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      Introduction

      In 1897 twenty-seven-year-old Violet Johnson moved from Brooklyn, New York, to Summit, New Jersey, a place in the process of transforming from a country village into a New York City suburb. Within a year, the domestic servant had organized a Baptist church. Others would later extol her “genius for organization, religious, civic, social and industrial[:] institutions flourish at her touch.”1 The decision to create a sacred space for African American domestic workers thrust Johnson into public space and onto the path of Christian activism. For as the North Carolina native discovered, religious choices are rarely just about religion.

      This book tells the story of the complicated intersections of politics and religion, race and gender, and place, space, and black women’s quest for social justice in the early twentieth century. Black women like Violet Johnson, living and working in the northern suburbs, entered public spaces, shaped religious practices, and influenced the twentieth-century struggle for civil rights. Their faith and willingness to assume responsibility mattered in the churches they established, the institutions they built, and the communities they sustained. Their organizing made a difference.

      This book interweaves the narratives of American religious space, women’s space, and white middle-class space from the end of the nineteenth century to World War II, roughly 1898 to 1945. In examining the public presence of black women and making them visible in spaces generally considered masculine and white, this volume documents the contingent strategies and organizational models church women employed in the fight for social justice while also revising the chronology and trajectory of northern racial oppression and civil rights protest. Both religion and the suburbs emerge as discursive sites for the negotiation of meaning and power. By locating women’s Christian activism in this historic moment, a departure from traditional emphases on race relations in the South or the post–World War II North, this book privileges the agency of ordinary, non-elite black women who were integral to the process of American suburbanization and the expansion of American Protestantism. It traces the development of their institutions and documents their struggle for social justice and civil rights, locally and nationally, over nearly five decades. It reperiodizes the history of the civil rights movement by showing how racial segregation worked in the North in the first half of the twentieth century.

      This volume also documents the trajectory of Christian influence in an increasingly secular society. Missionary and temperance women turned to the woman suffrage movement and partisan politics to address housing, health, and employment in northern communities. However, they wielded less power in these secular institutions than in their autonomous religious organizations or the interracial church women’s movement.

      The book tells a story of national significance and amplifies the strategies Christian women used in their struggle for social justice. It offers a broad history anchored in the religious narratives of two women who emerged as leaders in New Jersey and the nation, one a domestic servant and Baptist lay leader, the other a seamstress and ordained Methodist minister. Violet Johnson (1870–1939) arrived in suburban New Jersey in 1897 with her white employers; in 1925 Reverend Florence Spearing Randolph (1866–1951) accepted an interim appointment to a fledgling African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Zion congregation in the same suburb and during the Great Depression built an institutional church that served the entire community. Among the first generation of free-born citizens of color, they came of age in the optimism of the post–Civil War era and shaped their worldview in the egalitarian message of Protestant evangelicalism and the Reconstruction Amendments. They expected to assume their place in a multiracial, Christian nation. However, confronted with increasing evidence of political and social retrenchment on the question of equality, these ordinary working women entered public space and challenged hegemonic assumptions of gender and race.

      As women of the Victorian era, Johnson and Randolph participated in the discourse of true womanhood and separate spheres, a discourse often at odds with the gendered and color-coded society in which black women confronted both the Woman Question and the Race Problem, as Anna Julia Cooper eloquently phrased it in 1892.2 Discriminated against because of their gender and race and having to wage discursive and material battles for physical and moral space, they experimented with various organizational models, yet retained “a vision of the potential strength and influence of a union of Christian women and faith in their willingness to assume responsibility.”3 This vision impelled them to transgress boundaries in their quest for just laws and an ethical transformation of the religious and political order—at times in concert with, but often in opposition to, black and white men and middle-class white women. Sometimes that meant simply standing up for the right to speak in church or to build a church on a street demarcated as white space. Other times it meant engaging in direct political action through the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), the woman suffrage movement, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), or the Republican Party. Often it meant sustaining autonomous organizations with meager earnings, while supporting male-led denominations and interracial women’s organizations.

      Initially, Johnson and Randolph translated their missionary and temperance activism into an instrument for reform. They gained national stature and achieved modest local improvements. In the 1920s, with the ballot in hand, they changed their language and their tactics and entered the political arena, adding politics to their Christian service. In contrast to women in the South, they were heard by Republican politicians. However, the religious and social conservatism of the interwar years and the devastation of the Great Depression brought a halt to their progress. The New Deal compounded their problems as relief proved illusory and elusive for black women and children.

      This book develops several key themes. First, religion made a difference in women’s organizational order. Viewing religion as an institution and a system of meaning, African American women advocated a politics of civic righteousness; that is, reforming civic institutions by placing morality and justice in the realm of public policy, laws, and institutions. They organized missionary societies and temperance unions to extend the work of the church in society. Later they turned to the women’s club movement, the Republican Party, and the state to address deteriorating housing, health, and economic conditions in their northern communities. Second, black women’s organizing in the North differed from that in the South. They made repeated attempts at interracial alliances as suffragists, ecumenical Protestants, and partisan Republicans. Third, the course of segregation differed in the North. Unlike the South, which forcefully settled the question of race relations in the 1890s, the northern pattern of segregation moved incrementally but steadily during the early decades of the twentieth century through the New Deal, tightening the color line and expanding demarcated white space. Fourth, the arc of justice bent differently in the North compared to the South. New Deal policies and practices spurred a suburban land grab and hardened a hierarchical and color-coded economic structure that compounded problems of housing, health, and employment for already beleaguered black communities.

      Finally, suburban segregation in the twentieth century was no accident. The institutionalization of race and class differences was as much a part of the suburbs as the single-family detached home and lush lawn. Elite white suburbanites demarcated “white” space and attempted to remove black citizens whose presence, they feared, would lower the value of real estate—and undermine the status of an anxious white middle class. New Deal funds subsidized the recovery of the housing sector and fueled racial cleansing as a suburban strategy. The dilemma for suburban segregationists, however, was that they required a black presence to confirm their valorization of white space. As white northerners resorted to violence, intimidation, and legally sanctioned tactics to reify an imagined community and expand the color line, black church women maintained their vision of social justice based upon Christian principles and just laws. Eventually their vision found voice in the civil rights movement. Ultimately, this book argues that religion made a difference in the lives of ordinary black women who lived, worked, and worshiped on the margins. Their way of being religious inflected race and gender discourses and influenced economic and social issues in the first half of the twentieth century.

      This analysis complicates our understanding of African American leadership and class status. While not the professional elite who are traditionally the subject of historical studies, these ordinary working women were unquestionably leaders in their communities and institutions. They took pride in their work as cooks, laundresses, and housekeepers and sought respect for themselves and their work. Yet, these women who earned their living as domestic servants and providers of domestic service were far more than their work. They created a forum in which they could be heard, a redoubt that contrasted with the increasingly oppressive local sites that sought to silence and erase the presence of working-class black and white citizens. E. P. Thompson would have recognized them as actors in an economic and social matrix whose experiences need to be understood in both cultural and economic terms.4 Capturing the intersecting subjectivities in their being and becoming over decades adds to our understanding of gendered agency across class and racial boundaries.

      The “Ideal Suburb” and Working Women

      Between 1870 and 1910 developers and speculators transformed pasture land along railroad tracks in northern New Jersey into residential space, beginning the process of suburbanization in the quintessential suburban state. In the last years of the nineteenth century Summit, New Jersey, transformed itself from a bucolic village and summer retreat into the “ideal suburb.”5 Sitting more than five hundred feet atop the third Orange Mountain, and only twenty-five miles west of New York City, the six-square-mile town was an attractive stop on the Delaware, Lackawanna and Western Railroad. As technology changed business interactions and southern European immigrants changed urban geography, white middle-class entrepreneurs and corporate managers moved their families from the teeming city to the suburbs. Thus middle-class men could participate in the nation’s industrial growth while ensconcing the family hearth in a homogeneous space, safely removed from urban heterogeneity.

      Among the amenities awaiting prospective residents to the “ideal suburb” were a ladies’ literary club, men’s field club, several bustling retail businesses, a bank, weekly newspaper, and New York City entertainment. A public school, a private boarding and day school for boys, and a “French and English School for Young Girls and Ladies” added to the suburb’s appeal. Residents also had their choice of religious institutions, including five local churches, a Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), and the WCTU.6 The suburb seemed ideal indeed.

      Although the local newspaper editor and resident booster boasted, “We have no noisy, dirty manufactories that fill the town with a class of people, who, in themselves, are not very much desired in a strictly home village, such as ours,” Summit was not the homogeneous suburb of middle-class imaginings.7 East of the train station stood tenements that were home to the Polish, Italian, and German immigrants hired to construct the suburb’s infrastructure. On the northern edge of town, beyond the macadamized roads, were more tenements that housed the families of the Assyrian and Armenian silk factory workers in an area mockingly dubbed “Weavers Court.”8

      Adding to the suburban diversity were African Americans who found seasonal employment at one of the three resort hotels. Primarily single men and women without familial or social ties, few remained in Summit beyond the summer season. Those who did most often worked as housekeepers, gardeners, or coachmen in the country homes of the Newark and New York business and managerial class who sought refuge in an area noted for its salubrious air and artesian wells. In the 1890s, Summit’s African American population barely exceeded one hundred in a total population of nearly six thousand. Only three nuclear families could be counted among the suburb’s black residents, and none owned real property.9

      Yet in the interconnected web of race, gender, and class, white middle-class migration to the suburbs also expanded the geography of black women’s presence. In June 1904 Leslie Pinckney Hill, an African American student at Harvard University and future NAACP executive, wrote to Booker T. Washington, principal of Tuskegee (Alabama) Institute, seeking about thirty persons to fill domestic positions in New Jersey’s expanding suburbs. Opposed to the idea, Washington responded, “I rather feel that we should do everything we can to persuade our people to keep out of the large cities of the North, and in every way, it seems more satisfactory to suggest that the wisest thing would seem to be the training of the colored people who may be in the Oranges, rather than to import large numbers of others.”10

      Washington’s disapproval notwithstanding, by the end of World War I southern-born African Americans constituted the majority of domestic service employees in the New York City suburbs. The demand for maids, cooks, gardeners, and chauffeurs continued through the interwar years, the golden age of suburbanization. From 1920 to 1930, Summit, New Jersey’s population increased from 10,174 to 14,457. The black population remained relatively stable, though the rate of increase outpaced that of white residents, nearly doubling from 4.8 percent to 8.7 percent. By the mid-1930s, Summit’s white population increased to over fifteen thousand and the black population peaked at about fifteen hundred, nearly 10 percent.11

      * * *

      Though often invisible in contemporary accounts and silenced by historians, black women were integral to the suburbanization process. In many respects, they made the suburban lifestyle possible. Swedish and Irish immigrants could not satisfy the demand for domestic servants, a perquisite of white middle-class status. As suburban historian Andrew Wiese notes, premier suburbs “often housed bustling communities of shopkeepers, mechanics, industrial workers and servants,” including black women and men.12

      At its root, the white, middle-class suburban ethos was contradictory and contingent. The maintenance of suburban space necessitated continual surveillance and patrolling of borders, for the race, class, and gender assumptions of the “ideal suburb” did not go uncontested. By the end of World War II, white suburbanites had had decades to work out strategies and to devise means to discriminate against African Americans in housing and labor and to decree areas as white spaces. The determination of black women in Summit to claim moral, civic, and physical space alerts us to the need to examine more closely these sites of contestation and race relations in a northern context.

      Working Women and Religion in the Suburbs

      Black working women played a crucial role in the Protestant missionary campaigns of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Following the Civil War, African American Baptists in the North organized separate congregations initiated and led by black ministers with the support of white clergy. Educated and trained in American Baptist Home Missionary Schools and seminaries like their white northern counterparts, black Baptists saw themselves as part of a reconstructed and multiracial Christian America.

      Before long, black ministers began to chafe under the proscription of Northern Baptists and to resent being treated as “wards.” Desiring more control over their ecclesiastical affairs, especially the ordination of ministers, in 1874 black Baptists in the Northeast organized the New England Baptist Missionary Convention (NEBMC) as an independent association with a territorial reach from Maine to Virginia.13 By ordaining ministers and establishing churches, NEBMC created a religious space in which African Americans could control their ecclesial institutions and practices removed from the oversight and gaze of white Protestants. Black congregations led by trained men were envisioned as schools for teaching the principles of Christian citizenship suitable for a multiracial Christian nation.

      Following Southern disenfranchisement in the 1890s, northern black Baptists adopted an explicitly political program that positioned their churches as a bulwark against the southern forces of white supremacy and Jim Crow. Cognizant of the public revisioning of the meaning of citizenship and the reformulations of race theory that informed that discourse, black Baptists sought to break the linkage between citizenship and whiteness. They challenged assumptions on race, critiqued government policies, and worked to create a shared racial and political consciousness among black men and women.14

      While Northern Baptists shared an evangelical worldview and believed that theirs was the age of missions, black Baptists viewed the suburbs as a fertile mission field and another site for realizing the denomination’s religious and political mission. Further, the predominance of African American working women made the suburbs important in the struggle for racial and political equality. For African Americans in the Northeast, the black church was the embodiment of an oppositional discourse; for middle-class white suburbanites it was, quite often, merely the source of a reliable workforce.

      Working Women and “Woman’s Work”

      The world in which black women lived, worked, and worshiped at the turn of the twentieth century was gendered and highly sexualized. Even as urbanization and industrialization increased the demand for women in the workforce, working women suffered economically and socially in a sex-segregated labor market that relegated them to the lowest paying jobs and in a class-based society that regarded as morally suspect any woman who worked for wages. Single working women bore the brunt of the attacks from those who policed the boundaries of respectable behavior, especially middle-class reformers who disseminated and reinforced the image of “women adrift,” who, as historian Joanne Meyerowitz notes, “became a symbol of the threats that industrialization and urbanization posed to womanhood and the family.”15

      In 1898 white sociologist Frances Kellor characterized single women as more immoral than their married sisters due to their less developed maternal sentiment, “the crowning honor of womanhood.” Unlike the married woman who had the “protection” of a man to bridle her innate criminality, the single woman’s “low morality” remained unchecked. The problem was compounded for black women, who, like black men, Kellor added parenthetically, were ruled by sexual passion.16 Commenting further on the black working woman, married or single, Kellor attributed problems of labor exploitation to “her increasing inefficiency and desire to avoid hard work.”17 Ironically, Kellor, who helped found the National Urban League, advocated for better employment conditions for black women and worked closely with Sarah Willie Layten, future president of the black Baptist Woman’s Convention and Kellor’s successor as general secretary of the National League for the Protection of Colored Women.

      Practitioners of the new social sciences were not the only ones who promoted images of black working women as “pathological.” Mary White Ovington, a white founding member of the NAACP, wrote disparagingly in 1911 that “numbers” of them were “slow to recognize the sanctity of home and the importance of feminine virtue.”18

      Despite the centrality of working women to the growth of the denomination, black ministers were ambivalent about their presence in the church as well as their position in society, both of which mattered in the creation of a denomination and construction of a race. The numerical predominance of single working women raised questions of ecclesiastical viability and threatened to subvert the church’s patriarchal agenda. Black working women continuously had to negotiate space and place across boundaries of gender, race, and class, whether earning a living or constructing a Christian womanhood consistent with their understanding of the role of religion in society. Through their “woman’s work,” they presented their own view of the church, womanhood, and citizenship.

      No one articulated more clearly the perspective of black working women than the young, energetic, and often controversial corresponding secretary of the National Baptist Woman’s Convention, Nannie Helen Burroughs, whose parsing of the problems confronting domestic servants stood in radical opposition to the pervasive conflation of class and morality that dominated late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century discourses.19 Burroughs consistently called for proper respect for working women “whose salvation must be attained before the so-called race problem can be solved.” In an inversion of masculine and middle-class formulations of morality and respectability, Burroughs stated that working women deserved respect because they worked outside the home and frequently traversed public space. Those guilty of “pulling aside of our silken skirts at the approach of the servant woman,” Burroughs charged, had a more detrimental effect on the morals of black women than servants with character and honesty enough to work.20 Careful to separate black women’s morality from structural and economic problems, Burroughs asserted that the conditions, not the women, needed reforming. Burroughs explicated the woman question and the race problem in a voice that reflected the experiences and Christian ethics of domestic workers in suburban New Jersey, women who began their organized woman’s work in this sexually and racially charged milieu.

      Concerned about the effects of industrialization and urbanization on the sanctity of the home and the impact of the economic depression of the 1890s on the dislocation of women and children, white and black women undertook rescue work. Historian Sarah Deutsch argues that rescue work for elite white women was a prescriptive for controlling moral disorder by imposing their superior moral vision on the sexual and material lives of working-class women. Black women, she added, acted out of the impulse of mutual protection. With an understanding of the class differences among African Americans, historian Wanda Hendricks concludes that middle-class black women were activated by their commitment to Victorian mores and to elevating the image of African American women.21

      As this book argues, for non-elite black women, the reasons were less complicated but more urgent. Northern black working women drew upon shared experiences to provide for the moral and material conditions of their migrating sisters in a society that had little regard for working women and their children. In founding street missions and organizing churches, these women responded to the Christian mandate to save souls; they also formulated their own understanding of the church and its mission. In the process, they created a discursive space for constructing their own image of black womanhood.22 Later, they would seek a place in the biracial temperance and interracial church women’s movements, the secular women’s club movement, and electoral politics.

      This book offers a narrative of ordinary, non-elite, working women’s leadership and public activism told from the margins; women of little status and even less power who resisted and cooperated, subverted and partnered with more powerful black men and white women. It tells of a vision and faith that sustained Christian women’s activism. At its core, it argues that black women’s Christian activism made a difference over the first half of the twentieth century. Their understanding of the intertwining of race and gender, religion and politics can be found in the bedrock of the civil rights struggle.

      * * *

      Summit, New Jersey, was a typical New York City suburb. From similar sites, working women like Violet Johnson and Florence Randolph moved into public space, mobilized communities, and influenced the development of black womanhood and public discourse in the state and the region. Locating this study in that site allows us to hear the voices of ordinary women, trace the development of their organized activism, and witness their day-to-day struggle for just laws and moral institutions. This book adds another dimension to understanding African American women’s role in the long civil rights movement.23

      This book traces the Christian activism of black working women in a northern suburb over a fifty-year period. Chapter 1 locates the emerging suburbs and American Protestantism as sites of contestation for the meaning of race, gender, and class in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century North. American industrialization and urban decentralization stimulated the movement of middle-class whites to the suburbs. African American working women were at the center of that movement. They founded churches, sustained communities, and formed a network of Christian women throughout the Northeast. Although they constituted the public presence of the independent black Baptist denomination and the race, their religious activities often conflicted with the ecclesial institutions black clergymen were constructing. When faith and gender conflicted, church women had to negotiate space within the church for their model of Christian womanhood. When race and space collided in pre–World War I Summit over the location of the church, Violet Johnson had to defend her church against a hardening color line and a northern version of Jim Crow. Black church women lived at the intersection of religion and society.

      The number of black women in New York City suburbs increased with the increase in the number of white middle-class families. However, their presence remained problematic. For black ministers, their predominance raised questions of institutional viability and racial leadership. For white middle-class men and women, their proximity generated anxieties over black women’s pathology in intimate spaces of the Anglo-Saxon preserve. Their inclusion in the black church and the white WCTU was as much an attempt at social control as of sincere Christian outreach, since black women were often viewed as the ones in need of reform. Chapter 2 examines the arguments church women advanced as they fought for a place for woman’s work in the church and for their race work within the major woman’s reform movement. Throughout the 1890s and into the 1910s, they advanced intertwined gender and race arguments as they mobilized to form missionary societies, WCTU units, and the New Jersey State Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs. Their activities add a heretofore unexamined dimension to women’s interracial coalitions. As black Protestant churches struggled with the question of gender and biracial sisterhoods foundered on issues of race and class, black women erected an organizational framework that created discursive and public space for both their racial and gender identities. They offered an alternative understanding of the intersection of religion and society.

      Chapter 3 analyzes black women’s activism in the World War I period. Having been schooled in the science of organizational management and the art of political negotiation in their denominations, Johnson and Randolph entered New Jersey’s suffrage battle and expanded their Christian activism amid war, migration, and increasing segregation. Their public presence disrupted elite white women’s hegemonic discourse. After 1920, armed with the ballot and a vision of an ethical community based upon civic righteousness, the practice of morality and justice in civic institutions and laws, they claimed full-fledged citizenship in the midst of invidious—and at times violent—opposition. They concatenated personal behavior, mutual responsibility, and state intervention, and placed moral behavior within the purview of civic responsibility, thus expanding the politics of respectability. Throughout the 1920s they pursued the goal of a transformed society at the polls, in legislative halls, and across civic platforms.

