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Wars for Democracy

African American Militancy and Interracial
Violence in North Carolina during World War I1

On 11 July 1943, Governor J. Melville Broughton mounted a podium
beside the Cape Fear River in Wilmington to confront black North
Carolinians about the wartime crisis in race relations. Mob violence in
Detroit three weeks earlier had left thirty-eight people dead. Privately,
Broughton felt it was imperative to take “every step to avoid such con-
tingencies in this state,” and publicly he acknowledged in his speech
that many “delicate places as between the races exist in certain places in
North Carolina.”

If Governor Broughton was seeking to intimidate black citizens, he
could not have selected a better place to speak than at the mouth of the
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Cape Fear, which Democrats in 1898 had threatene
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Like the Democrats of 1898, Broughton summoned the : o
cegenation, accusing black activists of “seeking to use tE:Cter g
gency to advance theories and philosophies which if car |
ultimate conclusion would result only in a mongre| o

message be misunderstood, Broughton referred directly to th

1?98: “Forty-five years ago . . . blood flowed freely in the stre o
city,” he reminded his audience. Broughton stood beside the e(t;ts N
as head of the political party that had orchestrated the sl alpe 9
described: it would have been inconceivable for the black :’%ﬁer s
V\f'il}nington to hear these words as something other than a dir; iiens C"f
[ .he white Democrats who overthrew North Carolina’s ho l:;alt‘_'
halting experiment in biracial democracy in 1898 had incleeclljrl; )
upon force, not civility. Alfred Waddell, who led the mobs in Wihs'led
ton, urged a crowd the day before the election of 1898: “Go to the ml%_
tomorrow, and if you find the negro out voting, tell him to leavg) ?hs
polls, and if he refuses, kill him.” Not merely in the Lower Cape F .
but across the state, armed Democrats kept their opponents zm}: frf)ar,
the polls.* Two days later, white mobs raged through Wilmin tm? | .
ing black bodies and broken dreams in their wake. -
Almost immediately, however, the revolutionaries of white suprem-
acy became the guardians of social order. In North Carolina, the vio-
lence of 1898 gave birth to “the spirit of Aycock,” as V. O. Key,wrote in
1949, which “recognizes a responsibility to [black] citizens who long
were unable to participate in their own government.” It was the illegiti-
mate and bloody seizure of power in 1898 that gave birth to the state’s
moc.lerate posture of white supremacy, but it was the resilient and ef-
fective nature of that “progressive mystique” that preserved white su-
{}e];n/\]j;é;gli]jzlfa:}ia;Z:I:]?:ST c;n.bodied by Goven?orlCharies Br&ll‘l’[-
\ : ading architects and beneficiaries of the white
supremacy campaigns, served to consolidate a social order carved outin
murder and violence but preserved by civility and moderation. The
racial etiquette that emerged after 1898 featured “patterns of paternalism
and e}CmnmnodatiOn that had to be broken before change could oc-
cur.” As Governor Broughton’s speech in 1943 reminded his African
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American listeners, beneath the green ivy of civility stood a stone wall of
oercion.
World War I presented fresh political opportunities for African Amer-

feans i North Carolina to challenge the social order born at the turn of
{he centuty; opportunities that they moved quickly to seize. Even before
he United States had entered the war, black North Carolinians began
r first-class citizenship. From 1941 to 1945, the number of
b[ﬂnCheS of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
people (NAAcP) in the state more than doubled, and total membership
Swel]ed toward 10,000.% Ella Baker, a Shaw University graduate whose
adically democratic politics had its roots on her grandfather’s farm
in Littleton, North Carolina, became the NaacP’s national director of
pranches in 1943 and soon thereafter became midwife to the North
Carolina Conference of Branches.” Fiery editor Louis E. Austin of Dur-
ham’s Carolina Times published a weekly wartime platform that de-
manded, among other things, an end to discrimination in the military
ond in the defense industries, higher wages for domestic workers, the
employment of “Negro policemen where Negroes are involved,” equal
sccess to the ballot box, and improved housing for black citizens.® Black
residents in Wilmington jammed city council meetings to insist that the
city hire “Negro policemen [who] could be employed in the Negro
districts of the city” and to demand that “a place where Negroes might
swim at [whites-only] Greenfield Lake be reserved, the place to be
supervised by Negroes recommended by Negro citizens.”” Mayor Bruce
Cameron promised concessions but privately complained to Governor
Broughton that in Wilmington “the Negroes are ready and willing at all
times to go en masse to the court house.” The mayor pleaded with
Broughton to “tell them as long as you are governor the colored people
will have to behave themselves.”1? But official proclamations could not
stem the determination of black citizens. “Negroes are organizing all
over the state to secure their rights,” Naacp official Roy Wilkins wrote
after a wartime visit to North Carolina. “They are not frightened.”"!
African American activists in North Carolina first had to fight for “the
right to fight.” Awhite physician in Rocky Mount observed that about 8o
percent of the black draftees in his community were rejected because “it
seemed easier to say IV-F—and send the negro home—and close the
case. The army had rather have them in munitions or anything but the
army.”'2 In Charlotte, a black high school teacher with a master’s degree
from Columbia University accompanied four of his students to an army
recruiting station in 1940 to get enlistment information. Told that the
station was for “whites only,” he pressed for an explanation. W hite sol-
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diers beat the teacher severely, breaking his jaw." Fighting for the

Tight
Moc.

