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Series Foreword 

The Ohio River Valley Series, conceived and published by the University 
Press of Kentucky, is an ongoing series of books that examine and illu
minate the Ohio River and its tributaries, the lands drained by these 
streams, and the peoples who made this fertile and desirable area their 
place of residence, of refuge, of commerce and industry, of cultural de
velopment, and, ultimately, of engagement with American democracy. In 
doing this, the series builds upon an earlier project, ''Always a River: The 
Ohio River and the American Experience:' which was sponsored by the 
National Endowment for the Humanities and the humanities councils 
of Illinois, Indiana, Kentucky, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and West Virginia, with 
a mix of private and public organizations. 

The Always a River project directed widespread public attention to 
the place of the Ohio River in the context of the larger American story. 
This series expands on this significant role of the river in the growth of 
the American nation by presenting the varied history and folklife of the 
region. Each book's story is told through men and women acting within 
their particular place and time. Each reveals the rich resources for the 
history of the Ohio River and of the nation afforded by records, papers, 
and oral stories preserved by families and institutions. Each traces the 
impact the river and the land have had on individuals and cultures and, 
conversely, the changes these individuals and cultures have wrought on 
the valley with the passage of years. 

As a force of nation and as a waterway into the American heartland, 
the Ohio and its tributaries have touched us individually and collectively. 
This series celebrates the story of that river and its valley through mul
tiple voices and visions. 

River Jordan: African American Urban Life in the Ohio Valley reveals 
the impact that Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, Louisville, and Evansville had on 
blacks and the effects those people had on the cities themselves. Within 
the mainstream we witness the emergence of a distinctive black economy, 



xii 

culture, and political structure. Joe William Trotter draws upon traditional 
and new sources to bring dimension to each center's African American 
population and depicts how, throughout two centuries, individuals and 
institutions emerged from the shadows to bring diversity and vibrancy 
to their own and to the region's history. River Jordan presents the picture 
as it is, inviting us to assess the manifestations of the American story of 
people of color. 

Rita Kohn 
William Lynwood Montell 



Preface 

This book builds upon the recent explosion of scholarship in African 
American urban history. Although class, gender, and cultural issues re
quire much more research, the existing scholarship provides the intel
lectual foundation for a new African American urban synthesis. l 

Accordingly, based primarily upon existing scholarship, this book is con
ceived and presented as a partial contribution to a larger synthesis. The 
Ohio Valley is an excellent place to start because it holds great symbolic 
significance in African American history. It not only represented the 
boundary between slavery and freedom during the antebellum era, but 
the division between the Jim Crow South and the urban North during 
the industrial age. Indeed, African Americans frequently referred to the 
Ohio as the "River Jordan" because it symbolized their passage from 
southern bondage to the "land of hope" or "promised land" farther north. 

River Jordan examines African American life in four Ohio Valley cit
ies-Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, Louisville, and Evansville-from the Ameri
can Revolution to the mid-twentieth century. By exploring the 
development of black urban life in a regional context, connected by the 
Ohio River, this book not only aims to broaden our understanding of 
black life in urban America, it also addresses the overall aim of the Ohio 
River Valley Series, i.e., to illuminate the "impact of the Ohio River in the 
context of the larger American story:'2 

As a work of synthesis, this book seeks several specific objectives. First 
and most important, it emphasizes the role of black workers in the trans
formation of black urban life under the impact of commercial and later 
industrial capitalism. While documenting the deleterious impact of ra
cial and class inequality on black life, the book gives particular attention 
to the migration of rural southern blacks into Ohio Valley cities, their 
participation in the urban political economy, and their role in the devel
opment of black urban communities and the struggle for social justice. 
Second, this study documents the gradual emergence of the black middle 
class and its small elite, including the nature of their relationship with 
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black workers and their role in the growth of cross-class black institu
tions and social and political movements. Third, for both elite and work
ing-class blacks, this book explores the development of interracial 
alliances at different points in time, accenting both the limitations and 
advantages of class and racial consciousness under different phases of 
urban capitalist development. 

Finally, this study also highlights similarities and differences in the 
social history of Ohio Valley cities and shows how these factors influenced 
the development of African American life. The four cities exhibited sig
nificant differences in demographic make-up, economic base, and politi
cal and cultural traditions, which underlay important contrasts in inter
and intra-class and race relations from city to city. In Pittsburgh, for ex
ample, during the emancipation era, Mrican Americans gained a foot
ing in the manufacturing sector (i.e., iron and steel production) much 
earlier than blacks in Cincinnati, Louisville, and Evansville. With heavy 
concentration in the metal industries, however, the occupational struc
ture of blacks in Pittsburgh was less diversified than elsewhere; thus, blacks 
in the "City at the Point" experienced higher unemployment rates than 
their counterparts in other Ohio Valley cities. 

African Americans faced the brunt of slavery and later dejure segre
gation in the southern city of Louisville, Kentucky. Despite Louisville's 
slave past and the post-Reconstruction rise of Jim Crow, the city's black 
population retained the vote and encountered fewer incidents of mob vio
lence and lynchings than their brothers and sisters farther south. Con
versely, during the antebellum period, despite prohibitions on slavery, 
African Americans faced the most violent attacks on their lives and prop
erty in Cincinnati, Ohio. Moreover, during the era of the Great Migra
tion in the twentieth century, the Ku Klux Klan gained its most significant 
political victories in Evansville, Indiana. In 1924, the Klan captured city 
hall and dominated the party of Lincoln until the onset of the Great De
pression. At the same time, the city of Louisville, which the historian 
George Wright characterizes as the site of "polite racism:' excluded the 
Klan from use of public facilities and undercut its promotion of white 
supremacy. 

Black community formation also varied significantly along tempo
ral, spatial, color, class, and gender lines. As elsewhere, until the late nine
teenth century, a light-skinned elite and its children catered to an exclusive 
white clientele and took the lion's share of opportunities for education 
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and economic development open to African Americans. The steady move
ment of rural southern blacks into Ohio Valley cities added a regional 
dimension to African American life and exacerbated class conflicts. For 
their part, black women from different class backgrounds, but particu
larly the poor and working class, faced greater limitations than black men 
on their efforts to move up in the occupational structure and take lead
ership positions within the black community. 

In short, this study demonstrates that the rise of black urban com
munities in the Ohio Valley, as elsewhere, was an exceedingly complex 
process. Yet, several key themes emerge quite clearly regardless of place. 
First, as elsewhere in nineteenth- and twentieth-century America, Ohio 
Valley blacks faced racial hostility from whites and class, color, and cul
tural fragmentation among themselves. Second, despite significant social 
cleavages within the black community as well as ongoing ethnic and ra
cial conflicts with whites, African Americans succeeded in building sub
stantial bridges across such social chasms and creating new communities 
in Ohio River cities. Third, the long-term transformation of southern ag
ricultural workers into a new urban working class stood at the forefront 
of Ohio Valley community development and social conflict. 

In helping to make this book possible, I am pleased to acknowledge the 
help of numerous people. As a work of synthesis, this book builds upon 
the work of several scholars, as indicated by the list of references. I am, 
however, especially indebted to books and/or essays by Dennis C. 
Dickerson, George C. Wright, Henry Louis Taylor Jr., Darrel E. Bigham, 
David A. Gerber, Laurence Glasco, John Bodnar, Roger Simon, Joel A. Tarr, 
and Michael P. Weber, to name only a few. I also wish to extend a special 
thanks to my friends and colleagues Earl Lewis and Laurence Glasco for 
reading the manuscript at a late date and offering timely suggestions for 
revision. Although I was unable to address some of the most significant 
of their suggestions, their comments helped me to understand better both 
the promise and the limits of works of synthesis, especially this effort on 
the Ohio Valley. 

Graduate students also aided this book as both research assistants 
and seminar participants. For research assistance-bibliographical and 
interlibrary loan-lowe a debt to Donald Collins, Matthew Hawkins, 
Charles Lee, and Ancella Livers. For help on the statistical data and pho
tographs, respectively, and I am also indebted to Kate Aberger and 
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Tywanna Whorley. Through their thoughtful participation in my upper 
division African American history course, my undergraduate students
Sami Badia Albania, Xavier Cain, Erin Galloway, Richard Gilmore, Teresa 
Marx, Gina 1. Schuyler, Pascale C. Tufau, and Heather Walker-also fa
cilitated the publication of this book. 

For their consistent and generous support of my research activities 
and the programs of the Center for Africanamerican Urban Studies and 
the Economy (CAUSE), I am indebted to Steve Schlossman, chair of the 
Department of History; Peter N. Stearns, dean of the College of Humani
ties and Social Science; Mark Kamlet, dean of the H. John Heinz III School 
of Public Policy and Management; Philip B. Hallen, president of the 
Maurice Falk Medical Fund; Barbara Lazarus, associate provost for Aca
demic Projects; Everett Tademy, director, Equal Employment Opportu
nity office; Provost Paul Christiano, President Emeritus Richard M. Cyert; 
and former president Robert M. Mehrabian. At Carnegie Mellon, I am 
also grateful to Elaine Burrelli, administrative assistant to CAUSE, for her 
typing of the manuscript. Her careful work on several drafts of this book 
is greatly appreciated. 

As always my wife, LaRue, and my brothers, sisters, nephews, and 
nieces represent an ongoing source of love, encouragement, and inspira
tion. As residents of Cincinnati, my nephew Carson Trotter III and his 
wife, Meredith, and their two children, Vittoria and Alexis, provided more 
inspiration for work on this project than they realize. In some measure, I 
hope that his book will enable them to understand better the connec
tion between the old and the new Ohio Valley. Such knowledge, I hope, 
will also enable them to strengthen their bonds of family and commu
nity. Finally, for their unconditional confidence in LaRue and me, this 
book is dedicated to Aunt Velma Anderson in memory of Uncle Melvin 
Clarence Anderson. As residents of New Orleans near that other great 
river in African American life, the Mississippi, their lives and the lives of 
their families are also inextricably interwoven with River Jordan. 
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African Americans and the 
Expansion of Commercial and 

Early Industrial Capitalism, 
1790-1860 



This page intentionally left blank



1 

African Americans, Work, and 
the "Urban Frontier" 

African American life in the Ohio River Valley had its beginnings in the 
development of commercial and early industrial capitalism. While Afri
can Americans arrived with whites during the colonial period, the social 
changes that stimulated black population growth were unleashed by the 
American Revolution. Like the larger white population, however, the black 
population grew slowly until the 1820s, when steamboat, canal, and road
building projects transformed the region from a local distributor of ag
ricultural and forest products to a national center of commerce and 
industry. While class and ethnic conflicts also punctuated these develop
ments for whites, African Americans faced the added burdens of slavery 
and race. They not only faced formal bondage in early Pittsburgh and 
antebellum Louisville, but the legacy of slavery and racial subordination 
in Cincinnati and Evansville. Still, blacks in the Ohio Valley slowly gained 
a foothold in the economy, developed a series of creative responses to class 
and racial inequality, and established the social and institutional foun
dations for the spread of black urban communities in the wake of the 
Civil War and Reconstruction. In order to fully understand these changes 
in African American life, a perspective on the origins of Ohio Valley cit
ies is indispensable. 

African Americans and the Origins of Cities 
in the Ohio River Valley 

Located at the confluence of the Allegheny, Monongahela, and Ohio Riv
ers, Pittsburgh emerged at the socioeconomic and political center of the 
early Ohio Valley region. It played a key role in the expanding inter- and 
intra-regional movement of trade, people, and ideas. Although Pittsburgh 
was part of the commonwealth of Pennsylvania, initial interest in the re-
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gion emanated from colonial Virginia. As early as 1753, George Wash
ington had surveyed the area for Governor George Dinwiddie and pro
moted the settlement of Pittsburgh "at the point." In his journal, 
Washington wrote: "I spent some time in viewing the rivers, and the Land 
in the fork; which I think extremely well situated for a Fort, as it has the 
absolute command of both rivers. The Land at the point [my italics] is 20 
to 25 feet above the common surface of the water and a considerable bot
tom of flat, well timbered land all around it, very convenient for build
ing."} 

In the wake of the American Revolution, some contemporary observ
ers believed that Pittsburgh would "never be very considerable:' Others, 
more correctly, predicted future success. As a German traveler put it, 
"From its advantageous site, it must be that Pittsburgh will in the future 
become an important depot for the inland trade."2 Following 
Washington's "discovery:' the British established Fort Pitt and engaged 
in stiff warfare with the French and Indians. Before long, however, the 
British gained control of the point and set the larger spatial context for 
the growth of Pittsburgh as a multiethnic and increasingly multiracial city. 

African Americans entered the Ohio Valley with colonial soldiers, ex
plorers, and Native Americans. During the French and Indian wars, the 
Virginia Assembly provided for the enlistment of free blacks, slaves, and 
Amerindians. The law stipulated, however, that all such persons "shall 
appear without arms, and may be employed as drummers, trumpeters 
or pioneers, or such other servile labor, as they shall be directed to per
form:'3 As early as the 1750s, George Washington enlisted slaves and free 
blacks in his scouting expeditions to the Ohio River. In a letter to one 
captain in the colonial army, Washington urged the employment of "both 
mulattoes and negroes ... as pioneers or hatchet men:'4 

Over the next half century, advertisements for the sale or recapture 
of runaway slaves became quite common. Still, by the early 1790s, only 
160 slaves lived in Allegheny County. Merchants, landowners, lawyers, 
ministers, elders of the church, and artisans employed a few slaves in their 
households, shops, and fields. According to Pittsburgh writer Hugh Henry 
Brackenridge, many western Pennsylvanians "held and abused slaves" but 
would not "for a fine cow have shaved their beards on Sunday:' Even as 
the number of slaves increased, state legislation undercut the growth of 
slavery and led to the gradual emancipation of all Pennsylvania blacks. 
Passed in 1780, the Gradual Abolition Act outlawed the importation of 



Work and the "Urban Frontier" 5 

The Ohio Valley 

VIRGINIA 

--",--.. - .. -
" 
.----~ 

jrnh 



6 Early Industrial Capitalism 

new slaves into the commonwealth and provided that all persons born 
slaves after enactment of the law would be free at age twenty-eight. By 
1800, according to u.s. Census figures, only ten slaves lived in the town 
of Pittsburgh and by 1810 all blacks in the city, about 185 persons or 3.8 
percent of the total population, were free.s 

Cincinnati developed some 450 miles downstream from Pittsburgh. 
Unlike Pittsburgh, however, the federal government played a key role in 
the early development of Cincinnati, the state, and its black population. 
In the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, the federal government prohibited 
slavery north of the Ohio River. Although migrants to the area initially 
settled along the Miami River, they soon discovered the advantages of the 
Cincinnati location. Under the leadership of John Cleves Symmes, a New 
Jersey-based land company spearheaded the Euro- and African Ameri
can settlement of Cincinnati. The first settlers arrived in late 1788. Ac
cording to Symmes, they "landed safe on a most delightful high bank of 
the Ohio, where they founded the town of Losantiville:' i.e., "village op
posite the mouth" of Licking River, which soon became Cincinnati.6 By 
late January 1789, the group had erected log cabins to accommodate 
eleven families and twelve bachelors. During the same year, the federal 
government built a fort, which until it closed in 1803 played a key role in 
the settlement of the city. Although the Northwest Centinel reported a few 
blacks in Cincinnati before 1800, no estimates of the total are available. 
Indeed, as late as 1800, no blacks appeared on the city's first census re
turns, and, by 1810, only eighty blacks showed up in the official count. 
For its part, as late as 1820, Evansville reported only a dozen blacks, mak
ing up less than 1 percent of the city's small totaJ.7 

From Pittsburgh to the Mississippi, the Ohio River flowed almost a 
thousand miles. Only the "falls" at Louisville offered a major obstruction 
to downstream travel. Created by a fossilized coral reef that crossed the 
river at odd angles, the falls of the Ohio interrupted the river's flow, pro
ducing violent rapids which made travel by boat exceedingly hazardous. 
The river dropped nearly twenty-two feet within a distance of about two 
miles. Visitors frequently remarked on the violent character of the river 
at the falls. "The ear is stunned with the sound of rushing waters ... and 
the sight of waves dashing, and foaming, and whirling among the rocks 
and eddies below, is grand and fearfuI:'a Some observers referred to the 
falls as this "boiling place:'9 

Settlers moving down the Ohio River had to disembark at the falls, 
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travel overland to another spot on the river, and resume travel beyond 
the rapids. Although there were several possible town sites at the falls, 
Louisville's position at the mouth of Beargrass Creek and its fertile rural 
hinterlands gave it a distinct advantage over its competitors. As one con
temporary observer put it, Louisville stood "at the head of ascending and 
the foot of descending navigation ... all the wealth of the western coun
try must pass through her hands:'10 

Like blacks in Pittsburgh, African Americans entered the falls area 
during the colonial struggles of the mid to late eighteenth century. As early 
as 1751, two black men-one a slave and the other a "servant" -had trav
eled to the vicinity of the falls with the explorer Christopher Gist. By 1782, 
George Rogers Clark had established Fort Nelson at Louisville and, partly 
with the assistance of slaves, gradually consolidated the position of white 
settlers in the area. Ten years later, when Kentucky gained statehood, it 
approved the institution of slavery and stimulated the in-migration of 
slaveholding residents and black bondsmen. By 1810, Louisville's black 
population had increased to nearly five hundred. Thus, as slavery declined 
in Pittsburgh, it took on a new life in Louisville, making up over 98 per
cent of the total black population, which in turn comprised about one
third of the city's total. 11 

No less than for other groups, African American life was deeply em
bedded in the larger city-building process. Each Ohio Valley city devel
oped early plans which later influenced the urban landscape. As early as 
1764, British soldiers and settlers gave Pittsburgh its initial town plan. 
Laid out in four squares along the Monongahela River, the first Pittsburgh 
town plan established the physical context for future growth. Two decades 
later, the Penns of Philadelphia built upon the first plan when they laid 
out the entire area from the old fort at the western end of "the point" to 
Grant Street on the east. When the state legislature approved borough 
status for the city in 1794, the city again elaborated upon its original town 
plans. 

During the first decades of the nineteenth century, the city's popu
lation largely filled out the "land at the poine' Whereas only about 3 per
cent of the region's population resided in the urban core in 1800, 
Pittsburgh's urban center gained an increasing share of the region's total 
population. A number of towns emerged in close proximity to the city 
and added to the urban total. Allegheny City on the north side of the Al
legheny River became the most important of these sites. Other signifi-
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cant settlements included Birmingham and East Birmingham on the 
south side of the Monongahela River and Northern Liberties, Pitt Town
ship, Oakland, Lawrenceville, and Peebles Township in the east end.12 

Like Pittsburgh, Cincinnati's early plan and especially the river and 
hills shaped its early growth. Whereas Pittsburgh had its "point:' Cincin
nati occupied a terraced basin along the banks of the Ohio River, sur
rounded by several steeply rising mountains. The terrace had three 
interlocking levels: the Bottoms, from the river to about Third Street; the 
Basin, which ascended sharply from about Fifth Street for nearly five miles 
up the Mill Creek Valley; and the Hilltops, a chain of hills that reached 
over four hundred feet above the river level. During the first half of the 
1800s, the population settled mainly within one-half mile of the river. 
Until the 1820s, this was a highly compact area that housed all activities 
within close proximity. Little specialization ofland use or differentiation 
by class or ethnicity characterized this early city. Commercial, manufac
turing, residential, and leisure activities clustered together near the pub
lic landing, as did the variety of people, including African Americans, who 
engaged in such activities.13 

In 1784, the Court of Kentucky had surveyed and laid out the town 
of Louisville. A year later, the state turned the land over to the city's trust
ees and empowered them to divide and sell it at "the best price that can 
be had:' Trustees ordered a new survey and, more so than other cities, 
soon sold nearly all available lots. By 1810, the city had little land for pub
lic parks, markets, and public buildings.14 Like other Ohio Valley cities, 
Evansville would pursue a similar but belated pattern. Until the 1830s, 
the entire population of Vander burgh county, Evansville included, num
bered just over 2,600.15 

Ohio River Valley cities soon became major marketing centers for ag
ricultural and forest products from nearby rural areas. As farms expanded 
along the Ohio River, farmers produced larger volumes of grain crops for 
markets at Cincinnati, Pittsburgh, and Louisville. By supplying settlers 
and traders as they moved downriver from Pittsburgh to New Orleans, 
these cities also slowly linked the region to national and international 
trade. Western products, mainly from the Ohio Valley, entering the Gulf 
port's inland trade rose from less than $3.6 million in 1801 to $5.3 mil
lion in 1806, and to $8.0 million in 1816.16 

Ohio Valley cities not only became processing and shipping centers 
for agricultural and forest products, but stimulated and housed the de-
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velopment of new manufacturing industries as well. Such industries sup
plied the growing western markets and the increasing numbers of mi
grants who journeyed down the Ohio River. Under the influence of 
merchant capitalists and nascent manufacturing elites, the cities' wharves, 
warehouses, boatyards, artisan shops, hauling services, and coal- and iron
works expanded. Although diverse manufactories emerged in each of the 
cities, Pittsburgh emerged as the leading manufacturing and commercial 
center before the advent of the steamboat. As early as 1792, Alsatian im
migrant George Anshutz founded Pittsburgh's first iron furnace a few 
miles outside the city limits. A decade later, the city's rolling mills began 
operations, followed by nail factories and ironworks, which in turn pro
vided an expanding market for pig iron from country furnaces. In addi
tion, the rich energy resources of the hinterlands fueled the city's textile 
and glass manufactories as well as copper and brass foundries. The num
ber of manufacturing firms increased from an estimated 163 in 1803 to 
257 in 1817.'7 

The arrival of the steamboat during the 1820s opened a new chapter 
in the economic and social history of the Ohio River Valley. Steamboats 
not only increased regional trade along the Ohio, but opened the ocean
going trade via the Mississippi River and the Gulf of Mexico. The speed 
of these vessels lowered costs, particularly on the arduous upriver return 
trip, when workers had used ropes to pull and drag boats upstream at 
the slow rate of ten to twelve miles per day. Whereas a barge set a record 
of seventy-eight days for the fifteen-hundred-mile return trip from New 
Orleans to Cincinnati in 1811, the steamboat cut the return from New 
Orleans to Louisville, just ninety miles south of Cincinnati, to twenty
five days in 1817. Although a variety of problems had to be ironed out, 
the steamboat soon proved its superiority over the earlier flatboats and 
keelboats. ls 

Under the growing impact of the steamboat, Cincinnati displaced 
Pittsburgh as the principal city along the Ohio River. As the volume of 
trade passing through the city escalated, Cincinnati claimed the title 
"Queen City of the Wesf' Its entrepreneurs had embarked upon their 
shipbuilding careers with the completion of the city's first steamer, made 
in 1817 for a New Orleans firm, and a second 176-ton vessel made for a 
local owner in 1818. Cincinnati built twelve of the seventy-one steam
boats constructed before 1820, but thereafter outstripped all competitors 
in the number of steamboats produced. The boat- and shipyards also 
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jmh 
Evansville, 1899 

stimulated demands for steam engines, iron foundries, rolling mills, 
forges, machine shops, and machine tool shops. These industries not only 
produced spin-offs into manufacturing of sugar mills for New Orleans 
sugar planters, for example, but also reinforced the city's foothold in ear
lier industries: flour-milling, woodworking, whiskey distilling, slaughter
ing, meatpacking and tanning. Indeed, by the 1840s, the city's 
meatpacking business gave the "Queen City" its popular image
"Porkopolis:' Still by 1860, Cincinnati ranked third among the nation's 
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industrial cities and was the leading manufacturing center in the West. 
Between 1841 and 1851, the value of the annual product of the city's in
dustries rose from $17.7 million to $54.5 million, and Cincinnati ranked 
sixth in the hierarchy of American cities, first among cities of the West, 
and fourth in the nation's manufacturing output. According to an En
glish visitor, manufacturing was transforming Cincinnati into "one of the 
wonders of the New World:' 19 

Transportation improvements also connected Cincinnati to the Great 
Lakes and large eastern markets. In 1832, a series of canals connected the 
Miami River to Lake Erie and brought the huge Hudson River and New 
York City markets within the orbit of Ohio River entrepreneurs. A de
cade later, rising numbers of eastern investors found Cincinnati an at
tractive market and invested in rail lines, linking the city to St. Louis on 
the Mississippi and the major ports of the Atlantic seaboard via the Bal
timore and Ohio. Still, throughout the antebellum period, Cincinnati 
faced south and received her wealth and well-being from supplying plan
tation owners with foodstuffs to enable them to keep their own land 
planted in cotton and sugar. As historian Constance McLaughlin Green 
put it, "The city's commercial ties with the Southern states were too old 
and strong to be broken by anything less than the Civil War. Her steam
boats and down into the fifties flatboats too, gave her cheaper shipping 
than could canals or railroads of the day. Up to 1861 she remained a river 
city, her expanding industry strengthening and enlarging her commer
cial domain:'20 

Although Cincinnati emerged as the "Queen City of the West;' the 
steamboat and other transportation innovations helped to transform the 
entire Ohio Valley region. In Pennsylvania, the state completed construc
tion of the Mainline Canal in 1834, and capitalists later built numerous 
rail lines linking Pittsburgh to Philadelphia and other cities and regions 
to the east and north. By 1850, the number of industries rose to more 
than 750 in the city (and 1,200 in the county). The value of production 
from the city's manufacturing firms jumped from less than $1.0 million 
in 1803 to $2.6 million in 1815, and to nearly $17.0 million in 1850. Pitts
burgh merchants and manufacturers not only operated within a regional 
area, covering western Pennsylvania, northern West Virginia, and east
ern Ohio, but also increasingly exported products to national and inter
national markets via the Ohio River to New Orleans on the Mississippi 
and the Gulf of Mexico.21 
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In Louisville, the number of barges and total tons of cargo steadily 
increased during the first two decades of the nineteenth century, but the 
arrival of the steamboat heightened this process. During the 1820s, the 
number of steamboats arriving in the city increased from 196 in 1823 to 
300 in 1824 and to over 1,000 annually by 1829. The value of the city's 
commerce rose to $13 million. The Louisville and Portland Canal in 1830 
eased travel around the falls and further stimulated the city's growth as a 
transshipment center. The rapid expansion of warehouses symbolized the 
town's growing dependence on the transfer business. Before river trans
port and canal building proceeded very far, however, Louisville gradu
ally turned to railroad construction. After failure of plans to build railroad 
lines into Ohio and Indiana, the city looked south. In addition to build
ing local roads in Kentucky and Tennessee, Louisville capitalists joined 
hands with their Nashville counterparts and built the Louisville and Nash
ville Railroad. By the late 1850s, the road linked the two cities and prom
ised broader entree into the lower South.22 

Although the transshipment of goods and people emerged at the cen
ter of Louisville's economic development, other industries soon devel
oped as well. During the first decade of the century, entrepreneur Richard 
Steele hoped to build an iron factory at the falls and take advantage of 
slave labor. In 1812, Paul Skidmore operated an iron foundry and made 
steam engines on a small scale. Three years later, the Tarascon brothers 
initiated a huge Merchant Manufacturing Mill, while a New England in
vestor opened a large distillery. By 1815, the opening of the State Bank 
of Kentucky also signaled the city's gradual emergence as a commercial 
and manufacturing center. By the 1850s, Louisville had become the twelfth 
largest industrial center in the nation and number one in the South.23 

Although Evansville continued to lag behind developments in Pitts
burgh, Cincinnati, and Louisville, it experienced an economic "takeoff" 
during the 1840s and 1850s. The advent of steamboats, canal-building, 
and rail lines enabled the city to exploit its rural and extractive resources, 
particularly coal and hardwood. In 1847, the city received its charter and 
grew rapidly through the 1850s. By 1857, local elites established a Board 
of Trade. Although the city's iron foundries and flour, and lumber mills 
expanded, Evansville remained dependent on commerce for its economic 
growth.24 

Merchants and manufacturers played key roles in the development 
and transformation of Ohio Valley cities. Although some scholars posit 
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an antagonism between commercial and early industrial capitalists, re
cent scholarship suggests an early and growing consonance of interests 
between the two. Pittsburgh's early bankers, merchants, and manufactur
ers-predominantly American-born white men of English-speaking and 
Scots-Irish backgrounds-were not entirely self-made men. Most had 
gained business experience as part of family-owned mercantile and manu
facturing establishments. As historian John Ingham notes, "practical iron 
manufacturers" initiated the city's American Iron Works (later Jones & 
Laughlin) but turned for capital to the merchant elites Benjamin F. Jones 
and Samuel Kier, who in turn enlisted the even greater resources of mer
chant James Laughlin. By the 1850s, these men had class interests that 
increasingly set them apart from the expanding numbers of workers that 
theyemployed.25 

Unlike Pittsburgh, some of Cincinnati's leading manufacturers were 
people of German descent. German entrepreneurs like Martin Baum, 
Albert van Stein, and others, particularly the manufacturing partnership 
of Gross and Dietrich, found significant economic opportunities in the 
Queen City. Moreover, according to historian Steve Ross, Cincinnati's ris
ing manufacturing elite worked themselves up from the ranks of the 
craftsmen rather than from privileged positions within an older commer
cial elite. A survey of the top 10 percent of the city's manufacturers in 
1850 revealed that nearly 75 percent had been artisans of one kind or an
other. The following manufacturers, for example, had begun their careers 
as journeymen: engine builders David Griffey, Amos Holadbird, and Jabez 
Reynolds; furniture makers Henry Boyd, Robert Mitchell, and Frederick 
Rammelsberg; soap and candle makers William Procter and James 
Gamble; and clothing manufacturers Jacob Kornbluh and Sebastian 
Myer.26 Commercial and manufacturing elites also emerged at the fore
front of urban development in Louisville and Evansville. One contem
porary observer described Louisville's elite as "a circle, small 'tis true ... 
but within whose magic round abounds every pleasure that wealth, regu
lated by taste, can produce:'27 While Louisville's early nineteenth cen
tury elite would resemble its Cincinnati and Pittsburgh counterparts, 
dependence on slave labor would distinguish Louisville from other Ohio 
Valley cities. When entrepreneurs Richard Steele and his brothers planned 
to build an iron mill in the city, they selected Louisville because of spe
cial advantages "in working with slaves:'28 

As elsewhere in early- to mid-nineteenth century America, signifi-
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cant demographic and cultural changes influenced the rise of commer
cial and nascent industrialism in the Ohio Valley. Migration from the old 
northeastern states and the rapid influx of European immigrants stimu
lated tremendous population growth. Between 1820 and 1850, 
Pittsburgh's population increased from an estimated 8,000 to 46,000; 
Cincinnati's rose from just over 9,600 to 115,000, Louisville's increased 
from a little over 4,000 to 43,200, and Evansville's jumped from less than 
2,000 to over 11,400. Although natural increase and annexation of out
lying territory added to the population over time, most of the increase 
came from rural-to-urban migration and immigration from overseas.29 

Along with the acceleration of white migration from the northeast
ern states, the rapid influx of European immigrants from abroad precipi
tated growing ethnic diversity. During the 1830s and 1840s, rising 
numbers of immigrants came from Ireland and Germany, supplemented 
by people of Welsh, Scots-Irish, Swiss, and French descent. By 1850, Ger
man immigrants increased from negligible numbers to between 10 and 
15 percent of Pittsburgh's total, while the Irish increased by more than 
ten thousand and made up about 21 percent of the total. In Cincinnati, 
the German-born population increased from only 5 percent in 1820 to 
an estimated 15 to 20 percent of the total by the 1850s; by 1860, over 40 
percent of Cincinnatians were of German birth or German parentage. 
Supplementing the expansion of the German population was the influx 
of people from Ireland. Rising to nearly 12 percent of the city's total be
tween 1850 and 1860, the Irish brought the city's immigrants or persons 
with immigrant parents to well over 50 percent of the total. Louisville 
also attracted a significant number of immigrants of Irish and German 
descent. By 1850, immigrants made up about 33 percent of the city's to
tal population, much higher than most southern cities. At the same time, 
immigrants from Germany played a growing role in the economy of 
Evansville.30 

The rapid growth of the region's immigrant population paralleled 
as well as complicated the development of a huge predominantly white, 
landless, wage-earning proletariat. Although the process would vary over 
time and from industry to industry, by 1850 a variety of firms experi
enced increasing size, capitalization, and use of white manual laborers as 
wage-earners. Commercial transactions, industrial production, and trans
portation along the cities' waterways, canals, and roads required expand
ing numbers of workers. In Pittsburgh, the number of industrial workers 
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rose from an estimated 300 in 1803 to nearly 3,000 in 1826 to nearly 8,900 
in the city (and 15,017 in the county) in 1850. An estimated 33 percent 
of the city's white male workforce occupied unskilled jobs, 30 percent 
worked in skilled positions, and 8.7 percent were small manufacturers, 
including some self-employed artisans. By the mid-1840s, Cincinnati 
counted nearly 110 industrial firms employing nearly 1,300 workers pro
ducing an annual product worth over a million dollars. In Cincinnati, 
between 1826 and 1840, the number of employees in commerce and 
transportation rose sharply from about 1,300 to 3,800, but the number 
engaged in manufacturing increased most dramatically, from 3,000 to 
10,287. By 1850, Cincinnati employed 29,401 workers in its shops and 
factories, almost equaling the combined total for Pittsburgh, Louisville, 
St. Louis, and Chicago (30,147).31 

Although white women worked mainly as domestic servants and 
laundresses, industrialization gradually transformed their role in the 
economy. The growth of the garment industry brought growing num
bers of white women and children into the workplace. In Cincinnati, by 
1850, women made up 60.2 percent of clothing employees, 52.3 percent 
of textile operatives, and 16.2 percent of boot and shoe factory workers. 
In Pittsburgh, as historian Maureen Greenwald notes, although the iron 
and steel industries dominated the manufacturing economy, the employ
ment of women in the production of cotton cloth and clothing goods 
"made women a very important part of the manufacturing sector as a 
whole:'32 By 1850, the Pittsburgh cotton mills employed an estimated fif
teen hundred people, mainly single Irish women whose incomes played 
an important role in the livelihood of their families. 

During the early nineteenth century, most manufacturing firms were 
small, averaging little more than two to three workers per firm. Organized 
mainly around the traditional craft structure of masters, journeymen, and 
apprentices, these firms offered white journeymen and apprentices board, 
opportunities for interaction with the master craftsmen and their fami
lies, and substantial hope for proprietorship. As firms increased in size, 
became more highly capitalized, and depended increasingly on wage la
borers, however, white journeymen found it more difficult to move up 
the hierarchy and become owners of property and small shops. As this 
process unfolded, master craftsmen and manufacturers gradually devel
oped a new class consciousness which increasingly set them apart from 
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their workers. In Cincinnati, for example, they gradually transformed the 
previously multiclass Ohio Mechanic Institute into an arm of industry 
rather than one of labor and industry. At the same time, earlier more in
timate relationships between employers and employees gradually gave way 
to more impersonal and conflicting relationships. The earlier pattern of 
housing and boarding journeymen and apprentices with the master's fam
ily broke down; workers now paid for board on a cash basis and negoti
ated a higher wage in order to find housing on their own.33 

As their numbers increased and their status deteriorated, white work
ers became increasingly articulate in their own interests. From the early 
nineteenth century on, such workers gradually formed unions in the 
clothing, textile, and iron industries. In Pittsburgh, by the late 1830s, white 
workers had organized unions in some sixteen different crafts. These 
unionizing activities culminated in the 1850s with the formation of the 
Sons of Vulcan by iron puddlers. Workers used their unions to make in
creasing demands on their employers. As early as 1804, for example, shoe 
workers struck for higher wages and by 1809 had negotiated a wage scale 
with employers, who later initiated criminal conspiracy proceedings 
against their workers. In 1848 and again in 1850, workers struck the city's 
large cotton textile and iron mills. 34 

Despite the growing homogenization oflife in the working class and 
the growth of class consciousness, ethnic differences punctuated the pro
letarianization process. According to a sample of two hundred Pittsburgh 
workers from the U.S. manuscript census of 1850, nearly 70 percent were 
immigrants. The largest percentage came from Ireland (33.5), the next 
highest from Germany (25), and the lowest from the British Isle (10.0) 
and other places (1.0). In Cincinnati during the 1840s and 1850s, immi
grant men and women increased from 35.3 to nearly 69 percent of the 
total labor force.35 Ethnicity not only marked the origins of the city's in
dustrial workers but influenced their position in the expanding urban la
bor force. The Germans and the Irish occupied the lowest rungs of the 
early industrial ladder. As historian Nora Faires suggests, in economic 
terms Germans and Irish immigrants shared a similar status-few owned 
substantial amounts of property and most worked as manual laborers. 
Even so, Germans faced somewhat less economic discrimination from 
American-born white employers and gained more access to skilled jobs 
than their Irish counterparts. Such inequality precipitated conflicts that 
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fragmented the working class along ethnic lines. Ethnic class conflicts were 
by no means confined to the workplace. They spilled over into the larger 
residential, institutional, social, and political life of the region.36 

To be sure, certain technological innovations helped to link diverse 
parts of Ohio river cities. In the 1840s, for example, introduction of the 
omnibus in Pittsburgh offered commuter passenger service to different 
parts of the city and facilitated spatial integration of the outlying areas. 
As early as 1833, officials divided Pittsburgh into four wards. Four years 
later, the city added Northern Liberties and created a fifth ward. Between 
1845 and 1846, the annexation of Pitt Township added four more wards. 
By annexing adjacent territory, Pittsburgh increased its land mass from 
a relatively small number of acres during the early nineteenth century to 
1,130 in 1846. Similarly, as historian Zane Miller notes, "technological 
innovations in the means of intracity transportation" also constituted the 
dynamics behind "a spate of annexations" in Cincinnati by the 1850s.37 
Cincinnati increased from about one square mile in 1800 to six square 
miles in 1860. Although Ohio Valley cities increased their territorial 
boundaries, they remained by later standards walking or pedestrian cit
ies. Most people walked to and from their residences to places of work 
and business. Work and residence, elites and workers, immigrants and 
the American-born, all remained closely interlinked in a relatively small 
area. 

