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Introduction It Happened Here Too


“… but goals must be achieved. They are not secured because it is just and right that they be possessed by Negro or white people. Slavery was not abolished because it was bad and unjust. It was abolished because men fought, bled and died on the battlefield … They must win them and to win them they must fight, sacrifice, suffer, go to jail and, if need be, die for them. These rights will not be given. They must be taken.”1


The title of this introduction, “It Happened Here Too,” reflects my own response to the past and present state of civil rights movement scholarship that continues to ignore the city of St. Louis and the Black liberation movement that took place there.

In her presidential address to the Organization of American Historians in 2004, historian Jacquelyn Dowd Hall states, “remembrance is always a form of forgetting, and the dominant narrative of the civil rights movement—distilled from history and memory, twisted by ideology and political contestation, and embedded in heritage tours, museums, public rituals, textbooks, and various artifacts of mass culture—distorts and suppresses as much as it reveals.”2 In recent years scholars have broadened the boundaries of traditional and popular understanding and depiction of the civil rights movement, broadening the scope and expanse of this movement, extending the time and geographic boundaries while broadening the topics of discourse. These recent studies reveal much of what has previously been “suppressed” by the traditional narrative of the civil rights movement. This recent scholarship locates and relocates this movement and shifts our gaze from places it has been to places it needs to be, and adds new images, depth, and nuance to our field of vision thus contributing to Hall’s goal “to make civil rights harder. Harder to celebrate as a natural progression of American values. Harder to cast as a satisfying morality tale. Most of all, harder to simplify, appropriate, and contain.”3

Scholars have begun to investigate local movements, uncovering the local nuance and forms of liberation beyond the South. While historians have begun to investigate local movements, they have also begun to erase the sharp division between the civil rights movement and Black Power movement, no longer seeing a strict demarcation between two separate movements. Rather, scholars are now investigating the civil rights movement and Black Power movement as part and parcel of the same struggle, or as Timothy Tyson states in his critically acclaimed work, Radio Free Dixie: Robert F. Williams and the Roots of Black Power, “the Civil Rights Movement and the Black Power Movement grew out of the same soil, confronted the same predicaments, and were much closer than traditional portrayal suggests.”4 Tyson’s work is one example of this new direction studies of the civil rights movement have taken in illuminating local movements and the symbiosis between the civil rights movement and the Black Power movement.

Furthermore, in their book, The Making of Martin Luther King and the Civil Rights Movement, Brian Ward and Tony Badger point out that since the 1980s, “a series of important community-based studies have combined to revise the standard chronology and shift the focus of attention away from national leaders and organizations toward the local figures, organizations and institutions which sustained Black protest.”5 Ward and Badger go on to state that within the last twenty years, “there has been a greater appreciation of the relationship between the southern movement and the struggles of Blacks elsewhere in the United States and a growing recognition of the importance and complexities of the Black Power era.”6

These recent local studies have transformed the landscape of the civil rights movement, demanding that we look at the movement from multiple angles and at multiple levels, asserting that this is the only way to achieve an adequate view and understanding of the movement. In fact, based on the work of scholars such as Aldon Morris, Adam Fairclough, and Steven Lawson it becomes doubtful that one can even speak of such a thing as a “Civil Rights Movement.”7According to Aldon Morris, “instead of one homogenous civil rights movement there were dozens of local movements with their own organizations, activists, inter-organizational relationships, boundaries, and funding bases.”8

These studies have made important contributions toward our understanding of local movements, have redirected the spotlight from national leaders to local leaders, resurrected the central role of women in these movements, and expanded upon what Adam Fairclough refers to as the “Montgomery to Selma story line.” For example, Freedom North: Black Freedom Struggles Outside the South, 1940–1980, co-edited by Jeanne F. Theoharis and Komozi Woodard, locates and relocates the Black freedom struggle outside of the South, and reveals this “movement” as more accurately a movement of local movements that operated independent of the major figures fixed within our popular vision of the civil rights movement. The traditional civil rights movement narrative largely isolates the movement to the Deep South, suggesting that racism, segregation, and racial violence are only southern manifestations. Freedom North’s co-editor Jeanne Theoharis states, “foregrounding the South has constricted popular understandings of race and racism in the United States during and after World War Two—making it seem as if the South was the only part of the country that needed a movement, as if Blacks in the rest of the country only became energized to fight after their Southern brothers and sisters did, as if southern racism was more malignant than the strains found in the rest of the country, as if social activism produced substantive change only in the South.”9 Freedom North reveals the pervasiveness of racism and segregation throughout the nation, not just in the South, and challenges isolation of racism and segregation in the past while encouraging us to recognize and confront racism in our own communities today.10

By looking at St. Louis, Missouri, this study also points out the deficiency of thorough investigation of the Black liberation movement in the Midwest. With specific regard to the movement’s transition to Black Power, failure to examine the movement outside of the South has often led historians to focus primarily on the transition to Black Power by organizations such as Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, an organization that did not exist in St. Louis. On the other hand, when historians have examined the transition to Black Power in the North, the primary subject of focus has typically been the Black Panthers.