to face Hitler, however, was only the first part of the struggle for (e

racy. “We have to think of the home front whether we want to or no»

one black North Carolinian argued. “No clear thinking Negro can I
ng

afford to ignore our Hitlers here in America.”!*

The determination of African Americans in North Caroling to i
front “our Hitlers here in America” mirrored the attitude of Africap,
American activists across the nation. A. Philip Randolph and the Brotl.
erhood of Sleeping Car Porters organized the all-black March Oy Wash

ington Movement in 1941, which not only foreshadowed the all-black

militancy of “Black Power” but also introduced large numbers of Afy;.
can Americans to the Gandhian “disciplined non-violent demonstra.
tions” that Randolph correctly predicted would bring the victories of e
postwar black freedom movement."” Threatening to bring thousans
of black Americans to the nation’s capital, Randolph forced Presiden
Franklin D. Roosevelt to issue Executive Order 8802, which banneg
racial discrimination in the defense industries and created the Fair [y,
ployment Practices Commission. “One thing is certain,” Randolph
vowed in 1941, “and that is that if Negroes are going to get anything out
of this National Defense, we must fight for it and fight for it with the
gloves off.”16

The international political logic of the war ushered in a global revolu-
tion in racial consciousness of which the African American freedom
struggle must be seen as a part.!”” “The problem of the Negro in the
United States is no longer a purely domestic question but has world
significance,” Randolph declared in 1943. “We have become the barom-
eter of democracy to the colored peoples of the world.”*® It was Hitler,
Roy Wilkins wrote in 1944, who “jammed our white people into their
logically untenable position. Forced to oppose him for the sake of the
life of the nation, they were jockeyed into declaring against his racial
theories—publicly.”" The Germans air-dropped leaflets in North Africa
that depicted police brutality in Detroit; the Japanese highlighted West-
ern white supremacy in propaganda to promote their “Greater East Asia
Co-Prosperity Sphere.””” The distance between democratic rhetoric
and American reality—and the fact that race relations in the United
States had become a significant pawn in the international struggle—
gave wartime black activists new leverage.

African Americans wielded these contradictions like weapons of war.
Randolph, at the time the most influential black political figure in
America, argued in 1943 that there was “no difference between Hitler of
Germany and Talmadge of Georgia or Tojo of Japan and Bilbo of Missis-

' SiPpl'

i 721 The black press beat the drum for “Double V7 campaigns
peneath banners urging Americans to “Defeat Mussolini and Hitler By
Enforcing The Constitution and Abolishing Jim Crow.” Black citizens
esponded; circulation of African American newspapers increased by 40
ercent during the war.22 Ella Baker set out “to place the Naacp and its
program on the lips of all the people . . . the uncouth massEs included.”*
yscp membership grew nearly goo percent during the war, and the
qumber of branches tripled, three-quarters of the new branches in the
reviously sluggish South.?* The Congress of Racial Equality pursued
nonviolent direct action campaigns in Northern cities that laid the
roundwork for the organization’s important campaigns of the 1960s.%°
In North Carolina, University of North Carolina sociologist Howard
Odum reported, the arrests of numerous young black men for defying
Junch counter segregation reflected a mood of African American insur-
gency that terrified white North Carolinians, whose fears about the
racial consequences of the war bordered on the paranoid. One rampant
rumor asserted that “the Negroes were buying up all the icepicks” in the
state and “waiting for the first blackout to start an attack.”?® Perhaps
because these rumors resonated in the recesses of memory where slave
insurrections and the mythical “black brutes” of Reconstruction once
dwelled, whites could not see the ludicrous humor in their image of a
black guerrilla army wielding icepicks in the dark, overrunning a state
whose borders contained tens of thousands of white soldiers with ma-
chine guns and armored tanks. Another fearful murmur along the white
grapevine asserted that the state police had “raided a Negro church in
which was found an arsenal of firearms and ammunition” intended for a
black revolution. Less refutable—and thus perhaps even more chill-
ing—was the rumor that black North Carolinians were mail-ordering
massive amounts of munitions from the Sears, Roebuck catalogue.?”
Not all white fears rested upon mere rumor. In 1942, Jonathan Dan-
iels, whom President Roosevelt had selected as his chief adviser on race
relations, wrote to the head of the National Urban League to express his
alarm at “the rising insistence of Negroes on their rights now” and “the
rising tide of white feeling against the Negroes in the South and other
sections.” Daniels feared both “bloodshed at home” and “material for
dangerous anti-American propaganda abroad.” Black demands were
“logically strong,” he conceded: “If we are fighting for democracy and
human freedom, it is logical to insist that our pretensions in the world be
proved at home.”?s But Daniels was willing to go only so far; he could
sce the racial crisis only as a problem of silencing black protests. “We
thought we had to get a little justice to keep [black citizens] in line,” he
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recalled years later, evoking images of fierce African predator h
' " White

e said only wy
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to “throw a little meat to the lions.”* So powerful was the legacy of 1§e(8]

liberals like himself, seeking to stop black protests, h

that, fifty years afterward, white supremacy still could not be challeng |
&

libera]
largely on the question of whether white supremacy was best defen(rldlj
’ e

among North Carolina’s elite; conservatives differed from

with raw coercion or with paternalist civility. Liberals like Jonatha,
Daniels firmly believed in the latter, and they proved to be right, 3

