiated the fight is not clear.134

The result was the same: the anti-lynching organization ceased to exist.

TO PROTECT THE WHITE MAN FROM HIS OWN TEMPER

Armed self-defense was always fraught with danger. Manatee County
farmer Jack Trice was faced with as terrible a decision as any father has ever
had to make. His son had gotten into a fight with the son of Braidentown
city marshal John Hughes. Hughes deputized a posse and came to Trice’s



house to “regulate” the fourteen-year-old boy. Seeing the armed men
approaching his home, Trice barricaded the door. When Hughes demanded
that Trice send out his son to meet his punishment, “Trice refused and the
whites began firing.” Trice’s marksmanship was superb. Each time a man
advanced to break down the door or set the house afire, Trice fired a shot
that found its mark. The white posse fled for reinforcements and vowed to
burn Trice and his son at the stake.135 The Trices, however, left the county
under cover of darkness.

A wave of terror swept over Manatee County as white mobs burned
down homes and shot down African Americans who were accused of being
in the Trice home during the gun battle. Employers were warned by the
“President of the Whitecappers” that “all negroes and whites who defend
them must leave or be killed.”136 The local press claimed that another
group of African American workers had refused to step aside when a white
man approached them on a pathway. When a warrant was issued for their
arrest, this group of black workers resisted and barricaded themselves in
houses where they fought off white attackers.137 African Americans fled
the region in droves. The Manatee County race war illuminates the terri-
ble dilemma that confronted black Floridians. There were occasions where
armed self-help seemed to be a necessity. Nevertheless, armed resistance
evoked draconian responses from whites, who could rely on local law
enforcement officials to support them.138

African Americans made the linkage between the right to bear arms and
equal citizenship in the letters they sent to Governor Bloxham asking for
the right to form citizens’ militia units to participate in what they believed
would be the liberation of Cuba in 1898.139 In Tampa, J. J. Hendry peti-
tioned to raise a company of troops for Cuba Libre, and told city officials:
“Don’t think for one moment that we have forgotten the stars and stripes.
We love the flag for it stood for Union and freedom.”140 The connection
that Hendry made between military service and freedom for all was odious
to individuals who were building a one-party state. In contrast to North
Carolina and Virginia, Florida would muster no African American regi-
ments into service for the Spanish American War.141

John Mitchell, Jr., the influential editor of the Richmond Planet, lauded
armed self-help in Florida as a strategy to be emulated by all African Amer-
icans.142 In contrast, white leaders in Florida warned that a new breed of
black Floridian was emerging: the revolutionary “Winchester Negro,”
who had no fear of any white man. White Floridians framed black armed
resistance in political terms because they had seized control of the state
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through armed violence and understood that African Americans claimed
the right to defend themselves from white incursions. “It looks, my coun-
trymen,” wrote a white columnist in Jacksonville, “like a return to the days
of ‘old John Brown,’ and I see again the picture which appeared thirty-one
years ago in a northern paper. . . . The time has come when we must arm
against a foe within, and settle this question for all time.”143

State officials sought new ways to permanently end African American
claims to equal citizenship or inclusion in the society. State Senator John
Beard introduced a bill in 1907 to nullify the Fourteenth and Fifteenth
Amendments to the United States Constitution in Florida. The state
senate passed the nullification bill by a resounding margin.144 In the same
year, Governor Napoleon Bonaparte Broward proposed in his annual
address that Florida work with the U.S. Congress to expel African Ameri-
cans to a foreign “territory purchased by the United States.”145 The gover-
nor pointed to the state of racial warfare in Florida: “The negroes today
have less friendship for the white people, than they have ever had since the
civil war, and the white people have less tolerance and sympathy for the
negro.” Broward claimed that an African American had “less inclination to
work for one and be directed by one he considers exacting, to the extent
that he must do a good days work, or pay for the bill of goods sold to
him,” and that “civilization and Christianization” were being destroyed.
He argued that “to protect the white man from his own temper,” black
Floridians should be removed from the state. The governor’s address
extended the open season decree on African Americans in Florida.

The year after Broward’s address, African American timber workers in
the Panhandle town of Millville faced a new crisis. One evening black
laborers engaged in an argument with a white shopkeeper that escalated
into a gunfight. Two African Americans were arrested and lynched. “This
aroused the negroes who feared further attacks,” stated the Panama City
Pilot, “and it is said that they bought a large number of cartridges, and
threats were made by both negroes and whites.”146 This conflict robbed
the local lumber factory of an entire shift when mill operatives, both black
and white, took up opposing defensive positions “on the railway and at
Southport so that by Monday the mills could only operate one side owing
to these desertions.” Once again, African Americans had taken up arms to
defend themselves. There would be no more lynching that year in
Millville.

African American traditions of armed self-defense in Florida challenge
the standard chronology of black resistance. It has often been assumed that



a younger, more aggressive generation of African Americans came onto the
stage in the wake of the Great Migration to do combat with white mobs in
the East St. Louis Race Riot of 1917 as well as the 1919 race riots.147 As
we have seen, however, black Floridians on numerous occasions openly
took up arms to defend their communities between the end of Recon-
struction and the turn of the century. The role of armed self-reliance in the
anti-lynching movement also needs reappraisal in light of the evidence
from Florida. Long before the rise of the better-known Progressive Era
anti-lynching organizations, black Floridians created the basis of an anti-
lynching struggle—at the high tide of the lynching years, no less—that at
times successfully prevented racial violence. African American armed self-
help suggests a more continuous black struggle against racial terror than
scholars have generally posited. Certainly, excluding Dunnellon miners
and others who fought lynching in the trenches from the narrative of the
anti-lynching movement is the equivalent of excluding slaves from the
antislavery movement. A striking characteristic of these episodes of armed
self-help is the large number of individuals involved and the absence of a
single leader. Indeed, Florida’s authorities arrested dozens of African Amer-
ican “ringleaders” in the wake of these episodes. This is a testament to the
democratic nature of self-defense as a mode of resistance. Armed self-
defense was a critical component of the African American freedom strug-
gle in Jim Crow Florida and would be a vital part of new battles to come.
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TO GAIN THESE FRUITS 
THAT HAVE BEEN EARNED

Emancipation Day

HISTORY WAS one of Jim Crow’s fiercest battlegrounds. African Americans
invoked memories of slavery and Civil War to emphasize their claims on
citizenship while white Americans used history to show that African
Americans had done nothing to earn a stake in the society.1 When a group
of African American Civil War veterans from Florida attempted to partic-
ipate in a remembrance day ceremony near Fitzgerald, Georgia, in 1911, a
crowd of nearly one hundred white men ripped the military insignia off
the men’s jackets and ordered them to leave the area.2 Nothing was more
threatening to the maintenance of Jim Crow than the idea that African
Americans had been active participants in the struggle to save the Union
in its darkest hour. On a national level, prominent academics produced a
literature heavily influenced by eugenics and social Darwinism that pro-
moted white nationalism and black inferiority.3 Historians presented slav-
ery as a benevolent institution and Reconstruction as a tragic descent into
Negro Misrule.4

White Floridians erected monuments with state sanction that paid
homage to antebellum slave holders, the nobility of the Confederacy, and
the Lost Cause. Indeed, the past was intensively present in Florida. Carl L.
Crippen was struck by the ways that white Floridians mourned Jefferson
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Davis’s death in 1889. Crippen noted that official society would not toler-
ate any dissent from a blind homage to the Confederacy: “Talk about the
New South, One Country & one Flag, its all bosh, they would sink the
Ship of State, today as quickly as they did when the lamented Lincoln was
at the helm had they the opportunity & could. They talked here of Jeff
Davis’s death—Our President’s death—they could not forget the [Civil
War] & do not desire. . . . P.S.: Don’t expose me as I do not wish to be ‘A
Silent Voter.’ ”5 Stoking the memory of the Lost Cause paid handsome
dividends to white folks. Black and white Floridians were assessed taxes on
what reportedly became the most generous Confederate pension plan in
the South.6

Public school books in Florida taught that newly freed African Americans
acted like buffoons. A typical primer read: “Many of the negroes loved
their old masters and stayed on the old plantations, but others wandered
away. Some thought that because they were free they would never need to
work any more, so they dressed up in their best clothes and went to pic-
nics and had a good time.”7 Florida’s curriculum in Jim Crow history was
much the same as that nationally described by historian Leon Litwack:
“The treatment of emancipation depicted blacks passively waiting for
Massa’ Lincoln to strike off their shackles. And Reconstruction saw the
enthronement of black ignorance and inexperience, with the Ku Klux
Klan in some accounts redeeming Anglo-Saxon civilization from alien
rule.”8 Florida’s history books made one thing clear: African Americans
were completely unfit for equality or citizenship. The Florida Times-Union
promoted a history tailor-made for racial imperialism:

The two races have existed on earth as far back as knowledge can reach.
The white man without a helping hand has steadily climbed upward. The
civilization of the twentieth century is of his unaided building. The
negro, where he has had to depend on himself, has advanced not a step
in all the centuries. Individuals have surmounted difficulties but the
negro has not climbed except when he has been helped up by associa-
tion with the white man. The negro today is as much of a savage as he
was thousands of years ago except in “the white man’s country.”9

In contrast, African Americans fashioned democratic narratives honor-
ing slavery’s survivors, the Union Cause, and the egalitarianism of Recon-
struction.10 These lessons enhanced black pride by providing examples of
black accomplishments. Politically charged memories also helped to shape
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black identities and aspirations for social change. Born in 1889, Crescent
City native Asa Philip Randolph recalled that his father’s stories of the rev-
olutionary heroes of black history and the positive legacy of Reconstruc-
tion taught him to stand up for his rights at a young age.11 Mary McLeod
Bethune based her doctrine that African American women were the equals
of their male peers on her grandmother’s and mother’s accounts of resist-
ing the sexual advances of their slave masters. In 1904, Bethune founded
the Daytona Educational and Industrial Training School for Negro Girls.
Black history was at the top of the curriculum, and segregation was ban-
ished from school grounds.12

African American elders attempted to pass on to their children what will
be referred to here as a testimonial culture, a way of testifying to the dig-
nity of individuals in the segregated present while weaving together a his-
tory of striving reaching back to slavery times. Black Floridians organized
public activities and rituals including Emancipation Day, veterans’ cere-
monies, and public rituals emphasizing African Americans’ contributions
to the republic. African Americans created a popular (and frankly politi-
cal) history accessible to a broad audience, and they invoked this history in
their struggles for social change.13

MEMORIES OF SLAVERY

Black testimonial culture was rooted in the ways that African Americans
remembered their experiences of bondage. In 1882, a Republican activist
named S. W. Anderson explained how he shamed another African
American into joining the party:

I ask him “Sir what principal does you support[?]” [He replied], 
“I always generally vote a Democratic ticket for the last 15 years & have
not seen the point where I can have pleasure in voting on any other
principal.” Yet then as a moment I call his attention & replied to him:
“Dear Sir, as far as my supreme abilities will allow me I will now give
you a friendly advice” & said to him “can you realize the day when you
was under bondage?” His reply was “yes” and immediately I then said
“take consideration & think where you are now & if you continued
your course where will you be then.[”] Then he look sorrowfully and
well my Sir the Stranger said “I never was enlighten.” Then I said to
him: “Will you consider your self a converted Republican?” He said
“yes,” then I said now from this rule depart the strict rules of the said
state.”14



African American oral traditions of slavery emphasized the institution’s
severity. In Pensacola, residents spoke in hushed tones about those who
had been physically mutilated for participating in the state’s Underground
Railroad.15 Survivors spoke of generations of rape, psychological cruelty,
severe floggings, and violence so endemic to antebellum culture that even
in the depth of the Great Depression former slave Samuel Johnson
remarked that “even the best masters in slavery couldn’t be as good as the
worst person in freedom, Oh, God, it is good to be free, and I am thank-
ful.”16 Ex-slave Taylor Gilbert recalled how slave owners’ sons “would go
‘nigger hunting’ and nothing—not even murder was too horrible for them
to do to slaves caught without passes. They justified their fiendish acts by
saying the ‘nigger tried to run away when told to stop.’ ”17

Stories of suffering endured long after slavery’s demise. Wakulla County
resident Martha Harvey Farmer remembered that during the 1930s, “My
grandfather used to tell about the slaves. They was treated, some of them,
terrible. They were beaten.”18 Gadsden County native Malachia Andrews
recalled the stories that his own grandfather told about slavery:

He has told us from time to time how their master, the slave driver who
really took care of his slaves and kept them working. He’d tell how they
used to do them when they, regardless to how cold it was, rainy, he got
them slaves up in the morning and put them out to work. If they didn’t
work they beat them. He told a story how one young man who told
him that he was sick and they accused him of just trying to resent work.
They took him and they hung him up by both hands and they took a
rawhide whip and whipped him, beat him and beat him and beat him.
As a result, when they carried him back home he died in the woods.19

The Day of Jubilee was enshrined as a sacred moment of liberation. “I
remembers the day when the word came, that word that made free men
an’ women of our black peoples,” a survivor told one northern visitor.20

After crying of the “whippin’s the black people’s had,” and “the death
blows the runaways got” during slavery, this informant went on to contrast
white and black reactions to emancipation: “I remembers that day well,
when them black men an’ women an’ lil’ chillun were a-crowdin’ roun’
each other, an’ cryin’ fo’ joy, an’ a shoutin’: We’s free, we’s free! Glory!
Glory! We’s free, we’s free!’ An’ I sees the [masters] a-scowlin’, some of
them as pale as death. I hears them cussin’ mad, so mad that they cannot
bear it, an’ go shoot themselves like cowards.”21

EMANCIPATION BETRAYED88



89TO GAIN THESE FRUITS THAT HAVE BEEN EARNED

The survivors lived with the consequences of slavery for the rest of their
lives. With time as their enemy, African Americans desperately sought to
reunite with family members who had been torn from them by the domes-
tic slave trade. In 1900, Mary Ann Harris was still searching for her
mother:

Information wanted of my mother, Jane Fields. When I left Jeffersonville,
Ky., my mother had a number of children. I do not remember the name
of any but Jack, Gabe, Sallie and Rebecca Fields. I was brought from
Jeffersonville, Ky to Sherman, Tex., by my owner, John Field, Jr. The
rest of my family belonged to his father, John Field. My name at that
time was Mary Ann Fields, but now it is Mary Ann Harris. Any
information of said people will be gladly received by Mary Ann Harris,
206 Field Street, Jacksonville, Fla.22

Calls for slavery compensation became a recurrent theme in black dis-
course. In 1884, the State Conference of the Colored Men of Florida pre-
sented an argument for slavery compensation and municipal reform:

It is sometimes asked that, aside from all questions of public policy, is it
just and equitable that the white people should be taxed to educate the
colored, as they are under our present public school system? My answer
to this is most positively in the affirmative; and I further assert that the
reasons why it should be so, from an equitable standpoint, are stronger
by far than any that can be urged in favor of it upon grounds of public
policy. It is a settled principle that runs through the entire business
transactions of the world, that when a person renders to another some-
thing of pecuniary value, he is entitled to a quid pro quo, or something
of equal value in return. This principle is well founded in law, consti-
tutes a bed rock in equity, and is taught by the holy writ in the living
language that “the laborer is worthy of his hire.”23

The conference’s keynote speaker, James Dean, went on to create a for-
mula for estimating the unpaid wages owed to black Floridians during
slavery. (Modestly, he included only the final thirty-five years of slavery in
his calculations.) Dean explained how he would apply this fund to rejuve-
nate education and state government:

From 1830 to the close of the war in 1865 there was an average laboring
population of 29,000 colored people in this State. In equity and justice



they were entitled to their earnings; and if they had been allowed wages
during this period at the low rate of 40 cents a day, and board, their
earnings would have aggregated the sum of $145,000,000—a sum equal
to more than four times the assessed valuation of property in the entire
State of Florida to-day. This amount could have been judiciously
invested, and under the present tax law we could have raised an annual
sum of $145,000 for school purposes, $435,000 for the expenses of the
State government, and $435,000 for the interest on the State debt. This
Conference should take some steps looking towards a more liberal
support for education, and petition the Congress of the United States
for national aid for the same.24

Black Floridians continued to believe in the essential justice of the prin-
ciple of slavery compensation.25 At the turn of the century, a visitor to
Florida remarked: “It is often claimed by Southern men that the negroes
were better off as slaves than they are now, with regard to physical comfort
and all essential needs, but this view finds no endorsement among the
negroes themselves.”26 As late as the 1930s, aging former slaves were still
trying to gain remuneration for their unpaid labor. The “Ex-slave Club” of
Miami was organized by Rev. J. W. Drake, at St. John’s Church, in 1932.
Members of the organization, “being from 85 to 97 years of age, have vivid
recollections of the emancipation and of their living on the plantations. In
some instances, these children were separated from their parents while
they were so small as to have no recollection of their own father or
mother.”27 As the Great Depression deepened, these former slaves orga-
nized, and “one of the objects of the club is to secure a pension for the
members, as they are nearly all in very needy circumstances.” The sur-
vivors waited in vain for their recompense.28

EMANCIPATION DAY

Emancipation Day was the centerpiece of black testimonial culture, a day
to commemorate liberation as well as to mark the progress of the race.
From the very beginning, African Americans transformed a day of remem-
brance into a public event that stressed their rights of citizenship. Soon
after word of the Emancipation Proclamation reached Union-occupied
Key West in 1863, African Americans organized a massive celebration and
invited Sandy Cornish to be the keynote speaker. Cornish was a legendary
figure on the island who had physically mutilated himself decades earlier
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to avoid being sold back into slavery.29 His enormous personal sacrifice
was adopted by his peers as a reminder of what they had endured for gen-
erations. Twenty-five years later, Rev. R. R. Downs told readers of the
Christian Recorder: “I was by the hospitable Pensacolians invited to partic-
ipate in the Emancipation celebration. They celebrate the 20th of May
because on that day, they were liberated from slavery by the order of the
Union Generals. . . . they truly celebrated on a grand scale.” 30

In a typical Emancipation Day ceremony, “there were special seats pro-
vided at the front for the men and women who were survivors of slavery,
and many reminiscences of the dark days . . . given by them served to
make us more appreciative of our present liberty and opportunities.”31

Program committees invited keynote speakers to discuss the intersection
between past and present struggles. In 1906, Pensacolans asked C. F. Call
to be their main speaker. Call had been a lead organizer of the city’s street-
car boycott movement against segregation the prior year.32 Joseph Lee,
who had served as an elected official during Reconstruction, was invited to
speak at numerous events ranging from St. Augustine’s 1881 celebration
to one at Valdosta, Georgia, in 1914.33 African Americans chose Lee at
least in part as a reminder that they had once participated on a mass level
in electoral politics.

The Day of Jubilee generated massive turnouts, and women often took
center stage. In 1891, “Several hundred of the leading colored citizens of
Ocala” gathered to hear Miss M. J. Brydie deliver a speech on “Lincoln”
while Mrs. F. L. Williams spoke on “Freedom,” as part of the day’s events.34

The following year, “hundreds of colored people from all over the state of
Florida commenced to arrive in [Jacksonville] last night and continued to
come in on every train this morning to take part in the emancipation
proclamation celebration.”35 The Ocala day of remembrance generated
large turnouts through the rest of the decade. At the 1896 event the audi-
ence sang patriotic songs, and participants heard a variety of speeches
including one by Hattie F. Bryant noting that “the history of the race . . .
attested of wonderful success under conditions so unfavorable since eman-
cipation days.”36 Over a quarter of a century later, the tradition of cele-
brating emancipation in Ocala remained intact, and African American
women played a central role in making the event successful.37

Male and female organizers toiled over the choreography of the cere-
mony. “In the beginning we have been told,” a Florida WPA interviewer
noted in the 1930s, “the main portion of the Emancipation program con-
sisted of singing, praying and giving thanks to God and a few speeches by



Negroes who were more enlightened than most of the others, and they
would teach.”38 As black communities grew, emancipation observances
became more complex:

As time passed the celebration became more elaborate. Parades with
numerous floats and bands of music passed through the streets. The
floats were set up to represent the progress of the negro. These showed
him on the plantation, out in the cotton field, etc. [T]he women wore
cotton-checked dresses and bright colored bandannas tied around their
heads. . . . The overseer wearing his broad brimmed or tall crown hat,
his leather boots and carry the familiar bull whip was always necessary.39

Emancipation Day celebrations combined elements of high drama,
pageantry, and storytelling. This was the methodology of black public his-
tory: the young and untutored were introduced to history via parades, dra-
matic role playing, and participatory learning. The cruelty of slavery was not
forgotten—witness the personage of the overseer with his whip—but the
hard-fought progress of African American communities was also displayed:

A parade depicting the progress of the race from slavery, along the lines
of profession and trades is held. After the parade a mammoth mass
meeting is held and many speakers of interest and note are heard. After
the mass meeting a banquet is tendered the speaker. The banquet is
made possible by personal donations, collections from churches and
from various other sources.40

African Americans tried to stay alert to the ways that past struggle was
related to current striving. An integral part of Emancipation Day was the
taking up of a collection to benefit the local community. It was noted that
“during one of these affairs the money collected was enough to extend the
school term of the public school.”41

Emancipation Day also allowed African Americans to relax, let off
steam, and renew contacts with old friends in other parts of the state. In
1889, black residents in Jacksonville traveled to Quincy to share the
day’s ceremonies with African Americans in Gadsden County. According
to a local report, “The Quincy Brass band paraded the streets and as
usual the day was wound up with a game of base ball. A large picnic was
had at the rock spring, south of town.”42 At Sanford’s 1886 celebration,
brass bands from Tampa and Jacksonville performed.43 At the turn of the
century, it was not uncommon for African Americans who lived in the

EMANCIPATION BETRAYED92



93TO GAIN THESE FRUITS THAT HAVE BEEN EARNED

timber town of Milton to travel to nearby Pensacola to celebrate the Day
of Jubilee.44

When Rev. D. S. D. Belliny spoke to an African American audience at
Macclenny during an Emancipation Day gathering, “there was scarcely a
dry eye in the audience as the speaker told the story of the hardships and
struggles the race passed through during the dark days of slavery, but how
God, through his own goodness, guided it through the darkness into the
new dawn of Christian civilization.”45 Rev. Belliny used the stories of
shared oppression in the past to call for increased “race unity” in the pre-
sent. After prayer, the participants sang patriotic songs, played baseball,
and had a banquet. One participant enthusiastically noted: “The eloquent
address of Prof. Belliny is still the talk of our town.” This was more than a
holiday. Black Floridians enriched Emancipation Day ceremonies with
joy, spirituality, self-reflection, and a desire for social change.

REMEMBERING THE UNION CAUSE

After helping to lay flowers on the graves of departed African American
soldiers and sailors buried in a Jacksonville cemetery, a participant in the
memorial service urged: “Emancipation Day and Decoration Day are two
days above all others which should ever be remembered by colored
people.”46 To enshrine the sacrifices that African American Civil War vet-
erans had made toward the liberation of all, black Floridians created a tra-
dition of observing Memorial or Decoration Day in a manner that clashed
with surrounding customs of the Lost Cause. In their memorial services,
African Americans contrasted their service to the nation with the sedition
of their ex-Confederate antagonists. “Decoration day was the usual one-
sided affair,” a black correspondent from Pensacola wrote in 1888. “An
excursion left here for the national cemetery to decorate the graves of those
who fought for what they considered right; also the ones who fought for
what they knew was wrong.”47

In Jacksonville, African American Union veterans organized their own
Grand Army of the Republic post, Charles Gabriel Post No. 6, in 1885 to
avoid discrimination in the white-controlled GAR post. The veterans were
celebrated as heroes by the black community, a writer noting: “The cause
which made it possible for such organizations as colored Grand Army
Posts to exist was the struggle for the union and for liberty.”48 The same
correspondent celebrated the sacrifices of black Civil War soldiers “who,
when the call was made to do battle for this country rushed into the field



and fought with the zeal of the Romans and the courage of the Spartans.”
While white Floridians were decorating graves with Confederate flags,
African Americans conducted their own solemn services:

The ritualistic service of the Grand Army of the Republic was closely
followed in the decoration services, led by Post Commander Andrew
Solomon. The fifty or more graves of war veterans were strewn with
flowers by the members of the Women’s Relief Corps and children, and
the members of the Grand Army post placed a miniature flag at the
head of each soldier’s grave. There are several soldiers buried in Mt.
Hermon Cemetery. A detachment of the Grand Army post went there
yesterday in the forenoon and decorated them.49

Veterans and community speakers used these forums to exhort African
Americans to hold their heads high. At one Decoration Day memorial ser-
vice in Jacksonville, M. M. Lewey, a combat veteran of the 55th Massa-
chusetts Infantry regiment, discussed black sacrifices at Fort Wagner,
Olustee, Honey Hill, and other battlefields of the Civil War. “Mr. Lewey
grew eloquent while relating reminiscences of the war,” wrote a corre-
spondent; “ . . . valuable were the deductions he made and the applications
ending in strong exhortations to all to live up to what has been achieved.”50

Another speaker at the memorial service lectured on the role of African
American soldiers “from colonial times to the present day,” and “America”
was sung with the national flag flying conspicuously. John Wallace, a vet-
eran of the 2nd United States Colored Troops, “spoke with much enthusi-
asm.” Among other things, Wallace said: “he rejoiced to know that ten
million people armed in the holy cause of the struggle to reach the top-
most round in the ladder of Christian civilization are invincible against all
forms of injustice and oppression.”51

African American women kept these celebrations alive even as the ranks
of surviving Union veterans dwindled. At the 1903 Memorial Day services
in Jacksonville, Miss Eartha M. M. White and members of the Woman’s
Relief Corps led a procession “bearing flowers which were placed on the
graves of the sleeping heroes.”52

African Americans laid claim to equal citizenship by fashioning a his-
torical past that emphasized black service to the republic. A determination
to keep the memory of African American sacrifices to the Union Cause
alive is manifest in the letter of a black Republican to Joseph E. Lee in
1879. This correspondent contrasted African American devotion to the

EMANCIPATION BETRAYED94



95TO GAIN THESE FRUITS THAT HAVE BEEN EARNED

Union Cause with white treachery: “Some of the Republican bigots who
believe when we broke the slavery chains in 61 and 5 we should rely on
vassal servitude. They think the colored man should always bow the servile
knee to their deliverer. . . . now nine out of ten of those big blowers done
in the time of Battle but very little in the great cause of Union and
Emancipation.”53

DEBATING SLAVERY’S LEGACY

In spite of a general consensus about the importance of remembering past
defeats and victories, African Americans did not agree over which cultural
practices from slavery were appropriate for carrying into the present.
Nowhere is this conflict more evident than in disputes over worship styles
in the post-Reconstruction South. Historian Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham
argues that college-educated African Americans were critical of the older
religious culture, noting that the “men and women of the Talented Tenth”
believed that “gaining respect, even justice, from white America, required
changes in religious beliefs, speech patterns, and manners and morals.”54

Discussing the “Progress and Drawbacks of the Race,” in 1888, H. T.
Tanner explained this conflict in generational terms: “The old folks believe
in the shout still and a long experience, while the model church discoun-
tenances such and believe in using the organ in religious services.”55

Most older black Floridians believed that the kind of liturgies that the
Talented Tenth wanted them to adopt would compromise their struggle
against white supremacy. An African American writer in Palatka complained
about expressive practices in local churches and described the attitude that
the typical black church member expressed toward worship: “He does not
believe that the religion white men claim to possess is ‘true religion.’ A reli-
gion that does not make one shout or respond to what the preacher says, is
worthless in his estimation.”56 The same observer remarked, “He likes to
give vent to his spiritual feelings in loud exclamations and shouts. To disap-
prove of his manner of worshipping God, brings down his utmost con-
tempt, accompanied with the assertion that your religion is ‘book larnt’ and
will not do ‘to die’ with.”57 A supporter of the newer, more formal style of
worship in Pensacola remonstrated, “Some people find fault with Rev. R. D.
Dunbar because he cannot ‘moan’ like others.”58

This effort by the church hierarchy to alter African American worship
styles into more “progressive” directions met concerted resistance.
Hezekiah Butterworth, a travel writer who visited Florida in the 1880s,



transcribed performances of the ring shout as well as slave spirituals and
work songs. An ex-slave, “Aunt Jane,” told the inquisitive writer that
African Americans of her generation performed the old-time spirituals
because they had carried them through bondage, and she complained that
younger people did not seem to fathom this. “‘We sings ’em ’mong our-
selves . . . we old folks, but dey don’t sing ’em at meetin’ no more,’” this
former slave protested. She went on to explain that:

We’s got pow’ful fine preachers, but dey sings mostly outer pra’r-books,
new hymns; an’ de young folks, dey follers ’em. Dey says as how our ole
hymns ain’t got no sense in ’em; but, bless you, dey’s got a heap ob sense
to us. Dey kin lift us up high as de golden chariot, and dat’s ’nuf fur me
I reckon.

Butterworth was moved by these sacred performances, but northern black
church officials were less impressed.59 Efforts by AME ministers to replace
the “old-fashioned” slave spirituals with the new songs were denounced by
women of “Aunt Jane’s” generation, who referred to them disdainfully as
“white people’s hymns.”60 Later, Zora Neale Hurston argued that class ten-
sions between “high-brow” and “primitive” black Floridians resulted in the
Sanctified Church movement. Members of the Church of God in Christ
and Saints of God in Christ were highly critical of ministers who drew their
sermons from learned theological texts. “They say of that type of preacher,”
Hurston observed: “ ‘Why he don’t preach at all. He just lectures.’ And the
way they say the word ‘lecture’ makes it sound like horse stealing.”61

Northern black church officials also tried to abolish the ring shout in
Florida, a practice that emerged in the synthesis between West African
spiritual beliefs and Christianity in slavery. Again their efforts met with
strong resistance.62 AME bishop Daniel Payne railed against “Voodoo
Ring Dances” in northeastern Florida, but admitted their persistence,
noting that “this ‘heel and fist’ mode of worship which was imported from
Africa was cherished during the reign of slavery and has been encouraged
by unprincipled pastors who have more respect for animalism than for
Christianism.”63 Bishop Payne worried that the ring shout reinforced racist
stereotypes of black behavior that discredited the entire race. So did
William Artrell in Key West, who complained that during one revival,
“one of the converts had to fall down on the floor in church & join the
others in their maniacal performances. As long as this way of worshipping is
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continued among the colored people, the whites, can never respect us. . . .
I have raised my voice openly and fearlessly against it.”64 Artrell was not
able to continue vocalizing his disgust with African American religious
practices, however, because he had aspirations to run for political office,
and he told Joseph Lee that such public utterances would ruin his stand-
ing in the black community. Shortly afterwards, the frustrated middle-
class leader cried: “I am tired of the life I am leading in Key West. I long
to be able to attend my Church once more & partake of the Holy
Sacrament, and to be among intelligent people. I have resolved on leaving
Key West as soon as I possibly can.”65

ECHOES OF RECONSTRUCTION

Battles that joined historical memory and contemporary politics became a
regular feature of segregating Florida. The state legislature openly sup-
ported the nullification of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments to
the U.S. Constitution. The Reconstruction experiment of guaranteeing
equal protection under the laws and voting rights to African Americans
was recognized in polite society as misguided.66 In sharp contrast, African
Americans in Fernandina created a “Fifteenth Amendment Day” celebra-
tion to mark passage of the law that formally guaranteed their voting
rights. The celebration included a parade, speakers, recreation, and other
festivities. In calling their community to prepare for the 1897 celebration,
organizers stated:

The Fifteenth Amendment Association of Fernandina will celebrate the
anniversary of the adoption of the Fifteenth Amendment to the Consti-
tution of the United States of America. . . . We call upon every society,
the presidents, Sunday-school superintendents, benevolent societies,
barbers’ associations, stevedores, pastors of the several churches and all
societies and kindred organizations to participate in the grand parade on
that occasion.67

While white authors argued that the end of Reconstruction had brought
a just “Redemption” to their state, African Americans taught the opposite
lesson.68 Frank Berry offered a memory of Reconstruction that could not
be reconciled with segregation: “Berry recalls the old days of black aristoc-
racy when Negroes held high political offices in the state of Florida, when



Negro tradesmen and professionals competed successfully and unmolested
with the whites. Many fortunes were made by men who are now little
more than beggars.”69 African Americans remembered Reconstruction as a
democratic moment and blamed white violence and GOP cupidity for its
demise.70

While white Floridians may have honored the memory of the Recon-
struction-era Ku Klux Klan, black Floridians reserved harsh judgments
toward whites who used terrorism to undermine democratic government.
Harriet Jefferson, reared in rural Leon County, was given instruction by
her elders in the ways that white Democrats had attained power:

Yeah, they talked about hanging people. I know papa said he used to tell
us about the first sheriff was a black sheriff in Tallahassee and said I
imagine when they got ready to get rid of him or something they just
come to talk with him about him. Just come in and he was sitting down
to his table, but said they just come in and shot him in the mouth. He
was sitting down to his table to eat and instead of just firing him if they
didn’t want him or something like that they just came in and shot him.
Shot him in the mouth into his head.71

The lesson that Mrs. Jefferson’s elders taught her was likely told as a cau-
tionary tale to avoid white people whenever possible. On another level,
this lesson challenged the legitimacy of white Democratic rule. Is political
power attained through terror legitimate? What type of government allows
this to happen? Not every story of this type was designed as a lesson in
civics; nor were these stories necessarily accurate. Nonetheless, what
Harriet Jefferson learned about Reconstruction in her own neighborhood
was more useful to her than anything she would learn about the period in
a standard history text.

GRASSROOTS HISTORIES

Black Floridians transformed remembrance days into theaters of universal
democracy. When African Americans in Pensacola held a mass celebration for
the William Lloyd Garrison Centenary in 1905, the editor of the Florida Sen-
tinel asserted: “There is no man, living or dead, to whom the American
Negroes owe so much and to whom we are indebted for so noble a life’s ser-
vice in our behalf, as to William Lloyd Garrison.”72 When Mrs. L.J. Madison
read a paper titled “Frederick and Freedom” to commemorate Douglass’s
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ninety-seventh birthday in Jacksonville, black Floridians were asserting the
righteousness of their struggle for dignity in America.73 African Americans
in Jacksonville organized the Crispus Attucks Suffrage Club, in honor of
the black seaman who fell in the Boston Massacre, a key event in the
making of the American Revolution.74 In January 1906 the Crispus
Attucks Club held a meeting discussing “The Law Governing the Qualifi-
cation of Voters,” and also heard a lecture titled “A Sketch of the Life of
Crispus Attucks,” making the link between black history and equal citi-
zenship explicit.75

African Americans treated the fiftieth anniversary of their emancipation
as a sacred moment of popular celebration. Black Floridians formed pro-
gram committees months in advance of Emancipation Day, 1913. Com-
mittees in towns including Crescent City, Lakeland, Miami, Arcadia,
Titusville, De Land, Daytona, St. Augustine, and others had decades of
expertise to draw upon.76 On January 1, African Americans across the
state remembered where they had come from, where they were, and where
they wanted to go in the future. The survivors of chattel bondage took
center stage to share their stories with each other and the young.77 In
Bartow, “Hon. C. L. Livingston, an old veteran of slavery days, made the
opening speech” to an audience of approximately one thousand people.78

In Daytona, former slaves rode in a parade float of honor “which con-
tained four old mothers who were eye witnesses to the liberating of the
race. . . . The parade was one of the grandest ever witnessed here.”79 In
Gainesville, African Americans held a torchlight parade, and sang “The
Battle Hymn of the Republic” and the “Star Spangled Banner.”80 At Fort
Pierce, A. J. Kershaw gave the primary oration titled “Claim of the Negro
to American Soil.” At St. Joseph’s Church in Jacksonville, the speaker of
honor “reviewed with credit and pleasure to his anxious hearers, the
United States History in that he showed that the negro has a reasonable,
merited and legitimate right to claim America as his country.”81 African
Americans used the fiftieth anniversary of their emancipation to make
claims on the state. James Weldon Johnson wrote a poem for the occasion
that was read in emancipation ceremonies throughout Florida and the
nation:

A few Black bondsmen strewn along
The borders of our eastern coast.
Now grows a race, ten million strong.
An upward, onward marching host.



Then let us here erect a stone,
To mark the place to mark the time;
A witness to God’s mercies shows,
A pledge to hold this day sublime. . . .

This land is ours by right of birth,
This land is ours by right of toil.
We helped to turn its virgin earth
Our sweat is in its fruitful soil. . . .

To gain these fruits that have been earned.
To hold these fields that have been won.
Our arms have strained, our backs have burned.
Bent bare beneath a ruthless sun. . . .

That for which millions prayed and sighed,
That for which tens of thousands fought.
For which so many freely died,
God cannot let it come to naught.82

The raw material for James Weldon Johnson’s poem may be found in
the desires of ordinary African Americans to finally gain the full measure
of freedom. They had fostered a testimonial culture that undermined
white efforts to glorify slavery and denigrate black character. Black
Floridians did not believe that their stories of suffering, heroism, and
endurance merely added to the nation’s historical record; rather, they
believed that their experiences in slavery, Civil War, and Reconstruction
changed the meaning of the nation’s history altogether. Black southerners
wove the institution of Emancipation Day into the first universal narrative
of freedom that existed anywhere in the country. Black Floridians were
preserving a chronicle of striving that strengthened affective bonds
between the generations and deepened the culture of survival. Equally sig-
nificant, a careful study of black testimonial culture shows that African
Americans learned their politics through their experiences with slavery,
Civil War, and Reconstruction. Black Floridians cited their own histories
as the foundation for their demands for equal citizenship, and they chose
days of remembrance as the tie joining the struggles of the past to the
challenges of the future.
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1     Advertisement for runaway slaves (from the Jacksonville Courier,
April , ). Source: Department of Special and Area Studies
Collections, University of Florida Libraries.

2 Matthew M.
Lewey. A Civil War
combat veteran, M.M.
Lewey began his polit-
ical career during
Reconstruction when
he served as mayor 
of Newnansville. He 
subsequently became 
a newspaper editor. 
He was a leader of the
 Pensacola street-
car car boycott and
helped organize
African American vot-
ers in . Source:
Florida State Archives.



3     James Dean, n.d. Dean
argued for the justice of slave
reparations at the State Con-
ference of the Colored Men 

of Florida in . Four years later,
he was elected Florida’s first black

county judge. He was deposed 
by the state the following year for 

allegedly licensing an interracial 
marriage. Source: Florida State Archives.

4     Domestic worker, Apalachicola. While most African American women toiled in low-wage
occupations such as laundry and personal service, their struggles against workplace oppression
infused black politics with demands for dignity and economic justice. Source: Florida State
Archives.



5     Harriet Beecher Stowe. The author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin purchased a
Florida plantation shortly after the end of the Civil War and subsequently
published accounts of her bitter disputes with African American domestics
over work rules. Source: Florida State Archives.



6     Mary McLeod Bethune, ca. . Bethune established the Daytona
Educational and Industrial Training School for Negro Girls in . She was an
ardent promoter of black history and a leader of the Florida Federation of Colored
Women’s Clubs. She famously told black Daytonans in , “Eat your bread
without butter, but pay your poll tax.” Source: Florida State Archives.



7     Women on ox-drawn cart near Willie Plantation, Lloyd, Florida, in . Source: George S.
Baker Photo Albums, Willie Plantation, Lloyd, Florida, Department of Special and Area Studies
Collections, University of Florida Libraries.



8     Richard A. Twine photographed this Annual Emancipation Celebration in St. Augustine
around . African Americans turned Emancipation Day into a day to honor the survivors of
slavery and reaffirm their right to equal citizenship. The “GAR” banner in the foreground was the
standard of the black Civil War veterans. Source: Florida State Archives.