      Chapter 4 explores the contingent strategies these working women deployed in the post–World War I years. Based upon their experience in biracial suffrage coalitions, black church women expected to stand side by side with their white sisters in an expanded democracy. Their language changed and became more demanding as they sought to maintain social and political gains against the rising tide of white supremacy. Despite their best efforts, however, these Christian activists were unable to staunch the rise of the Ku Klux Klan or Jim Crow segregation in the North in the 1920s and 1930s. In Summit, class and color politics, a color-coded economic structure, increasing valuation of suburban property, and the devastation of the Great Depression eroded the gains they had made. Nonetheless, they remained committed to an activism based upon moral principles, just laws, and the intertwining of race, gender, and class. They worked for social justice and against an ever-widening color line through the NAACP’s Anti-Lynching Crusade, the Federal Council of Churches Church Women’s Committee, and the Republican Party.

      Chapter 5 discusses working women’s experiences with electoral politics. Viewing the ballot as a sacred instrument, New Jersey’s black church women added politics to their service. They saw themselves as agents of moral redemption and as leaders of a modern Christian citizenship. Cooperating with white and black Republican politicians, they took to the hustings, explained the electoral process to new voters, critiqued candidates’ platforms, and encouraged black women and men to vote. Meeting in churches and homes, the New Jersey State Colored Women’s Republican Club coordinated successful get-out-the-vote campaigns and helped to change the political landscape. Considered political partisans because of their fervor, Randolph and Johnson had few illusions about the American political process. Their relationship with the Republican Party was complex and, as the Great Depression deepened, they would revisit their allegiance.

      The Great Depression and the New Deal profoundly affected African American women’s Christian activism. The Great Depression eroded the economic position of Summit’s black residents and concomitantly increased race and class tensions. New Deal recovery programs disproportionately benefited a growing white middle class and increased the economic marginalization of African Americans. As middle-class whites used federal funds to solidify the suburb as a white preserve, African American women’s bodies and homes came under increased assault. Black women had to combat the studied indifference of the Republican-Protestant elite and to defend themselves against an aggressive white middle class anxious to consolidate its hold on the American dream reified as the single-family detached home. Fueled with taxpayer dollars and stripped of its complexity and morality, suburban housing became a new battle site and the instrument of erasure of both the black middle class and the white and black working class. Chapter 6 analyzes the Christian women’s fight against the structural and economic inequality exacerbated by New Deal policies, especially the attempt at racial cleansing, the removal of Summit’s black citizens under the New Deal slum clearance program.

      The Conclusion extends the arc of Johnson’s and Randolph’s activism and vision of a just society into the 1940s. The language of resistance changed from civic righteousness to civil rights. After a lifetime of work, Randolph and other church women found themselves in a new world. In sum, Christian activism had been their vehicle for social change for more than half a century; yet, by some measures, they had made little progress. Mainline Protestant denominations had done little to forestall racial discrimination in employment, housing, and education. Over the next three decades, federal action pushed by a southern-led civil rights movement would seek to fill the void—to take the action that religious men and women of mainline Protestant denominations had failed to take.

      The issues Johnson and Randolph raised—the relationship between social justice and government, the efficacy of large institutional response and community action, the intersection of religion and society, and the empowerment of marginalized citizens—continue to reverberate into the twenty-first century.

      * * *

      While there is a rich literature on southern African American women’s Christian activism, along with less geographically focused national work, this book is one of the first to take a long view in a localized northern venue. It provides one of the few close looks at how segregation and oppression worked in the North. The book revises the timeline of northern segregation and civil rights. In the process, it contributes to the ongoing documentation of the diversity of voices and leadership styles in the civil rights movement. Further, by asking what difference black women’s Christian activism made over the first half of the twentieth century in a northern suburb and on the state level, this work complicates our understanding of the relationship between religion and politics, women’s private and public spaces, and women’s changing roles within religious communities and the public sphere.

      Chronologically, the book follows Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore’s Gender and Jim Crow and Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham’s Righteous Discontent, works that problematized women’s public presence and agency. By foregrounding the Christian activism of ordinary African American women living and working within a white, middle-class suburb, this book approaches American Christianity and women in ecumenical settings from a different perspective. It complements Judith Weisenfeld’s African American Women and Christian Activism, Nancy Marie Robertson’s Christian Sisterhood, and Bettye Collier-Thomas’s Jesus, Jobs, and Justice as it illustrates the contingent nature of religious women’s leadership.24 A microcosm of the history of a region and nation, this local story extends our knowledge of women’s Christian activism.

      At its core, this volume tells a complex story of American religion and politics. Although the working women fell short of injecting civic righteousness into the public sphere, they expanded the religious discourse beyond personal salvation and offered an alternative model of religious and political interaction. The women’s religious faith, mediated through race, gender, and class, shaped their political activism and sustained their commitment to social justice. By locating women’s Christian activism in this historic moment, this book examines the religious thought and practices that sustained their community-based activism. It also makes a contribution to the historical understanding of the intertwining of religion, gender, and politics in an increasingly secular society.

      This book addresses the constellation of race, class, and gender in the suburbs and, like Thomas Sugrue’s The Origins of the Urban Crisis, extends the study to the grassroots activism that coalesced in opposition to racial injustice in the urban North. The suburbanization experience of African Americans prior to World War II was as much a part of urban decentralization as the movement of middle-class whites out of urban centers. Classic works on the suburbs, like Kenneth T. Jackson’s Crabgrass Frontier, Robert Fishman’s Bourgeois Utopias, John R. Stilgoe’s Borderland, and Margaret Marsh’s Suburban Lives, have linked the historical and cultural meaning of suburbia to industrialization and urban decentralization. More recent studies, for example, Andrew Wiese in Places of Their Own and Becky M. Nicolaides in My Blue Heaven, have expanded the discussion beyond the trope of the white, middle-class suburb to include questions of race and class.25 As this volume demonstrates, the economic inequality that surfaced within the spatial and cultural setting of the suburban enclave prior to World War II is historically significant. Reclaiming the voice and public presence of working-class African American women alerts us to the complexities and diverse geographies of the long civil rights struggle and reminds us that the conditions that give rise to injustice and oppression and the ordinary people who struggle against them cannot be reduced to myths, representations, or tropes.
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      “Please Allow Me Space”

      Race and Faith in the Suburbs

      When twenty-seven-year-old Violet Johnson arrived in Summit, New Jersey, in 1897 it was an area in transition, undergoing a redefinition of space and place. In some respects, the same could be said of Johnson herself. Among the first generation of freeborn African Americans, Johnson had witnessed many transformations and re-creations. Born in 1870 in Wilmington, North Carolina, she moved North and found employment as a domestic servant in Brooklyn, New York, with the John Eggers family. When the Eggers joined other white middle-class families moving to New Jersey’s emerging suburbs, Johnson moved with them and shared household space and duties with two other servants, an African American woman from Virginia and an immigrant man from Sweden.1

      In the 1890s Summit’s African American population numbered a little over one hundred out of a total population of over five thousand. Only three nuclear families could be counted among the black residents, and none owned real property.2 Predominantly single women and men employed at the residential hotels and without familial or social ties, few remained in Summit beyond the summer season. Those who did worked as maids, housekeepers, gardeners, or coachmen in private residences.

      Life among a white middle class in the process of solidifying its economic and cultural space offered employment but few amenities for those in the service sector. Domestic workers shared intimate space with white employers who expected them to remain virtually invisible. The YMCA, woman’s literary society, Town Improvement Association, churches, and other organizations existed for the pleasure of the white elite, not the hired help. For black suburban workers, most of whom had lived in urban centers in the South or North, the New Jersey suburbs seemed stark and isolated compared to the communities they had left behind. African Americans had either to create their own community or spend precious leisure hours traveling by train and ferry to Newark, Brooklyn, or Manhattan.

      Shortly after her arrival in Summit, Violet Johnson organized a Christian Endeavour Society Bible study group. The international, interracial, and intergender evangelical Protestant organization, begun in Maine in 1881 with the motto “For Christ and the Church,” emphasized fellowship and service. Members prayed and read the Bible daily, committed to a time of private devotion and Christian service, and attended regular consecration meetings that reinforced spiritual commitment and fellowship.3 In contrast to the Endeavor Society organized in 1881 at Summit’s white Methodist Episcopal Church, Johnson’s nondenominational group appealed to the young African American women and men on the social and economic margins with no public or private space of their own. Johnson paid the first month’s rent on a meeting place and converted a commercial laundry into temporary sacred space.4

      Evidently the Endeavor Society met a need among the suburb’s black workers, for within six months they organized a mission “where all Christians regardless of denomination might gather and worship.” They engaged a local cook and ordained Baptist minister as their spiritual advisor and affiliated with Mount Zion Baptist Church, an African American congregation in Newark, nearly an hour’s ride on the Sunday train.5

      Despite the challenge of finding space and the financial strain of rent and the minister’s salary, within a year Johnson’s interdenominational mission was “set apart as a regular Baptist Church,” a public declaration that African Americans were committed to sustaining an independent institution in suburban space. In June 1898 Reverend William Thomas Dixon of Brooklyn, Violet Johnson’s former pastor and Corresponding Secretary of the New England Baptist Missionary Convention (NEBMC), headed a church council that formally recognized Fountain Baptist Church and its eight members, all domestic servants. The church’s organization preceded the suburb’s incorporation by a year.6

      Establishing an official Baptist church signaled a change in expectations. Previously black domestic workers had been scattered about the suburb in boarding houses, rented rooms, or staff quarters, often invisible in public space. Now within a year of Violet Johnson’s arrival, they had become a visible community, sharing a commitment to institutional independence and to each other.

      The newly formed congregation joined other religious groups, including German Lutherans, Episcopalians, Presbyterians, and Northern Baptists as well as a recently organized Swedish Evangelical Lutheran mission of “about thirty Swedes, Danes, and Scandinavians,” and a Roman Catholic Church with separate services for Italian, Irish, and English parishioners.7 Within the first few months the newly organized Baptist congregation established a building fund for a permanent house of worship.

      Organizing an independent congregation was a commitment; erecting a permanent church building would be a sacrifice. A pastor’s salary, rent for worship space, and contributions to a building fund amounted to a considerable undertaking for workers whose long hours and endless tasks were rewarded with meager pay.8 Moreover, a building fund represented faith in the long-term presence of African Americans in the suburb. For as many recognized, given their tenuous ties to Summit the odds were against their remaining long enough to see a completed building. The suburb was not the first stop on the journey from their native Virginia or North Carolina; for many, it would not be the last. Gardeners, cooks, chauffeurs, and maids followed the work—from Saratoga in upstate New York to the Jersey shore.9 They were subject to dismissal at will, or, like Violet Johnson, could relocate with their employer. Still others found the isolation from family and friends unbearable and moved to more congenial places.

      The decision by a young black woman on the suburban frontier to organize an independent church was as much a political as a religious one.10 The same year that Violet Johnson arrived in Summit, for example, domestic workers Edward and Ana Schuyler moved from New York City with their daughters and son. Ana, a member of a prominent black church in the city, was “unanimously received into the fellowship” of Summit’s First Baptist Church, organized in 1867 along denominational rather than racial, national, or linguistic lines. In 1902 the white congregation accepted as candidates for baptism Ana’s daughter and a black laborer who had moved to Summit three years earlier. Another Schuyler daughter was baptized at First Baptist in 1906.11 In the late nineteenth century African American Protestants in the North had options.

      Although First Baptist welcomed all Baptists regardless of color, Johnson chose to participate in the programmatic plan of African Americans to create a denomination and construct a race suited to the demands of industrialized and urbanized America. In the wake of Southern disenfranchisement in the 1890s, black northern Baptists positioned the church as a bulwark against the forces of white supremacy and Jim Crow segregation. Thus, northern African Americans saw themselves as fighting a “southern problem,” and their remedies varied from those of southern blacks. They appealed to the common sense of white northerners and their longstanding relations and pointed to pious church women who were abused in public space. They viewed local congregations led by seminary-trained men as a Christian training ground and a school for American citizenship. Independent churches would provide material evidence of black men’s ability to manage their own institutions and affirm their fitness for the franchise.

      Independent churches also positioned African American women as active agents in that religious and political process. Despite their centrality to the expansion of northern churches, Baptist ministers viewed black working women’s presence with ambivalence, even as their number increased with the migration of middle-class white families to the suburbs. Violet Johnson would have to fight for a woman’s place in the church she had founded and that church’s space in the suburb.

      Creating a Denomination, Constructing a Race

      Following the Civil War, African American Baptists in the North began to organize separate congregations led by black ministers.12 With a theology grounded in New Testament scripture and the optimism born of the Civil War and Emancipation, black ministers envisioned a multiracial, egalitarian society and themselves as equal agents with their white brothers, with “one . . . Master . . . and all . . . brethren.”13 America could become the reified New Testament church with neither slave nor free, but all equal before God and under the Constitution. They had only to provide the leadership and thereby prove themselves and the race worthy of God’s blessing and American citizenship.

      Educated and trained in American Baptist Home Missionary Society (ABHMS) colleges and seminaries, northern black clergy soon chafed under the “proscription” of “Anglo-Saxon auspices” and resented being treated as “wards.”14 In 1874 black Baptists organized the New England Baptist Missionary Convention (NEBMC) as an independent association with a territorial reach from Maine to Virginia. With the objective to “propagate the Gospel of Christ, and to advance the interest of his kingdom, by supplying vacant churches . . . sending ministers into destitute regions . . . and by planting and building up churches,” black Baptists announced their readiness to control their own ecclesiastical affairs, especially the ordination of ministers.15

      Based upon the theory of natural and divine rights and a linear reading of church and American history, NEBMC ministers claimed dual citizenship as “American citizens” and “citizens of the Kingdom of God” and designated the church as the primary institution for teaching both Christian principles and ideals of citizenship.16 Pastors were to use “their high and God-given privilege and right to train the church along all practical lines, how to . . . vote intelligently . . . and be powerful and effective in the national life, for the good and well-being of our race.”17

      In an era when Christianized was synonymous with civilized, NEBMC annual sessions were part spiritual revival and part political forum. Aware of the imperial gaze of Anglo-Saxons who deigned to evaluate their development and rule on their fitness for citizenship, convention leaders believed it was their Christian duty to provide direction on political matters. “[W]hile this is an ecclesiastical, rather than a political, a religious, and not a secular body,” NEBMC declared, “it is nevertheless in the line of duty for us to take cognizance of and give timely expression in relations to matters that effect [sic] us as a class of citizens, in our social and political relation, to our great body politic.”18 Religion and politics were intertwined.

      In the wake of the evisceration of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments and the racial violence in the South in the 1880s, NEBMC ministers critiqued American politics in their sermons. They lauded the Constitution with the War Amendments as the highest achievement in human government and denounced white supremacy as the “demon of caste prejudice” that sanctioned the robbery and assassination of African Americans “without effectual protest of either church or state.”19 Yet, because most of the segregation in the North was customary and flexible to a greater degree than in the South, they believed that these racial proscriptions would wither.

      Thus, northern black Baptists denounced the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson U. S. Supreme Court ruling as a “mischievous law.” In a statement that reflected their past hopes more than their coming experience, NEBMC clergymen argued that Plessy, though promulgated as a ruling against a race, was a class-based ruling on individual and group advancement. In language that appears mild in light of Plessy’s pernicious effect, the denomination disavowed any desire for preferential treatment and sought only to “warn the common people” of the “seriously injurious” discriminatory laws “perpetrated upon it by a pampered aristocracy . . . raised to positions of trust and honor by the franchise of the masses.”20

      As Plessy became established law, northern black Baptists drew a direct line between the “lawless factions” in the South and American imperialism. The great “sociological problem” threatening the republic and civilization was not “the Negro,” but the “imperialism” of Republican President William McKinley’s administration.21 From efforts to nullify the Fifteenth Amendment in the South, to the war in the Philippines, the Boer War in South Africa, and the Boxer Rebellion in China, the tidal wave of white supremacy fueled violence and transgressed divine law. In a resolution distributed to the press black Baptists declared, “God made of one blood all nations . . . . We do recognize individual superiority, but we do not recognize race superiority.”22

      As “enemies” of the race “Southernize[d] the North” and the federal government acquiesced in the “nationalism of Jim Crow,” black ministers noted “with alarm the increasing and wide-spread encroachment upon the civil and political rights of our people in this country.”23 The bill of indictment included the drift of northern capital south, Jim Crow cars in interstate travel, disenfranchisement in the South, and the “strange and studied silence” of white northern ministers.24 By 1905 northern black Baptists felt compelled to address the white supremacy sexual charge of social equality. “As it is commonly asserted that we are seeking social equality, thus placing us in a false light before the people of races in this country,” the convention declared, “we emphasize the fact that it is not social equality we seek, but that we demand the rights of equal opportunity to pursue every occupation that will make life desirable.”25 Men and women carried the message to cities and suburbs in sermons and convention reports.

      Cognizant of the public redefinition of citizenship begun in the latter half of the nineteenth century and the race theories that informed that discourse, black Baptists made a distinction between “caste,” a reference to physical traits like skin color, and “race,” a mark of character. Physical traits were immutable and, at best, misleading; character, on the other hand, was amenable to cultivation. The Ethiopian could not change his color, but character traits required for citizenship responded to the civilizing influence of the Christian church.26

      NEBMC clergy developed a three-pronged argument for full citizenship rights and male suffrage. First, they posited the right of citizenship for all African Americans in divine law. Second, they claimed the right to equal treatment based upon the character of representative men and women of the race. Finally, they postulated that by establishing and maintaining their own religious and civic institutions, namely, churches and denominational schools, men of the race earned the right to the franchise for themselves and full citizenship for a race that demonstrated the requisite degree of self-help. Independent black churches would provide visual and material evidence of a citizenship based not on the color of one’s skin but on the content of one’s character, a formulation that foreshadowed Martin Luther King’s famous dictum by over a half century.27 NEBMC’s masculine discourse combined biblical principles, self-help philosophy, and American sacralization of institutions as a countervailing force against white supremacy and its intimations of interracial sex.

      Constructing a race with character traits suitable for exercising the franchise received as much clerical attention as creating a denomination. While the latter required exposition of church polity, the former necessitated the regulation of behavior. “[T]he highest duty of every Christian citizen [was] to give the church and state a pure manhood and womanhood.”28 Late nineteenth-century discourses conflated Christian principles and Victorian conventions to invest character and respectability with great worth. As historian Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham argues, the politics of respectability positioned individual behavior and attitudes, manners and morals, as a strategy for reforming the system of American race relations.29 By focusing on public behavior as a marker of good Christians and the best citizens, black Baptists elevated the discourse of respectability and character—its formula for middle-class success—into a religious practice. By their behavior church members would prove that African Americans had reached a state that supported black men in the free exercise of the ballot and mandated equal treatment for black women and children. The burden of proof fell disproportionately on black women.

      Regulating public behavior was a challenge. New forms of working-class leisure competed with the middle-class Victorian behavior the denomination sought to inculcate. Urban working-class congregations, Protestant and Catholic, black and white, frequently sponsored picnics and boat or train rides to beaches or amusement parks to relieve the discomfort and drudgery of urban life and work. Yet as one NEBMC minister warned, the “future success of the Baptist cause” and, by implication, that of the race depended upon disassociation from Sunday excursions that desecrated the Sabbath.30 Ministers inveighed against giving and attending concerts, patronizing skating rinks, and dancing, even though fledging congregations frequently used these as fund-raisers. Black clergy reserved their strongest condemnation for the cakewalk, a popular dance denounced as a perpetuation of slave-quarter behavior.31 According to NEBMC’s seminary trained ministers, such activities imperiled the civil rights of the race and fueled the northern expansion of Jim Crow segregation; an assessment not necessarily shared by the denomination’s working women.

      Motivated in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries by the Protestant watchword “North America for Christ,” white Protestants established mission stations at New York City’s Convent Garden and later at Ellis Island to convert European immigrants. NEBMC took as its mission field northern cities and suburbs. The “cause of Christ” suffered especially in New Jersey where southern migrants found “no church of their own denomination, and none to look after them.” They risked mingling with “loose members” at the Lord’s Table, having their children educated in Roman Catholic schools, and, most troublesome, being deprived of the church’s socializing influence.32

      Denominational statistics confirmed New Jersey’s dearth of Baptist churches. In 1890 out of more than forty-seven thousand African Americans, only about 10 percent claimed a denominational affiliation and a mere two thousand identified as Baptist. Deeply disturbed, the white state Baptist convention appointed a missionary to work among migrating black Southerners.33 Determined to assume responsibility “for the advancement of God’s Kingdom among these destitute places,” NEBMC appointed its own field missionary “to watch out for favorable opportunities to extend . . . denominational work” by meeting in private homes, conducting revivals in open tents, and establishing missions.34 Unfortunately, perennial financial deficits limited NEBMC’s effectiveness.