In part, Jonathan Daniels’s apocalyptic sense of the nation’s growin
racial conflict rested upon a broad bedrock of fact: his post in Wash.
ington required him to collect information pertaining to racial tensiong
across the country. But his anguish flowed also from a source cloger to
home and closer to heart. After years as editor, Daniels had left the Ngys
and Observer to the management of his older brother, Frank Daniels,
and had accepted the post as adviser to the president. In the summer of
1942, Jonathan Daniels received an angry letter from his brother attack.
ing him for being “in with all the pinkeys and liberals tied up with
advancement for the Negro race.” “The situation here in Raleigh re-
garding the feeling of the white people toward the more or less new ideas
of negroes,” Frank Daniels wrote, “is really alarming.” If black Ameri-
cans continue to “keep on insisting for more privileges,” he warned, “4
worse condition is going to exist in North Carolina before very long than
[in] the period from 1895 to 1902, because white people just aren’t going
to stand for it.” This was a threat that every black and white North
Carolinian would have understood, and few better than the Daniels
brothers. It required little explanation: Josephus Daniels, father of both
men and still the Democratic elder statesman of North Carolina, had
played a key role in the white supremacy campaign at the turn of the
century, returning the state to what the father celebrated as “permanent
good government by the party of the white man.” If African Americans
continued to press for “equality,” Frank Daniels told his brother, “the
white people are going to rise in arms and eliminate them from the na-
tional picture.” Lest there be any confusion about his meaning, the
state’s most influential publisher warned that the black effort for racial
advancement “is going to mean that all of [the blacks] that can read and
write are going to be eliminated in the Hitler style.”*

Words spoken in anger and in private, perhaps, but given this passion-
ate depth of opposition among Southern elites, it is not surprising that
white liberals and upper-class black leaders appreciated the benefits of
caution even as they moved to address the growing crisis of race. [n 1942,
Jessie Daniel Ames, the white president of the Association of Southern

omen For The Prevention of Lynching, and Gordon B. Hancock, a
conservative black sociologist at Virginia Union College in Richmond,
organized the Southern Race Relations Conference. Black college pres-
idents, business leaders, and clergymen met in Durham to confront the
qays that the war “had sharpened the issue of Negro-white relations”
nd reopened “the basic questions of racial segregation and discrimina-
ton, Negro minority rights, and democratic freedom.” The resulting
“Durham manifesto” did not bluntly advocate the outright abolition of
segregation, but instead envisioned “in the South a way of life consistent
with the principles for which we as a nation are fighting throughout the
world.”*" White “moderates” responded favorably, and sixty-six South-
emers—thirty-three black, thirty-three white—met secretly in 1944 to
found what would become the Southern Regional Council, an interra-
¢ial organization that would play a significant role in the coming de-
cades of struggle.

Not all wartime resistance to white supremacy in North Carolina was
a5 decorous and sedate as the Durham gathering. As Northern blacks
poured into military training camps across the South and as Southern
black soldiers took up arms for their country, they inevitably collided
with Jim Crow.** North Carolina, which had more training camps than
any other state, was hardly exempt from such collisions.** On 6 August
1941, a furious gunfight near Fort Bragg in Fayetteville left one black
soldier and one white military policemen dead; five other soldiers were
wounded in a clash over seating arrangements on a bus. Afterward, the
provost marshal ordered all black soldiers who were not in their barracks
rounded up and herded into the stockade. Angry white guards beat
many of the men and the MPs forced more than 500 black soldiers to
stand all night with their hands above their heads, even though most had
been nowhere near the shooting.® Secretary of War Henry Stimson
wrote to NAACP leader Roy Wilkins that “in no respect did the incident
itself, or its after-effects, acquire any semblance of a conflict of racial
sentiments.”*°

Whatever Secretary Stimson might say, few of the military training
camps in North Carolina escaped serious racial tensions and many
experienced severe interracial violence. At Camp Sutton, near the town
of Monroe in the western Piedmont, racial fights were practically a daily
affair and larger clashes commonplace. E. Frederic Morrow, later the
first African American presidential aide, under President Dwight D.
Eisenhower, remembered Monroe as a “racist hellhole.” “Every pay-
day,” Morrow recalled, “trucks and M.P. vans drove up to our area and
dropped off the bloody, beaten hulks of [black] men who had run afoul
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of the lawmen in Monroe.” The violence frequently carried 4
CXlig

]
I
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subtext; white police beat African American soldiers, according tg )\
row, because the black men were “thought to be rapists or ‘socig] ¢ 0
ity’ seekers, and they had to be kept in their place.”*” i

Most of the racial violence in Monroe consisted of white police of
ficers beating individual black soldiers. But black soldiers frf-‘QLlent]:
fought back. On 22 September 1943, according to a War Deparh‘nen}t
investigation, when military police tried to arrest a black soldie; ¥
disturbance occurred at the Negro Service Club at Camp Suttop Wh’ich
threatened to assume riot proportions.” A mob of black soldiers fought
the MPs, and “shouts were heard from the colored soldiers that ‘We ma
as well die here as over there.” Authorities considered the affray not
“evidence of a planned outbreak but rather further evidence of the
volatile character of the general Negro situation.”®

Editor Roland Beasley of the Monroe Journal, a well-known libers]
Democrat, claimed that “though the Negro has in this country every
right and opportunity that a white man has . . . the agitators are fanning
the flames.” Despite “white only” signs posted all over town and gIaring
racial inequalities of wealth and privilege, white editors insisted that “no
man can deny that the white majority is seeking honestly and earnestly”
to achieve racial justice. The problem, they argued, was that African
Americans sought “amalgamation”—the old “social equality” bugaboo.
“The races are distinct and that fact may as well be recognized,” Beasley