9     Celebrating Emancipation Day at Horseshoe Plantation, Leon County, ca. s.
Source: Florida State Archives.

10     “An Afternoon
Meal—Miami, Fla,”
. Postcards and 
novelty items depicting
African American chil-
dren being devoured by
wildlife were mass-
produced in segregating
Florida. They were pur-
chased and disseminated
through the mail by
tourists from the North
and Europe. Source:
Florida State Archives.



11     Convict laborers. The convict lease was profitable to the state, county sheriffs, and northern-
based firms alike. By , Florida had the highest incarceration rate of prisoners and juveniles in the
Deep South. The state administered one of the most notorious penal systems in the world, immortal-
ized in decades of lurid films and exposés. Source: Florida State Archives.



12     African American miners at a mine face of the Dunnellon Phosphate Company mine no. 
in . Workers at this mine organized an anti-lynching association in the s and employed
armed self-defense in order to prevent lynching. Source: Florida State Archives.



13     Eartha M.M. White and her mother, Clara White. Eartha White was
a leader of the Florida Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs, a teacher,
and a legendary community activist in Jacksonville. She co-founded the
Colored Citizens’ Protective League in  in order to promote black
political activity. Source: Florida State Archives.



14     Carpenters, Jacksonville, ca. . African American carpenters in Jacksonville were union-
ized, periodically struck for higher wages, and promoted a strong practice of mutual aid between
members and their families. Source: Florida State Archives.

15     Bethel Baptist Institutional Church, Jacksonville, . Bethel played an important role in
Jacksonville’s black neighborhoods and provided meeting space for the  and  streetcar
boycotts against segregation. Source: Florida State Archives.



16      Jacksonville streetcar boycott broadside. African Americans in
Jacksonville and Pensacola organized effective boycotts against segregation
in public conveyances and temporarily turned back the tide of Jim Crow.
Source: The George Baldwin Papers, Southern Historical Collection, Library 
of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.



17     Governor Napoleon Bonaparte
Broward. Broward held office from
 to . In his  speech to
the state legislature, he called for the
expulsion of African Americans from
Florida. Source: Florida State Archives.

18     Jacksonville longshoremen taking a lunch break in . African American dock workers
in Florida’s port towns established strong unions in the late nineteenth century and organized
for shorter hours, better pay, and safer working conditions. Source: Florida State Archives.



19     Turpentine workers chipping pine trees, ca. s. Turpentine was a volatile industry that
suffered from extreme swings in supply and demand. Employers banked their profits on push-
ing workers’ wages as low as possible. Source: Florida State Archives.

20     Joseph E. Lee,
probably around the turn
of the century. Lee served
as an elected official dur-
ing Reconstruction. He
later practiced law, became
an ordained minister, and 
was appointed to numer-
ous Republican patronage
positions in Florida. After
World War I, Lee turned
his full attention to black
voter registration. Source:
Florida State Archives.



21     James Weldon Johnson. The Jacksonville native was principal of
Stanton School, where he composed “Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing” for his
school’s choir to perform for a  celebration of Lincoln’s Birthday.
Johnson became executive secretary of the NAACP and testified before the
U.S. Congress about election improprieties in Florida’s  presidential
election. Source: Florida State Archives.



22     Colored Knights of Pythias State Lodge Building, Jacksonville, . The Pythians became one
of Florida’s premier mutual aid institutions. By the end of World War I, one out of every six adult
black men in Florida belonged to the secret society. Source: Florida State Archives.



23     Wedding of Dr. W. S. Stevens, February , . When Stevens fin-
ished his medical internship in Gadsden County in , area residents
begged him to stay. Stevens became a successful businessman, a leader of the
Knights of Pythias, and a key organizer of the Florida voter registration
movement of ‒. Source: Florida State Archives.



24     Ku Klux Klan parade, Brooksville, . The Ku Klux Klan terrorized African Americans and
white dissenters in Florida during Reconstruction. The Florida Klan was resurrected in the summer
of  and became the most powerful paramilitary force in America. Source: Florida State Archives.
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TO SEE THAT NONE SUFFER

Mutual Aid and Resistance

Societies have progressed insofar as they themselves, their subgroups,
and lastly, the individuals in them, have succeeded in stabilizing
relationships, giving, receiving, and finally, giving in return.1

marcel mauss, THE GIFT

We share our mutual woes,
Our mutual burdens bear;
And often for each other flows
The sympathizing ear.2

odd fellows opening ode

daytona native howard thurman observed, “It is clear that for the
Negro the fundamental issue involved in the experience of segregation is
the attack that it makes on his dignity and integrity.”3 African Americans
throughout the nation organized institutions of mutual aid, especially
secret societies, lodges, churches, women’s clubs, and labor unions, in
order to sustain black dignity, testimonial culture, and economic security.4

Black fraternalism in America originated in the struggle to survive slavery.5

In post-emancipation Florida, black cooperative associations elevated the
practice of civic fraternalism—public acts of fellowship that advanced
African American solidarity and public struggles against oppression—to a
high art. The national leader of one of Florida’s chief secret societies, the
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Colored Knights of Pythias, proposed mutual aid as a force to challenge
oppression:

I am one of those who believes that since we are Negroes first, and
seeing that the line of prejudice is being more tightly drawn each day, it
is the duty of every individual, every school, every church, every organi-
zation and every lodge to do all in its power to help ameliorate the
condition. . . . There is no way of estimating the power and influence
we would have, if we act in union for common interest of our ten
million people and use the same methods that are used by other intelli-
gent interests. . . . It is for this reason that I so strongly endorse the
movement for the friendly society union or anything else that has for its
object the bringing of better conditions for us as a people.6

African Americans taught civic fraternalism through the practice of
organized reciprocity. Rank-and-file members of lodges and fraternal
orders took solemn oaths to assist each other in times of crisis. A keen
observer of African American mutuality noted, “In sickness and at death
the case is rare where some society, organization or church does not come
forward with relief. Sometimes the amount is small, but still enough to
keep the name of the unfortunate from the pauper list.”7 One’s dues (or
tithes) paid for sick benefits and an honorable burial as well as ensuring
the survival of the association. In 1902, an organizer with the Independent
Brotherhood in Orlando proudly declared: “This organization has added
more than 3,000 members to its rolls during the year in this state. It has
paid to sick members $2,500 in the past twelve months.”8 Novelist Sutton
E. Griggs commented on the ubiquity of benevolent societies in the Jim
Crow South and affirmed: “the aid furnished by these societies during
sickness, and their public displays upon the occasion of the burial of their
members are strong attractions for the Negroes of limited means and of
little note.”9

Being a member in good standing of a mutual aid association often
meant the difference between life and death, dignity and shame. African
Americans also gained an enormous amount of self-confidence and com-
munity organizing experience as they shepherded these institutions
through the harsh decades of legal segregation. This is the key to under-
standing the resilience of the freedom struggle in Florida: African Ameri-
cans drew upon the secular and sacred ties they had forged with one
another in their organizations and used these ties as a starting point for
creating new political insurgencies. This was politics based on experience
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and strategic relationships of trust. African Americans ultimately invoked
civic fraternalism to challenge the power of white supremacy and to
demand justice from the state.

A secret society recruitment notice in Jacksonville read: “The Universal
Brotherhood is spreading and is an ark of safety for all who may join.”10

The religious imagery of an ark sheltering its battered passengers from
rising flood waters was an apt metaphor in segregating Florida. In the Jim
Crow South, one’s safety depended on mutual assistance—coming to the
aid of a brother or sister in need—and African Americans learned the
practice of mutuality in their secret societies, labor associations, churches,
and fraternal lodges. “When I say more race unity,” Florida native
Emanuel Fortune, Jr. emphasized, “I mean [African Americans] should
form strong organizations among themselves for mutual and effective pro-
tection in time of need. The existence, the objects and the aims of these
organizations should be known only to the members of them, and they
should be appealed to and used at the right time and in the proper
manner.”11 Secrecy and solidarity were the watchwords of institutions
trying to ward off the blows of racial oppression. The centrality of frater-
nal organizations in African American life may be gauged in part by their
sheer size. By the time the Prince Hall Masons convened their 1906 Grand
Lodge meeting in Palatka, they boasted 250 state lodges and twelve thou-
sand members. The following year the Grand Lodge reported fifteen thou-
sand members in good standing.12 The Colored Knights of Pythias and its
sister organization, the Courts of Calanthe, claimed similar numbers.

THE CONSOLATION OF KNOWING THAT HE 
WILL BE DECENTLY BURIED

Wage earners formed the base of these institutions, and it is necessary to
turn to their experiences in order to understand how and why African
Americans transformed secret societies into vehicles to advance commu-
nity organizing. Jim Crow relegated black Floridians to the most danger-
ous jobs that paid the lowest wages.13 This was an era where labor safety
regulations were rejected by the nation’s courts as unfair impediments to
employer prerogatives.14 African Americans depended on their mutual aid
organizations to promote cooperation and to serve as a buffer from the
worst impacts of unregulated capitalism.

African American workers suffered grievously in Florida’s workplaces.
The state’s railroads were especially treacherous. H. C. Gilchrist worked as



a machinists’ helper on the Atlantic Coast Line in Lakeland. He was work-
ing underneath a seventy-five-ton engine when it collapsed, mortally
crushing him.15 Around Christmas of 1902, a porter on the Atlantic Coast
Line from St. Petersburg “was killed . . . by the train mashing him to
pieces; he was brought home in a barrel and buried by Rev. P. R. James. He
leaves a wife and several children and brothers to mourn his loss.”16

Florida’s booming timber and agricultural sectors also claimed many lives.
Wesley Bird, working in a Gadsden County sawmill, “accidentally came in
contact with the saw and had his arm cut off. He was brought to town and
Drs. Lamaer and Munroe did all in their power for him, but he died in a
short time, from loss of blood.”17 Two days later, a black worker in a nearby
mill was severely maimed by the power machinery.18 Agricultural workers
and day laborers perished in farm accidents, heat waves, and lightning
strikes.19

An enthusiastic state official claimed: “It is said that a cargo of cotton
shipped from Fernandina, or Jacksonville, or St. Augustine will often
reach Liverpool before a vessel from New Orleans or Texas will have
reached the Caribbean Sea.”20 An untold number of African Americans
died or suffered crippling injuries while handling those goods. Arthur
Philips, “quite well known among the negro longshoremen,” slipped off
the Washington Street dock in Jacksonville while loading timber onto a
steamer and drowned before his fellow workers could save him.21 A terse
announcement in Pensacola told the tale of another tragedy: “A negro
had his head seriously crushed on Commandancia wharf this morning. It
is thought he will not survive the injuries.”22 “To the man of capital,” one
Florida booster exulted, “Florida offers a large variety of specialties to
employ it surely and profitably, whether as an investment looking to the
future for increase, or present employment and quick returns.”23 Little
thought was given to the value of African American workers’ lives in this
system.

Black labor organizations struggled to maintain the élan and self-respect
of their members in the charnel house of Florida employment. In 1887,
Archie Williams was buried alive when the ditch he was digging caved in.
Williams was also a member of the Knights of Labor in Pensacola, and,
“being a Knight of Labor, the number of people that attended [his funeral]
was one of the greatest ever witnessed here.”24 The KOL ensured that their
brother received a dignified funeral and that services were held at a local
Baptist church. Nothing less was satisfactory to these men who lived every
day of their lives with the specter of workplace catastrophe. To his
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employers, Archie Williams was a “ditch digger.” To his union brothers
and fellow church members, he was a human being worthy of respect.25

The African American longshoremen’s union in Pensacola established a
tradition of stopping work and shutting down the docks whenever a com-
rade was being buried. Union members wanted to ensure that each
brother’s passing was marked with solemnity and honor. The longshore-
men asserted their humanity against employers who viewed them as fac-
tors of production. Pensacola’s shipping magnates entreated the unionists
to see reason:

Gentlemen—We, the undersigned shippers of timber and lumber of
Pensacola, beg to ask you if you cannot possibly arrange so as to obviate
the entire stoppage of work in the harbor whenever a member of your
association is buried? Under the present charter-party, recently adopted
by English steamship owners, this works a great hardship and loss on us,
and besides placing Pensacola at a great disadvantage in competing for
tonnage with some of our neighboring cities.26

Few African Americans had the kind of workplace power that unionized
longshoremen exerted. The longshoremen’s remarkable tradition, however,
demonstrates the point that fraternal-based organizations prided them-
selves on their ability to provide a befitting funeral service for their
members.27

African American organizations strove to maintain a culture of dignity
for both the living and the dead in the community. Labor unions, male
and female lodges, churches, and other organizations combined the func-
tions of mutual assistance and burial society. Efforts to secure linkages
with the past invigorated efforts in the present to spread the benefits of
civic fraternalism throughout the wider community. An African American
newspaper correspondent in Pensacola observed, “All the churches that I
have named have societies, whose object is to bury the dead, take care of
the sick, and help the destitute generally.”28 An African American in
Palatka observed of his average fellow citizen: “Next to his church duties
come his society duties. He believes that every one should be connected
with some secret society, if for no other purpose than to look after his
remains when breath leaves the body. The consolation of knowing that he
will be decently buried is sweet to his thoughts.”29 These collective bodies
formed the bedrock of African American culture and society in Florida’s
cities and towns.



The same was true in rural Florida. A. I. Dixie, a lifelong resident of
Gadsden County, began learning about black secret societies as a child
during the 1920s. African Americans in rural Gadsden created the Order
of Emancipated Americans as part of their search for autonomy. Prior to
the order’s existence, if a family member died, Dixie noted, “you had to go
to your boss man to get a casket, and these black folks went together and
started this little lodge, and you’d pay twenty-five cents a month, and get
a hundred and twenty-five dollars ’long then that would bury you [and]
you was carried to the cemetery in a wagon.”30 The Order of Emancipated
Americans flourished in Gadsden, Leon, and Jefferson Counties by prac-
ticing reciprocity: “If you was a farmer and your mule died,” Mr. Dixie
recalled, “the farmers in the community had to give you a day’s work ‘til
you get . . . another mule and that’s it.”31 Rules-based solidarity proved
very effective. In 1927, African Americans in Gadsden maintained no
fewer than seventeen secret societies including Frederick Douglass Lodge
No. 37, Colored Knights of Pythias.32 Secret societies promoted African
American self-respect in life and in the transition to death. Six decades
later, A. I. Dixie was still a member of the Emancipated Americans.

African American women organized their own associations. A member
of a women’s secret society in Live Oak encouraged others to sign up
because “those who have joined it would not take anything for their mem-
bership. We care for our sick ones and bury the dead.”33 The Courts of
Calanthe, the sister lodge of the Knights of Pythias, affirmed that in
Palatka, “the Calanthes take good care of their sick.”34 Louise Perry Haile
recounted that her mother-in-law and other women in rural Alachua
County created the Female Protection mutual aid society in 1904:

She was a midwife and she felt that some of the people were very, very
poor. Everybody couldn’t take care of their own, just like today. She had
gone to South Carolina with some of her people and they were having
organizations up there. When she came back, she began thinking of
those people who couldn’t pay me. Those who pay me with syrup or
chicken. She decided that she would ask the neighborhood to come
together, the ladies, and give their dimes and nickels so when these
people got sick, they could pay somebody to go in and help them. They
could help them by giving them money to help themselves.35

The Female Protection society expanded to four lodges in Alachua
County with a membership of four hundred people. The association
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offered death benefits to impoverished members. “The men would get
together and make the casket for different people when they died,” recalled
Mrs. Haile, “especially for the poor people.” When Mrs. Haile was inter-
viewed in 1983, the Female Protection society was still in existence.

African American associations marked the deaths of their members with
a dignified moral significance no less important than the material benefits
they provided. In April 1901, David Hall, a young African American dock
worker, was straining along with a gang of laborers to load cargo onto a
Clyde steamship when he was struck by a falling piece of timber and driven
deep into the St. John’s River. Despite his fellow workers’ efforts to rescue
him, Mr. Hall’s body was not recovered from its watery grave until the fol-
lowing morning. The white press cited Hall’s death, but misspelled his
name and quickly moved on to other matters like promoting the region’s
export shipping trade, for which David Hall had sacrificed his life.36

African Americans reacted much differently to Hall’s death. “The untimely
death of Bro. David Hall is quite a sad blow to the pastor and members of
Ebenezer M. E. church, as he was among the most pious young men,”
grieved a member of the church. “He was a faithful steward and promi-
nent member of the normal class of the Sunday school. His funeral sermon
will be preached on next Sunday night and resolutions from all of the
departments with which he was connected will be read.”37 David Hall was
also a member of the black Millmen’s Union, and the workers of that orga-
nization attended their fallen brother’s memorial service en masse.38

Ebenezer Church was packed with mourners that Sunday. David Hall’s
church and union brothers and sisters wanted to ensure that their deceased
friend would be memorialized with the dignity and respect that Jim Crow
Florida denied black citizens.

Such memorials were deeply rooted in African American history. Stu-
dents of slavery in the Americas observe that black funeral rites were based
on traditions that reached back to West African beliefs stressing obliga-
tions between the living and the newly deceased.39 Black Floridians sus-
tained the African emphasis on the connection between the living and the
dead and adapted it to a new context. A white travel writer unwittingly
encountered the echoes of a West African religious practice in a
Jacksonville cemetery during Reconstruction. Mistakenly framing the
practice of grave decoration as one “savor[ing] very much of desecration,”
the writer described the sacred headstones: “The colored people have the
greatest variety [of grave decorations] consisting of china doll heads, legs,
arms, glass bowls . . . broken vases . . . pieces of fine china pitcher handles,



lamp stands and mustard jars giving more the appearance of a child’s play
house than the repose of sacred dust.”40

One pathway to the roots of black testimonial culture in Jim Crow
Florida leads to a cemetery “reached by a series of winding country trails”
in Jackson County, where African Americans buried their dead during
slavery. “On these rustic monuments are inscribed crude words of
farewell,” remarked a WPA folklorist in 1937. “These are often written in
longhand in many of the stones, some of them appearing to have been
painfully spelled out by the survivors of the person whose grave they
mark.” Black residents of Jackson County told the folklorist that the slaves

were buried in the cemetery only with the greatest secrecy. Sometimes,
they say, the slaves had to disinter the bones of a loved one after dark,
after a slave holder had buried it somewhere on his plantation or in a
shallow hole in the woods, and re-bury it in the “slaves’ graveyard.” One
of them explains, “Mary’s” stone in this manner; he states that “Mary”
was the much-loved wife of a slave from whom she had been taken after
the pair were sold in the Jackson County area, and that she died shortly
thereafter. It was her husband who learned to write her name, and later
put it on a rock he dug or found in the woods. . . . Another stone has
on it merely “Good-bye Timothy.”41

When enslaved African Americans disinterred bodies to provide appro-
priate burials, and offered “words of farewell” to recently passed loved
ones, they were creating narratives of death that countered the slave
owners’ propensity to view chattel slaves as less than human.42 In the post-
emancipation period, labor unions, secret societies, and churches formal-
ized the practice of ensuring a proper burial for their dead. In 1905, B. B.
Banner, a member of the Bricklayers’ Union, died in Jacksonville and was
buried by city authorities in a paupers’ cemetery. As soon as Banner’s union
brothers discovered what had transpired, they scraped together a collec-
tion of money and did what their ancestors had done in slavery: “The
union, on last Sunday, had the body exhumed and re-interred in Mt.
Hermon Cemetery, with proper ceremonies.”43

Funeral eulogies reaffirmed the dignity of the deceased, promoted a
positive vision of the community, and not infrequently offered stinging
critiques of racial oppression. “When a Negro funeral is to be held, every
friend or well-wisher of the deceased one must get off from work that
particular day to attend the funeral,” wrote an observer in Lakeland. “The
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funeral services are long. . . . Every friend must read an obituary. These are
the customs of the average colored funeral.”44 The triumphant and sor-
rowful testimonials offered to those who had been slaves reminded black
Floridians where they had come from. A eulogy given in honor of Rev.
C. B. Simmons in 1883 noted, “He was first taken to Key West as a slave,
but being among that heroic few who[,] struggling with the adversities
and cruelties of slavery, yet had that craving of spirit, that greatness of soul
and nobleness of ambition, by his own exertion freed himself, paying in
gold for what the laws of his country should have secured him.”45

A eulogy to a recently deceased leader of a Masonic lodge served as part
personal tribute, part history lesson:

He was born in the dark fifties, at a time when it was a penalty to be
born in the South, and a chain-gang offense to be educated. He was
nursed from the lap of a slave mother and nurtured on the coarsest of
food. Coleman was one year old when the Supreme Court of the
United States rendered this infamous decision in the Dred Scott case,
signed by nine justices, that no African, whether slave or free, could be a
citizen of a State or of the United-States. . . . John Brown was at this
time teasing in his den the lion that we sometimes call slavery.46

Black organizations did not just offer words of respect to their deceased
members; they created narratives of death that bolstered their surviving
associations. When Allen Robinson died in 1907, his brothers in the Car-
penters’ Union took pains to amplify the idea that Mr. Robinson’s life had
a transcendent meaning:

Inasmuch as it has pleased our All-Wise Creator to remove from our
midst our esteemed brother, Allen Robinson, and, Whereas, His long,
useful and intimate relations with us make necessary and befitting that
[we] record our appreciation of him; therefore be it Resolved, first, That
we shall ever hold in grateful remembrance the ability which he showed
in helping to construct and maintain this organization; second that the
sudden removal of such a one from among us causes a vacancy and casts
a gloom that will be long felt by each member of the union.47

The rites of death bestowed a shared dignity upon funeral participants
and the deceased that the larger society denied. Furthermore, while associ-
ation members might hail from different class backgrounds, the death rit-
uals of secret societies had a leveling tendency. When Anthony James died



in a railroad accident on his way to work, members of his Odd Fellows
lodge recited the same burial creed that would be invoked for any member
in good standing:

The great and small; the rich and poor; the sovereign and peasant; the
learned and illiterate; the high and the meek and low in heart must bow
to His divine will. Teach us then, oh Lord, to do Thy will and be ever
ready for Thy call. To those who come to this order, first and last, “Lay
down thy arms, the battle is fought, the victory is won, henceforth and
forever rest from thy labor.”48

African Americans’ deep concern over maintaining their dignity in this
life—and the next—spawned efforts to bolster and maintain ties between
past, present, and future generations. Black Floridians created narratives of
death that infused their lives with meaning. This was testimonial culture
at its deepest level.

The practice of visiting sick or injured members and offering them
succor and financial relief was another pillar of civic fraternalism. Such
practices enhanced a sense of trust and obligation among members. Pri-
vate ailments became collective concerns. A typical notice announcing the
illness of an African American in Jacksonville read: “Mr. Floyd, who was
badly hurt while at work in the shipyard some time ago, desire[s] his
brethren of the Odd Fellows to call and see him at No. 1054 West Church
Street.”49 After she had lost her beloved husband, Mrs. J. W. Burgess pub-
licly thanked her Rose of Sharon lodge sisters as well as her husband’s
brothers in the painters’ union “for their kindness shown to her late hus-
band during his illness.”50

Black trade unionists forged labor solidarity on the anvil of mutuality.
When D. I. Robinson, an African American carpenter in Jacksonville, fell
seriously ill and could not work, he called on his brothers in Carpenters’
Union Local 224 as well as fellow lodge members of the Odd Fellows “to
call and see him” through his illness.51 A few months later, Robinson’s
union went out on strike against city building contractors, who discovered
to their chagrin that “no colored man will work outside of the union after
he has been approached by a colored member of the organization.”52

Rather than cross picket lines, the carpenters sought employment as
common laborers on railroads. “A contractor . . . referring to the strike . . .
said that he had learned from this experience that the colored carpenters
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will stand together, regardless of reason or argument.”53 The carpenters
built labor solidarity on what anthropologist Marcel Mauss would have
called the “stabilizing relationships” they had created with each other on
and off the job.

Secret societies adopted rigorous rules and procedures for ensuring that
sick members were not forgotten. In towns where two or more Knights of
Pythias lodges existed, members were required to organize a relief com-
mittee “to look after sick or distressed brothers, to pay them their bene-
fits or make donations or loans.”54 Each lodge was required to form a
“committee to visit the sick,” usually consisting of five members who
would look in on afflicted members to ensure that their needs were being
met. Such visits were undertaken to bolster the morale as well as the
material condition of the afflicted, and the Pythian manual advised: “Let
your conversation be such as to cheer him up and make him forget his
pain.”55

J. R. Hawkins, a resident of Orlando, was effusive in his praise “to his
friends for favors shown him during his illness. His lodge and his church
also remembered him. . . . The physician now attending him says he can
cure him.”56 Hattie Johnson’s Gainesville lodge, the Household of Ruth,
called on their ailing sister with a basket of “many valuable articles, such as
oysters, tomatoes, rice, flour and many others.”57 Mrs. Gussie E. Capers,
“a long and patient sufferer” of an undetermined illness in Palatka, was
“tendered a surprise . . . by her brother and sister members of Emanuel
Church. She was made to feel good with the spiritual consolation given, as
well as being the recipient of a goodly supply of edibles and a purse of sev-
eral dollars.”58 Serving ailing members in their time of need was viewed as
one of the noblest pursuits by church members, and the informant of this
sick visit articulated the religious dimensions of civic fraternalism: “God
will help those who remember the afflicted.”59

Black Floridians created institutions that boosted members’ morale,
kept families intact in moments of crisis, and delivered benefits in emer-
gencies.60 Collective action was the midwife of civic fraternalism. “The
negroes carry their race contest into every department of life and of busi-
ness,” reported a Florida newspaper in the midst of the 1888 yellow fever
outbreak. “Not only this, but they organize as a race in all cases of public
and common calamity. They have formed a colored auxiliary committee
in Jacksonville to control the supply of the [yellow] fever fund and provi-
sions to the negroes of that city.”61



CIVIC FRATERNALISM AND RESISTANCE

Secret societies, labor unions, and churches were rooted in local commu-
nities. However, their affiliations with larger organizations put black
Floridians in communion with state and national bodies, thus alleviating
the isolating impact of Jim Crow. In 1881, black Masons in Palatka wel-
comed Amos Webber, a Civil War veteran, civil rights advocate, and a fra-
ternal brother from Massachusetts, to their town by hosting a rousing
celebration.62 In the aftermath of the Great Fire of 1901 which destroyed
Jacksonville, Knights of Pythias lodges—as well as other secret societies,
churches, and labor unions throughout Florida and the nation—sent
emergency relief funds to beleaguered members.63 The Independent Afro-
American Relief Union of Gadsden County urged members to think how
their organization placed them in touch with a community that reached
beyond their rural county:

The general nature of the business to be transacted by said corporation
shall be to help raise fallen humanity; to conduct and carry on a benevo-
lent endowment department; to bury the dead; to create, establish and
organize subordinate associations and local assemblies of said corpora-
tion throughout the state of Florida and other states of the United States
and in foreign countries whenever the board of directors shall think
necessary.64

Black Floridians named their fraternal lodges, clubs, and secret societies
for individuals linked with crusades against racial oppression. African
Americans yoked themselves to ancestors in struggle who had fought for
abolitionism and Reconstruction and against tyranny of all kinds. Lodges
were named for J. C. Gibbs (the highest-ranking black political leader in
Reconstruction-era Florida), Frederick Douglass, John Brown, William
Lloyd Garrison, Paul Laurence Dunbar (who had written a poem eulogiz-
ing the black Civil War heroes at Olustee), Richard Allen, Ulysses S.
Grant, Antonio Maceo, Wendell Phillips, Phillis Wheatley, Crispus
Attucks, and others.65 Black Floridians chose these names to strengthen
their connections to a legacy of egalitarianism opposed to the nation’s nos-
talgic embrace of chattel slavery and the Lost Cause.66

Black civic fraternalism’s emphasis in ensuring the dignity of the dead as
well as the living brought it into open conflict with white supremacy. In
1904, a white Alachua County man shot and killed Rev. J. L. Shaw, a
neighboring black farmer, over a fence boundary dispute. The white
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farmer was exonerated by the coroner’s jury of any wrongdoing.67 Black
lodges and churches in Gainesville did not accept this judgment. They
mobilized to seek justice for J. L. Shaw, stubbornly pursuing his case in the
courts. Secret societies including the Masons and Odd Fellows raised funds
and petitioned a lawyer from Jacksonville who managed to revive the
murder charges. While this concerted effort did not change the outcome
of the case, it at least reminded white Floridians that African Americans
were human beings, and not animals to be shot down in cold blood.68

In the same year that J. L. Shaw was murdered, Julia Ward, an African
American laundry worker in Jacksonville, engaged in an argument with
her white landlord who arrived at Ward’s apartment to collect the rent.
What happened during the argument was open to dispute, but the out-
come was dreadfully clear: S. C. Taylor shot Julia Ward, who died soon
afterwards.69 In line with the prevailing etiquette of Jim Crow, this was an
open-and-shut case. When the coroner’s jury convened, witnesses claimed
that Mrs. Ward exhibited superhuman strength in her fatal encounter with
Taylor and that the landlord had only been defending himself from a
crazed black woman. Ward’s death was ruled a “justifiable homicide.”70

This verdict did not sit well with most African Americans in
Jacksonville.71 Churches and fraternal associations contested the judicial
devaluation of black life. A delegation of ministers from the Interdeno-
minational Ministerial Alliance approached the county sheriff and
“respectfully, but urgently, asked that officer to use his best endeavors to
have S. C. Taylor located and arrested for shooting and killing Julia Ward
on last Tuesday evening.”72 At the same time, the ministers “went to a
prominent law firm in the city and engaged them to prosecute the case.”
Soon after, Taylor was indeed arrested.73 While he was subsequently
acquitted, the ministers’ actions and the mobilization of the black com-
munity signaled a determination to vindicate the name and reputation of
Julia Ward.74

At the same time, Julia Ward’s union sisters mobilized to ensure that she
received a decent burial. Ward had been a member of Ladies’ Union No.
946, and the women of that organization, led by Alice Jackson, a laundry
worker, scraped their dues money together and visited African American
churches in the city as well as charitable individuals to gather donations to
defray the expenses of Ward’s funeral.75 To aid the survivors of Mrs. Ward’s
family, Eartha White, a co-founder of the Colored Protective Association,
spearheaded efforts to raise money to “assist the five small children” of
Mrs. Ward and her sick husband, who was confined to the hospital.76



Lodges, unions, and other self-help institutions were designed to be
focal points of striving and struggle. Building from the base of providing
burial insurance and sick benefits, black institutions were sometimes able
to challenge the prerogatives of Jim Crow and engage in a broader array of
activities such as raising funds for schools. An African American from
Lakeland captured the ethos of civic fraternalism:

Co-operation is the key note of the age. In this highly developed
twentieth century civilization an individual counts for less than
formerly; not because his personal worth is discounted, but because
social obligations are more intelligently realized. The efficiency of the
individual is redoubled by co-operation. “We are members one of
another” is just as true in our civic as in our spiritual relations. . . . 
“We must hang together or hang separately.” There are many things we
need which will come to us only as we work conjointly. Some of these
things are better schools, better churches and a more edifying moral
environment.77

THE LIMITS OF SOLIDARITY

The benefits of mutuality were not universally shared. Fraternal organiza-
tions operated on shoestring budgets that depended on membership dues,
and these institutions were vulnerable to economic downturns that dried
up their treasuries. They simply could not afford to carry the entire com-
munity. In 1881, a fraternal leader lamented that an economic slump in
Key West and high unemployment were draining the coffers of the island’s
fraternal orders, observing, “If business would only [pick] up a little I
think our lodges would be all right again.”78

African Americans singled out individuals who had no ties to church,
labor union, or secret society to teach each other stark lessons about the
price of living outside of the bonds of organized reciprocity. One negative
example involved an African American woman once “reckoned among the
well-to-do people of their race.” Upon her demise in 1901, however, this
woman’s secret society “could not find her name among those of the mem-
bers who are in good financial standing.”79 The implication was clear: a
formerly wealthy woman would not receive “that respect in burial to which
she was entitled,” because she had let her ties to the sisters of her secret
society lapse. An Ocala resident lectured: “The young men of the city
should take warning as to the sad fate of Will Green who dies so poor that
the city had to bury him as a pauper.”80 An African American in Jackson

EMANCIPATION BETRAYED114



115TO SEE THAT NONE SUFFER

County was equally severe, noting publicly that the widows of two
deceased former members of a fraternal order would not receive death
benefits because their spouses had let their membership dues lapse.81 Black
Floridians stressed rules-based solidarity as a mechanism to shelter the
individual from the indignities of Jim Crow.82

At the same time, not every African American organization was con-
cerned with the broader struggle for justice. The Knights of the Roslyn
Castle seem to have been primarily concerned with throwing elaborate
balls and dressing up like the nobility of medieval Scotland.83 Outside of
the mass-membership secret societies, some fraternal orders used highly
selective criteria—including skin color and financial status—to bar poten-
tial recruits. A group of light-skinned African Americans in Pensacola
wanted to start a “blue blood” society that would have excluded darker-
skinned applicants. When local residents discovered what the so-called
blue bloods were up to, they “promptly entered a boycott against the appli-
cants, who are professional men. . . . Negroes stated that if the applicants
are too exclusive in their associations, they are also too good to receive
their money.”84

Segregation has been credited with enhancing black togetherness, but it
also created destructive tensions among African Americans.85 “We have a
class of men who delight in tearing down any enterprise controlled and
owned by men of their own race,” one black Floridian complained.86

Church congregations squabbled, ministers were summarily dismissed,
and fraternal lodges bickered over jurisdictional boundaries.87 Pastors
assisted labor organizations in honoring deceased members, but some-
times joined hands with white employers when these same unions fought
for higher wages.88 Gossip destroyed bonds of trust. “It is rumored around
the city that I am doing business for a white undertaker in this city,” 
funeral director Lawton L. Pratt stated, “and I want my customers and
friends to know that this is an absolute falsehood, and the parties whom
anyone hear say anything of this kind about me are that much prejudiced
toward me.”89

Black Floridians nevertheless wove together a culture of civic fraternal-
ism resilient enough to weather most intraracial conflicts. African American
cooperation was based on organized reciprocity. Black Floridians well
understood Eatonville native Zora Neale Hurston’s proverb: “The Negro
race was not one band of heavenly love. There was stress and strain inside
as well as out.” Therefore, accountability to the larger collective was not
taken for granted—it was written into lodge, union, or church bylaws.



The dedication of women such as Alice Jackson and Eartha White who
came to the aid of a deceased sister’s family, the presence of groups like the
Female Protection association in Jonesville and the Order of Emancipated
Americans in Gadsden County, pointed the way to a kind of freedom
struggle that the architects of Jim Crow had not counted on.

THE COLORED KNIGHTS OF PYTHIAS

By the end of World War I, the Knights of Pythias and their sister organi-
zation, the Courts of Calanthe, ranked as the most powerful secret soci-
eties in Florida. The Pythians were destined to play a pivotal part in
African American political insurgency, and it is critical to understand this
secret society’s development. The first Florida lodge was organized during
Reconstruction.90 The Knights’ sacred oath pledged members to “destroy
caste and color prejudices; to relieve the needs and afford succor to a
brother; to elevate man to a higher plane of intelligence, morality and
social equality; to administer to the sick and suffering.”91 The Pythian
endowment, built by the nickels and dimes of membership dues, became
a lifeline sustaining widows and survivors of members who died from
work accidents, yellow fever, and other tragedies.92

Each brother Knight was pledged to carry the work of the lodge to the
wider community and promote the work of civic fraternalism:

Do not think that when the Lodge closes your work is done. The work
in the Lodge room is very little when compared with that which you are
expected to perform outside. It is but the preparation room, where
lessons of charity and benevolence are instilled into your mind, that you
may practice them toward your brethren and toward the outer world. . . .
You are to visit the sick and distressed; the widow and orphan are to be
attended to; they may need aid or counsel, perhaps both. It is your duty
to see that none suffer.93

The Knights became a wellspring of democratic striving. The Pythian
Manual stated: “Every member, however humble he may be, has the same
right with every other to submit his propositions to the Lodge, to explain
and recommend them in discussion and to have them patiently examined
and deliberately decided upon by the Lodge.”94 Lodges contained elements
of hierarchy—most KOP leaders tended to be older men, many of them
clergy or successful businessmen. However, important lodge decisions were
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TABLE 3

Knights of Pythias Endowment Claims Paid, September 28, 1918

Name of Payee Residence Benefit Amount

Lizzie Owens Jacksonville $100

Emma Harris Fort Myers $100

Marion Jones Interlachen $100

Addie Cohen Alachua $100

Charlotte Shackleford Orlando $200

Viola Tate Gainesville $100

Georgia Johnson Ft. Lauderdale $100

Susanna Trey Ocala $100

Georgia Hall Jensen $100

Celia Epps Eustis $100

Hagan Cohen Delray $100

M. A. Curtis Orlando $300

Elnora Griffin Green Cove Springs $300

Sallie Powell Glenwood $100

Annie Valentine Clearwater $100

Rosa Andrews Tarpon Springs $100

Alice Wooden Dunnellon $100

Olivia Norman Tallahassee $500

Emma L. Townshend Orlando $100

Ruth Borden Orlando $100

Bertha Epkins Croom $100

Mollie Stewart Sorrento $100

Susie Gilham Tampa $200

Della Farmer Palmetto $100

Alice Garett Tallahassee $500

Elvira Williams Ocala $100

Ida Clark Jacksonville $100

Essie Gammon Palatka $100

Addie Wells Jacksonville $100

Orin Ida Ocala $200

Anna Belle Wynu Carrabelle $100

SOURCE: “Pythian Endowment Claims Paid,” NCP, Florida Metropolis, October 1, 1918.



decided by democratic means; on this point, the Manual was explicit: “As
the business of the Lodge interests all, no member should fail to express his
views or choice by voting on every subject that may arise. . . . No one has the
right to avoid share of responsibility. The secret ballot was instituted to
allow each individual the utmost freedom in the expression of his will.”95

Each Knights of Pythias lodge was an island of egalitarianism in a sea of
racial oppression.96 As the order grew and thrived, members developed a
level of collective self-confidence that allowed them to challenge white
supremacy. In 1899, members successfully fought an effort by their white
counterparts to make them surrender the title of “Knights of Pythias” to
members “exclusively of the white race.”97 In 1913, S. W. Green, the
Supreme Chancellor of the order, was waylaid by a white mob in Santa
Rosa County for insisting that he had the right to purchase a berth on a
Pullman car. Green’s humiliation was compounded when he was arrested
and fined by a local judge for his insolence. In response, the Knights issued
a stinging critique of Florida justice:

The entire Order of the Knights of Pythias suffered indignity, insult and
injury, while in the mistreatment of S. W. Green as a man and a law-
abiding citizen, because of his color is an imposition upon us as a race,
and an infringement upon our rights as Americans. . . . we . . . do
pledge ourselves to lend all assistance in our power as a fraternal organi-
zation, and as individuals, for the uplift of not only our own race, but
for the betterment of our country, but at the same time we insist that we
be given a citizen’s chance and a free man’s opportunity.98

The Florida KOP embarked on a dual program of recruitment and
political agitation beginning in 1915. In that year, the lodge presented a
resolution to Governor Park Trammell protesting the state’s efforts to
impose a grandfather clause that would further restrict voting rights. The
Knights also fought the state legislature’s efforts to bar African American
attorneys from practicing law.99 The Knights’ democratic philosophy and
effective mutual assistance programs made membership drives highly suc-
cessful. In Florida’s smaller towns and rural communities, the KOP drew
upon and strengthened traditions of mutuality.100 A. I. Dixie noted that
during his youth “about all the Colored folks” in Gadsden County were
Pythians. “They covered Florida like water covered the sea,” recalled 
Mr. Dixie.101 In 1920, the Pythians boasted over fifteen thousand mem-
bers in good standing in Florida. One out of every six adult black males in
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the state was affiliated with the order.102 The KOP’s emphasis on black
autonomy and egalitarian values set it on a fateful collision course with
Jim Crow Florida.