The following continues on the initial paths established by these studies by asking questions similar to those addressed by these previous works, but asking them of a city that has been left largely off the map of civil rights movement studies. In addition, this work expands our understanding of the “complexities” of the civil rights movement and Black Power movement, arguing that while the civil rights movement and Black Power movement “grew out of the same soil,” the shift in tactics, philosophy, membership, and agenda that occurred as the banner of Black Power was raised over the St. Louis movement, by 1964, also brought a dramatic shift in gender, race, and class relations within the movement and a shift in the symbolic representation of the movement. For example, the embrace of Black Power in St. Louis brought a shift in the structural role of women in the local movement as well as a shift in the manner in which the movement was symbolically represented by local groups and the local media.

Only recently have scholars discovered the St. Louis Black liberation movement. For example, Lorenzo Greene, Gary R. Kremer, and Antonio F. Holland’s Missouri’s Black Heritage is a general survey of the African American experience in the state of Missouri. Their work was and continues to be the only statewide survey of the African American experience. However, such surveys aimed at a large subject matter over a great length of time are often only capable of scraping the surface of many of its subjects. Such is the case with Missouri’s Black Heritage. With particular reference to its treatment of the Black Power movement in Missouri, this book offers only three and a half pages to the Black Power movement in Missouri and deals solely with urban rebellions in Kansas City, Missouri following Martin Luther King’s assassination.

On the other hand, George Lipsitz’s A Life in the Struggle examines the St. Louis civil rights movement.11 However, because his work is primarily a biography of Ivory Perry, it is also limited in its treatment of organizations and individuals outside the circle that surrounded Perry. These are the organizations and issues that will be discussed here, those groups and people that slipped through the cracks of these brilliant, important, groundbreaking but nonetheless limited studies of the St. Louis movement.

A more recent study of the St. Louis civil rights movement is Mary Kimbrough and Margaret Dagen’s Victory Without Violence: The First Ten Years of the St. Louis Committee of Racial Equality, 1947–1957.12 Their work is the first to focus solely on the St. Louis chapter of the Congress of Racial Equality. Because Margaret Dagen was one of the founding members of the local group, this book presents a valuable insider’s perspective on the organization. From this perspective, the book emphasizes CORE’s activities as well as the group’s unwavering commitment to nonviolence and interracial cooperation and the familial atmosphere that characterized the group’s first ten years.

Of course, with their study limited only to the group’s first ten years, they fail to examine how the local movement changed by the 1960s. In addition, because their study only focuses on CORE and its activities, their work fails to provide a comprehensive study of the St. Louis civil rights movement during that time period. Thus, while one learns of CORE’s activities from 1947 to 1957, we do not learn of any other organizations and their work during the same time. Therefore, while their work is a valuable study of St. Louis CORE, this work continues from where their work leaves off, examining CORE and other organizations that were involved in the African American freedom struggle in the 1960s, but especially emphasizing the late 1960s when the local group’s commitment to nonviolence, interracial cooperation, and the familial atmosphere evolved.

In addition, both Missouri’s Black Heritage and A Life in the Struggle, focus solely on the local movement’s male leadership and activists. Thus, women’s involvement in the St. Louis movement has been overshadowed and marginalized to figures such as Ivory Perry, Percy Green, and William Clay. On the other hand, Kimbrough and Dagen rediscover women in CORE, emphasizing the central role of Bernice Fisher and Margaret Dagen. With specific regard to gender, recent historiography has only just begun to examine the structural role women played in the movement. Kathryn Nasstrom notes that it was on the local level that their role was most intense. She states, “state and local studies, the locus of much recent scholarship, deepen our knowledge of women’s participation, for this body of literature suggests that women were more active in local movements than in the more intensively studied national organizations and campaigns.”13 This work continues this discussion of women in the local movement, but goes beyond the mere recovery of women’s activism to analyze gender relations within the movement, noting how the embrace of Black Power brought a change to the structural role of women and the symbolic representation of the movement.

In his book, The Black Crusaders: A Case Study of a Black Militant Organization, sociologist William B. Helmreich provides an interesting and important insider’s view of the Black Liberators, a group in St. Louis that modeled itself after the Black Panthers.14 Helmreich served as a “participant—observer” in the Black Liberators for five months and served as the group’s “liaison officer” during that time. While his work offers an insider’s perspective of this organization, the book suffers from a major weakness. As the title notes, Helmreich maintains the anonymity of the organization, events, individuals, and city in which the group operated. Helmreich states in his introduction, “in accordance with the wishes of many of the respondents, fictitious names and places have been substituted in place of the real ones.”15 Subsequently, he refers to St. Louis as “Central City” and the Black Liberators as the “Black Crusaders.” In protecting the group and city’s anonymity, Helmreich does illustrate the universality and typicality of the group and city. However, by creating a fictitious name and city, Helmreich fails to consider the very unique and different experience found in the city of St. Louis. While his point concerning the similarities between the Black Liberators and St. Louis and other groups and other cities illustrates important commonalities, it is the differences that this author finds equally significant.