Despite the tight-knit spatial structure of early nineteenth-century 
cities, ethnic and class segregation nonetheless slowly emerged in the late 
antebellum period. Merchants, manufacturers and bankers not only oc
cupied the best spots near the cities' business and government establish
ments, but gradually took advantage of commuter service to outlying 
areas, while the working classes and poor clustered in the least desirable 
spaces near the central city. In Cincinnati, the principal commercial and 
manufacturing establishments occupied the bank and terrace closest to 
the Ohio River. To the rear of the terrace and taking up parts of the cen
tral sections of the Basin proper were the expanding retail and financial 
districts of the city, flanked by the city's two major elite neighborhoods 
on the east and west. At the same time, growing numbers of elite resi
dents moved to the Hilltop area well beyond the city limit, taking advan
tage of emerging streetcar commuter service. Most of the city's 
American-born white Protestants resided in "a broad circle" just beyond 
the central sector. Beyond this "native" section, according to one histo-
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rian, lived "the submerged classes:' including the Germans who lived in 
an area called "Over-the-Rhine" at the foot of the northern hills. Irish 
and African Americans inhabited the Ohio River bottoms, close to the 
wholesale houses and factories.38 

Irish Catholics, Germans, and Jews also had their own relatively dis
tinct settlement patterns. In Pittsburgh, Irish Catholics settled in three 
major areas: close to the developing Central Business District (CBD), near 
St. Paul's Cathedral; in the Hill District, a decidedly poor area and home 
for single male common laborers, including African Americans; and in 
the lower Strip District, where Irish industrial workers lived close to the 
English, Scottish, and Welsh workers. While the Germans concentrated 
primarily in the eastern wards of Allegheny City, they also clustered in 
the lower Strip District and Lawrenceville along the Allegheny River and 
the Uptown area along the Monongahela River. German Jews also lived 
in Allegheny City, in the area called "Dutchtown:' but they concentrated 
around the CBD in Pittsburgh and slowly exited Allegheny City over 
time.39 

The community life and politics of Ohio Valley cities were sharply 
stratified along ethnic and class as well as racial lines. In Cincinnati, for 
example, as elites formed their own voluntary organizations and aban
doned earlier cross-class organizations like firehouses and taverns, work
ers established their own taverns, pool halls, bowling alleys, theaters, and 
voluntary associations. At the same time, in addition to the development 
of class-based organizations, each group built separate ethnic institutions 
and sought to influence the city in their own interests. Such organiza
tions not only excluded blacks, but limited access to other white ethnic 
groups as well. In Pittsburgh, English Protestants founded the Presbyte
rian Church, Germans founded Catholic as well as Protestant Lutheran 
and Methodist churches, Irish Roman Catholics created a Catholic par
ish centered around St. Paul's Cathedral, and German Jews founded Rodef 
Shalon and Tree of Life. A similar pattern emerged in Cincinnati, where 
Jews established their first congregation in 1824, the city's Catholics cre
ated a new diocese in 1821, and Protestants established nearly a half dozen 
churches as early as 1815.40 

Ethnic conflicts also shaped municipal politics, schools, and the 
struggle for city services. Local politicians often subordinated class issues, 
like the deleterious impact of early industrialization on workers' lives, to 
a series of highly emotionally charged cultural questions: Catholicism 
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versus Protestantism, Sunday closing laws, temperance, and language and 
Bible reading in schools. In Cincinnati, such campaigns often brought 
radical workingmen advocates like H. T. Ogden together with conserva
tive manufacturers like Miles and Greenwood. Formed in Philadelphia 
in 1844, the Cincinnati chapter of the OUAM (Order of United Ameri
can Mechanics) opened in 1847 claiming as members "true born sons of 
America:' The organization aimed to protect members from the "degra
dation brought upon us by the constant influx of ... the pauper labor of 
Europe:' Such sentiment sometimes culminated in violence. In the elec
tion of 1855, for example, a mob of three hundred to four hundred na
tive-born whites attacked Germans in the Over-the-Rhine section, killing 
two people and wounding others. Ethnic hostilities also spread into the 
Irish community.41 

Despite intense class and ethnic fragmentation, diverse ethnic and 
class groups used notions of white superiority, citizenship, and republi
canism to help bridge social cleavages and mitigate the effect of conflict 
among whites. According to Steve Ross, under the growing impact of na
scent industrialism after 1830, many white Cincinnatians sought to alter 
the role and uses of republican ideology to defuse rising class conflict. 
Proponents of new republicanism argued that the old republicanism, 
which emphasized landownership and farming as the bedrocks of vir
tue, no longer reflected the reality of growing numbers of landless Ameri
can citizens who sought their independence as producers in the nation's 
shops, stores, and manufactories. The virtuous republic could now in
here in manufacturing and commerce as well as the Jeffersonian yeo
manry. In short, spokesmen for the new virtuous republic "skillfully 
combined liberal capitalism, the producer ideology, and local republican 
rhetoric to create a new republican synthesis which stressed the coop
eration of producers, eschewed class conflict, and held that the inequali
ties which plagued society were merely temporarY:'42 

Although the new civic elites divided the society into producing and 
non producing classes, they defined the producing classes broadly enough 
to include almost all white men. In their view, merchants, clerks, clergy
men, physicians, lawyers, farmers, and artisans were producers who added 
to the commonwealth. Accenting the role of producers, republican ide
ology maintained that the system of production, distribution, or exchange 
was not inherently unjust. Only greed, excessive individual acquisition, 
corruption, and monopolies undermined the commonwealth. Thus, only 
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the wealthiest white landed people, who lived on inherited wealth, re
mained outside the purview of virtue. In this way, spokesmen reconciled 
commercial and early industrial capitalism with a producer ideology that 
emphasized just reward for labor or for those who produced "something 
useful:'43 

According to the new ideology, white men not only played roles as 
producers, they also filled the equally important role of citizen. As citi
zens in a larger polity, proponents argued, white men could rectify im
perfections in the economic sphere. By defining the political sphere as a 
classless arena for the promotion of the common good, the civic elites 
used the polity as a vehicle to unite white men as equal citizens in the 
interest of the general welfare. Thus, unlike Europe or even parts of the 
eastern United States, white workers often articulated their faith in the 
state as an instrument of social justice. Although republican ideology 
more often empowered white elites at workers' expense, it nonetheless 
facilitated white racial solidarity and reinforced the racial subordination 
of African Americans. It was within this broader context of class and eth
nic fragmentation and solidarity that the African American experience 
in the Ohio Valley unfolded. 



2 

Disfranchisement, 
Racial Inequality, and the Rise of 

Black Urban Communities 

Under the impact of commercial and early industrial capitalism, the M
rican American population in the Ohio Valley gradually expanded. Al
though they had entered the region during the late colonial era, blacks 
faced numerous difficulties gaining a foothold in the economy and soci
ety of the area. From the outset, white political leaders, employers, and 
workers erected barriers that hampered the migration, employment, and 
settlement of blacks in Ohio Valley cities. Yet, by the 1850s,AfricanAmeri
cans would gain a significant but precarious place in the urban economy, 
establish all-black institutions, and launch new movements to secure their 
own freedom as well as the liberation of slaves in the South. A close look 
at the obstacles that they faced reveals the depths of their achievements 
during the antebellum era. 

Migration, Work, and the Growth 
of the Antebellum Black Population 

African Americans confronted debilitating ideological and legal con
straints on their access to the job market in Ohio Valley cities. Rooted 
deeply in the social forces unleashed by the intensification of capitalist 
development, anti-black sentiment and social practices emerged above 
and below the Ohio River. In Louisville, as in other parts of the South, 
whites described free blacks as "lazy, worthless, and less fortunate than 
slaves."l Northern journalists and political leaders also referred to free 
blacks and slaves alike as being "as depraved and ignorant a set of people 
as any of their kind:'2 On one occasion, for example, the Ohio legisla-
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ture reported free blacks as "more idle and vicious than slaves" and urged 
strong measures to prevent their migration into the state. Similarly, an 
Indiana Supreme Court Judge opposed the migration of what he called, 
"a low, ignorant, degraded multitude of free blacks:' The free black, the 
Indiana Colonization Society argued, "adds nothing to the strength, and 
little to the wealth" of the state and nation.3 As nonslaveholding whites 
moved into the territories in rising numbers, they were exceedingly hos
tile to slavery. They believed that the use of slaves would spawn a large 
free black population that would in turn compete with whites for land 
and other resources. Furthermore, according to Northern whites, South~ 
erners released their most troublesome and unproductive blacks onto the 
Northwest territory. Thus, antislavery sentiment, intertwined with anti
black beliefs, hampered the in-migration of free blacks. 

Although the Northwest Ordinance prohibited slavery north of the 
Ohio River, the state constitutions and laws of Ohio and Indiana con
tained discriminatory provisions against free blacks. In 1804, the Ohio 
legislature passed a law requiring free blacks and mulattoes to provide 
proof of their freedom upon entering the state. In 1807, the state inten
sified such restrictions by prohibiting free blacks and mulattoes from set
tling in the state unless they posted a $500 bond to guarantee their ability 
to support themselves.4 

The Indiana legislature passed an even harsher series of measures 
against free blacks. In 1815, Indiana passed a law imposing a $300 an
nual poll tax on all adult black and mulatto men. In 1831, the state re
quired free blacks to register and post bond to guarantee "good behavior" 
and viable employment against becoming "public charges?'5 In 1851, such 
antiblack sentiment culminated in the adoption of a new Indiana state 
constitution, which barred blacks from settlement altogether. According 
to Article 13, "no negro or mulatto shall come into, or settle in the State, 
after the adoption of this constitution:'6 For its part, in 1818, Kentucky 
prohibited the immigration of free blacks into the state from elsewhere. 
In 1834, the state also passed a law requiring free blacks to post bond in 
order to remain in the state? 

A variety of extralegal forms of intimidation, including the use of 
violence, reinforced legislative enactments. Although only the Southern 
states passed curfew laws requiring that free blacks leave the city streets 
by 9:00 or 10:00 at night, Northern states and cities routinely enforced 
such restrictions and curfews informally. Additionally, when a group of 
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white Ohioans met a group of free blacks from the South and forced them 
to return, Congressman William Sawyer requested three cheers for the 
whites who resisted black migration. He also predicted that white men 
would arm themselves all along the Ohio River to prevent the influx of 
blacks.8 On another occasion, Sawyer postulated that, "The United States 
were designed by the God in Heaven to be governed and inhabited by 
the Anglo-Saxon race alone."9 By the 1850s, according to another Ohio 
Valley legislator, both north and south of the Ohio River the "prejudice 
against the Negro [was] worse than it [had] been, and it [was] idle to sup
pose that this sentiment [would] ever decrease as long as the two races 
remained together:'JO 

Despite stiff restrictions on their efforts to migrate into the region, 
gain work, and settle down, African Americans slowly gained a foothold. 
Similar to whites, expanding job opportunities attracted free black men 
and women to Ohio Valley cities. Between 1820 and 1850, Pittsburgh's 
black population rose from 286 to 1,959 (2,525, including Allegheny City), 
Cincinnati's from 433 to 3,237, and Louisville's from 1,124 to 6,970. 
Vanderburgh County's black population, mainly Evansville, also slowly 
increased from 12 in 1820 to 230 in 1850 (See Table 1).1l 

As elsewhere, on the eve of the Civil War, Ohio Valley blacks were 
disproportionately mulattoes and women. The population reflected the 
dynamics of interracial sex, particularly between white men and black 
women. While available statistics suggest a somewhat lower ratio of mu
lattoes to blacks in Louisville and Evansville, mulattoes made up well over 
50 percent of the black population in Pittsburgh (74 percent), Allegheny 
City (60 percent), and Cincinnati (54 percent). The sex ratio was about 
even in Cincinnati (1.07), but disproportionately female in Louisville 
(1.20), Pittsburgh (1.10), and Evansville (1.20). While the tendency of 
some Southern masters to manumit their children by slave women and 
assist their resettlement elsewhere partly accounts for this phenomenon, 
it is only part of the story.12 

As the so-called "Cotton Kingdom" expanded during the first third 
of the nineteenth century, Southern blacks, both slave and free, faced in
creasing restrictions on their humanity, which fueled the northward mi
gration of fugitives and free blacks. As early as 1806, in the aftermath of 
the Haitian Revolution, Virginia passed a law requiring any slave set free 
after May of that year to leave the state or face reenslavement. In the wake 
of Denmark Vesey's slave plot in 1822 and Nat Turner's rebellion in 1831, 
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Southern whites tightened restrictions on free blacks and slaves. By 1850, 
nearly three-quarters of Cincinnati's black population came from the 
slaveholding states, mainly Virginia and Kentucky, which contributed well 
over 50 percent of the total. Although most blacks came to Pittsburgh 
from outlying rural and urban areas within the state, a sizable minority, 
25 to 28 percent, migrated from the Upper South states of Virginia and 
Maryland. Evansville's small black population originated in rural Ken
tucky and Tennessee, supplemented by Deep South states and in-migra
tion from other parts of Indiana. In Louisville, although the majority of 
the blacks were born in the South, nearly one-third came from other 
Southern states, particularly Virginia, the Carolinas, and Maryland. 13 

Contemporary observers frequently commented on the lowly place 
of black men and women in the region's workforce. In 1815, Cincinnati 
physician Dr. Daniel Drake described blacks as "disciplined to laborious 
occupations" and "prone to the performance of light and menial drudg
ery:'14 Another observer, a local editor, believed that the "evils of slavery 
... infected" Cincinnati and relegated blacks to "certain kinds" of labor 

"despised as being the work of slaves."15 In 1827, a black visitor described 
his disappointment upon arriving in the city: "I thought upon coming 
to a free state like Ohio I would find every door thrown open to receive 
me, but from the treatment I received by the people generally, I found it 
little better than in Virginia .... I found every door was closed against 
the colored man in a free state, excepting the jails and penitentiaries:'16 
Although some white abolitionists encouraged the employment of black 
artisans, blacks repeatedly complained, "We have among us carpenters, 
plasterers, masons, etc., whose skills as workers is confessed and yet they 
find no employment not even among [white 1 friends:' 17 During the 1830s, 
a black cabinetmaker lost his job when white workmen threw down their 
tools and refused to work with a black man. IS By 1850, the percentage of 
black men holding jobs as craftsmen, including carpenters, tailors, black
smiths, masons, plasterers, coopers, and shoemakers, stood at an esti
mated 13.2 percent in Louisville, 8.2 percent in Cincinnati, and 3.9 percent 
in Pittsburgh (minus Allegheny City). Even fewer African Americans 
gained jobs in business and the professions as teachers, physicians, and 
lawyers. Among blacks listed in entrepreneurial pursuits, most were listed 
as peddlers, traders, hucksters, market men, dealers, and so on, all at the 
lowest rung of the mercantile ladder.19 

As whites restricted African American access to the skilled trades, 



Table 1. African American Population in Ohio Valley Cities, 1800-1850 

1800 1810 1820 1830 1840 1850 

No. 0/0 No. 0/0 No. 0/0 No. 0/0 No 0/0 No. 0/0 

Pittsburgh 102 6.5 185 3.8 286 3.9 473 3.7 710 3.3 1,959 4.2 

Cincinnati 20 2.6 82 3.2 433 4.4 1,090 4.3 2,240 4.8 3,237 2.8 

Louisville 77 21.4 495 36.4 1124 28.0 2,638 25.5 4,049 19.0 6,970 16.1 

Evansville" 12 0.6 48 1.8 112 1.8 230 2.0 

Source: Adapted from Leonard P. Curry, The Free Black in Urban America 1800-1850 (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1981), pp. 245-46. 
"Vanderburgh County 
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business, and professional pursuits, blacks took jobs as day laborers and 
domestic servants in rising numbers. In Cincinnati, by the late ante
bellum years, five occupations-boatman, barber, cook, laborer, and 
waiter-claimed 66 percent of the black male workforce. Similarly, by 
1850, nearly 70 percent of Pittsburgh's African American men worked as 
day laborers, coachmen, waiters, whitewashers, and servants. In Louis
ville, nearly 60 percent of black men worked in jobs defined as unskilled, 
semiskilled, and personal service, while Evansville's small black popula
tion had 85 percent of its numbers in such jobs. In each city, black women 
gained employment primarily as housekeepers, washerwomen, and seam
stresses.20 

While Louisville also used slaves and free blacks as janitors, labor
ers, handymen, and household servants, the line between male and fe
male labor as well as child and adult labor blurred considerably in "the 
city at the falls:' Louisville employers regularly advertised for slaves, whom 
they rented, leased, and owned. In one ad, a Louisville firm sought "100 
women and boys for brick-yards, draymen, etc., 40 men and boys for 
ropewalks, 40 men and boys for hotel waiters, and 50 boys and girls for 
tobacco stemmeries:'21 Louisville not only employed blacks in general 
labor jobs, but as skilled workers, including carpenters, mechanics, and 
brick masons. In 1838, a Louisville owner reported a profit of $636 from 
the rental of three skilled slaves. Louisville's free blacks, like slaves, also 
worked in a variety of occupations, including skilled crafts; but unlike 
slaves, free blacks invariably worked at lower wages and in less skilled 
positions than their free white and black slave counterparts.22 

Yet, free blacks were not entirely victimized by such work. Ohio River 
blacks often took such jobs and challenged white rhetoric about their "im
providence:' "depravity:' and "ignorance:' African Americans not only 
used such work as a route to their own freedom, but as a vehicle for se
curing the freedom of loved ones. As early as 1834, a Cincinnati census 
revealed that an estimated 1,129 of the city's blacks had known slavery. 
Well over a third had purchased their own freedom at a cost of $215,522, 
or about $450 per person. Others reported working and saving to pur
chase family members and friends. According to the Reverend Charles 
B. Roy, a black New York minister and newspaper editor, these black men 
and women had the "proper materials in their character to become in
dustrious, economical, and reputable citizens:'23 
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Race, Public Policy, and Civil Rights 

As elsewhere in commercial and early industrial America, African Ameri
cans not only faced restrictions on their role as producers; they also con
fronted constraints on their access to citizenship. As white men from 
diverse ethnic backgrounds gained the franchise and participated in an 
expanding democratic polity, African Americans faced an accumulating 
series of legal and extralegal barriers on where they could live, acquire 
public accommodations, seek social services, secure an education, and 
obtain justice before the law. By the second half of the early nineteenth 
century, antiblack sentiment and social practices gained increasing ex
pression in disfranchisement legislation, an organized movement to rid 
the region and nation of all free blacks, and the eruption of violent at
tacks on the black community itself. To be sure, as discussed in Chapter 
1, significant class and ethnic conflicts shaped the experiences of Ohio 
Valley whites. Yet, over time, white elites, workers, and various national
ity groups increasingly adopted notions of white superiority and repub
licanism. They used these ideas as mechanisms for creating white racial 
solidarity and holding the line on the struggles of African Americans for 
full citizenship. 

Closely related to efforts to bar blacks from the region, state laws cur
tailed African American access to courts of law, legislative assemblies, edu
cation, and the franchise. By the 1830s, Ohio Valley states had blurred 
the legal distinction between slaves and free blacks. Indiana and Ohio pro
hibited free blacks from testifying in courts against whites, serving in the 
militia, voting, and, in the case of Indiana, marrying across racial lines. 
In 1839, the Ohio legislature redefined the right of petition as a privilege 
for free blacks, proclaiming that blacks and mulattoes "who may be resi
dents within the State, have no constitutional right to present their peti
tions to the General Assembly for any purpose whatsoever, and that any 
reception of such petitions on the part of the General Assembly is a mere 
act of privilege or policy and not imposed by any expressed or implied 
power of the constitution:'24 

Ohio modified its "black laws" in 1849. It allowed blacks to attend 
separate schools and testify against whites in court, but still denied blacks 
legal residence and the right to vote.25 In 1837-38, the Pennsylvania con
stitutional convention restricted voting to white males, twenty-one years 
of age and older. Until then, African Americans voted in Pittsburgh and 
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elsewhere in the state. Enemies of black suffrage buttressed their case with 
the decision of a Bucks County Court of Quarter Sessions, which held 
that "a negro in Pennsylvania had not the right of suffrage:'26 

The line between freedom and bondage was even less distinct in Ken
tucky. Free blacks gained the right to vote in the constitution of 1792. 
Seven years later, however, the state constitution curtailed their rights con
siderably, applying much of the state's slave code to free blacks, who, like 
slaves, were subject to death for crimes like manslaughter, arson, rebel
lion, and rape of a white woman. Unlike free whites, free blacks were also 
subject to the whip "well laid on" their bare backs; they could not testify 
in court against whites in capital cases; and, like slaves, they faced the slave 
patrols, which regularly searched their quarters without warrants.27 More 
so than blacks north of the Ohio, Louisville's free blacks also had to carry 
their "free papers" at all times. Otherwise, they could easily slip back into 
bondage. 

Legal and extralegal practices also limited African American access 
to housing, public accommodations, and social services. As early as 1842, 
Cincinnati's white residents mobilized to prohibit blacks and mulattoes 
"from purchasing or holding real estate" within the city limits.28 Through
out the early to mid-nineteenth century, African Americans lived in widely 
dispersed neighborhoods, near whites from a variety of ethnic and na
tionality backgrounds. Yet, by the late antebellum years, they faced in
creasing segregation in certain sections of the city. In Pittsburgh, for 
example, blacks clustered in a contiguous area, known as the "Hayti" dis
trict, which covered parts of the Third, Sixth, and Seventh wards, near 
the CBD. The city's index of dissimilarity, a statistical measure of segre
gation by race, increased from 10.2 percent in 1820 to 46.5 percent in 
1850.29 

In Cincinnati, most blacks lived in a waterfront area called "little 
Africa:' Two and a half decades later, they had moved beyond Fifth and 
Sycamore Streets on the East End to an area disparagingly called "Buck
town:' These areas represented the most dilapidated low-rent areas in the 
city. According to Leonard Curry, one of every fourteen blacks occupied 
alley dwellings. Still, landlords made extraordinary profits from free 
blacks, who faced restrictions on their access to housing elsewhere in the 
city. In 1830, one journalist highlighted the interracial mixture of the 
neighborhood and the existence of housing exploitation in the area: 
"Heaven preserve the shanties ... and supply proprietors with tenants 
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from whom the rent can be screwed, without respect to color or charac
ter."30 

By 1850, Cincinnati blacks inhabited a variety of clusters on the edge 
and in the center of town. According to historians Henry Louis Taylor 
and Vicky Dula, Cincinnati's antebellum African American community 
occupied 106 clusters, i.e., two or more families living in the same dwell
ing with another African American family, next door to another black 
family, or a few doors away from other black households.31 While the size 
of clusters varied greatly, the average contained five households and 
twenty-seven people. In each cluster, however, African Americans shared 
space with white neighbors of different ethnic and class backgrounds: 
Irish and German workers in the East End Factory and Central Water
front Districts; middleclass, American-born whites and Germans in the 
Central Core; and Germans in the Over-the-Rhine area. Out of eleven 
wards, well over 50 percent of the city's African American population re
sided in adjoining sections of the First, Fourth, and Ninth. Within this 
area, over 30 percent of blacks inhabited the area straddling the line be
tween the First and Ninth wards. As a result of some dispersal from the 
1830s on, however, the index of dissimilarity dropped from 43.9 in 1830 
to 37.5 in 1850.32 

In Louisville, free blacks lived intermingled with household slaves in 
an increasingly segregated enclave. The core black neighborhood emerged 
in a four-block area between Ninth, Chestnut, Eleventh, and Walnut 
streets. Along with five adjacent blocks, this area accounted for 25 per
cent of the city's free black population. Conversely, most of Evansville's 
small black population clustered near the waterfront, "between the mouth 
of Pigeon Creek and Main Street:'33 As we will see, although whites may 
have referred to the major black concentrations as "Bucktown:' "Little 
Africa:' "Hayti:' and other pejorative terms of the day, blacks also recog
nized those areas as centers of black institutions as well as residence and 
work. According to historians Taylor and Dula, it was the emergence of 
black institutions in these areas that helped to focus subsequent commu
nity-building activities of African Americans and gave an otherwise widely 
dispersed black population a sense of cohesion, solidarity, and identity. 
As they put it, "This clustering of institutions created a 'commons' for 
black Cincinnati during the pre-ghetto era. The commons served as a fo
cal point of social interaction for blacks."34 

Closely interconnected with the growth of residential segregation 
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were increasing constraints on African American access to public accom
modations, social services, and education. Restaurants, theaters, hotels, 
and other public accommodations routinely barred African Americans 
or served them on a segregated and unequal basis, but discriminatory edu
cational policies proved most damaging.35 In 1834, Pennsylvania passed 
its Public Education Act, which established a system of common schools 
for the entire state and required school districts to establish schools for 
educating all school-age children when petitioned to do so by parents, 
guardians, or friends of the school-age population. In Pittsburgh, several 
wards soon established schools for white children, but none for blacks. 
Although the law itself was silent on the question of black education, only 
during the 1850s, following protests from the black community, would 
the state legislature establish segregated schools for blacks and whites. The 
law required the establishment of a black school in areas where twenty 
or more black students resided.36 

:Like Pennsylvania, when the Ohio legislature authorized tax levies 
for public education in 1825, it was silent on blacks. By 1829, however, 
when Cincinnati established its public school system, a new state law for
bade blacks from attending public schools, but exempted them from the 
school tax levy. In 1847, the state supreme court ruled that children who 
were more than half white could attend the public schools, but only per
sistent protests by black leaders led to the establishment of separate 
schools for black children, paid for by black taxpayers and governed by a 
black board of directors elected by blacks. Still, it took a state supreme 
court ruling to force Cincinnati officials to comply. Even then, the city 
resisted enforcement; only in 1858 did the city's first black public school 
open its doors. Thus, as late as the 1850s, when nearly 72 percent of the 
city's white school-age children attended school, only about 38 percent 
of black children were so enrolled. Custom and law also excluded blacks 
or relegated them to segregated and unequal access to education in Ken
tucky and Indiana. Although Kentucky law permitted the education of 
slaves and free blacks, when Louisville established public schools in the 
1820s, it excluded blacks. For its part, Indiana excluded blacks from its 
public school laws of 1852 and 1855.37 

Racism gained its most powerful expression in organized efforts to 
rid the region and nation of free people of color. Formed in 1816, the 
American Colonization Society (ACS) symbolized the movement to re
move free blacks from the country. Branches of the organization soon 
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spread throughout the Ohio Valley. Although its constitution advocated 
"voluntary recolonization" of blacks in Africa, ACS members believed that 
blacks and whites could not peacefully coexist as free people on Ameri
can soil. Moreover, according to some of its spokesmen, the removal of 
free blacks from the U.S. represented a viable program of racial uplift for 
African peoples on the continent. New World ex-slaves would presum
ably bring democratic institutions to Africa and open up the continent 
for American "civilization:' commerce, and industries.38 

In September 1826, influential religious, business, and professional 
people formed the Pittsburgh chapter of the American Colonization So
ciety. The local organization remained active for twelve to fifteen years, 
declined, and then resurfaced in 1836. The initial roster of officers in
cluded Henry Baldwin, a Democratic lawyer, president; the Reverend 
Robert Bruce, pastor of the First Associate Presbyterian Church; the Rev
erend Elisha P. Swift, pastor of the Second Presbyterian Church; the Rev
erend John Black, pastor of the Reformed Presbyterian Church; the 
Reverend Charles Avery, the cotton mill owner; Rev. Joseph Stockton, pas
tor and first principal of the Pittsburgh Academy; Walter Forward, at
torneyand state representative; and Neville B. Craig, editor of the Pittsburgh 
Gazette, vice president. During its revival, Neville Craig pledged $500 for 
its support; Benjamin F. and James Bakewell, Pittsburgh glass manufac
turers, donated $50; and Baird, Leavitt, and Company pledged $100.39 

Although the colonization society idea persisted throughout the an
tebellum era, it declined by the 1840s, as the abolitionist and antislavery 
movements gained momentum. As late as 1852, however, some white 
Pittsburghers urged the federal government to use surplus revenue to re
colonize free blacks in Africa. In other words, as the city opened its doors 
to growing numbers of immigrants from Ireland and Germany, it sought 
to reverse the flow of Africans and their descendants. The expulsion of 
free blacks also gained support in Louisville, Cincinnati, and Evansville. 
The editor of the Evansville Daily Journal argued that colonization was 
the only means by which to make the ex-slave's freedom "compatible with 
his happiness and best interests:'4o 

The same racist sentiment that underlay efforts to secure a peaceful 
and voluntary removal of free blacks led others to adopt violent meth
ods to secure the same ends. In 1834, a white mob entered the "Hayti" 
district of Pittsburgh and threatened residents with violence. A decade 
later, a white mob attacked members of a black band after a performance 
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at the Temperance Ark in Allegheny City. An abolitionist paper, the Spirit 
of Liberty Weekly, blamed the incident on "alcohol and a deep-seated ha
tred" for black people. In Louisville, the patrols regularly conducted mid
night raids on the homes of free blacks and threatened inhabitants with 
bodily harm if they did not leave the city. When free black homeowners 
complained of such attacks, authorities advised them to "leave the state:'41 
In Evansville between July and early August of 1857, a mob attacked the 
small black settlement on two separate occasions, forcing several blacks 
out of the city.42 

The most destructive incidence of violence broke out in Cincinnati. 
In the Queen City, African Americans faced riots in 1829, 1836, and 1841. 
On 22 August 1829, whites complained that the Black Laws were not be
ing enforced. Following a ward election that revolved around these is
sues, the township trustees announced their intention to enforce the 
restrictive laws. The city's black population appealed for delay in the en
forcement effort. According to one black who later left the city, "If the 
act is enforced, we, the poor sons of Aethiopia, must take shelter where 
we can find it .... If we cannot find it in America, where we were born 
and spent all our days, we must beg it elsewhere."43 

White citizens became impatient with apparent delays and launched 
an attack on the black community. Nearly three hundred whites attacked 
the homes of some thirty to forty free blacks, who defended themselves 
by firing into the mob, killing at least one rioter and wounding others. 
In the riot of 11 April 1836, however, a night of violence left several blacks 
dead when a mob entered the black community and indiscriminately at
tacked people, burned buildings, and forced large numbers to leave their 
homes. Only the intervention of the governor and the declaration of mar
tiallaw brought the riot under contro1.44 

In 1841, during an economic downturn and the hot summer months 
of August and September, racial violence erupted when whites attacked 
black churches and businesses on Sixth and Broadway. Unlike their re
sponse to most antebellum riots, African Americans selected Major J. 
Wilkerson, a twenty-eight-year-old "self-made man of color:' to organize 
an armed defense of the community. For a while, heavily armed black 
men pushed the white mob out of their community, leading to white as 
well as black casualties. Unfortunately, whites were able to regroup, move 
an iron cannon into place, and fire upon the black community. When 
officials finally declared martial law, guardsmen and mobsters herded 
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black people into the square at Sixth and Broadway. Although many had 
posted bond for their release, they were detained. Authorities arrested 
some three hundred black men, who were violently attacked by mem
bers of the mob en route to jai1.4s 

Before the mob spent its energy, additional attacks on black homes, 
churches, and businesses took place. In the wake of the riot, the value of 
black private property holdings dropped by an estimated $150,000. In the 
short run, many blacks became disillusioned and left the city; others re
mained but became more cautious and fearful to assert their rights and 
struggle against injustice. Before long, however, the black community re
grouped and took a stand for its rights in the Queen City. Indeed, as one 
observer later recalled, "The colored men were imprisoned because it had 
been thoroughly shown by their conduct that they had become so deter
mined to protect themselves against whatever odds, that great and seri
ous damage might be expected were they again assaulted:'46 Similarly, as 
resident John Mercer Langston put it, "the riot and its repressive after
math failed to hush the voices of the eloquent colored men themselves 
who through such experience were learning what their rights were and 
how to advocate and defend them:'47 

During the 1850s, federal policies strengthened state and local restric
tions on the lives of free blacks. To be sure, federal policy was not uni
formly hostile. In 1842, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in the Priggs v 
Pennsylvania case that states could not enact legislation purporting to 
uphold or hamper federal statutes.48 This ruling resulted in passage of 
many personal liberty laws by state legislatures, which prohibited state 
and local officials from aiding Southern slaveholders in recovering prop
erty in slaves. Such policies, however, were overshadowed by passage of 
the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, which increased penalties for aiding and 
abetting runaways. On the pretense of seeking runaways, slave catchers 
and kidnappers regularly entered Ohio Valley cities seeking to entrap free 
blacks as well as runaway slaves for sale in the Deep South, where huge 
profits rewarded their efforts. 

As hostility toward African Americans intensified, blacks declined in 
proportion in Ohio Valley cities. Between 1820 and 1850, only Evansville's 
small black population slightly increased its share of the total from 1.8 
to about 2.0 percent of the total. Cincinnati's black population dropped 
from a high of 4.8 percent of the total in 1840 to a low of 2.8 percent in 
1850. Similarly, Pittsburgh's black population declined from nearly 4.0 
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percent in 1820 to about 3.3 percent in 1840, before rising again to 4.2 
percent in 1850. Louisville's black percentage of the total also steadily 
declined, but unlike Cincinnati and Pittsburgh, the city's black popula
tion represented a much higher percentage of the total, about 16 percent 
in 1850, a decline from a high of 36.4 percent in 1810 and 28.0 percent 
in 1820 (see table 1). 

Under the impact of the fugitive slave law and the climate of fear and 
uncertainty that it generated, African Americans left Ohio Valley cities 
in significant numbers. Between 1850 and 1860, Pittsburgh's black popu
lation dropped from 1,974 to 1,149 (not including Allegheny City, which 
increased slightly from 561 to 689). Delany estimated that over 150 blacks 
left Pittsburgh during a six-month period in 1855. Following mob vio
lence in Evansville, Vanderburgh County, a contingent of blacks moved 
to Gibson County, north of Evansville, and established a settlement called 
Lyles Station, apparently named for the black resident Daniel Lyles whose 
family evidently led the exodus. The county's black population dropped 
from 230 in 1850 to 128 in 1860. Louisville's black population also slightly 
declined between 1850 and 1860, but free blacks increased their propor
tion of the total from 22 to 28 percent. Although Cincinnati's black popu
lation also declined as a percentage of the total, it expanded in absolute 
numbers during the troubled decade of the 1850s.49 

Politics, Institutions, and Community Building 

Ohio Valley Mrican Americans were by no means passive in the face of 
class and racial subordination in the white republic. As elsewhere, Ohio 
Valley blacks built new community-based institutions, forged alliances 
with sympathetic white allies, and launched broad political assaults 
against racial discrimination. In response to the 1829 riot in Cincinnati, 
prominent black citizens sent a petition to the state legislature, seeking 
repeal of what they called "those obnoxious black laws:'5o These devel
opments were deeply rooted in the emergence and expansion of the black 
working class and the corresponding growth of the small black middle 
class. Under the impact of commercial and early industrial capitalism, 
the most prominent members of the black middle class served white cli
ents or employers in the urban economy. Yet, they gained their principal 
influence and prestige through participation in cross-class institutional, 
cultural, and political activities within the black community. A close look 
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at the rise of the black middle class helps to illuminate the dynamics of 
black community life, culture, and politics during the antebellum era. 