THEY OBJECT TO THE TANGIBLE EXPRESSION 
OF THE COLOR LINE

The United States Supreme Court’s 1898 Plessy v. Ferguson decision
rubber-stamped the idea of “separate and equal” on a nation that under-
stood that Jim Crow was anything but.103 African Americans did not
silently accept Plessy. Black southerners launched boycotts against the
imposition of streetcar segregation in almost every major southern city
between the 1890s and 1910s.104 African Americans in Pensacola, Jack-
sonville, and Tampa launched their own protests against segregated street-
cars. Urban transit systems provided affordable transportation options to
tens of thousands of black working people. Segregation laws on these
public conveyances transformed streetcar conductors into deputy law
enforcement officials. Hereafter, conductors would enjoy “full police
power” and gain the right to expel, humiliate, or arrest black passengers
who violated the ordinance.105 For black Floridians segregation in public
conveyances represented the ultimate public insult to African American
self-respect. Rev. E. J. Gregg entreated Mayor Duncan Fletcher to veto
Jacksonville’s 1901 segregation ordinance: “The conductors are mostly
irresponsible men, and to clothe them with police power will mean fric-
tion between the races. They are already insulting to the colored people,
and the new law will have the tendency to make them more so.”106 Black
Floridians did not care if they sat next to white passengers. Nevertheless,
they wanted absolute equality on urban public conveyances.

The base of every social movement is made up of relationships of trust
knitted together by individuals who spend time establishing the founda-
tions of collective self-confidence needed to challenge power. African
American institutions that promoted mutuality and reciprocity played
critical roles in the streetcar boycott movement. Bethel Baptist Institu-
tional Church in Jacksonville provides a case study. Bethel served as a
beachhead of protest against streetcar segregation after 1900.107 In 1895,
however, Bethel’s greatest challenge was to build a new church. Bethelites
submitted themselves to strict discipline to raise funds for their new sanc-
tuary: “The membership has been styled ‘Bethel Baptist Brigade,’ with
officers from lieutenant up and divided into companies,” noted one



account of the drive. “A small badge will be worn as the brigades’ uniform
till after the new building is completed and paid for.”108 Bethel’s flock
gained a sense of shared sacrifice from participating in this demanding
fund-raising exercise. Most important, they had rebuilt a social space for
their faith community.

Bethel’s institutional charter allowed its members to undertake a variety
of programs including vocational training schools, recreational programs
for youth, and Emancipation Day events.109 In short, Bethel was an inte-
gral part of the community. Bethel’s pastor, J. Milton Waldron, used his
base at the thriving church to take a leadership role in antisegregation
efforts.110 Rev. Waldron informed his white counterparts at a 1905 meet-
ing of the General Convention of American Baptists in St. Louis that seg-
regation was a sin against God and humanity. He inveighed against Jim
Crow in a language his congregation sanctioned: “It is not a question of
whether you will eat with the negroes or whether you will sleep with them.
But a question of whether you will treat them as Jesus Christ wants you to
treat them.”111 J. Milton Waldron was an effective leader; his leadership,
however, was premised on the sweat and sacrifices of his flock at Bethel
Baptist.

In Jacksonville, the 1901 and 1905 streetcar boycotts were marked by a
diversity of tactics and organized solidarity. Working-class African Ameri-
cans initiated the movement and enforced boycott discipline. “Many ser-
vants have this week notified their employers that they will work no longer
than this week,” the Metropolis reported, “as they cannot ride on the cars
after next Saturday.”112 Teams of sentinels patrolled streetcar stations and
used a variety of methods ranging from quiet persuasion to threats of vio-
lence to keep black passengers off the cars.113 A writer for the New York Age
reported, “your correspondent has not seen a dozen Afro-Americans on
the white car lines. It is said that an Afro-American who rode on these cars
a few nights ago was taken off the car by a number of Afro-Americans and
severely beaten as an example to all his kind.”114

Black women spearheaded the campaign against Jim Crow. In the 1901
Jacksonville struggle, “the backbone of the opposition originated with the
women, who threatened a boycott of the men of the race if they dared to
ride in the separate cars. . . . Too much praise cannot be given these
women.”115 African American women understood that they would be the
first to suffer depredations at the hands of newly empowered white male
conductors, and they were determined to win the boycott.116 The Christian
Recorder marveled: “The courage and self-sacrifice shown by these people
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as a whole during the contention for their rights was really remarkable.
Women and children would walk miles day and night rather than submit
to the outrage which was ratified by the city council. They were so wrought
up over the indignity that they ceased to patronize the cars even after the
offensive restrictions were withdrawn.”117

The success of the 1901 boycott movement may have been aided
rather than hindered by class differences among African Americans.
Boycott activists in Jacksonville used an array of tactics including moral
persuasion, direct action, legal threats, and sabotage. These tactics
boosted the momentum of the boycott because they were launched from
different social locations in the community and kept white authorities
off balance. On November 7, a group of African American clergy and
councilmen from Jacksonville’s black wards begged the mayor of
Jacksonville to veto the segregation ordinance. The following day, the
mayor announced he would be signing the bill. That same evening, over
eight hundred African Americans met at St. Paul’s AME and resolved to
initiate a boycott of Jacksonville’s streetcars.118 On Sunday, November
10, the cars “were practically vacant.” The Hackmen’s Union organized
an alternative transportation network for African American passengers
that shadowed existing car lines.119 The mass action campaign was enor-
mously successful.

Simultaneously, other groups of African Americans engaged in a hit-
and-run campaign of firing into streetcars, harassing conductors, and van-
dalizing company property.120 The second week of the boycott was marked
by more incidents of streetcar sabotage.121 Black middle-class leaders
denounced the extralegal tactics; nevertheless, they reminded city author-
ities that the chaos had been ushered in by the segregation ordinances. The
“Respectable Colored People” also informed the beleaguered city council
that they were now preparing a constitutional challenge to the ordi-
nance.122 African Americans engaged in legal, extralegal, and mass action
tactics to oppose streetcar segregation. The cumulative impact of the boy-
cott stunned white authorities. A correspondent for the Indianapolis Free-
man wrote: “The Negroes are ‘standing pat’ against the [segregation]
measure, and it would be extremely risky for a Negro to patronize the lines
under existing conditions. The darkies mean business, and are out for
blood.”123 African Americans were able to show Jacksonville’s officials that
streetcar segregation would cost the city dearly, and the mayor quietly
dropped enforcement efforts. Black Floridians had repudiated Plessy v.
Ferguson and struck a blow against segregation.



The state legislature intervened to impose segregation on black Floridians.
In 1905, state representatives crafted a bill to force African Americans—
with the exception of black nurses tending white babies—to sit in separate
compartments.124 Black Floridians organized even as the bill was being
deliberated. African Americans in Pensacola held a mass meeting at Tolbert
Chapel AME and drafted a set of resolutions that M. M. Lewey, C. F. Call,
and other leaders elected by the assembly would present to state legislators.
The petitioners reiterated that they did not seek to “intermingle” with
white folks. They had learned, however, “by past experiences [that] the
actual operation and enforcement of the laws intended to separate the
races upon public conveyances have operated at the injury of your peti-
tioners, and discriminated unjustly.”125 The Pensacola deputation’s resolu-
tions were ignored, and the Jim Crow law, known as the Avery Bill, passed
both houses of the state legislature unanimously.126

Black Pensacolans struck back with direct action. Local streetcar man-
agers reported to their Boston parent corporation, Stone & Webster, Inc.,
that African Americans initiated an ironclad boycott against the streetcars
in May even before the Jim Crow law had passed: “In Pensacola 90% of
the negroes have stopped riding even though the company has not issued
an order or intimated anything as to what they intend to do. The negroes
have appointed Committees who meet negroes visiting their city at the
train and present each one with a button to be worn in the lapel of the
coat. This button bears the single word WALK.”127 “A number of negroes
have been noticed on the cars,” the Pensacola Journal noted, “but in each
case when they are seen by persons of their own race they are subjected to
taunts and cries of ‘Jim Crow.’ ”128 A white editor fumed, “They get as
good accommodation as the whites in the street cars, but they object to the
tangible expression of the color line.”129

African Americans in Jacksonville launched their boycott when the
Avery Bill took effect on July 1. Boycott organizers used the 1901 cam-
paign as a model. Almost two weeks into the struggle, an African Ameri-
can testified: “They are holding meetings in the different parts of the city
three times a week and they are largely attended. The newspapers pooh!
pooh! and say that we will all be riding soon but this is the 10th day and
even women and boys are forming clubs to keep any of our race from
riding.”130 Again, hack drivers were unsung heroes of the boycott. The
Atlanta Constitution explained that the wagon drivers sacrificed their small
profits for the sake of winning the boycott: “The usual fare for a trip of a
few blocks is twenty-five cents, but since the enactment of the Jim Crow
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law the negro cab drivers have cut the fare to ten cents for people of their
own race, though they still charge the customary price for white people.
This has been a great factor in enabling the negroes to carry on a sort of a
boycott on the street car company.”131

The boycott was effective. A Stone & Webster operative counted a total
of 90 black passengers on Sunday, July 23. This was compared to 3,552
black passengers on the first Sunday after the end of the boycott—when
ridership was still very low.132 “Those Jacksonville Afro-Americans are ter-
ribly in earnest in their resolve not to ride on the ‘Jim Crow’ street cars,”
reported Thomas H. Malone, who related the power of the boycott:

A friend of mine visited that city last Sunday and as he emerged from
the station he was met by two determined colored men. “You are a
stranger here,” said one of the men to the man with the grip in his
hand, “and we just wanted to say to you that we all refuse to ride on the
cars that compel us to take the rear seat: we ask you to do the same
while you are in town. There’s a colored car line here and we hope you
will use it. Before you get on the ‘Jim Crow’ line think hard a little
while and then—walk.” My friend promised to do as he was asked, and
for the three days he was in town he never had occasion to be “Jim
Crowed.”133

Some middle-class African Americans were lukewarm in their stance
toward the 1905 movement.134 From Boston, Stone & Webster, Inc.,
engaged in a secret campaign of bribery to buy off black leaders in Jack-
sonville.135 Praising the white manager of the Jacksonville Street Railway
company, a conservative black voice complained, “strange to relate, an
alliance of some of the pastors of city churches, prematurely as well as
unwisely, has had printed and propogated a circular, announcing a boycott
of Afro-Americans on the street cars.”136 Class tensions in Jacksonville
flared as working-class African Americans suspected prominent clergy and
editors of betraying the black community. Indeed, a number of prominent
leaders were summoned to a popular tribunal and forced to issue public
statements of support of the struggle.137 African Americans were not about
to take black solidarity for granted.

Even as the Jacksonville boycott was gaining momentum, African Amer-
ican lawyers engineered a legal challenge to the Avery Bill. Acting on a pre-
arranged plan, J. E. Cashen boarded a streetcar, refused to move to the
white section, and was arrested. Attorneys J. Douglass Wetmore (who also
served as a Jacksonville city councilman) and I. L. Purcel planned to use



the case to prove that the law was unconstitutional.138 Their legal strategy
hinged on proving that Section 7 of the Avery Bill—the exemption for
black nurses caring for white children—was a clear violation of the equal
protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.139

When the Florida Supreme Court struck down the Avery Bill barely a
month after its passage, African American activists took the credit, argu-
ing, “The decision in this case was brought about by the colored people of
Jacksonville boycotting the streetcars after the law went into effect on 
July 1. They one and all determined to stay off the cars, and the slogan
was: STAY OFF THE CARS AND WALK.”140 African Americans had again used
a variety of tactics to beat back de jure segregation. In Pensacola, African
Americans received the news with joy, knowing that it was their sacrifices
that had made the great victory possible. As they triumphantly resumed
riding the streetcars, a chagrined Pensacola Journal reported, “The negroes
began to ride early and it was noticeable that they almost invariably occu-
pied the front seats.”141

Black Florida’s stunning victory over Jim Crow was fleeting, however.
Soon after the Supreme Court’s decision, the Pensacola Chamber of Com-
merce sponsored a new model segregation ordinance that modified the
Avery Bill’s discriminatory language in Section 7. The ordinance was vali-
dated by the Florida Supreme Court in 1906.142 Streetcar segregation tri-
umphed in Florida because it was relentlessly promoted by institutions of
power including the U.S. Supreme Court, the state legislature, the Pen-
sacola Chamber of Commerce, a northern-based streetcar firm, police,
and municipal authorities.

Nevertheless, black Floridians continued to resist segregation. African
American women frequently challenged the police powers of white con-
ductors. When Mary Jackson boarded a streetcar a year after the segrega-
tion ordinance had been passed, she found that all the “black seats” had
been taken, so she sat down next to a white woman.143 “When requested
to sit in one of the seats reserved for colored people she refused to move,”
according to one account, “and then proceeded to curse the conductor and
use profane epithets to express her opinion of the Jim Crow law in gen-
eral.”144 In the same year, two African American women, a mother and
daughter, challenged a streetcar conductor and were spitefully referred to
by authorities as “Amazons,” when the mother aggressively came to the aid
of her daughter who was being arrested.145 When Beulah Wilson refused
to make way for a group of white women on a streetcar in 1911, she was
arrested and her bold action was caricatured by police: “Dat cracker says
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git oud de way of dem white wimmins, an hit made me mad.”146 African
American women’s resistance to segregation illuminates the gendered con-
tours of Jim Crow. White male authorities tried to downplay black female
acts of assertion against white women whose very persons had become
markers for segregation, but they could not hide the fact that many African
American women did not display the proper respect for white “ladies” or
Jim Crow.

This was illustrated one Monday morning in Pensacola when Olivia
Morgan, a young African American laundry worker, went to the home of
her employer, Bell Clark, and allegedly “cursed her out because payment
for laundry work was refused.”147 Clark responded to the laundry worker’s
demands by grabbing a broom and assaulting Morgan. When a police offi-
cer tried to arrest Olivia Morgan, the young woman fled but soon returned
with her mother, Eliza Johnson. Johnson did not take kindly to her daugh-
ter’s wages being withheld nor the spectacle of her being arrested. Johnson
struck the police officer in the face “for no other reason than that he had
the girl under arrest.” During their court hearing, the two women were
supported by members of their community, who testified so energetically
on the behalf of Johnson and her daughter that they “came near being
arrested for their conduct about the box.” The case ended with Olivia
Morgan paying a five-dollar fine for using profanity toward her employer.
Black women’s resistance hit segregationists especially hard, because it
confounded male notions of female deference in the public sphere.148

Jim Crow found no easy resting place anywhere in Florida. While whites
tried to assert their state-sanctioned authority, black Floridians reasserted
their dignity. Clashes in small-town commercial spaces arose when white
store owners attempted to put black customers “in their place.” An argu-
ment between a white storekeeper and a black patron in Miccosukee in
1903 ended in the clerk giving “the negro a sound thrashing, perhaps just
what he needed,” according to the area white press.149 Local African Amer-
icans seem to have disagreed with this assessment, however, and a large
crowd of black people congregated outside the store after the man’s beat-
ing. “Some women joined in the pow wow and threats were made,” noted
the Weekly Tallahassean, “so much so that some of the people became
alarmed at the outlook and closed their places of business and armed
themselves for trouble.” One rumor was that “the negroes left town about
2 A.M. Sunday, avowing that they would return and burn the town on
Sunday and saying by Monday morning there would not be a white person
alive in the place.”150 In a society where race relations were on a hair trigger,



such a conflict represented nothing less than an impending insurrection in
the white mind. The sheriff rode into Miccosukee with an armed posse
and arrested at least fourteen African Americans including two women
said to be among the “ring leaders” of the conflict. The Weekly Tallahassean
gravely warned that African American men had recently come to Leon
County and were “inciting the negroes” to rise against the whites. The
press of the state’s capital took this occasion to repeat a warning:

The negroes are treated right, they are given everything that they are
entitled to, but the past testifies eloquently to the fact that our people
will brook no meddling by them, and they would be fools to commence
a riot, for it could mean nothing to them but extermination, and that in
the shortest possible time. This statement is made in no threatening
spirit, but simply to repeat the warnings of the days of reconstruction,
when it would not be permitted even while they had white leaders.151

In 1910, black Floridians began circulating, selling, and wearing Jack
Johnson buttons weeks in advance of the black heavyweight boxer’s racially
charged match with Jim Jeffries, “the White Hope,” on July 4.152 Moments
after Johnson triumphed, elated African Americans celebrated while white
Floridians seethed. In Jacksonville, African Americans clashed in the
streets with whites enraged over “their manner and manifestations of joy”
after Johnson’s victory.153 Authorities in Pensacola resorted to mass arrests
of African Americans who celebrated too vigorously in order to avert the
kind of rioting that broke out all over America in the wake of the Johnson-
Jeffries match.154

In 1914, black Miamians initiated a boycott of white businesses operat-
ing in the Negro section because they refused to hire black clerks and man-
agers. Led by a Baptist minister, Rev. J. T. Brown, the boycott held firm
until “it was found necessary for white people to withdraw, and some of
them who had large stores, just placed their business in the hands of our
people.”155

The following year, African Americans in Florida organized to halt the
showing of D. W. Griffith’s film glorification of the Ku Klux Klan, Birth of
a Nation. African Americans in Pensacola protested against the film, but
their campaign failed.156 African Americans in Palatka successfully banned
the antiblack film from being showing locally. The difference between
Palatka and Pensacola was that the latter city had no black elected officials.
Since they were able to regularly elect two black councilmen—albeit
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councilmen confined to the two black residential wards—black Palatkans
were able to maintain their local Republican club and more effectively
negotiate with the city’s white power structure. African Americans in
Palatka asserted, “The Birth of a Nation contains scenes which breed con-
tempt for the Colored Race by misrepresentation and straining of facts.”157

In addition, African Americans used their political strength to agitate
for better schooling. The year after they stopped Birth of a Nation, the
editor of the local black newspaper proudly noted that black citizens had
carried on a sustained campaign to increase funding for public education:
“Public demonstrations have been made and strong appeals presented to
the white tax-payers and voters to this end already and the most forceful
methods used to arouse their people to see Palatka’s need in its true light
in comparison to other cities and towns, and they are aroused.”158 Three
years later, African Americans in the town presented a petition to the city
council demanding that a railroad be prevented from laying tracks through
the middle of a local black school.159

By the eve of the Great Migration and America’s entrance into World
War I, black Floridians had established a tradition of defying Jim Crow in
myriad ways ranging from individual acts of resistance to organized boy-
cotts. African Americans called on their mutual aid institutions to main-
tain the one thing that legal segregation always threatened to destroy: their
dignity. Black secret societies, churches, labor unions, and other collective
associations struggled to preserve their memberships’ autonomy and self-
respect. At times, these organizations also mounted open challenges to
white supremacy. In no way should black political power be exaggerated 
in what was quintessentially a one-party state. Nevertheless, African
Americans sustained models of community organizing and protest that
would serve them well in the years ahead. Mutual aid allowed African
Americans to survive the bitterest years of racial apartheid. Protests against
segregation kept the spirit of resistance alive.
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LOOKING FOR 
A FREE STATE TO LIVE IN

I worked out too in the public. And I worked at they houses and
cooked and took care of their children and washed and ironed their
clothes. Yes! It was a lot time they did not pay. You’d work a whole
week and they wouldn’t pay at all but $3.00 a week for all day long! . . .
you see my daddy worked all week and he worked in a sawmill and
they earned seventy-five cents a day!1

gertrude williams

Tallahassee

african americans in florida had engaged in decades of struggles
against Jim Crow by the time that World War I erupted in Europe. This
history explains why black Floridians were so quick to seize the opportu-
nity provided by labor shortages in the North. Black working families were
pioneers of an exodus out of the South into northern wartime factories
that became known as the Great Migration.2 Leaving the South en masse
challenged the power of white business supremacists who sought to keep
African Americans immobile through vagrancy statutes, convict labor, and
poverty wages. The migration disrupted southern labor relations and gave
black workers who remained—if they seized it—more bargaining power
vis-à-vis their employers. The exodus also disrupted class relations within
African American communities. Potential migrants confronted “race lead-
ers” who urged working people to stay South and trust the good white
folks to take care of them. Workers renounced these “Representative
Negroes” and demanded that they cease kowtowing to the white elite. In
contrast to most treatments of the Great Migration, the focus here is on
the impact the exodus had on the great majority of black southerners who
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ultimately stayed in the South.3 While African Americans dreamed of
better opportunities in the North, they began anew the struggle for justice
in the South. Black migration set in motion new organizing opportunities
and was a step toward mounting a larger struggle against Jim Crow.

HEADING NORTH

The good news spread like wildfire in the summer of 1916: shade-tobacco
growers in Connecticut were paying $2.50 for ten hours of labor, a stu-
pendous increase over agricultural wages in the Sunshine State.4 Thou-
sands of African American workers in Pensacola, Quincy, St. Augustine,
Jacksonville, and other cities determined to leave the poverty of Jim Crow
behind and assembled to catch trains heading north.5

Black workers and their families made their decisions against a back-
drop of severe oppression. In Gadsden County, the shade-tobacco indus-
try was dominated by the American Sumatra Tobacco Corporation, which
owned over thirty thousand acres of prime land in Florida and Georgia.6

A. I. Dixie, who worked as a day laborer for American Sumatra, recalled
working conditions on the company’s farms vividly. “We was treated very
cruel, working for very low wages, seventy-five cents a day, and the [boss]
Man would sometime whip mens. They had the biggest of the farms in
Gadsden County and they growed more ‘bacca than anybody else at that
particular time. The headquarter was up North but they had men from the
South operatin’ it, and them was the men that was rough on the folks, was
the man who was operatin’ the farm.” Overseers brutalized workers who
talked back. A. I.’s younger brother, Sam Dixie, mused: “All I could see was
they didn’t want you to be together.” Most crucially: “They didn’t want
you to get organized.” Workers who questioned white authority were
hauled off to the dreaded “Campbell Field” in Quincy. There recalcitrant
field hands were “dressed down” or whipped.7

Decades later, A. I. Dixie still remembered the cold Monday morning
that his best friend and co-worker Lonzie Dean was abducted by his over-
seer and taken to the Campbell Field: “When I got up, I saw Lonzie in the
car with his boss and his boss’s brother pass my house just as I was coming
out the door. And when I come from town getting ice for the 20th of May,
they put him out and his britches was striped where they whipped him
and then he couldn’t go to work.” The moment that Lonzie Dean recov-
ered, he “stole away” from Gadsden in the night and went north. “I ain’t
ever seen him since,” Mr. Dixie lamented.8
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Hidden beneath chronicles of punishment and departure was a history
of relentless struggle that constituted the reality of daily life in the
segregated South. Planter coercion took many forms, most of it designed
to break any semblance of black economic mobility. In Gadsden County,
African American sharecroppers were constantly trying to find a way to
break out of the cycle of poverty. Malachia Andrews recalled: “We were
paid from fifty to seventy-five cents a day.” The Andrews family did not
rest easy with economic oppression, however. Andrews’s father challenged
the white landowner for a larger share of the profits during “settling-up”
time, but resistance was costly. “We left Havana because they resented us
challenging about our share of the crop, so we had to hunt other places to
share,” Andrews remembered. “This was dangerous. Black folks as far as
they thought wasn’t supposed to talk back, challenge the big boss. I’ll say
about the harvesting, and sometimes it would cause house burning. Some-
times it would cause flogging, hanging and different things.” When
African American plantation workers in Gadsden struck out to farm on
their own land, the consequences were severe: “The big farmers burnt
them all out, burnt out the fields, set them afire, corn fields and all these
types of things in order to break them down, to have them come back to
the big farm.”9 Back on the “big farm,” the lines of authority were clear.
Sam Dixie stressed: “The boss men had power ‘bout like the sheriff.”10

Conditions weren’t much better in Alachua County. Alvin Butler’s family
had lived in rural Alachua since his grandfather had been hauled there as a
slave from South Carolina shortly before the Civil War. Butler grew up in
the Kirkwood community, several miles east of Micanopy. There, African
American landowners and sharecroppers alike were caught in an economic
vise. While landowning farmers saw their land melt away or “disappeared
for taxes,” sharecroppers were hit even harder. “While their crop was grow-
ing up,” Butler noted, they “would get a little money from ’em [white
landowners] and they wasn’t able to read or write too much. And at the end
of the year, they say they owed them . . . and when they’d get the crop and
then they would have no money.”11 African American women who toiled
as laundry or domestic workers cited the nonpayment of wages as a chronic
problem.12 Segregation piled insult upon injury. The Butler family children
could not attend the closest school because they were black.

Persistent violence stalked African Americans in Alachua County.
Newberry was a phosphate mining town notorious for racial conflict. A
resident from nearby Gainesville reported that white authorities in Newberry
had passed “strict regulations” against carrying weapons, but aimed this
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ordinance solely against black people: “Colored men who are caught with
weapons are given up to nine months in the chain gang. You know what
that means. Whites carry arms openly, and are rarely held in jail.”13 One
day in 1916, two deputy sheriffs engaged in a gunfight near Newberry
with a black man, Boisy Long, over the alleged theft of a hog. When Long
shot and killed one of the deputies, local whites organized a vigilante
committee to track him down. Long disappeared, and whites turned their
fury on the African American settlement in Newberry. White gunmen
seized and lynched five African American men and women. Another black
resident was murdered the next day.14 As usual, the white perpetrators
operated without fear of incarceration.

As African Americans took stock of their lives and assessed the safety of
their families, they looked north, where wartime labor shortages mounted.
Black Floridians paid close attention to the Hartford Valley tobacco crop
of 1916.15 An African American wrote a letter to the New York Age which
captured a renewed spirit of determination:

When spring opens we want to come North. We see through the
columns of THE AGE very encouraging words for those who want work.
We are enthused over this intelligence. Have been reading in THE AGE
about employment offered at Holyoke, Mass., and in the tobacco fields
of Connecticut. Let us know how we can get our tickets to come North,
so we will be ready when the time arrives for our departure.16

In July, African Americans in Leon County welcomed a labor agent
recruiting for the Connecticut Leaf Tobacco Association.17 As black workers
weighed their options, they knew that they were looking at the chance of
earning between $1.50 and $1.75 per day more in wages harvesting the
Hartford Valley tobacco crop.18 At the same time, however, Gadsden farm-
ers were raving over the predicted value of the local tobacco crop.19 The
Daily Democrat boasted: “The shade crop this year will probably reach two
million dollars to be distributed among all the people of Gadsden county.”20

Agricultural workers, however, were skeptical that profits would be equitably
distributed “among all the people” and planned their next move.21

On Sunday evening, July 30, hundreds of African Americans from
Gadsden and Leon Counties gathered together at a major rail depot in
Tallahassee to say farewell to the Sunshine State.22 Tobacco growers and state
officials, however, had no intention of surrendering to black aspirations.
Farmers asked their northern counterparts to stop labor recruitment, and
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sheriffs’ deputies began shutting down railway depots.23 Mayor Lowry of
Tallahassee telegraphed the Connecticut Leaf Tobacco Association
(CLTA), asking the organization to stop recruiting in Florida and to refrain
from paying the transportation costs for African American laborers. On
August 1, 1916, the CLTA obliged and sent Lowry a return telegram,
“notifying him that the recruiting of labor here, and in this territory would
cease.”24 The mayor thanked the CLTA and “gave notice to the colored
men who had congregated here from Gadsden and other counties, that
return transportation would be furnished to all desiring it and he wishes
the Democrat to state that he will do so for any who are still here and who
wish to return to their homes.”25 Defying great odds, African Americans
continued to leave Florida.

Jacksonville, aptly named the Gateway City, became the most popular
point of departure for the North. In late July, labor agents circulated hand-
bills in the city’s streets:

Wanted! Trackmen

for work on Pennsylvania Railroad in Pennsylvania, New York and
Maryland. Wages $1.80 Per Day—Positions Permanent—Free Trans-
portation—Coffee and Sandwiches furnished to destination. . . . No
fees charged.26

The Pennsylvania’s message addressed African Americans’ yearnings for
better wages and more dignity. The Times-Union reported that hundreds
of black workers sought to exit the state through Jacksonville and that “all
carried suitcases, bags, sacks and bundles and talked unceasingly of their
departure from here to join thousands of others who have left Florida to
work in other sections of this country.”27 Some African American men
“hesitated at first, but the women got behind their husbands and insisted,
that they at once leave the south henceforth and forever.”28 Most of the
workers gathering at Union Depot shared the sentiments of one railway
man who fired off this letter to the Chicago Defender:

i am now imployed in Florida East coast R R service road way department
any thing in working line myself and friends would be very glad to get in
touch with as labors. We would be more than glad to do so and would
highly appreciate it the very best we can advise where we can get work to
do, fairly good wages also is it possible could we get transportation to the
destination. We are working men with familys. Please answer at once.29
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White officials moved again to stop the exodus. Invoking the vagrancy
statute, Jacksonville Mayor J. E. T. Bowden issued orders to Chief of Police
F. C. Roach to stop black Floridians from leaving the city.30 City police
began attacking and beating African Americans at Union Depot with clubs
and night sticks.31 Groups of would-be migrants melted away during
police assaults, only to reassemble later near the depot. On August 2, Chief
Roach ordered a new police sweep of the station. The first target of the
raid was three white labor recruiters. To the surprise of authorities, how-
ever, the arrests of the recruiters did nothing to disperse the workers, who
remained near the depot.32 About an hour later, the police waded into the
ranks of black workers with clubs and batons swinging.33

If Jacksonville police hoped to end the labor exodus by violence, they
failed. African American workers continued to defy police authority by
finding ways to leave the state via Jacksonville well after August 2. “The
following night upon the rumor that a special train would leave,” reported
the Defender, “about a thousand gathered at Twenty-first street and Rail-
road avenue, but the police, who drove up in automobiles, scattered them
with the threats to shoot.”34 For several weeks after the police riots, working-
class African Americans patiently watched and waited for the best chance
of escape out of Jacksonville. A tense and sometimes deadly game of cat-
and-mouse ensued between white police ordered to halt labor migration
and black workers determined to leave Florida.35

Learning from the debacle at Union Depot, black laborers outwitted
police by trying other points of departure from the city’s congested rail yards.
Jacksonville authorities could not fathom how African Americans were orga-
nizing. “The police believe that either the negroes assemble to leave the city
after listening to false rumors or that someone is fooling them,” sputtered
the Times-Union.36 Jacksonville’s labor newspaper, the Artisan, claimed that
1,000 black workers successfully fled from the city in a matter of a few
weeks.37 On other occasions, the police dispersed would-be migrants.

The Afro-American stated that in Florida “Southerners like Pharaoh
loath to let Colored folks go.”38 How did black Floridians beat Pharaoh?
Travel writer C. W. Johnston stumbled onto one of the organizing centers
of the Great Migration. Four miles outside of Jacksonville city limits,
African American migrants and white labor agents colluded in setting up
a safe haven and jumping-off point for prospective migrants that was well
out of the reach of the police. They created “an underground passageway
to a hill known as ‘Four Mile Hill.’ This was so called because it was four
miles outside of city limits.” Here, a remarkable convergence of humanity
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took place. As families gathered at the hill, “Some were laughing and some
were crying. Families separated for the time being, bade each other good-
bye. . . . They went out peaceably and full of hope, ready to go anywhere
in this their own country in order that they might make a new habitation
under better conditions and among people whom, though strangers, they
considered as their friends. As darkness came on, two trains with twelve
coaches each were filled with the race that has suffered much from the
hands of the whites.”39

African Americans were carrying out an organized labor exodus out of
Florida. A Daytona newspaper reported: “The platform at the railway pas-
senger depot Sunday morning at the time of train No. 86, due north
bound at 9:24, presented the appearance of a colored excursion, and was
such for between 30 and 40 of the men who were leaving, in charge of a
government recruiting agent, for government work at Brunswick, Ga.”
According to the Daytona Gazette News, “The high wages paid has drawn
heavily upon both the skilled and the unskilled labor of this vicinity and it
is becoming difficult for even the essential business to retain a necessary
number of employees and much shifting is in evidence.”40

Black Floridians attempted to carry the institutions they had worked so
hard to build with them to the North. Noting that “there is a moral reac-
tion against ill treatment by the whites,” Adam Clayton Powell stated that
an Ocala minister, Rev. A. L. James, “discovered last week that his entire
parish had moved to New York. He followed them and is preparing to
organize them in a church in Harlem.”41 Two years later, H. W. Mills, a
Mason and a stevedore, wrote back to Florida from Philadelphia: “I have
organized in this city a choice lodge, composed of Masons from Florida. . . .
I have also organized a court of the Heroines of Jericho. . . . Tell the craft
we are leading right on for success of our temple on Broad street.”42

One African American newspaper in Florida observed: “There is a 
cause . . . for this immigration. [T]he European war has greatly affected the
tide of foreign immigration to our shores. Then again, the Negro has a
horror [of ] lynching, he wants the protection of the law, which he is called
upon to obey, when he fails to get this, he, to a certain extent, loses interest
in everything else.”43 Increased war production in the South proper also
created new positions that needed to be filled, and black Floridians were
quick to take advantage. At the end of April 1918, white employers in Jack-
son and Bay Counties were infuriated to discover that five hundred African
American workers had left the region in less than one month in order to
work at the federal nitrate plant at Muscle Shoals, Alabama.44
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African Americans explained their reasoning for leaving the South by
expressing their desire for economic justice and political freedom, some-
thing they had been doing since emancipation. “I will say at this junction
[St. Petersburg] that there are more than 250 men desire to come north,”
stated one worker, “and for a little assistance they will come at once for the
condishion there is terrible the low wage and high cost of living and bad
treatment is causing all to want to come north.”45 From Sanford, an
African American worker wrote: “The winter is about over and I still have
a desire to seek for myself a section of this country where I can poserably
better my condishion in as much as beaing assured some protection as a
good citizen under the Stars and Stripes.”46 One young man wrote: “I am
anxious to get North not to get rich, but in search of better treatment.”47

African Americans frequently wrote their letters anonymously, fearing ret-
ribution from whites.48

From Pensacola, black people wrote letters to the Chicago Defender and
other newspapers expressing their desire to leave Florida. “Please send me
at once a transportation at once. I will sure come if I live,” pleaded a brick-
layer in April 1917. “Send it as soon as possible because these white men
are getting so they put every one in prison who are not working. I can not
get any [work]. I can do any kind of common labor.”49 “Sir: You will give
us the names of firms where we can secure employment. We will come by
the thousands,” a Pensacola laborer promised the Defender.50 James D.
Reese wrote: “I am a poor colored man 42 years of age and looking for a
free state to live in and work to do that I can get some wages for as the
wages are poor down here and no privlodge at all and if you will instruct
me in some way I will thank the League and its members lookin for an
early reply.”51

African Americans in Florida had been trying to break through the bar-
riers of racial oppression in their state for generations, but labor shortages
in the wartime industries in the North gave them new weapons. The Great
Migration enhanced black southerners’ confidence that it was possible to
change the social relations in the region. Authors of the exodus under-
stood that much more was at stake than wage levels. African American
workers and white authorities were locked in a bitter ideological battle
over the very meaning and value of black life and citizenship.

Florida’s employers fought to regain the upper hand. State officials were
determined to suppress the Great Migration and to freeze existing race
relations (and wages) at Jim Crow levels. Governor Sidney Catts warned
an audience of African Americans to stay in Florida because “The colored
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people . . . should live in the warm climates and where they leave and try
to live in cold climates they are going against destiny.”52 The Jacksonville
Chamber of Commerce extracted oral promises from northern capitalists
to stop recruiting black workers in northeastern Florida.53 County sheriffs
redoubled their arrests of labor recruiters.54 After the black exodus from
Jackson and Bay Counties, Governor Catts issued an executive order
authorizing county officials to summarily arrest all labor agents who did
not carry special licenses.55

Like their counterparts elsewhere in the South, Florida’s employers
depended on the state to pass laws designed to limit black labor mobility.56

In 1903, the state legislature required a $500 license fee for a person “who
shall seek to influence and by such persuasions cause the removal of any
inhabitant from this State, or who shall seek to entice away from the State
labor. . . .”57 In 1916, the labor recruiting fee skyrocketed to $1,000. By
1917, “any person, agent, solicitor or recruiter engaged in the business of
hiring, enticing or soliciting laborers or emigrants in this State to be
transported and employed beyond the limits of this State” had to pay a
$2,000 license fee. Failure to procure such a license could lead to a
$5,000 fine or twelve months in a county jail.58 When even this legisla-
tion did not squelch the flow of African American emigrants, Florida
state authorities begged U.S. senator D. U. Fletcher to find a solution to
their crisis.59

Sensing that physical coercion was a losing strategy, the Jacksonville
Chamber of Commerce changed gears and called an interracial “joint con-
ference” to confront the exodus. Chamber leaders invited noted black pro-
fessionals and businessmen to confer about the best way to keep the
African American working class down in the South. Black invitees
included Joseph E. Lee, former judge and collector of customs, N. W.
Collier, president of Florida Baptist Academy, and G. W. Wetmore, a
lawyer who had played a pivotal role in the fight against the city’s Jim
Crow streetcar ordinance fifteen years before.60 Mayor Bowden was joined
at the conference by many of Jacksonville’s chief employers.61

Not a word was spoken at the conference about improving the living
conditions of African Americans in Jacksonville. The chamber of com-
merce insisted that area firms couldn’t afford to pay better wages, and
claimed that the departure of black workers would lead to “the closing
down of plants, bringing great hardships on the laborers left behind.” One
executive sought to garner sympathy by claiming that he was just “break-
ing even” and stayed in business only in order to serve his employees.62
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The “Representative Members of the Negro Race,” as they were called
by the Times-Union, pledged to support the employers. The venerable
Joseph E. Lee stated that African Americans were too weak to endure the
northern winters. J. H. Ballou “felt that the negro race fares better, all
things considered, in the Southern states. He pledged his service in speak-
ing to laborers whenever possible and outlining the difficulties they might
expect to experience by going to a colder climate.” N. W. Collier offered to
teach a stay-put message to African Americans. The participants in the
interracial conference affirmed: “it will be an economic blunder for negro
laborers to go North in a wholesale manner to engage in railroad con-
struction work on promises of much higher wages than are being paid by
the industries in Jacksonville.”63

The black leaders’ public support for the Jacksonville Chamber of
Commerce seems to conform with Carter G. Woodson’s negative appraisal
of the black middle class. “Denied participation in the higher things of
life,” Woodson argued, “the ‘educated’ Negro himself joins, too, with the
ill-designing persons to handicap his people by systematized exploita-
tion.”64 Jacksonville’s “Representative Negroes” placed the burden of racial
harmony on the backs of the black poor, who were expected to forgo
opportunities in the North in order to maintain peaceful race relations in
Florida. In a scathing article attacking “the weak-kneed leaders of the
Race” who attended the interracial conference, the Chicago Defender
intoned: “The wages [in Jacksonville] are a dollar and ten cents to a dollar
and a quarter a day. [A]nd then the laborer is cursed and dogged around.”
Mocking the ineffectiveness of Florida’s black leaders, the Defender wryly
observed: “Thousands have left and many are planning to leave.”65 African
American workers were leading the way to a better future while “race lead-
ers” were holding the community back.