St. Louis is an important city to consider when discussing the Black liberation movement because of its unique history as a border city. St. Louis maintained a unique tradition of segregation and discrimination throughout the early and mid twentieth century. For example, the state constitution prohibited interracial marriages and supported school segregation. Specifically, in 1889 the Missouri legislature passed a law mandating separate schools for African Americans.16 On the other hand, restaurants, hotels, theaters, hospitals, and other public accommodations were segregated through custom rather than law.17 Local CORE activist Irvin Dagen commented on the unique nature of St. Louis as a border city. He stated, “St. Louis, in the pre-Civil War days and in the Civil War, was neither North nor South, containing abolitionists and slave holders, Blues and Grays, segregationists and those who were opposed. This left many areas open to discrimination, to custom and tradition, and left open the possibility for peaceful change on which CORE would capitalize.”18

As the first chapter of this study explains, despite this tradition of segregation and discrimination, the city experienced the development of a strong African American community. The influx of African Americans from the South, beginning in the 1910s, enhanced this community, infusing it with new energy. Roughly 38, 000 African Americans migrated to St. Louis throughout the 1940s. By 1950, St. Louis City’s African American population totaled 154, 000 or 18 percent of the city’s population.19 While African American migrants faced intense racism, housing, employment and education discrimination, police brutality and segregation, they contributed to the vitality of the African American community in the 1940s laying the foundation for this Black liberation movement.

Up to this point the term Black Power has been used numerous times without explanation or definition. Therefore, before continuing any further, it is necessary to give a brief explanation of Black Power. Historians have traced the origin of the term Black Power, as it came to be known in the context of the second half of the 1960s, to its use by Stokely Carmichael and Willie Ricks during the March Against Fear to the Mississippi capital following the attempted assassination of James Meredith on June 6, 1966.20 However, Carmichael points out that “the concept of ‘Black Power’ is not a recent or isolated phenomenon: It has grown out of the ferment of agitation and activity by different people and organizations in many Black communities over the years.”21 Sociologist Rod Bush also notes that theories of Black Power and Black Nationalism have “been a significant component of African American social thought for more than two hundred years, varying in intensity according to time, place, and circumstances.”22

The concept of Black Power intensified and became increasingly appealing among the younger generation of African Americans who came to question the utility of nonviolence and interracial cooperation. Furthermore, Black Power appealed to African Americans in light of the growing frustration and anger over continued police brutality, discrimination in housing, employment and education, government reaction and repression against the movement, the continuing decline of the city with regard to living conditions, rent, transportation, and the general failure of federal and state legislation to address the needs of African Americans in particular, and St. Louisans in general, regardless of race.

According to Charles Hamilton and Stokely Carmichael’s Black Power: The Politics of Liberation in America, Black Power has several main goals. First, Black Power aimed at healing the “growing alienation of Black people and their distrust of the institutions of this society.”23 Next, Black Power was to create a sense of pride and unity in the African American community. In other words, “create new values and to build a new sense of community and belonging.”24 Finally, Black Power would put the control of institutions in the African American community in the hands of African Americans. Hamilton states, “Black Power must insist that the institutions in the Black community be led, and wherever possible, staffed by Blacks.”25 Similarly, Black Power would “work to establish legitimate institutions that make participants, not recipients, out of a people traditionally excluded from the fundamentally racist processes of this country.”26 Another key element to Black Power is economic development or what Hamilton refers to as the development of economic self-sufficiency. This can be achieved through the development of African American businesses or, as Hamilton states, through the creation of “capital producing instruments” which can then produce jobs.27

Scholars have often tried to pinpoint the exact time when the Black Power movement emerged and when the civil rights movement ended. We cannot do that. The concept of Black Power was embraced by local movements in varying degrees and at different times. As political scientist Dean Robinson asserts, “across time, political and intellectual activity among Black nationalists has differed enormously. There is no ‘essential’ Black nationalist tradition, despite similarities; the positions of nationalists of different eras have diverged because their nationalisms have been products of partly similar but largely unique eras of politics, thought, and culture. Missing this point can result in an ahistorical, teleological interpretation of Black nationalism as an historical phenomenon.”28 It is one of the central arguments of this study that there is no time line that applies to all local movements throughout the country. Thus, one cannot say that Carmichael’s use of the phrase “Black Power” in June 1966 during the “March Against Fear” in Mississippi marked the emergence of the Black Power movement and the end of civil rights movement.29 Black Power as a program for African American liberation was embraced at different times, in different locations and to varying degrees, thus one cannot apply a universal time line or date to the emergence of Black Power. This raises the question of why, then, have scholars attempted to pinpoint the exact time when the Black Power movement emerged and when the civil rights movement ended.

Perhaps scholars have over-generalized this periodization because of preoccupation with the slogans and rhetoric of Black Power. By moving beyond the slogans, rhetoric, and hype of Black Power to examine the actual programs and ideology that lay at the heart of the movement, scholars will recognize that local movements, including those in St. Louis, embraced Black Power well before Carmichael popularized the phrase. Examining how local movements put the concept of Black Power into practice shifts the focus or central location of the Black Power movement away from national figures such as Carmichael, H. Rap Brown, and Huey Newton; away from the national organizations and their rhetoric and slogans made infamous in the media. By examining the Black Power movement from the perspective of local people and organizations, it becomes evident that the concept of Black Power was put into practice much earlier than the term was popularized.

On another level, some scholars mark the Black Power movement as beginning with urban rebellions in northern cities in 1965 and ’66.30 The use of these events as the starting point for the Black Power movement further illustrates the fact that many associate Black Power only with violence and social unrest, rather than as a legitimate program for social, political, economic, and cultural change in the United States. In part this is the result of scholars’ reliance on the media and the media’s preoccupation with this violence. Historian Charles Payne makes note of this in stating “the focus on violence bore its own costs by discouraging the development of a more complex understanding of the movement and its evolution.”31 By relying on the media to define Black Power, many remained ignorant of the true meaning of Black Power, continuing to misunderstand, misrepresent, dismiss, fear, and attack local organizations and individuals that endorsed the concept.