Well-educated, skilled, and relatively better paid laborers emerged at 
the top of the antebellum black class structure. In Pittsburgh andAllegh
eny City, the value of black real property had increased to $110,015 in 
1850. Laborers, stewards, cooks, and caterers accounted for seven and bar
bers accounted for three of the thirteen blacks who owned property in 
excess of $12,000. A similar pattern prevailed in 1860, although the 
amount of wealth declined slightly, and the number of wealthholders in
creased and became more diverse, including a banker, pattern finisher, 
musician, porter, grocer, and "a private Gentleman:'51 

In 1850, Cincinnati listed the value of black property holdings at 
$317,780. Out of eighty-eight African Americans who held property of 
$1,000 or more, close to half worked as laborers, stewards, butlers, and 
cooks. Three of Cincinnati's most renowned residents and property-hold
ers were Richard Phillips, a huckster ($13,000); Joseph J. Fowler, another 
huckster ($18,000); and John G. Gaines, a stevedore ($3,000). At the same 
time, Louisville's black population listed real estate valued at $95,650. Lou
isville also claimed one of only about nineteen blacks in urban America 
who owned property in excess of $20,000. Despite its small size, Evans
ville's black population also numbered a few propertyholders. The ho
tel-keeper, James Carter, the most renowned of these propertyholders, 
owned real estate valued at $1,500 in 1850. Another black propertyholder, 
Joseph Smith, a carpenter, owned property valued at $1,400. In all, how
ever, twelve black families in Evansville owned real estate valued at less 
than $10,000. Black property ownership, however, was not exclusively a 
male affair. In 1850, women made up 31.1, 16.9, and 10.5 percent, respec
tively, of black propertyholders in Louisville, Cincinnati, and Pittsburgh. 
In Evansville, the widow Mrs. Sina [Lena?] McDaniel owned the single 
largest amount of black real and personal property- $4,000 in 1860, or 
about one-third of the tota1.52 

African American propertyholders offered inspiring stories of indi
vidual and group success and entrepreneurship. The barber trade pro
vided black men their most promising opportunities to earn a living, 
purchase real estate, and increase their standing in Ohio Valley cities. Black 
editor William Dabney later celebrated the mid-nineteenth century black 
barber and barbershop: "Barber shops were the greatest places for gossip 
and the white customers were generally well informed as to the doings 
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An interior view of William Glover's barbershop in Evansville. Whereas most 
black barbers lost their white clientele by the late nineteenth century, Glover's 
shop continued to serve white clients into the 1920s. Courtesy Special Collec
tions, University of Southern Indiana, Evansville 

of Negro society. The Negro barber, as a workman, was an artist. The ra
zor in his hands became an instrument that made sweet melody as it 
charmed away the grass that grew on faciallawns."53 As Cincinnati dis
placed Pittsburgh as the Queen City of the West, one local resident rec
ollected: "If there has ever existed in any colored community of the United 
States, anything like an aristocratic class of such persons it was found in 
Cincinnati. In fact the entire Negro community of the city gave striking 
evidences in every way at this time of its intelligence, industry, thrift and 
progress; and in matters of education and moral and religious culture, 
furnished an example worthy of the imitation of their whole people:'54 

Serving an elite white clientele, some black barbers, cooks, and ca
terers gained a substantial economic footing in antebellum Ohio Valley 
cities. Supplemented by a small number of schoolteachers and ministers 
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who combined their professional activities with the pursuit of a trade or 
business, these people accounted for a disproportionate share of the black 
community's income. In Pittsburgh, as historian Laurence Glasco points 
out, "Barbering was the most prestigious occupation open to blacks, who 
operated most of the downtown barbershops that catered to the city's 
elite:'55 The Quaker-educated free black, Lewis Woodson, for example, 
operated several shops in the city's leading hotels, including the Ander
son, the St. Charles, and the Monongahela House. Other African Ameri
can business and community leaders-John Vashon, John Peck, and 
Lemuel Googins-also operated barbershops serving a white clientele. 
Similarly, Louisville's Washington Spradling commenced his career as a 
barber and gained a reputation as "an expert shaver:' Spradling invested 
his earnings in real estate, which reached a value of $30,000 by 1850. Some 
of the barbers would also train their sons and transform the job into a 
family tradition.56 

Because some black entrepreneurs had been slaves, their careers were 
even more poignant. The barber William W. Watson became the most 
well-known propertyholder of antebellum black Cincinnati. In 1832, 
Watson received his freedom when a family member purchased him from 
his owner. Within less than a decade he owned his own barbershop and 
bathhouse, which catered to a predominantly white clientele in the CBD. 
He also owned two brick houses and lots within the city and another 560 
acres of farmland in nearby Mercer County. His property holdings stood 
at an estimated $5,500. In her rationale for Uncle Tom's Cabin, Harriet 
Beecher Stowe, who lived in Cincinnati during her research for the book, 
named Watson and five other former slaves as examples of the race's ca
pacity for "conquering for themselves comparative wealth and social po
sition by their strength of character, energy, patience and honesty:'57 

Unfortunately, however, sympathetic whites also reinforced and fo
mented the growth of class divisions among African Americans. As the 
riot of 1829 took its toll on the black community, the poorest and most 
destitute blacks received less sympathy from whites than their elite broth
ers and sisters. In its report on the riot's aftermath, the Cincinnati Ga
zette sympathized with the black elite: 

It has driven away the sober, honest, industrious, and useful portion of the col
ored population. The vagrant is unaffected by it. The effect is to lessen much of 
the moral restraint, which the presence of respectable persons of their own colour, 
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Fountain Lewis Sr. arrived 
in Cincinnati and gained a 
job in the barbershop of a 
Frenchman during the early 
1840s, later taking over the 
business when his employer 
left the city. The senior 
Lewis and later his son 
catered to a predominantly 
white clientele until the 
early twentieth century. 
Barbers like Lewis occupied 
a prominent place in mid
nineteenth century cities. 
From W.P. Dabney's 
Cincinnati's Colored Citizens 
(1926) 

imposed on the idle and indolent, as well as the profligate. It has exposed em
ployers of coloured persons to suits by common informers, where no good or 
public motive was perceptible. It has reduced honest individuals to want and 
beggary, in the midst of plenty and employment; because employers were afraid 
to employ them. It has subjected men of color who won property to great sacri
fices. It has furnished an occasion for the oppressor and common informer to 
exhibit themselves, and commence their depredations on the weak and defense
less, under cover of law. It has demonstrated the humiliating fact, that cruelty 
and injustice, the rank oppression of a devoted people, may be consummated in 
the midst of us, without exciting either sympathy, or operative indignation. 58 

Although mid-nineteenth century black elites owed their livelihood to 
white clients, their lives were closely intertwined with those of black work
ers and the poor. As mulatto and dark-skinned blacks alike gained a foot
hold in the economy, their industriousness did not insulate them from 
racist attacks. On the contrary, their progress generated as much resis-
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tance and hatred as their alleged intemperance and improvidence. In 1834, 
an English visitor to Cincinnati remarked that whites discussed African 
American efforts at self-help and improvements "with a degree of bitter
ness that dictated a disposition to be more angry with their virtues than 
their vices:'59 In 1841, a white working man pontificated that: "White men 
... are naturally indignant ... when they see a set of idle blacks dressed 
up like ladies and gentlemen, strutting about our streets and flinging the 
'rights of petition' and 'discussion' in our faces:'6o Such attitudes under
lay a variety of practices that curtailed the rights of all blacks and helped 
to forge bonds across intraracial class and color lines. Moreover, unlike 
some communities where mulattoes sought an independent existence 
separate from blacks, Ohio Valley mulattoes identified with their darker
skinned brothers. In 1844, for example, the mulatto leader John Gaines 
rejected the idea of a separate school for mulatto children: "This I antici
pate would be fraught with evil consequences ... It would not only di
vide the colored children, but create prejudices too intolerable to be 
borne."61 

African Americans in the Ohio Valley developed a variety of cross
class institutions and social movements. As elsewhere, the African Ameri
can church emerged at the forefront of black institution-building and 
political activities. In Pittsburgh, African Americans founded Bethel Af
rican Methodist Episcopal Church (AME) in 1800, when James and 
George Coleman and Abraham Lewis "gathered a small group of chil
dren and five adults for a Sunday school service in the basement of an 
alley apartment:'62 Named after "Mother Bethel" AME in Philadelphia, the 
Pittsburgh church represented the gradual spread of the AME into the 
Ohio Valley. By the mid-1840s, blacks in Pittsburgh and Allegheny City 
had built no less than five additional churches-including Presbyterian 
and Baptist bodies. 

In Louisville, African Americans also built independent churches. 
Under the leadership of Henry Adams, a Georgia-born migrant who ar
rived in Louisville in 1829, African Americans broke away from the white 
First Baptist Church and formed the "Colored" or "African" Baptist 
Church in 1842. Later renamed the Fifth Street Baptist Church, it had 
475 charter members at its formation. Although the church retained ties 
to the white body, it managed its own "internal affairs" in its "own way:'63 
By 1844, another group of Louisville blacks broke from the white First 
Baptist Church and founded the Second Colored Baptist Church. By the 
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1830s, although black Methodists outnumbered their white counterparts 
and pushed for independent congregations, they were less successful than 
their Baptist brethren. Nonetheless, blacks in Louisville founded the 
Fourth Street Methodist Church (later Asbury Chapel) in 1829 and Quinn 
Chapel AME (circa 1840).64 

In 1824, Cincinnati.blacks broke ranks with the white Methodist 
church and established the Bethel AME Church. Under the leadership of 
itinerant missionary Moses Freeman and teacher Owen Nickens, the black 
community protested against racial discrimination within the predomi
nantly white body. Ainong other practices, they abhorred the practice of 
relegating blacks to the back of the line during communion services. 
When blacks seceded from the white body, Nickens received the title of 
"local" preacher. The group worshiped at a variety of private homes and 
even workshops before purchasing an edifice in 1834 on Sixth Street, east 
of Broadway. The congregation eventually pooled its resources, skills, and 
labor and built its own church.65 

Although the city's black Baptists retained ties to the white body, they 
also established separate congregations. In 1831, black Baptists formed 
the Union Baptist Church and soon built their own brick edifice. Partly 
under the leadership of its influential parishioner, barber William W. 
Watson, black Baptists purchased a new edifice in 1830. Located on Baker 
Street, the new edifice was formerly occupied by white parishioners and 
held a great deal of symbolic value for blacks. By 1848, the church had 
paid off its debt on an edifice that cost $19,000. In 1843, another pillar 
of Cincinnati's black religious community emerged with the formation 
of the Zion Baptist Church, under the pioneer minister missionary, 
Wallace Shelton.66 

Black institution-building activities were not confined to Louisville, 
Pittsburgh, and Cincinnati. As early as 1843, African Americans in Evans
ville formed the "Evansville African Methodist Church:' Under the lead
ership of trustees Joseph Turner, Paul Henderson, Primos Lofton, and 
George Johnston, blacks leased a quarter acre of land and soon com
menced Sunday services and a Sunday school. By the 1850s, another AME 

church opened in Vanderburgh County.67 
The black church not only played a role in the religious life of the 

community; it also served as a springboard for the development of other 
black organizations. African American church leaders and lay people re
peatedly articulated their vision for black liberation in religious terms. 
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As the statement of the board of managers of Cincinnati's Colored Edu
cation Society put it in 1837, "Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hand 
to God, is the declaration of infinite goodness and wisdom. It must take 
place, and will doubtless be effected by human agency:'68 Some contem
poraries believed that black churches had "done more to educate the heart 
and mind for freedom's blessing ... than every other means combined:'69 
Building upon the institutional foundation of the black church, itself 
rooted in the transformation of the black class structure, African Ameri
cans established a plethora of fraternal orders, social clubs, militia groups, 
schools, newspapers, and social welfare, civic, civil rights, and political 
organizations. In 1845, attorney Salmon P. Chase of Cincinnati, a future 
senator, governor of Ohio, and chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, 
vividly described this process in Cincinnati's black community: "Debarred 
from the public schools, you have established schools of your own; thrust 
by prejudice into the obscure corners of the edifices in which white men 
offer prayer, you have erected churches of your own ... Excluded from 
the witness box, you have sought that security which the law denies:'70 

Using their expanding community institutions as sites of organiza
tion, planning, and strategy, African Americans resisted racial and class 
inequality in the social, economic, political, and cultural life of the re
gion. The fight against disfranchisement, exclusion from public schools, 
slavery, and the activities of the American Colonization Society emerged 
at the center of their concerns. When Pennsylvania moved to disfranchise 
black citizens in 1837, African Americans in Pittsburgh and Western 
Pennsylvania filed one of the most militant protests, "Memorial of the 
Free Citizens of Colony of Pittsburgh and Its Vicinity Relative to the Right 
of Suffrage" in July 1837. Over seventy-five blacks signed the petition ex
horting the state to restore the franchise to black people. In a supplement, 
the petition cited the contributions that blacks had made to the state and 
argued forcefully that African Americans were as worthy and entitled as 
whites to exercise the vote. The Memorial" stated in part that: 

Enough has been exhibited, to satisfy any unprejudiced mind that the colored 
population appreciates their present privileges; and are endeavoring to sustain 
themselves honorably, and respectably in the community in which they live. 
Whatever of ignorance or degradation there is among us, owes its existence chiefly 
to our former condition in life. Slavery, that unright[eousl and unnatural state 
in which many of us were raised, deprived us of every means of moral cultiva
tion, and caught its own sordid interest in shutting out every ray of intellectual 
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light. The fathers of this commonwealth abolished this wicked system; and the 
wisdom of their deed is evinced in the fact that as we further recede from the 
fetters of the slave, we are better prepared to sustain the honours and high re
sponsibilities of freemen.71 

In January 1841, John Peck became president of a group that launched a 
new effort to gain the franchise. A week later the group met at Bethel AME 
Church and proposed a statewide convention to continue the fight for 
suffrage. In August 1841, a statewide convention met at the same church, 
with John B. Vashon, Lewis Woodson, A.D. Lewis, and Martin Delany 
taking leadership roles. 

Closely intertwined with their fight for suffrage, African Americans 
also waged a struggle against the institution of slavery in the South. Their 
resistance to slavery gained its most powerful expression in the under
ground railroad. Because the western states opened later than those in 
the east and because they bordered the slave states of Virginia, Kentucky, 
and Pennsylvania, slaveowners regularly passed through Ohio Valley cit
ies like Cincinnati, Pittsburgh, and Evansville. Slaveowners often stayed 
overnight in the cities' hotels with their slaves. Thus, black hotel employees 
played a pivotal part on the underground railroad. They reported on the 
arrival of planters and slave catchers, informed slaves of their opportu
nities for gaining freedom, and facilitated contact with conductors. In June 
1848, for example, blacks working at the Pittsburgh Merchants Hotel 
helped two female slaves escape from a visiting planter. Black riverboat
men played a similar role. In early August 1841, a letter from a Cincin
nati fugitive to his enslaved wife revealed the names of William O'Hara, 
the barber, and "George" Casey, presumably William Casey, a riverman. 
In the letter, the fugitive informed his wife and her friends that black 
boatmen would guide them to abolitionists. 

By the 1850s, Ohio Valley blacks had organized an elaborate com
munications and escape network. Designed to free fugitives by aiding their 
escape further north or by concealing their residence within local black 
communities, the underground railroad depended upon the cooperation 
of large numbers of Ohio River blacks. On one occasion, Martin Delany 
arranged a mass meeting to protest the illegal kidnapping of two Beaver 
County children, ages four and seven. Attendees agreed to raise funds for 
a reward for the arrest of the kidnappers and the return of the children. 
When the federal government passed the Fugitive Slave Act, blacks met 
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at an AME church to discuss ways to resist the measure. Indeed, African 
Americans took great pride in their resistance activities. As Cincinnati 
agent John Hatfield put it, "I never felt better pleased with anything I ever 
did in my life, than in getting a slave woman clear, when her master was 
taking her from Virginia:'72 

African Americans in the Ohio Valley linked their fight against sla
very with the fight against colonization. As early as January 1817, Penn
sylvania blacks met in convention at Philadelphia and rejected the notion 
of colonization; they denounced it as "a scheme" of Southern slaveholders 
to rid the nation of free blacks and secure the institution of slavery. Two 
months later, John B. Vashon wrote to William Lloyd Garrison empha
sizing the United States as the home of free blacks. He also stressed the 
need to remain and fight the colonization movement and the institution 
of slavery itself. Nearly two decades later, in 1835, blacks in Pittsburgh 
had another mass meeting to protest the colonization movement. Under 
Vashon's leadership, the group condemned colonization as a tactic de
signed to expel educated blacks. The gathering also opposed any colony 
of blacks outside the U.S., whether in Africa, Canada, or Haiti. In 1849, 
Cincinnati's Rev. Wallace Shelton again counseled blacks to reject colo
nization: "Stay where you are ... and never leave this land as long as one 
chain is to be heard clanking, or the cry of millions is to be heard float
ing on every breeze:'73 Across the state and nation, other blacks took the 
same stand. 

Blacks fought equally hard for educational opportunities. In 1837, 
the Pittsburgh AME Church hosted a meeting to discuss black education 
and plan ways to improve it. After conducting a survey of black educa
tion in the city, the group expressed dissatisfaction that the city did not 
fund a single black school. The following year, the school board allotted 
funds for the city's first black public school. In Cincinnati, African Ameri
cans attacked the state's "Black Laws:' which denied them access to edu
cation and other civil rights. Their effort bore partial fruit in 1849, when 
the state legislature approved public funds to educate black children. 
Under the leadership of Peter Clark, the black educator, socialist, and civil 
rights leader, African Americans pushed for implementation of the new 
legislation. Although the city of Cincinnati dragged its feet, three years 
later African Americans secured public funding and opened a black 
school. Black teacher Owen T. B. Nickens, from Virginia, abandoned his 
privately run school for blacks and took over the publicly funded school 
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for blacks in the eastern district of the city. At about the same time, Afri
can Americans in Cincinnati formed the Colored Education Society (CES) 

and supervised three private schools for black children, two supported 
solely by black funds. Although the state ignored their request, a move
ment for black education also developed in Evansville before the onset 
of the Civil War. For its part, the city of Louisville continued to exclude 
African Americans from public education. As a result, African Americans 
at "the falls" directed their efforts toward building private schools in their 
churches and homes.74 

The struggle for social justice was not an all-black affair. African 
Americans cultivated and achieved the support of white allies who as
sisted the fight against the ACS, slavery, and restrictions on black educa
tion. In Pittsburgh, prominent supporters of African Americans included 
Jane Grey Swisshelm, editor of the Saturday Visitor, an abolitionist pa
per; F. Julius leMoyne, president of the Pittsburgh Anti-Slavery Society; 
and Neville B. Craig, editor of the Pittsburgh Gazette, the city's first daily 
paper. In Cincinnati, African Americans received the aid of Levi Coffin, 
a Southern-born Quaker, and renowned conductor on the underground 
railroad who moved to Cincinnati in 1847. Under the leadership of Con
necticut-born Theodore Dwight Weld and Augustus Wattles, white fac
ulty and students at Cincinnati's Lane Seminary published the antislavery 
Philanthropist and supported the underground railroad. The abolition
ist movement also gained some support among Cincinnati lawyers and 
jurists. In 1841, for example, attorney Salmon Chase represented the fu
gitive slave Mary Towns in the Hamilton County Court. Before facing 
charges as a runaway, Towns had lived in Cincinnati for a decade. The 
judge accepted Chase's defense of Towns; "freedom and not slavery:' he 
declared, was the rule in Ohio.75 

At the local level, whites offered their strongest support for black edu
cation. In addition to schools operated by Lane Seminary and the Ladies 
Anti-Slavery Society, Gilmore High School represented one of Cin
cinnati's most outstanding examples of white philanthropy in behalf of 
black education. In 1844, wealthy British clergyman Hiram S. Gilmore 
established the institution, employed five teachers, and taught some three 
hundred black students a variety of subjects, including Latin, Greek, art, 
and music. Some students paid fees, others attended free, and some re
ceived partial support to make their attendance possible. By 1848, Gilmore 
turned the school over to one of his teachers. Paradoxically, in Pittsburgh, 
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one of the most consistent supporters of black education was also a 
colonizationist. Cotton manufacturer Charles Avery, part owner of the 
Eagle Cotton Mill, not only supported efforts to recolonize blacks in Af
rica; he also funded Allegheny Institute and Mission Church, an institu
tion of higher education for African Americans in Allegheny City. Built 
on land near his home, the school combined education in the classics with 
training in the trades. Upon his death in 1858, Avery left $25,000 for the 
continuation of the school's work under the name of Avery College. A 
lay preacher in the Methodist church, Avery also articulated the view that 
blacks were "the biological and social equals of whites:'76 More so than 
others in the ACS, he apparently took seriously the notion of voluntary 
recolonization. 

Interracial cooperation sometimes included city officials. In Pitts
burgh, when a white mob threatened the black community with violence 
in 1834, the mayor dispatched the Duquesne Grays, a white militia group, 
to disperse the crowd. After another racial incident in 1839, Mayor John 
R. McClintock, described as a "law and order" mayor, cooperated with 
black leader Martin Delany; they created special interracial teams of black 
and white officers to put down the disturbance. Whereas the mayor of 
Philadelphia feared black militia and fraternal orders and restricted their 
ability to use city streets for their parades, in Pittsburgh, the black 
Hannibal Guards and Free Masons paraded in the streets during the 1850s 
without incident. Moreover, Allegheny City and Pittsburgh blacks regu
larly and publicly celebrated British Emancipation Day or August First. 
Even in violent Cincinnati, African Americans regularly commemorated 
the West Indies Emancipation Day. On such occasions, speakers spoke 
boldly and clearly about the need for liberation. In August 1841, one 
speaker warned "all oppressors in every nation that the day is at hand 
when the hand of Almighty God will sunder the chains of the oppressed 
in every land:>77 For their part, Cincinnati authorities sometimes upheld 
the claims of blacks over whites. In the racial outbreak of 1829, for ex
ample, the police arrested ten blacks and seven whites for their part in 
the conflict, but the mayor fined the whites and released the blacks, af
firming that they had acted in self-defense. As one historian concludes, 
"In this instance, at least, the black community appears to have been to
tally victorious:'78 

Even as African Americans worked to build interracial alliances, they 
confronted a variety of internal tensions and conflicts. Class, color, gen-
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der, cultural, ideological, and political differences repeatedly threatened 
racial solidarity. As elsewhere in America, in the Ohio Valley African 
Americans of light-skinned color gained economic opportunities and 
privileges denied to their darker-skinned counterparts. Although the vast 
majority of all blacks worked in jobs at the floor of the urban economy, 
dark skinned blacks occupied a notch below their lighter-skinned coun
terparts. This light-skinned privilege was not only revealed in economic 
and class terms, but in legal and political status as well. An example of 
this occurred on two occasions during the 1840s, when the Ohio State 
Supreme Court sanctioned the right of mulattoes to vote, arguing that 
they were not "Negroes:' When Democrats gained control of the Ohio 
legislature and passed a law in 1850 disfranchising anyone with a "dis
tinct and visible admixture of African blood:' the Ohio Supreme Court 
again defended mulatto men, insisting that the law could not disfranchise 
males with over 50 percent white ancestry.79 

In addition to cleavages along color lines, African Americans faced 
significant gender conflicts. African American women played a key role 
in the community life of Ohio Valley cities. In addition to their church
based activities, they spearheaded the formation of antislavery societies, 
temperance unions, and sewing circles. They also raised funds for black 
male-dominated fraternal, religious, social, and political organizations. 
In Cincinnati, under the leadership of Elizabeth Coleman and Sarah Ear
nest, for example, the Anti-Slavery Sewing Society produced clothing for 
runaway slaves and aided their escape from bondage. African American 
women also swelled the ranks of those attending the black political and 
civil rights conventions. Yet black women were often disfranchised. Con
sequently, at one of the early conventions, black women passed and de
livered a resolution to the men: "Where as we the ladies have been invited 
to attend the Convention and have been deprived of a voice, which we 
the ladies deem wrong and shameful. Therefore, resolved, That we will 
attend no more after tonight, unless the privilege is granted:'80 As a re
sult of the women's protest, the men introduced and passed a resolution 
"inviting the ladies to share in the doings of the Convention:'81 

Ohio Valley blacks also faced important ideological and political dif
ferences. Some blacks eschewed protest despite worsening conditions. 
When a group of Cincinnati blacks petitioned the legislature for redress 
and protection during the riot of 1829, leaders of the Methodist Episco
pal Church abstained from endorsing the document. As one spokesper-
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son explained, "All we ask is a continuation of the smiles of the white 
people as we have hitherto enjoyed them:'82 Other blacks moved to 
Canada. Between 1843 and 1847, Martin Delany published a black news
paper called the Mystery. Although living in Pittsburgh, he also served as 
co-editor of the North Star with Frederick Douglass. In 1849, Delany and 
Douglass parted ways. Douglass retained his commitment to an interra
cial abolitionist movement, including close cooperation between blacks 
and whites like William Lloyd Garrison and Harriet Beecher Stowe. By 
the late 1840s, however, Delany moved increasingly toward a black na
tionalist stance.83 He also advocated pride in blackness, urged indepen
dent actions, and gradually adopted the notion of emigration to a new 
homeland for African Americans. In his book on the question of black 
"destiny:' he repeatedly claimed: "Mexico, Central America, the West 
Indies, and South America, all present now opportunities for the indi
vidual enterprise of our young men, who prefer to remain in the United 
States, in preference to going where they can enjoy real freedom, and 
equality of rights:' Delany insisted that African Americans act indepen
dently on the question of emigration. "Go or stay-of course each is free 
to do as he pleases-one thing is certain; our Elevation is the work of 
own hands:'84 Although Delany would eventually advocate the Niger Val
ley area as a site of settlement, he rejected the ACS and resisted settlement 
of Liberia as a viable solution to the problems facing African Americans. 85 

As Delany moved toward emigration ideas, other blacks broke ranks 
with Garrisonian and Douglass abolitionists on different grounds. As 
early as July 1850, the Reverend Lewis Woodson opposed Garrisonian 
abolitionists. When Frederick Douglass visited Pittsburgh and spoke at 
the Wylie Street African Methodist Church, Woodson disrupted the 
antislavery gathering by his persistent challenges to Douglass's ideas, 
calling the renowned abolitionist an infidel. Woodson objected to the 
Garrisonian beliefs that the church aided and abetted slavery and that 
abolitionists should abrogate religious affiliation. Woodson later became 
president of a new Christian Anti-Slavery society formed in Pittsburgh 
during the late 1850s.86 Conversely, while African American leaders like 
Delany and Woodson worked to reconcile emigration, civil rights, and 
abolitionist ideas on their own terms, some blacks accepted the overtures 
of the ACS. Between 1846, when Liberia became an independent Repub
lic, and 1849, over a thousand blacks left the United States for Africa. Of 
these one hundred ninety-seven settled in Pennsylvania's Bassa Cove 
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colony, founded in 1835 when the Pennsylvania Colonization Society 
broke away from the parent body. In November 1857, five Pittsburgh 
blacks left for Africa on the ship M.e. Stevens from Baltimore. Three years 
later fifteen Allegheny County blacks departed for Africa on the same 
ship.87 

Although African Americans faced significant internal conflicts and dif
ferences, their difficulties in securing a position in the urban political 
economy as a group helped to mitigate such friction. While blacks cater
ing to white elites amassed resources, power, and prestige that enabled 
them to protect themselves better than their working-class and poor coun
terparts, their industriousness and social contacts failed to fully shield 
them from racist attacks. As noted above, African Americans from dif
ferent socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds took jobs at the bottom 
of the urban economy and transformed them into instruments of free
dom for themselves, relatives, and friends, but their industriousness at
tracted no less hostility than their assumed ignorance, laziness, and 
irresponsibility. 

White men from a variety of class, ethnic, and national backgrounds 
coalesced around racism and notions of republicanism. Such attitudes 
and social practices undercut the opportunities and rights of all blacks 
and reinforced bonds across class, color, and cultural lines within the black 
urban community. Only the onset of the Civil War and the rapid expan
sion of industrial capitalism would bring blacks more fully into the 
economy and polity as citizens as well as producers. Building upon their 
antebellum communities, ideas, and strategies for social change, African 
Americans would playa key role in their own transformation from a sub
ordinate proletariat to new workers and citizens. 
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PART TWO 

Emancipation, Race, and 
Industrialization, 

1861-1914 
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3 

Occupational Change 
and the Emergence of a 
Free Black Proletariat 

The expansion of industrial capitalism influenced the transformation of 
African American life in the Ohio Valley region and in the nation. 
Symbolized by the emergence of the giant U.S. Steel Corporation in 1901, 
a few large companies gained a growing proportion of the region's 
economy, wealth, and power. Under the impact of industrial capitalism, 
the African American population not only increased, but made up a 
slightly larger proportion of the total; gained greater access to the indus
trial sector; and claimed citizenship rights under new amendments to the 
U.S. and state constitutions. Yet, social injustice would soon gain newex
pression in jobs, housing, and the institutional and political life of Ohio 
Valley cities. During the Civil War, the black Cincinnati teacher William 
Parham foresaw the struggle ahead: "When this war is over the next war 
will be against prejudice ... we shall need all the talent that we have among 
us or can possibly command." I Like the old era of disfranchisement and 
slavery, the new era of emancipation and citizenship would challenge 
blacks to develop fresh modes of social struggle and resistance. 

At the war's beginning, few Ohio Valley whites perceived the struggle as 
an opportunity to emancipate slaves. Indeed, by remaining loyal to the 
Union, Ohio Valley whites hoped to contain slavery where it existed and 
maintain the status quo for free blacks. When Ohio blacks petitioned Gov
ernor David Todd for permission to raise a black regiment, he replied, 
"Do you not know ... that this is a white man's government; that white 
men are able to defend and protect it?" At the local level, when Cincin-
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nati blacks planned public demonstrations to support the Union's war 
effort, municipal officials prohibited such meetings. For their part, white 
workers, particularly Irish immigrants, attacked black workers on the 
docks and destroyed their property in nearby neighborhoods in Cincin
nati and Evansville.2 

Despite initial rejection by white public officials and citizens, Afri
can Americans took the initiative and transformed the war between the 
states into a war for black liberation. From the outset of hostilities, Afri
can Americans volunteered their services to the Union army. In Pitts
burgh, for example, black men formed the Hannibal Guards on 18 April 
1861. In a letter to General J.S. Negley, commander of Western Pennsyl
vania, black men offered to raise a full company of black troops for the 
fight against the Confederacy. Although disfranchised, they also claimed 
U.S. citizenship: "We consider ourselves American citizens and interested 
in the Commonwealth of all our white fellow-citizens, although deprived 
of all political rights, we yet wish the government of the United States to 
be sustained against the tyranny of slavery, and are willing to assist in any 
honorable way or manner to sustain the present administration:'3 

As Ohio Valley blacks offered their services to Union officials, south
ern blacks voted for freedom with their feet. In rising numbers, fugitive 
slaves and free blacks left the Confederate states and moved into Union 
territory. Under the impact of wartime migration, Louisville's black popu
lation dramatically increased from 6,800 to nearly 15,000, Cincinnati's 
rose from about 3,730 to 5,900, Pittsburgh's from less than 2,000 to 3,200; 
and Evansville's from no more than 100 to about 1,400 (see table 2). 

As the black population increased, military, municipal, and corpo
rate officials hired as well as coerced blacks to work on defense projects. 
In the city of Louisville, authorities tightened restrictions on the move
ment of slaves and free blacks. According to the Daily Journal, blacks "were 
picked up by the hundreds on the streets, and all of the lazy idle charac
ters set to work:' African Americans constructed fortifications to defend 
the city from Confederate attacks. In Cincinnati, less than two months 
after the riots against local blacks, municipal officials also turned to 
African Americans to protect the city from approaching Confederate 
troops.4 According to a governor's report, city officials forced black men 
to work on fortifications: "The police acting in concert and in obedience 
to some common order, in a rude and violent manner arrested the col
ored men wherever found-in the street, at their places of business, in 
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their homes and hurried them to a mule pen on Plum Street, and thence 
across the river to the fortifications, giving them no explanation of this 
conduct and no opportunity to prepare for camp life:'5 

When General Lewis Wallace (later author of Ben Hur) received word 
of these abusive tactics, he demolished the camp and set up headquar
ters for the voluntary recruitment of the "Black Brigade:' In order to gain 
the confidence of the black men (about four hundred in all), he permit
ted them to return home. The following morning seven hundred men 
volunteered for service. According to Brigade historian Sara Jackson: 
"There was no occasion when the men had to be compelled to work or 
disciplined. They showed a high degree of interest in the work they were 
doing, and some made valuable suggestions:' Upon discharge after three 
weeks of intensive labor, Colonel Dickson praised the Black Brigade for 
laboring "faithfully, building miles of roads, rifle pits and magazines, and 
clearing acres of forest land:' Although they served as laborers only, the 
men presented the white officer a sword as a token of their high regard 
for his leadership. In addition, the Brigade's spokesman expressed the 
hope that when the sword was unsheathed, "it will be drawn in favor of 
freedom."6 

Although black workers served the war effort as laborers, it was not 
until the summer of 1862 that President Abraham Lincoln authorized the 
enlistment of black troops. Six months later, when Lincoln issued the 
Emancipation Proclamation on 1 January 1863, the use of black troops 
escalated. Along with the continuing activity of African Americans on 
their own behalf, Lincoln's Proclamation helped to transform the civil 
war into a war of liberation for slaves and free blacks.7 

Between 1863 and war's end, Ohio Valley blacks gradually increased 
their numbers in the Union army. In Pittsburgh, twenty-seven black men 
appear on the Allegheny County Roll of Honor for service in the Civil 
War. Their ranks included seventeen privates, three corporals, and seven 
sergeants. Pittsburgh also contributed black soldiers to the 54th and 55th 
Massachusetts Volunteer Infantries as well as to units in other states. Near 
the war's end, antebellum black activist Martin Delany also enlisted in 
the U.S. Army and became a major in the 104th U.S. Colored Infantry. 
By August 1864, the city of Evansville had enlisted two hundred black 
troops and sent them to Indianapolis for assignment. The city contin
ued to enlist black soldiers through the duration of the war. As the city's 
black population increased, the local draft marshal proposed the appoint-
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Martin R. Delany, born near 
Charles Town, Virginia (now 
West Virginia) ca. 1812, had 
moved with his family by the 
mid-1820s to the Pittsburgh 
region, where he founded the 
newspaper the Mystery and 
fought against slavery in the 
south and discrimination in 
the north. Near the end of 
the Civil War, he became a 
major in the 104th u.s. 
Colored Infantry. Courtesy 
Charles L. Blockson, author of 
African Americans in Pennsyl
vania and The Underground 
Railroad in Pennsylvania 

ment of a special recruiting officer for the "Ethiopians." In addition to 
large numbers in Kansas and Massachusetts regiments, over five thou
sand Ohio blacks served in the Union army, as part of the 127th Ohio 
volunteers.s 

Kentucky contributed the largest number of black soldiers to the 
Union army. More than twenty-eight thousand Kentucky slaves and free 
blacks enlisted in the Union forces. Their experiences also mirrored the 
separate and unequal basis on which black soldiers fought. Kentucky of
ficials delayed the use of black troops longer than elsewhere. Only in 
March 1864 did the state drop its opposition to black enlistment. Even 
then, Confederate sympathizers used intimidation, violence, and mur
der to prevent blacks from joining Union forces. For their part, in order 
to meet the city's quota of enlisted men, Union officials and municipal 
authorities regularly arrested African Americans, offering them enlistment 
in the Army as an option to prison. Upon gaining access to Union ranks, 
black soldiers received unequal pay, restrictions on promotion, and mal
treatment from white officers. 
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Whereas Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation freed slaves in the re
bellious Confederate states, only the ratification of the Thirteenth Amend
ment on 18 December 1865 emancipated slaves in Kentucky and other 
loyal slaveholding states. Following enactment of the Thirteenth Amend
ment, African Americans gradually gained access to citizenship rights, 
including the franchise with passage of the Fourteenth (1868) and Fif
teenthAmendments (1870).9 Despite access to full citizenship rights, free
dom produced mixed results for Ohio Valley blacks. By the mid-1880s, 
African Americans would face a new and more complicated pattern of 
exclusion, segregation, and discrimination in the socioeconomic, insti
tutional, cultural, and political life of the region. 