On the other hand, it is almost certain that from the perspective of
Joseph Lee and the others who attended the interracial conference it was
impossible to achieve concrete improvements in black life without appeal-
ing to white businessmen.66 Indeed, Lee and his counterparts used the
small space opened by the interracial conference to urge Mayor Bowden to
order his police force to stop brutalizing African Americans trying to leave
the state.67 Next, the black conference participants issued a public statement
titled “Words of Advice.” The document began on a tepid note. “We con-
demn this wholesale exodus as injurious and unwise,” the authors stated.
Joseph Lee and the other signers of the document lectured: “Jacksonville is
our home. We are property owners and tax payers here. In many respects
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conciliation toward white employers, however, black leaders critiqued
them: “The wages paid our laborers by some firms are not adequate for
them to live comfortably and support their families. In this day of high
prices, how can any man support himself and his family upon the low
wages of $1.10 per day?”69 The authors also insisted: “The wages should
be commensurate with the services required and adequate to support the
laborer and his family.” Black migration was now given qualified support:
“We believe that any man who has ascertained beyond all question that by
leaving now he will receive higher wages, that he will be employed for a
long time, thereby making his condition and state in life better, does him-
self an injustice to remain.” “Words of Advice” was penned in the context
of Jim Crow’s etiquette, whereby middle-class African Americans acted as
racial brokers between parsimonious employers and impoverished work-
ers. Ultimately, the authors of “Words” undermined their credibility by
placing the solution to the labor crisis in the hands of the very individuals
who had created the problem.

African American union representatives in Jacksonville immediately
denounced the “Words of Advice.” Black union activists countered with
their own resolution denouncing the dialogue between area employers and
“representative Negroes” as a sham. African American trade unionists
denied that the middle-class “leaders” who participated in the conference
could speak for black workers. Union leaders contrasted their own posi-
tions as elected officials of black labor organizations with the unrepresenta-
tive character of the middle-class leaders essentially hand-picked by white
businessmen: “We take the method of informing the public, that the
undersigned [union activists] are the only authorized leaders of the labor
organizations of Jacksonville (colored) and, we have in no wise partici-
pated in any of the meetings, nor given our consent to any of the senti-
ment expressed in any of the meetings, nor have we in any way given
authority to anyone to represent us in the expression of opinion in the
matter.”70 Instead of holding meetings with nonelected officials, African
American union leaders suggested that “all labor troubles or controversies
should be submitted to labor organizations.” Black labor leaders contin-
ued by criticizing “the persons alleged to have signed the resolutions or
advice published recently in the daily papers to which the names of: 
Rev. John E. Ford, Joseph E. Lee, John H. Ballou, L. H. Myers, John R.
Scott, N. W. Collier and others were signed.” Union leaders concluded by
stating: “We are unalterably opposed to any person or persons acting as
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our agent or counselors, without our consent.” This was a devastating cri-
tique of the foremost black leaders of Florida.

African American trade unionists had issued an open statement of
protest against the undemocratic forms of dialogue that prevailed between
whites and blacks in Florida. As the Great Migration gained momentum,
black Floridians continued to break ranks with their unelected leaders.
S. W. Jefferson of Pensacola demanded “a square deal” and “democracy”
for black people in Florida:

Plenty of “sound advice” is given him [the black worker] about staying in
the South among his friends and under the same old conditions. The
bugaboo of cold weather is put before him to frighten him: of race antago-
nism and sundry other things, but not one word about better treatment is
suggested to lighten the burden, no sane and reasonable remedy offered.

The world war is bringing many changes and a chance for the negro to
enter broader fields. With the “tempting bait” of higher wages, shorter
hours, better schools and better treatment, all the preachments of the 
so-called “race leaders” will fall on deaf ears.71

“Representative Negroes” who depended on white patronage continued
to lose their authority. As a Department of Labor report found, black
Floridians were finished with the Old Regime:

They rarely consult the white people, and never those who may exercise
some control over their actions. They will not allow their own leaders to
advise them against going North. A Rev. Mr. Carter, of Tampa, Fla.,
who was brave enough to attempt such advice from the pulpit, was
stabbed next day for so doing. They are likely to suspect that such men
are in the employ of white people.72

The Great Migration had a major impact on the lives of the black major-
ity who “stayed behind.” The initial movement of labor took the form of
an exodus away from oppressive economic and political conditions.
Migration undermined the state’s ability to guarantee a pool of impover-
ished, low-wage labor. Before long, African Americans began to call for a
renegotiation of the terms of employment in Florida. By launching the
Great Migration, African American workers took the leading role in a new
and revitalized struggle for justice. They demanded that their more edu-
cated “race leaders” rethink their dependence on white business interests.
As employers raged and as the state tried to clamp down on the mobility



of black labor, African American workers opened up vital social spaces for
new political organizing to occur.

By the end of 1916, approximately twelve thousand African Americans
had left Florida, and James Weldon Johnson sensed a revived spirit of hope
in the South:

I was impressed with the fact that everywhere there was a rise in the
level of the Negro’s morale. The exodus of Negroes to the North . . . was
in full motion; the tremors of the war in Europe were shaking America
with increasing intensity; circumstances were combining to put a higher
premium on Negro muscle, Negro hands, and Negro brains than ever
before; all these forces had a quickening effect that was running through
the entire mass of the race.73

Johnson believed the Great Migration opened possibilities to orga-
nize in the South. Now a top NAACP official, he embarked on a whirl-
wind tour of the region to build association branches in Florida and
other states. Johnson raised the NAACP’s credibility among black
southerners by emphasizing its crusades against debt peonage, lynch-
ing, and disfranchisement. He used his hometown of Jacksonville as a
base on his way to other points in the South.74 Success was not imme-
diate. White supremacy made the NAACP’s doctrine of interracial
cooperation problematic in the Deep South. Efforts to start a new
branch in St. Augustine failed because the organizers invited “white
gentlemen” to participate. A local organizer explained the problem:
“Please note that the white gentlemen are of the opinion that the prime
object of the organization is to make the Negro a better citizen, while
the colored gentlemen are of the opinion that their interests are to be
protected in every way possible.”75 Segregation bred too much distrust
for interracial organizing to work easily. Later, African American
activists in the Ancient City transformed the group into an all-black
organization, and the branch thrived.76

In Jacksonville, African Americans held their first NAACP meeting in
February 1917 at James Weldon Johnson’s behest.77 George H. Mays, a
retired letter carrier who served as the branch’s treasurer, gave the NAACP
a direct link to Reconstruction. Born in 1849, Mays served as a constable
in Jacksonville in 1873 and later was a city marshal before embarking on a
thirty-three-year career in the post office. He also helped organize the
Grand United Order of Odd Fellows in Florida.78 His participation in the
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NAACP symbolized the intergenerational character of the black freedom
struggle.

The NAACP owed its existence to the recent momentum generated by
the labor exodus, but it also tapped into deep roots of African American
striving in Florida. As the nation became ever more enmeshed in World
War I, black Floridians prepared to strike at tyranny abroad and Jim Crow
at home.
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ECHOES OF EMANCIPATION

The Great War in Florida

bolton smith, a white southerner, felt the need to warn his country-
men that World War I had spawned an insidious enemy from within. The
writer claimed that African Americans were subverting the tenets of white
supremacy and segregation. Smith offered the example of a black chauf-
feur who pointedly refused to be served in the rear of a segregated restau-
rant. Citing this and other cases, Smith argued that since blacks had long
accommodated themselves to white rule there was only one explanation
for these insurgencies: German spies must be spreading anti-American
propaganda among the Negroes to foment a rebellion in the United
States.1

James Weldon Johnson challenged Bolton Smith’s rhetoric about the
impact of the war on race relations. “Now, it is not that the war and
German propaganda have worked any sudden change in this chauffeur,”
Johnson asserted:

it is rather that the war and the bogey of German propaganda have
worked a change in Mr. Smith. It is that Mr. Smith now notices some
things to which he has hitherto been blind. He says that he has known
this colored man for years; yet the thing which this man had long
carried deep in his heart, the thing for which he was ready to undergo
privation and pain was something that Mr. Smith knew nothing 
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about. . . . The fact is, the white man in the South knows a good deal
about the Negro, but he does not know the Negro. He is familiar with
the Negro’s habits, his mode of speech, his peculiarities and whims, his
humor and good nature; that is, he knows the Negro from the outside.
But of the bitterness and anguish of soul that the race so often passes
through, of its hope and yearning and aspirations the white man of the
South knows almost nothing.2

As Johnson so eloquently stated, African American resistance was
rooted in aspirations that white supremacists had failed to stamp out.
African Americans in the South had fought streetcar segregation, starva-
tion wages, racial violence, and other forms of oppression for decades.
African American activism was boosted by the Great Migration and the
nation’s mobilization for a war ostensibly waged against oppression. Black
labor unionizing was on the rise, and the NAACP was in the midst of a
national organizing drive. W. E. B. Du Bois encouraged African Ameri-
cans to “close ranks” and support the war effort, but Du Bois also vowed
at war’s end: “By the God of Heaven, we are cowards and jackasses if now
that the war is over, we do not marshal every ounce of our brain and
brawn to fight a sterner, longer, more unbending battle against the forces
of hell in our own land.”3 Black struggles in wartime Florida must be
placed in the context of a national effort by African Americans to win a
just peace at home.4

While historians have stressed the impact that returning black veter-
ans played in citizenship struggles after war’s end, they have often
missed the ways that African American men and women on the home
front prepared the way for those struggles even prior to direct U.S.
involvement in the war. Equally important, the traditional narrative of
postwar black activism focuses on male agency at the expense of the
work done by African American women in the midst of the conflict.5

In Florida, women played enormous roles in mobilizing African
American communities across the state to support the Allied war effort.
This was not a blind, sunshine patriotism, however. Black Floridians
stressed their contributions to the republic past and present, and they
voiced the expectation that Jim Crow would share the same timely
demise as “Kaiser Bill.” African Americans demonstrated that they were
aware of the irony of “fighting for democracy” abroad while living under
tyranny at home, and they brought this contradiction to the nation’s
attention.
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SUPPORTING THE WAR FOR DEMOCRACY

A week after President Woodrow Wilson announced America’s entry into
World War I, African Americans in Quincy convened at Mt. Moriah Baptist
Church to discuss the coming conflict. One hundred participants deliber-
ated on the kinds of roles black Floridians might play in the Great War.
Next they settled down to the business of drafting public resolutions. W. S.
Stevens, Quincy’s black physician, read the first resolution aloud:

Whereas, Our country is now involved in the greatest war the world
has ever known, and

Whereas, The serious situation demands complete preparedness to pro-
tect and maintain the rights of its citizens, and

Whereas, Our race constitutes a part of the citizenship of this great
commonwealth and has always shown its patriotism and loyalty in all
of its struggles from the revolutionary war down to the recent trouble
with Mexico, be it

Resolved: That we pledge our country our faithful service in this critical
period and stand ready to aid our government in any movement it
deems necessary for the safety of its citizens and the honor of our flag.6

The Mt. Moriah assembly also petitioned the state for a charter to orga-
nize a black “military company” to serve in the war. White southerners jus-
tified disfranchisement in part with the dogma that African Americans
had done nothing to earn the rights and privileges of citizenship. The con-
gregation at Mt. Moriah pointedly disagreed. Before a U.S. regiment
embarked for France, African Americans in Gadsden County staked a
claim for citizenship on the rich soil of black patriotism and military ser-
vice.7 African Americans across Florida were determined to prove their
loyalty on one condition: the state’s barbaric treatment of its black citi-
zenry had to come to an end.

African Americans in Florida entered into the war with a great determi-
nation to reap the fruits of service. A black newspaper pointedly noted
that African Americans in Putnam County had heavily out-registered their
white counterparts (341 to 254) during the nationwide military registra-
tion in June 1917.8 As the first group of black conscripts from the county
marched off to war, “the departing boys were given a rousing send off, as
there was a great gathering of friends at the station to bid them farewell.
The colored school children sang patriotic songs, and as the train pulled
out a mighty cheer was given.”9 Similar events were organized for depart-
ing recruits from other locales.10 Composing about 30 percent of Florida’s
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population, African American communities provided over half of the
state’s citizen soldiers.11

Black Floridians served in segregated regiments that became some of the
most highly decorated Allied units. Leo P. Dennis, a member of Bethel
Baptist Institutional Church in Jacksonville, fought with the 350th
Machine Gun Battalion.12 Dennis’s unit helped rescue a white infantry
regiment from annihilation by German forces the day before the Armistice
was signed.13 Jacksonville musician Eugene F. Mikell served with the
369th Infantry, “The Hellfighters,” who fought for 191 straight days, the
longest stretch of any U.S. unit in the Great War.14 Some black Floridians
volunteered for the armed forces of other Allied nations including “Private
R. Gilbert, a colored soldier in the Canadian army, [who] has sent home
an iron cross which was given him by a German officer whom he captured
single handed.”15 Despite their valor (the French awarded the Croix de
Guerre to the 369th for extraordinary courage in battle), African Ameri-
can soldiers were frequently vilified by white officers who warned French
citizens that black troops were bestial by nature. W. E. B. Du Bois
remarked that “American white officers fought more valiantly against
Negroes than they did against the Germans.”16

While shouldering the responsibilities of American citizenship during
their country’s hour of need, black Floridians simultaneously worked to
secure their rights. One fraternal lodge leader urged his order to contribute
to the Allied cause because “the whole country is at war to down autocracy
and set up the kingdom of wide world democracy, not to the rich or poor
alone, white or black, but for all.”17 J. D. Avent, lead organizer for the Vic-
tory Boys’ Division in Florida, framed his statewide call for support within
the dual frameworks of race pride and citizenship:

Boys, the 400,000 colored soldiers in the camps, in embarkation points,
on the high seas and on the other side ready to render their last full
measure of devotion to homeland in the fight for universal freedom are
looking to you and the rest of the folks back home to back them in
delivering the goods. They must have comfort and cheer, recreation and
religious administration to keep them fit to fight the hun. . . . I tell you
boys, its an opportunity to show yourselves valued little citizens. Rally
and help Florida to help put the boys over the top.18

The Colored Knights of Pythias mobilized its growing membership base
for the task of supporting the war for democracy. One Pythian observed,
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“More than a thousand of [the order’s] members are either on the firing
line or in camps awaiting the coming of the overseas transport, and thou-
sands more are at home, with their satchels packed, awaiting the call, eager
to join their brethren and offer up their sacrifices that democracy may
reign and the world be made safe for all men and all men made citizens.”19

At Pythian rallies across Florida, Grand Chancellor W. W. Andrews urged
lodge members to contribute to the war effort.20 Pythian ceremonies cul-
minated with the unfurling of ornate war service flags, stitched with one
star for every local lodge member in the military. One such ceremony was
performed by the members of Garrett Ward Lodge No. 17, who stressed
“the contribution which the Pythian order has made to the nation in the
great war.”21

African American men in Gainesville formed a singing group called the
High Speed Quartet to boost the sale of Liberty Loan bonds in order to
help pay for the Allied campaign.22 The group was popular with both
black and white audiences. The quartet sang a unique mix of spirituals
that they modified to fit the moment. “Go Down Moses” became “Go
down soldiers—way down in Europe Land. Make old Kaiser let them Bel-
gians go. . . . We’re the sons of Ham and we know no loss. No Kaiser Bill
can be our boss.”

Black businessmen and promoters of the Liberty Loan drive in Jack-
sonville urged African Americans to “Subscribe through your own Col-
ored Committee or Your Own Bank so that the race will get credit for our
share.”23 W. I. Lewis agreed: “If there is any one doubting as in whether or
not he should buy bonds, let that doubt fly with the winds. . . . The loy-
alty of the colored citizens from Jacksonville must not be questioned on
account of lagging in this drive.”24 The Victory Loan Committee
promised: “What has been achieved has proved a revelation to all, and
from now on, a stiffening will be put into affairs, looking to justice and
fair dealing in all things civic.”25

African American women spearheaded the Liberty Loan drives and also
played a central role in framing the meaning of black service to the nation.
Mary McLeod Bethune, president of the State Federation of Colored
Women’s Clubs, was a key leader in these efforts.26 Bethune taught her
students at Daytona Educational and Industrial Institute to see themselves
as equals of the campus’s white visitors. Wilhelmina W. Johnson, an
alumna of Bethune’s school, recalled: “In the afternoon services that we
would have, Mrs. Bethune would say, ‘This is a democracy working in the
South. White people, you sit where you can. If you don’t want to sit beside
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a black person, sorry. I am sorry because we do not discriminate here.’ ”27

At the onset of the war, Bethune was in her early forties, a peerless orga-
nizer. She led Red Cross drives and recruited black women in Daytona to
donate thousands of cans of fruits and vegetables and “many articles for
the comfort of the soldiers.”28 Bethune also used Daytona Normal as a
forum for events that paid tribute to black patriotism. Her students per-
formed a play titled “Echoes from France.” Students played “the big sol-
dier,” “little sister,” and “the brave mother,” acting out the work that each
character had to do in order to win the war. Bethune proudly noted that
“the last scene in which the returned soldiers told of their experience and
the winning of the Croix de Guerre was pathetic and filled the hearts of
the audience with patriotism and pride.”29 The great educator choreo-
graphed a vision of expansive citizenship where women, men, and chil-
dren alike acted out their roles in winning the war for democracy abroad
and on the home front. No ambiguity here: democracy was for women
and men.

Eartha Mary Magdalene White was also a leader of the State Federation
of Colored Women’s Clubs, a teacher, and a revered community activist
who spent many of her hours ministering to black prisoners in Duval
County jails and agitating for improved living conditions for county
inmates.30 During the war, Miss White became the state chair and orga-
nizer of the Colored Women’s Council of Defense, charged with coordi-
nating black war work throughout Florida.31 White toured the state in
1918 to solicit funds for the war effort from black institutions and also
established in the same year a “Liberty Kitchen” in Jacksonville that taught
food-preservation techniques.32 The war personally touched Miss White.
Fifty-five of her fellow Bethel Baptist Institute Church members—includ-
ing Leo P. Dennis—served in the armed forces. Five would be buried in
France.33 As White traveled across the state doing war work, she spread
news about the other organizations that she was involved in. Like Mary
McLeod Bethune, White was a pioneer NAACP member. She was also the
president of the Jacksonville “Colored Citizens’ Protective League, whose
chief interest is to see that colored men qualify for voting. This association
at different times has protected citizens who have been unjustly treated.
This branch of work has been in existence for eighteen years.”34 Eartha
White pragmatically combined war service work with an emphasis on
equal rights. Meanwhile, less heralded but equally energetic women across
Florida led Liberty bond campaigns and collected clothes, medical sup-
plies, and other necessities for the troops.35
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White Floridians denied that African American contributions to the
war effort should in any way alter race relations.36 To this end, white news-
papers generally refused to list the names of black soldiers and sailors who
were killed or wounded in their war casualty columns.37 Black Floridians
worked to set the record straight. In preparation for the 1918 state fair, 
A. C. Porter, director of black exhibits, sent out a call for photographs of
African American service members. Porter emphasized, “Pictures in uni-
form are preferred, but if you haven’t one send the other. . . . Hurry now
and let us show that the colored men are as numerous in the war as the
white men. This is your opportunity; don’t let it pass.”38 When General
John Pershing praised the gallantry of black soldiers, W. I. Lewis published
the letter in “News of the Colored People,” even though the white press
did not print the statement.39

Families who lost their loved ones in war refused to allow their sacrifices
to go unacknowledged. Bereaved relatives published letters of condolence
that they received from the government in order to emphasize the price
that was being levied for the nation’s freedom. The family of Private
Thomas Butler memorialized his life in a poem published in the black
press:

He left his home in perfect health,
He looked so strong and brave,
We little thought how soon he’d be
Laid in a soldier’s grave.

Somewhere in France they buried him.
Within a quiet lonely grave;
Unknown save by his fighting mates,
Who shared the cause he died to save,
And for his sacrifice the stars
And stripes proudly wave,
Somewhere in France.40

CONFRONTING THE GOVERNOR

The “Encouragement Meeting” held in Jacksonville on July 16 to honor
the success of black Liberty Loan drives and stimulate further efforts
revealed the gulf in black and white perceptions over the meaning of the
war. Speakers for the event included Governor Sidney Catts and noted
individuals from the federal government including George E. Haynes,
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director of the Division of Negro Economics. This was a branch of the
Department of Labor created to coordinate black labor in wartime
industries.41

The meeting, held in the spacious Duval Theater, began on a festive
note. Afro-American Life Insurance Company founder A. L. Lewis dis-
cussed the substantial amount of funds that African Americans mustered
for each of the Liberty Loan subscriptions. In turn, each speaker praised
African Americans for their contributions to Red Cross drives, War Saving
Stamp programs, and other initiatives.42 George Haynes commended
black workers for boosting America’s industrial capacity, and his white
Department of Labor counterpart urged peaceful labor relations for the
duration of the war.43

James Weldon Johnson provided a firsthand account of what happened
next. Sidney Catts rose to give the keynote address of the evening. The
governor was sick and tired of all of this talk about African American patri-
otism. In his mind, black Floridians were incapable of making construc-
tive contributions to the society. In any case, these contributions would
dangerously imply that the state’s Negro population deserved something
in return from the state. So Governor Catts began bullying the gathering.
He told African Americans to get jobs, stop loafing, and cease selling boot-
leg whiskey. Catts boasted: “You are looking into the face of the most
powerful man in Florida,” and warned them that he was going to force
them to work harder.44 Catts was just getting warmed up:

At one place in his speech the Governor seemed to imagine that he was
talking to a crowd of gamblers and loose women. . . . He enlightened
his audience as to why the Indian had vanished. He said it was because
the Indian would not bow to the white man, and that no race could
hope to survive along with the white man unless it bowed. He also
stated that if he were a Negro he would be ashamed to be a brown one
or a yellow one, he would be ashamed to be anything but a black one.
He spoke of keeping Negro labor in the State as though Negroes were
peons. He spoke of soldiers and venereal diseases as though most of the
women in the audience were to be held responsible. . . . Had he not
been the Governor he would most likely have been hissed.45

The governor’s diatribe stunned the audience. After an awkward silence,
J. H. Blodgett, a successful black businessman and a leader of Jacksonville’s
black Liberty Loan Executive Committee, took the podium.46 “Mr. Blodgett
began timidly by saying that he ‘could not be expected to make a regular
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speech because he was nothing but an illiterate man.’ At this,” James
Weldon Johnson continued, “the Governor lay back in his seat and
beamed on Blodgett, evidently in anticipation of a real ‘good nigger’
speech.” What followed was anything but Jim Crow. Blodgett moved
African Americans to applause, laughter, and tears by saying out loud what
they had been saying among themselves for generations:

He said that it was a waste of time and energy for the white people to
hold meetings to urge the Negro to be loyal; that the Negro’s loyalty was
not on trial; that he had been proving it ever since the time he helped
the white man take this country from the Indian, and he was still
proving it; that what the Negro wanted to hear was how the country
intended to reward him for his loyalty. He then went on to tell the
Governor why so many of the faces he looked into were brown and
yellow; and he told him why so many Negroes had left and were leaving
the State; and about lynching and “Jim Crow” cars and political
inequalities.47

The governor was seized with fury. Springing from his seat, Sidney
Catts shook his fist and “declared that Blodgett was assailing him, had
insulted him, and made him the butt of ridicule.” The man who had
bragged during his election campaign that he had “killed a nigger” sensed a
challenge to white supremacy in Blodgett’s rebuttal.48 Johnson observed:
“After five minutes of charges and rebuttals exchanged between the Gov-
ernor and Mr. Blodgett, the latter abruptly closed his speech and sat
down. The audience sang ‘My Country, ‘Tis of Thee’ and the meeting
was dismissed.”49 This exchange indicates that much had changed since
the “Interracial Conference” of 1916, where black middle-class leaders
had said exactly what the Jacksonville Chamber of Commerce expected
them to say. Now the Great Migration and African Americans’ active par-
ticipation in the Allied effort gave black Floridians new weapons to wield
in the war against segregation. Indeed, had Blodgett acquiesced to Catts
on this occasion he might have become the target of black ridicule and
scorn. Kowtowing to white authority was now distinctly unfashionable.
Johnson noted that the governor had been presented with an opportunity
to acknowledge black patriotism, but “could do nothing except rehash
the old stock charges against the race about laziness and loose living.” The
fact that the governor felt insulted simply because Blodgett stated the case
for black dignity and citizenship illuminated the unresolved conflict
between democracy and white supremacy. State officials believed that the
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war would not upset the racial status quo. African Americans staked their
lives on it.

WE FEEL THAT THERE SHOULD BE NO 
DISCRIMINATION OF WAGES

African American women seized the moment and began fighting for better
pay and improved working conditions. Domestic workers whose husbands
served in the military used the leverage earned from military allotment
checks to quit white households in order to find higher-paying employ-
ment.50 Black women sought to renegotiate the terms of employment,
and, like domestic workers in other southern states, they confronted the
wrath of white female employers who tried to resist changes in race and
labor relations.51 City authorities passed “work or fight” ordinances and
targeted African American women who left employers in search of better
jobs. Methodist bishop John Hurst reported: “colored women in most
cases demanded an increase in wages, this increase being necessary because
of the increased cost of living, which applied in Florida as well as in other
parts of the country. When these demands for an increase in wages were
denied by their employers, they quit, and were arrested when their
employers reported the cases to the police authorities.”52 On one occasion,
a white woman in Tampa demanded that an African American woman
work for her because she had been unable to find a cook. The NAACP’s
Walter White observed: “The colored woman informed her that she had
experienced the same difficulty, and at the time the white woman asked
her to come and cook for her, she had been upon the point to ask the
white woman to come and cook for her (the colored woman). The white
woman, thereupon had the colored woman arrested.”53

African American railroad workers searched for a way around racist
managers and state authorities by joining national unions and appealing
directly to the federal government. Ingeniously recasting job discrimina-
tion as a political question, railway men welded the language of equal cit-
izenship to the discourse of wartime service to demand federal
intervention in the workplace. Petitioning the government became a viable
strategy when the Wilson administration took control of the nation’s rail
lines as an emergency war measure.54 First, black railroaders organized
unions and created workers’ committees to petition federal authorities.55

In Sanford, High Springs, Pensacola, Lakeland, and New Smyrna, African
American railroad laborers organized locals of the Railway Men’s



International Benevolent Industrial Association, a union based in
Chicago. In Tampa and Jacksonville, railway men joined the National
Brotherhood Workers of America.56

Jim Crow barred African Americans from the better-paying crafts.
White railroad unions also banned African Americans from member-
ship.57 Since they were officially denied employment in the “operating
crafts,” African Americans did not enjoy the benefits of the newly passed
Adamson Act.58 While white workers in these jobs profited from federally
mandated wage increases, the eight-hour day, and seniority provisions,
black railway men were excluded.59 Black railroaders invoked their
wartime service on the nation’s most vital internal transportation system in
order to link citizenship claims with their struggles for better pay and an
end to job discrimination. Sixty Florida East Coast Railway firemen peti-
tioned W. G. McAdoo, a member of President Wilson’s war cabinet in
October 1918. The firemen stated: “We feel that there should be no dis-
crimination in wages on account of color. We all do the same work.”60

Petitioners enclosed a wage schedule showing that black firemen were
being paid lower wages than their white counterparts. This was a violation
of General Order No. 27 of the Railroad Administration, which stated that
African Americans “should be paid the same rates of wages as were paid
white men in the same capacities.”61 The petitioners couched their appeal
in terms of the wartime sacrifices they made:

We are subscribers to all the Liberty Loans and certain amounts are
deducted from our wages each month to pay the same. We have autho-
rized deductions from our wages to pay our subscriptions in the Thrift
Stamp drive, and other war funds. . . . We therefore find it increasingly
difficult to live upon our wages as reduced by the Florida East Coast
Railway and in defiance to your order No. 27. We are certain that if this
company pay us according to the spirit of your order, we not only could
meet the advanced cost of living, but could pay all our subscriptions to
the several war funds.62

Black railroaders stated that they were routinely ordered to do unpaid
craft work such as braking and switching cars and that they should be cov-
ered under the Adamson Act and receive overtime pay. African American
workers saw federal control as a way to redress years of injustice. In a union
petition from Tampa, including signatures of workers “just returned from
France,” the railway men who were classified by their bosses as “porters”
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pointedly referred to themselves as “colored brakemen,” carefully detailing
the skilled work they were performing.63

Railroad managers invoked the timeworn chimera of black inferiority to
counter the avalanche of African American petitions to the federal govern-
ment. One white manager asserted: “In handling the negro in the South
there are certain restrictions that must govern him; otherwise he becomes
ungovernable. . . . We believe that none of these complaints deserve more
consideration than we have already given them. Our officers understand
the negro and he is being treated well.”64 Stalled by federal officials who
deferred to local management, black railroad workers sent their grievances
straight to the president of the United States.65 African Americans believed
that economic exploitation in Jim Crow Florida had to be addressed as a
political problem in the nation’s highest councils.

John Taylor, leader of the National Brotherhood Workers’ local in
Tampa, was fired for his union activities after he signed a petition
addressed to Woodrow Wilson. Taylor explained that his boss had told
him that “if you will not fight these wages any more I will put you back to
work.” Taylor went on to make a case why the federal government should
concern itself with his plight:

I have been with the S.A.L. for a long time, working for a little wage up
to government control; worked for the government during the war to
help move trains over the road, at this high cost of living for $60.00 per
month. Live on that at both ends of the road and take care of my
family. At that I have lost my health serving you as a loyal American
citizen to help win the war. Now at this age of mine after I have worked
both before and since government control, and made to perform the
duties of brakemen on a passenger train, and just on account of asking
for more money to live on at this high cost of living now I must be put
out of service. . . . Gentlemen of the Board of Division of Labor, sirs, to
your Honors, there is no justice. . . . Will [you] ask the board to
consider this matter, if you please, at once and let me hear from you at
the earliest date possible.66

The federal government stood firmly on the side of white business
supremacy. The State Department bent immigration law in favor of
Florida’s growers, keeping a pool of reserve labor in the state.67 The U.S.
Department of Agriculture supported agribusiness by acquiescing to
“work or fight” laws rather than advocating higher wages to keep farm
workers in the fields.68 When George Haynes, director of the Division of



Negro Economics, refused to deter African Americans from unionizing,
Governor Catts convinced the Department of Labor to halt the division’s
war mobilization work there—making Florida the only state where this
occurred.69 The governor reminded federal authorities that white busi-
nessmen did not negotiate with black workers. Catts warned Secretary of
Labor William Wilson that African Americans were demanding equality
and that Florida was on the verge of a new civil war. The governor made it
clear which side he was on: “Of course it may be that I am looking upon
this question from the standpoint of a white man, and being a Southern
born man I could look upon it from no other viewpoint than that of the
white race, for this race will always dominate and control the South.”70

Subsequently, the U.S. Department of Labor ceased its work with black
Floridians.71

Florida’s employers also tried to stop black workers from leaving the
state to work in defense factories. An administrator with the U.S.
Employment Service complained that Florida’s officials were interfering
with labor recruitment for the government’s defense plant in Muscle
Shoals, Alabama, where “the need for labor . . . is great and immediate.”
The same federal official noted, “We have had numerous obstacles placed
in the way of recruiting labor in Florida for Army projects by the State
Administration. This particular complaint would seem to be part of the
same policy of hoarding labor in the State.”72 White business supremacy
triumphed over patriotism. The federal government deferred to employers
in Florida even when Jim Crow hampered the war effort.

WELCOMING THE TROOPS HOME

Despite wartime setbacks, African Americans demanded a share in the
fruits of victory: the demand for equal citizenship was back on the table.
Black Floridians quietly began organizing a new voter registration cam-
paign during the first Emancipation Day ceremonies after the Armistice.
At one Jacksonville ceremony, Daytona minister S. G. Baker asserted:
“The great heart of the United States is too just and fair to allow our boys
who have been greatly instrumental in bringing about world-wide peace
and making it possible to make the world safe for democracy, their depen-
dents and their posterity to have anything else but a fair chance in the
great battle of life.”73 Rev. Baker understood that something more than the
good will of the federal government was needed in order to achieve equal-
ity: “To be a full-fledged citizen one must be a taxpayer and a registered
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voter,” the minister concluded.74 W. I. Lewis noted: “At least two of the
speakers on Emancipation Day laid the strongest emphasis on the duty of
every man of the proper age paying his poll tax and registering. This one
prime duty of every citizen must not be neglected.”75

Rev. R. C. Ransome received thunderous applause at an AME confer-
ence in West Palm Beach when he “admonished the people that there was
a new era about to dawn. The boys from overseas would be coming home,
and as they had been fighting for democracy abroad, they would expect to
have the same brand of democracy at home—freedom of thought, equal
opportunity and [an] open door for every man. If democracy means any-
thing, it means just this.”76 Black Floridians organized numerous cere-
monies in honor of the collective sacrifices that the race had made in the
national war effort. “The great welcome home celebration for colored sol-
diers of Leon County will take place Tuesday, May 20th, at Bethel Baptist
church at 4 o’clock,” announced an African American in Tallahassee.
“They were not too proud to fight for us, and we are proud to welcome them
home.” The date for the celebration was no accident: African American com-
munities in middle Florida traditionally set aside May 20 as Emancipation
Day, a time to celebrate the end of slavery and to honor the institution’s
survivors.77 A month after the ceremony in Tallahassee, nine members of
the event’s committee became charter members of the town’s NAACP
branch.78

“Emancipation Day was enthusiastically celebrated in St. Petersburg,
under the auspices of the Colored Citizens Advancement Association,
Prof. R. H. Graham, president.” Mrs. P. T. Chaney read the Emancipation
Proclamation. “The colored soldiers took a prominent part in the big
parade, and a big chorus, directed by H. E. Richardson and Mrs. M. L.
Fields rendered patriotic music.”79 African Americans in Suwanee County
set aside a day of “patriotic rejoicing” with a parade, barbecue, and rally at
Florida Memorial College in honor of “every young man who served in
the army and navy in the great war.”80 T. S. Harris, a GOP leader at Live
Oak, gave the keynote address.81

Black Floridians drew from a rich testimonial culture to emphasize con-
nections between history, education, culture, and politics. Black organiza-
tions did more than commemorate black service in World War I. They
made connections between slavery, the Civil War, and the Great War,
tying these histories of struggle to the reconstruction of democracy after
the Armistice. Mary McLeod Bethune’s students at Daytona Normal
staged a “joint celebration of the birthdays of Washington, Lincoln and



the Negro orator and abolitionist, Frederick Douglass.” The Normal’s stu-
dents made a giant diorama depicting the presidents, Douglass, and black
slaves as well as “scenes showing the evolution of the Negro from a slave in
chains to the Negro of today as teacher, Red Cross nurse, soldier and
patriot. And over all waved the beloved flag of our common country.”
Bethune emphasized that men and women had shouldered the burdens of
citizenship in the war, and she forged an even stronger link between the
present and the past by inviting R. A. Scott, a former slave, to address the
audience. Scott’s talk was titled “Echoes of Emancipation.”82

Echoes of emancipation rang out all over Florida. A reception given at
Laura Street Presbyterian Church in Jacksonville in honor “of the young
men who are members of that church and have returned from overseas”
featured the “brief and highly interesting” speeches of the congregation’s
returned heroes from France. But Laura Street also reserved a place of
honor for the aging freedom fighters: Matthew M. Lewey, a combat vet-
eran of the 55th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment in the Civil War, “who
has a record for individual bravery on the front, was introduced and given
a respectful hearing, while he spoke with much interest of the days of his
youth fighting the battles of his country.”83 Lewey had been an elected
representative during Reconstruction. In 1884, he served as a delegate
from Alachua County to the statewide conference of African Americans
who forged the Independent movement. Twenty years later, the Indi-
anapolis Freeman referred to the fiery newspaper editor as “Florida’s most
polished diplomat and peerless leader.”84 The grand old man now broke
bread with a younger generation as determined to claim freedom’s wreath
as he had been over a half century earlier.

This joining of historical struggle with contemporary striving served as
a reminder that African Americans had for many generations proved their
loyalty to America. Such a message served as an organizing tool. At an
NAACP meeting in Jacksonville held in April 1919, African Americans
began the proceedings by singing the “Battle Hymn of the Republic.”
Mrs. C. C. Lewis read Paul Laurence Dunbar’s tribute to black Civil War
veterans, “The Colored Soldiers.” Dunbar’s poem had special significance
for black Floridians as it memorialized the bloodiest Civil War battle-
ground in Florida, Olustee, where scores of black soldiers had fallen. At
the conclusion of the meeting, seventeen new members were added to the
Jacksonville NAACP branch’s roster.85

African Americans celebrated the past in a way that bolstered their con-
temporary claims to equal citizenship. An African American correspondent
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reporting on the Newman Methodist Episcopal Church’s annual memor-
ial service in Key West noted that this ceremony was “their annual memo-
rial services for the unknown dead and also other heroes who fought for
freedom during the Civil War.” Surviving black Civil War veterans were
honored at the service. The keynote speaker, the Rev. D. W. Demps, chose
as the text of his sermon the belief that “if the son therefore make you free,
ye are free indeed.” Rev. Demps freely mixed religious text with African
American political history:

The speaker vividly pictured many historical facts that occurred on the
battlefield during the Civil War. Because of the noble part played by the
negro during the Civil War, also that of the recent war with Germany
and the allies, he exalted us as a race to stand together to sustain the
freedom for which the negro so nobly fought, bled and died that we not
only live, but while living enjoy the rights, principles, and freedom of
our country. He also placed great stress upon the word slavery by saying
“As long as we fail to recognize negro enterprises we are yet holding
ourselves as slaves.”86

In coupling the memory of the Civil War with the part played by African
Americans in the Great War, Rev. Demps reinvigorated the democratic
covenant of the Emancipation.87

African Americans in Jacksonville staged the largest black war victory
celebration held in Florida since the end of the Civil War. The “Wel-
come Home Parade” was a carefully planned and orchestrated act of
political assertion. On the surface, it resembled the storied march of the
369th Infantry held in New York City the previous February. There,
thirteen hundred black infantry soldiers and eighteen white officers,
fresh from active duty in France, marched down Fifth Avenue saluting
white dignitaries amidst roars of applause from spectators both black
and white.88

The Welcome Home Parade in Jacksonville was a more sophisticated
tool for social change than its New York counterpart was. Black Floridians
used the event to publicly and explicitly promote the idea that they had
made enormous contributions to their nation and that they were no longer
willing to endure the tyranny of Jim Crow. Each detail of the parade was
designed to emphasize black dignity and steadfastness in the face of adver-
sity. This was a carefully scripted, black-controlled event (neither Governor
Catts nor the chamber of commerce was invited to participate). The event



was organized by the black Public Safety Committee, an organization
chaired by Joseph E. Lee, Florida’s senior African American political
leader. Lee had regained his poise after his humiliating performance
before the 1916 chamber of commerce where he had promised to help
stem the tide of black workers out of Florida. African American social
activism in the war pushed the venerable Lee to craft a public event that
stated the case for equal citizenship in Florida. His organizers ensured
that, in contrast to the New York marchers, the soldiers that marched in
the Jacksonville parade would be led by black officers. More important,
the Jacksonville parade was designed to involve thousands of African
Americans as active participants rather than passive onlookers. The Public
Safety Committee recruited numerous black organizations to march with
the soldiers. Secret societies, labor unions, civic organizations, businesses,
groups with histories of sustaining mutual aid in black neighborhoods
and subscribing to the war effort were given major roles to play in the
parade. The point was to show that the entire community had con-
tributed to the Allied war effort. Children were asked to gather flowers
for a memorial to the fallen soldiers. Black schools and businesses created
ornate floats, while others donated automobiles to use during the
parade.89

After weeks of planning, May 1 finally arrived. At 7:00 on Thursday
evening, the city’s premier black brass bands struck up a martial tune and
seven hundred war veterans started to march crisply from State Street west
through throngs of cheering onlookers. “There they came,” marveled W. I.
Lewis, “that long olive brown column, those boys who suffered so much in
far away France, and upon the high seas; men who had learned to give a
hand to the fellow farther down in bivouac, in the trench, on the field, on
the hike; who displayed real humanity, forgetting silly race distinctions,
loving country and flag.”90 Captain E. W. Latson, mounted on an Arab
charger, led the veterans onto Davis Street, where they were joined by
members of the city’s leading fraternal orders including the Knights of
Pythias, the Odd Fellows, and the Masons. Members of the Pythians’ uni-
form rank regularly drilled for occasions such as this, and their uniforms,
hearkening back to the garb of the Union Army soldier, reinforced the
intergenerational theme of the day. As the marchers approached the inter-
section of Julia and North to “volleys of applause,” black labor unionists
swung into line and added their strength to the burgeoning procession. As
the vanguard of soldiers and sailors approached Lee and pivoted south
onto Forsyth, “Younger people rent the air with all sorts of jubilation,”
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and spectators were treated to the sight of ornate floats that had been
funded by the Afro-American Insurance Company, Walker’s Business
College, and other black-owned institutions. While the veterans sharply
executed a column left north onto Laura Street, members of the city’s
black clubs and civic groups swelled the march’s ranks. A delegation of
black veterans from St. Augustine, led by D. M. Pappy, a black Recon-
struction-era official and founding member of the Knights of Pythias,
marched in solidarity with their Jacksonville comrades.91 W. I. Lewis
exulted: “Aged men and women who had not seen so large a number of
soldiers of their race since the Civil War overran with a joy that showed
itself in yells, mingled with tears. . . . Ultimately there were so many par-
ticipants that it took an hour and a half for the parade to pass a given
point.”