On the other hand, some may in fact assert that Black Power was violent and did promote violence. While some Black Power advocates did, as part of a larger program, promote the right to self defense and revolutionary change, such an assertion provides an obtuse and narrow definition of Black Power, failing to consider the larger social, economic, cultural, and political agenda behind Black Power. It is the contention of this work that we need to pay closer attention to when the concept of Black Power was put into practice as an actual program for change in local communities, rather than listening for the riots and gunshots. As was the case in St. Louis, while some scholars were waiting for the sounds of the Black Power movement, they missed the movement.

As the focus of study is shifted to the local movement, where the concept of Black Power was translated into programs for community and individual improvement and empowerment, it is important to pay close attention to the internal discourse within these local groups. For example, study of internal discourse within these St. Louis groups reveals that these groups considered themselves very much a part of the larger national and international struggle for Black liberation. This is evident in the use of other national organizations, such as the Black Panthers, as a reference point and model for local organizations such as the Black Liberators. In addition, these local groups invited national figures such as Stokely Carmichael and H. Rap Brown to speak at local meetings and rallies. Furthermore, local groups studied the works of Franz Fanon, Mao Tse-Tung, Malcolm X, and Che Guevara, for example, and employed the revolutionary ideologies put forth by them to link their efforts in St. Louis to a larger national and international movement.

With these central points in mind one can begin to examine when, where, and to what extent the concept of Black Power was embraced by the local St. Louis movement. The following work consists of nine chapters following this introduction. The first chapter, “The St. Louis African American Community in the Twentieth Century: A Context for ‘Revolution’” provides a brief history of St. Louis’s African American community immediately following the Civil War through the 1950s. As the title of this chapter suggests, this chapter establishes the setting out of which the Black liberation movement arose after World War Two.

Chapter two, “An Early Battle: The St. Louis Movement Before 1964,” examines the St. Louis African American experience in the post World War Two years until 1964. This chapter examines the early civil rights movement in St. Louis, focusing primarily on the work of the St. Louis chapter of the Congress of Racial Equality. It is in this chapter that the atmosphere of the St. Louis civil rights movement is defined, during both the early phases of the local movement, as well as during its crescendo. It is important that one get a true sense of this early movement in order to later understand how this atmosphere changed by 1964. This change is the subject of the third chapter, “Black Power: The Next Step.” The year 1964 was a transition point for the St. Louis civil rights movement. It was in 1964 that the Jefferson Bank campaign targeting hiring discrimination in St. Louis’s banking industry ended. When the bank agreed to hire African Americans, hiring practices in the local banking industry altered and race relations in general were transformed in the city. It was in the wake of this success that the concept of Black Power was embraced by the local movement.

The embrace of Black Power by St. Louis CORE is examined in the fourth chapter, “Black Power: CORE and Coalitions in the St. Louis Region.” This chapter discusses and analyzes how CORE, often working with other groups in the area, translated the concept of Black Power into a plan of action for the St. Louis region. Chapter five introduces several other local organizations that were instrumental in the Black liberation movement.

While introducing organizations that comprised the local movement, race, class and gender relations within these groups are analyzed. Also discussed is the symbolic representation of the individual groups and the larger local movement, the connection between this local movement and other movements, including freedom struggles by other minority groups in the United States and world. Analysis and debate over the meaning and utility of the concept of Black Power is the subject of the sixth chapter, “Black Power: The Ideological Debate.” The concept of Black Power and the groups and individuals that endorsed it often came under fire from federal and local authorities. Challenges to the local movement are the subject of chapter seven, “Black Power Challenged: The War on Poverty and Black Capitalism,” chapter eight, “Black Power Challenged: The Cold War, the FBI, and the Communist Threat,” and chapter nine, “Black Power Challenged: Direct Conflict and Violence.”




Chapter One The St. Louis African American Community in the Twentieth Century A Context for “Revolution”
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Sociologist Daniel J. Monti writes of St. Louis,

it is an interesting place. St. Louis is northern enough to have suffered more than its share of industrial divestment and urban blighting. It is southern enough to have cultivated a modest image of itself as a conservative and cultured community, yet one that yearns to assume its rightful position among other ‘sunbelt’ cities filled with commercial vigor and a renewed sense of purpose. And it is just Midwestern enough to be satisfied most of the time with adopting someone else’s innovations. If St. Louis is not a boring place … it certainly lacks the good natured rowdiness and corrupt charm of Chicago, its former stepchild to the north. For all these reasons, St. Louis would seem an odd place to stage a minor revolution in American race relations.1


Yet for all its uniqueness, the St. Louis African American liberation movement of the mid twentieth century has received little scholarly attention. While forthcoming chapters examine this “revolution,” this chapter discusses the historical context in which this movement occurred, examining the St. Louis African American experience at the turn of the century through World War Two.

The 1876 Compromise, recognized as marking the government’s abandonment of Reconstruction, allowed for the “Democrat Redemption” in the South. In response to “Redemption,” legal disfranchisement, economic exploitation, and intimidation and violence at the hands of the Ku Klux Klan, thousands of African Americans escaped the South for the “promised land” of Kansas. Historian Suzanna Grenz notes, “for the most part Blacks sought refuge from the high rents and the crop lien and sharecropping systems of their Southern white landlords. They also hoped to escape the Southern suppression of the political and civil rights.”2 As these “Exodusters” made their way from the South to Kansas, the city of St. Louis was uniquely positioned geographically to serve as an important stopping point where they could replenish their resources and recuperate from the long journey.