Urbanization in the Ohio Valley: 
The Maturation of Industrial Capitalism 

More so than in the antebellum years, industrialization shaped the de
velopment of black life in postbellum Ohio Valley cities. As elsewhere, 
industrialists responded to rising national demands for manufactured 
products. Although all Ohio Valley cities expanded between the Civil War 
and World War I, Pittsburgh became the hub of industrialization in the 
nation and region. In addition to the water power of the three rivers and 
access to iron ore, Pittsburgh manufacturers exploited the rich coking coal 
of Connellsville. By the turn of the century, industrialists in western Penn
sylvania operated nearly a thousand coal mines and more than thirty 
thousand beehive coke ovens.1O By 1901, when several industrialists and 
finance capitalists merged their interests and created the U.S. Steel Cor
poration, the Pittsburgh region accounted for a third of the nation's steel
making capacity and produced over 40 percent of its output. By World 
War I, Pittsburgh elites-Carnegie, Frick, Phipps, Hillman, and the 
Mellons-had established a commanding economic base. I I 

While Pittsburgh expanded its position as the number one steel pro
ducer, Cincinnati lost ground to other industrial centers during and fol
lowing the Civil War. The city failed to make the transition to the railroad 
as rapidly as it did to the steamboat. By 1880, Cincinnati ranked seventh 
among the nation's industrial cities, a drop from third place in 1860. Fol
lowing the opening of the city-owned Southern Railway in 1877, how
ever, Cincinnati gained direct access to the growing southern cities of 
Knoxville, Charleston, Atlanta, and Birmingham. As a result, by the mid-
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1880s, Cincinnati ranked first in the production of carriages, furniture, 
whiskey, and a few other items; second in clothing, boots, and shoes; and 
quite high in leather, metal products, and cigars. At the same time, its value 
of manufacturing increased from $17.9 million in 1860 to $50 million in 
1880 and to $104.5 million in 1890. Still, compared to Pittsburgh, Cin
cinnati's economy remained more dependent on trade and commerce 
than heavy industry.12 

Louisville's economy flourished during the Civil War. As a major stag
ing base for the Union army, the city offered the Louisville and Nashville 
Railroad a lucrative business transporting Union troops and supplies. In 
the war's early aftermath, Louisville merchants also increased their for
tunes when the city became a center for federal, philanthropic, and com
mercial efforts to reconstruct the South. Louisville business leaders tried 
to rekindle their ties to the Confederate states, emphasizing the city's ef
forts to promote a humanitarian response to the Deep South after the 
war. As the Louisville Courier-Journal put it, "Since the close of the war, 
our merchants have acted toward those of the South in a spirit of truest 
magnanimity:'13 The paper also criticized Northern merchants and in
dustrialists as exploiters of the South's misfortunes: "This generous ex
ample has scarcely had one imitator in the opulent cities of Cincinnati, 
Philadelphia, New York, or Boston, whose merchants have enjoyed and 
grown fat on the customs of the South in years past."14 

Indeed, Northern capitalists increased their grip on the city's econ
omy, as symbolized by the takeover of the Louisville and Nashville Rail
road. In order to retain control over Louisville and regain a measure of 
autonomy for the South, however, Louisville elites soon adopted the new 
South creed of industrialization. Henry Watterson, editor of the Louis
ville Courier-Journal, emerged as a key spokesperson for the new ideas, 
which emphasized making the South receptive to Northern capital as the 
first step toward a more independent and viable future. Spurred by North
ern capital, the city gradually expanded as a regional banking, transpor
tation, and commercial center. By the 1880s, in its value of products, 
Louisville ranked seventeenth in the nation and second in the South. IS 

During and following the Civil War, Evansville expanded as a major 
economic link between the three-state region of the lower Ohio River. 
The city added significant manufacturing enterprises-agricultural 
implements, furniture, cigars, stoves, and flour-to its prewar agricultural 
processing activities. By the early 1890s, the emergence of the city's re-
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nowned Swans Down Cake Flour symbolized its growing participation 
in the regional and national economy. By the turn of the twentieth cen
tury, Evansville was not only a world leader in hardwood timber, but 
claimed the world's largest furniture factory and one of the nation's largest 
cotton textile mills. Although on a smaller scale, like Pittsburgh and Cin
cinnati, it also exploited its rural iron and coal deposits, operated over a 
dozen foundries, several machine shops, and a rolling mill. 16 

The rapid expansion of industrial and finance capitalism demanded 
growing numbers of workers. Between 1860 and 1910, as elsewhere in 
industrial America, the population of Ohio Valley cities dramatically in
creased. Pittsburgh's population rose from slightly less than 50,000 to 
nearly 534,000, Cincinnati's from just over 161,000 to nearly 364,600, 
Louisville's from an estimated 68,000 to about 224,000, and Evansville's 
from less than 22,000 to nearly 60,000,17 As early as 1875, a Louisville 
writer spoke for the urban Ohio Valley when he wrote, "The secret of sub
stantial and steady growth is found in workshops teeming with mechan
ics and laborers:'18 Ten years later, Louisville claimed an estimated 22,000 
operatives, producing goods valued at $50 million in some 1,300 manu
facturing firms. Pittsburgh's manufacturing workforce rose from 24,000 
in 1859 to nearly 155,000 in 1899. In Cincinnati, the number of indus
trial workers increased from about 29,400 in 1860 to over 37,300 in 1870 
to nearly 52,400 during the 1880s. Evansville wage earners jumped from 
a handful in 1860 to an estimated 5,000 in 1900.19 As elsewhere, by World 
War I, Ohio Valley industrialists had organized new and diverse manu
facturing firms, replaced small, family-owned companies with large cor
porations, and hired growing numbers of industrial workers. 

Migration and immigration fueled the region's population growth 
and industrial expansion. Between the Civil War and the turn of the 
century, with the exception of Louisville (with less than 10 percent for
eign-born), immigrants comprised a rising proportion of the region's 
population. By 1910, respectively, in Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, and Evans
ville, immigrants and their children made up about 66, 58, and 30 per
cent of the total population; by World War I, immigrants and their 
offspring continued to account for a large though declining proportion 
of Ohio Valley cities; again, respectively, 62, 41, and 22 percent. With the 
exception of Pittsburgh, however, most of these cities continued to at
tract large numbers of Irish and Germans rather than South, Central, and 
Eastern Europeans.2o Still, as immigrants and their children, especially 
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those from South, Central, and Eastern Europe, increased, they entered 
the least skilled, most difficult, and lowest paid segments of the labor force. 
By 1907, at the Homestead Works, for example, 40 percent of American
born whites, 46 percent of British-born whites, 51 percent of Scots, and 
24 percent of Irish workers occupied skilled jobs. Conversely, only 5 per
cent of the Polish, 1 percent of the Italians, and less than 2 percent of other 
immigrants held skilled positions. In Cincinnati, Evansville, and Louis
ville, American-born whites, German, and Irish workers also obtained the 
best jobs in the expanding industrial workforce.21 

Despite the growing ethnic stratification of the workforce, industri
alization ushered in new and deeper class divisions between workers and 
their employers. The size and capitalization of manufacturing firms in
creased much faster than they had during the antebellum years. In Pitts
burgh, mean firm size rose from less than thirteen workers in the pre--Civil 
War era to nearly twenty-eight workers in 1880. Between 1869 and 1899, 
in the rapidly growing blast furnaces and steel mills, respectively, mean 
firm size rose from 71 to 176 and from 119 to 412 employees. At the same 
time, capital investments in blast furnaces and rolling mills rose from 
roughly $145,000 to $643,000 and from $156,000 to $967,000.22 

Along with size and capitalization, new technological and manage
rial developments reinforced the earlier trends toward depersonalization, 
conflict, and exploitation in the workplace. The earlier iron industry had 
become increasingly specialized. Blast furnaces, forges, and rolling and 
finishing mills moved away from small centralized shops to larger estab
lishments specializing in a specific operation. During the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, industrialists applied new technology-in
cluding the Bessemer converter, open hearth furnace, and steam and elec
tric power-and reintegrated production processes. Industrialists also 
introduced new cost-accounting and managerial techniques, hired more 
foremen, and subjected workers to stricter supervision from the top down. 
Moreover, firms now perceived skilled workers as potential recruits to the 
new managerial structure. Such practices intensified internal distinctions 
within the working class.23 

As these processes escalated, workers intensified their activism at the 
point of production and deepened their class consciousness. As elsewhere 
in industrial America, worker activism gained expression in socialism, 
trade unionism, and the Knights of Labor (KOL), before the emergence 
of the conservative American Federation of Labor (AFL) during the 1890s. 
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Although the socialists gained a substantial following during the 1820s 
and again during the early twentieth century, internal struggles over tac
tics, combined with attacks from industrial elites and their spokespersons, 
undermined the socialist initiative, which emphasized overhauling the in
dustrial structure and promoted government ownership of the means of 
production. On the other hand, while trade unionists advocated use of 
the strike as a keystone of workers' struggle for economic justice, the 
Knights of Labor rejected both the strike and the wage system. Instead, 
the KOL, which expanded during the 1880s, advocated the creation of a 
series of producer cooperatives as alternatives to wage labor. Moreover, 
the KOL emphasized organization across ethnic, racial, and occupational 
lines. Unfortunately, with the emergence of the AFL, during the 1890s 
skilled craftsmen gained primary attention. The majority of workers, de
fined as "unskilled:' who were predominantly new immigrants and in
creasingly African Americans, endured neglect. 24 

Before the rise of the AFL, workers in the Ohio Valley offered a pow
erful challenge to the triumph of industrial capitalism. Their activism had 
a major impact on the Pittsburgh region. Building upon their antebel
lum experiences in the Sons of Vulcan, iron puddlers joined other crafts
men and formed the Amalgamated Association of Iron and Steel Workers 
in the early postbellum years. The most dramatic and violent conflicts 
broke out in the "Railroad War" of 1877 and the Homestead Steel Strike 
of 1892. Despite the determined struggle of workers in these confronta
tions, however, companies used a combination of strategies-including 
the use of strikebreakers, the coercive power of the state, and private de
tectives-to undermine worker unity, crush their unions, and defeat their 
demands for equity.25 

Ohio Valley workers nonetheless articulated an alternative vision of 
the social order. During this period, white workers redefined their rela
tion to capital and the state. For them, their struggle was just. It embod
ied the "real" meaning of the Declaration of Independence and the 
beginnings of the American republic. While white workers continued to 
believe that "uncorrupted" capital and the state were positive forces, they 
now expressed the view that elite political leaders, "capitalists, monopo
lists, and corporations used their power to oppress labor." White work
ers also appropriated the civic language oflaw and order, which elites had 
used so well in the past. Workers now used similar language in their own 
struggle against employers and oppressors. In short, as historian Steven 
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Ross puts it, "White workers created a new public language which merged 
the roles of worker and citizen in new and profound ways:'26 

Unfortunately, even as white workingmen mobilized on their own 
behalf, they maintained blind spots on issues of gender and color. White 
men from a variety of ethnic and national backgrounds gained indus
trial jobs in growing numbers, but white women worked in a narrow 
range of jobs in domestic, personal service, and the needle and garment 
trades. By World War I, however, rising employment in white-collar 
jobs-especially in clerical, nursing, social work, and teaching-helped 
to offset the dearth of opportunities for white women in the industrial 
sector. Still, before World War I, white women faced significant limita
tions on their roles as citizens and producers.27 As African Americans 
sought to carve out their own place as workers and citizens, these larger 
social conflicts would play an important role in their lives. 

Freedom, Opportunities, and Limits on the 
Growth of the Black Working Class 

Following the Civil War and Reconstruction, African American life in the 
Ohio Valley was linked even more closely to the fate of Southern blacks. 
By the late nineteenth century, Southern blacks faced new and more in
tense forms of class and racial inequality. Labor exploitation, intimida
tion, mob violence, lynchings, and disfranchisement all proceeded apace. 
As Southern race relations entered the nadir, African Americans increas
ingly viewed the urban North as a Mecca. Southern blacks frequently re
called living and working on poor land, barely able to eke out a living for 
themselves and their families. Moreover, in the southern wage-labor mar
ket, African American men averaged $2 to $3.50 per week on farms and 
in small towns, compared to $5 to $9 per week in large Southern cities 
like Louisville, and $6 to $14 per week in the industrial North.28 

As Southern blacks responded to economic opportunities in the ur
ban North, the black population in the Ohio Valley rapidly increased. Be
tween 1880 and 1910, Pittsburgh's black population rose from just over 
4,000 to more than 25,600, Cincinnati's from about 8,200 to 19,650, 
Louisville's from 20,900 to 40,500, and Evansville's from about 2,700 to 
over 7,500 in 1900, before dropping to 6,300 in 1910. The black popula
tion not only increased, but represented a slowly rising percentage of the 
total: from 4 to about 5 percent in Pittsburgh, 2.3 to 5.3 percent in Cin-
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cinnati, 10 to 18 percent in Louisville, and from less than one to 9 per
cent in Evansville (see table 2). Unlike the antebellum black population, 
black men made up a higher percentage of the postbellum migration than 
women. By 1910, the black male population out-numbered women in 
Pittsburgh (13,351 to 12,272), Cincinnati (9,905 to 9,734), and Evans
ville (3,696 to 2,570). Only in Louisville did black women continue to 
outnumber black men (20,920 to 19,602), but even here the gap narrowed 
considerably between 1890 and 1910.29 

Although annexation and natural increase added to the numbers, mi
gration accounted for the lion's share of black population growth. Afri
can Americans continued to come mainly from the Upper South and 
border states of Virginia, Maryland, Tennessee, and North Carolina. Ac
cording to available statistics, an estimated two-thirds to three-quarters 
of blacks in Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, and Evansville were born in other 
states, mainly Kentucky, Virginia, North Carolina, and Tennessee. For its 
part, Louisville attracted migrants from its own rural farms and villages 
as well as from other Upper South and border states.30 

African Americans entered the Ohio Valley as an alternative to the 
labor exploitation and racial subordination that they faced at home, but 
they soon faced new obstacles. As before, industrialists viewed black work
ers as "inefficient, unsuitable, and unstable:' Although industrialists like 
steel magnate Andrew Carnegie made generous contributions to black 
colleges and developed close relations with Booker T. Washington and 
other elites, they turned to Europeans to fill their labor needs.31 By 1910, 
Pittsburgh's iron and steel mills employed nearly three hundred thou
sand workers, but African Americans comprised only about 3 percent of 
the total, compared to 29 percent for American-born whites and 68 per
cent for immigrants. In Cincinnati, African Americans made up an esti
mated 1 percent of the city's metalworkers, while Evansville's black 
population declined as a result of limited job opportunities. Although 
black men and women gained jobs in Louisville's tobacco factories, they 
were excluded from the higher paying skilled and supervisory jobs. 32 

As elsewhere, Ohio Valley employers hired blacks mainly in domes
tic, personal service, and general labor sectors of the economy. While such 
jobs revolved around the arduous tasks of lifting, hauling, cleaning, and 
cooking, they were carried out in a variety of settings: in private homes, 
hotels, factories, department stores, restaurants, theaters, train stations 
(and on trains), boat ports (and on boats), office buildings, hospitals, 



Table 2. African American Population in Ohio Valley Cities, 1860-1910 

1860 1870 1880 1890 1900 1910 

No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % 

Pittsburgh"" 1,830 2.8 3,205 2.5 6,136 3.9 10,357 3.3 20,355 4.5 25,623 4.8 

Cincinnati 3,731 2.3 5,900 2.7 8,179 3.2 11,655 3.9 14,482 4.4 19,639 5.4 

Louisville 4,903 10.0 14,956 14.8 20,905 16.9 28,651 1.8 39,139 19.1 40,522 18.1 

Evansville 96 0.8 1,480 6.5 2,686 9.2 5,553 10.9 7,405 12.5 6,266 9.0 

Source: Hollis Lynch, The Black Urban Condition: A Documentary History, 1866-1971 (New York: Thomas Crowell Co., 1973), appendix 
A; Ann G. Wilmoth, "Pittsburgh and the Blacks: A Short History 1780-1875" (Ph.D. diss., Pennsylvania State University, 1975), p. 210; 
John Bodnar, Roger Simon, and Michael P. Weber, Lives of Their Own: Blacks, Italians, and Poles in Pittsburgh, 1900-1960 (Urbana: Univ. 
of Illinois Press, 1982), p. 30; Dennis C. Dickerson, Out of the Crucible: Black Steelworkers in Western Pennsylvania, 1875-1980 (Albany: 
State Univ. of New York Press, 1986), p. 17. 

""Includes Allegheny City, which was annexed in 1906. 
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schools, churches, and clubhouses. Some blacks worked in the newest and 
most fashionable hotels, offices, or bank buildings, with their spacious 
rooms, high ceilings, marble walls, and overhead fans, but most labored 
in jobs and surroundings with few amenities and low pay.33 

Although domestic service jobs were somewhat insulated from the 
periodic downturns that sent large numbers of industrial workers to the 
streets, such jobs were nonetheless insecure and represented abiding con
straints on the economic aspirations of Ohio Valley blacks. Moreover, un
der the impact of hard times, unemployment, technological change, and 
hardening racial attitudes, white workers coveted certain jobs in the ser
vice sector and moved to displace blacks. Black caterers, waiters, and bar
bers serving a white clientele faced increasing competition from European 
immigrants. In Louisville, as early as 1885, an Irishman not only exploited 
prevailing racist ideas about the benefits of racial separation, but reversed 
the rhetoric. Since black barbers retained wealthy white customers by serv
ing blacks and whites on a segregated basis, the Irishman protested that, 
"It is nothing more or less than selling [their 1 birthright for a few dol
lars. If their barbers had race pride at heart they would step down and 
out of business:'34 According to black writer Wendell Dabney, African 
Americans were unprepared for the immigrant assault on their barbering 
stronghold: "White men came into the barber business. The Negro bar
bers laughed. More white men came. Less laughing. The white man 
brought business methods ... He gave new names to old things. Sanitary 
and sterilized became his great words, the open sesame for the coming 
generation .... Old customers died and then their sons 'who know not 
Joseph' .... Negro barber shops for white patrons melted as snow before 
a July sun:'35 Additionally, as Americans moved toward European-style 
service in barbering, catering, and restaurants, they increasingly empha
sized qualifications, including literacy, training, and expertise, which also 
heightened the displacement of blacks by whites.36 

African Americans faced even stiffer competition in the industrial sec
tor. White workers barred blacks from their unions and reinforced the 
exclusionary practices of industrialists. According to one white steel 
unionist, compelling whites to work with black men "was itself cause suf
ficient to drive ... [white workers 1 into open rebellion:'37 The Sons of 
Vulcan, the Associated Brotherhood of Iron and Steel Heaters, and the 
Iron and Steel Roll Hands Union; the Railroad Brotherhoods; the Boil
ermakers Union; the International Association of Machinists; and the 
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Plumbers' Steamfitters' Union all restricted membership to white work
ers either formally or informally. In addition, although the National La
bor Union, formed in 1866, and the Knights of Labor (KOL), formed three 
years later, encouraged the inclusion of diverse ethnic and racial groups, 
they also permitted white locals to establish segregated bodies, that dis
criminated against black workers. Similarly, when the American Federa
tion of Labor supplanted the KOL after 1886, it initially organized black 
and white workers together, but soon relinquished the fight for racial in
clusion and permitted segregation and exclusionary practices.38 

State and local governments strengthened the racial policies and prac
tices of labor unions and employers. The railroad industry offers a key 
illustration. In the early post-Civil War years, Ohio Valley blacks gradu
ally gained skilled jobs as railroad firemen, engineers, conductors, switch
men, flagmen, and brakemen, particularly in Cincinnati and Louisville. 
As the railroad brotherhoods increased their bargaining power in the in
dustry, they negotiated contracts that hampered the employment of blacks 
in skilled jobs by defining certain general labor jobs (e.g., porter) as black 
jobs and skilled positions as white jobs. Companies routinely circum
vented the union by hiring blacks under the rubric of porter, but assign
ing them brakemen duties, for example. As this practice increased, the 
white brotherhoods campaigned for "full crew laws:' designed to elimi
nate the practice of hiring workers for one job category and then assign
ing them to the duties of another. In 1902, the brotherhood gained a 
victory when the Ohio legislature passed a "full crew" act. In Cincinnati, 
implementation of the new law led to the immediate firing of nearly thirty 
black porter-brakemen, some longtime company employees. By the late 
nineteenth century, African Americans faced increasing confinement to 
a narrow range of railroad jobs, as laborers and service workers with few 
opportunities beyond the role of porter on trains or sleeping cars. Other 
white workers (e.g., plumbers), also strengthened their exclusionary prac
tices by obtaining state and municipal ordinances requiring specialli
censes to practice their crafts, usually under the guise of sanitation and 
safety precautions. 39 

Discriminatory labor, state, and management practices also height
ened the deleterious impact of technological change on black workers' 
lives. In Ohio River cities, for example, the decline of the steamboat un
dercut black employment in the river trades. In Cincinnati, the percent
age of black men in steamboat jobs dropped from 13 percent in 1860 to 
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less than 2 percent of the black male workforce in 1890. The white per
centage also declined, but less dramatically, from 4 to 2 percent. As the 
internal combustion engine made motorized travel cheaper and more 
effective, African Americans in Ohio Valley cities also lost jobs in the 
horse-drawn teamster, cabbie, and hauling trades. In the steel industry, 
too, by World War I, mechanization started to erode African American 
access to such skilled jobs as puddler.40 

Although Ohio Valley blacks found it exceedingly difficult to expand 
their footing in the industrial economy, they nonetheless gradually made 
inroads on new jobs. Although slight, this achievement was most promi
nent in the steel industry of western Pennsylvania. As European immi
gration fueled the rise of a new labor movement, employers reevaluated 
the potential of black workers. As early as 1881, the steel employers' Iron 
Age commented favorably on the skills of southern black boilers, heat
ers, and rollers. Less than ten years later the magazine reported: "Wher
ever the Negro has had a chance to acquire the necessary skill ... he has 
shown himself capable." In rapid succession, as white workers walked out 
on strike, steel companies employed black strikebreakers: the Pittsburgh 
Bolt Company (1875), the Black Diamond Steel Works (1875), the Solar 
Iron Works (1887-89), Carnegie Steel (later U. S. Steel) (1892,1901), and 
the McKees Rocks Pressed Steel Car Company (1909). As labor histori
ans Sterling D. Spero and Abram 1. Harris noted, '~most every labor dis
turbance ... saw Negroes used as strikebreakers .... In every instance the 
Negroes brought in were men trained in the mills of the South:'41 Com
pany officials would later refer to black workers as "strike insurance:'42 

Strikebreaking was not merely a consequence of employers dividing 
black and white workers. It also represented black workers' resistance to 
labor union discrimination. In the iron and steel industry, where blacks 
were used most often and effectively to break the back of white labor, M
rican Americans had developed deep antebellum work traditions, which 
facilitated their responses to inequality in both racial and class terms. The 
Tredgar Iron Works in Richmond, Virginia, employed nearly one thou
sand slaves during the Civil War. Although whites stereotyped black work
ers as lazy, inefficient, and incapable of performing skilled work, black 
iron- and steel-workers mastered a variety of jobs, including skilled jobs 
as puddlers and iron and steel heaters. When U.S. Steel took over the Ten
nessee Coal and Iron Company in 1907, African Americans made up 
about 25 to 30 percent of the labor force in the Birmingham district of 
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Alabama. Understandably, white workers in northern steel centers like 
western Pennsylvania feared African Americans as potential competi
tors.43 

Although African Americans gained steel industry jobs as strikebreak
ers, they were not entirely alone in this regard. When white puddlers 
struck one company, white heaters and rollers stayed on the job and later 
cooperated with black strikebreakers and ensured the return of the mills 
to productivity. In the Pressed Steel Car Company strike in McKees Rocks 
of 1909, companies imported interracial contingents of black and immi
grant strikebreakers, making it difficult for strikers to target black work
ers as the single cause of their problems.44 Blacks gradually expanded their 
footing as regular recruits. The number of black steelworkers in Pittsburgh 
and Allegheny City increased from only 213 in 1890 to 789 in 1910. The 
pre-World War I generation of black steelworkers included men like 
Jefferson Jackson from King George County, Virginia; James Clagget from 
Mt. Zion, Maryland; and William Marbley from Beilton, West Virginia. 
These men found employment at the Duquesne, Carnegie, and Clairton 
steel companies, which later became part of the U.S. Steel Corporation.45 

Blacks worked in a broad range of iron and steel occupations. As his
torian Dennis Dickerson notes, they not only held jobs at the bottom 
rungs of the occupational structure as custodians and common labor
ers; some gained prestigious and skilled jobs. John Harley, a black graduate 
of the University of Pittsburgh, became a draftsman at the Crucible Steel 
Company. Another black graduate of the University of Pittsburgh, Will
iam Dennon, joined the engineering department at the Farrell plant of 
U.S. Steel. William Nelson Page, another early black migrant, served as 
private secretary to W.G. Glyde, general manager of sales for Carnegie 
Steel. At the Black Diamond Steel Works in Pittsburgh, African Ameri
cans held such important skilled positions as plumber, engineer, die 
grinder, and puddler. At the Clark Mills in Pittsburgh, about 30 percent 
of the firm's 110 black employees worked in skilled jobs-as rollers, 
roughers, finishers, puddlers, millwrights, and heaters. 

By 1910, skilled workers made up about 27 percent of Pittsburgh's 
black iron and steel workforce. Indeed, for a short period, immigrants 
from southern and eastern Europe had fewer of their numbers in skilled 
jobs with less average pay than African Americans. A 1910 survey of iron
and steelworkers in Pittsburgh recorded an average weekly wage of $14.98 
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for black workers, compared to weekly earnings of $12.21 for Polish work
ers. Skilled black workers often supervised their less skilled white coun
terparts. As Richard R. Wright, a close contemporary observer of the mills 
noted, "[At] one mill ... where the two chief rollers were Negroes ... 
several white men [worked] under them:'46 

Although African American workers developed strikebreaking as one 
strategy for gaining jobs in a class- and race- divided labor market, they 
repeatedly balanced rather than displaced one strategy over another. They 
knew, for example, that employers were no more likely to support their 
interests than were white workers. Thus, black workers also formed all
black locals and worked to close ranks with organized white labor. As early 
as 1881, black boilers formed the Garfield Lodge No. 92 at the Black Dia
mond Steel Works. Complementing the Pittsburgh local was the forma
tion of Sumner Lodge No.3 in Richmond, Virginia. When black workers 
struck the Black Diamond Works in 1881-82, white union officials sup
ported their search for work at other mills during the shutdown. When 
employers turned to Richmond for black strikebreakers, the Sumner 
Lodge foiled their effort. By gaining jobs in other mills with the support 
of white workers and by joining hands with black workers in Richmond, 
African American workers demonstrated a resolve to organize across geo
graphical as well as racial lines. Moreover, during the 1880s, a few Afri
can Americans joined the Pittsburgh Knights of Labor assembly. One 
black, Jeremiah Grandison, later represented the group at the founding 
convention of the AFL. African Americans also belonged to the coal min
ers' unions in western Pennsylvania, including first the Knights Assem
bly and later the United Mine Workers of America. 

The organizing activities of black workers attracted the attention of 
white labor leaders. Unfortunately, such leaders invariably hoped to con
trol and channel such activities in the interests of white workers. Such 
spokesmen conveniently overlooked the existence of white as well as black 
strikebreakers and repeatedly exhorted blacks on the merits of honoring 
white picket lines. In 1913, for example, the president of the Amalgam
ated Association, John Williams of Pittsburgh, declared that African 
Americans were eligible to join the union. Yet Williams emphasized the 
necessity of educating blacks in the "principles and ideals" of the labor 
movement. He refused to concede that white workers had as much to 
learn, perhaps even more, from their black counterparts.47 
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Emancipation ushered in a new era in African American life. Along with 
the federal government, Ohio Valley states amended their constitutions, 
removed the word "white:' and confirmed the new status of blacks as citi
zens. Racial and class barriers did not fall easily. Blacks faced new obstacles 
in the economy, politics, and culture of Ohio Valley cities. The new ur
ban industrialists and their workers retained allegiance to notions of white 
superiority and black inferiority. As such, they devised social practices 
that limited African American access to jobs and the full fruits of their 
own labor. Although state and municipal governments no longer en
dorsed overt discrimination against African Americans, their policies and 
procedures nonetheless reinforced racial inequality and underscored the 
limits of African American freedom, citizenship, and participation in the 
expanding urban-industrial economy. Still, by World War I, Ohio Valley 
blacks had increased their numbers and broadened their foothold in the 
region's economy. Based upon these new demographic, economic, and 
political changes in their lives, African Americans would also escalate their 
community-building activities and launch new movements for social jus'
tice. In the process, they would also face new challenges to their own soli
darity. 



4 

The Persistence of Racial and 
Class Inequality: The Limits of 

Citizenship 

African Americans not only confronted obstacles in the labor market of 
postbellum Ohio Valley cities, they also faced new restrictions on their 
lives as citizens. Although they could now vote, petition the legislature, 
and demand justice before the law, blacks soon discovered the limits of 
citizenship. While whites accepted some changes in the old order, they 
gradually erected new barriers in the social, cultural, and political life of 
the region. At the same time, residential segregation intensified and re
inforced the separation of blacks and whites in other areas of urban life. 
By 1889, Cincinnati's Commercial Gazette confirmed a regional and na
tional trend when it declared, "The color line is everywhere."l The racial 
subordination of African Americans was nonetheless inextricably inter
woven with the transformation of class relations under industrial capi
talism. Thus, as elsewhere, the responses of Ohio Valley blacks to social 
inequality would reveal a complicated mixture of class and race con
sciousness. 

Ohio Valley cities either excluded or segregated blacks in virtually every 
aspect of life. As early as 1872, Allegheny County whites excluded blacks 
from the city's orchestra, railroad sleeping cars, and service at the Monon
gahela House, Hare's Hotel, the Lincoln Club, and "any A No.1 restau
rant ... except as a waiter:'2 In 1880, a popular Cincinnati restaurant 
denied service to George Washington Williams, the city's first black state 
assemblyman. Williams refused to eat his food in the kitchen or take it 
outside. By the 1890s, the Evansville, Daily Journal abandoned its earlier 
attacks on racial intolerance in the South and now blamed African Ameri-



74 Emancipation, Race, and Industrialization 

cans for mob violence, including lynchings for alleged sexual offenses 
against white women. According to the Journal, the "crimes of negroes" 
explained the lynchings. "The home:' the paper said, "must be sacred:'3 
Whereas some black elites continued to associate with whites and wor
ship in their churches during the 1890s, rising hostility from white pa
rishioners forced them to form their own congregations by the early 
1900s.4 

As the system of de facto segregation expanded in other Ohio Valley 
cities, Louisville followed the Jim Crow practices of its southern coun
terparts. The state of Kentucky and its municipalities mandated racial seg
regation on railroad cars, in public schools, and in a broad range of social 
services. Trains arriving from Louisville and other southern cities often 
reached Cincinnati carrying "white only" signs. Yet, according to histo
rian George Wright, Louisvillians adopted a pattern of "polite racism."5 
During the entire period, the city retained biracial use of public parks, 
defeated proposals for Jim Crow streetcars, accepted the enfranchisement 
of blacks, and rejected mob violence as an instrument of social control. 
In Louisville and other Ohio Valley cities, the police played a key role in 
reinforcing the unequal and hostile racial order. After investigating re
ports of police brutality in Louisville, the NAACP concluded that the po
licemen assume that "the Negro [has] no rights, civil or political, that a 
police bully [is] bound to respect:'6 

Residential segregation accompanied and reinforced the separation 
of blacks and whites in the social, institutional, and cultural life of the 
region. Ohio Valley homeowners, realtors, politicians, and civic and so
cial welfare leaders advocated racial separation in the housing market. As 
early as the 1880s, white Louisvillians urged their city council to pass an 
ordinance confining blacks to a "colored district:' In 1900, under the head
line, "Like to have a darky neighbor:' the Pittsburgh Leader opposed open 
housing. Even when black homeowners maintained fine homes in or near 
white neighborhoods, white home-buyers, and even house-renters, 
avoided such areas. In 1900, a young married couple rejected a rental 
house because there was "a settlement of very respectable colored folks 
close by:' Residential segregation received its strongest legal support in 
1914, when the city of Louisville enacted a housing segregation ordinance 
requiring the separation of blacks and whites in the city's residential ar
eas.7 

Despite such resistance, African Americans gradually moved into pre-
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viously all-white areas, usually contiguous to their antebellum settlements. 
In Pittsburgh, for example, whereas the pre-Civil War black community 
concentrated in the Third, Sixth, and Seventh wards, over 50 percent of 
the black population now lived in six wards: the Third, Fifth, Eighth, Elev
enth, Twelfth, and Twenty-second. Even more so than before, the Hill Dis
trict represented the center of the African American community. The 
number of blacks in the Hill District increased from fewer than 1,000 in 
the 1850s to 8,300 in 1900. Other Pittsburgh blacks lived in the upper 
Hill, the Strip District, and East Liberty.8 

In Cincinnati, as early as 1870, the area called "Bucktown;' located 
in the Thirteenth Ward on the East End, represented the largest concen
tration of blacks. To the southwest along the Ohio River was "Little Af
rica:' Extending along Front Street, between Walnut and Ludlow near the 
docks, this area covered sections of the Second and Fourth wards and con
tained subsections called the "Levee;' "Sausage Row;' and "Rat Row:' A 
third black neighborhood emerged on Cincinnati's West End. Called 
"Little Bucktown;' this area was located along Sixth Street, between Free
man and Baymiller, in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth wards. By 1910, as 
industry and commerce pushed residents out of the old East End com
munity, Cincinnati's black population moved from the old Bucktown area 
of the East End to the western edge of the CBD. The black population in 
this area increased from an estimated 3,500 in 1890 to about 8,000 in 1910. 
Located several blocks above the Ohio River banks, the area around West 
Fifth and Central Avenue emerged as the core of this West End commu
nity.9 

Similar concentrations of blacks emerged in Evansville and Louis
ville. By 1900, nearly 65 percent of Evansville's black population lived in 
the First, Second, and Seventh wards. Ten years later, districts 141 to 145 
of the Seventh Ward alone contained over 40 percent of the city's total 
black population. In Louisville, too, by 1910, African Americans concen
trated most heavily in a few wards, particularly wards Nine and Ten near 
the CBD. These two wards housed the largest numbers and percentages 
of black residents. 10 

Despite increasing residential segregation before World War I, Afri
can Americans lived in neighborhoods with large numbers of whites. In 
Cincinnati, the West End contained the largest single concentration of 
blacks, but African Americans accounted for less than 30 percent of the 
total. Similarly, in the Hill District of Pittsburgh, whites outnumbered 
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A view of "Taylor Alley" in 
Cincinnati's black commu
nity described by contempo
raries as "Little Bucktown." 
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the city. From W.P. Dabney, 
Cincinnati's Colored Citizens 
(1926) 

blacks by more than five thousand. In Evansville, blacks constituted less 
than 25 percent of their neighborhoods. Finally, in Jim Crow Louisville, 
African Americans also lived interspersed among whites. On the city's pe
riphery, African Americans made up less than 5 percent of the total and, 
in seven other wards, they represented 15 to 25 percent of the total. ll 

As in the antebellum years, the growth of residential segregation was 
not only a matter of shifting black-white relations. It was also intertwined 
with changing ethnic and class relations among whites. Indeed, the in
dustrial city became even more fragmented than its antebellum commer
cial and early industrial counterparts. As elsewhere in urban-industrial 
America, Ohio Valley cities made the transition from the "walking city" 
of the early to mid-nineteenth century to the sprawling metropolis of the 
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late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Ohio Valley cities increased 
in population size, added new land through annexations, replaced old 
horsecar transportation systems with new electric mass transit systems, 
and ushered in highly specialized land use patterns. Together, these 
changes led to the increasing spatial separation of home, work, commerce, 
finance, and industry, symbolized by the rapid expansion of the Central 
Business District. The transformation of the city's spatial structure also 
reinforced segregation of urbanites along class, ethnic, and racial lines. 12 

As African Americans faced stiff restrictions on where they could live, 
work, and gain social, institutional, and cultural services, they trans
formed their increasingly segregated urban environment into a commu
nity. Key to this process was the reorientation of black entrepreneurial 
activities from white elite to black, predominantly working class, clients. 
By World War I, as elsewhere, a new black middle class emerged in Ohio 
Valley cities. Black barbershops, beauty salons, hotels, rooming houses, 
groceries, restaurants, funeral homes, dance halls, newspapers, and pool 
rooms all significantly expanded. In Pittsburgh, advertisements in the 
local black weekly revealed the range of black businesses: five restaurants, 
three tailors, funeral directors, insurance agents, billiard rooms, an in
dustrial school for girls, a chauffeur school for boys, a hotel, and a large 
"colored grocery" store. 13 Despite its small size, Evansville's black popu
lation also developed a coterie of businesses serving the black commu
nity by 1910: seventeen barbershops and two hairdressing parlors, five 
boarding houses and two residences that furnished rooms, two restau
rants and two lunch stands, five groceries, a tailor shop, and a funeral 
home among others. 14 

Louisville developed the most impressive record of black businesses. 
As white-oriented black businesses declined, by the late 1890s, the India
napolis Freeman reported the expansion of businesses serving Louisville's 
black community: three newspapers, carpenter shops, blacksmith shops, 
two tailor shops, twenty restaurants, ten salons, twenty barbershops, and 
several funeral homes. By 1910, another survey of the city's black busi
nesses revealed "too many grocery stores, restaurants, and barbershops 
to count, two drug stores, and a large office building completely occu
pied by black businessmen." Ohio Valley black business people also 
formed local chapters of Booker T. Washington's National Negro Busi
ness League, which promoted the principles of racial solidarity and self
help.ls 
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Closely intertwined with the growth of black enterprises was the ex
pansion of blacks in the professions. The number of teachers, preachers, 
musicians, entertainers, doctors, and lawyers gradually expanded. In Cin
cinnati, as early as 1874, William Parham, superintendent of the city's 
black schools, became the first black to receive a law degree from the Cin
cinnati Law School. Other blacks gained degrees from the city's Eclectic 
Medical School. Although a handful of blacks gained medical and law 
degrees in other Ohio Valley cities, Louisville blacks developed the most 
impressive showing in the professions. As early as 1871, Henry Fitzbutler, 
the first black to receive a medical degree from the University of Michi
gan, became Louisville's first black doctor. Two decades later, Louisville 
had thirteen physicians, eight lawyers, fifty-nine ministers, and over one 
hundred teachers. During the early twentieth century, as elsewhere in the 
South, Louisville's roster of black professionals continued to expand, with 
black teachers representing the mainstay of the new black middle class. 
Paradoxically, as the Jim Crow system broadened opportunities for black 
teachers in Louisville, the dismantling of segregated schools in Pittsburgh 
(1875) and Cincinnati (1887), threatened to undercut the position of 
black educators. In Indiana, where the state retained local option to seg
regate or integrate, Evansville retained segregation and the number of 
black teachers slowly increased, though few in numbers.16 