      For founding member and Corresponding Secretary Reverend William Thomas Dixon, Violet Johnson’s former pastor whom she had asked to help build the Baptist church in Summit, the work was too important to be constrained by a lack of funds. “We are more and more convinced,” he wrote, “the fields of our operation demand missionaries, who are more willing to do pioneer work and trust God, than we have yet found.”35 Dixon often functioned as a field missionary, establishing missions, sitting on recognition councils, and serving as interim pastor at struggling churches, adding church expansion to his duties as pastor of Brooklyn’s Concord Baptist Church. For nearly thirty years, Dixon left his theological and political imprint on the black Baptist denomination in the Northeast. The missions and churches that he organized stood as “silent monuments of his generalship and service.”36

      Thus, Dixon’s presence in Summit in June 1898 was neither coincidental nor insignificant. Rather, it signified denominational support for the suburban church founded by a domestic servant and the importance of such congregations to the ecclesial and political aims of African Americans in the North.

      Forming a Congregation, Constructing Gender

      Fountain Baptist Church was a woman’s church. As one minister conceded, it was the “good ladies” who sustained the church.37 Forming an independent black denomination and constructing the race depended on black working women, especially in the northern suburbs. In the interconnected web of race, gender, and class, white middle-class migration to the suburbs expanded the geography of black women’s labor and, concomitantly, the ecclesiastical reach of black Protestants. Black women who filled positions as cooks, laundresses, chambermaids, nurses, and waitresses in private homes and in public hotels and restaurants, also filled church pews. Their leadership and personal connections sustained the “small and constantly changing” congregations in overwhelmingly white suburbs.38 To NEBMC’s dismay, its churches depended on working women.

      Often the success or failure of a struggling congregation hinged on the timely appearance of a preaching woman. For example, when Nora Taylor, a Methodist evangelist from Lexington, Kentucky, preached in Summit in 1904, she revived the membership during a period when the church was without a pastor.39 Young men weighed carefully a call to a fledging suburban congregation barely able to support a minister. In 1891 NEBMC leaders chided “the men who claim they are called to preach, and yet sit around the pulpits and churches at home, waiting for their pastor to resign or die” rather than “enter the field . . . and prove their call to the work.”40 Nonetheless, NEMBC vetted and endorsed women as evangelists but denied them ordination or pastoral appointments, despite their importance to the denomination.

      Still, working women like Violet Johnson sustained churches and maintained the public presence of the race in northern suburbs. In their limited leisure hours, they organized fund-raisers to pay the pastor’s salary and to rent worship space. In the process, they built relationships and inflected suburban culture with their own idiom. As historian Kathy Peiss argues, leisure provided working-class women with social space to experiment with their identity and to try on new images and roles as they pushed the boundaries of working-class life.41

      A leading fund-raiser, Violet Johnson collected individual subscriptions from white donors and organized cultural events open to all, even the unchurched. African American classical musicians, many trained at conservatories in Boston and Rhode Island, supplemented their income by organizing traveling shows and musical ensembles of ballads and popular tunes interspersed with operatic and classical specialties and performed in suburban opera houses and music halls for church fund-raisers.42 In 1901 Johnson sponsored an evening concert featuring a violin trio and ending with the cakewalk, notwithstanding Baptist ministers’ strong opposition to dancing in general, and the cakewalk in particular. For an evening of entertainment that included “plantation melodies,” or spirituals, and tableaux at Beechwood Hall, Johnson issued a special invitation to white residents in 1903, “since the object is a good one.”43 With a similar appeal in 1906 she invited all residents to a Friday evening performance of the Baston Millar concert with prima donna Flora Batson, the “Double-Voiced Queen of Song” famous for her soprano to baritone vocal range.44 Such performances contributed to the development of American popular culture and highlighted the public presence of African American women in the suburbs.

      Of all the fund-raisers, the annual Christmas bazaar was the most popular. Typical was the 1912 event that featured a fishing pond and fortune telling booth in addition to the apron and fancy goods stalls filled with items crafted by black women. Over three evenings, local residents provided entertainment and attendees purchased cake, ice cream, and supper. Since the entertainment supported the church’s building fund, white and black neighbors attended along with friends from as far away as suburban Westchester County, New York, more than an hour’s ride by train.45

      These church-sponsored activities enabled domestic workers and recent southern migrants throughout the Northeast to create a space separate from their work. At the same time, the cultural productions provided an alternative to suburban isolation and connected black working women to the southern life they had left behind and the suburban places they were helping to shape.46 Moreover, the ritual enactment of popular American culture conflated sacred and secular representations of community life and provided black women—and their white employers—with an identity that was simultaneously different and familiar, oppositional yet inclusive. They showcased models of race, gender, and class in the making.

      Implementing a program of Christian citizenship from the economic and social margins required faith—and perseverance. The Summit congregation witnessed transiency in the pew and itinerancy in the pulpit. As one church member explained following the precipitous departure of yet another pastor, “In passing judgment on Fountain Baptist Church . . . the history and background should be kept in mind. . . . It was, of course, unable to pay a sufficient salary to care for a minister.”47 The lack of suitable housing presented an additional hurdle. Nonetheless, before long the congregation outgrew its original site in a public laundry and moved to rented space in Temperance Hall on Springfield Avenue, the main thoroughfare, where it would remain for nearly eight years.48

      Yet as all Protestants understood, demonstration of the capacity for self-government required material evidence, namely, a proper church building. In 1905 NEBMC boasted, “[O]ur people are bidding farewell to halls and are building . . . beautiful houses in which to worship God.”49 The reality was far less glorious. While a few congregations completed new buildings or purchased older ones from white congregations moving into modern facilities, others remained in rented rooms, private homes, unfinished basements, warehouses, or, weather permitting, tents. Annually, NEBMC received appeals for assistance to purchase property, complete a building, or pay a mortgage. Generally the convention could offer little more than congratulations to ministers who completed buildings and prayers for the others.50 However, in a nation in transition, space—sacred and civic—mattered.

      The herculean task of building a church in Summit exceeded the financial resources of the Baptist congregation that, like many struggling immigrant congregations, sought assistance from wealthy residents, especially the “staunch friends” of the white Methodist and Baptist churches.51 When Fountain Baptist Church’s fifth pastor, Edward N. McDaniels, an NEBMC veteran and consummate “race” man, announced his intention in 1905 to purchase two lots and build a church, he appealed “To the Citizens of Summit” for “moral and financial support in the work.”52

      In language that stoked the race, gender, and class anxieties of white middle-class women, McDaniels warned, “[U]nless the white people of Summit take hold of the work for the colored people . . . as the white people in other cities and towns of the North have done there will never be a colored church in Summit within a generation.” Further, he noted, “[T]here are too many servant girls in Summit . . . to be without a good colored church. . . . Male members are scarce and that in itself is a drawback to the work.53 Late nineteenth-century social reformers blamed urban vice on single working men and women. By 1900 as the “moral geography” for women changed, historian Sarah Deutsch concludes, the “image of the sexualized working girl” stood in contrast to the desexualized middle-class home as a site of class and gender moralizing.54 The correlation between domestic service and low morals that had characterized European immigrant women was transferred to black women as they entered domestic service in the North.

      Moreover, the discourse of civilization intersected with ideologies of race and gender to position male power and racial whiteness as the evolutionary ideal. Race and gender theorists presented white women as central to civilization’s advance and portrayed black women as the loose radical in the alchemy of race.55 With her moral laxity and procreative fecundity, the “black woman” had the potential to degrade two races; she could upset racial whiteness and undermine the character of cultural blackness by producing mixed-race children.

      Apparently, McDaniels’s rhetoric had the desired effect. Within a year the congregation purchased two lots on Chestnut Avenue that conformed to NEBMC’s counsel to “purchase eligible property and . . . select building lots elsewhere than in the rear of main streets, or too far from the residences of those whom they would benefit.”56 Intersecting two major streets, Springfield and Park Avenues, Chestnut was bound on the northern and southern sides by the Roman Catholic and Methodist churches.57

      A vacant lot could not shelter a congregation. McDaniels continued to stress the “need for a colored church” with imagery that linked religion, politics, and black women’s sexuality. “Negroes are coming from the [S]outh in large numbers,” he stressed, “and they bring their conditions with them, and unless these conditions are rightly considered and dealt with prudently, problems will arise here as well.” Those who disregarded the church as God’s method “to regulate the family circle” would “find themselves in utter darkness.”58 With a proper church building, the male pastor would save democratic institutions and protect white middle-class suburban homes from the southern barbarity transmitted by black women.

      An able theologian and skilled politician, McDaniels intermingled fear and flattery. “Shall it be said that I have to go outside of Summit to seek aid to build a church for the colored people . . . [w]hen the very word `Summit’ means wealth. . . . The white people of [neighboring] Morristown and Madison are helping the colored churches of those towns.”59 To allay any concern that the church building, unlike unchurched black women, would not blend with a suburban aesthetic, McDaniels noted that the white Summit resident and New York City architect who designed many of the suburb’s expansive homes and the white Baptist Church had drawn the church’s plans.60

      In August 1908, three years after McDaniels’s arrival, the congregation celebrated the laying of the cornerstone, a gift from a group of live-in domestics and their employers, and invited white and black residents to “Come and See what the Lord has done for us!”61 The celebration was a watershed moment. Those who spent their days serving others led the public event that was both civic ritual and religious service. More than a dozen black congregations and ministers from suburban New Jersey and New York’s Westchester County participated, along with Summit’s white Protestant ministers and their congregations. Revered white Methodist minister and Summit resident William I. Haven delivered the major address, symbolically bestowing the imprimatur of white Protestantism on the black congregation. The African American head waiter and his staff of waiters and waitresses at the prestigious Beechwood Hotel, along with the staff of the nearby Blackburn House, managed the grand collation that capped the ceremony.62

      White generosity had its limits. The congregation completed only the basement, and marched into it on Christmas Eve 1908. The indefatigable William T. Dixon preached in the roofed-over stone basement the following month.63 Despite its unfinished state, black working women believed they had created a site of respectability and autonomy.

      However, as McDaniels’s interactions with white middle-class suburbanites and black working-class women illustrate, race and gender relations were unstable and complicated. The “race” man exploited the trope of morally suspect black women to further a program based on black men’s fitness to lead.

      Sacred Place, Demarcated Space

      Over the next five years Violet Johnson and members of the fledgling congregation faced the daunting tasks of completing a church and retaining a pastor. Unable to find suitable housing for his family, McDaniels’s successor left after nearly two years; the seventh pastor, “not [finding] things altogether genial, and not likely to be congenial for sometime,” resigned before his first anniversary.64 Faced with a flooding basement too wet even for Baptists, by 1912 the congregation was once again in rented space.

      In March 1915 under the leadership of the eighth pastor, Reverend E. Elias Jackson, the congregation offered $7,500 to purchase Old City Hall.65 Located on Summit Avenue and designed in 1892 by Summit’s leading architect at a cost of $12,000, the two-story brick building housed city offices until the city relocated municipal functions in 1909 to Springfield Avenue, the main thoroughfare. Amid growing taxpayer dissatisfaction with the property’s failure to generate any revenue, city officials placed the building on the market in 1912, only to refuse the lone offer of $7,000.66 Thus things remained until Fountain Baptist Church tendered its bid.

      Within days white Summit responded. “Sale to Negro Church Fought/Summit Property Owners to Urge Council Not to Sell Old City Building,” read the Newark Star headline. White property owners and residents, many of whom rented commercial or residential space to African Americans, “use[d] every effort to prevail on the members of the Common Council” not to sell “to the congregation, which is composed of negroes [sic].” Business and realty interests along Summit Avenue claimed the sale would “result in the colonization of negroes . . . with alleged resultant ruin of property and business.” Using a term that labeled European immigrants as the unassimilable “other,” the white coalition contended that African Americans had “established a colony” on Chestnut Avenue and were “therefore in no urgent need of a church in the central part of the city.” The Newark Star doubted that the “city fathers” “seriously considered” selling “to the negroes,” though “[they] have long been desirous of disposing of the property.”67

      Violet Johnson recognized what was at stake. White residents were declaring certain sections of town white space and off-limits to black ownership. Such a construction could not go uncontested. Johnson’s public defense of the church she had founded and the sacred place she had labored to make permanent began politely, “Please allow me space in your paper to refute a statement.” Regarding the “so-called colored colony,” she retorted, “[N]ot a house has opened to colored tenants other than those which were open five years ago when we first began to worship there.” Further, she stated, “[T]here are more colored people living on Summit avenue, Beechwood road, and Franklin place than there are on Chestnut avenue. There is no colony of negroes.”68

      Enclaves of black and white domestic servants who lived-in or rented rooms on residential streets bordering the business district were a necessary but erasable feature that middle-class residents rendered invisible with quotidian activities.69 By seeking to own one of the leading symbols of suburban identity, even one no longer in use, the African American congregation had become all too visible.

      Johnson next rebutted the specious correlation between property valuation and race and revealed the disjuncture between ideational and physical geography. “And as for lowering property values, the places in the very section where [Old City Hall] is located . . . are such decent white people would hesitate to go into them. Such property is no doubt valuable,” she caustically added.70 According to the strategy of alterity, the subjective designation of space as white was intended to make racial exclusion of the “other” appear natural.71 Space mattered in the ideal suburb, an imagined community where not even sacred space, if inflected black, could be allowed to transgress space encoded white.72

      Johnson lobbed an assault on that chimera of white supremacy, the phobia of interracial sex. “A decent church would raise rather than lower the moral tone. . . . We have no desire to push ourselves where we are not wanted.”73 The paradox of a domestic servant who worked in intimate space—the home—having to address sexual relations when discussing a sacred place—the church—could appear natural only when viewed through the lens of American racism. Black and white residents read different moral maps.

      Johnson’s appeal to “His Honor, the Mayor, [to] do his duty by us as citizens, irrespective of race or color” fell on deaf ears. Within weeks the city council announced its refusal to sell Old City Hall to the black congregation, purportedly because the city would soon require the building.74 In truth, city officials had concluded that although renting space to black people was permissible, selling space implied equal status. Differing ideations of space became the site of a power struggle.75

      Johnson was devastated. She had not expected her Christian and Republican “friends” to privilege race over religion. Yet, race and faith collided over a building no longer in use. Prominently located on a main thoroughfare and visible from the train station, Old City Hall, the quintessential suburban icon, retained its cultural valence for those creating an imagined community based on class and race.76 The attempt to overwrite the inscription of white space had provoked an immediate response from those who controlled the suburb’s civic and material culture, demonstrating that northern discursive power could be as authoritarian as any southern state’s police power, even in the absence of Jim Crow laws or physical violence. Inscription is also about erasure.

      Moreover, as the struggle over a permanent site for the church revealed, religious issues are rarely just about religion. Rather, they are about self-identity, public presentation, inclusion and exclusion, and power. While black Baptists envisioned a multiracial society that resembled the New Testament community, Summit’s white Protestants imagined another.

      In the years since Johnson’s arrival in Summit, the position of African Americans in the North had deteriorated. Now a forty-five-year-old woman, she found her choices constrained to a degree that would have been unimaginable when she was twenty-seven. Proscription had hardened into racialized space encircled by a widening color line.

      Drawing the Color Line

      As 1915 drew to a close, Violet Johnson could not deny that the church’s progress had been thwarted by Jim Crow with a northern accent. Racial boundaries had not always been so rigid. For example, in August 1911 after Fountain Baptist Church member Fred Roy refused to leave his seat on the theater’s lower level and move to the balcony during an afternoon vaudeville performance, managers of the Summit Opera House physically ejected him and charged him with disorderly conduct. Many expected Roy to sue over the violation of his civil rights. A month later in Paterson, New Jersey, Minerva Miller, president of the local African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Zion Woman’s Home and Foreign Missionary Society and future member of the State Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs, successfully sued the Paterson Movie House for charging her and two companions a quarter for admission when white patrons paid a nickel.77 Though there is no evidence that Roy took legal action, the knowledge that he could and the fact that Miller did suggest a color line still in flux. By 1915, however, some twenty years later than in the South, northern proscription had hardened into racial exclusion.

      In February 1915, a month before Fountain Baptist Church made its unsuccessful bid to purchase Old City Hall, Violet Johnson welcomed over three hundred and fifty white and black “friends and citizens” to an Emancipation Celebration and fund-raiser at the Summit Opera House. The evening included addresses by the mayor, leading black political and religious leaders from New York City and the state, and a “strong plea” from the pastor for help building a church. After singing “We’ve Fought Every Race’s Battles But Our Own,” the guests enjoyed a banquet in the church’s roofed-over basement.78

      Evidently, the celebration disturbed some white residents. The next edition of the local paper carried a public apology from Reverend Jackson, disclaiming any intent to “speculate on the name and honor of our Emancipator, Abraham Lincoln.” Rather, he said, the purpose was “to show our appreciation for that day which marked the greatest epoch in the history of America’s civilization . . . and to show the real status of the colored people of Summit.”79 Within nine months Jackson resigned his position, leaving the Summit congregation immersed in a flooding basement and a rising tide of white opposition. By 1915 presenting their real status had become perilous.

      Throughout the 1910s, African Americans watched with alarm as once opened doors slammed tightly. In the nation’s capital in 1913, the “Year of Jubilee” commemorating the Emancipation Proclamation, Democratic President Woodrow Wilson sanctioned Jim Crow segregation in the White House, notwithstanding his reputation as New Jersey’s progressive governor and African American support during his presidential campaign. The following year, to the dismay of NEMBC seminary-trained clergy, Boston’s Newton Theological Seminary closed its doors to black men.80 Thus events in Summit reflected national choices expressly designed to reorder the civic and political landscape and reify white supremacy claims by demarcating public space as white space. Though not as bloody as in the South, Jim Crow segregation in the North was virulent and morally violent.

      Upon his departure, Reverend Jackson recommended former NEBMC president Daniel W. Wisher as interim pastor. Wisher epitomized the radical Baptist and “race” man who linked the discourses of race and American citizenship to organizational independence. At an 1888 meeting to foster unity among black and white Baptists, Wisher proposed the creation of an autonomous black denomination. “It will enable us to destroy all narrow-mindedness among ourselves,” he argued, “and like a stream rushing from a mountain . . . break down all prejudice and race pride of them who acknowledge us not as their equals.”81 In a dramatic reversal of fortune, at sixty-one the inveterate race leader who had ordained a generation of Baptist ministers, built a church valued at $135,000 in the 1880s, and appeared in a New York Times article on “Wealthy Negro Citizens,” found himself with a three-month appointment at $10 per Sunday at an embattled congregation on the suburban frontier.82

      Nineteen-sixteen began with Fountain Baptist Church once again in the news. “Property Owners Disturbed—Rumors of Location of Colored Church in Springfield Avenue,” headlined the local paper. A real estate deal between the church and a prominent businessman would be “consummated within a short time unless the unforseen [sic] happens.” For $12,000, Charles B. Grant, a leading opponent only a year earlier in the Old City Hall controversy, would exchange his building, a portion of which the black congregation rented, for the church’s Chestnut Avenue property. The congregation would use the first floor for the sanctuary and church offices and convert the upper portion into apartments.83 Although “several leading citizens” pledged to secure the mortgage, the local paper reminded readers that “the colored church officials with their white advisers and prominent members of other local churches” had made a previous “futile attempt” to acquire property in the heart of the business district.84 Grant’s decision to transgress boundaries surprised many, including the local reporter who tried unsuccessfully to interview him. Whatever the source of Grant’s conversion, Wisher accepted the offer “under the direction of the Holy Spirit.”85

      Divine intervention notwithstanding, white Summit rose in opposition. Asserting that the “colored congregation” could complete its building on Chestnut Avenue for half the cost of the Grant Building, the white Methodist church denounced the “Scheme of the Colored Folks.”86 Methodist opposition did not stem from an abhorrence of proximity, for the Chestnut Avenue property was within walking distance of both the Grant Building and the Methodist Church. Rather, the transgression was black ownership of property in an area designated as white. Other white Protestant churches remained silent.