The Public Safety Committee had planned the final destination of the
march with care. The marching contingent, now some five thousand
strong, made their way from Forsyth onto the campus of Stanton Public
School, an institution that rested “on a tract of land that was bought by the
fathers shortly after they were freed from slavery.” These were the grounds
where the Stanton High School choir first performed the song now known
as the Negro National Anthem: “Lift Every Voice and Sing.” Stanton’s
most illustrious headmaster, James Weldon Johnson, wrote the song for a
celebration of the birthdays of Frederick Douglass and Abraham Lincoln
in 1900.92

The speaker’s podium was flanked by a mammoth pyramid-shaped dis-
play of flowers gathered by children and their teachers as a memorial in
honor of African American soldiers who had been killed during the war.
African Americans were determined to remind each other—and their
white counterparts—that they had suffered in the name of democracy.
After the audience sang the “Star Spangled Banner,” Dr. J. A. Gregg, pres-
ident of Edward Waters College, president of the Jacksonville NAACP,
and a delegate to a new statewide civil rights organization, the Negro
Uplift Association, delivered the keynote address. “Today marks an epoch
in the history of the colored citizens of Jacksonville,” intoned Dr. Gregg.
He reminded the assembly, “Black men have fought in wars before in this
country; black soldiers have so fought for right and justice, and have so
maintained the honor of the stars and stripes in other days, that their brav-
ery and loyalty have become traditional.”93

The keynote speaker asked his listeners to think back on the opening
days of the Great War. Was it not evident that they had entered into the



war “to make the world safe for Democracy”? Subsequently, “new visions
of liberty and justice and righteousness were seen, and men, grim visaged
and determined, yet withal with their faces lighted by the sacred joy of
sacrifice and devotion for a cause that was to bring a larger degree of priv-
ilege, came forward and willingly made themselves sacrifices upon the
altar of this new hope, ready to suffer to the utmost that they and theirs
might enter into this new freedom.” Dedicating the flowers to black
Jacksonville’s “sacred dead,” Gregg turned to the men who had passed
through the rigors of service: “We welcome these returned soldiers with
outstretched arms and bring to them the garlands which they see tonight,
but for those who died for the cause, either in the cantonments or on the
battlefield, we dedicate this pyramid.” Pausing for a moment of silence,
Gregg promised, “Their bodies tonight are buried in the soil of France,
their last resting place made hallowed by the traditions of the land where
they fell and sanctified by their own sacrifice, and though they are not
here in person, I fully believe that their spirits commune with ours
tonight.”

Now gesturing to the massive assembly, Dr. Gregg observed, “Over here
our people have willingly met every call of the nation in self denial and
giving, and over there the two most outstanding things in the whole war
are that black men are the first Americans to have gained the highest
honors of war, the Croix de Guerre[,] and on the day of the signing of the
Armistice, the black troops were nearest the German lines before the
fortress of Metz.” After reciting a passage from Lincoln’s Gettysburg
Address, Gregg prayed for the newest generation of war dead: “May the
sacrifice of those dear boys be indeed not in vain. May we catch the spirit
they have exemplified and dedicate ourselves here tonight to the task of
keeping inviolable the institutions of this free and mighty nation that
promises freedom to the oppressed and life, liberty and the pursuit of
happiness to all.” Speaking of the great battle before them all, Gregg con-
cluded: “Let us not become disheartened, but give, as they have done, of
the best we have that the best may come back to us. Someone said, ‘Load
a gun with bullets and you kill a tyrant; load it with ideas and you kill
tyranny.’ ”

The Welcome Home Parade was a declaration of war on Jim Crow.
African Americans on the home front had initiated the call for a major
offensive against segregation. Now, returning veterans bolstered the cru-
sade. Corporal L. A. Alexander, an artilleryman from West Palm Beach,
demanded a redemptive outcome for himself and his comrades. Proudly

EMANCIPATION BETRAYED160



161ECHOES OF EMANCIPATION

noting that “we played our part in the great struggle for Democracy,”
Alexander sharply observed:

It was not until after the armistice was signed that we really saw our
hardest times overseas. The majority of our officers were white, and I
must say that some of them were real gentlemen, but on the other hand,
there were those who doubted them, that did not have the welfare of the
colored soldiers at heart whatever, but I voice the sentiment of every
colored soldier in the United States when I say that we are hoping and
expecting to reap the benefits of our toilsome struggles and that Democ-
racy in its fullest meaning will be for the betterment of the negro race as
it will be for all other races.94

Pioneer infantryman Henry Thomas agreed with his comrade from West
Palm Beach. After returning to Gadsden County to work on his parents’
farm, the young veteran became a charter member of the Greensboro
NAACP chapter.95 That chapter would soon help spearhead a voter regis-
tration drive in Gadsden. Political activism was nothing new in the Thomas
household. Henry’s father had served as the Gadsden County Republican
Party alternate delegate for the GOP’s 1916 statewide convention.96

The war against racial violence and segregation was foremost on the
minds of returning soldiers in Jacksonville who organized the League for
Democracy, a black veterans’ organization. Among the League’s foremost
goals were: “securing a just, fair and unprejudiced record of the achieve-
ments of the colored military in the histories used in the public schools
and to fight against the arch enemies of the race—lynching, jim-crowing,
disfranchisement, discrimination, inequality in educational advantages as
well as for justice in the courts and economic and industrial freedom.”97

On the other hand, white Floridians were determined to return to the
racial status quo as soon as possible. The duel for labor control was ever
present. The Jasper News opposed a veterans’ aid bill because it might also
benefit African American veterans: “Give to the nigger who saw service in
France one hundred dollars and forty acres of land . . . and the white man
will have to hew all the wood, and draw all the water.”98 Congressman
Frank Clark ridiculed the idea that black Floridians had played any mean-
ingful role in the Great War and desecrated the memories of African
American casualties. “This, according to Mr. Clark, was the extent of the
work done by the negro to make the world safe for democracy,” the Times-
Union chuckled. “He said that no more were killed in the war than in an



ordinary riot.”99 One of Clark’s constituents countered black hopes with
lethal warnings:

The Negro returned soldier who is full of the “equal rights” treatment
he got in Europe during the past months will do exceedingly well to
remember that for every one of him there are about a thousand white
returned soldiers who were completely fed up on the same equal rights
stuff over there, and they are not going to stand for one moment any
internal rot started by any yellow-faced coon who has the hellish idea
that he is as good as a white man or a white woman.100

THE POSTWAR STRIKE WAVE

African American workers in Florida launched a series of postwar organiz-
ing drives and strikes that simultaneously drew from and bolstered rising
expectations of social and economic justice.101 African American workers,
reinforced by a cohort of returning veterans, created their own interpreta-
tions of the meaning of the Great War upon their lives.102 In St. Petersburg,
“the union idea, having been stirred up here lately, is spreading and now
the negro women who do washing and ironing and general housework . . .
are to demand $3 a day, no matter what is their employment.”103 At the
end of October 1919, Crescent City “Negro orange pickers connected
with the Sawyer & Godfrey packing house went on strike last week,
demanding 10 cents per box for picking.”104 African American farm
laborers in Palatka began organizing a similar campaign for higher wages.
From a worker’s perspective the relative labor shortage brought about as a
result of the Great Migration was a blessed thing. One black newspaper
exulted: “Everywhere we hear the cry for labor almost at its own price.
Minors are paid $2.00 per day in the potato fields while skilled labor is
being offered 80 cents per hour and more.”105 One white man com-
plained that his fellow farmers “are showing a total loss of effort to get
together. Floating negro labor has demonstrated greater ability to this end
then we.”106

African American farm and forest workers battled to raise the hourly
wage rate as high as possible.107 Beating a tactical retreat, some local grow-
ers’ associations began offering $3.50 a day for field labor, a major increase
over the wages current just two years earlier, but still lower than what tur-
pentine and timber workers were demanding.108 The Florida Grower
admonished: “When the citrus fruit grower is called upon to divide his
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possible profits with the men who hoe his trees or pack his fruit we imagine
that the weeds will grow tall in his grove and we cannot imagine much
development taking place either here or anywhere in the world under such
a plan.”109 “Outside agitators” were blamed for labor strife, and Democra-
tic newspapers warned that strikes were being orchestrated by white polit-
ical forces. “Race relations are ticklish enough now,” lectured the Jasper
News. “The American Federation of Labor has decided to organize the
unorganized labor of the South. All the radical forces of the labor world
have their minds intent on organizing the negro farm labor of the
South.”110

Organized labor now had a golden opportunity to forge an interracial
alliance of working people in Florida. W. M. Watson, a black union leader
from Tampa, helped to draft the resolution on interracial cooperation that
was passed at the AFL’s 1919 national convention.111 But the resolution
had little impact on AFL affiliates such as the Boilermakers’ union in Pen-
sacola, which called for the expulsion of black workers from skilled trades
in the spring of 1919.112 By that summer, the Florida State Federation of
Labor (FSL) tentatively extended an olive branch to African American
workers. FSL president Richard B. Lovett answered a Florida newspaper
that criticized interracial cooperation by arguing that “he [the black
worker] is over-worked and under-paid, and has no chance whatever to
improve himself or his family because, with rare exceptions, he is not per-
mitted to earn more than will keep body and soul together.”113 At the
FSL’s convention however, the Miami building trades delegation threat-
ened to walk out if two black union representatives were seated. The state
federation cut a Faustian bargain with segregation. The New York Age
observed: “The labor federation of Florida made itself ridiculous by its
cowardly surrender of the first principles of the equality of labor, at the
sight of two dark skins. And yet these same workingmen want the support
of the colored laborers in their contests with capital and blame them when
they are forced into an attitude antagonistic to union labor.”114 Skilled
trade unionists from Pensacola to Miami were determined to exclude
African Americans from well-paying jobs and apprenticeship opportuni-
ties. Ironically, organized labor fell on the very dagger it had aimed at
African Americans as one strike after another went down to defeat. A
working class divided against itself had no hope of holding its own against
Florida’s powerful employers.

Meanwhile, growers struck back. In response to black unionizing efforts,
packinghouse owners in Crescent City as well as Eustis vowed to operate



on an “open shop basis,” or shut their plants down altogether.115 Farmers
in Seminole and Manatee Counties united to slash the daily wage rate
for farm labor, and citrus-belt growers agreed to impose a maximum pay
scale in their industry.116 Law enforcement officials aided and abetted
labor repression. When farm workers at one Leesburg grove quit after
the employer refused to pay $3.50 a day, they were arrested by a Lake
County sheriff.117 Law enforcement officials in Palatka arrested a black
“labor agitator,” charging him with “vagrancy and disturbing labor.” At
the same time, an African American woman was seized for trying to
recruit Putnam potato workers for better-paying work in Jacksonville.118

When African American waiters in Palm Beach threatened to strike, a
sheriff threatened the men with arrest, vowing that the strikers “would
be put to work, as peons, on the roads” and “stated that if any trouble
arose he, the sheriff, would not get hurt, but [warned] the Colored wait-
ers might.”119

Union organizing fueled class conflict in black communities. When
African American miners around Fort Meade began to join the Interna-
tional Union of Mine, Mill, and Smelter Workers, some black clergy
aided phosphate employers in impeding the effort.120 Rev. Mays, an
area minister, was given a car by a mine owner to aid in the mission of
paying anti-union propaganda visits to black miners’ homes. Once
black mine laborers discovered the purpose of his visits as well as his
source of income, however, they shunned him as a traitor to his race.121

Not one to admit defeat easily, Mays called a public meeting for the
“Welfare of the Colored People.” The white press noted with approval
that the minister is “endeavoring to carry out the mines’ idea of better-
ing the present condition of all colored citizens, especially the working
man.”122 African American miners rejected this overture. The Fort
Meade Leader noted: “Saturday night on Broadway, Prof. Mays, the col-
ored orator, delivered one of his good lectures to the members of his
race. Only a few of the colored people were out, however, but a large
number of white citizens listened with appreciation to the speaker’s elo-
quence in behalf of patriotism and the colored race.”123 The lack of an
African American audience did not stop a few ministers at this meeting
from drafting a statement of gratitude to area mine owners. The obse-
quious resolution was silent on the issues that were actually central to
the African American miners: wages, working conditions, and squalid
company housing.
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Over time, African American labor actions carried stronger overtones of
political insurgency. Black workers understood that their ability to organize
was circumscribed by their lack of political power. Tampa’s leading black
trade unionist, William Watson, proclaimed: “admission into labor unions
carries with it the prerequisite of the applicant being a registered voter with
his poll tax paid up.”124 An African American from nearby St. Petersburg
wrote: “There is much talk of a general strike by the colored laborers of all
classes. . . . Pamphlets have been circulated among them urging that they
demand equal rights with the white people, and it is claimed that the
[Knights of Pythias] is behind the movement which resulted in so many
colored men qualifying as voters by paying poll taxes.”125

At the onset of the Great Migration, black workers had sought to escape
the repressive conditions of Florida; now they struggled to change those
very same conditions. In doing this, African Americans increased their
knowledge of organizing. In activities ranging from petitioning the federal
government, unionizing, going out on strike, or paying their poll taxes,
black workers contributed to an upsurge in collective action and self-
activity among African Americans in Florida. Along the way, black work-
ing people pushed “race leaders” who collaborated with employers off the
stage of leadership. Now it was possible to forge an authentic political
movement.

Capitalizing on the momentum generated by African American activism,
a group of black leaders issued a call on February 5, 1919, for a statewide
civil rights convention to assemble in Ocala. Convention organizers issued
the call so “that we may formulate . . . and agree upon some workable
program whereby we may secure to ourselves and to our children the
enjoyment in larger measures the rights and privileges which are ours by
right.” The Negro Uplift Association was born. The NUA’s call mixed reli-
gious and secular imagery:

Our god is marching on. And out of His conquests surely something of
the good things for which we have labored and prayed shall be ours to
enjoy. . . . Let us be reminded that the world can go forward in the way
of ordered justice and right only as it shall concede and guarantee to us
Negro people more and more the enjoyment of life, liberty and pursuits
of happiness. So self-evident is this truth that there can be no better
proof of our patriotism and devotion to national ideals than is shown 
by our earnest insistence upon the enjoyment of these blessings by
ourselves and our race.126



The NUA sought to end lynching and to effect “the removal of individ-
ual political discrimination.” The organization wanted “fairer economic
and industrial conditions” and “adequate provisions for education and
better protection and care for delinquent children.” Leaders of the organi-
zation would be elected as delegates from their local communities. The
“Representative Negro” would now owe his or her position of leadership
to the people and not the white business establishment.

African Americans across the state began meeting to elect NUA dele-
gates in March.127 “The Negro Uplift Association movement is a live
wire in this St. Lucie County,” wrote a black correspondent on March 13.
“Prof. H. R. Jenkins, chairman, has held several meetings, and every
one of them drew out large crowds of interested people.” The corre-
spondent discussed the election of the delegates to the convention in
Ocala and noted that “there will be a mammoth mass-meeting held at
Fort Pierce, the county seat of St. Lucie county and at which time the
delegates and other citizens will be present.”128 St. Lucie’s black com-
munities in Viking, Jensen, Wabasso, and Fort Pierce energetically col-
lected NUA dues for the cause.129 A correspondent from Gifford urged
black Floridians to support NUA goals: “If you have race pride, if you
are loyal, if you want better opportunities, if you want better citizen-
ship, you can be depended upon [to] be present.”130 In Tallahassee, a
“very enthusiastic mass-meeting was held” for electing NUA delegates,
and “the chairman gave a very interesting address laying stress upon the
importance of the rural districts organizing in order to get the desired
results.”131

The Negro Uplift Association delegates and officers were men with deep
roots in their communities. At the local level, many of the NUA’s elected
delegates were members of new NAACP branches, older Republican Party
organizations, and political and fraternal orders. The NUA’s secretary,
S. H. Savage, was a prominent AME minister from Daytona.132 Lieu-
tenant R. E. S. Toomey, who appointed the initial NUA county chairs, was
a Spanish-American war veteran and a highly respected community leader
in Miami.133 J. S. LaRoche, NUA delegate from Marion County and a
state officer of the organization, was a senior member of the Grand United
Order of Odd Fellows in Ocala.134 Rev. S. H. Betts was an AME minister
known throughout the Panhandle as an outspoken advocate for black edu-
cation and civil rights.135

Delegates were often members of activist organizations. R. D. McLin,
from the St. Petersburg Civic League, a civil rights group, was the NUA
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chair for Pinellas County. J. S. Pottsdammer, an officer with the Tallahas-
see NAACP and a member of the Knights of Pythias, was the NUA chair
for Leon County. D. J. and B. J. Jones, brothers, businessmen, Pythians,
and organizers of the Lake City Republican Party, were NUA delegates, as
was Dr. W. S. Stevens, a member of the Knights of Pythias and a leader of
the Republican Party in Gadsden County. J. A. Gregg, president of the
Jacksonville NAACP, was a delegate from Jacksonville, as was W. W.
Andrews, Grand Chancellor of the Knights of Pythias. AME bishop John
Hurst, a strong advocate of civil rights and a national board member of the
NAACP, was a delegate at-large. The Pensacola Southern Protective Asso-
ciation, a group active in the fight against Jim Crow on the city’s streetcars,
affiliated as a body with the NUA.136

African American women were conspicuous by their absence in the
upper echelon of association leadership.137 On the local level, however,
evidence from two chapters suggests that they played a critical role in the
development of the organization. In the St. Lucie county NUA, four of
the seven elected officers were women.138 In Tallahassee, women served on
all of the branch’s committees.139 Still, women remained underrepresented
in the major positions of NUA leadership. Perhaps as a way of addressing
this weakness, Mary McLeod Bethune, president of the State Federation
of Colored Women’s Clubs, organized a “reconstruction conference”
during the Federation’s 1919 convention where NUA, NAACP, and “var-
ious women’s organizations in the State” conferred and listened to
addresses by Eartha White and R. E. S. Toomey among others.140 Bethune
provided a space where organizers could meet and confer with the women
of the Federation.

The Negro Uplift Association convention opened on April 23. Lieu-
tenant Toomey’s gavel brought the assembly to order, and a reporter noted:
“There were expressions of great surprise on every hand at the large
number of delegates in attendance.” The convention was organized into
workshops, break-out sessions, and plenary talks, held in Ocala’s Metro-
politan Theater. N. B. Young, president of Florida A & M College (and a
member of the Tallahassee NAACP), was a keynote speaker. Dr. Young
had always been a staunch opponent of disfranchisement, and his position
at a state-sponsored college was embattled as a result.141 Now he declared
that the South’s segregated school system “is fast dying out, and, with very
few exceptions, is a failure. He further said that some of the schools would
be far better off if they did not exist.”142 Dr. Young’s militant address set
the tone for the conference.



Dr. J. A. Gregg discussed the “status of the negro when he returns to
America from the blood-washed fields of France,” and Rev. A. L. James
also gave “a glowing tribute to the valor of the negro soldiers in France.” 
J. D. McCall of Ocala spoke on “The Economic Status of the Negro,” and
“urged a higher wage scale for negroes and a diversification of negro inter-
ests.” The only female speaker listed on the agenda of the convention,
Mrs. Evans from St. Lucie County, gave a presentation which summed up
African American thoughts on the present state of Florida politics: “This
Jim Crow Law Ain’t Right.”143

The Ocala convention deliberated on a course of action to bring
their anti–Jim Crow message to the Florida State Legislature. Dele-
gates chose several representatives to deliver a resolution to Governor
Catts and Florida state representatives in Tallahassee. The NUA repre-
sentatives “plead for better railroad conditions, protection against
lynching, a longer school term, and a colored superintendent for the
State Industrial School.” The NUA resolution called “attention to the
part Negroes played in winning the war by serving their country both
at home and abroad,” and argued that “the adoption by the legislature
of the recommendations of the petition would help to stem ‘the con-
tinuous, though quiet, exodus of the Negro from the South.’ ” NUA
representatives who presented the memorial to the state legislature
were men who exercised leadership positions in black organizations
throughout Florida: H. Y. Tookes, a Masonic lodge officer and AME
elder from Jefferson County; Rev. S. A. Owen, an AME minister and
political leader from Daytona; C. C. Manigault, a former city council
member from Jacksonville; Rev. Betts from Jackson County; NUA
state organizer Toomey; and R. G. Lee, NUA president and resident of
West Palm Beach.144

The NUA committee formally presented the memorial to the Florida
State Legislature in May. As the Senate clerk was in the act of reading the
NUA petition however, he was stopped by legislators when they discov-
ered that the petitioners were African Americans. “ ‘Offense was taken at
the signatures of persons who signed themselves ‘Lt.’, ‘Rev.’, and ‘Mr.’ ”145

These were titles reserved for members of the white elite. The clerk was
ordered to purge the petition from the Senate record.146 An African
American newspaper angrily noted: “The effrontery of the legislature in
Florida is regarded as one of the grossest insults ever perpetrated upon
any people, even in the darkest days of Russia and the ‘Hunniest’ days of
Germany.”147
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The abysmal failure of the Negro Uplift Association petition was an
important experience for black political organizers. Black Floridians had
presented a statement asking the governor and the state legislature to
acknowledge the dignity of African Americans, their contributions to the
war effort, and their rights to citizenship in the state. Had this petition
been presented in a more deferential spirit, with fewer controversial
themes, the legislature would likely have been willing to hear it. The NUA
delegates had failed to stoop and truckle sufficiently in order to gain an
audience with the white representatives. Unlike the 1916 staged meeting
between “representative Negroes” and the Jacksonville Chamber of Com-
merce, the NUA memorial was driven by a grassroots protest movement.
However, NUA delegates had made one strategic error. In truth, the
Florida legislature had little incentive to consider any petition from
African Americans. Outside of a few scattered areas, black Floridians had
been barred from voting or participating in state politics for decades. Now,
they were proposing changes in race relations without possessing any polit-
ical power. Asking for an extra appropriation for segregated schools was
one thing; asking for a longer school term and black control over the
school system (thus implying that the current system was dysfunctional)
was out of bounds.

Equally unacceptable was the NUA request to end lynching in the state.
Governor Catts countered an NAACP request to investigate a lynching in
Madison by responding: “You ask me to see that these lynchers are brought
to trial. This would be impossible to do as conditions are now in Florida,
for when a negro brute, or a white man, ravishes a white woman in the
State of Florida, there is no use having the people, who see that this man
meets death, brought to trial, even if you could find who they are; the cit-
izenship will not stand for it.”148 Catts couldn’t accept black Floridians as
citizens because if African Americans were included in the “citizenship,”
they would legislate against lynching.

This “newest era of Reconstruction,” as Mary McLeod Bethune called
it, required that concepts like citizenship, democracy, and economic secu-
rity be redefined and fought for. African Americans confronted the grim
reality that the sacrifices they had so recently made in European trenches,
in their workplaces, and in war support drives were being willfully ignored
by white Floridians. Worse, state officials used the absolute political power
they enjoyed as functionaries in a one-party state to oppose the struggles
of black workers on every front. Historian Rayford Logan observed:
“When Armistice sounded on November 11, 1918, few Negroes believed



that their country appreciated their services on the battlefield, behind the
lines or on the home front. . . . Negroes soon learned that the war by
which the world was to be ‘made safe for democracy’ would not revolu-
tionize their subordinate status in American society.”149

African Americans would have to make their own revolution, and the
first step in this process was regaining the ballot. Black Floridians inter-
preted the rejection of the NUA’s petition as a signal to carry their strug-
gle to the next level. The battle to end one-party rule in Florida began in
earnest.
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8

WITH BABIES IN THEIR ARMS

The Voter Registration Movement

My experience in the South has convinced me that no coming
together of Negro leaders to discuss anything that is not in
confirmation of what the South has already fixed for the Negro is
going to bear fruit. The one thing to my mind that is going to be
effective in dealing with the South is the use of force and always force.1

rev. john hurst

AME Bishop of Florida, January 1919

Men must register and pay their poll tax. This duty is absolutely
imperative on the part of every man. . . . Peace is here, and the citizen
who shirks from this elementary duty is not worthy of the name and
privilege of being a citizen. Now is the time when the ballot is
mightier than the bayonet, and every citizen should arm himself with
the ballot to do battle in the mighty conflicts coming.2

w. i. lewis

IN THE SPRING OF 1920, Clem Gandy tried to return a bottle of flavor-
ing extract that she had purchased at a store in Fort Meade. The white pro-
prietor brusquely refused to offer a refund. Feeling that she had been
discriminated against, Gandy contacted a local group, the Negro Welfare
League, for assistance. The organization sent a letter of protest to “practi-
cally every business and professional man” in Fort Meade “asking the white
people to reply to questions on how they stood in regard to the matter and
their opinions regarding the relations of the white and black races.”3



White businessmen in Polk County called a meeting to deal with the sit-
uation. Their power to exercise domination over black consumers had been
challenged, and they resolved to drive Gandy as well as G. B. R. Grant and
Lafayette S. Hankins, two officers of the Welfare League, out of town, “and
they did leave as quickly as possible.”4 The local press reported, “White
people here also decided that as far as they were concerned there would be
no more ‘Negro Welfare League’ nor would another circular letter similar
to the one sent . . . be considered for a moment.” The school board shut
down the school that Mr. Hankins served at as principal because “Hankins’
activities in connection with the Negro Welfare League were against the
best interests of the school and community.” Seeking to widen the growing
purge, whites sent threatening letters to other African Americans, ordering
them to leave the region.5 The Fort Meade Terror underscored white south-
erners’ grim resolve to maintain their domination over black people.

African Americans interpreted incidents like these as confirmation that
the only way to end the humiliation of Jim Crow was to break down one-
party rule in the South. On January 1, 1919—Emancipation Day—
African Americans in Jacksonville issued the first public calls to start a
voter registration movement. African Americans had always used Emanci-
pation Day as a time when they reminded each other and their white
neighbors that they had earned their citizenship, and now they used this
day of remembrance to plan for the future. Over the next several months
African Americans in twenty-eight counties organized voter registration
campaigns that congealed into a statewide movement aimed at shattering
white supremacy. Black Floridians believed that if they could decisively
participate in the 1920 presidential election they would be taking the first
steps toward regaining their rightful role in the republic. The Florida
movement was rooted in the history of struggle that African Americans
had forged between the end of slavery and the coming of World War I.
African Americans did not share identical ideas on politics, religion, and a
host of other issues; nevertheless, they broadly agreed on the necessity of
defeating the Jim Crow system.

African American women played a decisive role in the Florida move-
ment. Black Floridians were able to launch the voter registration move-
ment largely because the Nineteenth Amendment changed the fulcrum of
southern politics. African American women were more than ready to
exploit the opportunities that expanded suffrage offered.6 Mary McLeod
Bethune, Eartha White, and other female activists in Florida understood
that this was the moment they had been working for all their lives. History
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and historical memory played an animating role in the struggle. One
African American woman in Florida explained to the NAACP why she
risked her livelihood to vote: “My Dear Father helped to fight three years
[in the Civil War] to raise children as [R]epublicans and this year was the
first year I voted and it was cast for Harding. . . . All that is needed is to let
the southern white man know that the War of [18]63–4 and 5 has made
us free, and the negroes are no longer their slaves, and have the right to be
protected by our laws.”7 African Americans had preserved oral traditions
of slavery and service to the republic that reinforced their claims to equal
citizenship. This woman demonstrated a commitment to destroy Jim
Crow, a commitment sustained by her sisters in decades of struggle against
abusive employers, streetcar segregation, and disfranchisement. Black
women were confident that this was their time. Florida became the pivotal
battleground state in the struggle to end white supremacy.

FORGING A MOVEMENT

The Jacksonville branch of the National Alliance of Postal Employees, a
union of African American railway mail clerks, met at the home of A. J.
Gillis, a senior clerk, for their monthly meeting during the final week of
May 1919.8 D. H. Dwight, the union local’s president, recalled that the
older workers had organized the Alliance “to help our younger brother
coming into the service,” after all new black clerks were racially barred from
the Railway Mail Association, an American Federation of Labor affiliate, in
1913.9 Building on the soil of black fraternalism, the union became a cor-
nerstone of mutual aid, establishing a benefit fund that members in good
standing as well as their widows and children could depend on during hard
times. Dwight’s narrative of the union’s history emphasized the grievance
procedure that the clerks had negotiated with management as well as the
patriotic service that members had rendered during World War I.

After opening with prayer, members discussed union business and plans
for the Alliance’s national convention to be held later that year in
Jacksonville. The meeting’s final agenda item heralded a new day in
Florida. As the union’s recording secretary noted, “The committee
appointed to see that each local clerk had paid his poll tax and was duly
qualified as a citizen, and registered voter . . . reported that every clerk,
with one exception, possessed the proper credentials, and the one clerk
mentioned who had just become of age, gave assurance of obtaining the
necessary qualifications real soon.”10



In a society where younger folks are often identified as the catalysts of
social change, the image of older African Americans urging a young black
man to vote may seem odd. The clerks’ union was able to call upon its
members to risk the dangers of engaging in politics in Florida because the
union had woven together personal relationships of trust and reciprocity
that allowed members to survive Jim Crow.11 Senior unionists had earned
a level of respect among younger workers that gave their resolution on
paying poll taxes credibility. This credibility did not stem from the leaders’
race or their charisma or even their age; it was based on sustaining a labor
organization that served the needs of its membership.12

African Americans across Florida drew on bonds of solidarity nurtured by
organizations such as the National Alliance of Postal Employees and others
to create a statewide voter registration movement. The struggle was forged
by African Americans working in the kinds of institutions that had guaran-
teed survival in a harsh social order: secret societies, unions, women’s clubs,
churches, and other groups that bolstered black dignity and civic fraternal-
ism. Since the end of Reconstruction, black Floridians had used these orga-
nizations to cultivate the kinds of intergenerational affinities that must exist
for a large social movement to emerge.13 Taking advantage of the momen-
tum they had generated during the war years, male and female activists
transformed these organizations into spaces where they set about redefining
the meaning of citizenship in Jim Crow America.14

The barriers standing in the way of an honest election in Florida were
staggering. “I have talked with a great many of the negros, and they all want
to vote the Republican Ticket,” Louis J. Brinkman, an Aucilla resident
noted, “but they tell me they fear their votes will be throwed out.”15

Florida’s election machinery was in the hands of unabashedly corrupt offi-
cials. Political violence also loomed as a barrier to participation. NAACP
official Walter White traveled to Florida incognito—he was able to pass for
white—to report on the obstacles faced by the Florida movement. He tes-
tified that African Americans in Orange County were mocked by white reg-
istrars: “A White lawyer told me laughingly of how a Negro would approach
a registration booth in his county, Orange, and ask if he could register. The
officials there, in most cases of the poorer order of whites, would reply, ‘Oh,
yes, you can register, but I want to tell you something. Some God damn
black ——— is going to get killed about this voting business yet.”16

Organizing a movement in the shadow of terror requires a means of
recruitment, a shared commitment to take risks, and a social program
based on the needs of the aggrieved. Black Floridians conceived of the
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ballot as a mechanism for launching a decisive struggle against racial
oppression. This assertive approach to politics—addressing the most press-
ing social issues of the day instead of shrinking from them—is one key to
understanding why so many black Floridians would risk their lives and
livelihoods to participate in this campaign. Rev. E. J. W. Day in De Soto
County informed Warren G. Harding that he would be organizing on
Harding’s behalf because he and his people expected the GOP to do some-
thing about lynching in the South.17 The editors of the Pensacola Colored
Citizen answered the question “Why the Negro Should Register 3,000
Votes” with reasons grounded in the experience of black workers:

Another law that works against the black man, is the one wherein a
labor agent is compelled to pay a license of $2500, if he gives him trans-
portation to another place; if the man is out of work, and some one
wants to send him to another place where he can make an honest living
at good wages, he must sneak here and there like a hunted criminal to
meet the agent who will furnish transportation. Can not the Negro see
that this law, a relic of slavery is against him? Why not register and vote
some one to the legislature who will work for the repeal of this old time
slavery law.18

The Colored Citizen framed voting as a way to smash a repressive labor
system that had all the hallmarks of slavery. African American workers had
carried this burden since emancipation, and their latest efforts had borne
fruit in the guise of the Great Migration and the postwar strike wave. Now,
a distinctively pro-labor political agenda was at the heart of black politics.
An AME Zion church official in Pensacola offered equally meaningful rea-
sons to join the movement:

We are urging our folks to register and vote for the same reason that
other people are registering and voting. We want full protection of the
law, representation where we are concerned, decent public accommoda-
tions; for equal pay, better schools and a living wage for our teachers,
womanhood respected regardless of color, good roads, a fair share of
public improvements and the free and unabridged right to vote like any
other American citizens.19

Black Floridians expanded the idea of democracy to encompass con-
cerns and issues that impacted the entire community.20 African Americans
achieved this sophistication by organizing discussion forums known in



Jacksonville as “citizens’ meetings” to generate face-to-face conversations
about politics. At these meetings, African Americans discussed women’s
suffrage, black history, and the recent war, and they learned how to pay
their poll taxes and register to vote. These were not meetings where a
pedantic elite taught the masses about politics. Participants in these gath-
erings voiced their own desires and ideas about a democratic future where
their families and communities would be respected and treated with dig-
nity. Individuals who were planning to vote for the first time in their lives
were able to imagine themselves transforming the social fabric of American
society.21 African Americans simultaneously tried to transform the Repub-
lican Party into a vehicle that would end one-party rule in Florida. This
meant shaking the GOP loose from its Lily-White moorings, and uncou-
pling southern Republicanism from patronage politics.

African American women took the lead in building the Florida move-
ment. Female activists created a shared language of political struggle that
drew from their decades of experience in promoting mutual aid and com-
bating white supremacy. Black women used their statewide connections in
religious organizations and the Florida State Federation of Colored
Women’s Clubs to help spread the word about tactics used in local orga-
nizing drives. A month after the first public call to register to vote had
been issued, Mrs. Louise Genwright announced that the Allen Christian
Endeavor City Union would sponsor a “series of Christian citizenship
meetings.” Genwright insisted that in this initiative, “the officers are deter-
mined that these organizations shall be of real benefit to the race in a polit-
ical as well as a spiritual way.” The topic of discussion at this first Christian
citizenship meeting was: “How to Make Every Colored Man in Duval
County a Qualified Voter.”22 Invoking imagery from the New Testament,
Louise Genwright exhorted African Americans by pointing out that “Jesus
Christ fed the hungry, gave sight to the blind and helped men physically
as well as spiritually and we must help others and thereby help ourselves as
this is our only hope.”23

Women’s clubs mobilized to spread the voting drive. The Brooklyn Cit-
izens and Improvement Club met at the home of Mrs. Sadie Ash Bordner
to hear “Rev. A. P. Postell deliver a very interesting address which was
enjoyed by all. Many men have qualified themselves to vote through the
activities of this club since its last meeting.”24 These men became qualified
voters thanks to the efforts of a club whose members did not yet even
enjoy suffrage rights. The Brooklyn club was a part of the City and State
Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs, and for many years emphasized
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equal citizenship, voting rights, and the commemoration of Emancipation
Day.25 In a previous election, Jacksonville’s black women’s clubs had
“placed slides in public places appealing to men to pay their poll taxes and
register so as to be qualified to vote and won support from the city for a
black playground and addressed Duval County Commissioners for better
treatment for prisoners.”26 African American women were determined to
expand the Florida movement.

On May 24, a week after the Negro Uplift Association’s petition for jus-
tice was rejected by the state legislature, the Knights of Pythias convened
their State Lodge meeting in Tampa. Approximately one out of every six
adult black males in the state belonged to the order.27 After discussing the
KOP’s role in the Great War at home and abroad, the Pythians passed a
historic resolution by universal acclamation. Members solemnly bound
each other to pay their poll taxes and register to vote in their home com-
munities.28 Any member who failed to do this by the end of the year would
be expelled from his lodge. Fifteen thousand African American men joined
the Florida movement. The Knights’ resolution flowed logically from the
organization’s time-honored principles: to “destroy caste and color preju-
dices; to relieve the needs and afford succor to a brother; to elevate man to
a higher plane of intelligence, morality and social equality; to administer
to the sick and suffering.” As KOP members returned to their home coun-
ties, what had started as a series of important local voter registration cam-
paigns solidified into a statewide movement.