Entrepreneurial and professional activities not only represented the 
growth of a dynamic business district within the heart of the black com
munity, they also reflected the rise of an African American cultural dis
trict. In these areas, African Americans developed a plethora of religious, 
fraternal, social, cultural, and political institutions and organizations. 
Although African Americans developed their own dance halls, theaters, 
and other popular forms of commercial entertainment and leisure, the 
church emerged as the core of the cultural and institutional development 
of the black district. Baptist and AME churches dominated the religious 
and institutional life of Ohio Valley blacks. In Pittsburgh, black churches 
increased from an estimated half dozen during the 1850s to nearly twenty
eight by the early 1900s; the Hill District accounted for about 50 percent 
of these churches. In Cincinnati, black Baptist churches rose from six in 
1874 to thirteen (plus eight in outlying areas) in 1900. Membership in 
the city's black Baptist congregations also increased, from 1,027 in 1870 
to 2,011 in 1900. Between 1906 and World War I, membership in the city's 
Antioch and Zion Baptist churches, respectively, rose from 450 to 1,005 
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and from 307 to 1,000. Between 1874 and 1876, black Methodists in 
Evansville built Alexander Chapel, which occupied a new edifice and 
claimed some 325 members by 1889. At the same time, the city's Liberty 
Baptist Church experienced the most explosive growth, rising from only 
a few members in its Baptist Lecture Room on Chestnut Street during 
the Civil War to eight hundred members in a new brick edifice by 1890. 
In Louisville, African Americans not only developed an extensive roster 
of Baptist churches, but pooled their resources and established the Ken
tucky Normal and Theological Institute, which offered elementary, sec
ondary, and college courses, as well as theological instruction. Opened 
in 1879, the school later added training in law and medicine to its cur
riculum. 17 

Compared to Baptists, the AME built few new churches. The AME 
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Evansville's Alexander Chapel African Methodist Episcopal Church, located near 
Fifth and Walnut Streets. This edifice, which the congregation built in 1889, stood 
until the advent of urban renewal during the 1960s. Courtesy Special Collec
tions, University of Southern Indiana, Evansville 

church's centralized hierarchy encouraged the concentration of resources 
in one or a few buildings, whereas the decentralized structure of the 
Baptist church permitted the proliferation of new congregations and 
buildings. Still, the Methodists built new churches and increased their 
membership. In Cincinnati, for example, membership in Allen Temple 
and Bethel AME churches rose from 227 in 1865 to 512 in the 1890s. Be
tween 1906 and 1914, Cincinnati Methodists opened new migrant -based 
AME Zion and Colored Methodist Episcopal churches. By World War I, 
black Catholics had also formed their own churches: St. Benedict the 
Moor in Pittsburgh, St. Anne's in Cincinnati, and St. Augustine in Louis
ville.ls 

Supplementing black churches was a growing range of mutual aid 
and benefit societies, fraternal orders, and social clubs. The most impor-
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tant fraternal orders were local chapters of national organizations: the 
Masons, Knights of Pythias, Elks, Moose, and Odd Fellows, among oth
ers. In addition to serving the social, cultural, and leisure needs of mem
bers, these organizations provided significant aid to sick, disabled, and 
unemployed members. They also offered burial funds and assisted wid
ows and their children. Reinforcing the work of the fraternal orders were 
a variety of social clubs, especially women's clubs. Such clubs not only 
addressed the social and cultural concerns of members, but issues of pov
erty, social welfare, and justice. Under the impetus of the National Asso
ciation of Colored Women (NACW), formed in 1896, Ohio Valley women 
consolidated their efforts with those of black women elsewhere. Under 
their famous motto, "Lifting as we Climb:' black women strengthened 
their role in the affairs of the black community at the local, regional, and 
national levels. 19 

The black press facilitated the cross-class and cultural integration of 
the black district. By 1910, the black Indianapolis Freeman described 
Cincinnati's black district as both a business "Mecca" and "Bronzeville"; 
i.e., a cultural center for black people. By reporting on the day-to-day do
ings of African Americans, particularly its business, professional, religious, 
civic, and political leaders, black newspapers reinforced efforts to build 
"a city within a city:' In Evansville, despite its small size, African Ameri
cans published the biweekly Transcript in 1904-05 and the Clarion by 
1914-15. In 1907, journalist Wendell Phillips Dabney initiated his Cin
cinnati Union. Between Reconstruction and the beginning of World War 
I, Louisville blacks published some eight newspapers, including William 
H. Steward's American Baptist and physician Henry Fitzbutler's Ohio Falls 
Express.20 The most successful black newspaper, the Pittsburgh Courier, 
emerged in western Pennsylvania. A security guard at the H.J. Heinz Com
pany, Edwin Nathaniel Harleson founded the paper at the turn of the 
century, but the paper thrived under the leadership of Robert 1. Vann, 
who became editor and part owner by 1910. Originally from North Caro
lina, Vann attended the University of Pittsburgh Law School and became 
its first African American graduate in 1909. Like other black newspapers, 
the Courier repeatedly urged blacks to "concentrate" their earnings, "make 
capital:' and hire, produce, and sell for themselves. In Vann's view, capi
tal accumulation, businesses, and professional enterprises represented the 
keystones of African American institutional, intellectual, cultural, and 
community development.21 
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Wendell P. Dabney and his wife the former Nellie Foster Jackson. Dabney was 
born in Richmond, Virginia, and edited the Cincinnati Union for twenty years. 
From w.P. Dabney, Cincinnati's Colored Citizens (1926) 

Even as African Americans constructed their own urban community, 
they advocated participation in the larger life of the city. Indeed, they used 
their expanding network of institutions as springboards for the forma
tion of political clubs and civil rights organizations. Like blacks elsewhere 
in America, Ohio Valley blacks formed numerous Republican clubs, and 
supported the Republican Party as the party of emancipation and citi
zenship. Despite risk of bodily harm, black Republicans often defied their 
white Democratic opponents. During the 1880s, for example, a Cincin
nati black challenged the illegal voting practices of the Democratic Party. 
"There upon;' as one writer put it, "a gang of older hoodlums pounced 
upon the challenger, dragged him into the streets and beat him savagely:' 
Other blacks also faced harassment and even incarceration when they re
solved to vote for the candidate of their choice.22 

Although black Republican organizations allied with the white-domi
nated Republican Party, they were not merely tools of white Republicans. 
African American political leaders used their organizations to wage de
mands for greater representation, influence, and patronage for black vot
ers. In some cases, independent black Republican organizations openly 
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challenged their white counterparts. In 1894, Louisville blacks formed the 
RB. Elliott Club. Formed under the leadership of Dr. Henry Fitzbutler, 
the Elliott Club (named after the black South Carolina legislator) aimed 
"to elect men to office in the Republican party who are willing to accord 
to colored Republicans every political right as citizens, to the end that 
the general condition of the race might be bettered and the good of the 
community enhanced:' In the same year, Evansville blacks formed the 
Bruce Club (named after the recently elected governor of the state). They 
soon met with white party officials to address the issue of patronage "that 
the colored people themselves [are 1 entitled to by reason of their fight 
for the success of the Grand Old Party:'23 Pittsburgh and Cincinnati blacks 
also pressed the party for more jobs and representation as a result of their 
loyalty. In order to improve their access to city jobs, under the leadership 
of William Parham, Cincinnati blacks threatened "a political revolution 
among colored voters."24 As such, they challenged the political machine 
of boss George B. Cox. 

As a result of their efforts, African Americans gradually increased 
their access to patronage positions. In Cincinnati, the number of black 
appointees rose from negligible numbers in 1880 to 164 in 1891. Together, 
black employees earned an estimated $120,000 for work in municipal and 
county positions, mainly as laborers and domestic servants, but they also 
gradually gained access to jobs as deputy sheriffs and clerks. The Bruce 
Club of Evansville had specified that "all of the janitorships at the court 
house should go to colored men since they can secure no clerkships or 
other positions higher than janitor:' Under Democrats and Republicans, 
Evansville blacks received a few janitorial, police, and fireman positions. 
Blacks in Louisville achieved more patronage positions than their coun
terparts elsewhere in the Ohio Valley, but worked mainly as porters, jani
tors, and sanitation workers. While such workers also received assistance 
in the form of food and coal during periods of unemployment and hard 
times, few blacks gained jobs in skilled, professional, and clerical catego
ries.25 

Although African Americans occupied the bottom rung of the pa
tronage ladder, their growing political mobilization kept them from slip
ping off altogether. In each city, Republicans also responded to blacks with 
a modicum of patronage concessions, partly because some blacks gradu
ally turned toward the Democratic Party. Moreover, in Cincinnati, some 
blacks like teacher Peter Clark supported the Socialist Party. As historian 
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David Gerber notes, following Clark's emergence as a socialist in 1877, 
such challenges "forced Republicans to take extraordinary measures." It 
was during this period that the Republican Party nominated and helped 
to ensure the election of George Washington Williams as the state's first 
black legislator. From Williams's election in 1877 to 1916, Cincinnati in
termittently sent a black to the Ohio legislature. Four years after Williams's 
election, African Americans in Pittsburgh elected one of their own to the 
city council. Lemuel Googins, the renowned pre-war barber, became the 
first black to serve on the Pittsburgh city council. In Cincinnati and Lou
isville, blacks also gradually received prestigious appointments to state 
boards or directorships of state institutions like the Ohio Institution for 
the Education of the Blind and to black divisions of state prison, agri
culture, and education bureaucracies.26 
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African Americans not only used their vote, formed political clubs, 
and influenced the electoral system, they also organized civil rights or
ganizations and pushed for the enforcement of civil rights laws. In the 
Civil Rights Act of 1875, federal law prohibited racial discrimination in 
public accommodations, including public transportation, places of 
amusement, restaurants, hotels, barbershops, and theaters. White resis
tance, however, resulted in the civil rights cases of 1883, in which the U.S. 
Supreme Court pronounced the civil rights act unconstitutional. As a re
sult, African Americans met in conventions, formed civil rights leagues, 
and pushed for the enactment of state civil rights laws designed to end 
racial discrimination in public accommodations. Following a national 
convention of blacks in Louisville, the movement for passage of state civil 
rights laws gained momentum. Along with blacks in other northern states, 
Ohio Valley blacks achieved victory when state legislatures passed new 
civil rights laws prohibiting racial discrimination in public accommoda
tions: Ohio, 1884; Indiana, 1885; and Pennsylvania, 1887. Although the 
movement had gained momentum in Louisville, the state of Kentucky 
failed to pass such a law.27 

As state civil rights laws went into effect, civil rights leagues declined 
but did not disappear. In 1890, under the leadership of T. Thomas For
tune, Ohio Valley delegates joined over one hundred African Americans 
in Chicago and launched the Afro-American League of the United States. 
The league aimed to end all vestiges of racial discrimination. In 1893, fol
lowing a convention in Cincinnati, African Americans rejected Booker 
T. Washington's narrow emphasis on economic endeavors over political 
and civil rights struggles. The convention also rejected AME Bishop Henry 
McNeal Turner's call for a return to Africa. Instead, the convention voted 
to form a National Equal Rights Council and push for full citizenship 
rights. The Equal Rights League soon protested the enforcement of 
Kentucky's Jim Crow laws on Indiana and Ohio soil. In Cincinnati and 
Evansville, trains bound for Kentucky were out-fitted with "white only" 
signs before leaving the station. In a lawsuit filed to end the practice, a 
U.S. circuit court ruled on behalf of blacks. In 1896, African Americans 
won another victory when the Ohio legislature passed an anti-lynching 
law, declaring mob violence and the taking of life without due process of 
law a "crime:' The law held the county responsible for mob violence and 
permitted victims (in cases of injury) or their families (in cases of death) 
to recover up to $5,000 in damages.28 
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After Ohio blacks gained an anti-lynching law, Louisville blacks 
formed the Negro Outlook Committee and pledged to protect blacks from 
police brutality. Although the organization disappeared within less than 
a decade, it did gather evidence on police brutality and filed complaints 
with city officials, who invariably ignored the evidence and dismissed 
charges against offending officers. By the eve of World War I, Ohio Val
ley blacks turned increasingly toward the new National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Formed in 1909, the 
NAACP reinforced the struggle against racial discrimination in all facets 
of American life. Indeed, the new organization would later build upon 
the achievements of earlier civil rights efforts, especially the campaign for 
a federal anti-lynching law modeled on the Ohio version.29 

Even as Ohio Valley blacks resisted mob violence and pushed for 
equal access to public accommodations, they also pushed for black pub
lic schools. More specifically, African Americans demanded the forma
tion and equal funding of black schools. This movement was most 
successful in Louisville, where the state of Kentucky mandated the equal 
funding of black and white schools from the early postbellum years 
(1882); least successful in Pittsburgh, where the state imposed integra
tion and dosed black schools (1881); and somewhat more successful in 
Evansville, where the state permitted local option, and in Cincinnati, 
where the state mandated integration but responded to black demands 
for their own schools. Unlike Pittsburgh, when the state mandated inte
gration without local option, blacks in Cincinnati launched vigorous pro
tests for the maintenance of all-black schools and won.30 

In Cincinnati's Walnut Hills area, a separate black school persisted 
from the antebellum years. During the first decade of the new century, 
however, African Americans launched a movement to strengthen the in
stitution. They changed its name to Frederick Douglass School and re
quested new educational programs and necessary repairs to the physical 
plant. In 1908, over two thousand blacks signed a petition to the school 
board, asking for construction of a new building on the same site. The 
board assented and allocated $160,000 for a new school, which opened 
in 1911. Under the leadership of the new principal Francis Russell, who 
was recruited from a neighboring Kentucky school, the new facility 
became a center of learning for young people and a social and cultural 
center for the entire black community. While some blacks reconciled the 
Douglass School with their integrationist values, others saw a return to 
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segregation as a way station for expanding the opportunities for black 
teachers in Cincinnati. 

By the eve of World War I, Cincinnati blacks escalated their campaign 
for black public schools. Under the leadership of black educator Jennie 
D. Porter, a graduate of the University of Cincinnati, African Americans 
gained a new school on West Fifth Street in the West End. Later known 
as the Harriet Beecher Stowe School, the facility would eventually become 
the "largest public school in Cincinnati, irrespective of race:' Although 
the push for separate schools generated little dissent in Cincinnati, writer 
William Dabney offered a minor objection to the opening of one black 
school: "The 'Colored' school ... is next door to a 'white' school in which 
the same grades are taught ... There is no excuse for its establishment:' 
Yet, when, upon her death, white philanthropist Sallie Peters McCall left 
$140,000 for the creation of a black industrial school in Cincinnati, 
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Dabney served on the board of trustees of the all-black facility, which 
opened with eighty-five students in 1914.3' 

As suggested by McCall's will, some whites continued their support 
of the African American cause. In Pittsburgh, as late as 1893, black attor
ney William H. Stanton launched his career in the law office of white at
torney Charles F. McKeena. In Louisville, influential whites like lawyer 
Bennett Young, newspaper editor Henry W. Watterson, and businessman 
Basil Duke all supported the development of separate black institutions, 
both before and following the ascension of Booker T. Washington and 
the intensification of racial hostilities. By the onset of World War I, for 
example, Ohio Valley African Americans and their white supporters had 
raised sufficient funds to open black YMCAs and YWCAs. White philan
thropists like James Gamble of the Procter and Gamble Company and 
businessman Joseph Schmidlapp contributed sufficient funds to open 
such institutions in Cincinnati. 32 

Although African Americans retained a small roster of white allies, 
interracial cooperation remained a weak affair. By the first decade of the 
new century, African Americans relied increasingly on their own re
sources. As discussed above, they pooled their resources and built new 
churches, fraternal orders, social clubs, and business and professional 
enterprises. Yet, based primarily upon the earnings of the expanding black 
working class, institution-building involved substantial friction along class 
and cultural lines. Although the shade-of-color factor persisted as a di
visive force in African American life, class gradually supplanted the em
phasis on pigmentation. 

Black workers not only formed the economic foundation for the in
stitutional development of the African American community, but for the 
slow emergence of middle class enclaves within both black and white resi
dential areas. In Pittsburgh, as early as the 1880s and 1890s, Homewood 
became home for a small number of African American business people 
and skilled workers, supplemented by the persistence of well-to-do but
lers and waiters who served a white clientele. In 1890, for example, the 
waiter and butler Isaac Watson and his wife, Carrie, purchased a house 
on Tioga Street. During the mid-1890s, another black man named John 
T. Writt opened a catering business in downtown Pittsburgh, but lived 
in his own home on Susquehanna Street in Homewood. Conversely, few 
blacks owned homes in the predominantly working-class Hill District.33 

In Cincinnati, some well-to-do blacks bought or rented commodious 
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structures on the periphery of the East and West End, while others of the 
upper class moved farther out to parts of hilltop neighborhoods like 
Cumminsville and Avondale. In Louisville, the most affluent blacks lived 
in the Chestnut Street area. In 1910, a reporter for the Indianapolis Free
man visited Louisville and noted that some seventy-five of these homes 
were not only well-built but lavishly furnished, some with imported fur
niture.34 

African American institutions and civil rights struggles also reflected 
the impact of class formation. By the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, established AME and Baptist churches gradually moved into 
relatively imposing edifices, while the newer, smaller, and struggling work
ing-class congregations took up residence in homes and low-rent store
fronts. Although this process of differentiation proceeded further among 
the AME-Bethel in Pittsburgh, Allen Temple in Cincinnati, Quinn Chapel 
in Louisville, and Alexander Chapel in Evansville-than the Baptists, the 
latter also exhibited growing differentiation by class. Black- middle-class
oriented Baptist churches emerged in each city: Cincinnati's Union Bap
tist (formerly First Baptist), Fifth Street Baptist in Louisville, Liberty 
Baptist in Evansville, and Ebenezer Baptist in Pittsburgh. Old established 
elite churches not only erected new edifices and expanded their social and 
religious programs, but employed relatively well-educated ministers 
whom they paid a substantial salary. Members of Pittsburgh's Ebenezer 
Baptist Church paid their pastor, Rev. George Howard, an annual salary 
of $4,000 and contributed $16,000 per year toward maintenance of the 
edifice. In Cincinnati, Allen Temple purchased an edifice replete with 
expensive carpets, several chandeliers (worth $1,000 each), pipe organs, 
and frescoes. Formerly owned by Sephardic Jews, the value of the prop
erty increased from $40,000 at the time of purchase in 1870 to $80,000 
in the 1890s. The formal services, language, dress, and decor of the AME 
and elite Baptist churches contrasted with the informal modes of wor
ship at the predominantly working-class churches.35 

As elsewhere, educated business and professional people spearheaded 
efforts to reshape the behavior of the black working class. Doctors, law
yers, teachers, and ministers mediated the gradual transformation of black 
working-class culture and values in Ohio Valley cities. They regularly 
railed against dancing, drinking, prostitution, gambling, and other" sins:' 
Such behavior, they believed, undercut the "morals, mind, and manners" 
of black workers and made them less productive and law-abiding citi-
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zens than they could be. The pulpit, school, and newspaper preached a 
regimen of hard work, sobriety, temperance, racial solidarity, and self
help. In October 1911, for example, the Pittsburgh Courier asked: "Do you 
buy everything you can from the Race's Enterprises? Where do you get 
your clothes, your groceries and soft drinks, if you please? Who's your 
doctor, dentist and lawyer? It is very inconsistent for any church, institu
tion or individual to patronize elsewhere:' In some cases, the efforts to 
regulate the behavior of the black workers' class and the poor became 
quite hostile. In 1914, Cincinnati blacks formed the National Negro Re
form League and Criminal Elimination Society. In its statement of pur
pose, the organization defined old residents as the "better class" and 
newcomers as the "criminal class:' More specifically, the organization 
aimed "to assist in the protection of the commonwealth from the crimi
nal class of Negroes, to help the better class of Negroes distinguish itself 
from the bad citizens; to insure the arrest and conviction of lawbreakers 
and assist the innocent; and to protect young colored women:'36 In Lou
isville, the elite designated themselves "The Four Hundred:' and "boasted 
that their education, close contact with whites, occupations, indeed their 
entire life-style, elevated them above other Negroes:' Even in Evansville, 
a small elite articulated its belief that the "race problem" would be solved 
by teaching working class children "proper virtues:>37 

African American workers and the poor were by no means passive 
receptacles of such middle-class preachments. As noted above, they 
developed a variety of strategies for gaining a foothold in the urban 
economy. They not only responded to racial discrimination in the labor 
movement by adopting a strong work ethic and gaining industrial jobs 
through strike-breaking; they also addressed the racial practices of em
ployers by forming their own unions and striking for better treatment 
and higher pay. Their activities revealed the extent of their willingness to 
work hard, effectively, and consistently in the interest of their employers. 
They were also highly class- as well as race-conscious participants in black 
business and professional enterprises. They sometimes withheld their pa
tronage from black business and professional people who failed to sat
isfy their needs. Recognizing this fact, in one editorial, the Pittsburgh Courier 
queried and admonished black business and professional people: "Are you 
attending strictly to business? Are you on the job early and late giving 
your patrons full value for their money. If not, do so at once, as it is most 
essential and the road to success .... If you are not giving your custom-
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ers their money's worth, get out of business. Don't complain about not 
getting the patronage and support of your people, if you are not giving 
full value and doing your part to deserve it:'38 

The African American community was not only influenced by chang
ing class relations, it was also shaped by gender constraints. As suggested 
by the aims of Cincinnati's Reform League, contemporaries frequently 
commented on the lives of young, unattached women and the dangers 
that they faced in the urban environment. Whether single or married, es
tablished or migrant, however, black working women shouldered the chief 
burdens of gender, class, and race discrimination. While middle-class and 
educated black women gradually gained positions as teachers, nurses, and 
social workers, black women with less education remained disproportion
ately confined to domestic service jobs. Even so, black women from dif
ferent class backgrounds faced significant constraints on their lives as 
women as well as blacks. In the legal and medical professions, for example, 
black men gradually gained positions as physicians and lawyers, while 
black women only slowly entered the nursing and clerical fields within 
the black community.39 

Additionally, along with white women, black women endured dis
franchisement and even greater limits on their quest for citizenship than 
black men. Consequently, some African American women would turn to
ward the suffrage movement. The pre-World War I career of Daisy 
Lampkin illustrates this point. Born in Washington, D.C., in 1883, Lamp
kin moved to Pittsburgh in 1909. She married restaurant proprietor Wil
liam Lampkin and soon became active in local politics. By 1912, she had 
launched her political career as part of the suffrage movement. Lampkin 
played a key role in street-corner campaigns designed to organize black 
women into political clubs; and, by 1915, she became the third president 
of the Negro Women's Equal Franchise Federation, founded in 1911.40 

Despite their keen gender consciousness, African American women 
represented the mainstay of cross-class institution-building activities. 
They outnumbered black men among church members, built energetic 
auxiliaries of black fraternal orders, and formed a plethora of social clubs 
that helped them to define key issues and fashion responses thereto, which 
affected the entire black community. Local chapters of the National As
sociation of Colored Women symbolized their growing activism on be
half of the race. In other words, despite immense obstacles, as elsewhere, 
black women in the Ohio Valley region defined their gender and class in-
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terests in racial terms. As such, they supported efforts to build strong 
African American communities as springboards for broader political 
struggles for social justice. 

Between the Civil War and World War I, Ohio Valley blacks made the tran
sition from a disfranchised proletariat to new enfranchised workers and 
citizens. Under the growing impact of emancipation, citizenship rights, 
and especially industrial capitalism, African Americans voted, petitioned 
their government, filed lawsuits, and expanded their footing in the ur
ban political economy. Unfortunately, before they could realize the full 
fruits of their freedom, a new era of segregation, class, and racial inequality 
emerged. Consequently, like their counterparts elsewhere in industrial 
America, Ohio Valley blacks repeatedly defined their class, cultural, and 
political interests in racial terms and struggled to build unified black ur
ban communities. These developments would gain even greater articu
lation during the era of the Great Migration. 
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Expansion of the Black 
Urban-Industrial Working Class 

World War I disrupted immigration from overseas and stimulated the 
search for national sources of labor. Along with the rural-to-urban mi
gration of northern and southern whites, blacks entered Ohio Valley cit
ies in growing numbers. Moreover, during the 1920s, the enactment of 
federal immigration restriction legislation reinforced industrial oppor
tunities for African Americans. For the first time in their history, African 
Americans moved from domestic and general labor jobs into industrial 
occupations in large proportions. Yet, compared to American-born 
whites, immigrants, and their children, African Americans continued to 
occupy the bottom rungs of the industrial ladder. As earlier, African 
American life was not only shaped by the attitudes, policies, and prac
tices of white Ohio Valley industrialists, workers, and the state; it was also 
influenced by the political activities, culture, and consciousness of Afri
can American workers and their communities. 

Expansion of the African American 
Urban-Industrial Working Class 

Under the impact of World War I and immigration restriction legisla
tion during the 1920s, Ohio Valley cities attracted increasing numbers of 
blacks from Southern farms and small towns. An estimated five hundred 
thousand blacks left the South between 1916 and 1920. By 1930, another 
eight hundred thousand to 1 million southern blacks moved to Ohio Val
ley and other northern cities. Unlike the pre-war migration, however, 
most of the new migrants came from the boll weevil-infested cotton re
gions of the Deep South. Between about 1915 and 1930, the number of 
black farmworkers in Georgia dropped by nearly 30 percent, from over 
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122,500 to less than 87,000. South Carolina, Alabama, and Mississippi 
experienced similar declines. l 

Although cities like Chicago, Cleveland, and Detroit attracted the 
largest numbers of black migrants, Cincinnati and Pittsburgh also became 
important targets of black population movement. In 1917, Iron Age, a key 
journal in the steel industry, reported trains "filled with Negroes bound 
from the South to Pittsburgh."2 According to one contemporary scholar, 
over 18,000 blacks arrived in Pittsburgh between 1915 and 1917. Pitts
burgh's black population increased from 25,600 in 1910 to 37,700 in 1920, 
an increase from 4.8 to 6.4 percent of the total. The black population in 
the mill towns of Homestead, Rankin, Braddock, and others nearly 
doubled. By war's end, the black population in the major steel towns of 
western Pennsylvania had increased from 29,470 to nearly 50,000, an in
crease of about 70 percent. By 1930, over 78,000 African Americans lived 
in western Pennsylvania, about 7 percent of the total. Over 50 percent of 
these blacks continued to live in the city of Pittsburgh. At the same time, 
Cincinnati's African American population rose from 19,337 in 1910 to 
30,079 in 1920 and to 47,818 in 1930, making up about 7.5 percent of 
the total in 1920 and 10.0 percent in 1930. Unlike Cincinnati and Pitts
burgh, however, Evansville and Louisville gained few blacks through mi
gration. Indeed, Louisville's black population declined during the war 
years (see Table 3). 

African Americans earned from $3.50 to over $5.00 per eight-hour 
day in the steel industry. In the South, they made no more than $2.50 
per twelve-hour day in cities. In southern agriculture, as farm laborers, 
African Americans made no more than $1.00 per day. According to one 
recent study, even after accounting for higher rents, life in the Pittsburgh 
region was better for most blacks than it was in their southern homes. In 
1917, according to the Cincinnati Council of Social Agencies (CSA), out 
of forty recent black newcomers to the city, twenty-seven reported that 
they came to Cincinnati for better wages. Others cited opportunities to 
obtain "better privileges:' "better conditions:' and "better treatmenC' In 
a letter to the Pittsburgh Urban League, one man wrote for himself and 
seven other black men, "We Southern Negroes want to come to the north 
... they ain't giving a man nothing for what he do ... they [white 
southerners 1 is trying to keep us down:' Another black man from Savan
nah, Georgia, wrote, "I want to find a good job where I can make a living 
as I cannot do it here:' From South Carolina, a black woman wrote to 
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Table 3. African American Population in Ohio Valley Cities, 1910-1930 

1910 1920 1930 

No. % No. % No. % 

Pittsburgh 25,623 4.8 37,72 6.4 54,983 8.2 
Cincinnati 19,639 5.4 30,079 7.5 47,818 10.6 
Louisville 40,522 18.1 40,087 17.1 47,354 15.4 
Evansville 6,266 9.0 6.394 7.5 6,514 6.4 

Source: Thirteenth Census of u.s., vol. 1: Population, 1910 (Washington: Govern
ment Printing Office, 1914), pp. 556-609; Fourteenth Census of u.s., vol. 3: 
Population, 1920 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1922), pp. 305-857; 
Fifteenth Census of u.s., vol. 3, pt. 2, 1930 (Washington, Government Printing 
Office, 1932), pp. 525-744. 

the Pittsburgh Urban League for her two sons:" [I have] two grown son[ s] 
... we want to settle down somewhere north ... wages are so cheap down 
here we can hardly live." A Georgia man wanted to come to Pittsburgh 
to "make a livelihood, and to educate my children."3 

Labor recruiters from railroads, steel companies, and defense indus
tries facilitated black migration to the region. In the summer of 1916, for 
example, the Pennsylvania and Erie Railroad launched a major campaign 
to recruit black labor for northern industries, including its own far- flung 
operations. Railroad companies provided free transportation passes to 
black workers, who authorized the deduction of travel expenses from their 
paychecks. By 1918, in western Pennsylvania, black steelworkers had in
creased from less than 3 percent of the total workforce to 13 percent. Over 
50 percent of these employees worked at Carnegie steel plants in Allegh
eny county and at Jones and Laughlin in Pittsburgh.4 One black migrant 
recalled, "One thing [that] impressed me very much was to look at the 
steel, the iron. All that I had seen in previous years was all finished and 
hard and everything. To come [to Pittsburgh] and see it running like 
water-it was amazing:'5 In a letter to his pastor back home, one migrant 
wrote, "Some places look like torment [hell] or how they say it 100k:'6 

Labor agents from Cincinnati also traveled south to recruit black 
workers. According to black social worker James Hathaway Robinson, 
such agents offered "wages of which he [the black worker] had never 
dreamed, and privileges of which he had only read in the constitution:'7 
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Most blacks entered Cincinnati on four major rail lines: the Louisville 
and Nashville, the Southern, the Baltimore and Ohio, and the Chesapeake 
and Ohio. In his portrait of black Cincinnati, journalist William P. Dabney 
described recruiting activities of Joseph 1. Jones and Melvin J. Chisum. 
During the war years, Jones and Chisum helped to transport southern 
blacks to industries throughout the North as well as to Cincinnati. Dabney 
noted the dangers faced by recruiters in the South, as well as the tactics 
that they sometimes employed to escape harassment: 

Upon Chisum devolved "the dirty work;' that is, the job of going South to get 
the "goods." No better character could have been selected. A product of Texas, a 
life-long newspaper man, short in stature, dark in complexion, aldermanic ab
domen, a typical old-time Methodist preacher in appearance, but with a fluency 
of speech, a lightning rapidity of thought that would do honor to a 33rd Chi
cago lawyer, and the cheek, brass, nerve that would have made a reputation for a 
cowboy or a king. In addition, he was a Southern Negro, and who knows the 
white man better? He did an enormous business, ran a thousand risks. A price 
was set upon his life and liberty, but when cornered he would simulate a sweet 
simplicity, a servility that savored of the "good old days," as he talked with an 
unction and dialect that Uncle Tom would have envied. Thousands of Negroes 
were brought up by Chisum. That versatile genius is now located in Chicago, 
the representative of the Negro Press Association. He does business with the lead
ing corporations and political interests of America, and has discarded forever 
the disguises and manner that enabled him so successfully to run the gauntlet 
in the cotton fields of the Sunny South.s 

Northern black newspapers applauded the Great Migration to Ohio 
Valley cities and elsewhere in urban America. Some southern black news
papers reinforced the process. As one southern West Virginia editor stated, 
"Let millions of Negroes leave the South. It will make conditions better 
for those who remain:' The black weekly Chicago Defender emerged as 
the most vigorous promoter of black population movement. The Defender 
repeatedly portrayed the South as the land of lynchings, disfranchisement, 
and economic exploitation. At the same time, the paper appealed to 
important elements in southern black religious culture. The Defender por
trayed the North as the "promised land;' "flight from Egypt;' and "Cross
ing over Jordan:' When one trainload of blacks crossed the Ohio River 
headed north, they knelt to pray and sang the hymn, "I done Come Out 
of the Land of Egypt with the Good News:'9 

Although African Americans often expressed their views of the Great 



The Black Urban-Industrial Working Class 99 

Migration in biblical terms and received encouragement from northern 
black newspapers, railroad companies, social service organizations, and 
industrial labor agents, they also organized elaborate kin and friendship 
networks and facilitated their own movement into the urban Ohio Val
ley. Southern black men and women formed migration clubs. They pooled 
their money, bought tickets at reduced rates, and often moved in groups. 
Before they moved, African Americans gathered information and debated 
the pros and cons of the process. 10 

As recent scholarship suggests, black women played a major role in 
migration networks. According to historian Peter Gottlieb, black women 
sometimes chose Pittsburgh over other places and thereby shaped pat
terns of black migration to the region. In 1919, one black woman recalled 
her response and the final result: "I wrote him a letter back. My older sis
ter had come to Pittsburgh, and I took her as a mother because I had lost 
my mother. And I wrote him back, and said, 'I don't want to stay in Cin
cinnati. I want to go to Pittsburgh.' Next letter I got, he had got a job in 
Pittsburgh and sent for me:1l 

Unlike Pittsburgh and Cincinnati, Louisville and especially Evans
ville offered few attractions to blacks during the era of the Great Migra
tion. During the war years, black men increased their numbers in the 
mining industry of Vanderburgh County, but lost about 50 percent of 
such jobs during the postwar era. Employment in the manufacturing sec
tor failed to offset such losses. Evansville's black population increased only 
slightly, from 6,300 in 1910 to 6,400 in 1920 and to about 6,500 in 1930; 
indeed, the black proportion of the total dropped from 9.0 percent in 1910 
to 6.3 percent in 1930.12 

Likewise, despite the increased demand for workers during World 
War I, Louisville's black population declined by 1.1 percent during the 
war years, dropping from 40,500 to just over 40,000. During the economic 
expansion of the mid-1920s, however, the city's black population in
creased by 18.1 percent, rising to about 47,350 in 1930.13 Still, only a hand
ful of blacks worked in the city's steel mills and foundries, where wages 
averaged an estimated $15 to $25 per week. Black men and women work
ers remained overrepresented in the most difficult, low-paying, and dirty 
sectors of the tobacco industry. Moreover, Louisville employers paid 
blacks lower wages than whites for identical jobs. According to the Lou
isville Urban League (LUL), formed in 1920, black workers made between 
$4 to $10 per week less than their white counterparts for the same work. 
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As the LUL put it, "It is the low wage scale for colored workmen in Louis
ville that constitutes the basis for most of our industrial troubles:' 14 

Unfortunately, in Cincinnati and Pittsburgh, too, as blacks entered 
the region in larger numbers during the 1920s, racism intensified and 
blocked their mobility. Between 1920 and 1930, an estimated 70 to 80 
percent of Ohio Valley men and women worked in jobs defined as "un
skilled labor:' American-born white and immigrant men and women took 
the higher skilled and better-paying jobs. Unlike black women, however, 
black men entered such jobs within the manufacturing, transportation, 
and trade sectors rather than household or domestic service sectors of 
the economy. In Cincinnati, black men not only gained access to the build
ing and metal trades, but to clothing, agricultural processing, soap, and 
leather-tanning industries, among others. In some areas blacks made up 
a disproportionately large percentage of the labor force. In the building 
trades, for example, black men made up 19 percent of the total, although 
85 percent of these men worked in jobs classified as unskilled. 15 

In Pittsburgh, compared to their prewar counterparts, few black steel
workers gained skilled jobs in the wake of the Great Migration. Employ
ers placed over 90 and sometimes 100 percent of the new workers in jobs 
classified as unskilled. This pattern prevailed at Carnegie Steel (all plants), 
Jones and Laughlin (all plants), National Tube (all plants), Crucible Steel, 
and others. African Americans worked in the most difficult, low- paying, 
and dirty categories of industrial labor. They fed the blast furnaces, poured 
molten steel, and worked on the coke ovens. Black workers repeatedly 
complained that their jobs were characterized by disproportionate expo
sure to debilitating heat, deadly fumes, and disabling and serious inju
ries. In 1919, blacks made up 4.6 percent of all the state's iron, steel, and 
manufacturing employees, but registered 8.5 percent of all victims of ac
cidents. While 26 percent of blacks in metal industries suffered severe 
injuries or death, the figures were 24 and 22 percent, respectively, for 
immigrants and American-born whites.16 

In addition, African Americans experienced disproportionate bouts 
of unemployment. They averaged about two to four months of unem
ployment per year, resulting in a working year of forty weeks or less and 
actual weekly earnings of about $18.00 per week. As a result of frequent 
periods of unemployment, one Hill District black, Harry Latimer, recalled, 
"You didn't worry about being promoted or getting a raise; you worried 
about keeping the job you had." 17 As a result of such instability in Ohio 
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Valley industries, some blacks contemplated returning south. In a letter 
to his old employer, one Pittsburgh migrant wrote, "I want you to save 
me my same place for me, for I am coming back home next year, and I 
want my same farm if you havent nobody on it .... When I get home no 
one will never get me away any more:'18 Some actually returned, but most 
stayed. In Pittsburgh during the war years, according to historical geog
rapher Joe T. Darden, the war had "a positive effect on reducing occupa
tional segregation between black and white men but the effect appears 
to have been very small and, heretofore, grossly exaggerated:' particularly 
for black women.19 