      Together Daniel Wisher, the public face of the church, and Violet Johnson, the keeper of institutional memory, tried to change the dynamic with a narrative of shared faith and community. Wisher included the white Protestant pastors in his formal installation and the following month invited the white Baptist pastor to cohost a meeting of leading white men, no doubt identified by Johnson.87 Seated in the church’s rented space, Wisher assured them that the congregation “did not want to make enemies” and would rescind its purchase offer. He challenged the men to “come together & put us up a house of worship or complete our house on Chestnut Ave[nue].”88

      On the eve of the United States’s entry into World War I, the “general committee” of elite white men met at the YMCA and finalized plans for a “plain but commodious” $9,000 church building on the Chestnut Avenue site. Linking “civic duty” and war preparedness, the white men agreed to raise $6,000 to fund the project and assign a $3,000 mortgage to the black congregation.89

      They provided details in the circular “An Important Matter to the Citizens of Summit.” Citing the suburb’s black population of approximately two hundred and fifty, less than 3 percent of a total population of nine thousand, and the two hundred attending Fountain Baptist Church, the general committee noted that “most . . . are in service in the homes of the white people.” Moreover, the men explained, “[T]he church and its leader appeal to the better class of colored people,” making “it easier to keep them in Summit and to attract others of the kind.” Wisher had engendered “a noticeable improvement in our colored population.”90 Swayed by the narrative that linked the war in Europe and “a much larger company of colored people from the South,” the local editor endorsed the plan to build a “colored church” as a “civic necessity.”91

      Glaringly absent from the discussion were any references to Christian brotherhood or the Social Gospel. Evidently, these religious tenets would not have generated the requisite level of white support. Whereas northern Protestants had once claimed “North America for Christ” as their watchword, in 1916 Summit Protestants embraced “civic necessity” and “an investment bringing large returns.”92

      Summit’s leading white men created a discursive space that erased the church’s inception that preceded the suburb’s incorporation and its members who were long-term residents. Instead, they presented a montage of war, decreased European immigration, increased black migration, and the overriding need for white control of space—physical and moral. By restricting black ownership of place, the white middle class intended to protect home, family, and property.93

      * * *

      Observed from one perspective, 1916 ended more auspiciously than it began. Summit’s white elite had united in support of the black congregation’s quest for a permanent building and designated the location. In late January 1917 the congregation and its white friends walked from the rented space on Springfield Avenue to lay a new cornerstone on Chestnut Avenue. Though the congregation attempted to reenact the 1908 ceremony, the invitation to “Come and see what the Lord has done for us” was more subdued.94

      Finally, in February 1918 the congregation worshiped in a completed and furnished building the cost of which equaled the amount offered for worship and residential space in the Grant Building. In exchange for their support the elite white men had exacted certain concessions: white trustees would hold the church’s deed and control the hiring of pastors.95 The more costly yet unspoken concession was the remapping of suburban space. Springfield and Summit Avenues became the “Anglo-Saxon preserve” and Chestnut Avenue the designated “negro colony.”

      In the waning years of the nineteenth century, northern blacks saw themselves as fighting a “southern problem.” Consequently, their remedies varied from that of southern blacks. They appealed to the common sense of white northerners and their long-standing religious and political relations. The effect of southern propaganda with the chimera of miscegenation in a hierarchical society obsessed with the discourse of civilization and middle-class trappings added urgency to black church expansion as proof of the race’s fitness for manhood suffrage in the North as well as the South. However, belief in American institutions and a Christian ethic had not been enough to prevent Jim Crow’s migration north.

      By the 1910s Jim Crow segregation had gained more than a foothold. World War I, anxieties about the future of the white races, and the rise in suburbanization continued the decline in race relations into the interwar years. The “good ladies” of the church, working women like Violet Johnson who helped create a denomination and a race, would have to contend with white and black men and white women to defend their Christian womanhood and their place in the church and society.
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      “A Great Work for God and Humanity”

      African American Christian Women and Organized Social Reform

      Violet Johnson no doubt mused on the disparate models of Christian womanhood as she led the 1902 organizational meeting of Fountain Baptist Church’s Woman’s Missionary Society in Temperance Hall, the expansive two-story building owned by the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) of Summit and a portion of which the church rented. From its inception in 1874 the New England Baptist Missionary Convention (NEBMC) promoted its objective to give the church and state a pure manhood and womanhood and intertwined Victorian notions of separate spheres and middle-class domesticity with teachings on natural rights and the egalitarian principles of ecclesiastical and political citizenship. NEBMC clergy apotheosized the white Woman’s Home Mission of the American Baptist Home Mission Society (ABHMS) as the model of Christian womanhood and lauded its middle-class members for carrying “Christian and womanly sympathy to the fireside and home” of black women.1 Yet, for working women like Johnson the difference between their reality and the church’s expectations could be stark.

      Working in overwhelmingly white places and often living in their employers’ homes, Johnson and her sisters recognized that they would have to fashion their own model of Christian womanhood, one born of their experiences and grounded in their religious beliefs. Black domestic workers built churches, led congregations, and sustained communities out of their meager earnings and during their limited leisure hours. Defying the church’s teachings, they walked the piers of New York and New Jersey to rescue women and families and admitted unchurched men and women into their Missionary Bible Bands. They provided more than scripture, prayer, and song in their street missions. They distributed clothing, located temporary housing, and provided employment and educational assistance to migrating southerners.

      Intent upon building a manly middle-class church as evidence of fitness for the franchise, black ministers ignored “woman’s work” and the church women who claimed the streets as their parish. White Protestant women also dismissed this working-class representation of Christian womanhood. Nonetheless, women like Johnson expanded the church’s mission and practices, and ultimately forced black men and white women to recognize them and their organized work.

      During the prohibition battles of the 1880s and 1890s, the predominantly white New Jersey Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) saw black women as potential allies. Already advocates of temperance through their churches, many black church women took the pledge and joined the WCTU in the fight for prohibition and woman suffrage. Though their number remained small, black women temporarily transformed the white, middle-class New Jersey WCTU into a biracial, cross-class organization. However, they fared worse in this Christian sisterhood than in their hierarchically gendered churches. White temperance women proved to be fickle allies but constant gatekeepers unwilling to accept black women as equals.

      Following defeat of New Jersey’s suffrage referendum in 1915, black women could no more ignore the race problem in the temperance sisterhood than they could overlook the woman question in the black church. Constrained by spaces marked by white women and black men, African American working women created their own discursive space, the New Jersey State Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs (NJSFCWC), a sisterhood of black women “doing work for God and humanity.”2

      Black working women’s organizational strategies reflected their desire for full participation in their church and society, even as their activism critiqued both. As committed to the construction of a representative race as their Protestant brothers and as devoted to home protection as their white temperance sisters, they rejected the leadership of a church that consigned them to a marginal position because they were women and of a women’s group that considered their color and class moral defects. The intersectionality of race and gender led black women to subscribe to a different understanding of religion and society and to respond differently to their singularity of issues. As members of an evangelical network of black women, their moral agency led them to transgress boundaries of race, class, and gender.3

      Working Women and Woman’s Work

      Black working women in New Jersey’s suburbs established and sustained Baptist congregations and thus expanded the denomination. They secured meeting places and funds to rent, heat, and erect church buildings. They filled key leadership positions in congregations, voted on church matters, and served as delegates to religious conventions. They provided leadership from the pew and mapped the suburban landscape for transient pastors. Church work fell largely to working women.

      In 1898, for example, twenty-seven-year-old domestic servant Violet Johnson located and paid the first month’s rent on a meeting place for the nascent Fountain Baptist Church and remained its major fund-raiser throughout the prolonged building program. Johnson served on the church’s disciplinary committee that examined and ruled on the conduct of men and women.4 She used her personal connections to gain local white support and to attract national speakers; as in 1909 when Booker T. Washington spoke to the black congregation after speaking at Summit’s prestigious white Athenaeum Club.5 Despite their organized work and crucial role in church growth, black ministers and white church women studied them warily.

      As the black Baptist church followed domestic workers to New York City’s emerging suburbs, black women’s visibility increased. They organized Missionary Bible Bands to minister to migrating women and children disembarking on the piers of New York and New Jersey. In 1891 without clergy sanction, women of NEBMC, a multistate association that included churches from Maine to North Carolina, issued a call to local missionary groups to form a regional organization. The women elected Sarah Luckett of New York and a New Jersey pastor’s wife as president and vice president of the Woman’s Missionary Bible Band of the New England Baptist Missionary Convention. The following year they incorporated their organization in Brooklyn, the site of NEBMC’s incorporation six years earlier. With the objective “to assist our beloved Churches and to do Home and Foreign Mission work as the Lord may, in His divine providence, direct,” the Woman’s Missionary Band tried to balance a spiritual call to missionary work with the denomination’s call to assist pastors.6

      Though the women added “auxiliary” to the name, the Woman’s Missionary Bible Band had no official place in the male-led convention. The women had to meet in private homes and during recess periods at annual sessions. Despite the lack of denominational recognition, they stimulated the formation of local missionary societies and increased NEBMC’s membership and coffers. Convention officials welcomed church women as dues-paying members and appointed them to administrative committees. Unfortunately, their contributions did not translate into a positive valorization of their organization.

      NEMBC’s ecclesiastical accounting system differentiated between the work of individual church women and organized “woman’s work.” For example, in the absence of a pastor in 1907 “Mrs. M. J. Desverney” had charge of Ebenezer Baptist Church in Poughkeepsie, New York, for the entire year and reported eight conversions to NEBMC. That same year as a field worker in the Missionary Bible Band she reported bringing sixty-nine “souls to Christ.”7 Though women like Desverney held fledgling congregations together with their preaching and administrative skills, the church denied them the rite of ordination or the opportunity to speak at denominational meetings. When Sarah Luckett, a founder of the regional Bible Band who began by organizing the rescue of children and fallen women in New York City, reported her work to the convention in 1889 it was indeed a singular occasion.8

      Church men and women viewed the relationship between church and society differently. As the gathered church of regenerated believers, Baptists deemed it important to safeguard members from intermingling with unbaptized persons or “loose members” not in good standing. In contrast, missionary women welcomed unchurched “gentlemen and ladies” as members, albeit without the right to hold office or vote. Furthermore, missionaries did their work on the streets, alleys, and piers where women and homeless families congregated. Some ministers complained that Missionary Bible Bands diverted critical resources—women’s time and money—from the church’s mission. Others deemed street missions, if undertaken at all, the province of men.9 For a denomination intent on securing its proper place in Protestant America, the women’s forays into public space subverted its class-bound objectives and masculine leadership.

      As the economic downturn of the 1890s and the migration of women and families from the South provided daily reminders of the need for their woman’s work, church women continued their quiet campaign for denominational recognition and the moral authority and respectability that conferred. More than three years after organizing, the Woman’s Missionary Bible Band earned a nod of recognition when NEBMC leaders conceded that the “spirituality of the [annual] session was increased and over fifty added to [the] membership” as a result of the women’s meeting during the recess period.10

      Church women in New Jersey’s suburbs fared no better. Following a period of intense revivals fanned by the watchword “New Jersey for Christ,” Baptists organized the New Jersey Afro-American Baptist Association in 1892, and excluded Missionary Bible Bands. Like their sisters in NEMBC, New Jersey women maintained a public ministry with an open membership and provided shelter, clothing, and aid to women, children, and destitute families.

      After four years of being ignored, representatives of nineteen missionary societies gathered in suburban Plainfield in 1896 and formed the Baptist Woman’s Missionary Union Bible Band of New Jersey.11 The following year, New Jersey’s missionary women achieved a minor victory when the state association granted Bible Band president Phyllis Brown “a few minutes” to speak on the women’s work. Apparently, the men had never before listened to Brown, though she was a member of the association’s temperance committee and a devotional leader. Brown so impressed the assembly that the recording minister broke with precedent and wrote, “Our brethren would do well to have Sister Brown before them again.”12

      Brown’s “glowing report” did not surprise the women who frequently heard her “grand, noble, and stirring lectures” on “the great need of missionary work among women.” Following one lecture the missionary secretary rapturously noted, “Our souls having been stirred for a more earnest work, we departed with great joy and will run to bring our sisters word.”13

      Through a confluence of events, in 1899 NEBMC clergy finally acknowledged the women’s regional organization. Lewis Jordan, the influential foreign missions secretary of the four-year-old National Baptist Convention (NBC), made a personal appeal to NEBMC for monetary support. In dire financial straits and having borrowed money to print the convention program, NEBMC clergy turned to the women. The ministers invited the missionary women to a special joint session and suggested that they could “do more effective work” if they changed the organization’s name to the “Woman’s Home and Foreign Missionary Society of the N.E.B.M. Convention” and become an official auxiliary.14

      Though surprised by the proposal, the women immediately grasped its implication. A name change required subordinating their organization and treasury to the men and the foreign mission project in exchange for denominational recognition. Following a lengthy discussion, Sarah Willie Layten, future president of the National Baptist Woman’s Convention, made a motion and the women unanimously voted to accept the name change. They also agreed to sponsor a male missionary to Africa.15

      To seal the arrangement, one minister offered a resolution on behalf of his “Dear Brethren.” “In consideration of the vast importance of the females of our great Baptist brotherhood and sisterhood, Whereas, There has been a total oversight or willful omission on our part in giving them the proper recognition or place on our programs; and Whereas, The greatest of our numerical strength lies in that sex,” he recommended giving a half-day during each session “to the woman’s work on Home and Foreign Missions.”16

      If the minister intended to mollify the women for past omissions, he misread “that sex.” Two years earlier they had remained silent when the men peremptorily dismissed their request to meet for a few hours during the annual session. Now, having exchanged their organizational autonomy for denominational recognition, they talked back. Church women told of the “many obstacles” from benign neglect to overt opposition ministers put in their way. Most egregiously, pastors often refused to designate the fifth Sunday as Missionary Sunday when women would have charge of the service, enroll new members, and collect the offering to support their home mission work.17

      Surprisingly, the women did not consider the new arrangement a defeat; rather, it reflected their mastery of the art of negotiation. Without directly challenging the patriarchal leadership, they had expanded the church’s mission, destabilized the locus of denominational power, and forced public acknowledgment of “woman’s work.” Their coalition strategy, one often employed by those negotiating from the margins, did not diminish their commitment to their gendered work. They immediately appointed two additional field workers and earmarked funds for expanded missionary projects in New Jersey. After years of having to meet in separate locations on travel day, the following year the women met during the annual session.18

      Apparently, the 1899 NEBMC meeting was a dress rehearsal for the formation a year later of the National Baptist Woman’s Convention. When black Baptists organized the National Baptist Convention in 1895, church women petitioned to form a separate woman’s auxiliary. After initially granting approval, the men disbanded the women’s unit the following year and assigned its leaders to positions on male-led boards. Having learned from their sisters in NEBMC, in 1900 the women deployed a different strategy. They met in a secret caucus, formed an autonomous organization, and then sought clergy recognition. With support from the ubiquitous Foreign Mission Board Secretary Lewis Jordan, the vision of a national black Baptist women’s organization became a reality.19

      * * *

      The national Woman’s Convention drew its spiritual and numerical strength from domestic workers like Violet Johnson. Through the network of missionary societies, ordinary working women in the North and South connected their local experiences to state and national discussions of religion, gender, and race. The Woman’s Convention represented and shaped the perspective of non-elite church women and united them in the struggle for the dignity of black womanhood and, they believed, the salvation of the race. As historian Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham argues, it created a “new discursive realm in which women’s voices were neither silent nor subordinate to men’s.” Nationally, it legitimated a new form of representative politics by constituting a black woman’s congress that “thrust issues of race and gender into the broad discursive arena of American social reform.”20

      The Woman’s Convention became black Baptist women’s most important source of training on Christian womanhood. Nannie Helen Burroughs, Corresponding Secretary from 1900 until she succeeded Sarah Willie Layten as president in 1948, produced program materials and organizational aids designed to develop women’s leadership skills and turned missionary societies into “great preparatory schools” and concomitantly  “commanded greater authority and respect for women.”21 Burroughs disseminated record books and bookkeeping advice at conventions and filled mail orders for guides, buttons, leaflets, and training material. In addition to her own writings, Burroughs adapted material from white women’s missionary societies to meet the literacy and time constraints of working women.22

      Most important, Burroughs championed the respect and dignity of working women. “We are no less honorable if we are servants,” Burroughs averred. In an inversion of the middle-class formulation of character, she insisted that “[f]idelity to duty, rather than the grade of one’s occupation is the true measure of character.” Unlike “parlor ornaments” or those who “flirt and loiter about the streets,” self-supporting domestic servants were “too honest, industrious and independent” to be “debased by idleness.” They “have character enough for queens.” Taking direct aim at those who constructed a narrow, middle-class notion of true womanhood, Burroughs proclaimed the “servant girl” to be “the prime factor in the salvation of Negro womanhood, whose salvation must be attained before the so-called race problem can be solved.”23

      Burroughs and Johnson placed domestic workers at the center of their model of Christian womanhood. This formulation was not an imitation of a middle-class ideal of separate spheres; rather it reframed respectability to incorporate the experiential reality of most black women in Northeastern cities and suburbs, women who deserved respect because they worked outside their own homes and traversed public space. Working women reinforced this model in missionary meetings with topics such as “The Influence of a Good Woman in the Church,” “Character,” “The Woman of Today,” and “What Influence Should Women Have on Temperance?”24 Their papers on Christian duty generated lively discussions. As one suburbanite shared with her “Dear Sisters,” “It is our duty to lift high the stained banner for Christ and never let it trail in the dust . . . and to labor for the highest development of Christian womanhood.” “We do not have to go into the dark fields of Africa to do missionary work. There is work for us to do right here at home.” Echoing the Woman’s Era philosophy of middle-class black women she added, “It is conceded by all nations that woman is the greatest factor for civilizing and christianizing [sic] the world.”25 For domestic servants, dignifying black women and their labor was a Christian duty and a racial imperative.

      Violet Johnson and Nannie Helen Burroughs formed an enduring personal and working relationship. They applied their organizational and leadership skills to promote the dignity of non-elite women, one nationally and the other in regional, state, and local venues. They worked closely on the key program of the Woman’s Convention, the National Training School for Women and Girls that Burroughs founded in 1909 in Washington, D.C. Johnson was a member of the Board of Trustees and a Woman’s Convention vice president.26 As the president and founder of her local missionary society, she also served on key committees, presented papers, and facilitated discussions at state and regional sessions.

      Burroughs frequently visited New Jersey and NEBMC meetings. On one visit to Summit she spoke to Johnson’s missionary group on “The Development of Womanhood.” The pastor extended an invitation to “the white people of Summit to hear [“a typical negress of extraordinary gifts as an orator”] who advocates the real principles of her people.”27 Many accepted the invitation. Burroughs’s reputation as a speaker and the intense, almost prurient, interest in black women would have been difficult to resist. Women like Johnson and Burroughs imbricated Victorian ideology, Woman’s Era philosophy, and Christian evangelicalism to position non-elite women as integral to the success of the denomination and the race.

      Paradoxically, black church men appropriated the same discourse to offer women “hearty praise for their most liberal contribution to our work” rather than accede to requests for a more inclusive church polity. When Baptist women attempted to extend their Missionary Bible Band meeting to a full day in 1908, for instance, NEMBC officials responded with a mellifluous but insubstantial resolution to “these sainted women [who] are to our Convention what the beauty and fragrance are to the rose.”28 Such trivialization reminded women that their church subordinated them and their views to masculine understandings of religion and race. Nevertheless, through a program of social activism grounded in the egalitarian message of the gospel, working women like Johnson expanded the church’s mission and its practices.

      As the clergy correctly sensed, working women’s Christian activism was inherently political and ultimately subversive. Their separate organization and treasury gestured toward gender equality, while their public ministry disrupted the hidebound class discourse that male clergy tried to construct.

      Working Women and Temperance Work

      The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) increased black women’s public presence and, in turn, black women transformed the WCTU into a biracial and cross-class sisterhood in the fight “For God and Home and Native Land.” New Jersey White Ribboners formed the first Union in Newark in September 1873, the year of “The Crusades” in Ohio and the Midwest. Three years later, they declared the entire state organized for temperance and formed the New Jersey Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (NJWCTU).29

      New Jersey provided fertile ground for agitating and organizing. With the question of a constitutional prohibition before the state legislature in the early 1880s, the white middle-class women’s reform organization wooed black and foreign-born working women who could influence the votes of their male relatives with urgent appeals: “Wanted! Ten thousand Christian women to the rescue of the drunkards of New Jersey; drunken men and drunken women, ruined youth; homeless, starving children. Woman, queen of the home, the angel of the household, cast down from her throne of influence by this curse of rum.”30

      During the heat of the prohibition campaign, the NJWCTU organized the first black Union in Mount Holly, a Philadelphia suburb, and a second across from New York City in Newark.31 Following the legislature’s defeat of the referendum on constitutional prohibition in 1884, the NJWCTU endorsed woman suffrage and established a Department of Franchise.32 Woman suffrage and prohibition were politically intertwined.