.declared. “The white race can amalgamate with the black only by com-

mitting suicide and any arrangement which tends to encourage amal-
gamation cannot be encouraged.” While the editor remained unwilling
to endorse “mob violence, the Ku Klux Klan, or in any way cheating the
Negro,” racial lines must be preserved inviolate. At bottom, Roland
Beasley maintained, the race “problem” was rooted in the biological
reality that justified white supremacy: “No one could doubt that upon
the whole the white race is superior to the black.” Anyone who might
“suppose that the two races can mingle socially without restriction” and
“have no race riots,” Beasley asserted, “is foolish.”*

If “race-mixing” caused riots, as white editors in Monroe claimed,
segregation apparently did little to prevent them, at least not in the
wartime South. In late 1943, an intelligence report indicated that “col-
ored soldiers . . . stationed at this post were gathering live ammunition
for the purposes of retaliating against taxicab and bus drivers.” When
military authorities searched several black enlisted men from Camp
Sutton, the inspection “resulted in the recovery of substantial amounts
of ammunition” and other weapons. Though authorities uncovered this

qrticular insurgency, black resistance to ill treatment and racial dis-
crimination persisted. In a letter to Jonathan Daniels, Federal Bureau of
[nvestigation Director J. Edgar Hoover described a racial clash on 8 Feb-
quary 1944 in which “350 Negro soldiers from Camp Sutton resisted
military police as well as civilian authorities,” injuring several soldiers
and police officers. Hoover blamed the fracas on “friction which has
heen existing between Negro soldiers and white officers.” A few weeks
later, the white commanding officer at Camp Sutton was “struck in the
hack of his head by a Negro private” with a bottle and “had to have
ditches in his head.” An informer among the black trainees reported
hat “the Negro enlisted men were planning a concerted program of
insubordination.”™

In the summer of 1944, four black soldiers from Camp Sutton walked
into a cafe in nearby Concord and asked to be served. “They were told
that colored persons would not be served and they started to leave,” a
War Department investigator reported. “As they were leaving, a white
patron also left and as he started out he shoved one of the Negroes
telling him to get out of his way.” The black soldier whipped out a knife
and stabbed the white man. When the white counterman jumped into
the fight, the soldier stabbed the second man as well, killing him. A
white lynch mob assembled outside the cafe, but the black soldiers
outran them. “The soldiers made their getaway,” the report stated, “but
had the town’s inhabitants caught them undoubtedly they would have
been lynched.”*!

One of the closest white observers of wartime racial politics, Univer-
sity of North Carolina sociologist Howard Odum, reported in 1943 on “a
surprisingly large number of the ablest and best Negro leaders who had
concluded sadly that it might be necessary to ‘fight it out,” and “a
growing hatred on the part of many Negroes for the whites.™* At times,
the observation seemed self-evident, particularly in relations between
black citizens and law enforcement officials, whom white citizens relied
upon to preserve racial etiquette. In Kershaw, North Carolina, for exam-
ple, a black army sergeant named Smith inquired at the police station
about the arrest of one of his men. Apparently, Sergeant Smith’s tone or
manner somehow violated the code of deference that governed race
relations. A white police officer threw Sergeant Smith into a cell, struck
him, and then shot him in the leg.*® “The police can handle these
[African American] bad eggs quite handily,” one North Carolina editor
wrote, “if the uplifters—i.e. social workers and those who think like
them—don’t barge in. A zoot-suiter should be no great problem.”*

But the police were not always able to contain black anger over police
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brutality. In 1943, after white officers first shot an unarmed black gy
and then bludgeoned him to death on his front porch in Greenville, ,
tobacco market town a hundred miles north of Wilmington, “3 Crowd
of Negroes—men and women—assembled and threatened the officer”
one of the white policemen testified, until he brandished a pistol anq
promised to “drop them one by one,” waving his gun at the protesters 4
In a separate incident, “several hundred Negroes at Grifton Saturday
night attempted to storm the jail,” the Carolina Times reported, “anq
prevent police officers from placing a Negro woman, Mrs. Rosa Lee
Picott, in jail on a charge of being disorderly and creating a distyy.
bance.”# The threads that had held white supremacy together in Nogg},
Carolina since the Wilmington Race Riot of 1898 were beginning ta
unravel.

A few weeks later in the mill village of Erwin, North Carolina, twenty-
two black men wrote a letter informing Governor Broughton of “the
disturbment between the white and colored people, of this town.” The
men told Broughton that “we can’t go up the street at night in peace,
they are throwing rock at us and threating us with pistols and rifles.” The
black community would not endure much more abuse, they warned: “If
something don’t be done in the furture, evidently someone may be
killed.” Soon thereafter, Governor Broughton received a letter of expla-
nation from Herbert Taylor, a leading white businessman in Erwin. He
acknowledged the incidents of white violence but discounted them as
“Just a case of some young fellows throwing rocks, following some very
insolent remarks having been made by some colored men.” The trouble
was “nothing but the negroes taking advantages of conditions,” Taylor
protested, and “little by little easing into things the best they can, under
their belief that ‘they are as good as anybody else.” ™