On March 11, 1879 the first wave of migrants arrived in St. Louis aboard the ship, Colorado.3 While this first group numbered 280, by July 1879 over six thousand Exodusters had arrived in St. Louis as part of their journey to Kansas.4 Upon their arrival in St. Louis, many of these migrants had spent all of their money simply on their journey to St. Louis and were thus stranded. The cost of travel from Vicksburg, Mississippi to St. Louis was approximately three to four dollars, which often exhausted the migrants’ funds.5 Yet as Grenz points out, “despite their miserable situation, they refused to return South.”6

Despite inadequate resources to provide passage along the final stretch to the “promised land,” most Exodusters found their stay in St. Louis to be temporary. For example, as Grenze notes, “the federal census returns of 1880 recorded only a small increase in the number of Black citizens in the city. When compared with the census returns of 1870, the city’s Black population increased by less than 200. The majority of the Exodusters just passed through or stopped temporarily.”7 Most of these migrants did not remain in St. Louis because of the animosity they faced there.

Almost immediately, these stranded Exodusters became a concern for the municipal government.8 In response to these concerns, on March 15, 1879, St. Louis Mayor Henry Overstolz met with the St. Louis Board of Health to discuss the situation. The primary concern dictating the government’s response to the Exodusters was the fear that any government aid or assistance would undermine their self sufficiency and even encourage them to stay and become further reliant on the municipal government for help. Grenz states, “the [Board of Health] members recognized the destitution of the Blacks and debated the possibility of opening the quarantine and smallpox hospital to provide them with shelter. Once again, however, fear of setting a precedent prevailed. The board concluded that if the Blacks were well taken care of, they would not be anxious to leave the city. In addition, the cost of maintaining them would severely reduce the city treasury.”9 Thus, after this meeting, Mayor Overstolz issued a public statement “warning Blacks against migrating unless they had enough money to pay their way.”10 In addition, Overstolz threatened to stop the flow of migrants to St. Louis by “initiating legal action against [steamboat and railroad] companies carrying dependent people up the Mississippi.”11 However, Overstolz never followed through with this lawsuit.12 The only help the St. Louis government agreed to finally provide the migrants was medical care.13

On the other hand, while the St. Louis mayor refused to assist in the larger relief efforts of the migrants, the St. Louis African American community provided aid and assistance to these “stranded travelers,” providing them with food, shelter, and even employment. Grenz notes, “within three months after the arrival of the first emigrants, the inhabitants of St. Louis and Kansas City organized relief committees to look after these ‘Exo-dusters.’”14 Relief in St. Louis came predominantly from African American churches, which opened their doors to house roughly 650 Exodusters.15 Additional aid was provided by the Committee of Twenty Five. Reorganized and renamed the Colored Refugee Relief Board of St. Louis on April 22, 1879, the organization aimed to provide immediate aid to the migrants as well as transportation to Kansas rather than facilitating their permanent establishment in St. Louis.16

As the Exodusters were completing their journey from St. Louis to Kansas, by the turn of the century the city they left behind had established a unique system of de facto racial segregation. Specifically, “custom prohibited Blacks from joining whites in facilities such as hotels, restaurants, theaters, and hospitals” while allowing integrated streetcars.17 As the next chapter explains, this system of de facto segregation of public accommodations was challenged throughout the 1950s by one of the most successful direct action campaigns led by the local affiliate of the Congress of Racial Equality. This campaign successfully culminated in the passage of a 1961 ordinance mandating the desegregation of public accommodations in the city.

With the ratification of Missouri’s Reconstruction Constitution in 1875, separate schools were established throughout the state. Yet some schools did admit both African American and white students. For instance, Grundy County admitted African American and white students until 1887, when a white teacher challenged the admission of African American students.18 When the African American students were denied admission, their parents sued the teacher for violating their civil rights.19 In 1889 the Missouri legislature passed a law mandating separate schools “for the children of African descent.”20 The following year the Missouri Supreme Court ruled against the parents of the African American school children, thus upholding the legislature’s creation of separate schools.

With regard to housing segregation in St. Louis, Ernest Calloway asserted in 1979, “there is no city in America where this primary tool of racial bigotry and ghetto formation was used more successfully than in the city of St. Louis. For many years St. Louis was considered one of the most segregated city’s in America in terms of distribution of Black/white living space. Much of this is due to the effectiveness of the planned program of racial isolation and containment.”21 This “planned program of racial isolation and containment” took the form of the restrictive covenant.