The KOP oath had such a powerful effect in Florida because it was
based on years of sick visits, shared labor, and democratic practices. If such
a resolution had been issued by an organization that did not have the con-
fidence and respect of Florida’s African American communities, it would
have been meaningless. In St. Petersburg, the Associated Negro Press
reported: “Pamphlets have been circulated among them urging that they
demand equal rights with the white people, and it is claimed that the K. of
P. society is behind the movement which resulted in so many colored men
qualifying as voters by paying poll taxes. The lodge practically ordered the
members to pay up, and qualify as voters.”29 In Jacksonville, W. I. Lewis
reported that in W. P. Ross Lodge No. 7, KOP, “nearly every man in this
lodge is a registered voter. . . . For some time it has been made a prerequi-
site in this lodge for all members to be qualified voters, and with the main
reminders now afloat, this requirement has gained greater emphasis.” The
Knights’ resolution had a snowballing effect as other secret societies began
to require or at least urge their members to register to vote.30



W. E. B. Du Bois published a letter detailing the impact of the KOP’s
resolution on voting in the Crisis:

This revival of the Negro’s interest in becoming registered and paying
his poll-tax began last May when the Grand Lodge Knights of Pythias
passed a resolution prohibiting any member from entering the lodge in
the state of Florida after January 1, 1920, until he had registered and
paid his poll taxes. The Knights of Pythias has a membership of fifteen
thousand men of voting age. It is a question in my mind whether this
resolution could have been enforced had any member objected in the
courts but no one objected, hence the other fraternities followed suit
and as a result we have a heavy registration of Negro voters which has
already had a telling effect on the attitude of white men toward the
Negro.31

While the impetus for postwar political activism has often been credited
to a younger, more radical generation—the New Negro—the story in
Florida is much different. The idea of the New Negro has always rested on
the assumption that postwar militancy replaced decades of African American
acquiescence or accommodation. This heroic narrative has almost always
favored the romantic image of a future-oriented vanguard, primarily male,
mainly based in the North, who used their individual talents to lead the
race beginning in the early 1920s. From the very beginning however, black
Floridians collectively fought unequal treatment in numerous ways rang-
ing from acts of armed self-defense to protests against segregated streetcars
to strikes. The intensity of the struggle ebbed and flowed with the vicissi-
tudes of time, but it was continuous nonetheless. In fraternal organiza-
tions like the Knights of Pythias, African Americans created relationships
of trust and social spaces necessary for a social movement to emerge. These
relationships were knitted together through the practice of mutual aid.
This rules-based solidarity meant that older African Americans who ush-
ered newer members into unions, secret societies, and women’s clubs
played leading roles in local movements. Black Floridians were building an
intergenerational social movement that drew from the creative energies of
young and old alike.

In the midst of this great political revival Joseph E. Lee returned to the
grass roots. The grand old man of Florida politics had served in political
office in one capacity or another going back to the time of Reconstruction.
He had once served as municipal judge in Jacksonville and later bene-
fited from the politics of federal GOP patronage.32 Lee held the federal
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post of collector of internal revenue in Jacksonville until 1913, when
Woodrow Wilson’s purge of southern black office holders began in
earnest.33 Things went from bad to worse when Lee was excoriated by
black trade unionists for cooperating with the Jacksonville Chamber of
Commerce’s drive to stop African American workers from leaving the
state. The nascent Florida movement convinced Lee that mass black poli-
tics were once again possible, and he sought to transform the moribund
Republican Party into the “party of human rights” that Jacksonville min-
ister J. Milton Waldron had envisioned three decades earlier.34 At age sev-
enty and in failing health, Lee knew that this would be the final crusade of
his life.

In March 1919, Lee convened a meeting at his law office to organize the
“Central Republican Club of Duval County” (CRC).35 Over the next few
months, Lee brought together veteran organizers and community activists
to take part in the new association. The “citizens’ meetings,” one-part
voter education seminars and one-part discussion group, were the linchpin
of the CRC’s recruitment efforts. These meetings were designed to build
the base of a new African American–led Republican Party as well as to
stoke the fires of the voter registration campaign.

The citizens’ meetings were generally held in churches. On June 8, the
club met at Mt. Zion AME, which was led by Rev. R. A. Grant, a charter
member of the Jacksonville NAACP. At the meeting, “there was a good
attendance of members of the church, friends from different parts of the
city and club members, who occupied reserved pews and wore badges.”36

I. L. Purcell, a legal strategist of the 1905 streetcar boycott in Jacksonville
against segregation, facilitated the meeting. The meeting began with
singing. Eartha M. M. White led a discussion on women’s suffrage. News-
paper editor W. I. Lewis answered questions on “Poll Tax and Registra-
tion.” Joseph Lee gave an address, “The Colored Man, His Prerogatives
and Duties.”37 Lee expressed his excitement at the energetic participation
of the audience, and after receiving a wave of applause, he made a call for
new members. Membership requirements were clear: all prospective appli-
cants had to bring their poll tax receipts to the meeting. The CRC wel-
comed fifty new members into the organization that evening.

Over the next few months, the Central Republican Club continued to
build its membership base while strengthening its connection to fraternal,
religious, and political organizations that enjoyed statewide and national
ties. Eartha White’s participation linked the club to the Florida State Fed-
eration of Colored Women’s Clubs. In addition, speakers with ties to the



Negro Uplift Association and the Florida NAACP participated in Repub-
lican Club gatherings. Other visitors to Republican Club meetings
included Nathan B. Young, the president of Florida A & M College and a
secret NAACP sympathizer.38 These connections helped African Americans
in Jacksonville spread the word about what they were trying to do to
activists throughout the state.

At a citizens’ meeting held at Grant’s Memorial AME Church, a famil-
iar figure from Florida’s past took the podium. It had been over thirty years
since M. M. Lewey had been treacherously stricken from his party’s ticket
by white Republicans in Alachua County. Now, the Civil War veteran
spoke to the participants of the meeting about the intricacies of the poll
tax and voter registration.39 At the same meeting, I. L. Purcell led a discus-
sion on the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, and S. H.
Hart, Jr., a lawyer (and World War I veteran), talked about “Citizenship
under the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution of the United
States.”40 At another citizens’ meeting, newspaper editor Lewis led a dis-
cussion on Frederick Douglass, and “many men in the audience afterwards
gave their names to become members of the club, and all were delighted to
know the nature and aim of the club.”41 Club speakers redoubled their
efforts to educate young and old alike about politics and American history
with the goal of urging them to make history in the present by registering
to vote.

Speakers at the citizens’ meetings facilitated discussions on more recent
political history, giving concrete reasons why participants should reclaim
their citizenship. R. P. Crawford answered an address titled “Why Our
People Should Qualify for the Presidential Election of 1920” by remark-
ing on “the peculiar incidents and events relating directly to his race in the
attitude of the national government and its administration in the past
seven years.”42 By February 20, 1920, when club members gave speeches
celebrating the birthdays of Frederick Douglass and Abraham Lincoln,
350 African Americans were members of the Duval County Central
Republican Club.43

Joseph E. Lee and his organizers had created a public forum where ener-
getic discussions on politics could take place. Using the citizens’ meetings
as a participatory vehicle, African Americans democratized the Republican
Party. The new party that they were building pledged itself to the defense
of the Reconstruction amendments, political equality, and full participa-
tion in contemporary politics. In the process, African Americans had jetti-
soned the “Black and Tan” patronage politics that delivered token
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appointments to a few black middle-class leaders in favor of grassroots
democracy.44

The core organizations of the Jacksonville movement—including the
clerks’ union, women’s clubs, churches, and the CRC—succeeded in
recruiting new members and building the voter registration campaign
because they had created a space for organizing to occur. Within these
spaces, African Americans talked to each other about social change and
crafted the techniques to make change happen. In sum, these organiza-
tions sponsored what civil rights activists of a later era might have termed
“citizenship schools.” These schools taught members the rudiments of
voter registration, sponsored talks on political issues, and provided African
Americans with forums to define their own agendas.45

The Jacksonville movement was based solidly in the black working class.
While no complete record of voter registrants exists, it is possible to par-
tially recover a sense of who registered to vote in Jacksonville by cross-
checking a set of NAACP affidavits submitted to the U.S. Congress in
1920 with census and city directory records.46 Out of this list of 682
African Americans who tried to vote in 1920, the greatest number—
224—came from households headed by common laborers. One hundred
and fifteen African American female voter registrants came from house-
holds headed by laundresses or domestic workers. The bulk of the regis-
trants were employed as manual or low-wage service workers. After
laborers and domestics, porters, railway firemen, and hack drivers headed
the list of voters. A smaller number of teamsters, building trades workers,
cooks, barbers, and teachers rounded out the group.47 Jacksonville had
been a major way station for the Great Migration out of the South. Now,
African American workers planned to deal with Jim Crow on its own turf,
and their weapon was the ballot.

The voter registration movement took a toll on Joseph Lee’s health. At
age seventy, he was taxing his body severely. In the heady days of 1919, he
delivered numerous addresses that stressed the passing of leadership to the
younger generation of black Floridians.48 By the end of the year however,
Lee’s health had deteriorated and he began missing citizens’ meetings.49 As
the new year dawned, Lee again took ill and was confined to his bed for
two weeks. But there was too much work to be done to allow infirmities
to take over. Lifting himself out of his sickbed in mid-February, Judge Lee
presided at the state Republican convention in Palatka. While at the con-
vention, he contracted a severe cold. A few weeks later, Joseph E. Lee was
found dead at his office desk. Condolences to his family poured in from



across the state.50 Lee’s life spanned three generations. As an elected Recon-
struction official in Florida, he had seen black political power flow and ebb
until the shroud of Jim Crow fell over African Americans in the state.
With his people, he had spent forty years in the political wilderness. Along
the way, Lee had abandoned popular politics for the patronage politics of
the southern GOP. But safety had its own costs. By the era of the Great
Migration, Lee’s cautious style of leadership was being openly challenged.
As African Americans struggled to regain the ballot, Joseph Lee returned
to the fray, providing an inestimable blend of leadership, organizing skills,
and élan to black Republicanism. He believed that the GOP should con-
sist of ordinary people and not just wealthy businessmen moving into the
state. Judge Lee would not pass over with black Floridians to the promised
land, but he had helped them find a path out of the desert.

GAINING MOMENTUM

If the voter registration campaign was to gain momentum across the state,
activists had to grapple with the fact that many African Americans did not
possess the resources needed to pay their poll taxes. The state of Florida
imposed an extra burden on the poor by requiring two years’ payment of
poll taxes before giving the applicant a voter registration certificate.51 The
Civic League for Colored People of St. Petersburg, organized in April,
1919, solved this problem. This group, led by Rev. R. D. McLin, pastor of
Bethel AME and chair of the city’s Negro Uplift Association chapter,
pooled resources in order to provide funds for poorer black citizens to pay
their poll tax. The Civic League help pay poll taxes for nearly four hundred
voters.52

Like their Jacksonville counterparts, Civic League activists convened
meetings where African Americans talked about politics and learned the
intricacies of voter registration. The League built the St. Petersburg move-
ment by agitating on behalf of education and economic justice. To save the
city’s failing black schools, the organization proposed to “make efforts for a
longer school term by every man paying his poll tax, that our strength may
be considered by the school board when lining up for the next term of
school.”53 Women played a leading role in the Civic League. Clara Blackman
and other local organizers helped African American women prepare to
engage in electoral politics through voter education workshops and by
closely studying local and national political issues. Building on the increas-
ing pace of black labor activism, Blackman noted that the Civic League
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helped spur the growth of an “Organized Women’s Labor Union.”54 The
League’s activism paid large dividends. A year later when black organizers
created the St. Petersburg Harding-Coolidge Club, five hundred African
Americans immediately joined the organization.55 When women’s suffrage
came to St. Petersburg, African American women were ready. More than
one hundred domestic workers registered to vote in a single day.56

The oath that members of the Colored Knights of Pythias took to pay
their poll taxes and register to vote had a deep impact on the voter regis-
tration movement in smaller towns and rural communities where the KOP
drew upon and strengthened existing practices of mutual aid. In Sanford,
which featured a “flourishing Pythian lodge,” the white press reported that
black men were out-registering their white counterparts in two precincts
as late as September 24, 1920.57 Black voter registration was also particu-
larly strong in Starke, the seat of Bradford County, which dedicated a new
KOP Lodge in September 1920.58 African Americans in Tallahassee,
another bastion of the Pythians and the Courts of Calanthe, were likewise
on the move. In two city precincts at least 287 African American women
would register to vote.59

Gadsden County was at the heart of the Florida movement. A. I. Dixie
recalled during his youth that “about all the Colored folks” in the rural
county were Pythians, and observed that the Knights played a crucial role
in the voter registration struggle in Gadsden.60 Nearly three-quarters of a
century later, the Colored Knights of Pythias pledge lives on in Mr. Dixie’s
memory: “Well, the black people were trying to get together for equal
rights, and this preacher that my brother was telling you about well he was
a Knight of Pythias (that was an order) and he told the boys, he said, ‘we
took an oath to stand together,’ and they did.”

The state Vice Grand Chancellor of the Colored Knights of Pythias, Dr.
W. S. Stevens, lived and worked in Gadsden County. Stevens arrived in
Quincy in 1905 fresh from Meharry Medical College, planning to serve
out a brief medical apprenticeship in the tobacco town and then set up a
practice in a larger, more promising city. Dr. Stevens was intimately
acquainted with the mores of white supremacy. His mother died when he
was a small child, and his uncle, who lived in Tallahassee, adopted him.
One Sunday afternoon after coming home from church, Stevens’s uncle
was summoned to the door by a group of white men. For a reason never
discovered, the white men shot and killed Stevens’s uncle in front of his
wife and children in broad daylight. No charges were filed. Under the dic-
tates of Jim Crow, the white men had committed no crime.61



Dr. Stevens had not planned to stay long in Gadsden County, but when
he packed up to leave, local African Americans, suffering from a severe lack
of access to health care—a grim hallmark of legal segregation—begged the
county’s only black doctor to stay, saying, “No Doc, we need you right
here.”62 W. S. Stevens stayed in Quincy for the rest of his life. Combining
his medical practice with a sharp business acumen, he gained the trust and
respect of local black residents. White residents, however, were ambivalent
about “Doc Stevens.” On the one hand, he provided the only reliable med-
ical care system for the region’s tobacco plantation workers. On the other
hand, he enraged the area medical establishment when he attempted to
open a black hospital. White vigilantes bombed the hospital (which never
opened) and shot into Dr. Stevens’s house. Stevens’s assertiveness endeared
him to local African Americans, and he assumed a leadership role in the
local Pythian lodge. In 1916 he was elected a delegate to the state Republi-
can convention.63 In 1919, Stevens was elected a delegate from Gadsden to
attend the Negro Uplift Association convention in Ocala.64

Dr. Stevens plunged his lodge’s resources into the local voter registration
drive. His daughter remembered: “The Knights of Pythias was behind the
drive for voting,” and “Daddy said they [white people] didn’t want the
people to be educated on their own voting and their rights, they didn’t
want them to have a hospital, didn’t want them to have nothing.”65 Dr.
Stevens understood that he was in a race against time. Once local Demo-
crats caught word that the lodge was promoting the registration drive, retal-
iation was certain to follow. Pythians as well as members of their sister
organization, the Courts of Calanthe, gathered under the guise of local
lodge meetings in order to hold workshops on voter registration.66 In this
endeavor, Stevens was assisted by Rev. T. Phillyaw, a pastor and leader of
the local KOP.67

As the struggle gained momentum in Quincy, two critical allies emerged
in the countryside. T. L. Sweet, secretary of the Harding-Coolidge Club in
nearby River Junction, began to facilitate voter registration meetings
there.68 The Greensboro NAACP branch, which consisted mainly of farm-
ers and farm laborers, took up the same work in their locale.69 J. T. Smith,
a farmer and the president of the Greensboro NAACP, explained the bar-
riers that African Americans in rural Florida faced when trying to register
and vote: “The white peoples are very hot here on the account of the elec-
tion. Some says they will be blood spilt here that day, and some say they
will not let us vote they close out the Redistration Books A head of time as
to keep some of our Peoples from redstring.”70 The sheriff of Gadsden
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County also warned that special deputies would be waiting at the polls on
Election Day with handcuffs in order to arrest “ex convicts, who have reg-
istered as qualified voters.”71

Nevertheless, with the NAACP covering Greensboro, the Harding-
Coolidge Club at River Junction, and the KOP in Quincy, the Gadsden
County movement flourished. In late September, a terrified white resident
reported: “Quite a number of our women were at [River] Junction regis-
tering Monday afternoon, but we feel that something should be done
quickly to arouse the white women of this and all other places and to help
them see [and] realize the vast importance of registering to vote. . . . To
date, of 112 who have registered here, only 36 are white; while the books
show 76 newly qualified negro voters and only 8 white men.”72

Black Floridians continued to approach registration officers despite
threats from white officials. The methods that African Americans used in
this struggle illuminate the ways in which social movements may emerge
in repressive societies. Black Floridians mobilized primarily through the
two institutions most central to their communities’ survival: their secret
societies and their churches. These institutions played a pivotal role in the
statewide voter registration struggle in part because their internal opera-
tions were not accessible to white Floridians. Rev. W. N. Mitchell, a Madi-
son County pastor, told GOP presidential candidate Warren G. Harding,
“Your Nomination for the Republican President braught Rays of Sunshine
to the Colored Voters of Florida. . . . We are sending you hearty congratu-
lations. I have organized a Club in my church named the Harding Club.
We meet every Thursday evening to discuss plans for the coming Nov.
election which we hope you will win.”73 This transformation from church
to political club made the task of organizing all the more easier.

Further to the south in phosphate country, black political organizing
would require an equally high level of internal cooperation. Democratic
officials valued white supremacy as much as they treasured the powdery
mineral that made their benefactors rich. Polk County judge Kelsey Blan-
ton was enraged that African Americans were trying to regain their citi-
zenship rights. In an “Open Letter” to the state Democratic executive
committee, Judge Blanton sounded the alarm:

Many millions of black men in a country where social equality is denied
them can only be a menace to the whites under any circumstances
whatsoever. There can be no such thing as the exercise of political rights
by the negro without threatening and disturbing the white man’s social



status and the continuous occasion for racial conflict. Rape and riot
have followed in the wake of this disturbance of the social status. . . .
The Anglo-Saxon possesses greater genius for government than any
other people and no thoughtful person could expect him to surrender
one of the chief objects of his pride to junglemen from Africa or their
near offspring.74

The corollary of Judge Blanton’s white supremacist logic was violence.
When a black railroad porter was lynched in the county for possessing
knowledge of an affair between a white railroad porter and a married white
woman, a white citizen acknowledged, “It was a terrible tragedy. Yet no
more than what goes on all the time.”75 African Americans in Lakeland,
the county seat, held out hope for a better day. In 1913, hundreds of black
residents from the county had energetically celebrated the fiftieth anniver-
sary of their emancipation. “The success of this celebration,” remarked a
Lakeland correspondent, “bespeaks great credit to the willingness of our
people to co-operate in a good movement and carry it through to a suc-
cessful conclusion.”76 A year later, members of Harmony Baptist Church
had joined in a national day of protest against segregation on the nation’s
railroads, staging a special prayer service against Jim Crow.77

Six years later, Lakeland became a hotbed of African American political
activity. The Lakeland Star shrieked: “There is one thing happening in
Lakeland right now that is causing too much of this color line elimination
business to be shown, and it don’t set very well with the white people of
the South.”78 Two weeks after the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment,
the Star fumed that black women were out-registering their white coun-
terparts.79 Democrats searched the town for mysterious white organizers
who were said to be “coercing” black people to register. They promised
African Americans that they would drive these white troublemakers out of
town, but received no cooperation from the black community in this
search.80 In the meantime, over five hundred African Americans in Lake-
land registered to vote.81 On the eve of the election, the truth finally
dawned on the Democrats: black citizens in Polk County had used the
local Pythian lodge as their primary organizing vehicle.82 The veil of
secrecy confused white Democrats in Lakeland and other towns across the
state, who repeatedly failed to cut off local registration efforts at their
source.

Conservative officials across the state heard shocking rumors about res-
olutions that were being passed in black secret societies and churches, but
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they did not understand how African Americans were organizing. Hamilton
County Democrats faced an upsurge in black voter registration and wailed
that “the negroes are being led to believe that they have as much right to
rule the country and dictate the officers thereof as does the white people of
this county,” but they could not discover the source of the local move-
ment.83 Unable to pierce the veil of secrecy that governed African American
organizations, the Democrats foolishly went looking for white “race agita-
tors” or the “mysterious forces” said to be behind the struggle. Meanwhile,
black organizers redoubled their efforts.84

In Suwannee County, fraternal lodge leader T. S. Harris traced his polit-
ical activism back to the early post-Reconstruction years.85 In 1890, Harris
had been a member of the “Colored Man’s Political Protective League,” an
organization that vowed that “No Longer Will They Be Used by a Hand-
ful of White Republicans.”86 In 1916, Harris served as a delegate to the
state Republican Party convention.87 Now, Harris was conducting voter
education meetings with black women and men, and his counterparts in
African American secret societies in Live Oak were doing the same thing.88

At least 408 men and 256 women registered by the end of the registration
period.89 Suwannee County resident J. L. Brundridge told Warren Hard-
ing that Democrats were slandering black political aims by “going thru the
South making speeches to the effect that if the Republican Party is elected
the Negro will be permisible to marry & intermingle with the whites
which of course is not so and it is not what the Southern Negro wants. We
only want justus & we know when we get it.”90 The threat of political vio-
lence hovered over African Americans in Suwannee. Brundridge con-
cluded his letter to Harding with the plea: “I am a Poor Southern Negro.
Please don’t expose my note.”

WOMEN AND THE BALLOT

When African American women became eligible to vote, the Florida voter
registration movement gained new life. To say that African American
women played a momentous role in the movement would be an under-
statement. From the time that four black women in Gainesville registered
to vote on September 1, 1920, to the day of the election, black women
were the movement.91 The Southwestern Christian Advocate asserted
that African American women in Florida accounted for a remarkable
40 percent of total women’s voter registration in the state. “Remember-
ing that Negroes constitute only 41 percent of Florida’s total population,



the Advocate noted, “it appears that Negro women are doing well and
giving good account of their use of the franchise right.”92 While African
American women had played important roles in black political organiza-
tions all along, the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment and the
coming of suffrage gave a new impetus to women’s organizing efforts.
Black women evaluated the political parties at least partially on the basis of
their respective stances on women’s suffrage. In Florida, U.S. senator
Duncan U. Fletcher and Rep. Clark were identified with the antisuffrage
wing of the Democratic Party. Clark equated the prospect of black women
voting with “feminism, socialism and negroism,” predicting that the pas-
sage of suffrage would usher in a race war in the South.93 African American
women in Florida applauded candidate Warren Harding’s early statements
in support of civil rights and women’s suffrage.94 Mary McLeod Bethune
sent a telegram to Harding conveying to him “sincere thanks for Liberal
suffrage statements.”95 After the ratification of expanded suffrage, Eartha
White promised Harding “that you may depend upon us; and . . . you will
find us to be one hundred per cent american republican citizens.”96

The State Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs continued its support
for the Florida movement by encouraging African American women to
form autonomous Republican clubs. Female activists in Fort Pierce cre-
ated their own organization and filled all of its leadership positions with
women.97 In other cases federation women engaged in activist work with
their husbands. For example, Mrs. Emma J. Colyer of Orlando, chair of
the state federation’s executive board, was married to J. A. Colyer, a dele-
gate from Orange County to the Negro Uplift Association. Mrs. Colyer
also served as the state grand worthy counselor of the Courts of Calan-
the.98 Colyer, along with her Orange County Calanthean sisters, attended
the Pythian Grand Lodge where the KOP’s membership passed their his-
toric resolution. Her sisters in the state federation expressed complete con-
fidence in her leadership abilities.99

Mary McLeod Bethune was president of the State Federation of Col-
ored Women’s Clubs. During the war, Mrs. Bethune had actively pro-
moted a vision of expansive democracy honoring the elders while
celebrating the contributions of African American women, men, and chil-
dren alike to the war effort. Bethune brought this egalitarian perspective to
the voter registration campaign. She spoke about the need for a “recon-
struction movement” after the war.100 Taking part in a spirited discussion
that attempted to define the term “reconstruction,” at the 1920 National
Association of Colored Women’s convention, Mrs. Bethune’s focus group
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“stated that it involved the special interests of our people concerning the
best consideration along all lines, such as jim-crow cars, lynchings, indus-
trial affairs, etc.”101 Back in Florida, Mrs. Bethune organized a “recon-
struction conference,” composed of representatives from the NAACP, the
NUA, and Miami’s Colored Board of Trade to further coalition-building
work among men and women.102

Eartha White, the federation’s secretary, was also present at the recon-
struction meeting. While Mary McLeod Bethune operated on a statewide
level to bring Florida’s civil rights organizations together, Miss White
worked most intensively on the local level and helped to organize the
Duval County women’s division of the Harding-Coolidge Club. The first
meeting of the women’s Harding-Coolidge Club in Jacksonville was held
at Bethel Baptist Institutional Church, an organizing center of the 1905
streetcar boycott. Every seat in the large church was filled. The women
appointed female block captains to canvass each of the city’s eleven wards
to talk with black women about registering to vote. According to the
African American press, “Spirited addresses were delivered by a number of
speakers, and the big crowd of women expressed themselves as being ready
to register, many of whom having already done so.” Jacksonville women
opened their own political education office.103 Capturing the spirit of the
movement, Sallie B. Smith, who identified herself as a “tailoress,” com-
posed a song for Warren G. Harding.104

Soon after African American women organized their Harding-Coolidge
Club, black women in Jacksonville began marching down in groups to the
registrars’ offices to register. (In this first season of suffrage, they were not
required to pay a poll tax.) A reporter marveled: “In the Seventh ward they
began to arrive at 8 o’clock, and many of them sat down on the curbing to
rest, so many hours were they in line.” An eyewitness testified: “Some
went with babies in their arms, and others took their lunches so that they
would not have to fast while waiting to be registered at 7 o’clock last night
when the books closed, [and] there were many still in line at the Seventh
ward.”105 The numbers of newly registered voters climbed as female
activists with the Harding-Coolidge Club canvassed and re-canvassed
black neighborhoods. The spirits of Jacksonville’s Democratic bosses
plummeted as African American women’s registration climbed: approxi-
mately two thousand black women qualified in the first week of expanded
suffrage. White registrars harassed and insulted African American female
registrants. Election officials tried to trick the women into giving incorrect
age and personal information, thus making themselves liable to criminal



prosecution.106 Nevertheless, three thousand black women had registered
by the end of the third week of September.

Sensing an impending catastrophe, the attorney general of Florida
came to Jacksonville to rally Democratic men and women to defend white
supremacy “in this city and county.”107 Four thousand black women
made themselves eligible to vote by the end of September.108 White
women were given special guidance by Democratic officials in registering
and were exempted from answering “embarrassing” personal questions
such as their ages.109 African American women received no such assis-
tance, but five thousand of them were qualified voters by the middle of
the first week of October. In that same week, a group of white Republi-
cans published a broadside in the Jacksonville media pledging their sup-
port for white supremacy and an all-white Republican Party. By the end
of that week, six thousand African American women had registered to
vote.110

On October 12, the Duval County Sheriff ’s Department stated that it
would be issuing five hundred arrest warrants for “hundreds of negro
women in Duval County” said to have violated the election laws. “Indica-
tions are that the county jail will be filled by the end of the present
week.”111 Two days before the registration books closed, Congressman
Frank Clark gave a speech in Jacksonville promising “Anglo-Saxon” vio-
lence if African Americans “tried to govern this country.”112 Even as Clark
uttered his threat, female activists were conducting their final canvassing
sweeps through Jacksonville’s black residential neighborhoods. On the
morning of October 17, the city awoke to astonishing news: more than
seven thousand African American women in Jacksonville—over half the
female black population in the city—had become qualified voters. Their
enthusiasm was infectious: over one thousand black men registered during
the same period.113 Black women had endured vicious harassment as well
as threats of arrest and violence to make Jacksonville the leading edge of
the Florida movement. Black citizens of the Gateway City had shown
African Americans throughout the state that superior organization could
defeat official corruption.

Similar organizing feats were being accomplished on a smaller scale in
over two dozen Florida counties. African American women added an
incredible momentum to the Florida movement. A. G. Samuels, writing
on behalf of the “Colored Voters of Cocoa-Brevard County,” in October
1920, joyously informed Warren G. Harding that “since the Colored
Women has begun to Register it has caused the Colored men voters to take
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on new life in Politics all over the state, as they has never before.”114 Six
hundred and thirty-nine African Americans—over 40 percent of the adult
black population—added their names to the list of eligible voters in Bre-
vard County.115 On the first day of expanded suffrage in Alachua County,
four African American women registered. Four days later that number had
increased to forty-one.116 In Gainesville proper, black registration was par-
ticularly strong in the neighborhood north of University Avenue, or
Precinct 7.117 During the first week of October, black women expanded
their efforts. The Gainesville Daily Sun reported on Tuesday, October 5,
that “Negro women poured into the offices yesterday in large numbers.”118

The Gainesville movement was aided by the active Knights of Pythias
lodges that played a vital role in Alachua County.119 The following week,
Congressman Frank Clark and Governor-elect Cary A. Hardee came to
Alachua to reinvigorate the white women’s registration campaign. The
core of Hardee’s speech involved “scorning the negro affiliation with the
Republican party [and], warning women and men alike to qualify to
drown out the negro Republican vote.”120

White registrars across Florida borrowed tactics developed by their
counterparts in Jacksonville to intimidate black women with deception
and threats. Officials tried to trap African American women into giving
false testimony regarding birth dates and residence, thus opening the
women to criminal prosecution. Walter White reported:

In Orange and Osceola counties, a colored woman would attempt to
register; on being asked her age, for example, she would say “twenty-
four.” She would then be asked the year in which she was born. Many
of them being illiterate, would not know. The register would then
probably say, “If you are twenty-four, you were born in 1892, weren’t
you?” The applicant, seeking to get the ordeal over, would reply in the
affirmative. Before she had been away from the place very long a
warrant for perjury had been sworn out against her and she had been
arrested. I found many cases equally as flagrant where Negro women
had been imprisoned for such “offenses” as these.121

Despite these obstacles, African American women in Orlando
approached local registrars en masse. African American men and women
in Orange County worked through their flourishing secret societies to reg-
ister members of the black community.122 Local officials reported that a
week after the advent of women’s suffrage, 363 people had registered.
Three percent of this total were men; the rest were women and, of these,



African American women led their white counterparts by a margin of
fifteen to one.123

Ancient City Democrats were bewildered to discover that black women
were out-registering white women in their town. Mrs. N. S. Freeland,
assistant secretary of the St. Augustine NAACP, credited the Colored
Republican Club, based in the black precinct of Lincolnville, with being a
primary force behind the St. Augustine movement.124 Democrats fumed
that an “unseen hand” was guiding the St. Augustine movement, and they
blamed the campaign on “Bolshevistic carpet baggers who are using the
ignorant element . . . as tools” in order to achieve the “furtherance of world
wide Bolshevism.”125 Black St. Augustine had real grievances that could
not be so easily explained away. When Alfred Twining, a noted travel
writer, attended a segregated public event in St. Augustine that featured
black entertainers, he commented on one woman’s efforts to challenge Jim
Crow:

I saw a policeman go to the seated negro woman and tell her she could
not sit there. She must move at once. I did not hear all of the argument,
but the woman protested vehemently and refused to budge for a time;
the officer grew more determined and seeing that a scene was inevitable
if she did not get up and leave, the negress yielded. She went over to a
crowd of negroes who had witnessed the episode and of course there was
sympathy expressed as the woman gave vent to her anger at the indig-
nity offered her.126

The Palatka movement was forged through a mix of the old and new
tactics. For decades, African Americans had held together a Republican
Club that maintained its legitimacy by regularly helping to elect black
councilmen from Precinct 24. By 1918, however, black voter turnout had
collapsed, and a mere seventeen voters bothered to vote for the black coun-
cilman L. L. Trapp.127 Organizers in the Gem City had to make a con-
certed effort to boost these numbers in order to challenge a central premise
of white supremacy: that black people entrusted politics to their “white
friends” in the Democratic Party. The Putnam County Republican Club
especially urged younger African Americans to register.128 In addition, the
newly-organized branch of the NAACP played an important role in the
Palatka movement.129 As with its Jacksonville counterpart, the initial
group of NAACP members tended to be middle-aged residents drawn
from the town’s black professional class. Three charter members were
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current or former city councilmen: L. L. Trapp (merchant), Albert L.
Browning (insurance salesman), and William Bell (retired minister). Mr.
Bell, born in 1824, had served as a city councilman in Palatka during
Reconstruction.130 At least twenty-one charter members in the civil rights
organization registered to vote.

The Palatka movement—like the Florida movement in general—was
intergenerational. H. F. Fields worked as a wood yard laborer, and his wife
Dinah toiled as a cook for a private family. They rented their home, which
they shared with their daughter Jessie, who also cooked for a living. Jessie
celebrated her twenty-first year by registering to vote with her grand-
mother, Lincie Dean, who had come to live with the family when her hus-
band died. Mrs. Dean was seventy-seven years old and served as a midwife
in her community. The oldest married couple listed as registered voters
were John and Martha Brown. Mr. Brown, eighty-three, was retired. The
Browns owned their own residence, but this did not free Martha Brown
from the necessity of wage work. At age seventy-two she was employed as
a laundry worker. On the other end of the age spectrum, at least ten black
registrants had just come of voting age in 1920. The median age of the
233 listed black registrants of Precinct 24 was forty. The majority of
African American women were domestic workers; the majority of the men
were laborers.131 One hundred ninety-six of these black voter registrants
were married, thirty-one widowed, and fourteen single. One hundred and
thirty-six registrants owned their homes while one hundred and five did
not. Organizers in Palatka built a movement that reached across lines of
age, sex, and class.132

African Americans in rural Putnam County added strength to the move-
ment. From Interlachen, a report came that “at Mr. Wylie’s office the
women of this precinct, both white and colored, are gradually making
known their decision to be qualified voters, and still to some who have
waited long for this opportunity its realization seems ‘too good to be
true.’ ”133 So many African Americans were qualifying to vote in early
October that the local registrar claimed that black women were attempt-
ing to register illegally, thus holding the threat of arrest over them.134

African Americans in Volusia County also built on earlier efforts to
organize a strong insurgency. In De Land, where the black Republican
Club had played an important role in earlier elections, African American
voters had already participated in the February 1920 municipal election,
helping a dissident Democratic candidate defeat an opponent from the
“White Citizens’ ticket.”135 When women’s suffrage came to De Land,



African American women made the most of it. Two weeks after the books
had been opened to them, 65 black women, compared with 56 white
women, had registered.136 By the end of the registration period, 205 black
women managed to register successfully in the town.137 While African
Americans did not constitute a majority of De Land voters, they nonethe-
less threatened to exercise a swing vote in municipal politics, and state offi-
cials advised local whites not to tolerate this “enemy from within.” Florida
state attorney general Van C. Swearingen brought local Democrats to their
feet when he exclaimed that whites who entered into coalitions with black
voters were “blacker than the blackest ‘nigger’ and should be run out of the
town, the county and the state.”138

Mary McLeod Bethune spearheaded the Daytona movement. Early
on, Bethune convened a secret meeting of black ministers and activists
on the campus of her school and proceeded to map out the campaign.
Rackham Holt, one of Bethune’s early biographers, captured the tone of
the meeting:

In telling language she set forth the issues and what difficulties might be
encountered; and how necessary it was to face them. “Use your minds,”
she advised, “but keep your lips closed. Eat your bread without butter,
but pay your poll tax! Nobody ever told me to pay my poll tax. My
dollar is always there on time! Do not be afraid of the Klan. Quit
running. Hold your head up high. Look every man straight in the eye
and make no apology to anyone because of race or color. When you see
a burning cross remember the Son of God who bore the heaviest.139

Bethune planned to use the ballot to address the lack of resources allo-
cated to black education and the crumbling physical infrastructure of
African American neighborhoods. The reform candidate for mayor
promised to improve black educational facilities in Daytona “and also
advocate[d] better streets and lights and sewage in the Negro district.” His
opponent advocated lower taxes and was supported by the Ku Klux
Klan.140 Mrs. Bethune’s astute organizing work paid off. Daytona city
precinct witnessed a record turnout: at least 453 African American
women—well over half of the adult black female population—and 167
black men registered to vote, giving African Americans a strong voting
presence in Daytona and Volusia County.141

West Palm Beach was a citadel of the Negro Uplift Association.142 Fra-
ternal lodges and churches emerged from the Great War stronger than ever
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and sought to reinforce the connection between black wartime service and
equal citizenship.143 In Palm Beach County, at least 722 African American
men and 545 women registered to vote.144 Election officials vowed to
place “Democratic challengers” at the polls to catch illegal (black) voters,
and Sheriff R. C. Baker promised to “have several deputy sheriffs at the
polls prepared to arrest black violators of the election laws as fast as they
appear and ask for ballots.”145 Congressman Clark came to the city to rally
Democratic forces. Clark “attacked the negro problem with vigor and
emphasis. It might, he said, be a good thing for Florida if it contained two
parties of equal strength, but not until the Republican party got rid of the
negro.”146

With African American women in Florida organizing to vote, white
employers repeated the old charge that an enfranchised black working
class posed a grave threat to the state’s prosperity and development. The
specter of gender, race, and class warfare was stoked by Governor-elect
Hardee’s Democratic machine, which begged white women across the
state to flock to the polls in order to save Florida from Negro domination.
Hardee “urged the [white] women to vote the Democratic ticket in order
that the white race might remain supreme in the country.” John E.
Matthews, who shared the speakers’ platform with Governor Hardee,
warned ominously “that all of these negro women were going to vote the
Republican ticket and if the white women would not register, they would
be ruled by their cooks and wash women.”147 A white man in Fort Pierce
echoed the statewide Democratic cry: “Surely no white man nor white
woman wants to occupy a lower sphere in our political life than a negro
washerwoman—refuse to register and vote, and you so place yourself, you
cannot get away from that fact.”148

J. N. Andrews alerted his fellow employers in Pensacola that “some of
the newly enfranchised colored women are organizing clubs to enforce the
registration and voting of all their women where they find any that do not
wish to do so. They are threatening them with what will happen to them.
They threaten them also if they shall be seen carrying a bundle of clothes.”
In the course of his letter, Mr. Andrews exposed his real fear: if black
female workers began to vote, they might refuse to wash white folks’ dirty
laundry. Andrews warned: “I hereby give notice that I do not intend for
these clubs to interfere or intimidate any one satisfied to serve us. . . . I
have always wanted the colored people to have everything that was their
right. . . . But I do not recognize their right to meddle with other people
who are quietly attending to their business. And if they force the issue we



will take steps to rid our town of such pests.”149 Andrews wanted black
Pensacolans—male and female—to understand that white Floridians were
prepared to employ violence to preserve order in white households.

African Americans in Pensacola immediately responded to Andrews’s
statement. “It is true that we have various clubs and organizations among
our people just like other people have,” Aaron Brown wrote, “but the
object of all is lawful and our purpose is to advise our people how to pro-
ceed in all matters pertaining to our citizenship and concerning the wel-
fare of our city.”150 In response to Andrews’s desire to see all African
American women continue to work for low wages, Brown countered:
“Even a poor, humble colored washerwoman might decide to change jobs
for better wages.” W. H. Campbell asserted that African American female
workers had the right to live their own lives outside of their employer’s
household. He stated that if white employers such as Andrews were having
trouble retaining domestic workers, they should look to the wages that
they were paying: “The most independent creature among workers,”
Campbell wryly noted, “is a good colored laundress. Independent of
advice or orders from her more idle sisters and independent of ‘cheap
Johns’ who want her to do a bale of ‘washing’ for a pre-war price.”151

African American responses to J. N. Andrews revealed a glimpse of the
egalitarian perspective that African Americans were nurturing in their
voter registration movement. Black Floridians envisioned a republic where
democracy meant economic justice, equal pay, and dignity, as well as equal
citizenship—not merely the right to vote for one or more candidates. The
explosion of black working-class activism during the war years encouraged
the public reemergence of a nineteenth-century African American philos-
ophy that politics should be undergirded with a “jealous regard for the
rights of labor.” In turn, workers’ struggles had a ubiquitous impact on
black thought. In a review of W. E. B. Du Bois’s book Darkwater, the Pen-
sacola Colored Citizen argued:

Most people think that the Negro problem is one thing, and the
problem of work or wages or education or government is another thing.
But that is just what Dr. Du Bois does not believe. He proves that if you
solve the problem of work and wages and education and government in
the right way, you will solve the Negro problem at the same time.152

Negro Uplift Association leader Rev. S. H. Betts exhorted African
Americans in the Panhandle to register to vote. After the NUA’s 1919 state
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conference, Betts began a speaking tour in western Florida urging his audi-
ences to “settle down, save their money, buy land, qualify and vote, just as
all other races do, before they count for much.”153 Betts told African
Americans to “quit supporting false leaders, men who will not stand by a
righteous cause, but will sell their birthrights for a mess of pottage.” He
praised African American endeavors in land ownership: “Why,” he
pointed out, “in our little state of Florida, we own nearly half the land
which we are now cultivating. Oh yes, its best for us to go to the country.”