“Social equality,” the euphemism of choice for the ancient taboo of
sex between black men and white women, provided at least the rhetori-
cal center of gravity in Southern racial politics during the war. White
politicians denounced any manifestation of it, and African American
leaders denied any interest in it, but sexual anxiety undergirded all dis-
cussions of race. Virtually any self-assertion on the part of African Ameri-
cans seemed to conjure images of “amalgamation” in the minds of
white Southerners. Howard Odum, who examined Southern racial poli-
tics in his 1943 Race and Rumors of Race: Challenge to American Crisis,
ranked this taboo “first and foremost” among white racial fears. Racial
hierarchy, “although it reflected the cumulative racial and economic
heritage of the South,” Odum wrote, “was primarily one of sex.” Odum
felt that this underlying reality barred most discussion of reform among

plack and white Southerners. “If it were not for the sex-caste founda-
tion,” he believed, “it might have been possible to make adjustments,”*

Even in Chapel Hill, supposedly the enlightened seat of Southern
Jiberalism, “the sex-caste foundation” perched atop pure dynamite. Ac-
cording to a War Department intelligence report entitled “Commin-
gling of Whites and Negroes At Chapel Hill, N.C.,” the Reverend
Charles M. Jones, a liberal Presbyterian minister, “entertained some
members of the Navy Band (Negroes) at his church” on 12 July 1944,
along with “some co-eds-of the University of North Carolina (white, of
course).” The local chief of police reported that “the coeds and negroes
were seen walking side by side on the streets of Chapel Hill.” A state
highway patrol officer claimed that Rev. Jones’s teenage daughter “had a
date with one of the Negro members of the band on the same occasion
and they were seen walking together in a lonely section of the campus
late at night” Many members of the Presbyterian congregation “re-
fuse[d] to attend the church so long as the present minister remains,”
according to the report, but the board of trustees voted four to three to
retain Rev. Jones. Among the board members who supported the minis-
ter were Dr. Frank Porter Graham, president of the university, and Dr.
F. F. Bradshaw, dean of students. The chief of police later “talked with
Mr. Bradshaw and pointed out to him the seriousness of the situation if
Rev. Jones is not dismissed at once.”™"

Black leaders found it necessary to navigate the treacherous political
eddies that swirled around the question of “social equality.” Many Afri-
can American speakers, confronted with the intermarriage question,
joked to the effect, “Well, I'm married already myself”—but it was not a
question that could be easily laughed off. “It stirs Negroes to ironic
laughter,” Sterling Brown noted, but “on all levels they recognize that
the white man’s fear of intermarriage is deep-seated.”® Six of the four-
teen African American contributors to Rayford Logan’s 1944 landmark
collection What the Negro Wants address “social equality” at some
length. W. E. B. Du Bois’s essay spends four pages on the issue, conclud-
ing that “there is no scientific reason why there should not be intermar-
riage between two human beings who happen to be of different race or
color.” But Gordon B. Hancock was more typical, arguing that “the
social and economic advancement of the Negro has not resulted in
greater intermarriage but definitely less.™! James S. Shepard, the con-
servative black president of North Carolina College for Negroes in
Durham, stated in a national radio address in 1944 that “Negroes do not
seck social equality and have never sought it.”*? Across town at the
Carolina Times, Louis Austin stated his own markedly different views
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with characteristic candor: “Social equality,” Austin declared, Perhaps
thinking of the Wilmington riot, “is the agc-o]d scarecrow that is alWays
brought out of the attic and dusted off to frighten the weak-minde
whenever Negroes ask for better jobs, better wages, bet’.cer schools, and
other improvements.” Besides, Austin noted dryly, echoing the words of
black editor Alexander Manly in Wilmington half a century earlier, “oy;
streets are crowded with Negroes, the color of whose skin bears tegt.
monv to the fact that there are individuals in both races who have been
enganing in the highest point of social equlit‘y.l”;3 | .
Louis Austin’s militancy matched the spirit of African Americang
across wartime North Carolina, thousands of them newly minted so].
diers who defied Jim Crow every day. Black soldiers at Camp Butner
flouted the segregation laws as a matter of course. Whij[e officials from
the bus company that operated the Durham-Butner line c:‘omplained
that black soldiers from the camp made it “utterly impossible” to en-
force the segregation statutes.’® Clashes were lcommon ev.en thoug}T the
legislature had amended the Jim Crow laws in 1939 tloiglve bus cllrwers
“police powers and authority to carry out the provisions of this sec-
tion.””® An African American captain at Camp Butner acknowledged
that “our men tipped over a couple of buses because they. l_lad to wait
while whites boarded first.”s¢ The chair of the State Utilities Boar’d
complained to Governor Broughton thgt “in spite of the [bus. drivers’]
efforts to control the [African American] passengers, in many mstanc.es
it is beyond their power to do s0.”*” Local white editors arguec? that racial
trouble in North Carolina “was not home grown” but attributable to
outsiders who failed to “conduct themselves in an ordsr]y manner Efnd
in keeping with the laws and customs of this section.”*® State ofﬁ01ais
affirmed this view, blaming the troubles on “Northern negro sold'lers at
Camp Butner and Northern white officers wl'lo do not believe rla?g our
segregation laws and encourage the negro soldiers to b]lreak the.m. -
On 3 April 1943, that spirit of resistance expl_odcd into a notE:nm er
Hayti section of Durham where many black SO].C]lC‘l'S from Cam[i] lut ea
spent their free time. An argument about ration books' tur.ne into
brawl between an African American soldier and a white liquor stf)fre
clerk. The clerk brandished a blackjack and the soldier d.rew a knife.
Their violent scuffle spread into the streets, where white pohc.e elmd th;ﬂ
hundreds of African American soldiers and local citizens l.()].ne(.i the
melee. Rioters hurled bricks, rocks, and hunks of cement,.m]ur_llzigti
white bus driver and several policemen. Though local police (;rle‘nd‘
disperse the men with tear gas, the mob slashfzd tires, smashe dW;i]i‘
shields, and demolished storefronts until machine gun trucks and 1

tary police units from Camp Butner finally restored order.%" “Durham is
one of the worst places we have, due to the large negro population,” one
state official reported to the governor afterward. “We have already had
some open trouble there and I apprehend that we will have more. It is a
bad situation.”®!