Restrictive covenants became the popular tool of residential segregation in St. Louis on February 16, 1911, when 30 residents in the area of Labadie and Cora Avenue agreed to “restrict the use of their property to whites.”22 Residents of this area were concerned with the expansion of the neighboring African American community in the Elleardsville area, also known as The Ville.23 Specifically, these residents agreed not to sell, lease, or rent their property to African Americans.24 As Ernest Calloway explains, following this initial agreement among Labadie and Cora Avenue residents, the restrictive covenant agreement “moved throughout the St. Louis area as a popular instrument in isolating and containing the Black population.”25 Calloway also points out that by 1942, 378 covenants had been created to restrict African American access to housing in the city of St. Louis.26

Residential segregation was officially established in the city of St. Louis on February 29, 1916, when the city passed a residential segregation ordinance by an overwhelming majority. Specifically, the ordinance prohibited African Americans from “moving into blocks occupied entirely by white families” and areas “in which 75 percent of the residents are white” and prohibited African Americans from occupying or using any “building or part of a building for a church, dance hall, school, theater, or place of assemblage for Negroes” in ‘white’ or mixed blocks.”27 Chilton Atkinson, a local pro-segregation attorney, was quoted in the Missouri Republican as stating, “the proposed law does not aim … at oppression of the Negro, but will really afford him a better opportunity to rise. It will apply to white residents in Negro neighborhoods, as well as to Negroes who would move into white districts. No given districts will be set aside for either race, but Negroes will have an opportunity to build up new neighborhoods of their own.”28 The ordinance, it was argued, was necessary, “for preserving peace, preventing conflict and ill feeling between the white and colored races in the city of St. Louis, and promoting the general welfare of the city by providing, so far as practicable, for the use of separate blocks by white and colored people for residence, churches, and schools.”29

It is also interesting to point out that this ordinance was the first ordinance passed as a result of the “initiative petition” that was included in the St. Louis city charter in 1914. This change to the charter “provided for the initiation of ordinances by direct action of the people and the repeal of ordinances by popular referendum.”30 The Missouri Republican reported that the segregation ordinance was carried by a vote of 52, 220 to 17, 877 or a vote of three to one. The Republican also noted that only about half of the registered voters voted. The total registration was 140, 010 with 9, 846 African Americans registered to vote.31

Moreover, the Missouri Republican went on to report that there was a general fear among the Election Board that racial violence could occur at the polls. In particular, the Republican noted, “at the request of the Board of Election Commissioners, Chief of Police Young yesterday issued stringent orders for the preservation of the peace at the special election on the segregation ordinances Tuesday.”32 Subsequently, the Board of Election Commissioners requested that two police officers be placed at each of the city’s 474 polls.33 The chief of police complied with this suggestion stating, “a vigorous fight even to the door of the polls is expected.”34 While this ordinance received overwhelming support at the polls, it was overturned by the 1917 Supreme Court decision of Pittman v. Brabelle, which declared all residential segregation ordinances unconstitutional on the grounds that they violated the 14th Amendment.35 Subsequently, St. Louis’s residential segregation ordinance of 1916 was not enacted.36

Having lost the legal basis for residential segregation in St. Louis, property owners and realtors then relied entirely on the restrictive covenant to maintain housing segregation in the city. As Calloway points out, although the Pittman case overturned the 1916 segregation ordinance, “this decision had the effect of proliferating the spread of restrictive covenants.” In particular, the St. Louis Globe Democrat reported on August 31, 1923, “practically 99 percent of the 375 ‘realtor’ members of the Real Estate Exchange have approved of the establishment of Negro sections in certain outlined districts of the city through a referendum of the organization.”37 According to this agreement the “Exchange would recommend that none of its members sell or rent property outside of the designated districts to Negroes.”38 As Calloway explains, “this continued until 1948 when the United States Supreme Court ruled that these anti-Black covenants were not enforceable in a court of law.”39

In his 1979 talk entitled, “The Structure of Black Residential Containment in St. Louis as of 1916 and Discussion of Restrictive Covenants in St. Louis,” Calloway explained the geographic boundaries of housing segregation in the city of St. Louis.40 According to Calloway, the “first line of defense” to “contain” and isolate African Americans in the city was Grand Avenue.41 Calloway went on to state, “until 1920 this was the Mason Dixon line in the planned containment of the Black population in St. Louis.”42 The “second line of defense” became Kingshighway.43 Yet this line of defense was legally challenged on May 3, 1948 in the Supreme Court’s decision in Shelly v. Kraemer which ruled restrictive covenants unconstitutional. On January 31, 1964 the St. Louis Board of Aldermen passed the St. Louis Fair Housing Ordinance #52328 that made it illegal to discriminate against anyone because of his “race, religion, national origin or ancestry in the sale, lease or rental of any housing unit; in the financing of the purchase of any housing unit; and in the use, management or disposition of any housing unit.”44 While the restrictive covenant lost its legal foundation with the 1948 Supreme Court decision and residential discrimination was outlawed by the 1964 Fair Housing Ordinance, “informal arrangements” among residents, realtors, and financial institutions in the St. Louis area continued to sustain housing segregation.45

By 1920 the African American population in St. Louis had dramatically increased as a result of the migration of thousands of African Americans from the Deep South to northern and border cities such as St. Louis. This massive population shift has come to be known as the Great Migration. The Great Migration began during World War One when African Americans were motivated to leave the South by unemployment, the destruction of cotton crops by the boll weevil, floods, and social factors such as racism, segregation, disfranchisement, and violence. Conversely, African Americans were drawn to these northern cities by employment, education, and other social opportunities they offered. Between 1915 and 1918, roughly one half million southern African Americans migrated to the North. In St. Louis the African American population grew from 43,960 in 1910 to 69, 854 in 1920 and by 1945 grew to 180, 000.46 Migrants to St. Louis and other cities experienced many challenges including overcrowding, crime, unemployment, and white hostility. These challenges came to a head in East St. Louis in July 1917.