Like Booker T. Washington, Betts advocated the “casting down of buck-
ets” in the southern countryside, but he also engaged in a vigorous crusade
to ensure that African Americans could live with dignity in the rural South;
not as disfranchised common laborers for white bosses, but as politically
empowered citizens. Rev. Betts was a proponent of what historian E. P.
Thompson called “rebellious traditional culture.”154 Betts framed the voter
registration struggle squarely within the time-honored AME tradition of
promoting collective racial autonomy, landownership, and protest.
Indeed, he infused the Florida movement with an ideology that had been
forged by the Florida AME in its “Industrial and Political” platform during
Reconstruction.155

In fact, during the Jim Crow period, African Americans in Florida
achieved an impressive level of farm ownership: over 40 percent of the
black farm operators in the state owned a farm.156 This did not mean that
they escaped the necessity of laboring on white farms; they did not. African
American farm owners in Florida often toiled as seasonal farm workers. A
high rate of farm ownership also did not translate into the making of a
rural “black bourgeoisie.” Indeed, in terms of land values, implements,
work mules, and dairy cows owned, black farm owners lagged severely
behind their white counterparts.157

Still, landownership gave some African Americans a kind of buffer
against white control in rural Florida. But ownership was only one of sev-
eral different important variables that influenced African Americans’ deci-
sions on whether or not to register. Other important factors included
marital status, age, and occupation. In rural Marion County for example,
it is possible to compare partially reconstructed black voter registration
figures with census data.158 While these figures are not complete, they
point out some important trends. In the small farming community of
Citra, it is possible to identify at least 77 African Americans who registered
to vote. Of these, 57 were landowners, 33 were farmers, and 14 were listed
as farm laborers. Marital status was even more important an indicator for



registering than landownership: 60 out of 77 black registered voters in
Citra were married. Often, black couples like Richard and Mary Jenkins
(owners) as well as Charles and Isabella Burner (renters) were both regis-
tered. The sex ratio for the registrants was roughly equal: 40 women and
37 men. The median age of the African Americans who registered to vote
in Citra was forty-six. The oldest registrant was Nellie Mosely, age ninety,
who lived with her daughter Marie Hearst, who also registered to vote.
African Americans who registered to vote in nearby McIntosh shared sim-
ilar characteristics. The median age of African American voter registrants
in McIntosh was forty-five. The oldest voter registrant was Austin Ross,
age seventy-five, a truck farmer who was married to Winny Ross—age
sixty-five—who also registered to vote.159

B. J. and D. J. Jones, leaders of the Knights of Pythias and Negro Uplift
Association delegates, were quietly conducting voter education work in
rural Columbia County. The brothers were insurance salesmen for the
Afro-American Insurance Company, a successful black-owned firm based
in Jacksonville.160 The Joneses’ occupation afforded them a certain level of
independence from white surveillance, while connecting them to other
Afro-American agents and officials across the state—people such as Eartha
White and company founder A. L. Lewis in Jacksonville—who were
encouraging black political activists. These types of networks were facili-
tated by church, lodge, business, or union affiliations that belie the image
of isolated African American rural communities. The Jones brothers
worked to ensure that black citizens in Lake City and the surrounding
countryside received instruction in voter registration.161

Ties of kinship and gender were important factors in the rural
Columbia County movement. Female farmers in the area registered
enthusiastically, including the women in the Tunsil family, beginning
with Estele Tunsil, age twenty-one, married and working on a farm
with her husband.162 Estele’s sister Eliza, employed nearby as a farm
laborer, likewise registered. Maria Tunsil, twenty-four, also lived close
by and worked as a farm laborer. Synthia Tunsil, the female elder of the
Tunsil family at sixty-seven, worked on a farm that she owned with her
husband. The Tunsil women lived on adjacent tracts, thus reinforcing
the ties between community, kinship, and politics. Mrs. Minnie
Niblack, age forty-two and one of six women of her family who regis-
tered to vote, was another notable registrant. Mrs. Niblack was the sec-
retary of the newly organized Colored Teachers Association of
Columbia County, an organization that joined scores of other black
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associations across the state to agitate for better schools.163 According to
extant records, the oldest married couple in Columbia County who reg-
istered were Jack and Florence Parker, ages seventy-four and sixty. They
rented the farm that they worked on. The Parkers’ granddaughter, Laura
Johnson, lived with the couple. Laura, twenty-two, also registered to
vote. Incomplete registration figures from Columbia listed 136 African
American voter registrants in the county.164 Ninety percent were either
farmers or farm laborers. One hundred and seven were married. Eighty-
nine hailed from farm-owning households.

REINVENTING THE REPUBLICAN PARTY

In the countryside and in the cities, African Americans were transforming
the old Republican Party into a new, democratic vehicle that would
destroy one-party rule and white supremacy. In August 1920, the
Jacksonville Harding-Coolidge Club met and drafted a resolution that
they sent to the Republican National Committee calling for the dismissal
of Florida’s top Republican official, Daniel Gerow, because

the said Gerow does not desire to establish and maintain an active and
efficient Republican party in Florida, but on the contrary has actively
aided or acquiesced in the suppression of the Republican vote in this
state and has endeavored to maintain a pretense of a party organization
in the interest of a few individuals alone instead of building up the
party’s strength.165

The movement had generated a sense of self-confidence among its par-
ticipants. “Politics” was no longer an activity restricted to powerful white
folks or a few elite black leaders. It was something that ordinary people
engaged in. The fifteen hundred members of the Harding-Coolidge club
called for the dismissal of the head of the Florida Republican Party because
he had failed to build a powerful, grassroots-based political party. Black
Republicans in Jacksonville hoped to use a rejuvenated party to smash dis-
franchisement and white supremacy in Florida.166 N. K. McGill, president
of the Harding-Coolidge Club, informed Warren G. Harding: “We pro-
pose to extend this Club and its works all over the entire State of Florida
and have begun now sending representatives all over the State.”167 The
ultimate goal of the Florida movement was nothing less than the destruc-
tion of one-party rule in the South.



Southern Florida teetered on the brink of a new race war in the months
leading up to the presidential election of 1920 as whites tried to strike
terror into the heart of the state’s black communities. Miami became a vir-
tual battleground as African Americans began to more assertively chal-
lenge residential segregation even as they worked to become newly
qualified voters. White vigilantes waged a campaign to keep blacks from
moving too close to Highland Park, a white neighborhood. The Colored
Board of Trade reported: “white residents (presumably) of Highland Park
masked themselves and at an unearthly hour of the night visited colored
homes at Waddell and K and ordered the owners to move by midnight the
following Tuesday night.” When an African American woman demanded
compensation for relocation, the masked men riddled her house with bul-
lets as a warning to the other black residents.168

On Tuesday evening, June 29, two powerful explosions rocked a black
housing development on the edge of Highland Park. The Miami Herald
reported: “It is said that white men driving an automobile through Avenue
K threw two dynamite bombs into an unoccupied house on the west side
of the avenue. The bombs exploded, tearing into the beams and flooring
and wreaking havoc. A house about ten feet to the north was occupied and
a negro named Aaron Adderly, claims he narrowly escaped destruction.”169

Within minutes of the bombing, black residents armed themselves and
took to the streets. Nearly three thousand black residents assembled at the
intersection of Waddell and Avenue K where the bombing occurred and
prepared for the worst. In response, Mayor William Smith called out the
police and the American Legion. Carloads of white Legionnaires, special
deputies, and police poured into the outskirts of Colored Town. Disaster
loomed. A federal agent reported:

At the time of the dynamiting, the negroes appeared to have a large
supply of arms, as all were on the streets with a various assortment of
weapons. They dispersed upon the command of the Chief of Police
without disorder. If one side or the other had fired a shot, there is no
doubt there would have been a serious disorder. As the matter now
stands there is a tense feeling among the white and colored inhabitants
of the district involved which might be precipitated by some overt act of
a white or colored man.170

Immediately after the bombing, the Colored Board of Trade submitted
an open letter to the mayor. The Florida movement had raised people’s
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expectations about what they should expect from political leaders, and the
middle-class members of the board understood that if they did not pose an
assertive stance toward Miami’s white power structure they would lose
their credibility. “But let us remind you, friends,” the Board began, “that
this vicious attack on the part of murderous cowards has exerted itself
twice within the past two months and up to this time not a single arrest
has been made, no, not even on suspicion. The dynamiting escapade on
the Odd Fellows hall some three years ago is still fresh in our memories
and for that, no arrests have been made.”171 In turn, they warned Mayor
Smith that times had changed:

The rough element among us is very impatient. And we confess to you,
friends, that Tuesday night’s experiences have thoroughly convinced us
that we are losing our grasp on the rowdy element of colored town.
They have listened to us on numerous occasions and the results have
not come. They are possessed with the idea that a better way is theirs
and seem anxious to pursue it. We have been answered with such
remarks as this: “They sent us three thousand miles away from home to
make the world safe for democracy and it’s up to us now to make
Miami safe for our families.”172

Just as the dynamite war died down in Miami, a new explosion rocked
the city. Herbert Brooks, a young Bahamian worker, was accused of attack-
ing an “aged white woman” on July 30, 1920. The white media trans-
formed Brooks from an “assailant” to a “negro rapist” tried and convicted
by white opinion.173 On Sunday, August 1, Sheriff D. W. Moran took
Brooks from his Dade County jail cell to transport the man to Jacksonville
for safe-keeping from a mob said to be composed of the “respectable citi-
zens of Miami.”174 Despite being “heavily handcuffed,” Brooks allegedly
jumped from the train near Daytona, “striking his head on a cross tie and
mashing his brains, death occurring instantly.”175 A quick autopsy con-
firmed the official story, and Brooks’s mutilated body was brought back to
Dade County for burial.

Bahamian immigrants believed that Brooks had been murdered. Hun-
dreds of Bahamians met the train that carried their countryman’s corpse,
possibly to prevent it from being mutilated even further at the hands of
whites. “The arrival of his body here,” a correspondent to The Afro-
American noted, “was the signal for the rise of the colored population, who
met his body at the station, attended the funeral in great crowds and



buried it with ceremony. Several whites were chased by angry persons from
the colored section.”176 The Afro-American asserted, “Only the arrival of
the State militia prevented a pitched battle.”177 While the white press
claimed that military force had “quieted” the Bahamians, the grievances of
black Miamians remained stronger than ever.178 Among Bahamians, the
“Overseas Club” was one of the most popular organizations. “Some of the
tenets of this organization appear to be radical in the extreme,” an under-
cover federal agent warned, “as they consider the district they occupy to be
a part of England, and amenable only to English laws.”179

The Miami debacle was a reminder that something had to be done
about Florida’s rotten justice system. County sheriffs placed in power by
the system of one-party rule made little pretense of enforcing laws fairly.
White-on-black crime went unpunished while sheriffs used their author-
ity to block African Americans from organizing unions or voting. Robert H.
Shackelford, running for sheriff in Columbia County, promised to wield
the whip hand for employers by stating in campaign literature that “the
State Vagrancy Law of Florida is not being properly enforced and if elected
Sheriff, I will see to it that the idle class get to work, and if not able to find
employment will interest myself in their behalf.”180

Black Floridians planned to use their votes to support county sheriffs
who would enforce the laws equally—a revolutionary proposition in
Florida. In Daytona, African Americans put their support behind the can-
didate for sheriff who was opposed by the Ku Klux Klan. Insurgent black
voters in Holmes County supported the Independent candidate while
African Americans in Pinellas County planned to support M. M. Whitehurst
(Independent) for the position of sheriff over both the Democratic and
Republican candidates because Whitehurst openly opposed lynching.181

Whitehurst’s Democrat opponent, Louis A. Allen, countered with the lan-
guage of naked racial power: “There is no question where the democratic
party stands on the negro question, and if you want to continue white
supremacy in this county, you can do so by electing democrats. All red-
blooded white citizens are urged to vote for LOUIS A. ALLEN, democra-
tic candidate for sheriff.”182 Allen’s “red-blooded” white people saw African
American interest in these sheriffs’ elections as the most dangerous chal-
lenge to white supremacy imaginable.

The Baltimore Afro-American exulted: “Florida is getting to be some-
thing else besides a Land of Flowers, It is becoming a state of the far South
where colored people are registering and preparing to vote in unprece-
dented numbers.”183 Judge Kelsey Blanton from Polk County replied:
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Is this to remain a white man’s country? Is the white man to maintain
his supremacy? If so, how much supremacy? Is his claim to supremacy a
debatable question? If the negro has the right to assert political rights he
has the right to triumph if he can, and the assertion of such right is
essentially a challenge to the white man’s position.184

A. J. Kershaw of Miami asked Judge Blanton and his allies to see reason:

May I suggest that inasmuch as the negroes of Florida constitute one-
third of the population, form the very backbone of labor, and inasmuch
as they have been here for decades—and will be here for all time to
come—has it occurred to the white man that the best thing to do is to
encourage the negro to measure up to the standards of good citizen-
ship—not only to measure up to it but exercise it?185

The Pensacola Colored Citizen also tried to convince white Floridians
that African American political involvement would benefit all: “In the
matter of schools, there should be a large registration in order that he
might vote to carry the bond issue, so that the schools of the city can be
put on a first class basis—for the white man cannot improve his schools
without improving the Negroes—now is the chance if he ever had one.”
The Colored Citizen noted that African American children did not have
playgrounds, that black school teachers were paid substandard wages, and
that voting was a way to attain a better future: “These things do not drop
from Heaven. Why should he not have a word to say about who shall rule
him—does he not have the law to obey?” For the most part, white Florid-
ians were not listening. In their project to build a one-party state they had
developed a set of political ethics that framed the world solely in terms of
black or white, good or evil. In this context, interracial organizing was
painfully difficult to achieve. Accept white domination or become an
enemy of civilization: this was the ethic of the Anglo-Saxon nation.186

All across Florida, African Americans clenched their poll tax receipts,
and gathered to discuss the road ahead of them on Election Day. In Gadsden
County, African Americans knew that they would have to resort to armed
self-defense in order to vote. J. T. Smith reported that Gadsden shopkeep-
ers “ceased selling we Colored peoples any [ammunition] four weeks ago,
although some of us are determined to go the pole that day regardless to
the consequence.”187 A black woman from Lake Butler, who kept her
identity anonymous due to fear of white retaliation, told Walter White,



“There is a cowardly element here that don’t care any more to kill a negro,
any more than a big rattler. Our negros was good enough to go to France
and fight for us, but when it comes to laws they are on the books. But not
enforced.”188

The Florida movement succeeded in recruiting thousands of people
because it was rooted in the organizations that cemented ties of mutuality
and trust in black Florida. African Americans were divided on many issues.
However, they shared a broad consensus on the most serious problems of
their time, and they used their mutual aid institutions as organizing cen-
ters because these institutions helped them cope with the trauma of Jim
Crow. The movement’s success was not based on personal heroism, daring
leadership, or moral certitude. Certainly, African American men and
women displayed these attributes during the course of the struggle. Nev-
ertheless, what really drove the statewide insurgency was the growing real-
ization that disciplined organization was producing results. C. L. R. James
observed that successful movement building involves people having “expe-
rience, experience of organization and of action. . . . It is only by indepen-
dent organization and independent action that people discover their
needs, discover their capacities.”189 African Americans in Florida were
convinced that they held the keys to the abolition of one-party rule in the
South. A black man from Jacksonville testified: “On the eve of one of the
most important elections since the civil war, the electorate is aroused as
never before.”190
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ELECTION DAY, 1920

The suffrage victory, according to Miss [Alice] Paul is “won but not
paid for.” We should worry! But we do. The struggle for white
supremacy in the South now confronts us.1

ORLANDO REPORTER-STAR

the florida movement stood poised at the brink of a great vic-
tory against one-party rule in the South. African Americans planned to
use the ballot to challenge the fundamental elements of racial oppres-
sion: poverty wages, debt peonage, failing schools, racial violence, and
corrupt law enforcement. The movement was so successful that the
NAACP used Florida as the primary vehicle in its crusade to end dis-
franchisement in the South. While James Weldon Johnson and Walter
White worked nationally to defend the movement, Mary McLeod
Bethune, Eartha White, and local organizers across the state prepared
African Americans for Election Day. White Floridians invested in the
status quo battled to keep African Americans from voting. The events
that transpired on November 2 shocked the nation and ultimately
received a hearing before one of the most powerful committees of the
United States Congress.

The signs posted by the Miami KKK signaled the trouble to come:
“Beware! The Ku Klux Klan is again alive! And every Negro who
approaches a polling place next Tuesday will be a marked man. This is a
white man’s country, boys, save your own life next Tuesday.”2 The Klan’s
actions followed a brutal police sweep of “Colored Town,” where black



Miamians were arrested, “disturbed and humiliated.”3 Meanwhile, Dade
County Democrats issued a call to arms:

WHITE VOTERS, REMEMBER!
WHITE SUPREMACY

IS BEING ASSAULTED IN OUR MIDST, AND THE MOST

SACRED

INSTITUTIONS OF THE SOUTH

ARE BEING UNDERMINED BY THE ENEMY FROM WITHIN.4

African Americans in Miami convened an emergency meeting to discuss
what they were going to do on Election Day. They met in the Colored Odd
Fellows Hall, a building that had been recently dynamited by white vigi-
lantes.5 As the men and women filed into the hall, they reflected with pride
on the distance they had traveled in a few short years. In 1914 they had ini-
tiated a boycott of white businesses operating in the Negro section because
these firms refused to hire black clerks and managers.6 Only a few months
had passed since many of the audience members filled the streets in defense
of their homes after the latest wave of bombing attacks against their com-
munity. All of them were mercilessly penned into a ghetto whose bound-
aries shrank and expanded at the whim of the local white power structure.7

Once powerless, now organized, the individuals who came to the Odd
Fellows Hall on this evening of crisis were people who toiled as domestics,
common laborers, beauticians, carpenters, railway men, porters, teachers,
hack drivers, seasonal farm laborers, shopkeepers, and janitors. Many were
first-generation Bahamian immigrants. They were all the backbone of the
voter registration campaign in southern Florida.8 After the meeting was
gaveled to order, the assembled cleared their throats and sang the stanzas
of a song that was birthed in the soil of their state:

Stony the road we trod,
Bitter the chast’ning rod,
Felt in the days when hope unborn had died;
Yet with a steady beat,
Have not our weary feet
Come to the place for which our fathers sighed?

R. E. S. Toomey rose to address the tense assembly. Testing the waters,
the Spanish-American War veteran called upon the audience members to
remember their history.9 Recounting the unfulfilled promises of
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Reconstruction, Lieutenant Toomey brought his listeners up to the pre-
sent, linking citizenship rights to black war service and civilian loyalty
during World War I. He blasted “the business and moneyed men of the
republican party” and stated that African Americans “did not like every-
thing the republican party had done in Dade county but when it came to
voting, in making a choice of two evils, [we] must take the lesser and vote
the republican ticket.”

After Toomey concluded his remarks, the people responded. One par-
ticipant stood up and said he was tired of being “preached and prayed to
death,” and that African Americans needed to “stick together and that
each must do something for himself.” One person shouted “that he had
been rocked in a republican cradle and there could not be any democratic
negro and that the negro had the God-given right to social life in the
world, that the present time was a crisis and the negro needed a new dec-
laration and that there was coming into being a new negro.” Another
speaker “said that the colored man must now lay the foundations for the
future, for without it he could do nothing.”10 Each person offered reasons
why black Floridians should take the final step to the polls. In using a
public forum to urge each other to vote, black Miamians had elevated an
individual activity to a collective responsibility and lifted each other’s spir-
its. Now they were prepared for Election Day.

So too, however, was the state Ku Klux Klan. The KKK reorganized in
the summer of 1920 to crush the Florida movement. Indeed, new Klan
chapters formed in counties and towns where African Americans were reg-
istering to vote: Gadsden, Orange, Duval, Palatka, Palm Beach, Daytona,
Bartow, Miami, Lakeland, and others. A contemporary observer noted
that the organization had one aim: “The Ku Klux Klan in each section of
Florida carried on systematic terrorization of colored voters.”11 Fortified
by the determination to defend white supremacy in its gravest hour yet,
the KKK in Florida became the most formidable paramilitary force in the
United States.

The NAACP hoped to use the U.S. Constitution and the threat of con-
gressional inquiry to blunt the Klan’s power and to destroy one-party rule
in the South. The presidential election of 1920 was the first in two decades
to coincide with the national census. Florida officials, like their counter-
parts in other states, were hopeful that an increase in population would
allow the state to add another member to its congressional delegation.12

The NAACP pointed out, however, that Section Two of the Fourteenth
Amendment empowered Congress to reduce congressional representation



in a state if that state’s officials denied voting rights to eligible citizens.13

The NAACP promised to put teeth into the Fourteenth Amendment by
lobbying for a reduction of congressional representation in states that vio-
lated black voting rights. James Weldon Johnson stated: “Let a Republican
Congress put the South to a test, and see if it is willing to lose a part of its
representation rather than give the Negro the common right to a ballot.”14

The NAACP allied itself with Rep. George Tinkham of Massachusetts
who announced plans to introduce a bill in the wake of the 1920 general
elections that would reduce congressional representation in states that
barred African Americans from voting.15 Black Floridians concurred that
reapportionment was the Achilles’ heel of the Jim Crow South.16

Florida’s Democrats quickly grasped the potential danger. Eli Futch,
National Democratic Committee member from Florida, warned his party
that the chair of the Census Committee, Rep. Isaac Siegel, was on record
as stating that if “negro votes were being denied in the South, it was more
than likely that the [Census] committee . . . would report a bill to Con-
gress which, by authority and mandate of the Fourteenth Amendment to
the Constitution, cut down the representation of the Southern States to
Congress by at least half.”17

Such a threat was meaningless unless African Americans in the South
actively sought to exercise their voting rights and had those rights violated.
In this case, the NAACP would submit evidence of election violations to
the House of Representatives Census Committee when it convened in
January. The Florida movement became the NAACP’s major test case in
the making, and some black Floridians held out at least a slim hope that
federal vigilance might mitigate white political violence.18 In supporting
the threat of reducing “Southern representation because of disenfranchise-
ment,” Rev. John Hurst, the AME bishop of Florida, told NAACP offi-
cials, “If the Republicans will exert the power necessary to curb this spirit
I say let them go ahead, and let the Negro leaders, far and near, back them
up as far as they can.”19

Democratic officials responded to the Florida movement with a three-
pronged strategy. First, they urged white women to register. One top-
ranking Democrat noted: “It used to be part of every demagogue aspiring
to office in the South to dwell upon the negro issue, long after that issue
was supposed to have been settled. It was settled until lately, and let us
hope the good white women will settle it again. The women of the coun-
try have been drafted, and it is now their duty to go on the firing-line with
their bullets of ballot.”20 White women hardly needed to be prodded.
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Many saw the Florida movement as an attempt to place their “cooks and
wash women” in charge of the society. A white woman from St. Petersburg
proudly stated: “I have registered and shall vote because that is the most
feasible means by which I can combat and overcome an ignorant vote.”21

Middle-class white women transformed their business and professional
groups into political education organizations.22 The Okaloosa News
advised white men: “Mr. Voter, don’t forget to carry your suffragette
with you to the polls. . . . You should feel proud that you have a wife,
mother, sister or daughter who can and will vote. It may be their vote
that saves your state from going Republican [and] putting some negro
into office.”23

Second, Democratic officials engaged in outright intimidation in order
to convince black Floridians to stay away from county registrars or voting
booths on Election Day. In Jacksonville, the Times-Union crowed: “The
work of arresting hundreds of negro women in Duval county who have
violated the law in swearing falsely as to their qualifications to become
electors, has already commenced. Indications are that the county jail will
be filled by the end of the present week.”24 Janie Lowder, an African
American woman in Jacksonville, wrote that “by publishing these state-
ments of arresting these Poor Colored women it is just to frighten them
from the Polls on Election Day and I have talked with a Great many and
they say they are afraid to go & Cast their votes.”25 Meanwhile, election
officials and sheriffs’ departments across the state announced that armed
deputies would be waiting to arrest African American “illegal voters” at the
polls on November 2.

Third, local bureaucrats employed innovative strategies to suppress
voter turnout. Jacksonville officials purged hundreds of African American
names from the voter registration list.26 Daytona election commissioners
stated that “hundreds” of prospective voters would be turned away from
voting booths on Election Day due to a shortage of election inspectors.27

The Hamilton Board of County Officials announced that they would be
omitting the names of Republican candidates on their election ballot. The
board further declared the most recent GOP county convention to be null
and void because the party had failed to poll 5 percent of the total vote in
the last general election.28 Simply put, the Republicans would have no one
to vote for on Election Day. Fearing federal scrutiny, the state attorney
general criticized Hamilton’s way of running its election but did nothing
to overturn it.29 The would-be Republican candidate for county commis-
sioner insisted that he would have been elected given “a free ballot & a fair



count” in Hamilton.30 County officials made certain that no such thing
occurred in their bailiwick.

With a few notable exceptions, white Republicans turned their backs on
black Republicans. Most white transplants in Florida were determined to
continue transforming the Party of Lincoln into the Party of Business.
When the Dade County GOP held its nominating convention, African
Americans were excluded. Nor were black Miamians welcome at the
party’s public events. When local Democrats allegedly discovered a GOP
pamphlet inviting African Americans to a rally, the Republican campaign
committee offered a reward of fifty dollars to anyone who could uncover
the identity of the person or persons guilty of printing the heinous flyer.
The GOP’s nominee for attorney general declared himself to be a true
“southern man” and a staunch advocate of white supremacy. The president
of the Republican Club crowed:

There never has been a negro voice in the counsels of our party, nor
shall [there] be so long as I have a word to say about it. . . . We have a
white Republican party. We Republicans have wives and children. We
are just as anxious as the Democrats that they shall be protected from
any encroachment by the black race, and we will fight as quickly as any
to prevent any such encroachment.31

At a St. Petersburg open-air rally on October 8, Mrs. Nellie R. Loehr,
a leader of the local League of Women Voters and a Republican booster,
noted that “the Republican white women had been asked by the negro
women to attend their meeting and instruct them in the ways of a voter.
She emphatically declared that this invitation had been refused.”32 In
Palm Beach County, the Republican County Executive Committee
reminded voters that “the candidates of the Republican Party in Palm
Beach County were nominated in a convention composed of white men
entirely and no pledges or promises of any kind have been made to the
negro voters in consideration of their support, except that the laws will be
administered fairly and justly.”33 Calvin Campbell, a transplanted north-
erner who aspired to become the county’s tax collector on the GOP ticket,
bragged: “In the town where he lived in Ohio, the home of McKinley, a
negro was not permitted to remain over night even if he was arrested
during the stay and locked in jail.”34 The central goals of the Organized
White Republicans of Florida were to destroy African American influence
in politics and to promote economic development.35 Lily White

EMANCIPATION BETRAYED210



211ELECTION DAY, 1920

candidates catered to “business interests” and “Democrats of the highest
prominence.”36

A CAMPAIGN OF TERROR

In the final days leading up to November 2, white supremacists planned a
sustained campaign to sabotage the election in Florida. Gadsden County
was a proving ground for Florida’s newest disciples of violence. County
officials banned African American public meetings. The KKK enforced
the law. A. I. Dixie remembered that Klansmen were “burning crosses,
where folks had their own little homes and a lot of them never returned,
because they burn a cross and they know that that cross meant trouble.”37

“They ran some of the blacks out . . . they never did come back,” recalled
Inez Stevens-Jones. “They didn’t want them having meetings. They
wanted to keep them scattered.”38 Walter White reported that at Quincy:
“A large branch of the Ku Klux Klan exists at this place and there was
much intimidation of the Negro voters by the Klans. Dr. W. S. Stevens,
the leading colored man of the town, was ordered to leave town because he
called a meeting of the Courts of Calanthe, a fraternal order connected
with the Knights of Pythias.”39 N. B. Young reported that the Ku Klux
Klan wielded another powerful weapon: control of the public mail. The
KKK disrupted the flow of communication between black organizations
in rural Florida: “It is an open secret that one of the policies of the Ku Klux
Klan is to open all mail of their suspects,” noted Dr. Young, “not only in
Quincy but all Post Offices where they are.”40

John A. Simms, editor of the Florida Sentinel, told the NAACP, “Several
prominent men were forced to leave town [Quincy] under threats of death
for urging colored people to qualify, register and vote.”41 T. L. Sweet, the
leader of the Harding-Coolidge Club in River Junction, became one of the
political refugees from Gadsden. Late one evening, he was approached by
A. L. Wilson and a local deputy sheriff “and told . . . that I was accused of
being the leader of the colored people in the effort to have the colored
women register and vote.” Sweet was subsequently threatened by the
county sheriff and a delegation of white business owners, who told him
“that as there had never been a lynching in that part they thought it well
that I should leave at once to be sure of my life.” Sweet fled to Jack-
sonville.42

J. E. Foley, a farmer and a charter member of the local Greensboro
NAACP, wasn’t as lucky. On October 29, Mr. Foley was kidnapped by a



mob of armed white men. According to a local correspondent, “The mob
shot through the head of the bed where his wife was sleeping, presumably
in an attempt to kill her.”43 Mr. Foley was taken from Greensboro to the
nearby woods to be tortured and shot. Foley’s tormentors tied his hands
“behind his back by a necktie, while a sack of sand was fastened around his
neck,” and threw him into the Ocklockonee River, where his lifeless body
was discovered in Leon County shortly after Election Day. The coroner
could not determine “whether or not the gun shot wound proved fatal.”44

According to Greensboro NAACP branch president J. T. Smith, whites
were infuriated that Mr. Foley had been trying to buy shotgun cartridges
to defend his community from the KKK.45

The Colored Knights of Pythias in Gadsden convened an emergency
lodge meeting. The besieged Knights violated the ban on public meetings
in order to discuss the oath that members of the lodge had taken to pay
their poll taxes and register to vote.46 Now it was time to consider the final
step: what would lodge members do on Election Day when local whites
were already hatching plans to seize control of the polls by force of arms?47

The Pythians knew their lives were in grave danger, and they carried pis-
tols and Winchester rifles on this late October evening in Chattahoochie
to defend themselves if necessary. Once inside their lodge building, the
Pythians assessed the grim situation they faced. Every debate circled back
to the sacred oath that the KOP had made to engage in politics, an oath
that rested on nearly half a century of black fraternalism. Weighing these
facts, the Knights of Pythias made a difficult decision. They would honor
the pledge they had made. The men would try to vote on Election Day.48

Suddenly, the lodge was hit by a deafening fusillade of shotgun blasts.
Armed posses of the KKK had surrounded the building, and a pitched
battle between the Knights and their attackers began.49 As gunfire echoed
through the skies of the Panhandle, a blaze ignited on the second floor of
the embattled lodge. As the building collapsed, the Pythians had no choice
but to escape as best as they could. Klansmen captured Rev. Phillyaw and
beat him severely. An unknown number of Pythians were slaughtered. In
a matter of days, white terrorists burned down four Pythian lodges in
Gadsden and Liberty Counties and killed more KOP members.50

After wiping out Pythian lodges in Sumatra and Bristol, white terrorists
destroyed the lodge in River Junction. This lodge housed a school for
African American students at the Junction.51 The headmaster of the
school, A. F. House, was also a charter member of the Greensboro
NAACP.52 Mr. House was seized by a white mob and fatally beaten.53
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N. B. Young wrote that there was a “Reign of Terror in Gadsden and
Liberty Counties especially.”54 “If Congress will constitute a committee to
investigate the recent campaign and election proceedings in Gadsden and
Liberty counties, Florida,” the National Republican noted, “enough mate-
rial will be collected to shock not only the American people, but the entire
civilized world.”55

George F. Taylor of Mandarin had received several threats to cease his
voter registration work among African American women. Mr. Taylor was
“shot in the back as he sat at his dinner table by white men who objected
to him teaching women of his Race to use the ballot.”56 Another black
man in Duval County grew tired of hearing how Democratic registrars
and deputy sheriffs were going to challenge the right of African American
women to vote on Election Day. He publicly stated that he would himself
challenge the votes of white women. Assassins came to his home a week
before the election and shot him to death. They subsequently dumped his
body on the St. John’s County line.57 White men kidnapped Reese
Redding, a young black man, near Fort Myers. After being subjected to a
“forced interview,” Redding issued a terse statement: “The colored man
has not reached the point where for him registering is his best need, and I
know the women are no better able to vote and register than the men.”58

An anonymous “Colored Citizen” wrote to James Weldon Johnson: “A
band of Ku Klux went to the home of Mr. Brunson of Sanford on the
night of the 18th inst., and demanded him to sell his home and move from
where he had lived for thirty years. Upon his refusal to do so he was given
a severe beating by the mob and ordered to leave the home or they would
return and kill him.”59

In Columbia County, brothers B. J. and D. J. Jones had played integral
roles in their community of Lake City for many years as Colored Pythians,
businessmen, and, during the Great War, Liberty Loan drive boosters.
With one week remaining in the registration period, white citizens kid-
napped B. J. Jones. After beating him and placing a noose around his neck
in the nearby woods, they allowed him to escape.60 D. J. Jones was kid-
napped by the KKK and beaten so badly that he had to be taken to
Jacksonville, where several weeks after the election Walter White wrote
that he lay “at the point of death from a stroke of paralysis brought on by
the beating.”61 According to the New York Times, Jones’s chief offense was
organizing “meetings to instruct Negro women how to vote.”62

County officials and other “unknown parties” engaged in a two-pronged
campaign to preserve one-party rule in Suwannee County. On October



17, longtime African American activist T. S. Harris received a notice to
leave Live Oak or face the consequences. At exactly the same time, the
local sheriff began arresting African American women who had allegedly
registered to vote under false pretenses. Subsequently, Harris’s home was
demolished by a bomb.63 Frank Weiss, a white resident of Live Oak, was
visited by “well known and prominent white citizens,” who “came to me
and threatened me with my life; they also said that my house would be
raided and that they would take me out and do away with me if I affiliated
with the Colored Republicans in Live Oak, Florida, stating that I had been
too active in urging registration and qualification of the Colored people to
vote in the general election on November 2nd, 1920.” Weiss stayed in Live
Oak, but lived “in dire fear, as each step of mine is watched; that I have a
wife and children.” Stating that his mail was being opened when “they sus-
pect I am in correspondence with Republicans in other cities,” Weiss
warned that “said white citizens told me that on ‘Election Day we are
going to kill “nigger” women and men who dare to vote the Republican
ticket at the polls.’ ”64

Frustrated by the persistence of African American political activism in
central Florida, the Ku Klux Klan laid down the gauntlet in Orange
County. Three weeks before Election Day, the KKK began warning the
African American community at Ocoee that “not a single Negro would be
permitted to vote.”65 Local Democrats in Ocoee hissed that the black
voter registration campaign had made African Americans too assertive in
their interactions with whites. When Ronnie Petsey, a young black man,
allegedly ran an older white man off the road, he was shot down but suc-
cessfully escaped and found sanctuary in the house of July Perry, a leader
of local registration efforts.66

The Grand Master of the Florida Ku Klux Klan sent an ominous letter
to two prominent white Republicans in Orlando, W. R. O’Neal, secretary
of the Republican campaign committee, and Judge John Cheney. The
Klan’s master accused O’Neal of “going out among the negroes of Orlando
and delivering lectures, explaining to them just how to become citizens,
and how to assert their rights.” Such activity would not be tolerated. The
warning continued:

If you are familiar with the history of the days of reconstruction . . . you
will recall that the “Scalawags” of the north, and the Republicans of the
south proceeded very much the same as you are proceeding, to instill into
the negro the ideal of social equality. You will also remember that these
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things forced the loyal citizens of the south to organize clans of determined
men, who pledge themselves to maintain white supremacy and to safe
guard our women and children.

And now if you are a scholar, you know that history repeats itself, and
that he who resorts to your kind of a game is handling edged tools. We
shall always enjoy WHITE SUPREMACY in this country and he who
interferes must face the consequences.67

Vowing to maintain white supremacy forever and to stop African
Americans from voting, the Ku Klux Klan marched in full regalia through
the streets of Jacksonville, Daytona, and Orlando a few days prior to the
election.68 To a large extent however, the KKK’s tactics in urban Florida
backfired. While the NAACP in New York pleaded with federal and local
authorities to ban the Klan’s marches, a black activist in Jacksonville told
the association to save its energy:

You folks up there seemed more alarmed than the Negroes here. Really,
they know this is only to try to intimidate some. . . . The majority of
the Negroes ridicule the [KKK] and are really ready to start something
whenever the [Klan] is ready. The [Klan] is fully aware of it. Thousands
of negroes went down looking for the parade and were in no way
intimidated.69

In Daytona, the Klan was aided by a mysterious power outage that coin-
cided perfectly with its march schedule. The Daytona Daily News claimed
that this blackout was coincidental. However, Mary McLeod Bethune was
certain that city fathers had orchestrated it to strike fear into the heart of
the black community.70 The Daily News boasted that the KKK’s march
was undertaken “to demonstrate the fact that the white race still maintains
supremacy in this city and county, as well as in the South, and that foster-
ing of the negro element in matters political will not be tolerated.” Yet the
paper had to admit that black neighborhoods in Daytona had organized
themselves in preparation for the KKK, and “Every man in that locality
was brought out, and made ready to resist the rumored attack.”71 The
Klan thus wisely decided to avoid the black residential district. Instead,
they marched over to Mary McLeod Bethune’s school for young ladies and
began encircling the campus dormitories. Even here, the Klan’s magic did
not have the desired effect. Without warning, 150 female students broke
out singing “Be Not Dismayed Whate’er Betide, God Will Take Care of



You” from their dormitory rooms.72 Humiliated, the Daytona Klan
retreated back to safer haunts.

Why did so many black women, men, and young people in Florida
seem to lose their fear of the KKK? Armed self-defense was part of a long
tradition of black resistance in Florida. Equally important, African Amer-
icans in Jacksonville, Orlando, Daytona, and elsewhere had gained an
enormous amount of self-confidence by organizing and participating in a
statewide insurgency. The Florida movement created among African
Americans a new sense of possibility that was grafted on to the survival
strategies that had carried them through forty bitter years of disfranchise-
ment.73 This is a key to understanding why African Americans would fight
against such prohibitive odds. The people who were willing to risk their
lives in the Florida election of 1920 did not do so for an idea; they risked
their lives for each other. The Florida Ku Klux Klan believed that if they
terrorized African Americans prior to Election Day, the Florida movement
would crumble. The Klan underestimated the power of a political move-
ment based on relationships of trust. The Klan was no longer powerful
enough to rule the state by itself. African Americans across the state locked
arms and prepared to vote.