      With the state Union’s politicization, the campaign among black women intensified. White women visited black Baptist and Methodist churches where they shared the podium with black men and women at Sunday services and temperance rallies. In Montclair white women stimulated “a new and desirable movement” among black women with “cottage prayer meetings.” In Plainfield they organized WCTU No. 2 with equal representation from the local black Baptist and Methodist churches.33 Helen Crane, mother of novelist Stephen Crane and president of the Union in the shore towns of Asbury Park and Ocean Grove, attended a large evening meeting at the local African Methodist Episcopal church and, following the pastor’s invitation to “take the pledge,” organized a Union with the pastor’s wife as president.34 By mid-1885 the white state superintendent enthusiastically reported that “the work among the colored people is growing in importance.”35

      Nationally, the politicization of the WCTU was well under way. The national organization had endorsed woman suffrage in 1881. Pursuing a strategy to influence the political process at the state level, national president Frances Willard made her first southern tour to enlist white women and created the Department of Southern Work. Under Willard’s leadership the WCTU also established separate departments for Work among Colored People in the North and evangelistic work among German, Chinese, and Scandinavian women.36

      Apparently, the work among black women fell short, for in 1883 the WCTU replaced the white National Superintendent for Work among Colored People with Frances E. W. Harper, the first African American woman hired by the national organization.37 A member of the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) church and a Philadelphia temperance organizer since 1875, the former abolitionist believed that the equitable treatment of black women was not only white women’s Christian duty but also in their best political interest. In some northern states, she explained, “[T]here may be colored voters enough to hold the balance of power, either for us or against us.” She urged her “Dear Sisters” to make every effort “to win the confidence, awaken the interest and enlist the co-operation of the colored women . . . not as an object of charity, but as helpers and auxiliaries in a great and glorious cause. . . . [I]nvite them . . . to unite with you, or, if they prefer it, to form auxiliaries.”38

      Harper frequently had to remind white women to behave “in the spirit of the all-inclusive Christ.” Despite evidence of race and class prejudice, she believed that the reform organization was “one of the moral and spiritual levers that [would] help lift up women of [her] branch of the human race to higher planes of thought and action” and unify “an earnest womanhood” to work “for God, for home and native land.”39 Harper conceded that organizing black women had its challenges, not for reasons of race but of economics. “[T]he masses of the colored women have not had a generation since slavery to straighten their hands from the hoe . . . grasp the pen, and to have purchased leisure from the cares of maternity and bread-winning to have accomplished very much purely benevolent work outside the pressure of their own home and church work.”40

      In New Jersey a unified womanhood waxed and waned with the legislative calendar. When the legislature began its discussion of local option, a gradual prohibition strategy that allowed local jurisdictions to hold special elections on licensing drinking establishments, the NJWCTU revived efforts to include black women. Plainfield’s white Unions joined the all-black WCTU No. 2 and local pastors in mass meetings to close saloons.41 In New Brunswick, home of Rutgers College and a town said to be “under the thrall of the rumsellers,” the white Superintendent of Work among Colored People invited women from three black churches to participate in afternoon meetings at Temperance Hall. At one meeting church choirs provided music and the AME Zion pastor’s wife presented a paper on “Woman’s Work among the Colored People.” Subsequently, the church women organized a separate union that met in the AME Zion parsonage. On home visits to black residents, the women “found sixteen families where a prayer was never heard and whose children had never been to Sunday-school.” With financial help from the white Union, the new “White Ribboners” appointed a missionary to work among the families. White generosity notwithstanding, black women were wary of the WCTU’s sporadic outbursts of interracial sisterhood and agreed with the AME Zion pastor that “the colored people [were] being asked to help the white people fight.”42

      Facing the defeat of a local option amendment, the NJWCTU began a lobbying campaign for passage of a bill on scientific temperance instruction in public schools. In early 1890 WCTU national president Frances Willard and state president Sarah Downs presented legislators with a sixteen thousand-signature petition in support of the legislation. Though Downs spent three weeks in Trenton lobbying for the bill’s passage, the Democratic-controlled legislature rejected the local option amendment and compulsory temperance instruction.43

      When the state Union convened its annual session in the summer of 1890, the women displayed their white ribbons and their legislative bruises. Undaunted, they issued a political call to arms: “Whether temperance is in politics or not, we have found that the saloon is in politics. The only remedy for this is in legislation, and the only way that this can be secured is by the ballot.”44 Crossing race and class lines, the NJWCTU demanded the vote for all New Jersey women, African American and foreign-born, working and middle class. Temperance was a political problem and woman suffrage the solution.

      As the prohibition strategy shifted from constitutional to local statutory prohibition, the national WCTU revived the Department for Work among Colored Women and appointed Lucy Thurman superintendent with national officer status. A former teacher and AME missionary from Jackson, Michigan, Thurman had been a White Ribboner since 1876 when she signed the temperance pledge after hearing black evangelist Amanda Berry Smith at a temperance crusade in Toledo, Ohio. Dubbed “the colored WCTU evangelist,” Thurman initially focused on the southern states, leaving the northern work to local and state superintendents “where there is less race prejudice.”45 However, like Frances Harper she soon realized that northern white women needed reminding of the all-inclusive Christ. The summer of 1898 found Thurman in New Jersey urging white state officers to reach out to black women.46

      The WCTU played a role in black working women’s politicization. Despite black women’s reservations and white women’s distrust, the WCTU educated women on subjects ranging from preparing and presenting topics to promoting legislation. In her study of social movements, political scientist Ann-Marie Szymanski highlights the “modularized learning” of the WCTU, particularly the ability to educate women on the political process and to develop skills to influence political outcomes. By routinizing the fundamental activities of collective action, such as information sharing and recruiting and training new members, the WCTU rapidly diffused learning from one group to another.47 Chalk-talks, ten-minute speeches, and parliamentary drills turned even timid women into Christian activists.

      The WCTU’s production of an autonomous woman’s organizational culture appealed to black working women.48 Consider domestic servant Emma Ray, an African Methodist Episcopal (AME) missionary and member of the Seattle, Washington Union. The WCTU allowed her to claim the public dimension of “woman’s work” and to validate her “call” to a preaching vocation, something her church denied. Through the WCTU Ray interacted with a cross-section of black and white women. When the national WCTU met in Seattle in 1899, Emma Ray entertained national organizer Lucy Thurman in her modest home.49

      While the WCTU’s organizational culture acted as a centripetal force uniting women across class and color lines, racial and class prejudice exerted a powerful centrifugal force, leading many black women to choose separate, autonomous organizations. Although Violet Johnson’s church rented worship space in Temperance Hall and the Woman’s Missionary Society met there, black women in Summit chose to promote temperance through their independent missionary society and Sunday school.50

      Temperance Women to Club Women

      Woodrow Wilson’s 1910 gubernatorial victory ushered in a progressive agenda that promised direct primary elections, an end to corrupt legislative practices, compensation laws to include women employed in factories, and state control of railroads and public utilities. Increasing racial segregation, the financial setback of 1910–1911, and the depression of 1913–1915 could not dampen the optimism.51 Progressivism was at its apogee, and New Jersey women did not intend to be left behind.

      By 1912 the WCTU was poised for action. Reporting from Trenton, the white legislative liaison was ebullient: “‘Votes for Women!’ This was the motto which was flashed before the eyes of the New Jersey Legislature . . . on orange pennants, and when Senator Fielder fastened one of these to the chair of the speaker of the House, the chamber rang with cheers.”52

      Though more subdued, African American women also viewed as propitious the convergence of temperance and suffrage. Winning the vote would further their ability to apply Christian principles to social problems—to do work for humanity and the race. The all-black Rahway Union No.2 exemplified the “promise of good, progressive work being carried on” by black women throughout the state.53 Nationally, WCTU Superintendent of Colored Work Eliza E. Peterson assured her temperance sisters that “the Christians among the colored race are going to do their part in the future in the protection of the black boys and girls from the demon that is sapping the manhood and womanhood of the race.”54 By the time the national WCTU unfurled its prohibition campaign at the annual convention in Asbury Park in November 1913, the fight was on.55 Uniting with antiliquor proponents under the banner “A Saloonless Nation in 1920,” black and white temperance women vowed to alter the political map.56

      When the Republican-controlled New Jersey assembly passed a joint resolution in favor of a suffrage referendum in February 1915, the entire state was mobilized for suffrage and, implicitly, prohibition—for or against.57 Despite intensive campaigning by the WCTU, the antiliquor coalition, and suffragists, the suffrage referendum failed by forty-six thousand votes.58 The all-male electorate rejected woman suffrage and temperance.

      The suffrage campaign revealed fissures in New Jersey women’s public activism. In the weeks before the special election black and white temperance women, “feverishly active” throughout the state, jointly hosted suffrage meetings, marched in suffrage parades, and conducted poll watchers’ training. Black women addressed men’s organizations and participated in street rallies and house-to-house canvassing.59 Despite black women’s visibility, white suffragists ignored them, with one notable exception. On the eve of the referendum vote, the Woman’s Political Union invited National Association of Colored Women (NACW) leader Mary Church Terrell of Washington, D.C., to a mass meeting in Newark to urge black men to vote for woman suffrage.60

      In the wake of the resounding defeat, suffragists searched for an explanation. Some blamed black women. “Negro Women as Watchers Lost Vote for Suffrage, Men Say in Atlantic City”; “responsible citizens . . . express[ed] disapproval of their presence” and voted against the amendment, reported the New York Times.61 In New York and Pennsylvania, the WCTU charged the “large foreign population . . . for the delayed victory for suffrage.”62 Such recriminations highlighted white middle-class women’s distrust of working women unable to educate their men.

      In the aftermath of the highly polarized contest and the criticism of their erstwhile white allies, New Jersey’s African American women tested their organizational capacity. Within weeks of the suffrage defeat, Reverend Florence Randolph, president of the Jersey City “colored” WCTU and the AME Zion New Jersey Conference Missionary Society, issued a statewide call to Methodist and Baptist missionary societies “to consider the advisability of forming ourselves into an organized body.” In late October representatives of thirty missionary groups gathered at St. Paul’s AME Zion Church in Trenton to “arouse interest in Temperance work among colored people.”63

      “The First Conference of the Women’s [sic] Christian Temperance Union of the Colored Women of New Jersey” opened with the question, “What would National Prohibition do for us as a Race?” After the assemblage sang “The Fight Is On,” eleven missionary presidents spoke on the necessity of organizing. The afternoon session began with the hymn “Stand Up for Jesus” followed by prayer, scripture, the duet “Saloonless Nation,” and the reading of a paper titled “Why Every Christian Should Be a Total Abstainer.” The youth of the Loyal Temperance Legion marched into the sanctuary singing “Onward Christian Soldiers.”64

      The first conference of the WCTU of the Colored Women of New Jersey was the last. In an unexpected turn, the Methodist and Baptist women voted unanimously to organize the New Jersey State Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs.65

      Why at this moment did these Christian women choose to identify themselves as secular club women rather than Christian temperance women? The historical record remains tantalizingly silent on the discussion preceding that signal decision. Meeting within ten days of the suffrage defeat, an “interest in Temperance” conveyed multiple, often conflicting, meanings in a state riven by class, race, and religious tensions. Perhaps like black women in other states, not all wanted to sign the temperance pledge. Possibly some felt deserted by their white allies and simply lost faith in the WCTU as an organization.

      More likely, by 1915 black women recognized that the structural and social evils “sapping the manhood and womanhood of the race” went beyond prohibition and could be addressed only when women could vote. In the words of that redoubtable defender of black womanhood, Nannie Helen Burroughs, the ballot was nothing less than the black woman’s “weapon of moral defence [sic].” Boldly stepping where others feared to tread, Burroughs lifted the veil on the sexual exploitation of black women, especially black domestic workers. “Had she not been the woman of unusual moral stamina . . . the black race would have been made a great deal whiter, and the white race a great deal blacker during the past fifty years. . . . The Negro woman is the white woman’s as well as the white race’s most needed ally in preserving an unmixed race. . . . The ballot wisely used will bring to her the respect and protection that she needs. . . . to reckon with men who place no value upon her virtue, and to mould healthy public sentiment in favor of her own protection.” Compared to the white woman or the black man, the African American woman needed the ballot more, for she bore “the burden of the Church, and of the school and . . . a great deal more than her economic share of the home.”66

      The Christian women meeting in Trenton that cool October day apparently agreed with Burroughs. For white middle-class temperance women, the ballot meant home protection; for their suffrage counterparts, it symbolized equality with white men and a counterweight to the errant black and foreign male vote. For women who had to fight for respect from white women and black and white men, the ballot represented personal protection and social justice.

      What better place than the state capital to demonstrate black women’s agency? Though Randolph had added a third day to the previously scheduled AME Zion Missionary Society’s annual session, the selection of Trenton no doubt impressed the women as more than mere geographic convenience. As Randolph later recalled, “[T]he success and enthusiasm of that meeting went beyond our most sanguine expectations.”67

      No matter how compelling, however, ideology alone seldom suffices to sustain independent action. Having assayed their social capital, these predominantly working women reified it in a bold organizational move. By 1915 the convergence of several factors, locally and nationally, augured well for a statewide organization led by black Christian women. Restrictions on foreign immigration and the economic uplift due to the war in Europe had expanded employment opportunities and increased black migration to New Jersey’s cities and suburbs. Nationally, black women’s experience with limited suffrage and the expansion of the National Association of Colored Women (NACW) beyond its upper middle-class boundaries had increased cross-class interactions and political aspirations. Begun as an organization of college educated, upper-middle-class women in 1896, the expanding color line and attendant changes in the political and economic fortunes of African Americans transformed the NACW into a middle- and working-class woman’s organization with a broad social agenda.68 Within these economic, social, and political shifts New Jersey women voted to affiliate with the NACW and “join hands with that galaxy of . . . noble women . . . determined to ‘Lift as they climb.’”69 They formed a statewide organization through which to address the Negro problem and the woman question.

      By the time President Florence Randolph presided over the first “record-breaking convention” of the New Jersey State Federation Colored Women’s Clubs (NJSFCWC) in 1916, not even the July heat could wither their enthusiasm. Representatives of thirty-three enrolled clubs “doing work for human betterment” met at the First Baptist Church in suburban Englewood and addressed the two most contentious political issues, prohibition and suffrage. In response to the question “What Will National Prohibition Mean to the Negro?” they enumerated tangible benefits: “better homes, larger bank accounts, and more real estate.” On the question of suffrage, they created three new departments, Suffrage, Race History, and Education.70

      The State Federation grew to forty-nine clubs by 1917 and reached eighty-five the next year. The number of departments peaked at twenty-one in 1920. Department heads researched relevant issues, outlined an action plan, and coordinated with local clubs on implementation. Within this discursive space, supported by a decentralized structure and centralized program of communication and education, non-elite Christian women increased their public activism and their civic engagement.

      * * *

      In many respects, the contours of this working women’s narrative seem familiar. Like their white and black middle-class sisters, they participated in available discourses and accepted Victorian values and social conventions. However, by some significant measures their story is unique. As working women and southern migrants in the suburban North, they operated in liminal space and their personal lives were never private. Highly visible yet morally suspect, they were under the gaze of black male ministers and white middle-class women. Their inclusion in the church and the WCTU was as much a product of moral coercion and social control as sincere outreach, since they were the ones often viewed as most in need of reform.

      As the women had learned in their churches, organization mattered. Their organizational choices not only illuminate their values and aspirations, but also reveal their consciousness of themselves as respectable agents with social capital. In the first instantiation their missionary organizations thrust them into a struggle with male pastors who embraced as normative the middle-class Victorian model of womanhood. In the WCTU, white middle-class women unable to accept them as equals damaged relations. Ultimately, without rejecting their gender, race, or class, they defined themselves and their model of Christian womanhood in the State Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs.71 Through war and suffrage, they would hold fast to the compelling “vision of the potential strength and influence of a union of Christian women and faith in their willingness to assume responsibility.”72
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        Reverend Florence Spearing Randolph (1866–1951), circa 1900. Courtesy of Ethel M. Washington, Plainfield, NJ.
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        Violet A. Johnson (1870–1939), circa 1900. Courtesy of the Fountain Baptist Church Collection, Summit, NJ.
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      “The Home Away from Home”

      Suffrage, War, and Civic Righteousness

      By the time Florence Randolph called the second annual session of the New Jersey State Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs (NJSFCWC) to order in suburban Plainfield in July 1917, the war to make the world safe for democracy was in its third month and the East St. Louis, Illinois, riot only a few weeks past. Throughout the summer and fall, as African Americans tried to balance support for war abroad with denunciation of racial discrimination and violence at home, the predominantly working-class women of NJSFCWC waged their own battle on the home front.

      Organizing in 1915 following defeat of the woman suffrage referendum, ordinary African American women entered public space determined “to solve the many problems confronting the race, to study the conditions in our own cities and counties and in the spirit of Christ by personal contact and sympathy, ‘to Lift as We Climb.’” With the motto “To Work and Serve the Hour,” Violet Johnson, Florence Randolph, and the women in the State Federation linked their missionary experience to the National Association of Colored Women (NACW) and modern social science in a program of civic righteousness, the Christian practice of infusing justice and morality into the public sphere. Initially comprised of only Baptist and Methodist missionary societies, within a year NJSFCWC opened its membership to any organization “doing work for human betterment,” except purely leisure and social clubs.1 For many women the State Federation was the first secular organization they had ever joined; it served as a bridge from church work to political activism.

      World War I catalyzed black working women in New Jersey’s cities and suburbs and provided a humanitarian reason to enter public life outside their denominations. As Violet Johnson and Florence Randolph confronted the economic and social dislocations of war and its aftermath, they crossed boundaries of race and class, negotiated the chasm between national rhetoric and local practice, and mobilized on the home front to demonstrate their patriotism as women and their ability as African Americans. Despite their best efforts, however, the leading white women’s groups, the Woman’s Committee on Defense Work and the Red Cross, bowed to racial prejudice and prevented their inclusion in the national mobilization program.

      Eventually, it was sexual politics and not black women’s patriotism or the desire for a united sisterhood that engendered interracial cooperation. Prompted by the War Department’s fear of working women’s sexuality and the susceptibility of men in khaki to sexual infection, the Commission on Training Camp Activities (CTCA) allied with the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) to create programs for African American women and girls. Though reacting to negative assumptions about black and working women’s sexuality, the YWCA created employment opportunities for college-trained black women and enabled working women like Johnson to exchange domestic service for social work.

      While State Federation women carefully mined the moment for opportunities to benefit their race and gender, economic inflation, discrimination in employment and housing, and the harsh winter of 1917–1918 exacerbated already intolerable conditions for the state’s growing black population.2 As Johnson and Randolph witnessed the social and economic dislocations of war and demobilization, winning the vote became pivotal. Thus, they joined middle-class white women in the New Jersey Woman Suffrage Association (NJWSA) and transformed the state’s suffrage campaign into a biracial movement.

      After 1920, ordinary black women pressed their claim as enfranchised citizens and attempted to renegotiate their relationship with the state, elite white women, and black men. As the postwar symbols of full citizenship tightened around a narrowly constructed vision of the Anglo-Saxon middle-class family and a detached home, Johnson, Randolph, and the women of NJSFCWC held fast to the alternative vision of civic righteousness, just laws, and moral institutions.

      Black Club Women and White Suffragists

      Reverend Florence Spearing Randolph’s election as the first president of the State Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs epitomized the geographic and social distance black women had traversed. Like many in the Federation, Randolph came of age in the post-Reconstruction South and migrated North as a young woman. Born in South Carolina in 1866, she attended Charleston’s Avery Normal Institute where she learned the dressmaking trade. In 1885, nineteen-year-old Randolph followed her older sisters to the New York City area, settling in Jersey City, New Jersey. Northern life proved professionally and personally rewarding. Randolph earned three times more a day for the same work; married Virginia native Hugh Randolph, a cook on the dining car service of the Pullman Company; and gave birth to their daughter Leah Viola. Reflecting her skill and determination, Randolph’s dressmaking business flourished.3

      Confirmed in Charleston’s segregated Methodist Episcopal Church, Randolph joined the independent African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Zion Church within a year of settling in Jersey City. Under the tutelage of Eli George Biddle, an AME Zion minister who attended Yale and served as a chaplain in the 54th Massachusetts Regiment during the Civil War, she began a systematic study of the Bible, Hebrew, and Greek and became a “helper” in Biddle’s holiness class, responsible for strengthening the local congregation as a Sunday school teacher and Class Leader. Here she met two AME Zion luminaries, the Reverend Mrs. Julia Foote and Bishop Alexander Walters.4

      Since the AME Zion Church competed with other Protestant denominations for converts in the Northeast, “all dedicated church members were missionaries and expected to share in the program of expanding the Church.”5 Randolph did her part. In 1888 she closed her dressmaking shop one afternoon each week and volunteered at the Hudson County prisons and the White Rose Mission, a refuge for black women in New York City.6

      As an AME Zion Methodist, Randolph joined a small band of Protestant women allowed to “freely exercise their spiritual gifts.”7 In 1898, the year Violet Johnson organized a Baptist church in Summit, the AME Zion Church licensed Randolph as an evangelist, making her eligible to preach and hold revivals, but ineligible for pastoral assignments.8 The door to clerical leadership opened unexpectedly when Randolph turned a one-time permission to lead the congregation into a historic church revival during the illness of her pastor. Activist Bishop Alexander Walters ordained Randolph a deacon in 1901 and an elder in 1903, qualifying her for pastoral service.9 Between 1897 and 1909, Randolph pastored several working-class congregations in New Jersey and New York, generally working without a “stated” or contracted salary. Once the church stabilized, she was “replaced by a ‘nice young man’ and reassigned to another problem church.”10

      Despite her preaching ability, the support of mentors, and demonstrated leadership, Randolph’s denominational advancement was circumscribed. Zion women remained in subordinate roles in the clerical ranks and in the Woman’s Home and Foreign Missionary (WH&FM) Society. Finally in 1904, when presented with evidence of the slow growth of missionary societies, the primary funding source for foreign missions, the Board of Bishops allowed Zion women to manage the department. The women restructured the WH&FM, formed their own executive board, and held separate conventions; financial matters remained with the all-male board.11 Bishops’ wives, originators of the WH&FM, “began losing their official positions to other missionary-minded women who felt the need to broaden the leadership.”12

      The shift benefited Randolph. In 1912 she became Secretary of the Bureau of Supplies, the department responsible for collecting all donations of clothing, medicine, literature, and other material for foreign missions, and later president of the national and state WH&FM societies.13

      While Randolph’s gender may have been a liability in the clerical ranks, her “curiosity as a woman” proved an asset in the New Jersey Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU). Sitting at the window of her dress shop in 1892, she witnessed a melee at the saloon across the street, one of many that earned Jersey City the reputation of being a city “under the dominion of the rum traffic.” As police placed an “intoxicated and noisy” young man in a patrol wagon, Randolph, “speaking aloud . . . said, if I had my way I would close every saloon before midnight. A white woman standing near, a president of the WCTU[,] told me ‘if you feel that way come and join the WCTU and help us bring about prohibition.’” Randolph joined the white Jersey City WCTU. As she later reminisced, “Thus as a WCTU, Christian Endeavor, Kings Daughter and Sunday School Teacher I soon developed into a Bible student discovering that one can do a real telling work for God and humanity.”14

      Randolph’s reputation soon spread among temperance women. In June 1899, “Mrs. Randolph, a colored woman, spoke on the ‘Afro-American’” at the regular meeting of the white Hudson County Temperance Union.15 In February 1900, while on a tour to build up temperance unions in the Northeast, National Superintendent of Work among Colored People Rosetta Lawson “spent two weeks in Hudson County . . . [where] the dear sisters there were untiring in their efforts to push forward our cause.”16 Following Lawson’s visit, the WCTU organized a “colored” union with eleven members and representatives from the various churches, including Randolph, as vice presidents.17 That summer at the WCTU School of Methods in Ocean Grove, Randolph shared the platform with white state and national officers, including a white South Carolinian who “enjoy[ed] New Jersey’s gathering of the clans.” The “colored sister . . . ably presented” the topic “Total Abstinence among Colored People; Encouragement.”18 Randolph had traveled a great distance from the post-Reconstruction South to interracial Christian activism in the North. America’s entry into World War I marked another turning point.