As the war for democracy raged on around the world, African Ameri-
can soldiers from Camp Butner continued to battle racial oppression in
North Carolina. On a Saturday night in June of 1944, a black private
named Wilson had accompanied a comrade from Camp Butner into
Oxford, North Carolina, a small tobacco market town thirty miles north
of Durham. Walking into a downtown cafe, Private Wilson asked for a
beer. Told that there was no beer, the young private tried to buy a
package of Lucky Strikes. According to the white proprietor, he in-
formed Private Wilson that “we only serve white patrons.” As Wilson and
his companion stalked out the door, one of them muttered that the

- proprictor was a “poor white son of a bitch.” Chief of Police H. J. Jackson,

eating dinner in one of the booths, ran outside and collared Wilson from
behind, clubbing him to the sidewalk with his pistol. Wilson’s compan-

- ion fled back to Camp Butner while Chief Jackson dragged the black
' private to the jailhouse.

Less than an hour later, sixty men from Camp Butner launched what
the Raleigh News and Observer called “an unsuccessful effort by a squad
of Negro soldiers to storm the Oxford jail and release one of their num-
ber.”®* Approaching the double front doors, the soldiers sent two repre-
sentatives to negotiate Private Wilson's release. Chief Jackson met the
men on the steps, slapped one, and jabbed the barrel of his pistol into
the face of the other. The two men retreated into the crowd. Chief
Jackson ordered the black soldiers to disperse, and police fired tear gas
grenades into the crowd, but the soldiers decided to rush the jailhouse
doors. Swinging the doors wide, Assistant Chief J. .. Cash confronted
the oncoming black mob with a large, tripod-mounted .50 caliber ma-
chine gun, “expressly purchased for such a purpose,” according to the
Oxford Public Ledger. Only in the face of certain annihilation did the

soldiers scatter and flee. 63

This near-tragedy was, however, only a prelude to the fiery upheavals
that rocked Durham five weeks later. By nightfall on ¢ July 1944, smol-
lering embers and what one reporter described as “a vast spread of
destruction” were all that remained of a large downtown section of the
tty. The charred skeletons of horses and cows sizzled in the ruins;
ightened livestock bolted through the streets. Automobiles circled far
into the night, bumper-to-bumper and packed with the curious. Author-
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ities dispatched 4,000 soldiers and police officers to fight the flames ang
stop the looters; bone-weary men labored to restrain throngs of onlgg.
ers, some homeless, many angry, who milled along the edges of the
destruction. Local newspapers noted that such scenes were not uncon,.
mon in a world at war. “The heart of the city,” one reporter observed,
“might as well have been a section of Berlin or some other European
Axis-controlled city after a roaring raid by Allied bombers.” As one white
woman in Durham stated flatly: “Those niggers burned down a whole
block of downtown Durham.”®*

The violence began early on Saturday evening, 8 July 1944, when
Private Booker T. Spicely stepped onto a Durham city bus driven by
Herman L. Council. Council was shortand small, thirty-six years old, an
ill-educated white man with “a chip on his shoulder,” according to 5
friend. He was in the habit of driving under the influence of alcohol,
though Council denied that he had been drinking on this particular
day.®® Tall and broad-shouldered, the twenty-nine-year-old Spicely had
un—til recently served as the assistant business manager of Tuskegee In-
stitute in Alabama. Spicely mounted the steps in uniform, cradling a
watermelon that he was carrying for a five-year-old African American
boy he had met at the bus stop. Private Spicely, the little boy, the boy’s
mother, and another African American soldier all took seats at the front
just behind the driver.®®

When two white soldiers approached the bus at a later stop, Council
gruffly ordered Spicely and his companions to move to the rear. Carrie
Jackson, the mother, took her son’s hand and hurried to find seats in the
back of the bus. Private Willie Edwards, the other black soldier, likewise
complied. But Spicely demanded to know why he had to move; he had
paid his fare, he said, and should be permitted to “sit where he damn
well pleased.” Furious, Council pointed to the North Carolina segrega-
tion law posted close at hand and angrily insisted that Spicely move on
back. As the white soldiers clambered onto the bus, Spicely stood upand
flashed a broad smile, seeking to enlist their support as fellow soldiers.
Wasn't he “just as good to stop a bullet” as they were, he implored? Why
should he have to give up his seat? “I thought I was fighting this war for
democracy,” Spicely told the men. The white soldiers “engaged in good
natured banter with Spicely,” according to one report, “agreeing with
him that, since all were in the same uniform, it was ridiculous that he
should make room for them.”s” Confused for 2 moment, the two white
soldiers then made a bold and curious gesture: the pair gingerly made
their way to seats in the “Negro section” at the back of the bus. What had
begun as black insolence now smacked of social overthrow: first a black

man in uniform had defied his place in the social order, and now white
soldiers followed suit. The humiliated bus driver unleashed a shower of
profanity at the servicemen. Spicely was not prepared to match Coun-
cil's venom, but as the black private turned to join his white comrades in
the back of the bus, he muttered, “If you weren’t 4-F, you wouldn't be
driving this bus.”