Relations between African Americans and whites in East St. Louis became increasingly strained during the Great Migration. In particular, between 10,000 and 12,000 African Americans came from the South to St. Clair County in search of industrial jobs throughout 1917.47 Like most northern cities that experienced rapid population growth during this time, East St. Louis did not afford employment, adequate housing, or protection to these migrants. In addition, white workers grew resentful of African Americans because they were perceived as willing to work for lower wages. Furthermore, sociologists Ben Johnson, John Raker, M.D. Foster, and Henry Allen Cooper state, “the failure to provide them [white workers] with better homes added to their bitter dissatisfaction with the burdens placed upon them by having to compete with Black labor. This resentment spread until it included thousands who did not have to work with their hands.”48 In addition, in February 1917 approximately 470 African Americans were hired to replace striking workers at the Aluminum Ore Company in East St. Louis. Therefore, competition over employment further aggravated the relationship between African Americans and whites, thus setting the stage for future violence.

Spring brought the first outbreak of violence to East St. Louis in 1917. Intermittent outbursts of violence continued throughout May and June until the night of July 1. The flashpoint of the riot occurred when a car drove through an African American neighborhood firing gunshots randomly into homes. Two white plainclothed police officers arrived in the neighborhood to investigate but were subsequently shot by African American residents, who believed the officers were the individuals originally responsible for the attack. Upon hearing news of the shooting, the white population poured into the streets to attack the African American community.

Approximately thirty nine African Americans were killed and hundreds more wounded, while eight whites were killed. The riot resulted in the removal of African Americans from East St. Louis. As Johnson, Raker, Foster, and Cooper point out, “so many of these men were driven out of East St. Louis as the result of the July riot that the railroads could not secure necessary help.”49 For years after, African Americans continued to refuse residence in East St. Louis but rather chose to live “across the river in St. Louis, and would go over to East St. Louis in the morning to work and would return to that place before nightfall.”50

On the other hand, as George Lipsitz asserts, “despite its widespread segregation and discrimination, St. Louis had long enjoyed a reputation as a vital center for African American life and culture.”51 Katherine Corbett and Mary Seematter also point out, “migrants who came to St. Louis found an established Black community as old as the city itself, with schools, churches, hospitals, newspapers, theaters, and social clubs paralleling those in the larger white community and with similar class distinctions based on family, income, and education.”52 These institutions would help sustain the local movement for Black liberation throughout the twentieth century.

One institution that contributed to the strength of the local African American community in the early twentieth century was the Homer G. Phillips Hospital. George Lipsitz explains African American demand for a “full service health care facility on the north side” of St. Louis was expressed as early as 1915, when African American leaders informed the city of the “need for a teaching hospital for training Black doctors, and … complained bitterly about the poor quality health care available to Blacks at the poorly funded and segregated City Hospital #2.” 53 It was not until 1923 that the city finally responded to the Black community’s health care needs. In 1923 St. Louis Mayor Henry Kiel promised the African American community funds to build a new hospital in exchange for support for a “bond issue aimed at repairing the city’s deteriorating infrastructure.”54 Kiel negotiated this agreement with Homer G. Phillips, the prominent African American attorney who defended Pittman in the 1917 landmark Supreme Court case. The bond ultimately passed and Mayor Kiel provided $87,000 for the construction of the hospital, which began in 1932.55 The hospital received additional funding from New Deal programs.56

Unfortunately, construction on the hospital began a year after Homer G. Phillips was murdered on June 18, 1931.57 On February 22, 1937 the hospital opened its doors and in 1938 was dedicated to Phillips. In 1979 city officials asserted that the city could no longer afford to keep the hospital operating as a full service health care facility. In 1981 the city held a city wide referendum to decide the fate of the hospital. Sixty percent of the voters wanted the hospital to remain open, yet in 1984 the hospital permanently closed.58

It is important to also point out that Homer G. Phillips Hospital, in addition to other local African American institutions including Poro College and the People’s Finance Building, were built by white contractors who refused to hire African American workers.59 Lipsitz notes, “the city insisted it could find no Black qualified to do the work, a flimsy excuse but an underhanded way of reinforcing the discriminatory practices of construction unions.”60 In the case of the construction of Homer G. Phillips Hospital, Lipsitz states, “city officials refused applications for work on Phillips by twenty Black plasterers, thirty one Black carpenters, thirty five Black electricians, and forty five Black painters, all of whom either had union cards from other cities or who had done comparable work in St. Louis.”61 The People’s Finance Building was built in 1926 and provided offices for African American doctors, lawyers, photographers, the J. Roy Terry School of Music, the Moving Picture Operators’ Union, the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, the NAACP, the Peoples Finance Bank, Ernest Harris’s Pharmacy, the St. Louis American, the Inge Real Estate Company, and the National Baptist Association and Bookstore.62 In addition, there was a restaurant in the basement and a ballroom on the top floor of the People’s Finance Building.63 In addition, the Booker T. Washington Theater, owned by Charles Turpin and located at 2100 Market Street in downtown St. Louis, showcased the talents of Josephine Baker, Eubie Blake, Ethel Waters, and Bessie Smith.64 Furthermore, Blues artists such as Mary Johnson, Alice Moore, Lee Green, Roosevelt Sykes, Walter Davis, Peetie Wheetstraw, and Lonnie Johnson performed in local riverfront saloons, brothels, and gambling houses in the St. Louis and East St. Louis red light districts.65