      The July 1917 annual meeting of the State Federation signaled the rising visibility of the predominantly working women and their organization. “Women of national character” joined them, including YWCA National Secretary Eva Bowles, New York City Equal Suffrage League President Addie Hunton, and National Association of Colored Women (NACW) President Mary Talbert.19 The presence of white WCTU presidents and influential men of the Federation of Colored Organizations and the state National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) provided further evidence of NJSFCWC’s visibility.20 Many would become perennial visitors seeking the Federation’s endorsement.

      As Randolph oversaw a morning session devoted to Federation business, Suffrage chairwoman Mary Goodwin announced that the past president of the white New Jersey Woman Suffrage Association (NJWSA) and fellow East Orange suburbanite, Dr. Mary Hussey, was inviting the NJSFCWC to “become identified with the suffrage work in this state.” The verbal invitation “precipitated a heated discussion” on the status of the NJWSA and the Federation of Women’s Clubs, two exclusive white women’s organizations. To avoid disrupting the meeting, Randolph tabled the matter pending further information.21

      To the black women’s surprise, Hussey and suffrage president Lillian Feickert appeared that afternoon to provide “more information on suffrage.” Three years earlier NJWSA had moved its headquarters from Newark to suburban Plainfield, nearer to Feickert’s home and the suburban locus of suffrage support. With the black club women meeting at the Mount Olive Baptist Church in Plainfield, a white suffrage representative could easily make an appearance. It is striking that both the former and current presidents felt these black women merited their immediate presence. Clearly, they considered black women’s support for suffrage a positive good for the cause, and they expected black women to become politically active and vote when they became enfranchised.

      Hussey, the initiator of the invitation, “sketched briefly the organization and development of woman suffrage nationally and locally.”22 The black women might have heretofore been invisible to the white suffragists, but they had more than a passing familiarity with suffrage, nationally and locally. Given their participation in the men’s Colored Republican Clubs and the WCTU, they understood what was at stake should suffrage legislation remain stalled.

      Contrary to the white suffragists’ conjecture, the black women’s reluctance to become “identified” with the white women’s suffrage campaign stemmed not from a lack of knowledge, but from an awareness of the color line in the suffrage movement. In 1911, for example, white women in three suffrage organizations formed the Joint Legislative Committee to press for a suffrage amendment to the state constitution. Black women were not included.23 Moreover, they had endured white suffragists’ scathing criticism following defeat of the suffrage referendum in 1915, when white women blamed the presence of black women poll watchers for causing “responsible” citizens to vote against suffrage.24 Now that white women were turning to them to further their cause, black women had reason to be wary.

      By 1917, the political ground had shifted. When thirty-five-year-old Lillian Feickert became State Woman Suffrage Association president in 1912, the organization had a homogeneous membership of only two thousand white upper- and middle-class women. Barred by the state constitution from submitting the same amendment to the electorate more than once in five years, NJWSA abandoned the state referendum in favor of the federal amendment strategy championed by the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA). Faced with a state legislature unwilling to support either suffrage or prohibition and anti-suffragists claiming to represent the majority of New Jersey women, Feickert calculated that adding African American women to the pro-suffrage column was a political necessity.

      It is unlikely that Feickert intended to speak that Thursday afternoon. However, following Hussey’s dismal performance, she “spoke at length and in detail” on the status of states with full and partial suffrage, the relation of woman suffrage to the war, and the relation of the white Federation of women’s clubs to the suffrage association, “individually and collectively.”25 Feickert did not reveal details of her plan to have black women identify with the suffrage campaign; the politically savvy black women were equally reticent. Yet, as all understood, numbers mattered. Black men voted in New Jersey, and their wives and daughters might convince them to vote for suffrage. Adding nearly three thousand black club women and the thousands of black women they represented would be a political coup.

      New Jersey’s black club women and white suffragists joined forces. In a post-session meeting, Randolph, Feickert, and NACW president Mary Talbert hammered out the details. Within two weeks, a committee of ten women equally divided between the Federation and the Suffrage Association submitted an agreement that formalized black women’s membership on NJWSA’s Executive Board, the formation of black women’s local suffrage organizations, and NJWSA’s subvention of costs for organizers and activities.26 Ratification by the respective boards transformed New Jersey’s suffrage campaign into a biracial and cross-class movement. Despite the contentious initial meeting, Feickert became a steadfast friend of the African American women. For their part, the black women converted their suffrage participation into a political force.

      In a circular headed “Bringing In the Colored Women,” Feickert acknowledged being “a speaker at a wonderful meeting of colored women” and assured the white women that the “speakers and officers were all most intelligent, thoughtful and worthwhile women.”27 She failed to mention that she had initiated the contact and met with them at their behest.

      Based on Feickert’s redacted account, historians of New Jersey’s suffrage movement have incorrectly characterized the African American women as supplicants, marginally involved in the critical years of the suffrage campaign.28 Such a reading not only obscures black women’s agency and political acumen, it also ignores the image of black womanhood the State Federation had constructed by 1917. Though the national suffrage organization agreed to put suffrage on hold for the duration of the war in return for Woodrow Wilson’s promise not to oppose a federal amendment when the war was over, Feichert recruited the black club women, made them welcome, and understood their value to the cause.

      Working Women and War Work

      America’s entry into World War I on 6 April 1917 catalyzed black working women in New Jersey’s cities and suburbs. While middle-class white women viewed war work as an opportunity to advance their suffrage claim—in support or opposition, black women discerned possibilities for racial and economic advancement, possibilities captured in the slogans “No Color Line” and “Come Out of the Kitchen, Mary.” The black press reported, “Race women are rapidly deserting the cook stove and the wash tub to take her [sic] place at the machine, the looms and the engines of the factory.” A Baptist publication “advise[d] ambitious young men and maidens of the high tone type to write their friends north for information [and] at once enter the new fields of industry, domestic service and manual labor.”29 The optimism notwithstanding, the color line tightened in ways that African American women could not have anticipated at the outset of a war waged to make the world safe for democracy.

      Within fifteen days of the United States’s declaration of war against Germany, the War Department’s Council of National Defense created the Woman’s Committee, officially the Committee on Women’s Defense Work, to supervise women’s public work. In early June the Woman’s Committee distributed copies of President Wilson’s war message and launched a national registration day of patriotic service, registering volunteer and wage-earning women through a network of state, county, city, and town divisions. The Woman’s Committee identified twelve departments for war work, including Registration, Women in Industry, Child Welfare, and Liberty Loan. In mid-June National Food Administrator Herbert Hoover handed the committee its first task, to preserve and expand the existing food supply.30

      By the end of June the New Jersey Division of the Woman’s Committee, funded by the state and municipalities with contributions from private citizens, had distributed food registration cards and formed local committees throughout the state to weigh and measure babies, establish milk stations, create health and recreation centers for children, and provide safeguards for women in industry. When the leaders, suburban Ridgewood resident and president of the white Federation of Women’s Clubs Lillian Stockton and suffragist Lillian Feickert, brought the leading women’s organizations into the Woman’s Committee, the State Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs was conspicuously absent, though Feickert would give a suffrage speech to the organization only a few weeks later.31 In a similar act of omission, the national Woman’s Committee included more than fifty white women’s groups but ignored the National Association of Colored Women, although representatives sat on the general committee.32

      Contrary to the national and state examples, the mayor of Summit included African American women among the civic, social, and religious organizations on the suburb’s Woman’s Committee. Violet Johnson represented black women of the newly formed Woman in Industry Club. The suburb’s Italian and native-born white working women had their respective Woman in Industry Club representatives.33

      Throughout the war, black women contended with discriminatory rules of engagement. For example, in only five weeks the state’s middle- and upper-class white women raised $12,000 to purchase, equip, and operate the whites-only Soldiers’ Club at Camp Dix for a year. Within weeks of its opening, Summit’s middle-class white women received permission to staff the club, and young white women entertained enlisted men at dances on Friday nights and officers on Saturday nights.34 As a poignant coda, after two meetings officials at Camp Dix denied the State Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs’ request to establish a clubhouse for black soldiers.35

      With good reason, African Americans questioned America’s commitment to democracy. At its national war conference in May 1917, the biracial NAACP demanded fair treatment at home and support for the war, even as it cited colonialism and hostility toward darker races as the cause of the belligerence. In contrast, the pastor of a thirty-two hundred member Baptist congregation in Harlem urged withholding support until the Wilson administration had assured the extension of civil rights at home. As many struggled to balance patriotism and protest, racial violence in East St. Louis and Houston increased African American disaffection.36

      Unable to ignore African American discontent, in October 1917 President Wilson appointed as Special Assistant to the Secretary of War Emmet Jay Scott, an officer at Tuskegee (Alabama) Institute. Based upon Scott’s recommendation, by mid-1918 most southern states had organized black men in segregated auxiliary councils.37 To shore up support among white women, in late September 1917 Wilson established the House Woman Suffrage Committee and positioned suffrage as a war measure.38 Black women’s concerns would have to wait.

      However, black women did not wait. By the time the national Woman’s Committee convened its initial meeting in Washington, D.C., many had already begun their own home-front battle for social justice. In early May, New Jersey women raised money for the Woman’s Auxiliary of the Fifteenth Colored Regiment, a New York City organization supporting the military enlistment of black men. In November they helped establish the Circle for Negro War Relief “to promote the welfare of Negro soldiers and their dependent families,” contingents ignored by the Red Cross and discriminated against in neighborhoods where black soldiers were quartered. Considered “the nearest approach to a Red Cross . . . through which colored people cooperated during the war,” the Circle for Negro War Relief originated in New York City and its suburbs and within a few months had over sixty units throughout the country. Black women provided services that “ranged from the making of comfort kits to the furnishing of chewing gum . . . [and] the supplying of victrolas and records.”39

      Determined to demonstrate their “Loyalty as Americans,” New Jersey’s black women worked in segregated organizations as well as biracial coalitions, based on local sentiment and their threshold for racial discrimination. Red Cross participation, for example, rested with the elite white women who controlled local chapters. As members of the Summit Red Cross, black women enrolled in a home nursing course and knitted socks, sweaters, and wristlets. In Freehold they worked in a separate auxiliary that operated in the same location and under the same supervision as white women in the Monmouth County Red Cross.40 Members of Paterson’s black Fortnightly Club cooperated with the Passaic County Red Cross to provide service at Camp Merritt, an embarkation site about ten miles northwest of New York City.41 In contrast, black women in Hackensack, a suburb about eight miles from Camp Merritt, organized savings bond and War Stamp drives on a completely separate basis after the local Red Cross prohibited their participation.42 In some locations, such as Cranford, a suburb eight miles southwest of Newark, black women avoided the Red Cross and independently prepared surgical dressings, hospital bed socks, and suits of pajamas. Similarly, the Newark Colored Women’s Volunteer League, a branch of the Mayor’s Woman’s Committee, established a canteen for black soldiers in rented space near Camp Dix and, with the Community Service Clubs of Orange, Montclair, and Burlington, chaperoned dances and sponsored poolrooms, picture shows, canteen and café services, and entertainment.43 As one contemporary observed, black women navigated a minefield of “local conditions, racial antipathies, and ancient prejudices.”44

      Ultimately, it was sexual politics rather than patriotism or unity across the color line that prompted a reassessment of black women’s participation in the war effort. Fearful of the sexual immorality to which recruits and enlisted men might be exposed, the War Department’s Commission on Training Camp Activities (CTCA) partnered with the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) to organize a program for women and girls, especially black and white working women in communities surrounding army and navy training camps.45 By January 1918 the YWCA had expanded its staff from one black national secretary and nine paid workers to twelve national workers, three field supervisors, and sixty-three paid workers with an increased budget for work center management.46 With the color line starkly drawn in the Red Cross, black women gravitated to the YWCA.

      Under the YWCA program, black women established Hostess Houses that offered rest, refreshments, and entertainment for black soldiers and visitors. In April 1918, a year after America’s entry into the war, the first Hostess House opened at Camp Upton, Long Island, New York. YWCA Special War Work Secretary Lugenia Burns Hope, a social reformer and wife of the president of Morehouse College (Atlanta), managed the New York facility and the nationwide training of Hostess House supervisors.47 Despite the inadequacy of in-camp programs for African Americans, Hostess Houses provided an alternative space for black soldiers and their families and “brought [them] in contact with high yet simple standards of social intercourse.”48 Black women in the Jersey City Central Railroad Waiters’ Association and the Somerville YWCA Uplift Club regularly volunteered at the Camp Dix Hostess House.49

      Significantly, YWCA affiliation enabled New Jersey’s black women to stabilize programs in which they had been involved for years through their missionary societies and women’s clubs. As part of the YWCA’s “Colored Work,” Violet Johnson formed the Girls’ Patriotic League and Y “Uplift” clubs for young girls and expanded the Woman in Industry Club to include domestic workers from neighboring suburbs. In the early 1900s Summit’s white middle-class women had created the Woman’s Institute as a club for white native- and foreign-born working women and offered classes in dressmaking, millinery, cooking, and embroidery. Black women were excluded. As a war measure, the elite women opened the Woman’s Institute to all who signed a loyalty pledge, including Johnson and her clubs for women and girls.50

      Work patterns of black and white women changed markedly during the war. Because of racism, however, black and white women experienced the war differently. The labor structure remained racially segregated in spite of worker shortages caused by the military draft and the departure of European immigrants.51 As white women moved into industrial positions vacated by men, few African American women could escape domestic service. Even when able to move into the industrial or manufacturing sector, employers restricted them to the lowest job categories. Further, as women’s wages increased, so did opportunities for exploitation in factories, hotels, railroad yards, and private homes. In August 1918 the Division of Labor created the Women’s Service Section (WSS) to mediate working conditions for women in select industries, including wages, hours, and assignments.52 The service sector remained outside the purview of any government agency. And as many black women discovered, any change in work patterns that appeared to shift power to service workers redounded to their detriment.53 Paradoxically, as surveillance of black women’s bodies increased, safeguards for their working conditions decreased.

      Not only did black and white women have disparate war experiences, they also valorized war work differently. Historian Felice Gordon argues that New Jersey’s white middle-class women used war work to highlight the incongruity between the war for democracy and the powerlessness of women.54 For black women, the stakes were much higher: war work provided evidence of their womanhood.

      Notwithstanding the government’s prurient interest in their sexual activities and disregard for their economic well-being, ordinary black women refashioned initiatives intended to inoculate service men from their sexual contagion into housing, employment, and self-improvement programs. For example, though the War Department viewed the Woman in Industry Clubs and Girls’ Patriotic Leagues as ramparts protecting soldiers from dangerous black, single, or working women, African American women considered them community fortresses. After the war, they converted many into permanent YWCAs.55 Johnson transformed the Woman in Industry Club into “The Home Away from Home,” a haven for black women and girls.

      By mid-1918 black women’s “quiet struggle” began to bear fruit.56 The Secretary of War ordered the Red Cross to register black nurses and assign them albeit on a segregated basis to military hospitals and camps, including Camp Dix.57 To stem reports of black unrest due to discriminatory treatment, Special Assistant Emmet Scott recommended forming a national black woman’s subcommittee or subcommittees in each state. Aware that white southerners feared that organizing black women would disturb race relations, the Woman’s Committee appointed NACW member and poet Alice Dunbar-Nelson as field representative to organize segregated committees in southern states. The committee deemed it “superfluous” to organize black women in northern states, Dunbar-Nelson later recalled.58 More likely, white northern women had convinced the national committee that they were already working with black women.

      Certainly, in New Jersey that was not the case. The Woman’s Committee ignored black women’s organizational strength and maintained a façade of interracial cooperation. State Chairwoman Stockton waited a year before contacting the State Federation about appointing someone to “learn the system of work” in the Council of National Defense office. Despite the public slight, NJSFCWC’s Executive Board voted to “cooperate with the Council.”59 The war ended the following month. Further, when the National War Savings Committee appointed women to conduct the Liberty Loan Campaign, the New Jersey Council of National Defense named Florence Randolph to head the “drive to colored people.”60 Nationally, African American women acquitted themselves well during the Third Liberty Loan Campaign, raising more than $5 million dollars, including $300,000 for the Red Cross.61 In New Jersey, black women’s contributions helped fund the Negro Welfare Employment Bureau, an unfunded Labor Department agency belatedly created to assist black migrants and residents in finding employment.62 Again, Stockton ignored Randolph and her organization. Deeming this one affront too many, the black women penned a terse letter, “regretting that the services of Mrs. Randolph, duly appointed member of the Committee . . . were not needed.”63 From the perspective of New Jersey’s black women, Dunbar-Nelson’s characterization of relations with the Red Cross as “not altogether a pleasant one” could have been extended to other white women’s groups.64

      The war drew the color line in unpredictable and dizzying ways across New Jersey’s cities and suburbs. As an example of the contingency in moral and spatial choices available to northern women during the war, both Johnson and her white employer sat on the suburb’s Mercy Hospital Committee.65 While a domestic servant seemed an unlikely choice for this elite committee organized to provide emergency relief, Johnson parlayed these contacts into patrons for her Girls’ Patriotic League and Post-War Reserve Clubs. With public concerts for Thrift Stamps, the NACW’s Colored Soldier Memorial, and Johnson’s scholarship fund, the young girls served as ambassadors between Summit’s increasingly fractious white and black residents.66

      From Civic Duty to Civic Righteousness

      For much of 1917–1918 the social and economic dislocations of war occupied Johnson and Randolph. The harsh winter revealed the limits of municipal charity and industrial capitalism. Beset by discriminatory hiring practices and a scarcity of decent housing, the welfare of black migrants and communities fell largely to black working women, the long-time residents.67

      When the State Federation convened its second wartime session in July 1918 at Bordentown Industrial Training School, the women focused “not so much on the war . . . but . . . the aftermath.”68 After singing “America” and the Federation song and receiving greetings from the NACW and the white Federation of Women’s Clubs, they listened to prominent women who provided a national perspective. Alice Dunbar-Nelson gave an update on the Woman’s Council of National Defense; the director of the YWCA Colored Industrial Section discussed the Girls’ Patriotic League; and Sarah Willie Layten, president of the Baptist Woman’s Convention, spoke on the “exodus from the South.” The CTCA representative shared insights on prohibition and NJWSA president Lillian Feickert examined suffrage as a war measure.69

      At the evening session, Florence Randolph sought to locate the Federation within the historical moment. “[W]hen we selected as our motto three years ago, ‘Work and serve the hour,’ we little dreamed . . . of this day of service . . . to the world and the nation as well as . . . to the race,” she told the audience of black and white women and men attending the open session. “The close of this dreadful war will usher in a new era for the Negro people of this country. . . . Much of the responsibility of preparedness rests with the womanhood of the race.”70

      With prophetic authority Randolph asserted, “God is calling [the Negro] woman to come to a knowledge of Him and then to go into the cities and towns and help struggling humanity” by fighting for “Right against Wrong.” As “the homemakers, the wives, the mothers, the great fountain from which purity must spring, yea, the very salt of the earth,” black women enjoyed a special relationship with God. And now God was calling them—“women of great ability” and “women who feel they have no ability,” the “educated, trained Negro woman, whether trained in the school house or by personal effort”—in a “united struggle” for “a better womanhood, better homes, a better community life” and for “equality before the law, to down race discrimination, segregation, jim-crowism, mob violence and lynch law.”71

      Referencing the pernicious Plessy v. Ferguson “separate but equal” doctrine, Randolph presented the case for action. “For the last twenty years the lines have been tightened around the Negro in America, and each year some new law, some new enactment against us as a race has been made. So far as the Negro is concerned there is no north, south, east or west, it is simply a matter of numbers and circumstances.”72 The war had exacerbated the structural evils spawned by Jim Crow segregation and created new social ills. Southern migrants escaped “labor conditions, lack of opportunity, oppression, mob violence and lynch law,” only to encounter “new and untried conditions” in a “new and untried climate.” Segregation and migration had created a “growing, alarming problem”—“rundown sections [in] almost every town”: the “problem within the problem” that male-led churches and institutions failed to address. Thus, Randolph pronounced, “If our organization means anything at all, it must mean RACE HELPFULNESS AND UPLIFT.”73

      Randolph outlined an ambitious role for ordinary black women. They would advocate for just laws and moral institutions; and, with the “real tangible work” of the Federation’s Civic Department, they would redeem a nation torn asunder by Jim Crow. “So long as we are denied the full privileges of citizenship, so long as in our cities and state, we have jimcrow [sic], segregation, and other offensive measures, we must have a wide awake Civic Department,” Randolph asserted.74

      On a warm July evening, operating in the liminal space between middle-class respectability and working-class reality, Randolph conflated the rhetoric of racial uplift and the language of civic righteousness to empower black working women to confront northern economic and social disorder and usher in the Kingdom of God.