Amid the atmosphere of national crusade in the United States in 1944,
to be called “4-F”—unfit for military service—impugned a man’s worth,
his patriotism, his very masculinity.® To be shamed by a black man who
had just defied his authority in front of a busload of passengers was
simply too much for Council. “I've got something that will cool you off,”
he snapped. Perched on the rearmost bench of the bus, Spicely must
have sensed that a perilous line had been crossed. As he prepared to
leave the bus, Spicely loudly apologized to the driver, trying to re-enter
the traditional dance of deference and civility. “If I have said anything
that offended you,” he reportedly said, “I am sorry.” Spicely then de-
parted the bus quickly by the rear doors. But Council snatched a .38
caliber pistol from beneath his seat and lurched down the front steps to
the sidewalk. Stalking to within three or four feet of the soldier, Council
shot Spicely twice in the chest, killing him almost instantly. It was 7:40
in the evening,”®

Before night had finished falling, lames began to crackle and sirens
began to wail among the tobacco warchouses downtown, “Great clouds
of flame and smoke.shot hundreds of feet into the air,” the Durham
Morning Herald reported. “Within a matter of seconds,” flames en-
gulfed the Big Four Warchouse, whose wide wooden floors were stacked
high with furniture. Four large warehouses, several private homes, Dil-
lard’s Stables, Brock Motor Company, and the Avalon Cafe were con-
sumed in the blaze. “An estimated 4000 servicemen, firemen, and civil-
ians battled the fire,” according to reporters. Without outside help, the
Durham fire chief observed, “there is no telling where the fire might
have spread.” Flames licked hundreds of feet into the night sky; flaming
debris fell into residential yards five miles away. Durham’s skyline flick-
ered red but fell otherwise dark, as power failures swept the city. The war
for democracy had come home.”!

Riots like the ones in Durham raged across the nation during World
War II; according to the Social Science Institute at Fisk University,
blacks and whites fought 242 racial clashes in 47 cities in 1943 alone.™
On 20 June 1943, ten weeks after the first racial battle in Hayti, Detroit
exploded in two days of rioting that left 38 people dead, 676 injured, and
$2 million worth of property destroyed. The cataclysm in Detroit both
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concerned and comforted Governor Broughton. A wave of racig] Vio.
lence in North Carolina and across the South had embarrasse( and
alarmed the governor; Detroit, at least, was above the MHSOH-DixOn
line. “We have been disturbed by the recent Detroit situation whje},
again reveals that racial problems are not sectional,” Broughton wireq
the editor of Collier’s magazine. “We are apprehensive that the situatioy,
has created a state of mind that may be provocative of other riots in othey
sections of the country,” he continued, “and we are taking every step
here . . . to avoid such contingencies in this state.””

The simmering focus of Governor Broughton’s fears was the city of
Wilmington, the port and shipbuilding center at the mouth of the Cape
Fear River. Just on the outskirts of Wilmington, racial antagonism in the
fishing hamlet of Hampstead struck its flashpoint soon after the Detrojt
riot. 'The local sheriff reported to state otficials that Hampstead had
“reached the point where the white people have now refused to let the
colored people come to town after dark.” Armed white terrorists con-
trolled the streets of the little coastal village. “Sherift Brown’s situation is
very unfortunate,” a State Bureau of Investigation report stated. “If he
says anything in favor of letting the negroes come back to town, it would
be interpreted by the whites as meaning that he was taking sides with the
colored people.” The sheriff had little help restraining the violence,
investigators reported to the governor, because some of his own deputies
were themselves engaged in racial terrorism against the black commu-
nity. “Your agent who is familiar with the people in the community
wishes to state that this information should not be taken lightly. The
nearness of this town to Wilmington might start a general race riot in
event that trouble were to start in Hampstead.””™*

It was with these things in mind that Governor Broughton decided to
make the christening of a new Liberty ship in Wilmington the occasion
for a major pronouncement on race relations. The launching was not in
itself a singular event; the Wilmington shipyards produced 126 Liberty
ships during the war.”® But this craft would be the first one named aftera
black man. Flanked by “conservative and reasonable” black leaders
C. C. Spaulding of the North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Com-
pany and Dr. James E. Shepard, president of North Carolina College
for Negroes, Governor Broughton noted that the first warship launched
here in 1941 had been named for “North Carolina’s greatest governor,
Zebulon B. Vance”—Confederate governor and enduring icon in state
politics after the Civil War. This ship, however, would be called the John
Merrick. The governor reminded his listeners that Merrick, borna slave,
had become “the foremost Negro in North Carolina” by the time of his

|

" Jeath in 1919. As a hod carrier and bootblack in Raleigh, Merrick put

away enough money to open a barber shop in Durham, where he shined
the shoes and cut the hair of “outstanding leaders of the white race.”
Because of Merrick’s “unfailing qualities of courtesy and character,” he
continued, these white men gave the barber “not charity” but “the
benefit of wholesome advice which he was wise enough to follow.” Thus
Merrick was able to open, in the rear part of his barber shop, the first
offices of the North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Company, which
had become, by 1943; the largest black-owned business in the world.
Merrick’s life proved, according to the governor, “the almost unlimited
opportunity for the Southern Negro where the virtues of hard work,
honesty, and unflinching character prevail.”