Although black women remained disproportionately concentrated 
in domestic service jobs, their experiences were by no means uniform 
from city to city. Before the war, for example, the Pittsburgh Survey re
ported the exclusion of black women from jobs in department stores as 
well as in the steel industry. In 1918, however, the city's department stores 
hired black women in their packing rooms and the Lockhart Iron and 
Steel Company hired a half-dozen black women. According to one con
temporary report, black department store workers "had proved far more 
satisfactory than white girls in similar positions."20 In Cincinnati, black 
women gained jobs in the production of men and women's clothing, while 
some of Evansville's black women found jobs in cigar factories. 21 In Lou
isville, black women continued to make up the majority of women work
ers in the tobacco industry. While some black female tobacco workers 
earned according to the quantity that they produced, others received a 
set wage and earned 25 to 30 percent less than their white counterparts 
doing the same work. Despite wage discrimination, industrial jobs offered 
better pay than domestic service. Indeed, black women used openings in 
industrial jobs to demand higher pay in domestic service. In Pittsburgh, 
for example, prospective employers complained that black women wanted 
$3.50 to $5.00 per day: "Hundred of jobs go begging at $15 per week:' 
Still, as white women gained increasing access to jobs as teachers, social 
workers, telephone operators, typists, receptionists, and office secretar
ies, few black women found alternatives to domestic service.22 

Whether employers hired or excluded blacks, they offered stereotypi
cal and racist reasons for their choices. In Cincinnati, the Chamber of 
Commerce surveyed the conditions of black workers for the period 1925-
1930. EmplQyers who refused to employ black workers offered four ma
jor reasons: "1. Unable or unwilling to mix white and Negro workers. 2. 
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Skilled help required and Negroes lacked the proper training. 3. White 
workers preferred. 4. 'Nature of business' no further reason:' The next 
four commonly cited reasons included: "5. Lack of separate facilities for 
white and Negro workers. 6. Union restrictions. 7. No consideration ever 
given to use of Negro labor. 8. Fear of public opinion if Negroes were in
troduced. 9. Fear of disturbance from white workers:'23 Conversely, em
ployers who employed black workers expressed a range of stereotypes 
about the pliability of African Americans compared to white union or 
immigrant workers. "1. Loyalty and amiability. 2. Willingness to do types 
of work white workers refuse to do or at less price. 3. Better suited for 
hard and disagreeable work. 4. Quick adaptability. 5. Honesty:' Although 
few companies employed blacks as foremen, some hired blacks as "straw 
bosses" over black crews at lower pay than regular foremen.24 

As in the pre-World War I years, the membership policies and prac
tices of labor unions reinforced the subordinate position of blacks in the 
industrial economy. In the Great Steel Strike of 1919, for example, the 
strike committee itself represented several decidedly hostile and racially 
exclusionary unions. The machinists and electrical workers barred Afri
can Americans altogether, while the blacksmiths relegated blacks to 
auxiliary lodges under the control of white locals.25 Although African 
American strikebreaking activities would decline during the 1920s, few 
African American steelworkers walked out with their white brothers. In 
the city of Pittsburgh, less than two dozen blacks joined twenty-five thou
sand white workers on the picket line. In other plants along the Monon
gahela River, the response was little better. At the huge Homestead, 
Duquesne, Clairton, and Braddock works, only a handful of blacks walked 
out with their white counterparts.26 Even more than blacks who stayed 
on the job, the huge importation of new black workers helped to defeat 
the strike. Along with a few white strikebreakers, the steel industry em
ployed an estimated thirty to forty thousand African Americans nation
wide. In Pittsburgh, Annie Morgan later recalled how her husband 
continued to work during the strike: "They would go in the mill and stay 
in there sometimes two or three days. They could go in from the Port 
Perry end because ... the railroad from Port Perry ran right into the mill, 
you know:'27 Black workers were often shifted from plant to plant, 
smuggled in at night and mixed with small groups of white strikebreak
ers. 
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Despite very difficult times and the disappointing record of labor 
unions, African Americans were by no means uniformly hostile to orga
nized labor. From the outset of the Great Steel Strike, for example, the 
Pittsburgh Urban League urged William Z. Foster and the National Com
mittee for Organizing Iron and Steel Workers to employ black organiz
ers. Moreover, when some blacks discovered that white workers were 
on strike, they refused to work. Eugene Steward, a black worker from 
Charleston, South Carolina, described the coercive measures that the 
Pittsburgh Steel Products Company used to secure black strikebreakers: 
"We were not told that a strike was in progress .... When we took the 
train a guard locked the doors so that we were unable to get out:' Addi
tionally, as Steward put it, "When I found that there was a strike on I got 
out .... I told them that I would not go to work if they kept me there two 
years:' In the Hod Carriers Union in Pittsburgh, blacks joined with Ameri
can-born white workers and strengthened their hand against immigrants. 
In the cement finishers union, they joined immigrants and strengthened 
their hand against American-born whites. In most cases, however, they 
formed all-black organizations and resisted unions as well as the person
nel departments of industrial firms.28 They also frequently quit jobs and 
moved around in search of better pay, better treatment, and better work
ing conditions. At the A.M. Byers Company, for example, the company 
had to hire 1,408 black employees in 1923 to maintain a regular work
force of223 blacks.29 In Cincinnati, black social worker Theodore Berry 
noted, "Labor turnover, generally, was not a cause of complaint, except 
in certain industries where the disagreeable nature of the work and low 
pay combined to make jobs less attractive, and caused workers to leave 
at the first opportunity:'30 Although employers, social welfare officials, and 
municipal authorities treated black turnover as evidence of unreliability, 
inconsistency, and dearth of a solid work ethic, such behavior also re
vealed black workers' efforts to improve their status. 

Black workers linked their struggle at the workplace to a broader 
movement to transform the African American community. Although the 
region escaped the level of racial violence that erupted in Chicago, East 
St. Louis, and other northern cities during the period, African Americans 
nonetheless faced increasing restrictions on their access to housing, so
cial services, public accommodations, and places of leisure and entertain
ment. Although Louisville and the state of Kentucky rejected legislation 
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requiring racially segregated streetcars, they strengthened "informal seg
regation" of blacks on public transportation and systematically excluded 
blacks from hotels, restaurants, and places of leisure and entertainment. 
Moreover, unlike the prewar years, in 1924 the city excluded blacks from 
use of city parks.31 The resolution declared that it was "not desirable or 
safe for whites and Negroes to use the same parks and swimming pools:' 
Professional schools, hospitals, and clinics also barred African Americans 
from professional training except on a segregated and unequal basis. In 
Cincinnati, Pittsburgh, and Evansville, blacks also faced an expanding 
pattern of de facto racial segregation. In his wartime survey of black Cin
cinnati, sociologist James Hathaway Robinson reported, "Not only do 
hotels, restaurants, and soda fountains refuse to serve him [black people] 
... but moving picture houses and private parks refuse to admit him; 
theaters segregate and often embarrass him:'32 In Pittsburgh, downtown 
restaurants routinely excluded black customers, while theaters confined 
black patrons to the balcony. Ohio Valley theaters not only subjected Af
rican Americans to segregated sections, but to racist films like "The 
Nigger" and "Birth of a Nation:' In Evansville, both ftlms premiered in 
1915, while Louisville theaters showed "Birth of a Nation" in 1915 and 
again in 1918.33 

Despite their small population percentage in northern Ohio Valley 
cities, African Americans experienced disproportionately high rates of 
arrest and incarceration. In Cincinnati during the war years, blacks ac
counted for 23 percent of recorded crimes, although they made up an 
estimated 7 percent of the population.34 In Evansville, blacks also made 
up about 7 percent of the total population, but accounted for over 20 per
cent of persons arrested for petty theft, vagrancy, and drunkenness.35 In 
Pittsburgh, according to historian Laurence Glasco, "crime rates reached 
scandalous levels:' In the Pittsburgh district, when white citizens of 
Duquesne complained, police raided a boardinghouse, arrested black 
workers, and fined them for shooting "craps:' The local Duquesne Times 
Observer inflamed racial animosities by suggesting that "white citizens 
should physically retaliate against the colored visitors and their offensive 
acts:'36 In 1923, one of the most destructive racial conflicts emerged in 
the Pittsburgh district. In Johnstown, when authorities charged a black 
migrant in a shooting incident with police, the mayor, chief of police, and 
other officials blamed black newcomers for stirring up trouble and or
dered them "to pack up" and "go back from where you came:' ~n esti-
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mated five hundred black steelworkers and their families were forced to 
leave the area. 37 

During the mid-1920s, the city of Louisville launched a "drive on 
crime:' Police raids on the black community resulted in wholesale arrests, 
especially for gambling and prostitution; white participants, however, 
were left unmolested. Although Louisville whites continued to reject mob 
violence, police brutality increased. During the 1920s, according to one 
contemporary observer, Louisville police murdered no fewer than sev
enteen blacks, usually black men who were unarmed and suspected or 
charged with petty crimes. Compounding such deaths were recurring 
cases of physical injury inflicted on blacks while in police custody.38 In 
Ohio Valley cities, as elsewhere, discriminatory arrest policies and prac
tices inflated black criminal statistics. As black Cincinnatian James 
Hathaway Robinson put it, ''A noticeable factor in this rate is prejudice . 
. . . The presumption ... is invariable against the Negro and he is often 

arrested and sentenced where others would be excused:'39 
The rapid growth of the Ku Klux Klan reflected as well as height

ened the spread of racial conflict. Before its demise during the mid -1920s, 
the organization had enrolled 3,000 members in Louisville, nearly 4,000 
in Evansville, nearly 12,200 in Cincinnati, and an estimated 125,000 in 
western Pennsylvania, where branches opened in Pittsburgh, Homestead, 
Johnstown, and other towns along the three rivers.40 The Klan's impact 
on the Ohio Valley varied from city to city. In the Pittsburgh region it 
faced strong resistance from immigrant Catholics and their children. Fol
lowing the shooting death of a Klansman in Carnegie, the organization 
withdrew and, according to historian Kenneth Jackson, "never again chal
lenged authority in the Pittsburgh area:'4) In Louisville, the capital of "po
lite racism" and police brutality, public officials denounced the Klan and 
pledged to use "every lawful means to prevent and suppress its growth in 
our community."42 Indeed, the mayor barred the organization from dis
tributing literature on city streets and restricted its ability to hold public 
meetings. In Cincinnati, the Klan sponsored a fifty-piece band and held 
numerous public initiation ceremonies and displays of its influence at the 
city's Carthage Fairgrounds and Mount Healthy.43 In Evansville, the Klan 
captured the mayor's office in 1924 and controlled the local Republican 
Party through 1929. According to historian Darrel Bigham, the Klan di
rected most of its antagonism toward German Catholics.44 More impor
tantly, however, although the Klan's influence on race relations varied 
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from city to city, everywhere members of the "Invisible Empire" articu
lated their belief that the enemies of the republic were "non-Christians 
and colored people:'45 Such beliefs reinforced social policies and behav
ior that discriminated against blacks and created a highly volatile racial 
climate.46 

As the Ohio Valley Klan, police harassment, and discrimination in 
public accommodations increased, so did residential segregation. Ohio 
Valley real estate firms, company officials, and homeowners collaborated 
in the rise of all-black areas. During the 1920s, the Cincinnati Real Es
tate Board instructed its employees that "no agent shall rent or sell prop
erty to colored people in an established white section or neighborhood 
and this inhibition shall be particularly applicable to the hill tops and sub
urban property:'47 In Cincinnati, the West End absorbed the bulk of new
comers. The black population rose to 17,209, nearly double the 1910 
figure. As the black population increased, the white basin population 
dropped from 137,518 in 1910 to 98,776 in 1920 to 59,033 in 1930. The 
total black basin population increased from fewer than 13,000 in 1910 
to 32,728 in 1930. While the city's index of dissimilarity stood at 40.5 per
cent in 1910, it now climbed to nearly 66.0.48 

In western Pennsylvania, African Americans also found housing in 
carefully designated "colored areas": Port Perry in Braddock, Castle Gar
den in Duquesne, Rosedale in Johnstown, and the historic Hill District 
in Pittsburgh. During the war years, the black population in Pittsburgh's 
Third and Fifth wards increased by 13,814; at the same time, the immi
grant population dropped by 7,613. In his study of the impact of World 
War I on African American housing in Pittsburgh, Darden concluded: ''A 
segregation pattern remained despite the opportunity after the war for 
some blacks to engage in higher paid occupations. Blacks, regardless of 
income, had great difficulty either renting or buying good houses in non
segregated areas." According to a visitor from the national office of the 
YWCA, "Poor housing conditions are universal, congestion is very great 
and the whole situation is critical:'49 In Evansville, residential segrega
tion also increased. Whereas 62 percent of blacks lived in the downtown 
area north and east of Canal Street in 1914, by 1929 the figure increased 
to nearly 70 percent. 50 

Blacks in Louisville faced the most virulent effort to limit their space. 
From the outset of the period, Louisville officials moved to enforce its 
new residential segregation ordinance. In August 1915, police arrested two 
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blacks for residing in white areas. State and local courts found the men 
guilty as charged, levied fines, and ordered them to move from white ar
eas. Although the U.S. Supreme Court ruled the Louisville law unconsti
tutional in 1917, this ruling did little to halt the customary segregation 
of blacks in the city's housing market. Following the court's decision, Lou
isville whites changed the names of several streets that housed black and 
white residents. They made certain that blacks knew where their neigh
borhood ended and the white began. Thirtieth Street represented the West 
End dividing line. Walnut Street changed to Michigan, Chestnut to River 
Park, Madison to Vermont, and Jefferson to Lockwood. At a West Side 
homeowners association meeting, one speaker urged whites to make "a 
Negro living on the West End ... as comfortable as if he was living in 
Hell:'51 Likewise, few blacks moved into the East End. Those who did lived 
in a segregated "Smoketown:'52 

Residential segregation entailed overcrowded, dilapidated, unsanitary, 
and overpriced housing for African Americans. During the early post
war years, the Cincinnati Better Housing League reported cases of extreme 
overcrowding: twenty blacks inhabited one three-room flat, while another 
twelve-room tenement housed ninety-four blacks. As housing and health 
conditions deteriorated for the city's black population, one public offi
ciallamented, "You could not produce a prize hog to show at the fair un
der conditions that you allow Negroes to live in this city:'53 Contemporary 
surveys and observations described Evansville's black housing as "unde
sirable or uninhabitable."54 Pittsburgh realtors converted railroad cars, 
basements, boathouses, and warehouses into living quarters for black 
workers and their families. In 1917, Abraham Epstein reported, "In many 
instances, houses ... are dilapidated dwellings with the paper torn off, 
the plaster sagging from the naked lath, the windows broken, the ceiling 
low and damp, and the whole room dark, stuffy and unsanitary:'55 More
over, steel companies housed single men in bunkhouses or segregated 
camps, where they often occupied rooms with two, three, or four men to 
a bed on double shifts at the height of the migration.56 

Although many blacks had grown up in rural poverty, they often ex
pressed shock at the sight of Pittsburgh mill towns. One migrant recalled, 
"Man, it was ugly, dirty:' He went on: "The streets were nothing but dirt 
streets:' While the hills made walking and travel difficult, clouds of smoke 
and soot blanketed the city during peak work hours. From the vantage 
point of the South, some blacks saw a real contrast with their new envi-
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ronment: "The South is clean. Everything is white, beautiful .... Every
thing was black and smoky here:'57 In his contemporary study of hous
ing in black Pittsburgh, social analyst Abraham Epstein emphasized the 
overcrowding of prewar black areas and the spread of blacks to new lo
cations: "The sections designated as Negro quarters, have been long since 
congested beyond capacity by the influx of newcomers, and a score of 
new colonies have sprung up in hollows and ravines, on hill slopes and 
along river banks, by railroad tracks and in mill-yards:' Consequently, 
labor turnovers, as discussed above, was not merely a change of jobs but 
a shift in housing. According to the Pittsburgh Urban League, in 1920 
the Second Avenue section of the black community experienced "a com
plete family turnover on an average of every two months:'58 

As elsewhere, Ohio Valley landlords took advantage of the desperate 
housing needs of black migrants. African Americans invariably paid 
higher rents for housing of substantially less quality than their white 
counterparts. In Cincinnati, philanthropist Jacob G. Schmidlapp initiated 
low-income model homes for blacks on the eve of World War I. In 1915, 
a four-room flat rented for $11 per month in the Washington Terrace 
Complex. By 1923, the same space rented for $35 per month, well beyond 
the reach of most African Americans. Real estate speculators took over 
the large West End mansions and subdivided them into small tenement 
apartments, charged high rents, and forced tenants to take in large num
bers of boarders to meet rent payments. In the West End, over 160 black 
families housed as many as three or four lodgers each night. In the mean
time, white investors bought rural land adjacent to Lincoln Heights, an 
expanding black area to the north of the city. They sold the plots to blacks 
who sought alternatives to life in the most congested areas of the city and 
effectively reinforced patterns of racial segregation in the housing mar
ket.59 

City zoning legislation reinforced residential segregation and hous
ing exploitation. In 1924, Cincinnati passed a new comprehensive zon
ing law. The new legislation encouraged the building of single-family 
homes outside the basin, while limiting new residential construction 
within the area.60 By 1930, African Americans accounted for only about 
2.5 percent of the city's homeowners. Moreover, they occupied housing 
with a median value of $4,496 compared to $8,000 for American-born 
whites and over $7,460 for immigrants. As historian Henry Louis Taylor 
puts it, "No physical wall encircled the ghetto but a wall of high rent did 
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isolate blacks from their ambivalent white neighbors. Building codes, zon
ing laws, the 1925 city plan, and sub-division regulations reinforced this 
wall."61 

As the wall of segregation and racial discrimination increased in Ohio 
Valley cities, African Americans intensified their own struggle to dismantle 
it. Even more so than the pre-World War I years, African Americans re
sponded to racial and class inequality by deepening their community
building activities. Despite the narrow opportunity structure available to 
African American workers, their numbers, income, and growing spatial 
concentration established the bedrock for the socioeconomic, political, 
and cultural transformation of black urban communities in the Ohio 
Valley. African American business, professional, religious, civil rights, and 
political organizations proliferated. These developments not only reflected 
the imperatives of racial solidarity, they also revealed the dramatic ex
pansion of the black middle class and the emergence of new forms of 
unity and disunity within the African American community. When asked 
why they moved to the region, some southern black business and pro
fessional people replied simply that they were following their "practice."62 

As elsewhere, Ohio Valley blacks expanded the range of prewar black 
business and professional services while adding new ones. Black barbers, 
undertakers, tailors, cobblers, beauticians, pharmacists, grocers, editors, 
and real estate agents all gained increasing opportunities along with 
doctors, lawyers, dentists, ministers, teachers, and social workers. In 
Evansville, such changes were modest. The number of black businesses 
increased from forty-seven on the eve of World War I to only fifty-one 
by 1920.63 Unfortunately, some of these failed to survive the decade.64 

In Louisville, Cincinnati and Pittsburgh, African American business 
and professional people were more successful. Under the editorship of 
Robert Vann, the Pittsburgh Courier continued to expand as an organ of 
national circulation. In Pittsburgh, blacks also initiated new, highly suc
cessful professional baseball teams that offered entertainment for black 
communities and employment for black athletes. Cumberland "Cum" 
Posey Jr. and W. A. "Gus" Greenlee spearheaded the growth of black base
ball in Pittsburgh. Posey was born in Homestead in 1891, the son of a 
Maryland-born migrant who owned both a steamboat and a coal com
pany and apparently left young Posey some money upon his death. As a 
student and basketball player at both Duquesne University and Pennsyl
vania State, Posey became interested in athletics and later became a player, 
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manager, and part-owner of the Homestead Grays (organized in 1900 as 
the Murdock Grays by black Homestead workers and renamed in 1912). 
Steelworkers often received time off from their jobs to play for the Grays. 
The Homestead Grays flourished during the 1920s and by 1930 signed 
star hitter Josh Gibson to its roster of players.65 For his part, Gus Greenlee 
operated a numbers game and became wealthy during the 1920s. In 1930, 
he purchased the Crawford Colored Giants, a baseball team originally 
organized by a black social work professional in the Hill District. Greenlee 
soon built his own stadium, invested $100,000 of his own money, and 
raided players from other teams, including the acquisition ofJosh Gibson 
and the pitcher Satchel Paige. Rivalries between the two super teams, the 
Grays and the Crawfords, became major leisure-time and cultural events 
in the lives of Pittsburgh's black steelworkers and their communities. As 
sports historian Rob Ruck notes, "These teams prospered within a black 
community that supported them with cheers and spare change and 
looked to them for recreation and a source of identity:'66 

Despite its failure to offer blacks expanded opportunities in the in
dustrial sector, Louisville's large, segregated black population continued 
to exhibit the most dynamic black business and professional growth. In 
1915, Memphis-born I. Willis Cole came to Louisville. A graduate of 
LeMoyne Junior College, by 1917 Cole had launched a new black news
paper, the Leader. In 1924, he reported on the progress of the black middle 
class. After reviewing the early pattern of restaurants, barbershops, and 
undertaking establishments, he noted the emergence of "two banks, four 
insurance companies, two hotels ... two building and loan associations, 
six real estate companies, three drug stores, eight undertakers, two pho
tographers, fifteen groceries, four newspapers, three architects ... three 
movie houses and buildings for our business and professional men:'67 
Insurance and financial institutions emerged at the forefront of new black 
business and professional developments in the city. White insurance com
panies defined blacks as high-risk clients and charged them higher rates 
than they charged their white policyholders. Despite stiff resistance from 
white companies and the discriminatory practices of state licensing agen
cies, African Americans opened the Mammoth Mutual Company in 1915. 
Under the leadership of Henry Hall, an agent of the black Atlanta Mu
tual and Standard Life Insurance Company, and lawyer-entrepreneur 
William H. Wright, the Mammoth Company issued eighty thousand poli
cies within the first five years and built its own six-story building. By 1924, 
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the company reported total assets of $223,255 and liabilities of $19,464.68 

Tied to the resources of the black working class, other black insurance 
companies and banking firms followed suit.69 

Closely intertwined with the expansion of black enterprises was the 
intensification of black religious, fraternal, civil rights, and political ac
tivities. As southern black workers, and business and professional people 
increased their numbers in Ohio Valley cities, they stimulated the expan
sion of black religious institutions. Unlike the prewar years, however, 
Holiness bodies also gradually increased alongside Baptists and Meth
odists. In his interview with 218 migrants to Cincinnati during the war 
years, James Hathaway Robinson reported 146 belonged to a church: 87 
Baptists, 56 Methodists, and 3 Holiness.7o In Pittsburgh, the different 
Methodist churches-AME, AME Zion, and Colored Methodist-in
creased their membership by an estimated one thousand between 1916 
and 1926. At the same time, the number of Baptist churches rose from 
thirty-two to forty-four, with membership increasing by nearly a third 
compared to a national increase of about one-tenth.7I In Evansville, the 
number of black churches, including Holiness bodies, increased from an 
estimated dozen on the eve of World War I to eighteen by the mid-1920s72 

African American religious activities represented substantial coop
eration across class, cultural, and regional lines. In Pittsburgh, Ebenezer 
Baptist Church continued to attract large numbers of steelworkers and 
their families, as well as some of the most influential black business and 
professional people. Ebenezer's membership increased from fifteen hun
dred to three thousand during the war years. Under the pastorship of Rev. 
J.C. Austin, Ebenezer developed a variety of programs designed to aid 
southern black newcomers to the city, including the founding of Steel City 
Bank to assist with housing and financial needs.73 

While African American churches attracted blacks from different re
gional, cultural and class backgrounds, social cleavages increased under 
the impact of the Great Migration and the expansion of the black indus
trial working class. While the Congregational, Episcopalian, and Presby
terian bodies continued to attract blacks from the upper class, including 
disproportionate numbers of light-skinned blacks, Methodist and Bap
tist churches also experienced growing class and cultural tensions.74 Or
ganized in the 1890s, Homestead's black Baptist Clark Memorial Church 
offers a potent example of these changes. Under the leadership of col
lege- or seminary-trained black ministers, old residents dominated Clark 
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Memorial. Along with its own substantial contributions, funds from the 
Carnegie Steel Company enabled Clark to build a new church and a com
munity center during the 1920s. Church officials also adopted the new
est techniques in administering the religious, social, and business affairs 
of the church.75 

As the black population in Homestead increased, some members of 
Clark Memorial articulated the need to open a place of worship in their 
own section of the city. Although Second Baptist Church opened in 1905 
to meet these needs, the advent of the Great Migration increased its im
portance among newcomers. Unlike Clark Memorial, the ministers at 
Second Baptist were not seminary trained; the church did not have a com
munity center and it adhered closely to matters of the spirit. While ser
mons at Clark Memorial stressed both spiritual and temporal issues, 
including "God's Idea of Segregation:' those at Second Baptist talked 
about the church as a "Blessing in the World," a "New Heart:' and the 
"Character of the Holy Spirit." While the line between the secular and 
spiritual was no doubt blurred for both churches, working-class congre
gations tended to foreground matters of the spirit as a means of dealing 
with the realities of their poor material existence.76 

Migrant steelworker preachers played an important role in the new 
black churches. These preachers sometimes set the pace for forms of re
sistance at work and at home. When company officials asked one steel
worker preacher from Albany, Georgia, to work on Sunday, he refused 
on more than one occasion. Migrant lay preachers also formed a union 
to provide aid to ministers seeking their own churches. Black migrants 
repeatedly shared stories about the cold treatment that they received in 
established churches. Only in the churches with "down home" preach
ing and ways of greeting newcomers did they feel comfortable or at home. 
As one woman migrant put it, "The women, especially the older women
they were so friendly-they put their arms around me and made me feel 
so welcome." Another said that he liked "the way they do, talk, and ev
erything-so I joined:>77 

A variety of social clubs, fraternal orders, and social welfare organi
zations also mirrored as well as bridged the gap between migrants, old 
residents, and the new middle class. In addition to fraternal orders such 
as the Masons, Elks, and Knights ofPythias, such professional social work 
organizations as the Urban League played important roles in the lives of 
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Cincinnati sociologist James Hathaway Robinson, his wife Neola E. Woodson, 
and their two children, James Jr. and Jeanne Cassie. A graduate of Fisk and Yale 
Universities, Robinson headed the city's Negro Civic Welfare Association. From 
W.P. Dabney, Cincinnati's Colored Citizens (1926) 

black workers. In Cincinnati, under the leadership of James Hathaway 
Robinson, African Americans formed the Negro Civic Welfare Associa
tion during the war years.78 Born in Sharpsburg, Kentucky, Robinson at
tended Fisk and received an M.A. from Yale University, where he also 
completed the residency requirement of the Ph.D. in sociology. In 1915, 
he migrated to Cincinnati and took a job at the black Douglass School 
in the Walnut Hills area. Under Robinson's leadership, the NCWA set the 
framework of black middle-class professional social service through the 
1920s. By decade's end, the organization had played a key role in expand
ing the range of social services available to black workers and their com
munities. According to historian Andrea Tuttle Kornbluh, Robinson and 
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black social welfare activists pursued two interrelated goals: "organizing 
the black community internally and then making that community, as a 
group, an equal participant in the larger metropolitan community:'79 

Formed in 1918, the Pittsburgh Urban League (PUL) took the lead 
in helping black workers adjust to life in the city. John T. Clark and Alonzo 
Thayer directed the PUL between 1918 and 1930. Before taking the job as 
head of the PUL (1918-1926), Clark had earned his B.A. degree from Ohio 
State University, taught high school in Louisville, Kentucky, and headed 
the housing department at the National Urban League headquarters in 
New York City. For his part, Alonzo Thayer, who served as director from 
1927 to 1930, received degrees from Avery Normal Institute in Charles
ton, South Carolina, and Fisk University in Tennessee. Before coming to 
Pittsburgh, he also served as director of the Atlanta Urban League. Guided 
by Clark and Thayer, the League, as elsewhere, initiated crucial employ
ment, housing, health, and social services for black workers and their 
families. The PUL not only aided workers in their jobs, homes, and 
a variety of social services, but played a mediating role in the black 
workers'relations with employers, landlords, and law enforcement offi
cials. Under the leadership of the PUL, for example, the court sometimes 
employed League staffers to investigate cases of criminal misconduct 
among southern newcomers and helped to reduce the number of Afri
can Americans incarcerated for certain crimes.80 

African Americans also used their community-based institutions to 
assault racial discrimination in the larger community and political life 
of the city and region. These efforts gained potent expression in the work 
of the NAACP, the Garvey Movement, and the growing participation of 
blacks in electoral politics. Louisville's NAACP branch emerged in 1914 
to fight the city's residential segregation ordinance, while the Pittsburgh, 
Cincinnati, and Evansville branches developed in 1915 to protest the racist 
film "Birth of a Nation:'81 The NAACP branches linked Ohio Valley blacks 
to the national struggle for equal rights, while fighting discrimination at 
the local level. Their achievements were substantial. In 1917, the U.S. Su
preme Court struck down Louisville's residentiallaw.82 While Louisville 
blacks failed to halt showing of "Birth of a Nation" in 1915, they closed 
it down after two days of showing in 1918.83 In 1920, the Louisville branch 
spearheaded passage of Kentucky's anti-lynching law. The state's anti
lynching law provided for punishment of persons violating the provisions 
of the act and for the removal of officers permitting a prisoner to be in-
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jured or lynched by a mob. And, during the mid-1920s, the Louisville 
branch initiated the movement that led to municipal restrictions on Klan 
activities.84 

In addition to joining the national campaign against "Birth of a Na
tion" and mob rule, NAACP branches in Pittsburgh and Cincinnati also 
waged local struggles against racial injustice. Inl921, Rev. J.C. Austin, pas
tor of Ebenezer Baptist Church, became president of the Pittsburgh 
branch. Under Austin's leadership, the Pittsburgh NAACP pushed for the 
employment of black teachers, the admission of black students to previ
ously all-white schools, passage of a state civil rights law, an end to labor 
union discrimination, and termination of police harassment of black 
workers. The branch complained that police arrested migrants as vagrants 
for the purpose of forcing them "back to the flames of the torturing 
South:'85 The Cincinnati branch was also active, especially during the war 
and early postwar years. Editor W.P. Dabney described it as one of the 
"Big Movements" of the period.86 When the Ohio legislature proposed a 
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racist intermarriage bill in 1925, the Cincinnati branch of the NAACP 

helped to kill the measure.87 

Interconnected with the expansion of civil rights activities was the 
growing participation of blacks in electoral politics. As the black popu
lation expanded and residential segregation increased, African Americans 
increasingly used their votes to influence municipal politics in their own 
behalf. In 1919, Pittsburgh blacks elected Robert H. Logan to city coun
cil. While Logan served only one term, his victory symbolized efforts of 
urban blacks to transform segregation into a base of political influence.88 

As elsewhere in pre-Depression black America, Ohio Valley blacks 
supported the "Party of Lincoln." They not only pressed for more patron
age positions, but organized to elect their own numbers to municipal 
offices. Unlike blacks in other southern cities, African Americans in Lou
isville retained the franchise and continued to participate in municipal 
politics. In 1921, nearly 100 percent of the twenty-five thousand regis
tered black voters were Republicans, a pattern that prevailed in Louis
ville and elsewhere until the 1930s. Still, African Americans expressed 
increasing dissatisfaction with their low percentage of patronage jobs, 
failure to gain white endorsement of black candidates, and efforts of some 
Republicans to expand the segregationist system.89 Under the leadership 
of funeral director Arthur D. Porter, banker Wilson Lovett, and journal
ist William Warley, a new generation of black leaders established the Lin
coln Independent Party and challenged the Republican Party during the 
early postwar years. Although the party faced harassment and defeat at 
the hands of the established black and white leadership of the party, it 
served notice that African Americans in Louisville were dissatisfied with 
their lot. Shortly thereafter, Republican officials increased the number of 
blacks hired in clerical positions at city hall, and, for the first time, Afri
can Americans gained employment as policemen and firemen, a struggle 
that they had waged since the late nineteenth century.90 

In Cincinnati, although African Americans continued to support the 
Republican Party, municipal politics changed with the adoption of the 
reform city charter of 1924. The new charter abolished the ward-based 
system and instituted a city manager and a nine-member city council. 
The city adopted a complicated "proportional representation" approach 
to voting, which proponents argued would end "corrupt Republican" or 
"one party" domination of municipal government. Theoretically, any 
group, including African Americans, could obtain election to city coun-
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cil by garnering one tenth of the total votes plus one vote. Following the 
charter victory in 1924, the local black Cincinnati Union enthusiastically 
reported: "The Citizens Charter Wins! ... All races, creeds and colors now 
have a chance: God still lives:' Under the new charter, African Americans 
mobilized behind the candidacy of Frank A.B. Hall, a retired detective. It 
was not until the early years of the Depression, however, that blacks suc
ceeded in electing Hall to city counciI,91 

For its part, Evansville's black population also allied with the Repub
lican Party and pushed for more benefits. According to historian Darrel 
Bigham, ironically, African Americans gained more patronage under the 
Klan-dominated Republican regimes of the mid- to late 1920s than be
fore. Black political leaders like funeral director W. Gaines and attorney 
Ernest Tidrington supported the mayoralty of Herbert Males, a Repub
lican who joined the Klan and used that organization to secure his elec
tion. According to the black Indianapolis Recorder, by 1926 Males had 
appointed 100 blacks to city posts; these jobs included appointments to 
the police and fire departments and represented eighty more jobs for 
blacks than under the previous mayor.92 Unfortunately, available evidence 
makes this black Klan-linked phenomenon difficult to assess. At any rate, 
we cannot conclude, as Bigham does, that: "Klan-dominated government, 
in a word, provided more political reward and gave black leaders more 
autonomy than ever:'93 

Even more so than in the pre-World War I era, black women facili
tated the political struggles of Ohio Valley African Americans. From the 
outset of the period, as president of the Negro Women's Franchise Fed
eration, Daisy Lampkin played a key role in the political life of black Pitts
burgh. After participating in the campaign to gain woman suffrage, 
Lampkin held positions as local chair of the Allegheny County Negro 
Women's Republican League, vice-chair of the Negro Voters League, and 
vice-chair of the Colored Voters Division of the Republican National 
Committee. Lampkin soon gained a prominent place within the national 
Republican Party. As historian Edna McKenzie notes, "Only six years af
ter American women gained the vote, she was elected as an alternate del
egate at large to the national Republican Party convention, a stellar 
achievement for any black or woman of that era:' Black women's politi
cal activities, like those of the black community, were deeply embedded 
in their support of churches, fraternal orders, and social clubs. In early 
1925, for example, Cincinnati's City Federation of Colored Women's 
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Building of Cincinnati's City Federation of Colored Women's Clubs, purchased 
in 1925 on Chapel Street, near Gilbert. From w.P. Dabney, Cincinnati's Colored 
Citizens (1926) 

Clubs purchased an imposing brick building on Chapel Street, near Gil
bert Avenue. In his report on the building, Dabney proclaimed: "It is an 
imperishable monument to the women whose brains and energy trans
formed their dreams into a building of such magnificence."94 

Despite substantial racial solidarity in their civil rights and political 
activities, African Americans faced significant conflicts along class and 
cultural lines. More so than the NAACP or conventional electoral poli
tics, for example, the Garvey Movement appealed to the expanding black 
industrial working class. Under the leadership of Marcus Garvey, the Uni
versal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) was formed in Jamaica in 
1914. It moved to New York City two years later and by the early 1920s 
claimed a membership of some 6 to 11 million African peoples world-
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William Ware was not only 
a member of Cincinnati's 

chapter of the Universal 
Negro Improvement Associa
tion but founder of the city's 

Welfare Association for the 
Colored People in 1917. From 

W.P. Dabney, Cincinnati's 
Colored Citizens (1926) 
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wide. Even conservative estimates of less than a half million members 
acknowledge the national and international influence of the Garvey 
Movement. By the mid-1920s, the movement not only faced close sur
veillance and repression by the federal government, but determined op
position from black civil rights, social service, and labor organizations 
such as the NAACP, Urban League, and Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Por
ters. Still, before its demise, with the possible exception of Evansville, the 
Garvey Movement played an important role in the lives of Ohio Valley 
blacks.95 

In 1920, William Ware of Cincinnati attended the first international 
convention of the Negro Peoples of the World in New York. Ware invited 
representatives of the UNIA to visit Cincinnati and form a chapter. The 
Garvey organization, Ware heralded, "would mean a new birth to the Ne
groes of Cincinnati:'96 Garvey visited Cincinnati in February 1921. In his 
Cincinnati speech, Garvey expounded his message of race pride: "To you 
colored men of Cincinnati and of the world!,) the Universal Negro Im
provement Association says get ready to build yourselves in Africa great 
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cities and set up a great nation. When you dol,] no man can tell you you 
cannot have a job in another nation. Otherwise you are going to ask him 
the reason why:'97 The UNIA soon reported a membership of eight thou
sand in Cincinnati.98 In Louisville, despite strong opposition from the 
NAACP, black newspaper editor I. Willis Cole and minister Rev. Andrew 
W. Thompson supported the Garvey Movement.99 In western Pennsyl
vania, more than twenty industrial communities witnessed the forma
tion of UNIA chapters and the outpouring of financial support for the 
organization's economic, social, and financial programs, including the 
Black Cross Navigation and Trading Company, the Colonization Fund, 
and the Black Star Line. When white workers attacked blacks in the city 
of Johnstown, Garvey criticized the city's public officials-the mayor, po
lice, and white workers.loo 

African American workers perceived the UNIA as an appropriate re
sponse to the rising tide of Klan terror in the region. With its emphasis 
on race pride and independence for people of African descent, the UNIA 

struck an exceedingly responsive chord in the hearts and minds of black 
workers. After hearing speeches by Marcus Garvey in Pittsburgh, unem
ployed steelworker Matthew Dempsey organized a UNIA chapter in 
Aliquippa, where the Klan had brazenly burned crosses, held marches, 
and delivered inflammatory speeches against blacks and immigrants. But 
Dempsey also hoped to use the UNIA to combat discriminatory hiring 
and lay-off practices in the steel industry.101 On one occasion, two steel 
company officials attended Garvey's talk at the Gospel Tabernacle audi
torium. Garvey spoke on the "fundamentals and principles of the UNIA" 

and "confined his talk to the social equality rights of the negro:' When 
Jones and Laughlin officials discovered the Garvey activities of steelwork
ers Matthew Dempsey and Joe Williams, they fired the two men and 
threatened to terminate others. Surveillance of Garveyites in Pittsburgh 
was part of the FBI's larger effort to kill the organization nationwide. lo2 

While some black clergymen actively discouraged their members 
from participating in the UNIA, some boldly supported the Garvey Move
ment. Reverend J.C.Austin of Ebenezer Baptist Church became the most 
prominent clergyman supporting the Garvey cause. He not only allowed 
members to use his church for meetings, but invited UNIA leaders to speak 
from his pulpit. In 1923, Austin delivered the opening address at the In
ternational Convention of the organization. According to the Negro World, 
the official organ of the UNIA, Austin "received a loud and enthusiastic 
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greeting" when he addressed the audience as "my beloved yoke fellows 
in tribulation and co-partners in this struggle for freedom and justice:'103 
The Rev. John Gibbs St. Clair Drake, originally from Barbados and pas
tor of Bethany Baptist Church in Pittsburgh, became an international 
organizer for the organization. Also supporting the UNIA in Pittsburgh 
was Rev. E.R. Bryant, pastor of the Braddock Park African Methodist 
Episcopal Zion Church. Despite advice from some of his fellow black cler
gymen to bar Garveyites, the minister at John Wesley AME Zion Church 
supported the activities of the UNIA and explained that, "if radicalism 
meant telling the truth, he was glad to have Garvey with him:' 104 Although 
the Garvey Movement would decline by the mid-1920s, it offered Afri
can American workers an alternative to the cross-class and interracial, but 
elite-dominated organizations like the Urban League, NAACP, and Repub
lican Party. 