      In Reformation and Lutheran theology, the purified and reformed state embodied civic righteousness and ensured a godly community. For nineteenth- and twentieth-century American Protestants, civic righteousness was a generative force for social action in the personal and social holiness of redeemed converts, inspiring the abolition and the Social Gospel movements. New Jersey’s black church women embraced civic righteousness as the basis of their public activism.75

      Occupying discursive space at the intersection of personal behavior and civic institutions, the Civic Department would help “protect our rights in our own state as American citizens.” As a physical place with an employment bureau and rooms open to women and children, it would function as a mediating structure where physicians, ministers, and businessmen and women could give lectures and provide educational programs. “This,” Randolph averred, “is the purpose for which the New Jersey State Federation came into existence[:] To grasp the opportunity now before us . . . to accomplish a great work for God and Humanity.”76

      Randolph placed “social and personal purity” and “religion, education [and] the franchise” in the civic realm and equally necessary for a “solid, healthy nation.”77 Historian Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham argues that “a conservative and moralistic dimension” within the politics of respectability privatized individual behavior and racial discrimination and placed the “social and symbolic representations of white supremacy” outside the authority of government regulation.78 Buffeted by Jim Crow in northern garb, this group of predominantly working women rejected that formulation in favor of “systemic and united efforts” to protect the “rights and liberty” of “every self-respecting Negro who desires protection of his rights under the law.”79

      * * *

      Convinced that the wide-awake “Negro woman” required the ballot for political reform and personal protection, Federation women entered the suffrage battle with religious fervor. A month before the Bordentown meeting, “Rev. Mrs. Florence Randolph” spoke at the “Suffrage War Conference” in Newark along with other “prominent” women, including the presidents of the white Federation of Women’s Clubs, the State WCTU, and the State Homemakers Association.80

      Though suffragists and their opponents declared a truce for the duration of the war, the battle for public opinion continued. In August, Summit resident and president of the State Association Opposed to Woman’s Suffrage denounced suffragists as unpatriotic “for continuing their work in wartime” and commended anti-suffragists for “their devotion to the Red Cross and similar activities to the exclusion of all other interests.” She warned, “[E]very dollar given to defeat Woman Suffrage is a dollar towards winning the war, because Woman Suffrage in America will ‘give aid and comfort to the enemy.’”81 The heated rhetoric notwithstanding, the decision lay in the hands of the all-male congressional delegation.

      The vote on the federal suffrage amendment came in October 1918. The New Jersey congressional delegation was a wild card, as U.S. Senator David Baird demonstrated. With the Senate only two votes shy of the two-thirds majority required for passage, Baird voted against the amendment.82

      As the public image of suffrage in New Jersey became one of biracial sisterhood, national politics played out much differently. Racist sentiment plagued the suffrage movement.83 When the Northeastern Federation of Colored Women that included NJSFCWC as an affiliate applied for membership in the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA) in March 1919, President Carrie Chapman Catt feared that admitting six thousand black women would antagonize southern congressmen and therefore attempted to block the application. At the NAWSA Jubilee Convention in St. Louis that same month, Catt acquiesced to southern white women’s plan to disenfranchise black women and supported states’ rights over universal woman’s suffrage. As NAACP Assistant Secretary Walter White sardonically observed, “[I]f they could get the Suffrage Amendment through without enfranchising colored women, they would do it in a moment.”84

      Finally, on 21 May 1919 the U.S. House of Representatives passed the suffrage amendment, and the Senate followed on 4 June. Neighboring New York and Pennsylvania ratified the amendment within weeks of its passage by Congress. Ratification in New Jersey would have to wait until January 1920, after the November 1919 election.85

      With their eye on Trenton, New Jersey suffragists intensified their campaign. In July 1919 Feickert organized the Woman Suffrage Committee on Ratification, an umbrella organization comprised of five statewide and eleven local women’s organizations. Reflecting the dramatic change in black women’s public presence, the Suffrage Committee included NJSFCWC as a constituent member, with Randolph on the Executive Committee.86

      In August the Suffrage Committee fired the opening salvo in the 1919 campaign before a cheering crowd at the “Big Suffrage Rally” in Asbury Park. Violet Johnson and Florence Randolph were among the “prominent women” who vowed to “Fight Opponents of the Federal Amendment at the Polls.”87 Over the next months the interracial suffrage committee changed the dynamic of the primary election. Whereas both state parties had been anti-suffrage and anti-prohibition the year before, suffragists gained official, though lukewarm, suffrage planks in the Democratic and Republican platforms.88

      With suffrage neutralized, enforcement of the Eighteenth Amendment for prohibition, not the Nineteenth Amendment for suffrage, became the differentiating factor in New Jersey’s bitter 1919 “Applejack Campaign.” Intertwined since the 1890s when a vote for one was tantamount to a vote for the other, prohibition and suffrage had become shorthand for political division and control.89 Enforcement in New Jersey, one of only three states that failed to ratify the Eighteenth Amendment, remained an open issue nine months after passage of the Eighteenth Amendment and national prohibition. Vowing to make the state “as ‘wet’ as the Atlantic Ocean,” Democratic gubernatorial candidate Edward I. Edwards of Jersey City stood for states’ rights and nullification; his Republican opponent Newton A. K. Bugbee of Mercer County vowed to uphold the law.90 Ultimately, the election hinged on the muscle of the Hudson County Democratic machine.

      Despite the Woman Suffrage Committee’s lobbying, pro-suffrage candidates suffered a stunning defeat. Republicans gained control of the legislature and Hudson County Democrat Edwards won the governorship. Amid a national postwar shift to the Republican Party, New Jersey Democrats had made anti-prohibition a winning gubernatorial issue. With both Republicans and Democrats opposed to woman suffrage, the “applejack campaign” was a referendum on prohibition alone.91 Suffrage remained an open question.

      On 4 January 1920 the New Jersey legislature took up the suffrage amendment and a cautiously optimistic Woman Suffrage Committee opened its headquarters in the state capital. At the end of the month Florence Randolph and Carrie Chapman Catt addressed more than twelve hundred women at the interracial Woman Suffrage mass meeting in Trenton. The rally concluded with the presentation of a petition with 140,000 signatures arranged by counties and towns to the newly elected Democratic governor, Republican president of the state senate, and Republican speaker of the house.92

      When legislative hearings began in early February, Florence Randolph and Lillian Feickert addressed the all-male white legislators. The Senate ratified the federal amendment the same day. Stalled by a Democratic filibuster, the Assembly passed the amendment a week later, making New Jersey the twenty-ninth state to ratify the Nineteenth Amendment. The network of African American, foreign-born, and native-white women had succeeded in removing suffrage as a divisive issue.93 That evening suffragists celebrated with an interracial victory banquet in Newark. The state suffrage organization disbanded and formed the New Jersey League of Women Voters (LWV).94

      Republicans welcomed the newly enfranchised women into the auxiliary Women’s Republican Committee. Lillian Feickert served as vice chairman and Randolph as one of ten at-large executive committee members.95 Appointed by the all-male regular committee to lead the enrollment of women for Warren G. Harding’s presidential bid, Feickert and Randolph evidently exceeded expectations, for on the first day of voter registration in mid-September election boards could not accommodate the number of women who appeared. In Essex County alone, which included the city of Newark and a ring of residential suburbs, the total number of registered voters doubled.96

      Amid ideal weather and a promising political forecast, black women cast their first presidential vote on 2 November 1920. In Essex County, where women comprised a majority of the voting age population, voters delivered a resounding victory for the Republican ticket and elected to the Assembly two white women, Jennie Van Ness and Margaret Laird, and a black male physician, Dr. Walter Alexander.97 Although a local victory, African American women viewed it as affirmation of their political acumen. They also claimed a part in the Republican rout in the state and Harding’s presidential win. More than a test of black women’s ability to mobilize between August and November, the election demonstrated the strength of their cross-class network developed over years in missionary societies, the WCTU, and the Federation.98 Black women’s participation in the suffrage campaign and election earned them a place in the state’s politics. They would have to fight to keep it.

      Civic Righteousness and “The Home Away from Home”

      White and black women expected to exercise public influence commensurate with their new status earned in war and suffrage. For Summit’s black women war work and victory at the polls confirmed their call to civic righteousness and portended a new day for the “wide-awake Negro woman.” For Summit’s elite white women, war and suffrage reaffirmed their privileged status.

      Violet Johnson used the exigencies of war to expand her activism. Working with white women on Summit’s Woman’s Committee, she formed the Woman in Industry Club and the Girls’ Patriotic League. When the white women converted the Woman’s Institute into the YWCA, Johnson “realized that the best she could do was inadequate without an independent institution to carry on her work.” Thus in 1918, “principally on faith she took over a small apartment which was capable of looking out for the creature comforts of four or five girls” and established the Industrial Home for Working Girls, “The Home Away from Home.”99

      Personal experience and a commitment to civic righteousness buttressed Johnson’s faith. As her friend Alice Dunbar-Nelson explained, “Miss Johnson came to Summit herself when she was a young girl, and knows the needs of a girl for a home, companionship, protection, and recreation after working hours. She studied the problem for years.”100 Johnson also studied Summit’s white women and recognized that though the YWCA National Board had opened professional positions to college-educated black women, activities in local branches remained under the control of white women with a dubious commitment to sisterhood across race and class lines.101

      Johnson soon outgrew her apartment and with the aid of white women procured a row house on Glenwood Place, a working-class section surrounded by upper- and middle-class homes in the center of town. There she created a “homey and pleasant” atmosphere “where young colored girls, who are employed by the day, may have comfortable rooms, a good bath, a place in which to receive friends, and to have recreational activities.” Johnson set “restrictions as to conduct, hours and association” and, as the institution grew, employed a resident matron. Girls with money paid a small fee for room and board; those unable to pay stayed “through the kindness of Miss Johnson, who also finds employment for them, without charging any fee.” Over the years, Johnson provided a home for more than eight hundred young women, including teachers and students.102

      “The Home Away from Home” occupied space at the intersection of conflicting constructions of gender, race, and class. For middle-class white women, it was the site from which Johnson “furnished much of the best help in Summit families.”103 Moreover, with Johnson ensconced in her independent institution, white women could be confident that the newly formed YWCA would remain their exclusive domain, thereby obviating the threat of interracial leadership or the specter of social equality. For that tacit concession, they gladly assisted Johnson and permitted her Girls Reserve Clubs to use YWCA facilities, albeit on a segregated basis. Thus, they could appear to comply with the YWCA National Board’s objective on interracial cooperation as they reinforced lines of race and class.

      For black women, “The Home Away from Home” represented “more than a YWCA”; it was “a beacon of light” and Johnson the “lighthouse keeper.”104 Johnson subverted the middle-class discourse of home and created a place of safety and security, power and protection, respectability and resistance for black women and girls. Endorsed by both the State Federation and the Baptist Woman’s Convention, “The Home Away from Home” served as a sanctuary and a training ground, a veritable fountain of purity and the salt of the earth. Removed from the gaze of white women and black men, working women exercised leadership and organizational autonomy as they reified the wide-awake Civic Department.

      Nothing more clearly illustrates Johnson’s ability to transform middle-class symbols into the practical work of civic righteousness than the “Health Meeting” held at Fountain Baptist Church in 1923. On a Sunday afternoon in May, Armita Douglas, state chairwoman of the Federation’s Civic Department, subverted the politics of home and the “Better Homes” discourse to affirm black women’s place in the overwhelmingly white suburb.

      In the wake of the 1921 recession, Vice President Calvin Coolidge launched the national “Better Homes in America” campaign that linked “the building and perfecting of national character and the building and adorning of a home” to American family values.105 Similarly, in language redolent with religious overtones, Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover extolled the single-family home as the “ark” of “security, independence and freedom” and the nuclear family as the “unit of modern civilization,” and disparaged high-density rental and boarding houses as “unsanitary and dangerous quarters . . . for nomads and vagrants.”106 With the trope of the single-family suburban home at the center of the perfected national community, the exclusion of working-class citizens from the civic ideal could not have been more starkly drawn.107

      Douglas presented a different vision of home. “A city of homes is a City Beautiful just insofar as all its homes are beautiful and sanitary,” she began. “I am here to tell you women to acquaint yourselves with your town and its needs, and when you come to vote you will know how to vote for its best interests. Bring up in your clubs the issues on which you are to vote.”108 Affirming black women’s claim to a place in the overwhelmingly white suburb, she added, “You have taken root, and you are going to make your city the best city possible. Summit is known as the most American town in New Jersey. . . . You are Americans. You have been here a long time. Be proud of it.”109

      Douglas rejected the trope of the idealized middle-class mother and instead reinforced black working women’s commitment to communal responsibility and service. “The best mother is not the mother who stays at home all the time and gets a flower once a year,” she concluded. “There is [sic] home and educational and social work . . . to be done, and there are girls outside our own home who have not the surroundings they should have. Those girls are your problem.”110

      Responding to Douglas in the segregated section white Summit had forcibly created and in the church it had helped erect out of civic duty rather than religious conviction, the “visibly impressed” Republican mayor conceded that the local government did not provide municipal services equally, but then reflexively blamed black residents, asserting, “This section of Summit can be made much more beautiful, if you would work together.”111

      The mayor’s disingenuous comments evidently affected the white president of the Town Improvement Association (TIA) who, after citing her group’s efforts to stimulate interest in Clean-Up Week, apologetically added that “all were distressed over the housing conditions and hoped for their betterment.” Belatedly, she invited Johnson to “openly work” with the TIA.112 Johnson and her former employer would again be members of the same women’s organization.

      Though billed as a “Health Meeting,” the interracial audience grasped the multilayered message. As the local paper reported, “[C]oming on Mothers’[sic] Day in Better Homes’ year and at the close of Clean-Up Week, and having to do with all the conditions that surround the homes of Summit, the first speaker might fittingly group as synonyms the three words—‘mother meaning home and home meaning mother, and civics concerning both.’”113 Though she had failed to convert the mayor, Johnson had gained a key ally. The influential white women’s group would prove beneficial as the campaign for better homes gained momentum in the mid-1920s and 1930s.

      * * *

      War, prohibition, and suffrage gave black women clear public roles, which they seized. Though more often beneficiaries of the ignoble rather than the “splendid,” to paraphrase Dunbar-Nelson, they transformed missionary service, temperance reform, and club women’s uplift into Christian activism and institutionalized civic structures begun as denominational endeavors.114

      New Jersey’s black working women came to see themselves as agents of democracy and racial progress. As church women in the secular club movement, they were called “to Work and Serve the Hour.” As working women in increasingly segregated spaces, they remained committed to a broad vision of community, organizing separately when necessary and forming interracial alliances with the WCTU, the YWCA, and the Republican Party when possible.

      Nonetheless, employment discrimination, residential segregation, and racial violence in the North increased during and after the war, especially as the northward migration of African Americans continued. As racial proscription hardened into racial segregation, Johnson and Randolph used their organization and the ballot as instruments of personal and political power. In quotidian yet significant ways, they fashioned beacons of light from ersatz materials. They prevented their communities from foundering under the high tide of racial segregation and the low tide of the Great Depression.
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      “Unholy and Unchristian Attitude”

      Interracial Dialogue in Segregated Spaces, 1920–1937

      The suffrage campaign had mobilized women, but when it came to race matters white and black New Jersey women faced real trouble. The commonality they had found in temperance and suffrage began to crack at its apogee. White New Jersey simply would not address racial discrimination as it grew in the 1920s. Jim Crow had gained more than a foothold in the North.

      Post–World War I America was riven by labor unrest, racial violence, and social dislocations. The national landscape had changed dramatically. The economy shifted from agricultural production to industrial consumption and the migration of black and white citizens changed the geography from rural to urban. Race and labor riots in the North rivaled the mob violence and lynchings that had long characterized the South. Violent attacks against soldiers still in uniform and women and children in their homes and churches increased. As mainline denominations stood silent, the limits of American Protestantism were all too clear. W. E. B. Du Bois, a National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) founder and editor of the Crisis magazine, sounded the battle cry of a New Negro post-war militancy: “We return. We return from fighting. We return fighting.”1 Democracy abroad demanded democracy at home.

      Violet Johnson and Florence Randolph prepared for a “glorious” fight against the unchristian acts that ranged from discrimination in housing, employment, and education to mob violence, lynching, and abuse of women. “[I]n the great task of reconstruction before the nation, Negro women have their greatest opportunity, the chance not only to serve but to save America in this crucial hour,” Randolph averred.2 African Americans had earned the right to full citizenship and protection from “Humiliation, Discrimination, Brutality and Crime against our race.”3

      Randolph and Johnson amassed their own arsenal of democracy. No longer fighting a “southern problem,” northern black women’s language became more demanding and their remedies more varied as they sought to defend social and political gains against a rising tide of white supremacy. They combined direct political action with moral appeals to the American conscience. They demanded government intervention to end mob violence and declare lynching a federal crime. They tried to engage white club women in the Anti-Lynching Crusade and to ally with white church women in the interracial movement. Both the secular and religious attempts at a united womanhood withered under the white heat of American racism. White club women wrapped themselves in class privilege, and white church women lacked power.

      Amid shifting constructions of race, gender, and citizenship, the discourse on civilization clashed head-on with black women’s vision of civic righteousness. Black women’s fight for just laws and moral institutions exposed cleavages in the woman’s movement. They lost white women as allies just as southern black women began to build interracial ties with white women’s organizations.

      Despite their best efforts, these Christian activists could not stem the rise of the Ku Klux Klan or the segregation sweeping into civic and religious spaces in the 1920s and 1930s. Class and color politics, a color-coded economic structure, rising property values, and the devastation of the Great Depression eroded the slim gains they had made. Even as economic and social discrimination solidified and race relations deteriorated, black working women remained committed to a vision of community based upon Christian principles and the indivisibility of race and gender—and class. They turned segregated spaces into sites of resistance and socialized a new generation of women as Christian activists.

      United Womanhood: Suffrage and the Anti-Lynching Crusade

      The “Red Summer” of 1919 removed any doubt as to the state of race relations. The end of war in Europe had not resulted in peace at home. From April to October approximately twenty-six race riots erupted in the country, including one in the nation’s capital. Many northerners considered riots a southern problem, until the weeklong Chicago riot in late July resulted in thirty-eight deaths.4

      Violet Johnson responded with righteous anger. As chairwoman of the State Federation’s Anti-Lynching Department, she “respectfully ask[ed]” Woodrow Wilson, “president of a country in which colored men, as well as white men, have laid down their lives for the principles of freedom,” to convene and “personally preside” over a conference to address the “race differences which have now become appalling” and “universally destructive . . . ultimately to both races.” Quoting from Wilson’s Fourth of July speech aboard the U.S.S. George Washington, Johnson wrote, “If the ‘kind of freedom America has always represented is a freedom expressing itself in fact,’ we pray you to lead America to prove it now before a world that has brought Democracy for all peoples.” Reminding the president of his “many months in France in an earnest effort for inter-racial harmony,” she “beg[ged]” for “a like skilful [sic] attention to inter-racial harmony here” to “preserve the honor of the country.”5

      Johnson urged federal intervention to end state violence—the “sending of white troops only to crush colored men into submission”—and mob violence. She rejected the specious connection between rape and lynching that white southerners and northerners reflexively made. “Excuse for lynching colored men and for rioting against them is everywhere made on the ground that colored men assault white women’s honor,” Johnson averred. “As a student of American history you know that the story of the assaults white men have made on colored women’s honor is written on the faces of our race.”6

      As African Americans had done since Reconstruction, Johnson based her claim for justice on the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, and added the social capital African American women had accrued as national and international defenders of democracy during the war. She closed the letter by asking the president “to permit colored women and white women to come before you with representative men from the two races and confer as to wise methods before the nations of the world.”7 African American women had struggled for their country during the war and expected to stand as partners with white women and black and white men in creating a civilization based on democratic principles.