Similar to the years immediately following World War One, St. Louis experienced a second influx of African Americans in the mid 1940s. According to Manning Marable, the influx of these migrants was the result of the mechanization of southern agriculture that left many unemployed, coupled with the “promise of higher wages and better working conditions.”66 St. Louis saw even more African American migrants from the South following World War Two than during the Great Migration. Approximately 38, 000 African Americans migrated to the city throughout the 1940s.67 Most of these migrants came from the South in search of industrial jobs. As was the case throughout northern cities experiencing similar migration, migrants coming to St. Louis arrived in a city “with a rich history, a vibrant cultural life, and a tradition of civil rights activism” yet faced many challenges.68

Many African Americans migrated to northern cities such as St. Louis from the South in search of jobs in war industries. By 1944, local industries were in desperate need of labor. Although local industries such as Monsanto and McDonnell Douglas were experiencing a severe labor shortage, they continued to discriminate in their hiring. In addition, once hired, African Americans faced intense animosity from unions, which refused to allow African Americans to join their ranks. Despite challenges by the Urban League, these conditions remained. As historian Hollis Lynch points out, taken in whole, “a combination of hostile union attitudes and employer indifference was largely responsible for this situation and it persisted in spite of vigorous efforts of government agencies, the Urban League, and other interested organizations.”69

World War Two was an important turning point in the struggle for African American liberation. For example, Manning Marable notes, “the blatant contradiction between the country’s opposition to fascism and the Herrenvolk state and the continued existence of Jim Crow in the States after 1945 was made perfectly clear to all. Blacks and an increasing sector of liberal white Americans came out of the war with a fresh determination to uproot racist ideologies and institutions at home.”70 In addition, Penny M. Von Eschen points out that the formation of the United Nations as “a forum for international debate and organization” was instrumental in shaping post war African American liberation efforts. For example, on October 23, 1947, the NAACP issued to the United Nations Commission on Human Rights “An Appeal to the World: A Statement on the Denial of Human Rights to Minorities in the Case of Citizens of Negro Descent in the United States of America.” According to Von Eschen, the appeal “focused on the hypocrisy of the United States and argued that the ‘color line’ in America undermined its status as the leader of the free world.”71 Moreover, the Atlantic Charter, issued in August 1941, gave official international legitimacy to anti-colonialism among Western nations.72 Steven F. Lawson also suggests that World War Two was a significant turning point in the African American freedom struggle. For instance he argues, “the war propelled a growth of racial consciousness and a burst of militancy that foreshadowed the assault on Jim Crow.”73 Lawson adds, “the World War Two era furnished the staging ground for the Black revolution. It revitalized Black solidarity, tested innovative protest tactics, and moved the federal government closer to the side of racial equality. Wartime urban migration and improved economic opportunities laid the basis for later social and political changes.”74

Specifically, A. Philip Randolph’s March on Washington Movement was responsible for Executive Order 8802 which created the Fair Employment Practice Committee to oversee equal employment in war industries. Perhaps more importantly however, the March on Washington Movement was a catalyst and model for African American agitation and liberation efforts in the decades following the war. Many African Americans in St. Louis supported Randolph’s movement, and in May 1942 Randolph came to St. Louis to help organize a local chapter of the March on Washington Movement to help fight discriminatory hiring practices in local war industries.75 Working with such local leaders as Theodore McNeal, chairman of the local Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, and David Grant, a prominent African American attorney, a local MOWM affiliate was created with twenty-two members. It should also be noted that in limiting membership to African Americans, the MOWM served as a model for future African American liberation groups in St. Louis, such as the Black Defenders, that fought racism and segregation as non-integrated organizations.

One of the group’s first battles was against the U.S. Cartridge Plant in June 1942.76 On June 20, over four hundred people marched to the plant to protest its discrimination against African American workers. Specifically, the marchers, “demanded an increase in wages for Black porters, the employment of Black women, and admittance to training schools for defense jobs.”77 A week after the march, the U.S. Cartridge plant, hired 50 African American women as matrons, and advertisements for war industry jobs in the plant were placed in the local African American and white newspapers.78

Despite these initial gestures to the local MOWM, the U.S. Cartridge Plant continued to discriminate against African Americans in hiring, continued to deny promotions to qualified African American employees, and continued to segregate African American and white employees in separate buildings.79 Furthermore, according to local historian Patricia Adams, seventy five percent of companies with defense contracts in St. Louis refused to hire African Americans.80 By August 1944 the FEPC began investigating discrimination charges against local companies such as Amertorp Corporation, Bussman Manufacturing, Carter Carburetor, McDonnell Aircraft, McQuay-Morris Manufacturing, St. Louis Shipbuilding and Steel, and Wagner Electric.81 In fact, St. Louis presented such a massive case load for the FEPC that it was forced to open a local office in St. Louis in October 1944.82 Following the war the local MOWM disbanded while Randolph continued to fight on a national level for the creation of a permanent FEPC.83

By 1950, the majority of employed African Americans in Missouri worked in unskilled positions.84 Specifically, in 1950 there were 109, 024 employed African Americans in Missouri with 59, 081 employed in domestic and menial positions, 18, 000 employed as “common laborers,” and 23, 305 employed in unskilled industrial positions.
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