Although the Garvey Movement symbolized increasing social stratifica
tion within the African American community, a variety of factors rein
forced cross-class alliances. Under the impact of wartime production, 
immigration-restriction legislation, and economic expansion, African 
Americans moved into Ohio Valley cities in growing numbers. Black men 
took new jobs in the industrial sector, supplemented by increasing num
bers of black women in domestic and personal service work. Despite 
strong demands for their labor during World War I and the mid-1920s, 
however, Mrican Americans faced stiff constraints on their lives at work 
and in the larger community life of Ohio Valley cities. Discriminatory 
employment and managerial, social welfare, and government policies lim
ited their access to housing, public accommodations, and places of lei
sure and culture. As a result, African Americans from different class 
backgrounds perceived racial inequality as evidence that blacks shared a 
common fate and that their class interests were closely intertwined with 
the imperatives of racial solidarity. The early years of the Great Depres
sion and New Deal would confirm their judgment. 
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African Americans, Depression, 
and World War II 

The Depression and World War II highlighted the tenuous economic 
foundation of African American communities in the Ohio Valley region. 
As elsewhere in urban America, black unemployment and suffering in
creased and greatly exceeded that of whites. The discriminatory lay-off 
and hiring policies of industrial firms ensured that African Americans 
would enter the unemployment lines earlier and remain there longer than 
their white counterparts. Franklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal would usher 
in greater protection for labor unions, relief for unemployed workers, and 
housing subsidies, but such programs were insufficient to erase dispari
ties between blacks and whites. In varying degrees, the discriminatory 
policies and practices of white employers, organized labor (particularly 
the AFL), and the state undermined the position of African American 
workers and their communities. 

Only during the labor shortages of World War II would Ohio Valley 
African Americans regain and expand their industrial foothold in the ur
ban economy. Whereas industrialists hired blacks primarily in general 
labor and custodial positions during World War I, they would now em
ploy blacks on skilled and semiskilled production jobs. Still, despite the 
labor demands of World War II serving as a catalyst for expanding op
portunities for black workers, only the mass mobilization of African 
Americans in the March on Washington Movement (MOWM) made such 
jobs a reality. As part of the MOWM, Ohio Valley blacks joined forces with 
African Americans from across the country and established the founda
tions for the rise of the Modern Civil Rights Movement. 
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Unemployment, Relief, and the Limits of the 
Early New Deal, 1929-35 
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The Great Depression gripped the entire nation. It brought mass suffer
ing to large sectors of the white as well as black population. By 1933, un
employment rose to about 25 percent of the labor force nationwide. The 
nation's income dropped by nearly 50 percent, forcing an estimated 20 
million Americans to seek public and private relief. I Despite the onset of 
hard times, however, southern blacks continued their trek from the ru
ral South to American cities, where the African American unemployment 
rate rose to over 50 percent, substantially above that of their white coun
terparts and over two times the national average. The percentage of blacks 
living in urban areas increased from just under 45 percent in 1930 to 
nearly 50 percent in 1940.2 

Ohio Valley cities absorbed a substantial proportion of Depression 
and World War II era black migration. Pittsburgh's black population in
creased from about 55,000 in 1930 to over 82,000 by war's end. Blacks 
increased their percentage of the city's total from 8.2 in 1930 to 9.3 in 
1940 and to over 12 percent during the war and early postwar years. Simi
larly, Cincinnati's African American population rose from nearly 48,000 
at the onset of the Depression to over 78,000 during World War II and 
its early aftermath; blacks also increased from about 11 to over 15 per
cent of the city's total. While Louisville's black population declined in ab
solute numbers and percent of the total during the Depression years, it 
experienced a revival in both numbers and proportion of the total dur
ing World War II. As during the 1920s, however, few blacks migrated to 
Evansville during the inter-World War years (see table 4). 

The persistence of black migration during the Great Depression in
tensified the impact of hard times on Ohio Valley blacks. As unemploy
ment escalated for Ohio Valley whites, it rose even higher for blacks. 
African Americans in Pittsburgh faced perhaps the most difficult time 
partly because of their extraordinary dependence on the heavy metal in
dustry. As early as 1928-29, the Pittsburgh Urban League had discour
aged black migration to the city, emphasizing "how difficult it is to find 
work in Pittsburgh today:' By 1931, while black men accounted for only 
7 percent of Allegheny County's male population, they made up 22 per
cent of the men seeking employment at the county's Emergency Asso-
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Table 4. African American Population in Ohio Valley Cities, 1930-1950 

1930 1940 1950 

No. % No. % No. % 

Pittsburgh 54,983 8.2 62,215 9.3 82,453 12.2 

Cincinnati 47,818 10.6 55,593 12.2 78,196 15.5 

Louisville 47,354 15.4 47,158 14.8 57,657 15.6 

Evansville 6,514 6.4 6,862 7.1 8,483 6.6 

Source: Fifteenth Census of U.S., vol. 3, pt. 2,1930 (Washington, D.C.: Government 
Printing Office, 1932); Sixteenth Census of the U.S., vol. 2, pt. 2,3,5, and 6, 1940 (Wash
ington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1952) 

ciation. In February 1934, African Americans made up 40 percent of the 
county's unemployed workers. Blacks also had over 43 percent of their 
numbers on relief compared to 15.7 percent for whites.3 

As the Depression spread, blacks who retained their jobs faced in
creasing racial discrimination, speed-ups, and insults on the job. In 1934, 
the Allegheny Steel Company in Brackenridge replaced its black workers 
with whites, arguing that black workers' gambling, bootlegging, and dis
turbances justified the decision. A Duquesne worker declared, "The col
ored has a hard way to go. They ... bawl you out and make you work 
fase'4 Black women continued to work mainly as maids, cooks, and laun
dresses, but the Depression weakened their access to these jobs, as em
ployers expressed a growing preference for white women. In a report to 
the national office, the Metropolitan YMCA of Pittsburgh acknowledged 
that: "The [black] girls from Centre Avenue (in the Hill District) felt the 
full brunt of the depression. Low pay, long hours, discrimination and the 
ever present formula 'last to be hired, first to be fired:"5 

If black steelworkers and their families faced the brunt of economic 
discrimination, their black Ohio Valley counterparts also faced dispro
portionate hardships. Although Cincinnati's diversified economic base 
and an aggressive public works program cushioned the early impact of 
the Depression on its workers, the city's unemployment rate rose to 19 
percent by May 1931, up from about 6 percent two years earlier. Over 
the next three years, the city's unemployment rose to 30 percent, with an-
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other 18 percent of the labor force holding part-time positions. For Cin
cinnati blacks, unemployment was much higher, about 54 percent in 
1933.6 According to an unemployment census of 12,000 unemployed 
workers in the city, blacks made up 25 percent of the total, although they 
constituted no more than about 10 percent of the population in 1930. 
Moreover, as in Pittsburgh, when white men lost their jobs and white 
women sought domestic service employment, this increased the difficul
ties of black women. In their "want ads:' Cincinnati employers repeat
edly expressed a preference for white women. By 1930, when asked if they 
would hire competent blacks if they could be found, 90 percent of Cin
cinnati employers said "no" or "refused to answer:' Black social worker 
Theodore Berry concluded that: "Employers were ... not interested in 
employment problems of the Negro .... there was not much desire to 
have Negro workers advance above a certain low level of occupations:'7 

Black men and women faced similar conditions in Evansville and 
Louisville. In 1934, an estimated one-third of Evansville's black families 
received relief, and African Americans made up over 10 percent of the 
city's total unemployment rate.8 In Louisville, many black men and 
women retained jobs in the domestic and personal service sectors at sig
nificantly less pay for the same work than their white counterparts. More
over, white workers often received vacations and time off for special 
occasions, but blacks were compelled to work without such consider
ations. When they complained of these inequities, they lost their jobs and 
faced even greater difficulties making ends meet. While some black men 
and women retained jobs in the city's clothing and tobacco industries, 
most Louisville industrialists excluded blacks from the higher-paying pro
duction jobs with better working conditions and shorter hours.9 

As elsewhere, from the early Depression years through the mid-1930s, 
Ohio Valley blacks justly complained that they received a "raw deal" rather 
than a "new deal" from their government, fellow citizens, and workers. 
After his election, FDR did little to build confidence among African 
Americans. The new president depended on southern segregationists to 
pass and implement his "New Deal" programs. Roosevelt opposed fed
eral anti-lynching legislation, prevented black delegations from visiting 
the White House, and refused to make civil rights and racial equity a pri
ority. He justified his actions on the grounds that he needed southern 
white support for his economic relief and recovery programs: the National 
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Recovery Administration (NRA), the Federal Emergency Relief Adminis
tration (FERA), and the Civilian Conservation Corps (ccc), among oth
ers.lO 

Federal officials rejected proposals from African Americans and 
their white allies to make racial discrimination in New Deal social pro
grams illegal. Federal legislation permitted state, county, and municipal 
authorities a great deal of autonomy in the implementation of New Deal 
measures. Thus, African Americans in the Ohio Valley and elsewhere con
fronted stiff racial barriers at the local level, where white employers and 
agency officials controlled the distribution of resources. African Ameri
cans repeatedly complained of their inability to secure relief. In Pittsburgh, 
when a father of six lost his job and sought relief in the city of Pittsburgh, 
relief officials denied his request. Only when he deserted his family, his 
wife reported, did she and the children receive aid. According to the 
woman's testimony, "He told me once that if he wasn't living at home 
the welfare people would help me and the kids, and maybe he just went 
away on that account:'l1 

African Americans not only faced discrimination in their efforts to 
obtain federal relief benefits, they also confronted racial bias in youth, 
housing, social security, and federal work programs as well. The CCc de
veloped along segregationist and unequal lines, the Federal Housing 
Administration refused to guarantee mortgages in racially integrated 
neighborhoods, and social security and NRA programs excluded general 
laborers and domestic service employees from its benefits. 12 Since the 
majority of blacks worked in jobs defined as unskilled, the minimum wage 
and hour codes had little meaning, especially for African American 
women. When lower hour and higher wage provisions did cover jobs oc
cupied by blacks, some employers paid whites the higher wage, while re
taining blacks at the old lower wage scale. In Cincinnati, as Raymond 
Wolters notes, one of the city's major chain drugstores "refused to increase 
the wages of colored girls doing the same work as white girls whose wages 
were increased:'13 

On the other hand, Section 7a of the NRA gave labor the right to or
ganize and bargain collectively with employers. When the U.S. Supreme 
Court declared NRA unconstitutional in 1935, Congress quickly passed 
the Wagner Labor Relations Act and set up the National Labor Relations 
Board to protect the collective bargaining rights of workers. Such New 
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Deal labor legislation enabled organized white workers to strengthen their 
hand in the struggle with employers. At the same time, it also buttressed 
their efforts to exclude blacks. African American workers, the NAACP, and 
the National Urban League protested the exclusion of unskilled and semi
skilled workers and proposed a nondiscriminatory clause in the new 
Wagner Labor Relations Act, but white labor leaders defeated the mea
sure. According to Wagner's assistant, Leon Keyserling, "The American 
Federation of Labor fought bitterly to eliminate this clause and much 
against his will Senator Wagner had to consent to elimination in order 
to prevent scuttling of the entire bill:' 14 

Thus, New Deal labor laws reinforced racial restrictions on black 
workers, including the all-black Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters. AFL 

Unions continued to use a variety of formal and informal procedures to 
exclude, segregate, and/or subordinate African Americans within the la
bor movement. At the 1934 national convention of the AFL, black work
ers escalated their fight against such discriminatory practices, including 
pickets and banners reading "Labor Cannot Be Free While Black Labor 
Is Enslaved:' 15 Given their uphill struggle during the early New Deal years, 
it is not surprising that some blacks dubbed the NRA, the "Negro Run 
Around:' "Negroes Ruined Again:' and "Negro Rarely Allowed:' 16 

As in previous years, Ohio Valley blacks devised a variety of strate
gies for dealing with hard times. Almost from the outset, when lay-offs 
started and some companies cut wages, some black workers joined Un
employment Councils, sometimes spearheaded by the Communist Party 
(cp), to gain necessary relief. Under the pressure of such councils, some 
companies issued food baskets, but insisted that workers sign forms 
promising to repay upon the return of good times. Along with such com
pany assistance, black workers also depended on the earnings of their 
wives and children; cultivated gardens, hunted, and fished; took in board
ers and held "rent parties"; and, as alluded to above, turned to private 
social welfare agencies as well as to their own community institutions
churches, fraternal orders, and mutual benefit societies. Some blacks re
lied exclusively on the underground economy. In their interviews with 
steelworkers in Homestead, historians John Hinshaw and Judith Modell 
discovered that one black worker, Jim, "did not get a job in the mill-he 
did not indicate how hard or if he tried-but instead survived on a vari
ety oflegal, semi-legal, and illegal activities which rose and declined along 
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with the fortunes of the mill:'17 Unlike the pre-Depression years, how
ever, federally funded public welfare programs would now playa key role 
in African American strategies for making ends meet. 

Toward a New Deal for Blacks, 1935-39 

Despite the significance of such family and community strategies, only 
the gradual extension of New Deal work and social welfare programs 
brought substantial relief to Ohio Valley blacks. From the mid-1930s 
through 1939, African Americans gained increasing access to the benefits 
of New Deal programs and gradually shifted their assessment of FDR and 
the Democratic Party. In Evansville, the WPA became the principal em
ployer of black workers and offered important social services-a nurs
ery school, adult education classes, vocational training, school lunch 
programs, and a low-income public housing project, Lincoln Gardens, 
which opened in 1938. In Pittsburgh, unemployed black steelworkers 
gained increasing access to employment in ccc camps and on WPA 

projects. By 1937, Pittsburgh blacks made up less than 10 percent of the 
population, but accounted for 23 percent of all emergency workers. At 
the same time, in Allegheny County, black males made up 6 percent of 
the male population, but 20 percent of workers on WPA. 18 

As suggested by Evansville's Lincoln Gardens, Ohio Valley blacks also 
gradually gained access to federally-funded low-income housing. African 
Americans gained access to Lincoln Court in Cincinnati and Bedford 
Dwellings, Addison Terrace, Allequippa Terrace, and Wadsworth Terrace 
in Pittsburgh. For its part, the city of Louisville also constructed low-in
come housing projects, officially segregated by race. As historian George 
Blakey put it, public housing projects in Louisville and other Kentucky 
cities "were segregated by race and income, sequestered in blighted ar
eas, stigmatized by purpose and appearance, the apartments were none
theless more desirable than what applicants had been accustomed to:'19 

The growing participation of Ohio Valley blacks in New Deal social 
programs was part of a larger national process. As the federal government 
took responsibility for the social welfare of American citizens, it helped 
to change the terms of the African American struggle for social justice. 
By 1939, African Americans nationwide had increased their share of New 
Deal social programs and improved their socioeconomic conditions. In
come from various New Deal work and relief programs nearly equaled 
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A 1951 view of Pittsburgh's low-income public housing, Terrace Village, 
in the background on the hill. Carnegie Library, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 
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the income that African Americans received from private employment. 
Between 1935 and 1938, for example, African Americans increased their 
percentage on ccc projects from less than 6 to 11 percent. African Ameri
cans also occupied about one-third of all low-income Public Works Ad
ministration (PWA) housing units, and benefited from a growing share 
ofWPA educational and cultural programs. African Americans in the Ohio 
Valley could now join blacks in Chicago and elsewhere who praised the 
New Deal as "a godsend."20 

The shifting relationship between blacks and the New Deal was not 
simply a matter of the government's changing attitude toward the social 
welfare of "all Americans:' It also responded to the escalating activities 
of the Communist and Socialist parties, the rise of a new mass-based la
bor movement, and the growing political organization and conscious
ness of blacks themselves. As an unpopular minority, the Communist 
Party was especially eager to attract black members. Its activities on be
half of African Americans, particularly southern blacks, attracted the 
growing and favorable attention of blacks across the country. The influ
ence of the Communist Party was most apparent in its defense of the 
Scottsboro Boys of Alabama, nine young black men unjustly accused of 
raping a white woman and summarily sentenced to death.21 

Only after World War II was the last defendant released, but the 
Communist Party (cp) had demonstrated its willingness to confront ra
cial and class injustice and received substantial support among African 
Americans. In the early phases of the case, when the NAACP and the Pitts
burgh Courier, one of the organization's staunchest supporters, refused 
to cooperate with the CP, local and national readers of the paper "showed 
a noticeable lack of both confidence and patience:'22 The Chicago De
fender, the nation's largest black weekly, the Atlanta World, the Amsterdam 
News, the Baltimore Afro-American, and other black weeklies endorsed 
the party's national and international campaign to free the young men, 
urging organs of black public opinion and the NAACP to do the same.23 

Although few Ohio Valley blacks actually joined the CP, those who 
did made a lasting impression on their white comrades. During the early 
Depression years, Ernest McKinney, the grandson of an active member 
of the United Mine Workers of America (UMW), joined a splinter group 
of the CP and participated in demonstrations on behalf of unemployed 
workers in Pittsburgh. Originally from Chattanooga, Tennessee, Ben Car
eathers, another black communist, had migrated to Pittsburgh before 
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World War I. In succession he worked as a janitor and helper on the rail
roads, opened an upholstery shop, and joined the Socialist and then the 
Communist Party by the early 1930s. He also participated in the cp's un
employed councils. Black pullman porter William Scarville also joined 
the party in Pittsburgh and became well known in the circle of white com
munists in western Pennsylvania. As the Croatian immigrant communist 
Steve Nelson recalled: 

One of the things about the Pittsburgh Party that impressed me most was the 
small group of black Communists there. The most popular figure was William 
Scarville, a well-known activist in the Pullman Porters Union and a veteran So
cialist and IWW organizer. His friend and constant companion was a white worker 
by the name of Smith, another former Socialist, with whom he shared an apart
ment. It was the first time I had seen comradeship across racial lines. Scarville 
was a striking figure-he was over six feet tall, had shining gray hair, and always 
wore an immaculate suit, white shirt, tie, and polished shoes. He had a quiet sort 
of dignity that inspired admiration in you the first time you met him. He was a 
favorite at Party and YWL educationals not only because he knew how to pepper 
his presentations with anecdotes about what went on during the night on the 
train but also because of his remarkable facility for demonstrating complicated 
concepts with living examples .... It was out of respect for workers like Scarville 
that young Communists in Pittsburgh developed a fuller understanding of rac
ism.24 

As suggested by the experiences of William Scarville, Ben Careathers, and 
Ernest McKinney, the Communist and Socialist parties facilitated the 
emergence of closer and more cooperative relations between black and 
white workers. Under the impact of New Deal labor legislation, the la
bor movement escalated but soon split over the efficacy of industrial ver
sus craft unionism. When national black labor and civil rights leaders 
failed to persuade the AFL to drop racial barriers in constituent unions, 
they supported the insurgent movement of John 1. Lewis's Committee 
for Industrial Organization (later named the Congress of Industrial Or
ganizations in 1936).25 

Impatient with the exclusionary policies of the AFL, the Committee 
for Industrial Organization (CIa) broke from the AFL at the 1935 con
vention. Under the leadership of John 1. Lewis, head of the United Mine 
Workers of America, the CIa embarked upon an aggressive organizing 
drive. The CIa criticized both the craft and racial exclusiveness of the AFL 

and pushed for a multiracial movement that cut across craft and skill lines, 
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bringing blacks and whites, skilled and unskilled, together in one huge 
industrial organization. The CIO immediately targeted large mass pro
duction industries like transportation, steel, auto, rubber, meatpacking, 
and others that the AFL showed little interest in organizing. Learning from 
its experience in interracial organizing in the coalfields of the South, the 
UMW made a firm commitment to organize black and white workers. 
Following the "UMW Formula:' the CIO soon launched the Steel Work
ers Organizing Committee (SWOc), the Packinghouse Workers Organiz
ing Committee (PWOc), and the United Automobile Workers (UAW). In 
each case, the union appealed to black organizations like the NAACP and 
the National Urban League, employed black organizers, placed African 
Americans in key union offices, and advocated an end to racially biased 
pay scales.26 

Moreover, under the prodding of black labor leaders like A. Philip 
Randolph, competition from the emerging CIO, and company resistance 
to Section 7a, AFL unions also recognized the growing importance of re
cruiting black workers into their ranks. Even before the emergence of 
the CIO, the AFL's Amalgamated Association of Iron and Steel Workers 
(AAISW) had responded to steel companies' union-breaking efforts by 
gradually accepting blacks into the union. These efforts helped to estab
lish a foundation for the organizing drives of the CIO during the mid- to 
late 1930s.27 

The CIO soon spread into all Ohio Valley cities. A strong UAW-CIO 
union emerged at the Chrysler plant in Evansville, where blacks became 
members and officers in the organization.28 In 1937, the CIO opened an 
office in Louisville and made plans to intensify its southern campaign. 
The CIO also gradually gained a footing in Cincinnati, where the UAW 
fought bitter battles with the entrenched AFL.29 Although blacks became 
members and even officers of CIO locals in these cities, rank-and-file white 
resistance persisted as a major obstacle to their advancement. In Evans
ville, as Darrel Bigham concludes: "Rank-and-file members of Local No. 
705, many of whom were Kentuckians, were generally hostile to blacks:' 
Similarly, in a visit to Louisville in September 1937, journalist George S. 
Schuyler of the Pittsburgh Courier reported that Louisville was "a typical 
anti-CIO town, where union labor has never had much of a foothold:' 
Schuyler also talked to Peter Campell, the former AFL official who now 
headed the Louisville office of the CIO. He described Campell as, "the first 
big CIO official I've met who seemed to be completely steeped in the tra-
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ditions of the Old South so far as Negroes are concerned." For its part, 
Cincinnati also developed and retained a reputation as a strong anti
union city. It was in Cincinnati that "Hate Strikes" against black workers 
would erupt during World War IUo 

The new labor movement gained its strongest support in the Pitts
burgh region. Steel Workers Organizing Committee (SWOc) leaders wel
comed socialists and communist organizers, who promised to separate 
their "politics" from CIO activities. As noted above, the socialists and com
munists had already demonstrated their commitment to organizing the 
mass production industries. By the early 1930s, for example, the com
munists had formed the Steel and Metal Workers Industrial Union and 
the socialists had initiated the National Unemployed League. When SWOC 

turned to these parties for organizers, it recruited two black organizers 
from the Pittsburgh district, Careathers and McKinney.31 

In addition to black communists like Careathers and McKinney, 
black coal miners like Milford Peter Jackson also played an important role 
in early organizing efforts among black steelworkers, but rank-and-file 
black steelworkers soon played the major part in organizing their own 
numbers. The four Taylor brothers at McKees Rocks, Rev. Fletcher Will
iamson and Rev. John McLaurin at Duquesne, John Thornton in the Bea
ver Valley, and Jim Downing, Jeff Phelps, Frank Senson, Sam Jackson, and 
Bartow Tipper at Aliquippa all helped to organize their fellow black steel
workers. Black steelworkers also acquired positions as first vice president 
and sometimes as president of steelworker unions. In 1937, for example, 
black and white unionists elected a black puddler, Hunter Horvell, presi
dent at Penn Iron and Steel Company in Tarentum.32 

Black organizers not only encountered substantial resistance from 
steel companies, including violent attacks by mill police and hired hands; 
they faced entrenched and justified skepticism from many black work
ers, who often responded to organizers with statements like: "I've never 
seen a union mean anything to a Negro yet:' One steelworker retorted, 
"The CIO wants black employees to join a union where we would be com
pelled to pay monthly dues and get absolutely nothing in return." Some 
blacks believed that a closed CIO shop would mean "our race closed out:' 
Others came close to perceiving the CIO in the same terms as the com
pany union: it "doesn't mean us any good."33 

Despite justified skepticism toward the labor movement, under the 
leadership of black organizers, growing numbers of black workers entered 
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the "house of labor:' In NLRB elections, most black workers supported 
the new unions and helped to inaugurate a new era of interracial union
ism. On 17 March 1937, for example, Carnegie Illinois Steel signed a con
tract with SWOC. Jones and Laughlin and Crucible Steel soon followed. 
The new agreements increased wages and established an eight-hour day, 
forty-hour week, and a week of paid vacation for black and white work
ers with five years' employment with the firm. In addition to establish
ing grievance procedures to address issues of unfair firing and other 
mistreatment, the contract stipulated that seniority rather than color 
would govern promotions and lay-offs. By 1939, significant numbers 
of black steelworkers believed that the union would curb the abuses of 
foremen and give them "the same job as the white man if they are quali
fied to do the work:'34 

As black workers developed stronger ties to organized labor, they ce
mented even stronger links with middle-class black business and profes
sional people. As the Depression undercut the position of black workers, 
the black middle class also suffered. More so than in the 1920s, however, 
the African American middle class and elites now supported the partici
pation of black workers in the labor movement as consistent with their 
own interests. As early as 1933, attorney Homer Brown served as presi
dent of the Pittsburgh NAACP and increased the organization's support 
of black workers and labor issues. By 1934, the National Urban League 
(NUL) had not only endorsed the industrial union movement, but estab
lished workers' councils to facilitate movement of blacks into unions. In 
Pittsburgh, the Urban League's Workers Council endorsed the Amalgam
ated Association, when it shifted toward a nondiscriminatory policy to
ward black workers. With the emergence of the CIO, the NUL soon assisted 
the organizing campaigns of SWOC.35 

The National Negro Congress (NNC) symbolized growing cross-class 
African American support for the labor movement. A confederation of 
organizations seeking equal treatment for blacks in New Deal programs, 
the NNC emerged following a conference at Howard University in 1935. 
Under the leadership of A. Philip Randolph, who became president of 
the organization; Ralph Bunche, a political scientist at Howard; and John 
P. Davis, head of the Joint Committee on National Recovery; the NNC 

adopted unionization of black workers as a major objective. It offered 
detailed recommendations to the SWOC leadership on ways to reach black 
workers including the use of black as well as white organizers and edu-
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cational campaigns in black newspapers, churches, and other commu
nity organizations.36 

In 1936, the Pittsburgh NNC and CIO sponsored a conference that 
not only included national leaders like T. Arnold Hill of the Urban League 
and A. Philip Randolph of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, but 
Robert 1. Vann, editor of the Pittsburgh Courier; Bishop William J. Walls 
of the Allegheny Annual Conference of the AME Zion Church; and Rev. 
T. J. King, pastor of Ebenezer Baptist Church. Black religious leaders of
fered their churches as a base for organizing black workers and promot
ing their movement into unions. For his part, Robert 1. Vann "pledged 
the full support of the Pittsburgh Courier to the steel drive and declared 
that it would expose in its pages those Negroes who betrayed the best in
terests of their people by supporting the bosses:'37 

Participation in the labor movement reinforced the political mobi
lization of the black community and strengthened its role in the New 
Deal coalition. Ohio Valley blacks participated in the gradual reorienta
tion of African American politics from the Republican to the Democratic 
Party. As early as 1932, Robert Vann urged blacks to abandon the party 
of Lincoln. His editorial words are now staples in historical accounts of 
black politics during the period. "My friends:' he said, "go turn Lincoln's 
picture to the wall. That debt is paid in full:'38 David Lawrence, state chair
man of the Democratic Party and leader of the Pittsburgh political orga
nization, soon echoed Vann's words. In a 1933 speech to a black audience, 
Lawrence complained that every year the Republican Party "collected its 
reward from the colored people for the Emancipation Proclamation:' but 
offered little in return. In 1933, according to the City County Colored 
Democratic Committee, African Americans made up 16 percent of the 
popular vote, but received only 180 patronage jobs, compared to 600 for 
the Italians and 720 for the Jews, who, respectively, made up 9 and 10 
percent of the city's popular vote. Vann became an active supporter of 
the Democratic Party and played an important role in the party's national 
effort to attract black voters. His growing support of the labor movement 
was also closely interconnected with his new alliance with the Democratic 
Party.39 By the mid-1930s, nearly forty-five blacks held appointments in 
various New Deal agencies and cabinet departments, including Robert 
1. Vann in the office of the Attorney General. The "Black Cabinet:' as these 
black advisers were called, enabled African Americans to improve their 
position in a variety of New Deal programs.40 
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Mary McLeod Bethune became the most influential of the New 
Deal black advisors. Founder of Bethune-Cookman College in Florida, 
she headed the Negro Division of the National Youth Administration. 
Bethune's role in the New Deal coalition suggests that black women as 
well as men helped to shape Depression-era black politics. In Pittsburgh, 
Daisy Lampkin increased her role as a stellar example of black female 
participation in the political life of the Ohio Valley. Lampkin served as 
vice president of the Pittsburgh Courier Publishing Company and was 
also on the staff of the Pittsburgh Urban League and the NAACP. She also 
served as regional and national field secretaries of the NAACP during the 
period. As historian Edna McKenzie notes, "Daisy Lampkin's role as a so
cial and political activist, though frequently overlooked, was a fundamen
tal part of the black struggle for full citizenship:' Other black women also 
played a heretofore little-acknowledged role in the political life of the re
gion. In 1930, for example, Evansville educator and club woman Sallie 
Wyatt Stewart became president of the National Association of Colored 
Women and soon received an invitation to attend the White House Con
ference on Children,4l 

As elsewhere, however, only gradually did Ohio Valley blacks make 
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the transition to the Democratic Party. Attorney and civil rights activist 
Homer S. Brown symbolized the shift of Pittsburgh's black community 
to the Democratic Party and the New Deal coalition. In the election of 
1934, Brown became the first black nominated on both the Republican 
and Democratic tickets for the state legislature. A graduate of the Uni
versity of Pittsburgh Law School, Brown won the election and became 
one of five black legislators in the state as well as the second black to be 
elected by the city's black electorate in the Third and Fifth Wards. Al
though Brown ran as an independent and won, a new state law required 
that he declare his party. He soon declared himself a Democrat and joined 
forces with the New Deal coalition in the state. As a representative of the 
city's Hill District, Brown allied with Democratic Governor George Earle 
and pushed for a «Little New Deal for Pennsylvania" and its black citi
zens, particularly black workers.42 When the state legislature passed the 
McGinnis Labor Relations bill, which sanctioned the provisions of the 
Wagner Act at the state level, Brown did what national leaders had failed 
to do: he obtained an amendment that penalized unions that excluded 
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members on the basis of color or race. Although the AFL put up a vigor
ous fight to defeat the amendment, the Brown provision gained support 
from the CIO and passed into law in May 1937. Brown's tenure in the state 
legislature not only reinforced the struggle for black workers' rights at 
the workplace, but also in the larger community. In 1935, Pennsylvania 
passed and enacted a Civil Rights law, strengthening the ban on racial 
segregation in public accommodations.43 

C. Eubanks Tucker, a lawyer and bishop in the African Methodist 
Episcopal Church, spearheaded the black transition to the Democratic 
Party in Louisville. He joined Louisville's Democratic Party in 1933 and 
helped Democrats gain control of municipal government for the first time 
since their ouster in the aftermath of World War I. Although Tucker ran 
for the state legislature on the Democratic ticket in the predominantly 
black 58th District, he lost to a black Republican, attorney Charles W. 
Anderson. Still, the black Democrat's challenge to the party of Lincoln 
encouraged white Republicans to endorse a black for elective office for 
the first time in the city's history.44 In the presidential election of 1936, 
Cincinnati blacks, concentrated mainly in Ward 16, returned 65 percent 
of their vote to FDR compared to only about 29 percent in 1932.45 In 1935, 
Evansville blacks joined African Americans from across the state and 
formed the Indiana Negro Democratic Central Committee, and delivered 
75 percent of their votes to FDR in the election of 1936.46 

By 1939, African Americans had gained access to much-needed so
cial welfare services. They had also strengthened their position in the 
house of labor and joined FDR's Democratic coalition. Additionally, the 
U.S. Supreme Court gradually shifted its position in cases involving race 
and issues of social justice. In a 1938 Kentucky case the court noted the 
systematic exclusion of blacks from jury service and overturned the con
viction of a black man accused of murder. Over the next three years, the 
U.S. Supreme Court also strengthened the economic position of African 
AmericansY It upheld the right of African Americans to boycott busi
nesses that discriminated in their employment practices. As such, it le
gitimated the emergence of black "Don't Buy Where You Can't Work" 
campaigns during the early years of the Depression.48 It also upheld the 
elimination of unequal black and white teacher salaries in Norfolk, Vir
ginia, which had profound implications for the large numbers of black 
teachers in the Louisville public schools and the gradual employment of 
black teachers in Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, and Evansville.49 In short, by the 
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time of America's entrance into World War II, the U.S. Supreme Court 
had responded to the increasing political activism of blacks and their 
white allies and slowly undermined the historical Plessy v Ferguson (1896) 
decision, which mandated a "separate but equal" society for blacks and 
whites. 50 

Despite such achievements and benefits, Ohio Valley African Ameri
cans faced continuing constraints on their efforts to improve their posi
tion. By decade's end, they remained disproportionately unemployed and 
on relief compared to their white counterparts. While CIO unions such 
as SWOC had brought growing numbers of blacks into their ranks, the 
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AFL unions remained recalcitrant and resisted efforts to improve the po
sition of black workers.51 

Moreover, although African Americans gained access to much
needed low-income housing projects, such housing came at a tremen
dous cost. Under the "neighborhood composition rule:' federal housing 
authorities mandated racial segregation and reinforced the residential 
segregation of blacks and whites in the urban environment. Federal hous
ing programs also required the demolition of old structures, predomi
nantly dwellings occupied by black families, without adequate provisions 
for replacement units. Thus, federal housing authorities now joined state 
and local real estate agencies, financial institutions, and white home-own
ers in relegating African Americans to the bottom of the urban housing 
market. 

For example, under the leadership of the Better Housing League, Cin
cinnati acquired federal aid, demolished old buildings, and constructed 
new low-income housing units. By late 1934, the city had demolished 
more than 1,169 residential structures. Although the demolished units 
had sheltered over 3,514 families, disproportionately African Americans, 
the city's redevelopment plan omitted the lower West End, which included 
census tract 5, which was over 95 percent black and the locale of the worst 
housing, health, and sanitary conditions in the city. Authorities classified 
West End housing as unfit for human occupancy, very bad, bad, and only 
occasionally fair. 52 

When Cincinnati finally constructed its public housing under the 
PWA, it allocated fourteen hundred units for white families and only six 
hundred for black families. Making matters worse, when the city sought 
land to build black units, white resistance led to the redesignation of the 
proposed units as "all-white." Only black protests secured a portion of 
the units for African Americans on a segregated basis. When the city fi
nally established Lincoln Court under the Housing Act of 1937, the 
project was insufficient to meet the needs of the city's poorest blacks; it 
provided a net increase of thirty-eight units for the displacement of 1,030 
black families. 