Broughton painted Merrick’s life not merely as a bootstrap homily,
however, but as a cautionary tale about the perils of black political
activism. Even though “there were radical Negro leaders in his day even
as there are today,” Broughton asserted, Merrick had advised against
“stirring up racial strife” and had urged his fellow black citizens to save
their money and to “be courteous to those that courtesy [is| due.” The

2”7

governor charged that “certain inflammatory newspapers and journals’
were now “dangerously fanning the flame of racial antagonism.” Black
editors and activists “who are seeking to use the war emergency to
advance theories and philosophies which if followed to their ultimate
conclusion would result in a mongrel race” should watch their step.
“Forty-five years ago, in the city of Wilmington, where this launching is
being held, there occurred the most serious race riot in the history of
North Carolina,” the governor reminded listeners, referring to the racial
pogrom and political coup d’état by white Democrats in 1898. “Blood
flowed freely in the streets of this city, feelings ran riot and elemental
emotions and bitterness were stirred.” Governor Broughton headed the

. party that had come to power by the bloodshed he now described; the

black citizens of Wilmington could only interpret these words as an

. ominous ultimatum. But having made himself forcefully clear, Gover-

|
|
|
|
|

|

nor Broughton concluded his address with a gesture of the civility that in
the years since 1898 had become known as “the spirit of Aycock.” North
Carolina had “come a long way since that event,” the governor added.
The Tarheel State could now be proud of its great strides in the field of
race relations, which “have been accomplished by harmonious coopera-
tion and mutual respect.”7®

At that very moment, only two blocks from the shipyard where Gover-
nor Broughton was delivering his oration, a black woman named Mamie

* Williamson refused to get off a city bus. The driver sought to have
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her arrested for violation of the segregation ordinance, but Wi]liamson
maintained that she had a legal right to her present seat. ACCOrding i
the police report written by Officers Wolfe and Leitch, Williamgop,
asserted “that she had not done anything but that if the driver woylq give
her money back she would get off and get another bus.” The two polige.
men, aided by the white bus driver, dragged W illiamson off the bus.
“She was fighting and kicking,” Mayor Bruce Cameron reported, “anq
when she attempted to bite Mr. Wolfe on the hand he slapped hep”
Officer Leitch then slapped Mamie Williamson also, apparently wig.
out the desired effect. “She continued to fight, kicking and biting:,
according to the police report, “and had to be slapped again.” The twq
men knocked out several of Mamie Williamson’s teeth during the strug-
gle. The officers had “used only such force as was necessary to subdue
the prisoner and keep her in custody,” Chief of Police C. H. Casteen
reported to the mayor. “I do not feel that the officers in this case did
anything except what they should have done under the circumstances.”
In a letter to Governor Broughton, Mayor Cameron downplayed the
incident: “This is just another case of [those| which we have been having
for several months.””” If Mamie Williamson had somehow obtained
a newspaper in jail and read the accounts of Governor Broughtons
speech—her own story, like most of the wartime violence in North Car-
olina, did not appear in the white press—one wonders what she would
have thought about the “racial harmony and progress” that the governor
celebrated from the platform.

If Broughton’s lofty pronouncements of racial conciliation seemed
odd amid all the violence, that paradox reflected perfectly the frame-
work of civility that had governed racial politics in North Carolina since
1898. There was a mutually accepted framework for race relations—
agreed upon at the turn of the century by white North Carolinians with
guns and black North Carolinians without options. So long as African
Americans made no overt challenge to white domination, “the spirit of
Aycock” prevailed and the violence that had built the reigning social
order need not recur; it was peace, but a peace firmly rooted in the
triumph of white supremacy. When World War II provided realistic
chances for African American citizens to resist white domination, they
did so in large numbers, sometimes organized by the local NaAcP chap-
ter, more often as groups of friends or defiant individuals who refused to
dance for Jim Crow any longer. Black citizens who violated the frame-
work of civility risked the violence that had undergirded it all along,
frequently the violence of white police, sometimes the violence of white
mobs or individual enforcers along the color line. But even bloodshed

could not contain black insurgency much longer; World War I marked
2 genuine watershed in racial politics in North Carolina and across the
nation. When the black veterans that historian John Dittmer has called
“he shock troops of the modern civil rights movement” returned to
North Carolina, white supremacy would come under two decades of
qustained assault.”™ But World War II marked the decisive moment,
when African Americans broke away from the decades of patient black
institution-building that preceded the war and pointed toward the de-
cades of black political activism that followed it. In 1944, one defi-
ant black soldier from Winston-Salem could already reply to Governor
Broughton with great confidence about the shape of the postwar world.
“There will have to be a change in the old form of Democracy that has
been handed down to my group I mean the colored people,” O. E.
Clanton wrote to the governor. “If I could bear arms and shed blood for
this Great Democracy my people should share in the spoils.””? The wars
for democracy in North Carolina did not end with World War II, but the
“old form of Democracy” would never be the same.

Notes

Two students in my 1993 and 1994 seminars at Duke University, Jo Hunt and
Tanisha Bostick, uncovered evidential gold mines that completely altered my un-
derstanding of the period of World War IT in North Carolina, and I am grateful to
them for sharing their findings.
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