Election Day started on a positive note. On the morning of November
2, a group of seventy-five African American men and women from Gifford
set out to cast their ballots at the Precinct 8 polling station in nearby Quay.
Black people in Gifford had built one of the strongest Negro Uplift chap-
ters in 1919, and now they were traveling the final footsteps of a journey
toward freedom that had been paved with decades of aspiration, shattered
hopes, and a renewed determination to break through the barrier of white
supremacy. The very way that they approached the polls reflected the
lessons that they had learned about democratic action: they walked in a
large group, both to bolster each other’s resolve and to reinforce the shared
sacrifices that added momentum to their political efforts.

While African Americans in Manatee County were determined to vote,
local Democrats were equally determined to crush them.74 On the night
before the election, a group of armed white men broke into a Knights of
Pythias meeting place in Palmetto and warned the African American
women and men present to stay away from the polls in Manatee County.75

Now twenty carloads of heavily armed white men patrolled the
approaches to the polling places in the county. African Americans from
Gifford had no choice but to turn back. They quickly petitioned W. E. B.
Du Bois to demand a Department of Justice investigation into the
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incident: “The colored voters of Precinct number Eight (8) wish to inform
the public through you, that between seventy-five and eighty men and
women, were flatly told by an armed mob, who met and halted them on
the way to the polls, that no negroes could vote at Quay, Florida.”76

Another group of black citizens broke through to the courthouse at Pal-
metto. They were led by a twenty-two-year-old farm worker, Dan Thomas,
and W. S. McGill, an AME minister.77 As Thomas climbed the steps of the
County Courthouse, a white man shot him in the back. Mr. Thomas fell,
mortally wounded. A melee ensued, and a mob of white men descended
on the black voters. African American women were kicked away from the
polls, and Rev. McGill was driven from the county. Dan Thomas died the
next day, leaving behind a wife and two young children. “The Colored
people can’t talk for fear of their lives,” wrote a group of African Americans
in Palmetto who begged the NAACP to help them. “They say they will kill
anybody that makes it known and Mr. Asa Lamb (white) registration offi-
cer had to close the Poll at 11 O’clock a.m. the morning of the Election.”78

The local press transformed Dan Thomas into a “bad negro” who deserved
to die.79

White Democrats used other strategies to undermine black voting. In
addition to appointing armed deputies to stand menacingly at the polls,
Democratic officials adopted a strategy of setting up segregated voting
booths in the larger cities.80 White voters’ lines moved much more quickly
than black ones, and it fell to African American organizers to convince
black voters to stay in line and risk reprisal. In Daytona, this task was led
by the indomitable Mary McLeod Bethune, who “walked up and down
the uneasy, fearful line, instilling confidence—and the line held. They
were not giving in.”81 In Jacksonville, where hundreds of African Americans
waited to vote in a line that also barely moved, Eartha White served lemon-
ade and tried to keep spirits high.82

Large groups of stationary black men and women were perfect targets
for white terrorists. Dr. A. P. Holly told W. E. B. Du Bois that in Miami
African Americans were allowed to vote only after their white counterparts
had left the polling places. While a few black Miamians did vote at
Precincts 8 and 9, Holly reported: “towards the closing hours, those still
patiently waiting, were driven from one of the polling places by a crowd of
democrats. They fled in all directions. One man ran & left his wife.
Another one had tobacco juice spat in his face. Several hundred votes were
thereby lost.”83 An anonymous female writer noted that as African
American women and men fled from the polls, their tormentors cried:



“ ‘Git back nigger. Go back to Nigger town.’ ”84 The same writer reported,
“The people at Homestead 30 miles south of here were not allowed to vote
at all.” Charles S. Thompson, a black real estate agent, estimated that
approximately one thousand black Miamians had been driven from the
polls.85 The Miami Herald bluntly admitted that the election was rigged:

At two precincts, 8 and 9[,] negroes were kept standing in line for hours
before being permitted to vote, first one subterfuge and then another
being used to prevent voting, but they stuck to their posts and stood in
the hot sun three to four hours during the forenoon and beyond the
noon hour. . . . Later the negroes were driven off by a crowd of 25 or 30
whites.86

As Election Day in Florida progressed, a grim reality began to emerge.
African American voting had been crushed in Dade, St. Lucie, and Man-
atee Counties. The line of prospective black voters held firm in Daytona,
but showed signs of wavering in Jacksonville as armed deputies glared on.
In Tallahassee, African Americans decided to approach the polls en masse
and “the two city precincts were swamped with voters at the opening of
the polls, colored men and women at first predominating.”87 In a clear
breakthrough, the rural black district of Archer in Alachua County was
turning out a Republican majority that repudiated James Cox as well as
Frank Clark.88 African Americans also voted in large numbers in St.
Augustine, owing to a prearranged truce between black and white leaders
and a nonsegregated voting line.89 On the other hand, African American
voting strength in Suwanee and Putnam Counties had been decimated by
arrests and purges of the registration rolls before Election Day. Bradford,
Perry, and Taylor Counties were lost entirely. In Lafayette County, one
black person voted.90 African Americans valiantly approached the polls in
Lakeland, but many were seized and arrested.91

As defeats steadily mounted, the importance of middle Florida, center-
ing on Gadsden County where local NAACP president J. T. Smith stated
that “some of us are determined to vote,” loomed large. In Quincy proper,
Dr. W. S. Stevens led a group of African Americans to the county court-
house early in the day but was stopped and surrounded by a gang of white
men. One of the men spat tobacco juice into Dr. Stevens’s face, “And that
first group,” his daughter recalled, “they wouldn’t let them in that court-
house. They didn’t let them in to vote. No. They told him, ‘you don’t come
in here.’ ”92 N. B. Young wrote that Dr. Stevens “was maltreated, and all
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the Negroes of that county terrorized. The ballot box at Quincy was
guarded to keep Negroes away. Practically the same condition existed at
Madison, Florida.”93

Terror raged in rural Gadsden and Liberty Counties. NAACP president
Smith reported that roving bands of “2 and three hundred in auto with
white caps over they faces and rifles furbid Negroes to vote in these two
Co.”94 Several gunfights broke out throughout this region on Election
Day. Joe Ragster, a black farmer, was arrested after battling a group of
white “acting deputies” at Greensboro. Mr. Ragster’s house was burned to
the ground.95 The black press reported, “At Sumatra, William Jackson a
negro was killed on the day of the election for political activity.”96 The
agony in J. T. Smith’s letter to the NAACP is palpable: “I want to say that
did not 9 Negro vote in my Co which is Gadsden or either Liberty.”97

Young reported that “the polls were guarded with armed men to keep
Negroes from voting.”98 White supremacists had erected a firewall of
repression that stretched across middle Florida. “We dare not write all that
we would because in some places like Quincy, Fla. Negroes’ mail has been
opened, since last spring, and is handed to them from the post office
opened,” wrote an anonymous black writer from northern Florida to
James Weldon Johnson. “The victims in that town have been told that
they cannot leave, and are forced to say what they are told to say.”99 The
Panhandle was lost.100

As late afternoon approached, African Americans in Jacksonville held
their breath. Their voting lines had stalled in the second, sixth, seventh
and eighth ward polling places, but this did not dissuade hundreds from
bravely waiting their turn to vote.101 Even though Jacksonville officials
threatened to arrest black voters on the eve of the election, “colored women
paid no attention to these stories, but formed lines two and three blocks
long, some standing in line all day.”102 Jacksonville police seized a black
photographer who was trying to document the election, destroyed his
film, and held him on a $500 bond.103

White polling officials in Jacksonville had received their instructions in
advance. Captain J. W. Floyd, a black political leader present at one of the
precincts, noted:

In the wards where large numbers of the colored people lived, they
placed the most ignorant election officials that they could find. These
officials did everything in their power to prevent Negroes from voting,
telling colored voters who had with them certificates certifying that they



had qualified and registered, that their names were not on the
registration books. In many cases colored people were told that they
would have to go to the office of Frank M. Ironmonger, Supervisor of
Registration for Duval County and secure a letter certifying that they
had registered.104

By the end of the day, Floyd, Eartha White, and other black activists
estimated that three to four thousand African Americans in Jacksonville
had been turned away from the polls. One witness testified: “My own
mother, a very active woman . . . stood at the polls from 8:15 until they
closed about 5:30 P.M. My father did likewise and neither was permitted to
cast their ballot [like] others in the 2, 6 and 7th wards.”105 “I was active in
securing the registration of colored men and women because we all real-
ized the value of the ballot,” Eartha White told the NAACP. “We have
already in hand more than 3,000 names, addresses and registration certifi-
cate numbers of qualified electors who stood in line . . . from 8 A.M. to
5:40 P.M.” Miss White and her fellow organizers immediately went to work
gathering evidence that the NAACP could place before the U.S. Congress
when it convened in January. Eartha White emphasized, however, that
local black citizens were concerned about their safety should they be called
upon to testify about their experiences: “Many of these must be assured of
some protection for if it was known that they gave such testimony, their
lives would be in danger.”106

BLOODY ORANGE COUNTY

Election officials in Ocoee planned a system of fraud that paralleled the
Jacksonville strategy: poll workers would challenge black voters, who in
turn would be forced to appear before the local notary public, R. C.
Biegelow, and swear that they were registered voters. Whites in Ocoee later
admitted that Biegelow was sent on a fishing trips which made it impossi-
ble for prospective voters to find him.107 But African Americans at Ocoee
still tried to vote. Zora Neale Hurston wrote that African Americans were
“pushed and shoved at the polls. Then they were ordered away, but some
of them persisted.”108 One of those who persisted was Mose Norman, who
was accused by whites of bringing a shotgun to the polls. Whites also
accused Norman of taking testimony from African Americans who had
been denied the right to vote.109 According to Hurston, a group of white
men chased Norman from the polls. “Then the white mobs began to
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parade up and down the streets and grew more disorderly and unmanage-
able.” Someone suggested that the white crowd should pay Mose Norman
a visit to bring him to his senses. It was believed that Norman had taken
refuge at the house of July Perry, which was plainly visible across a small
lake from the Ocoee court house. A mob began to march around the lake
to Mr. Perry’s house. Hurston believed that the white people of neighbor-
ing Winter Garden, “citing the evils of Reconstruction,” came to Ocoee
looking for trouble. However, Ocoee whites like Colonel Sam Salisbury
proudly confessed to having participated in the ensuing events.110 Salisbury
was a native New Yorker and had formerly served as the chief of police in
Orlando.

Arriving at July Perry’s house, the mob, numbering around one hundred
men, demanded that Perry and Norman surrender themselves. Receiving
no answer, they tried to break down the front door. Perry had been warned
in advance and was ready for this incursion. John Cheney was clear about
the chain of events: “They broke down the door of Perry’s home and the
Negroes fired in self-defense.”111 Sam Salisbury was the first white casu-
alty. The mob quickly regrouped and called for reinforcements from
Orlando and Orange County.112 Alerted by an electronic sign board that
was being used for the first time to broadcast election returns, fifty car-
loads of white men from Orlando raced to the scene. Thus augmented,
white paramilitary forces surrounded the northern Ocoee black commu-
nity and laid siege to it.113 They destroyed the local fraternal lodge build-
ing, set fire to the black churches, and engaged in an evening-long gun
battle with African American residents. Fighting a bitter house-to-house
campaign, whites torched African American residences as late as 4:45 in
the morning.114 July Perry was captured and lynched. Mose Norman dis-
appeared and was never found. Hurston wrote that “Langmaid, a Negro
carpenter [was] beaten and castrated.”115 White gunmen steadily drove
African Americans into a nearby swamp, and the morning of November 3
witnessed “intermittent firing from blacks at bay as they are being pressed
farther into the woods by the encircling whites.”116

Hattie Smith of Youngstown, Ohio, had arrived in Ocoee in October to
help care for her sister-in-law during the final days of her pregnancy.117 On
the evening of Election Day, Smith heard about the gunfight at July Perry’s
home, but since that was some distance from Smith’s brother’s home, it
was thought that residents there would be safe from violence. Around
midnight, however, Mrs. Smith and the rest of the household were awak-
ened “by shots and screaming of women and children.” Seeking to flee



from their house, “we were met with a fusillade of revolver shots fired by a
band of white men. With shots and curses they drove us back into the
house.”118 Next the white mob set the house on fire. Mrs. Smith fled out
the back door, but her brother was wounded, and his family decided to
wait for help.

But help never came, not for Mrs. Smith’s family or for any other
African Americans in Ocoee. “My poor sister-in-law, her husband and
child had perished in the flames along with probably twenty others, who
were either burned or shot to death by the mob.”119 Local Afro-American
Insurance agents confirmed Mrs. Smith’s report, telling their home office
in Jacksonville that “several women and children were among those burned
to death in the election riots in that place.”120 While it was stated that
“negro women were true shots with their guns,” African Americans could
not withstand a sustained assault by hundreds of armed white men who
poured into the town from all directions. Driven from their homes,
African Americans in Ocoee desperately fled from the area. The Times-
Union reported that “many negroes have been seen walking along high-
ways many miles from Ocoee.”121

The Rev. R. B. Brooks, presiding AME elder in St. Augustine, stated,
“The total number [of dead] will probably never be known because the
bones of the murdered Negroes who were burned to death, were taken
away as souvenirs by members of the mob.”122 Alexander Akerman con-
curred with Rev. Brooks’s grim assessment. Akerman told U.S. senator
William C. Kenyon: “I do not believe it will ever be known how many
Negroes were killed. Every Negro schoolhouse, church and lodge room in
that vicinity was burned, in some instances with women and children
occupying the house, and thus burned to death.”123 The Miami Herald
reported, “All negroes in that section have taken flight and it is not
expected that the disturbance will spread.”124

When Walter White arrived undercover in Orange County a few days
later, he found that whites were still giddy with victory.125 The United
Confederate Veterans changed the timing of their convention in Orlando
so that they could visit Ocoee and witness firsthand this latest victory for
white supremacy.126 Light-skinned enough to pass for a white man, White
posed as a northerner interested in buying orange grove property in
Orange County in order to find out what had happened in Ocoee and
other black communities.127 The real estate agent and taxi cab driver who
took White to Ocoee told the assistant secretary of the NAACP that fifty-
six African Americans had been killed in the massacre. White was also told
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that the massacre had been precipitated by white jealousy of black farmers
like July Perry and Mose Norman, who were judged as being “too pros-
perous—‘for a nigger.’ ” White was struck by the attitude of white resi-
dents of Orange County, who felt “that nothing unusual had taken
place—that the white people had acquitted themselves rather meritori-
ously in checking unholy and presumptuous ambitions of Negroes in
attempting to vote.”128 White landowners used the Ocoee Massacre as a
pretext to drive the few remaining African Americans out of the town and
to seize their property. Mrs. J. H. Hamiter, who lived in the southern
branch of the Ocoee black community, which had not been directly
assaulted on Election Day, wrote to a friend a few weeks later:

The people on the south of town are being threatened that they must
sell out and leave or they will be shot and burned as the others have
been. I don’t know the first step to take. Every where near here is
crowded with people and I haven’t been able to sell out as yet. It seemed
to have been a pre-arranged affair to kill and drive the colored people
from their homes as they were more prosperous than the white folks, so
they are hoping to get their homes for nothing.129

In the end, white paramilitaries drove nearly five hundred African Americans
out of Ocoee, and the town became Florida’s newest white homeland.
Walter White provided a chilling epilogue:

At the time that I visited Ocoee, the last colored family of Ocoee was
leaving with their goods piled high on a motor truck with six colored
children on top. White children stood around and jeered the Negroes
who were leaving, threatened them with burning if they did not hurry
up and get away. These children thought it a huge joke that some
Negroes had been burned alive.130

The NAACP cautiously estimated that between thirty and sixty black
Floridians were murdered on Election Day.131 Scores had been wounded,
and hundreds more became political refugees in their own country. Whites
had destroyed black fraternal lodges in three counties. African Americans
now expected the nation to intervene in what was ultimately the bloodiest
presidential election in the history of twentieth-century America. William
Sutton had witnessed armed whites guarding the polling places in Liberty
County in order to deter African American voters. Sutton placed his hope
for justice outside of the state: “I am glad to read of so many who are in



sympathy with the colored men and women who were not allowed to vote.
I pray the day will come when all citizens regardless of color, will be able
to cast their votes for whom they please, and think will lead our people to
victory in political and civil rights in our country of America.”132

BEFORE THE U.S. CONGRESS

In the aftermath of the election, the National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People prepared to bring Florida to trial before the entire
nation. The courtroom would be the powerful House Committee on the
Census, scheduled to hold hearings during the final week of December
1920. This committee was charged with the matter of apportioning con-
gressional representation based upon population gains or losses as calcu-
lated by the chief statistician for the Bureau of the Census. The U.S.
Congress was also bound to observe provisions on representation and
apportionment spelled out in the U.S. Constitution which forbade dis-
crimination in the matter of voting.133 This is where the smoking gun of
southern disenfranchisement lay. The NAACP believed that it could prove
that southern election officials had violated the Fourteenth and Fifteenth
Amendments by creating one set of standards for white registration and
another for black, and then by discriminating against African Americans
trying to exercise their voting rights.134 The Association’s counsel James
Cobb argued that weaving these pivotal amendments together would bind
Congress to reduce representation in the states where discrimination had
occurred.135

James Weldon Johnson, Walter White, and William Pickens delivered
the proof of voting discrimination to the Census Committee. The
NAACP’s evidence included affidavits, statistics, photographs, and per-
sonal testimony, and the bulk of it came from Florida. Additional testi-
mony from shattered voter registration efforts in Georgia, Virginia, and
North Carolina was also presented.136 The NAACP wanted at bare mini-
mum a major congressional investigation that would blow the lid off one-
party rule in the South. If successful, the NAACP, which had broken the
grandfather clause in 1915, would be able to pry open another vital space
for democracy in the South.

But James Weldon Johnson and the NAACP first had to reckon with
the Census Committee. Its chair, Isaac Siegel (R., New York), was sympa-
thetic to the NAACP’s arguments and invited the civil rights organization
to testify before the committee.137 His colleagues were another story. James
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Aswell (Louisiana), William W. Larsen (Georgia), and Carlos Bee (Texas)
were, as events were to prove, prepared to combat any effort to show that
African Americans were denied the right to vote in the South. Jacob Mil-
ligan (Missouri) reveled in using the term “nigger” whenever possible.138

With the exception of Siegel, only Horace Towner of Iowa would play a
mediating influence on the committee’s antiblack bias. For the most part,
the other northern congressmen kept their own counsel during the
proceedings.

The pattern of the hearings was set early on. Reps. Bee, Larsen, and
Aswell rudely interrupted NAACP witnesses, using personal anecdotes to
make light of the claim that African Americans in the South were disfran-
chised. “Take Will May—that I happen to remember,” Rep. Larsen
recalled. “He voted. He is a nigger, a pretty good nigger.” When James
Weldon Johnson suggested that Congress had an obligation to enforce the
U.S. Constitution, Rep. Aswell responded: “To my mind, this whole thing
opens up an interminable investigation.”139

NAACP informants fought an uphill battle to invest the hearings with
gravity. When Walter White tried to present documentary evidence on
disfranchisement from Florida, Congressman Larsen impatiently asked:
“What do you think this committee has to do with all this stuff?” When
White introduced the affidavits of 941 African Americans in Jacksonville
who swore that they had been denied the right to vote, Rep. Aswell used
the occasion to grill White on the fund-raising activities of the NAACP.140

On the third day of the hearings, James Weldon Johnson appeared
before the committee. By now, Johnson was a seasoned veteran of the Jim
Crow wars. He had been nearly beaten on a Jacksonville street because
members of the white militia thought that his light-skinned female escort
was a white woman. Johnson presented census figures for the populations
of each southern state, showing the numbers of potential eligible voters
and juxtaposed these with the actual voting population of each state to
show that voter turnout in the South was being willfully suppressed. These
figures proved to be so damning that Rep. Aswell finally cried out: “This
Congress is very strong on economy, and I think the other witnesses will
have the same set of figures. We ought not to print all of this. It is extrav-
agant.”141

Johnson drove home the point that the suppression of black ballots in
the South undermined democracy throughout the nation. “This is not
merely a question of the Negro, by any means,” he said. “It is a question of
Republican Government and of the fundamentals of American democracy.



We may as well face the question as to how long this situation is allowed
to go on. It can not go on indefinitely.” Johnson pointed with pride to the
record of African Americans during the Great War, the advances that the
race had made, and concluded his speech with a warning and a prophecy:

We put the matter before you. Some of the Members have thought it
was an irrelevant matter, but I say it is fundamental; it is the very root of
republican government, and it is a question which is either going to
come to this Congress or to some other Congress in the future, and
with increasing force every time it comes up, and it seems to me it is
better to pass on the question fairly and squarely and justly to-day and
not wait until some unknown tomorrow.142

When Florida’s congressmen appeared before the committee to testify,
the tenor of the hearings changed entirely. When Florida Rep. William J.
Sears expressed his commitment to maintain white supremacy, Rep. Carlos
Bee blustered: “I will join hands with you.” Congressman Frank Clark
explained that Florida had the fairest election laws in the nation. He pro-
duced a telegram from J. Seth Hills in which the latter supposedly claimed
that African Americans in Jacksonville voted without obstacles. Dr. Hills
stated that this telegram was a forgery.143 Clark submitted affidavits alleg-
ing election fairness from white officials such as Sheriff Gregory in
Gadsden County. Gregory had helped to drive the president of the Harding-
Coolidge Club out of the county before the election.144 Finally, as Bishop
John Hurst noted, Rep. Clark relied on coerced testimony from African
Americans such as W. S. Stevens in Gadsden who was brought before a
group of twenty white men in Quincy and told to sign statements “to the
effect that colored people had never been prevented from voting in Gads-
den county but rather have had free access to the ballot always.”145 Con-
gressman Clark charged that the election in Florida had been administered
fairly. However, Clark himself had run on a platform of white supremacy.
He was most certainly aware that he was perjuring himself before a com-
mittee of the United States Congress.

Clark even denied that black Floridians had been politically active,
saying: “The Negro is really a very docile and peaceable sort of fellow and
is easily led.” He concluded his testimony by reminding his colleagues that
he spoke “from the American white man’s standpoint. I want to see white
political parties, and I want white men to run this country, which is a
white man’s country and should remain so.”146 After insulting the
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NAACP’s representatives, Census Committee members treated Clark’s
testimony with the profoundest respect. Florida’s election received a clean
bill of health from Congress.

The willingness of the U.S. Congress to set aside the Fourteenth and
Fifteenth Amendments to the Constitution spelled the final doom of the
Florida movement. The Ku Klux Klan had waged a brutally effective cam-
paign of terror, but it was still not able to stop thousands of African
Americans from trying to vote. State and municipal officials resorted to a
broad array of measures including arrest, segregated voting lines, and
threats of violence to depress voter turnout. Even this did not completely
squelch African American activism. In the end, the Florida movement was
defeated by a combination of municipal, state, and federal authorities who
colluded to undermine the legitimacy of the presidential election of 1920.
President-elect Warren G. Harding put his stamp of approval on the
debased contest by taking a pre-inaugural vacation in Florida and refusing
NAACP requests to investigate the claims of the people who had sacrificed
everything they had to support the Republican Party.147

A new reign of terror stalked Florida in the weeks after the election. A
writer told James Weldon Johnson that “freedom of speech is prohibited. . . .
If facts could be secured from other localities, there would be sufficient
ground to cut down the representation from the south, but they dare not
speak facts.”148 In some areas, white officials banned public meetings of
the NAACP.149 In Miami, an African American woman informed Johnson,
“There has been a lynching since the election and on or near the spot two
whites were killed the next day.”150

In Gadsden County, the violence continued. “This place was consider-
ably stirred some time since when the store of Jeff Lamar, a well known
colored man, was blown up by a charge of dynamite which had been
placed under the floor by unknown persons,” reported the Daily Demo-
crat.151 Whites in Gadsden were warned late one evening “that an armed
force of negroes were headed toward River Junction from Hardaway,” to
lay siege to white settlements. In light of what had happened in Gadsden
on Election Day, white people took this warning seriously, and “within a
short time practically every family in River Junction and Chattahoochee
had been aroused and told to arm themselves.”152 The fact that this rumor
turned out to be a false alarm did not allay white fears of black retribution
for election violence.

For most African Americans, however, the possibility of replying to the
violence they had suffered on Election Day was out of the question. 



White supremacists were secure in the knowledge that their activities
would be safe from any consequences. Ruth Crowd Wilkerson wrote to
James Weldon Johnson to say that her father, an ailing business owner, had
been ordered to leave Jacksonville: “I do not know the cause of the trouble
as my father is a law abiding citizen,” wrote Mrs. Wilkerson. “I attribute
the trouble to the fact that he just bought a home in a neighborhood where
only a few colored people live. Will you please help him in some way
[?]”153 Mrs. Wilkerson’s father was the founder of the illustrious Globe
Theater in Jacksonville. Now he was a hunted man.154 One anonymous
writer from the state told the NAACP, “When the law gives us protection,
it will not be necessary for us to write unsigned letters.”155

The messages of democratic striving that African Americans had deliv-
ered to Warren Harding and the NAACP before the election were now
transformed into notes of despair: “Just a line to say to you that the
Negroes of Florida feel grateful for the good work your association is
doing,” wrote one woman to the NAACP a few days after the New Year
had dawned. Earlier she might have used this occasion to communicate
her ideas on democracy. Now she was moved to say: “We are powerless
here to express ourselves publicly, but our prayers are for you and with
you. We know that you are doing for us what we cannot do for our-
selves.”156 It was a terribly painful admission of defeat.
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Conclusion

LEGACIES OF
THE FLORIDA MOVEMENT

AMERICAN HISTORY has completely erased the martyrs of 1920. It is pos-
sible to walk through Tallahassee, the state capital of Florida, and have
absolutely no inkling that one of the greatest democratic struggles of the
nation’s life occurred here. No streets are named for the activists who
fought to regain the right to vote. No markers are dedicated to honor
Floridians who died to secure freedom on this soil. Critics complain that
civics and American history are no longer taught in the schools. Yet there
has been no effort to learn from the experiences of Americans in twenty-
eight Florida counties who braved terrorism in an effort to assume the
rights and responsibilities of U.S. citizenship. It may be that the story of
thousands of people rising up to demand justice, dignity, and equality in a
one-party state is compelling only if it occurs in someone else’s one-party
state. Whatever the case, the task of commemorating the efforts of indi-
viduals who fought to save democracy remains undone. The Florida move-
ment awaits its monuments.

The gap of understanding and experience that separates the participants
of the Florida movement from our own time is substantial. Voter turnout
is in steep decline, and increasing numbers of Americans feel disconnected
from their nation’s political process.1 Columnist John Dean writes, “Of
the 153 democracies in the world, the United States ranks near the bottom



for voter involvement.”2 It is difficult—yet, arguably, a necessity—to try
and imagine exactly what led people in another place and time to risk their
lives to secure the right to vote. How and why did black Floridians reen-
ergize the concept of democratic citizenship, and what lessons might this
organizing achievement hold today?

At first glance, black Floridians’ political activism appears to corre-
spond to what Colin A. Palmer has called “the Generation of 1917,” “a
new generation of blacks [who] emerged who were more insistent in their
demand for justice and . . . from then on, the style of protest in black
America was more vigorous, sustained, and multifaceted.”3 Palmer echoes
Alain Locke’s thesis in The New Negro. Locke held that owing to African
American migration, urbanization, and the democratic ethos of World
War I, “a transformed and transforming psychology permeates the [black]
masses.”4 More recently, historian Beth Tompkins Bates has argued that
this ultimately created a “new-crowd protest politics” among African
Americans.5

African American insurgencies after 1917, however, were firmly linked
to earlier protests, and there was really nothing “new” at all about these
open battles. A careful analysis of the record between 1865 and 1917
shows more continuity than discontinuity in black struggles. Black Florid-
ians waged numerous campaigns against one-party rule and white
supremacy. Male and female activists ensured that black Floridians held on
to the ballot throughout most of the 1880s using mass action tactics. Dock
and warehouse workers waged major strikes in the Gilded Age. The unem-
ployed demanded municipal work relief programs. African American com-
munities in Jacksonville and Pensacola even turned back the tide of
segregation after successful streetcar boycotts. People in timber towns,
rural areas, and cities repeatedly took up arms to prevent lynching. There
was no need to call upon the New Negro after World War I because
African American men and women had been dynamically fighting Jim
Crow since its very inception.

This rich and multifaceted legacy of struggle explains how voter regis-
tration activists were able to link voting rights, economic justice, and the
fight against racial oppression. The Florida movement’s holistic approach
to politics served as an effective tool of recruitment. African Americans
discussed the most pressing social crises of the day and planned to use their
votes to confront them. Black Floridians vanquished the forces of demo-
bilization which, in more recent times, have led to declining voter turnout,
especially among the nation’s poor.6
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The first public exhortations to register and vote were issued in the
midst of Emancipation Day services in January 1919. Black Floridians
had transformed this event into a day of remembrance when they
reminded each other where they had come from, how they had earned
freedom, and what they expected from the state in return for their service.
This synthesis of the cultural and the political gained importance over
time. When America entered World War I, an older generation of activists
framed the sacrifices that younger black troops were making in France
within a longer history of African American service to the republic. Cul-
tural workers choreographed marches, stage productions, and memorial
services where elderly ex-slaves, Civil War veterans, Red Cross nurses, and
children all had a place of honor.These public performances bolstered
African Americans’ claims to equal citizenship. African Americans looked
to the past to formulate many of their demands for the future.

Social movements cannot be orchestrated from above. They are not set
into motion by manifestos or charismatic leaders. Black Floridians regis-
tered to vote because the women and men who asked them to take this risk
were deeply rooted in their communities and in the institutions that had
buffered them from white supremacy. Lodges, women’s clubs, labor
unions, and churches became organizing centers because they had proven
to be reliable sites for promoting mutual aid, dignity, and survival. African
Americans built on preexisting relationships of trust to forge a social move-
ment. The oath that fifteen thousand members of the Knights of Pythias
lodge took binding each of them to register to vote is a reminder that the
Florida movement was driven by mutuality, not militancy.

The advent of women’s suffrage provided a critical boost to the Florida
movement. However, it is important to understand that in Florida—as in
other parts of the South—African American women were not entering the
political arena for the first time.7 Indeed, black women in Florida could
trace their political lineage back to Reconstruction, when women had ral-
lied their communities to hold firm against Democratic fraud and coer-
cion. White conservatives blamed female activists for enforcing black
political solidarity in the 1880s. African American men credited women
for playing leading roles in winning the streetcar boycotts in 1901 and
1905. In 1916, African American women’s clubs in Jacksonville urged
black men to pay their poll taxes. Three years later many of the same
women were sponsoring voter registration workshops for the men. When
expanded suffrage came in 1920, African American women were ready to
make history—again.



The role of male and female workers in the making of the Florida move-
ment is a reminder that the agency of lower-income individuals is decisive
in the endeavor to revive political participation in the broader society. The
extraordinarily diverse struggles that African American workers waged
between 1916 and 1919 placed economic issues at the center of a revived
political platform. Black workers’ search for justice led them to pioneer a
Great Migration out of Florida. During World War I, female domestic
workers resisted “work or fight” statutes while railway men drafted peti-
tions to the federal government demanding access to the nation’s labor
laws. At war’s end, African American workers launched strikes throughout
the state.

African American laborers, through their actions and demands, broke
down the blatantly undemocratic nature of politics in the Jim Crow South.
“Representative Negroes” who had urged African Americans to stay in the
South, trust white elites, and cross picket lines were swept out of leader-
ship. Working-class self-activity created a heightened level of accountabil-
ity in politics. The stage was set for political insurgency. It wasn’t that an
entirely new generation of leaders was pushed to the fore. The example of
Joseph Lee is instructive. This icon of Reconstruction-era politics was
publicly repudiated by black trade unionists in 1916 for becoming a
mouthpiece for the Jacksonville Chamber of Commerce. Four years later,
African Americans welcomed Lee—shorn of his chamber baggage—back
to the fray as a political organizer. All of this is to say that leadership in a
social movement is not as important as the creativity, the self-confidence,
and determined activism that the movement’s followers promote.8

The white counterassault against the Florida movement was lethal and
grounded in the history of the state. White conservatives had ushered in
one-party rule with fraud and violence; they maintained their rule with
routine doses of mayhem against black citizens. Racial violence in Florida
was frequently genocidal in scope and scale. Whites destroyed African
American settlements, drove black workers out of parts of the state, and
used lynching and rape as weapons of social control. The flames of Ocoee
augured the massacres in Perry and Rosewood a few years later. Indeed, the
Florida terror should be judged in tandem with the race riots of East St.
Louis, Chicago, Elaine, Tulsa, and other places. African Americans were
organizing increasingly effective movements for justice, and their
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adversaries deployed violence to crush them. Mass murder is the bedfellow
of white supremacy, and C. L. R. James was surely correct to note: “this
barbarism exists only because nothing else can suppress the readiness for
sacrifice, the democratic instincts and creative power of the great masses of
the people.”9

It would be a mistake to say that the Florida movement was destroyed
entirely by forces within the state. Segregation did not originate in Florida,
and the state’s white supremacists did not invent one-party rule in the
South. Racial oppression was enforced by an interlocking system of power
with transmission lines radiating from northern firms, the U.S. Supreme
Court, Congress, and other federal agencies. At the turn of the century,
Plessy v. Ferguson cleared the way for Florida and other states to refine seg-
regation. In later years, the federal government intervened to bolster the
power of the southern elite. When Florida’s employers complained that
the U.S. Department of Labor was interfering with the maintenance of
cheap labor after World War I, the federal government shut down the
Division of Negro Economics in Florida. Federal authorities changed
immigration law to benefit growers and left workers to fend for them-
selves. The U.S. Congress’s refusal to enforce the Fourteenth and Fifteenth
Amendments to the Constitution spelled democracy’s doom in Florida.
Indeed, the federal government’s betrayal of African Americans in Florida
saved Jim Crow from the most serious threat it would face for another
generation.

The bloody aftermath of the Florida movement generated a variety of
legacies. Some black Floridians justified a withdrawal from politics by
pointing to Republican betrayals and Election Day violence in 1920. E. J.
and Mattie Marshall, farmers from Plant City, told a WPA interviewer in
the 1930s that they kept up with current affairs by subscribing to the
Pittsburgh Courier, but that they did not try to vote. Mr. Marshall stated:
“I ain’t voted tall in the last few years. I quit foolin with it, I got disgusted.
I always voted republican. . . . that lily white mess disgusted me.”10 For
Rich Gray, a turpentine worker, disenfranchisement was reinforced by fed-
eral collusion with state authorities: “As fer votin, that’s another thing I
haint up to neither. No man! I don’t do not votin. . . . Uncle Sam knowed
what everybody is a-doin, and if you stick your finger in the fire, yor shore
to git burned.”11 Zora Neale Hurston interviewed a turpentine worker
near Cross City who told her: “I voted once in Georgia. . . . The colored
folks don’t vote around here. . . . I did used to hear my father talk about
Republicans. It seemed like they used to do the people the most good, but



look like they don’t do that now.”12 African Americans grew disgusted
with a Republican Party that accepted their votes only to betray them.

In the aftermath of the election of 1920, open political organizing
efforts ground to a halt in sections of Florida—sometimes for an entire
generation. When Charles S. Thompson, an African American member of
the NAACP in Miami, was asked about black voting in 1931, he answered
succinctly: “We have not had trouble here about voting since the Harding
election, when more than 1,000 Negroes were driven from the polls[;] the
reason is that very few of us vote.”13

On the other hand, the Florida movement provided activists and tactics
that would reemerge to form the foundation of a new civil rights move-
ment a generation later. African Americans in Pensacola reorganized their
NAACP chapter during the 1920s and boasted some 1,500 voters by the
end of the decade.14 African Americans in one movement county, Brevard,
organized a vibrant NAACP chapter in 1934. The lead organizer of the
chapter had been a high school student in Live Oak at the height of the
voter registration movement. His name was Harry T. Moore, and in the
following decade he would help the NAACP spearhead another statewide
voter registration movement in Florida.15

Mary McLeod Bethune’s activism in the movement as well as in the
State Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs prepared her to take a leader-
ship position in Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Black Cabinet during the New
Deal years.16 Eartha M. M. White never gave up her advocacy for the poor
and was a legendary social activist well into the 1960s in Jacksonville.17

In Gadsden County, J. T. Smith and the NAACP chapter he had helped
build survived by going underground. Smith patiently recruited a new
generation of NAACP members by approaching them in secret.18 In 1923,
Smith told James Weldon Johnson: “our Branch has been in a very bad
condition since 1920 douring the Genrial Election. They [white people]
did so much develment here it got our peeples afred to take hold of the
N.A.A.C.P. and the bigest Morgorty of our members quit altho they is a
few real men yet holding on and we shall indever to try an keep it alive.”19

A. I. Dixie, who hailed from a sharecropping family in Gadsden, fondly
remembered Smith as the organizer who had quietly introduced him to
the NAACP one day in Greensboro by cautiously inviting him to a secret
branch meeting in the 1940s.

Smith and the NAACP held on in Greensboro for four decades. He
lived to see a new generation of Congress of Racial Equality (CORE)
activists—some of whom hailed from Gadsden itself—initiate a voter
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registration movement in the county in 1964.20 Two of these young
activists were the children of A. I. Dixie. In 1964, A. I.’s son Jewell became
the first African American to run for sheriff in nearly a century of Gadsden
politics. Smith, however, finally had to leave the county because of threats
on his life.

In the short term, the defeat of the Florida movement was a historic vic-
tory for white supremacy. If African Americans had been able to breach
the wall of one-party rule in Florida, the larger edifice of Jim Crow might
have crumbled decades earlier. Instead, the disease of political corruption
deepened in Florida and throughout the nation over another four
decades. A white man who wrote his Ph.D. dissertation on Live Oak
recalled that when he moved to Suwannee County, “I first went to see the
Sheriff. He took me right over to register to vote, backdating the entry
because I had only been in the area a few days. Well, when he found out
I made my living lending money to niggers, he made me a deputy sheriff.
That way, he said, ‘If you ever have to kill one, it’ll be legal.’ ”21 Stealing
elections, brutalizing African Americans, and monkey-wrenching the
democratic process continued to be a way of life in Florida and in Amer-
ica writ large.

It is now easier to understand the 2000 election debacle in Florida.
Underneath the media circus of hanging chads, Republican mobs, and
sore Democratic losers is the fact that thousands of African Americans—
as well as significant numbers of Latinos and Haitian Americans—were
wrongly purged from the rolls and prevented from voting. To be sure,
there were important differences between the election days of 1920 and
2000. Open violence gave way to surreptitious voter roll purges. The final
results of both elections, however, were strikingly similar: the nation lost
control of its most sacred political institution because it could not deal
forthrightly with its oldest and deepest social problem: racial oppression.

James Weldon Johnson explained to the United States Congress in 1920
that racism undermined democracy. The most virulent strains of political
corruption in America originated in the effort to dehumanize and disfran-
chise African Americans. Until racism is eradicated, the nation stands on
the brink of peril. W. E. B. Du Bois put it succinctly: “The price of repres-
sion is greater than the cost of liberty. The degradation of men costs some-
thing both to the degraded and those who degrade.”22



The Florida movement teaches that hitherto powerless individuals may
come together to formulate the boldest social justice agendas—but they
must organize first. The movement gave its participants the confidence to
think large and plan boldly to address the gravest social problems of their
time. African Americans drew on personal ties of mutuality to create a pol-
itics that embraced the needs of ordinary people. This is the true genius of
the Florida movement of 1919–1920. Black Floridians assumed that all
people deserved dignity, and because of this their definition of democracy
grew to become an expansive and sophisticated statement of human pos-
sibility. The only way to honor their prodigious sacrifices is to carry on the
struggle.
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