At the same time, Cincinnati's small coterie of black homeowners, 
particularly those in the Lincoln Heights area, complained of neglect. 
Their areas lacked sufficient city services, including fire and police pro
tection, paved streets, lighting, plumbing, and sewage disposal. By 1939, 
black homeowners in Lincoln Heights petitioned the county to become 
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an independent municipality. Before black homeowners could improve 
their housing and before displaced black families could occupy new low
income housing units, Ohio Valley blacks and the nation faced the labor 
demands of World War II. Priority now shifted to the recruitment of war 
workers.53 

World War II, 1940-45 

Only the advent of World War II returned blacks to full employment in 
the Ohio Valley region. The production demands of World War II not 
only brought about reemployment of unemployed blacks, but the recruit
ment of new southern blacks. Under the impact of wartime labor de
mands and the labor recruitment activities of the U.s. Employment 
Service, the War Production Board, and the War Manpower Commission, 
African Americans migrated from southern farms and small towns to the 
industrial centers in increasing numbers. The acceleration of technologi
cal changes in southern agriculture and New Deal agricultural programs 
also fueled the process. As southern farmers turned toward the use of me
chanical cotton pickers and tractors, and federal aid was used to drive 
cotton prices up, black agricultural workers found it even more difficult 
to make a living. Nearly 1.6 million blacks left the South during the 1940s. 
As their numbers increased, so did racial violence in the major indus
trial centers of the nation.54 

Even more so than during World War I, African Americans resolved 
to fight white violence and social injustice. Their determination received 
potent reinforcement and inspiration from the Pittsburgh Courier's 
"Double V" campaign for victory at home and abroad.55 In a survey of 
black wartime opinion in Cincinnati and Baltimore, the Office of War 
Information reported growing dissatisfaction and militancy among black 
workers. African Americans in the two cities highlighted police brutality 
as a major grievance that they hoped to rectify: "One thing they could 
stop-the white cops from arresting colored people and beating them 
with their guns. You could just turn around and chop their heads off ... 
the other day they run a black boy in here-they knew that they had him. 
After they had him they took their guns and beat him .... If I'd had a 
bomb I would have tried my best to blow them to hell:' Police brutality 
underlay an increasing demand for black policemen who could arrest 
whites as well as blacks. 56 
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The "Fighters:' a wartime baseball team at the Chrysler Corporation in 
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The treatment of blacks in the military also fueled African Ameri
can anger and resolve to combat social injustice at home as well as abroad. 
One black mill worker pinpointed a galling contradiction in the nation's 
war against Fascism: "You would think that when you get in the Army 
and show that you want to help fight this war they would treat you all 
right, but they don't. The officers will call you nigger and treat you any 
kind of way and in some of these southern towns the white people will 
beat you up." When Ernest E. Trimble, an FEPC investigator, arrived in 
Cincinnati in September 1943, he heard rumors that "Negroes had orga
nized what were called 'pusher clubs; designed to push whites off the 
trolleys and buses." Although Trimble found little corroboration of the 
"pusher clubs;' many employers feared that "a race riot might easily de
velop:' An NAACP official warned: "White people are sitting on a powder 
keg ... blind to what is developing. I expect to see race riots flare up all 
over the country unless something is done to give the Negro a real op
portunity in this war effort:'57 

Although largescale race riots did not erupt in Ohio Valley cities as 
they did in Detroit, Harlem, and elsewhere during the period, racial ten-
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sions, discrimination, and segregation nonetheless escalated. In a letter 
to the Homestead Daily Messenger, a black soldier from Pittsburgh com
plained of on- and off-base discrimination at a southern military instal
lation. The black soldier not only faced harassment from local whites, but 
confronted racial segregation on public transportation facilities as well 
as in hotels, theaters, restaurants, and other places of amusement and 
business. The editor of the Daily Messenger articulated the black soldier's 
frustration: "These boys, whether white or black, are Americans. They are 
willing and eager to take up arms so that freedom and democracy may 
come through victoriously against our enemies. Yet, how much freedom 
and how democratic are southern states when they tell these boys they 
must not do this or that for if they will be fined:' A subsequent letter to 
the editor suggested that racial conflict also "steamed" up and down "in 
the city's schools of Pittsburgh and on the streets of Homestead:' Afri
can Americans lodged increasing complaints of police brutality, intimi
dation, and segregation in the residential, social, and institutional life of 
the region.58 

Racial conflict gained potent manifestation in the wartime housing 
market. In June 1944, when two black families occupied a home in the 
Mt. Adams area of Cincinnati, a mob of some fifty to one hundred 
men and boys stoned the home, destroying all the doors and windows. 
Described as the "first Negro residents" on the street, the family had to 
vacate their home and flee for their lives. When a white female neigh
bor publicly criticized whites for their actions, several hundred whites 
marched to her home and hung an effigy of the woman. In Pittsburgh, 
while the Hill District (particularly the Third and Fifth Wards) would con
tinue its trajectory toward a predominantly black community, most black 
newcomers crowded into the Beltzhoover area on the city's Southside, 
where housing was poor for whites and even more so for blacks. By the 
end of World War II, the percentage of Pittsburgh housing described as 
substandard stood at 30 percent for all black units compared to 12.3 per
cent for white ones. At about the same time, nearly 98 percent of Lower 
Hill residents rented their homes compared to about 75 percent in the 
Polish Hill area and just over 50 percent for Italians in Bloomfield. These 
discrepancies were also apparent in the surrounding steel towns.59 

Mill expansion projects aggravated the housing problems of African 
Americans. In Homestead, most blacks lived in the path of company plans 
to add several openhearth furnaces, a plate mill, and a forge and machine 
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shop to its operations. In January 1942, the company demolished more 
than 60 percent of the twelve hundred homes in the area and only about 
10 percent of the ten thousand residents of the area remained. Similarly, 
in Duquesne, African Americans in the town's Castle Garden commu
nity stood in the path of plans to add three electric furnaces, a condi
tioning plant, and a heat-treating mill. An estimated 2,900 people lost 
their homes to make room for plant expansion. The displacement of black 
workers from these areas placed tremendous pressure on the existing 
housing market. Although the emergence of federally funded public hous
ing projects, discussed above, alleviated some of the housing problems 
of blacks in Pittsburgh and other Ohio Valley cities, they also reinforced 
racial segregation and inequality in the housing market.60 

Ohio Valley blacks responded to wartime injustices by joining 
African Americans in the national March on Washington Movement 
(MOWM). They perceived national organization as not only the key to 
fighting economic injustice, but the key to social justice in the larger com
munity life of the region and nation.61 Under the leadership of A. Philip 
Randolph of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters(BSCP), the MOWM 

emerged in 1941 following a meeting of civil rights groups in Chicago. 
The critical moment came when a black woman angrily addressed the 
chair: "Mr. Chairman ... we ought to throw 50,000 Negroes around 
the White House, bring them from all over the country, in jalopies, in 
trains and any way they can get there, and throw them around the White 
House and keep them there until we can get some action from the White 
House:'62 A. Philip Randolph not only seconded the proposal but offered 
himself and the BSCP as leaders: "I agree with the sister. I will be very 
happy to throw [in] my organization's resources and offer myself as a 
leader of such a movement:'63 

By early June, the MOWM had established march headquarters in Har
lem, Brooklyn, Washington, D. c., Pittsburgh, Detroit, Chicago, St. Louis, 
and San Francisco. The movement spread through the major rail centers 
and soon joined forces with local NAACP and Urban League chapters, 
churches, and fraternal orders. The Black Worker, the official organ of the 
BSCP became the official newspaper of the MOWM. The paper's May is
sue reprinted the official call to march: "We call upon you to fight for 
jobs in National Defense. We call upon you to struggle for the integra
tion of Negroes in the armed forces ... of the Nation .... We call upon 
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you to demonstrate for the abolition of Jim Crowism in all Government 
departments and defense employment. ... The Federal Government can
not with clear conscience call upon private industry and labor unions to 
abolish discrimination based upon race and color so long as it practices 
discrimination itself against Negro Americans."64 

The MOWM helped to mobilize the masses of black working people 
as well as the middle and upper classes. According to Randolph, "The 
March on Washington Movement is essentially a movement of the people. 
It is all Negro and pro-Negro, but not for that reason anti-white or anti
Semitic, or anti-Catholic, or anti-foreign, or anti-labor. Its major weapon 
is the non-violent demonstration of Negro mass power:'65 Randolph fur
ther stated: "It was apparent ... that some unusual, bold and gigantic 
effort must be made to awaken the American people and the President 
of the Nation to the realization that the Negroes were the victims of sharp 
and unbearable oppression, and that the fires of resentment were flam
ing higher and higher:' Though the MOWM welcomed liberal white sup
port, Randolph insisted that African Americans lead the movement. 
Randolph was wary of the labor movement, the major political parties, 
and the growing communist influence in black organizations like the Na
tional Negro Congress (NNC). When the Communist Party gained con
trol of the NNC in early 1940, Randolph resigned from the presidency and 
soon left the organization.66 

Although Roosevelt resisted the movement as long as he could, the 
MOWM finally produced results. Roosevelt met with black leaders A. Philip 
Randolph and Walter White of the NAACP on 18 June 1941. A week later, 
24 June 1941, FDR issued Executive Order 8802, banning racial discrimi
nation in government employment, defense industries, and training 
programs. The order also established the Fair Employment Practices 
Committee (FEPC) to implement its provisions. The government empow
ered FEPC to receive, investigate, and address complaints of racial dis
crimination in the defense program.67 

Executive Order 8802 proved to be a turning point in African Ameri
can history. It linked blacks in the Ohio Valley and elsewhere even more 
closely to the Democratic Party and helped to transform the federal gov
ernment into a significant ally. It also helped to strengthen the bond be
tween black workers and organized labor. While the AFL unions and the 
railroad brotherhoods did much to hamper this process, the unions of 
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the Congress of Industrial Organizations often supported the FEPC claims 
of black workers and helped them to break the job ceiling. At its annual 
convention in 1941, for example, the CIO denounced racial discrimina
tion as a "direct attack against our nation's policy to build democracy in 
our fight against Hitlerism:' A year later, the organization established its 
own Committee to Abolish Racial Discrimination and urged its affiliates 
to support national policy against discrimination: "When a decision to 
employ minority group workers is made, the union must be prepared to 
stand behind it."68 

Ohio Valley African Americans used the FEPC to broaden their par
ticipation in the war effort, but it was a slow process. Although the gov
ernment trained an estimated 118,000 blacks in industrial, professional, 
and clerical jobs in 1941, by the end of 1942 only a small percentage had 
obtained employment in defense industries. Industrial firms in the North 
and South dragged their feet on the implementation of fair employment 
practices. In 1942, according to the report of the Pennsylvania Tempo
rary Commission on the Urban Conditions among Negroes, 50 percent 
of Pittsburgh firms barred blacks from employment or relegated them 
to the lowest rungs of their employment ladder. By war's end, nearly 40 
percent of all Allegheny County employers continued to bar black appli
cants. Some of the firms included metal industries. After Superior, 
Columbia, Bethlehem, and other area steel plants turned down black ap
plicants in 1942, the Pittsburgh Urban League lamented that "there are 
still plants in this area which refuse to hire Negroes even at common la
bor:'69 In Cincinnati, FEPC investigators cited the Crosley Radio Corpo
ration, the Formica Insulation Company, the American Can Company 
(which produced machine gun shells during the war), Victor Electron
ics, the Baldwin Company, and the Streitmann Biscuit Company (which 
packed food for the military), among others, for racial discrimination in 
their employment practices. Upon completing his survey of Cincinnati 
firms in 1943, investigator Ernest E. Trimble concluded, "On the whole, 
it seems clear that the defense industries in the Cincinnati area have rather 
generally refused to employ colored people equally with whites:>7O Other 
Ohio Valley firms hired blacks but denied them opportunities for skilled 
work. In Louisville, the Urban League reported that the city's industrial
ists made "little or no effort to comply with the President's Executive 
Order:' When black workers applied for jobs in predominantly skilled la
bor departments, foremen invariably remarked, "There is no point in re-
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ferring Negroes to those departments as they would not be accepted be
cause of race."71 

Black women faced even greater constraints on employment oppor
tunities than black men. Black women complained that white women 
received work, while they remained unemployed. "When there is so much 
defense work:' one Cincinnati woman asked, "how is it I cannot have a 
chance to work?" When they did gain jobs, they occupied the least desir
able slots. In a letter to P.T. Fagan, area director of the Labor Manpower 
Commission, George E. Denmar, secretary of the Pittsburgh Urban 
League, complained of discrimination against black women at the Ameri
can Bridge Company: 

White women by the hundreds have entered training and the employ of the com
pany, as welders and burners. They have been employed in the plate shop, also 
in the clean-up gangs of the ways and docks. But in all, only five Negro women 
have been hired to clean the lavatories ... These Negro women have come to re
alize that advertisements for help, the need for skilled workers, the need for train
ing, the need for American citizens to push the war effort as proclaimed over 
the radio and through the press does not mean Negroes, particularly women.72 

Similarly, in a letter to FDR, a Pittsburgh woman wrote: "There are 
two plants close by .... They will hire the white girls but when the col
ored girls go there they always refuse them:' In Cincinnati, one light
skinned woman advanced further along in the interview process before 
she was stopped cold: 

Well, after I filled out the application, the young man came to the door of the 
office and asked me what I wanted, so I told him that I was sent there by the 
United States Employment Service Center for the job of inspector training. I 
asked him if he had such a job and he said yes. So then he asked me to come into 
the office. I handed him my application back that was filled out. So he told me 
that the job would require two weeks training period and I said, "That is quite 
alright;' In speaking he glanced down at my application and he said, "Oh, you 
are a Negro;' I said, "Yes." At this point, the interview stopped.73 

Black women received the most labor-intensive jobs, while white 
women secured the less arduous positions. At Carnegie-Illinois Steel in 
Clairton, the plant manager promised three black women work as jamb 
cutters for four hours out of each eight-hour shift, but reneged on the 
promises and kept them there the entire shift. When they protested after 
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six days of continuous labor as jamb cutters, they were fired. Although it 
is unclear whether the FEPC helped these women get their jobs back, other 
black women received FEPC aid in getting transfers to "less arduous toil."74 

As during the 1920s, employers offered a variety of excuses for excluding 
African Americans: absence of "separate toilet facilities"; seeking skilled 
not unskilled workers; and no "qualified" blacks had applied. Some com
pany spokespersons admitted that they barred black men and women 
from employment, but justified their practices by arguing that white 
employees would not work with blacks. Indeed, rank-and-file white work
ers as well as AFL and some CIO unions reinforced job discrimination dur
ing World War II. When asked if white workers would strike if the 
company hired blacks, a white worker at Cincinnati's Victor Electronics, 
which barred blacks entirely, retorted: "They certainly would ... just send 
one [black] out there and the whole place would empty in five minutes. 
No union, no guards, no management will hold them:' Fred Ross, presi
dent of the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers (IBEW), cor
roborated the claim. According to historian Andrew Kersten, Ross not 
only confirmed that white workers would strike to bar blacks, but ex
pressed the view that the war aimed "to preserve the American way of 
life" and to keep black people "in their places:'75 

Cincinnati's white workers conducted a series of "hate strikes" against 
the employment of black workers. An estimated fifteen thousand white 
workers walked off the job at the city's Wright Aeronautical Corporation 
when managers sought to hire blacks in the machine shop in June 1944. 
As late as 1945, white workers at Delco Products and the Lunkenheimer 
Company also walked out to protest the employment of black workers. 
When the Lodge and Shipley Company hired blacks under pressure from 
the FEPC, it did so on a segregated basis-employing blacks in Plant #2 
but barring them from Plant #1. As one personnel manager put it, "The 
sudden influx might cause considerable troubles in our plant, so that we 
have gone on the slow, sure method of doing it gradually, getting the other 
employees used to seeing them around:'76 Complaints of racial discrimi
nation became so numerous near war's end that federal officials opened 
a subregional FEPC office in Cincinnati and made plans to open one in 
Pittsburgh.77 Every year, at the annual meetings of the AFL, A. Philip 
Randolph repeatedly exhorted white workers to end racial bias. He re-
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peatedly stated that: "It won't do for the trade union movement, which 
ought to be the bulwark of democracy and which ought to maintain the 
tradition of democracy, to say 'no, you cannot participate in our organi
zation, because you are not competent, because you are not worthwhile, 
because you are colored, because you are not white."78 

Despite the persistence of discrimination, as the wartime labor short
ages increased, the FEPC facilitated the movement of black workers into 
defense plants. Black industrial workers also took a direct hand in facili
tating their own advancement into production jobs. Some black work
ers walked out to protest discrimination in promotion and violations of 
seniority rules. In Clairton, over six hundred black steelworkers struck 
the company on 25 February 1944. Similar walk-outs occurred through
out the war years. Partly as a result of similar actions nationwide, blacks 
in war production increased from less than 3 percent in March 1942 to 
over 8 percent in 1944. Even in Cincinnati, where white resistance was 
perhaps most intense, three companies-Kirk and Blum Manufacturing, 
Cambridge Tile, and the Schaible Company-settled with the FEPC and 
agreed to hire and upgrade black workers. By 1943, in Evansville, the 
Chrysler plant, which had located there during the mid-1930s, initiated 
the training of black workers as machinists. By war's end, black steelwork
ers in the Pittsburgh region had recovered their previous footing, rising 
to a peak of about 14 percent of the labor force.79 

During World War II, African American activism not only manifested 
itself in the March on Washington Movement, but in the formation of 
new civil rights organizations. The new organizations staged mass dem
onstrations and protests against discrimination in places of public amuse
ment and leisure. In Cincinnati, for example, blacks and their white allies 
formed the Citizens Committee for Human Rights (CCHR), which later 
became an afflliate of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE).80 As else
where, the Cincinnati branch staged interracial sit-ins at downtown res
taurants. By December 1945, the organization had targeted more than 
ten restaurants for regular protests. Although some establishments resisted 
the protesters, others relented and served African Americans on a non
segregated basis as required by law. Along with the emergence of the 
MOWM, their actions not only reinforced the wartime political mobili
zation of African Americans, but planted the seeds of the Modern Civil 
Rights Movement. 
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While the depression ushered in a long period of unemployment, public 
service work, and suffering for Ohio Valley blacks, World War II created 
new opportunities for socioeconomic, political, and community devel
opment. Under the impact of wartime labor demands, African Ameri
cans regained and strengthened their foothold in the urban-political 
economy. Yet, the wartime emergency and the need for workers were not 
enough to ensure the reemployment of African Americans and the pro
tection of their civil rights. On the contrary, despite the emergence of the 
new CIO unions, the New Deal coalition, and labor shortages, African 
Americans faced stiff barriers in jobs, housing, and institutional life of 
Ohio Valley cities. In varying degrees, white workers, employers, and the 
state reinforced racial inequality and made it more difficult for the re
gion and the nation to address the persistence of inequality along class 
lines. Consequently, only the organizational and political activities of M
rican Americans in their own behalf ensured them access to industrial 
jobs, somewhat better housing, and new forms of political empowerment. 
As elsewhere in wartime America, Ohio Valley blacks learned that "clos
ing ranks" in support of the nation's war effort did not preclude the 
continuation of their own struggle for social justice. The "Double-V" 
campaign for victory at home and abroad, the March on Washington 
Movement, and the growing use of the federal government to secure their 
aims, all helped to write a new chapter in Ohio Valley history and set the 
stage for a new and more intense struggle for social change in the post
war years. 
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As Ohio Valley African Americans faced the postwar years, they grew in
creasingly dissatisfied with the persistence of class and racial inequality. 
Building upon the successes of the March on Washington Movement, they 
would launch new offensives against racial discrimination and segrega
tion in the social, economic, and political life of the region and nation. 
Their actions would also help to fuel the rise of the Modern Civil Rights 
Movement. As in the years between World Wars I and II, however, their 
efforts were deeply rooted in the continuing transformation of rural 
southern blacks into new urban workers. Along with the persistence of 
racial segregation and discrimination in the rural South, the expansion 
of New Deal economic programs for farmers and the intensification of 
technological changes in agriculture heightened the movement of blacks 
off the land. 

Based partly upon federal assistance, large landowners gained increas
ing control of southern agriculture and applied new laborsaving tech
nology. The growing use of tractors, flamethrowers, herbicides, and 
mechanical cotton pickers undercut the demand for black workers, who 
moved into cities in even greater numbers than before. The percentage 
of all blacks living in urban areas increased from about 62 percent in 1950 
to over 80 percent by 1970. At the same time, the proportion of blacks 
living in the South dropped from almost 70 percent to a little over 50 
percent. 

Ohio Valley cities continued to absorb a substantial part of the black 
population movement. With the exception of Evansville, the black popu
lation of Ohio Valley cities not only increased, but made up a larger per
centage of the total. Between 1950 and 1970, Pittsburgh's black population 
increased from 12 to over 20 percent of the total; Cincinnati's from 15 to 
over 27 percent; and Louisville's from less than 16 to nearly 24 percent 
(see Table 5). In short, the Ohio Valley played an important part in the 
transition of African Americans from a southern regional to a new na-
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Table 5. African American Population in Ohio Valley Cities, 1950-1980 

1950 1960 1970 1980 

No. % No. % No. % No. % 

Pittsburgh 82,453 12.2 100,692 16.7 104,904 20.2 101,549 24.0 

Cincinnati 78,196 15.5 108,754 21.6 125,070 27.6 130,490 33.9 

Louisville 57,657 15.6 70,075 17.9 86,040 23.8 84,254 28.2 

Evansville 8,483 6.6 9,307 6.6 9,180 6.5 11,522 8.8 

Source: Seventeenth Census o/U.S., vol. 2, pt 14, 17,35, and 38 (Washington, D.C.: Government 
Printing Office, 1952); Eighteenth Census o/U.S., vol. 1, pt 16, 19, 37, and 40 (Washington, D.C.: 
Government Printing Office, 1961); 1970 Census o/Population, vol. 1, pt 16, 19,37, and 40 (Wash
ington,D.C.: U.S. Department of Commerce, 1973); 1980 Censuso/Population, vol. l.pt 16, 19. 
37, and 40 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Commerce, 1983) 

tional population, with its numbers spread across the north, west, and 
south. l 

As blacks moved off the land in growing numbers, they continued 
to gain employment in the mass production industries of the Ohio Val
ley and elsewhere. Building upon their gains of the war years, African 
Americans not only entered the older steel, rubber, meatpacking, and 
automobile plants, but slowly gained jobs in new aircraft, electronics, and 
chemical industries and improved their footing in the industrial sector. 
For their part, black women gradually gained access to clerical and sales 
jobs in offices and department stores. Between 1947 and the early 1950s, 
the unemployment rate of black men and women reached a postwar low 
of 4.4 and 3.7 percent, respectively. At the same time, the number of Af
rican Americans in middle-class occupations also increased, as reflected 
in the gradual reduction of the gap in the wages and salaries of black and 
white employees.2 

Unfortunately, before African Americans could consolidate their 
gains in the industrial sector and take a proportionate share of skilled, 
technical, professional, and managerial positions, they faced the brunt of 
deindustrialization. As the nation made the gradual transition from a 
goods-producing to a new service-producing economy, manufacturers 
adopted new laborsaving technology, relocated to low-priced suburban 
land, or took up residence in the low-wage sunbelt states of the South 
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and Southwest. Consequently, as the black urban population increased 
between 1947 and the late 1960s, manufacturing in the nation's central 
cities declined from about 66 percent to about 40 percent of the total. 
These postwar technological and economic changes intersected with 
the persistence of racial discrimination and nearly canceled out the 
postwar progress of black Americans. From the early 1950s through the 
1960s, the unemployment rate of African Americans was nearly double 
the rate of whites, while the unemployment rate of black youth was nearly 
triple.3 

Despite a significant core of blacks with seniority and union mem
bership, seniority provisions proved to be a mixed blessing. Black work
ers could not claim seniority beyond their own, often segregated, general 
labor departments. Thus, when mechanization eliminated their jobs they 
could not turn to jobs in other departments, where numerous younger 
white employees had less seniority than veteran black workers and union 
men. Whites sometimes acknowledged this form of discrimination. On 
one occasion, the white recording secretary of one United Steelworkers 
of America (usw) local bluntly reported: "I wish to express with regret 
that the range of jobs now open to minority groups has not changed one 
bit since our plant organized. In fact, the negroes are worse off now, in 
some respects, than they were before the plant was organized:'4 More
over, although black women gradually improved their position during the 
period, they faced increasing competition from white women who en
tered the labor force in the postwar years. While the percentage of black 
women in the labor force remained relatively stable at about 44 percent, 
the number of white women in the labor force increased from 30 per
cent in 1948 to nearly 40 percent during the 1960s.5 

In the postwar years, the alliance between African Americans, the fed
eral government, and the labor movement also deteriorated. Following 
World War II, the federal government refused to renew the Fair Employ
ment Practices Committee and left blacks vulnerable to the resurgence 
of racial discrimination in industrial jobs. It also enacted the repressive 
Taft-Hartley Act (which limited the ability of unions to organize and en
couraged the enactment of right-to-work laws in southern states) and 
launched a vigorous campaign to eliminate communists from civil rights 
and labor organizations. Under pressure from the House Un-American 
Activities Committee, the NAACP, the AFL, and the CIO purged commu
nists from their ranks. In Pittsburgh, steelwork~r Ben Careathers, Steve 
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A postwar photo of Pittsburgh Communist party members Ben Careathers and 
Steve Nelson. The photo was taken during the Smith Act trial on un-American 
activities. Courtesy University of Pittsburgh Press 

Nelson, and other co-defendants in the Smith Act trials were found guilty 
and sentenced to a maximum of five years' imprisonment and $10,000 
fines for conspiring to overthrow the government. Fortunately, the Pitts
burgh party members were released on bail and three years later exoner
ated.6 The removal of communists weakened the alliance for social change. 
As early as 1948, at the Atlantic City meeting of the usw, black workers 
exhibited growing impatience with the insensitivity of white labor to the 
ongoing needs of blacks as a group. At that meeting white international 
officers took accommodations in a hotel that displayed the sign: "No Ne
groes, No Jews, and No Dogs"! Black local and district officer Carl 
Dickerson and several other black steelworkers picketed the hotel and 
forced their white officers to move elsewhere.7 

The postwar decline of labor militancy set the stage for the merger 
of the AFL and CIO in 1955. As the new AFL-CIO got underway, some Af
rican Americans hoped that the merger would strengthen their hand. Two 
black labor leaders, A. Philip Randolph and Willard Townsend, received 
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Carl O'Neal Dickerson, pictured here at the blast furnace of the Duquesne Works 
of the United States Steel Corporation near Pittsburgh. A union loyalist, 
Dickerson served as recording secretary of his local and regularly joined fellow 
workers on the picket lines. Courtesy Mrs. Oswanna Dickerson, Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania 

leadership positions in the new union. Although they used their positions 
to articulate the grievances of black workers, their presence did little to 
allay the disappointment of black workers. From the outset, the new union 
admitted the Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen and the Brotherhood 
of Railroad Trainmen, which barred blacks from membership by consti
tutional provisions. Although the AFL exhibited little interest in the wel
fare of black workers, it received over 75 percent of the executive council 
positions in the new union. When African Americans filed discrimina
tion suits against constituent unions, the new AFL-CIO opposed their 
claims in court. The black press, the NAACP, and black labor leaders re
peatedly complained of racial discrimination in the postwar labor move
ment.8 
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Racial discrimination in the postwar labor movement reinforced dis
crimination in the housing market. Although the U.S. Supreme Court 
ruled restrictive covenants unconstitutional in 1948, federal housing poli
cies, exclusionary zoning laws, and discriminatory real estate and lend
ing agencies all helped to reinforce residential segregation, which in turn 
separated blacks from jobs in the expanding industrial suburbs.9 Also, 
white homeowners employed informal covenants, intimidation, and vio
lence to bar blacks from their neighborhoods. In 1954, for example, only 
the services of a white friend enabled black businessman Andrew Wade 
and his wife to purchase a house in the Louisville suburb of Shively. When 
white neighbors learned that a black couple occupied the house, they re
sorted to violence and intimidation to force the couple out. Within a 
month's time, the Wades' home became the target of ten gunshots and 
finally a bomb that severely damaged the structure. 10 

Federal housing policies also undermined the African American 
search for neighborhood improvement and community development. In 
the Housing Act of 1949, the federal government provided funds for the 
twin processes of urban redevelopment and public housing. Although 
African Americans applauded the construction of new housing for the 
working class and poor, the social costs of such programs remained high. 
In Pittsburgh, the city's urban renewal project resulted in the destruction 
of the Lower Hill District, where large numbers of the city's black popu
lation resided. Under the rubric of Renaissance I, urban renewal displaced 
some fifteen hundred black families to make room for the new Civic Arena 
and luxury apartments. Displaced families crowded into available public 
housing projects and into emerging black neighborhoods in other parts 
of the city, including the Upper Hill, the Homewood-Brushton area, and 
East Liberty. By the late 1960s, African Americans lived in seven widely 
dispersed but segregated neighborhoods, supplemented by smaller pock
ets of black settlement elsewhere in the city. 11 

Cincinnati's urban redevelopment plans unfolded more gradually 
than those of Pittsburgh, but with similar results. The urban policies of 
both cities reinforced the residential segregation of blacks and whites. 
Cincinnati's Comprehensive Plan of 1948 revealed the persistence of ra
cial discrimination in the housing market. In 1951, Charles Stamon, head 
of the Urban Redevelopment Division, reported, "The great majority of 
people living in the project area are colored, and are certain to be dis
criminated against in their efforts to relocate in other parts of the city:' 
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According to one report, any effort to build homes for blacks "automati
cally" eliminated some seventy sites from consideration. When the Cin
cinnati Metropolitan HousingAuthority proposed a project for poor and 
black residents in one area, white residents formed homeowners' asso
ciations, asking their neighbors, "Do you want Niggers in your back
yard?" 12 

Although such resistance frustrated efforts to find sites for black oc
cupancy, passage of the Housing Act of 1954 allowed Cincinnati to rede
velop the Avondale-Corryville section and demolish the West End. 
Located near the University of Cincinnati, the Avondale-Corryville area 
was key to the transformation of the CBD, riverfront, and lower West End. 
As the city destroyed the old West End, Avondale emerged as the so-called 
second ghetto. Between 1950 and 1960, Cincinnati's black population 
increased by 15 percent, but the West End black population dropped by 
fifteen thousand. Avondale's population increased to 56 percent black, 
about 18 percent of the city's total black community. By 1970, Avondale's 
black population reached 59,767, over 80 percent of all inhabitants in the 
area and nearly 50 percent of the city's total black population.13 

Housing segregation also underscored the separation of blacks and 
whites in the public schools. In Louisville, blacks not only attended seg
regated schools, but faced barriers to training programs in higher edu
cation. Although the state's black colleges prepared African Americans 
for teaching in primary and secondary schools, they provided few op
portunities for professional school and graduate training. In its de facto 
form, separate and unequal schooling also characterized black education 
in Evansville, Cincinnati, and Pittsburgh. In 1952, Cincinnati's Spring
meyer school district not only refused to admit three black children, but 
rejected the NAACP's appeal for city-funded transportation to another 
area. As a result, the children missed a year of schooling because "school 
bus facilities could not be arranged for them:'14 

As Ohio Valley blacks faced the persistence of racial discrimination 
in the social, economic, and political life of the city, they escalated their 
civil rights activities and helped to transform the Modern Civil Rights 
Movement from a local and regional development into a national phe
nomenon. In Ohio Valley cities, as elsewhere, the combined and, at times, 
rival forces of the NAACP, Urban League, and CORE spearheaded the 
desegregation movement. In early 1952, for example, the Cincinnati 
branches of the NAACP and CORE demanded desegregation of the city's 
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Coney Island amusement park. When park officials resisted, demonstra
tions and litigation continued over the next two years. As a result, in April 
1955, park officials met with civil rights leaders and agreed to "a quiet 
opening" of the park, primarily under the leadership of the Cincinnati 
Urban League (CUL). When CUL failed to orchestrate a "quiet opening" 
of the swimming pool and dance hall to black patrons, the local CORE 

and NAACP chapters took leadership of the movement and initiated new 
demonstrations in May 1961. On one occasion, police arrested twenty
seven black and white demonstrators for "trespassing and disorderly con
duce' On another occasion, when activists "blocked the turnstiles at the 
pool:' police arrested six people. As the demonstrations escalated, park 
officials met with leaders of CORE and the NAACP and agreed to desegre
gate "all facilities" at Coney Island on 27 May 1961. Similar movements 
to desegregate public facilities took place in Pittsburgh and Evansville. ls 

Whereas Cincinnati, Pittsburgh, and Evansville blacks resisted infor
mal patterns of segregation and exclusion, African Americans assaulted 
the legal bastions of racial separation and inequality in Louisville, the 
capital of "polite racism:' In 1949, Lyman 1. Johnson, a Louisville his
tory teacher and civil rights activist, demanded entrance to the all-white 
University of Kentucky graduate school. When university officials rejected 
his application on racial grounds, Lyman received the endorsement of 
the NAACP and lodged a lawsuit against the institution. When a federal 
court ordered his admission, the state legislature amended its university 
laws and permitted the enrollment of blacks. Two years later, other Lou
isville institutions followed suit: Roman Catholic colleges, Southern Bap
tist and Presbyterian technological seminaries, the University of Louisville, 
and the Louisville Public Library. 16 When the U.S. Supreme Court handed 
down its Brown v Board of Education decision in 1954, the city of Louis
ville quickly established a voluntary and peaceful plan of desegregation. 
As a New York Times article stated: "Yesterday as schools opened there 
were no mobs, no pickets, no need for calling the Guard to put out fires:' 17 

Although Louisville's legacy of "polite racism" manifested itself in the 
postwar years, it failed to curb the strong currents of discontent within 
the city's black community. As elsewhere during the late 1950s and early 
1960s, the black community mobilized its forces and demanded the de
segregation of "all" public accommodations. Under the leadership of 
CORE, the NAACP, and black religious and fraternal orders, Louisville 
blacks launched a series of economic boycotts, demonstrations, and non-
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violent protests. Under the growing effectiveness of black mass action, 
Louisville's corporate, civic, and political leaders relented. On 14 May 
1963, Louisville became the first southern city to enact a public accom
modations ordinance, which prohibited any public establishment from 
denying "food, shelter, recreation, entertainment or amusement" to any 
person on the basis of race, color, religion, or national origin. A year later, 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964 barred such discrimination throughout the 
country. IS 

The Civil Rights Movement in the Ohio Valley witnessed the grow
ing convergence of community and workplace struggles. As organized 
labor neglected the needs of black workers, African Americans formed 
their own labor organizations and closed ranks with broader civil rights 
and community-based organizations like the Urban League, NAACP and 
CORE. In 1951, under the leadership of William R. Hood, black workers 
formed the National Negro Labor Council (NNLC) and initiated strikes, 
boycotts, and job training programs to assist in the upgrading of black 
workers. The organization also demanded black representation in a broad 
range of leadership positions in the labor movement. Although the or
ganization declined under the twin opposition of organized white labor 
and the House UnAmerican Activities Committee (HUAC), black union
ists soon regrouped and formed the American Negro Labor Council 
(ANLC).19 Under the leadership of A. Philip Randolph, the ANLC de
manded an end to racial discrimination in skilled apprenticeship pro
grams, a ban on segregated and unequal black and white locals, and the 
expulsion of racist unions like the railroad brotherhoods. Their activi
ties culminated in the mass March on Washington in 1963. As Randolph 
put it, "Demonstrations are the hallmark of every revolution since the 
birth of civilization .... And there is no way ... to stem these demonstra
tions until the cause is removed; and the cause is racial bias, the cause is 
exploitation and oppression, the cause is second-class citizenship in a 
first-class nation:'20 

The March on Washington not only symbolized the maturation of 
the Modern Civil Rights Movement, but accented its ties to black work
ers and its deep roots in the struggles of the Great Depression and World 
War II. Ohio Valley blacks were part of this important social movement, 
which resulted in Martin Luther King's "I Have a Dream" speech, the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964, and the rise of what some historians call the Second 
Reconstruction.21 The Civil Rights Movement demolished the legal foun-
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dations of the segregationist system and mandated an end to employment 
discrimination. As such, it ushered in a new era of hope for African Ameri
cans. 

In the wake of Martin Luther King's assassination in 1968, the Civil 
Rights Movement would give way to the Black Power Movement and an 
intensification of the struggle for social justice. Before the goals of these 
important movements could be fully realized, however, Ohio Valley M
ric an Americans and the nation would face a new era of global economic 
change, inequality, and violent social conflict along class and racial lines. 
The late twentieth century would again reveal the African American 
search for the elusive "River Jordan:' Yet, while the achievements of the 
postwar years would fall far short of their promise in the Ohio Valley and 
elsewhere, they demonstrate how our current struggles are deeply rooted 
in the past and remind us that a historical perspective is crucial to our 
contemporary quest for social change. 
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