      When the State Federation met in July 1920 in the “aftermath of war,” the women addressed the disjuncture between assertions of American democracy and the discrimination and violence directed at African Americans. National Association of Colored Women (NACW) President Mary Talbert declared, “Democracy means to us a land of just laws, where color does not count. According to this standard America is not a democracy.” Stressing that African Americans had fought “for that democracy they did not possess,” Talbert assured the women that she would “speak out clearly and forcibly on conditions in America as regards the Negro” as one of ten delegates to the International Council of Women in Norway in September.8 Lillian Feickert, white vice chairwoman of the Republican Women’s Auxiliary Committee, added that a united womanhood stood ready to lead in “getting rights as citizens. . . . Then it is up to us to see that every woman does her part to help make clean, just laws, and see that they are enforced.”9

      Feickert had come a long way in her understanding of black women’s formulation of civic righteousness and just laws; not all white women had mastered the learning curve. The white State Federation of Women’s Clubs representative confessed that “it [was] brought to her attention for the first time that . . . a line of demarcation [existed] between the races on club work.” Following Violet Johnson’s “report on Lynching [sic] and abuse” that “led to much discussion,” the white club woman experienced a conversion and “spoke eloquently . . . of the necessity for closer unity” in club work. She “promised to take the message to her people.”10

      Despite such promises, black women questioned white women’s commitment to a united womanhood or just laws. At a Federation meeting early in 1921, Randolph, a Republican Women’s Auxiliary Committee officer, discussed the “controversy concerning the Conference of the leading women” in the nation’s capital that dismissed evidence of voter suppression, “especially Negro women of the South.”11 Though Feickert spoke earnestly at the same meeting on suffrage cooperation in the state, Federation women considered the absence of southern black women at the polls a key measure of the Republican Party’s commitment to black equality.

      When the Federation met in Summit in 1921 for its sixth annual conference, the women pressed their fight for just laws in a resolution to President Warren G. Harding, a Republican for whom black women had vigorously campaigned the previous year. “[We] feel that the condition of the law-abiding Negro population . . . is sadly in need of amelioration [that] can be accomplished only by a determined effort on the part of the Federal Government to enforce the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments.” Federation women sought reparations for victims of the recent Tulsa riot, enforcement of the federal law against peonage, and passage of a federal anti-lynching law.12 Black women’s fight had to be the government’s fight.

      The following year, the newly enfranchised women carried the fight to the national NAACP meeting at Bethany Baptist Church in Newark. Federation women maintained a high profile at the convention focused on the Republican failure to pass the Dyer Anti-Lynching Bill. Like Johnson, many were members of the Newark branch of the NAACP and the convention planning committee.13

      On the Sunday preceding the official opening, NAACP members spoke at local churches on the importance of the Dyer Bill, first introduced by Missouri Congressman Leonidas C. Dyer in 1918 and now languishing in a senate committee since January.14 In the afternoon Federation women joined the impressive line of women dressed in white and the thousands of marchers carrying American flags to the sound of muffled drums in a “silent parade” through downtown Newark. Young boys carried a banner inscribed with the poignant message “We Are Fifteen Years Old. A Boy of Our Age Was Roasted Alive Recently.” Other banners read, “Lynch Law Must Go” and “Pass the Dyer Anti-Lynching Bill.” Johnson, her friend and NAACP Trustee and Anti-Lynching chairwoman Nannie Helen Burroughs, Florence Randolph’s daughter, and other Federation women rode in three cars prominently bearing the inscription “NEW JERSEY FEDERATION OF COLORED WOMEN’S CLUBS.”15 The procession ended with a “monster” meeting at the Newark Armory.16

      Over five days convention delegates and visitors discussed anti-lynching, peonage, and the perfidy of the Republican Party. For Federation women the high point was Tuesday, Women’s Day. NAACP field worker and YWCA national officer Addie Hunton presided over the “Women as Citizens” session at which former NACW president Mary Talbert received the NAACP’s Spingarn Medal, the first African American woman so honored. Representatives of white women’s organizations shared the podium and “urged a united womanhood without race discrimination and prejudice.” The National Council of Jewish Women representative spoke movingly of black and Jewish women’s shared commitment “in their work for better humanity.” Recalling women’s work for abolition and temperance, the president of the white Federation of Women’s Clubs stated, “Christianity does not include race prejudice and a double standard of morality.” The League of Women Voters president added, “I realize that you are suffering at the hands of my own race”; and the Woman’s Peace Party representative assured the audience that “all women stand for peace and brotherhood and are opposed to peonage, mob rule and lynching.” The white NAACP board member encouraged support “for the work that is to be done by the colored women” and “cautioned against the loss of woman power, which also means loss of man power.”17

      The evening’s main speaker, “silver-tongued orator” and NACW president Hallie Q. Brown, “demanded that colored women of America be accorded the rights which are their due,” based upon their loyalty from the American Revolution through fifty years of suffrage activism to the sacrifice of “400,000 sons” in the war.18 In the fight against “that terrible crime, the lynch law,” she stated, “[o]ur women must do the work. They must set an example even to the white women.” Black women would lead America to a moral and political reformation. Brown urged “an intelligent use of the ballot . . . a powerful weapon for the righteous man and the righteous woman.”19

      The attention to black women’s rights at the interracial and intergender NAACP convention contrasted sharply with the lack of discussion a year earlier at the ceremony unveiling sculptures of suffrage pioneers Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Lucretia Mott in the nation’s capital. Prior to the National Woman’s Party convention, a delegation of black women visited founder and leader Alice Paul to discuss Mary Talbert sharing the report on the suppression of black women’s votes in southern states in the 1920 election.20 Despite entreaties from influential white women, Paul refused. Contending that black women suffered at the polls because of their race, not their gender, she steered the convention toward a “feminist” program, a move designed to maintain the support of white southern women at the expense of black women.21 In Newark, black women announced their leadership of a “unified” campaign for social justice.

      Within a week of the NAACP convention, Mary Talbert outlined plans for an Anti-Lynching Crusade in which black women would “unite a million women to stop lynching” and “by sacrifice and self-denial” pledge at least one dollar to support the year-long campaign.22 In the quasi-religious Anti-Lynching Crusade, black women combined fasting, national days of prayer, and church rallies with direct political action. They lobbied congressmen and threatened voter retaliation against political candidates who failed to support the federal anti-lynching bill.23

      Anti-Lynching Crusaders resolved to unite women, regardless of class, color, or religion. Historian Rosalyn Terborg-Penn concludes that the anti-lynching crusade was “perhaps the most influential link in the drive for interracial cooperation among women’s groups.”24 Unfortunately, cooperation proved elusive in the polarizing decade of the 1920s. For example, claiming they did not wish to cooperate in the creation of another women’s organization, the YWCA National Board declined Mary Talbert’s request to endorse the Anti-Lynching Crusade.25

      White and black women would not unite. In her analysis of women’s activism after suffrage, scholar Estelle Freedman identifies three political options available to women: separate feminist action in the National Woman’s Party, moderate action in the League of Women Voters, or mainstream partisan politics.26 The Anti-Lynching Crusade offered a fourth option, a united women’s campaign formulated within the discourses of civilization and civic righteousness. For Freedman the “devolution” of women’s culture in general, and the proliferation of separate female institutions in particular, resulted in the decline of feminism. Clearly, as the Anti-Lynching Crusade illustrates, black and white women could not overcome disparate constructions of gender and race. When it came to race relations northern white women elected to remain uninformed and uncommitted, while southern white women, as historian Jacqueline Dowd Hall concludes, remained impervious.27

      Black working women continued their campaign for social justice. Violet Johnson, a “real live wire” in the movement, helped to organize a local Summit NAACP branch to foster “the betterment of civic and economic conditions among colored people locally” and “better understanding and better inter-racial conditions nationally.”28 Federation women disseminated resolutions that linked obstacles to “our progress as individuals, as a group and as a people” to the “racial, economic and social disturbances which have threatened the very foundation of the nation.” “There can be no peace until all nations have peace with their hearts, and love and charity towards their neighbors,” they cautioned.29

      The Anti-Lynching Crusade provided a national context for local issues and promoted the growth of the NAACP; however, the women failed to reach their goal. Nationally, the Crusaders raised less than $13,000; New Jersey Crusaders contributed only about $1,500, a result no doubt of the lingering impact of the 1921 recession.30 Nevertheless, New Jersey’s black women remained committed to federal anti-lynching legislation and the eradication of the personification of mob rule and lynching, the “hyrdo-headed [sic] monster known as the [Ku] Klux Klan.”31

      Throughout the 1920s the Ku Klux Klan established an almost unbroken chain of klaverns along the Atlantic seaboard from Long Island, New York, to Cape May, New Jersey.32 Headquartered in Newark, the New Jersey Klan operated about fifty klaverns in the northern part of the state alone and boasted of the one at Princeton University, the Anglo-Saxon preserve.33 Though primarily targeting Jews and Catholics, the well-organized Jersey Klan extended its program of terror and intimidation to African Americans, immigrants, and labor unions with nocturnal cross burnings, daytime automobile processions, and parades of masked marchers.34

      The masked order did not spare the “ideal suburb.” On a Saturday night in early October 1922, Violet Johnson and other Summit residents could observe a thirty-foot cross burning against the western sky as part of an initiation ceremony in an abandoned quarry in a neighboring suburb. Two years later the quarry again served as the initiation site for about two hundred men and one hundred women.35 In November 1923 the Klan burned thirteen crosses in Newark and surrounding suburbs; visible from New York City, the flaming crosses lit up the night sky from Saturday night into Sunday morning.36 Despite reports of its demise in the 1920s, the Klan continued its reign of terror into the 1930s, advertising open air lectures and mass meetings, including a full-page ad inviting Knights to a “Protestant Christian” Easter Union Service officiated by two ministers.37

      Undaunted, black women continued their campaign for federal anti-lynching legislation and an end to the economic and political conditions that promoted mob violence. They appealed directly to “the church, and civic organizations of our community [to] arouse the conscience of the American public to the disgrace of this terrible blot upon our boasted twentieth century civilization.”38

      When the Federation’s Executive Committee met in Summit in January 1924 at the home of a domestic servant and president of the local Colored Women’s Club, they invited presidents of three leading white women’s clubs to join them for the business meeting and social hour that followed. The white women shared in the hospitality of women who worked as maids, cooks, and laundresses in white homes. The Fortnightly Club president and wife of a Standard Oil executive expressed interest in the black women’s club work and offered assistance; the Town Improvement Association president requested their endorsement of the marriage bill that required a health exam prior to issuance of a license. The white Federation Club officer sought their support on women’s and children’s welfare matters, including a child labor amendment, appropriations to purchase forest lands, and additional funding for the state college for women.39

      After acknowledging their comments, Florence Randolph asked the white women to endorse the Dyer Anti-Lynching bill. “With lynching abolished,” she stated, “this country will be better qualified to lead the world in peace.”40 The white women demurred. As historian Molly-Ladd Taylor concludes, white women refused to consider racial violence as a women’s or children’s problem.41 Despite repeated attempts by African American women to position anti-lynching as an issue on which all women could unite, federal intervention remained a bridge too far.

      However, white Summit could not ignore the black women. When queried by the local editor about the Daughters of the Confederacy’s proposal to erect a statue honoring the mythical “Old Black Mammy of the South” in the nation’s capital, one woman, probably Johnson, replied, “Yes, we have been talking about it here. We feel it was very nice of the southern white people to think of it, of course; but we feel it would be more honoring if they’d pass the anti-lynching bill or put up a memorial to the colored soldiers who died in the World War.” The “rather impressed” editor complimented the women and reprinted a verse from the previous Sunday’s local NAACP meeting: “They are slaves who fear to speak/For the friendless and the weak;/They are slaves who fear to be/In the right with two or three.”42 When the Republican Party adopted an anti-lynching plank at the 1924 convention in Cleveland, the editor gave a public nod to “[t]he negro [sic] women of Summit who have worked so heartily to have the Dyer Anti-Lynching Bill passed.”43 Unfortunately, the women could derive only fleeting comfort. Fearful of the Ku Klux Klan’s political clout, the national parties failed to denounce the terrorist group or take a firm stand against lynching during the presidential campaign.44

      United Womanhood: Church Women and Interracial Dialogue

      Failing to win over white club women, black working women tried to arouse the conscience of white church women. However, persuading church women to take action to end racial violence and protect the rights of African Americans proved equally challenging.

      In 1923 following the launch of the Anti-Lynching Crusade, the Council of Women for Home Missions declared, “[T]he time [is] ripe for every churchwoman in every community to ask herself searching questions as to whether she is treating her Negro neighbor in the Spirit of Christ.” “Stimulated” by the white women of the Southern Commission on Interracial Cooperation (CIC), the northern-based interdenominational board of white mainline Protestants formed the Committee on Negro Americans “to consider . . . organizing the women of the North for the purpose of creating a spirit of cooperation between the races.” The white missionaries proposed a year-long study of the 1919 Chicago race riot and a “program of activities to remove misunderstanding . . . and to encourage mutual good will.”45 While far short of an endorsement of the Anti-Lynching Crusade, white Protestant women had moved beyond their 1920 “Christian service” program to eradicate “the dangerously insidious modern tendency toward indecent clothes, indecent dancing and ‘tunes of African jungle syncopation.’”46

      White northern church women were not alone in searching for a Christian response to the racial violence sweeping the country. The Federal Council of Churches of Christ (FCC), the quintessential institution of the Social Gospel and liberal Christianity, did not consider race relations a legitimate religious concern until the horror of the 1921 Tulsa pogrom. Belatedly, it created the Commission on Negro Churches and Race Relations and, following the launch of the Anti-Lynching Crusade in 1922, designated the second Sunday in February 1923 as “Race Relations Sunday” to coincide with President Lincoln’s birthday.47 In New Jersey white Baptists attempted to form “closer relationships with the colored churches” by appointing a black minister to an underfunded liaison position.48

      The limits of American Protestantism were all too clear. Shifting cultural understandings of race and gender generated a Protestant crisis. Mainline Protestants seemed more concerned with controlling the postwar militancy of the “New Negro” and retaining patriarchal hegemony than practicing an inclusive Christianity.49 White church women lost much of their independence as the Protestant hierarchy merged their organizations with male boards or eliminated them altogether in a movement against the feminization of religion. Historian Gail Bederman concludes that by the 1920s “American Protestants had effectively masculinized their churches.” As feminine morality and manly dominance became increasingly antagonistic, white missionary boards commissioned a study on women’s status in the church.50

      Black church women found themselves equally marginalized as revised constitutions reduced their organizations to auxiliaries and undermined their leadership in the very churches they had sacrificed to maintain.51 Though an ordained pastor, Florence Randolph spoke wistfully of organizing an interdenominational missionary department within the State Federation, secure from the control of male boards. Similarly, in a comment on the increasing dissonance between the priorities of church women and men, Violet Johnson confided, “The churches keep one’s time so filled that one can hardly get in for any other interest.”52 Yet the churches still needed women, even if they scarcely deigned to recognize them, as Randolph discovered in 1925 when the New Jersey Conference appointed her pastor of another fledgling congregation in Summit.

      In an effort to circumvent constraints, church women developed interracial conferences as sites for creating a distinctly gendered religious activism. The first interracial meetings occurred in the South, where between July and October 1920 black and white southern women met to discuss ways to improve race relations. The July meeting followed the biennial session of the National Association of Colored Women (NACW) held at Tuskegee (Alabama) Institute. At the subsequent meeting sponsored by the Southern CIC and the Women’s Council of the Methodist Episcopal Church (South) ninety-one white and four black women continued the dialogue in Memphis, Tennessee, and initiated a model for church women’s interracial meetings.53

      In September 1926 a select group of eighteen black and thirty-two white church women from fifteen states gathered in Eagles Mere, Pennsylvania, about four hours from Philadelphia, to explore ways to “promote work for interracial goodwill and cooperation.” For the Church Women’s Committee (CWC), a committee within the FCC’s Department of Race Relations, the coming together of fifty women, northern and southern, black and white, with guests from national Jewish and Catholic groups, represented “a new stage of progress in grappling with the interracial problems by religious forces.”54 Over two days the women discussed topics ranging from methods in local interracial work to white and black women’s employment and housing segregation.

      One white attendee rated the conference “the deepest spiritual experience” of her life and a glimpse of “the Kingdom of God.”55 While not all feedback rose to such sublime heights, the organizers believed they had erected a platform for a unified Christian womanhood. Through “close informal contacts . . . in personal conversations, and by a spirit of fellowship” with a purely educational objective, the planners had precluded “the emotional tension between northern and southern white women which frequently develops when they meet to discuss the race problem” and “the fear and suspicion which Negro women have of reactionary sentiment generally expected from the South.” “The prevailing attitude . . . seemed to be liberal, democratic and Christian.”56

      The First General Interracial Conference, officially sponsored by the FCC’s Department of Race Relations, the Council of Women for Home Missions, and the YWCA, reflected white southern thinking on race and race relations. With assumptions of white superiority and innate racial antagonism, progressive white southerners sought to ameliorate, not eliminate, Jim Crow practices by softening the most violent aspects without dismantling the structural apparatus. The southern model provided the language for public discussions of race relations.57

      The CWC viewed education as the solution to America’s race problem, a position promoted by the burgeoning field of sociology and FCC Secretary of Race Relations, George Haynes. An ordained African American minister and Columbia University Ph.D. in sociology, Haynes believed that education based upon Christian principles could engender “happy experiences and memory . . . within and between groups,” and thus create an “interracial mind” to counter racial and class separation in social, civic, and public life.58 Further, he contended, interracial conferences could stoke a “consciousness of racial worth” and “a belief among Negroes that they must fight and contend to secure citizenship rights.”59 The CWC fashioned social science analysis into a religious tenet: “[I]nterracial action must be preceded by interracial thinking.” To distinguish their modern scientific approach from missionary paternalism, the CWC added, “[W]omen of our churches, white and Negro, need to learn to work together, rather than one for the other.”60 Unfortunately, thinking often became a substitute for action.

      The church women’s program centered on promoting interracial education and sociological studies, expanding Race Relations Sunday to Race Relations Week, and encouraging legislation and industries to mitigate the “limited opportunities for Negro women in employment.” They also recommended “specific lines for study and experimentation,” such as employing African American women stenographers and clerks in denominational offices and social agencies, and improving the “understanding between housewives and domestic workers.”61 Though the CWC had the potential to expand the role of religion—and of religious women—in society, the middle-class church women lacked the authority to implement their program.

      Nonetheless, the church women celebrated their “liberal, democratic and Christian” attitude, even as they sidestepped the pressing issues of segregation and mob violence. Instead, they “encouraged . . . preventive measures” and discussions in the press “to create proper sentiment and right public opinion” against lynching. Moreover, they concluded, only “forced segregation” qualified as “an invasion of what we stand for in a democracy.”62

      It would be easy to attribute the modest proposals to the predominance of white southern women at the conference. Their role on the planning committee and as session leaders indicates the deference paid to southern views on race. Most northern Protestants preferred to clasp hands in racial unity with their white sisters and brothers rather than step across the color line in support of social justice.63

      Whether at the urging of black conferees or northern white women’s interaction with them, the CWC invited four black women, including Florence Randolph, and four white women to join the permanent committee.64 The black women’s presence resulted in a noticeable shift. Eight months after Eagles Mere, in May 1927 an equal number of black and white church women met at the Quaker Woolman School, about fifteen miles from Philadelphia, for a regional conference. Informed by reports from African American sociologists and social workers, the women explored northern manifestations of Jim Crow: white resistance to share work space with black employees, the exclusion of black doctors from hospitals and clinics, biased textbooks in public schools, impediments to black home ownership, and violence against those who moved into white neighborhoods. They deemed all these to be legitimate religious issues.65

      In September 1928 the CWC returned to “delightfully inaccessible” Eagles Mere for the Second General Interracial Conference.66 “[B]efore a big open fire, and [with] prayers,” sixty women declared themselves “representative[s] . . . of the two great races which together hold the future of American civilization in their hands” and “spokesmen [sic] for thirty-one denominations and organizations whose membership number millions of American women.”67

      Identifying themselves as more than mere auditors in the discourses on race, religion, and civilization, the church women excoriated American Protestantism for not “taking the lead in promoting a liberal and firm policy on interracial comity and justice.” Hobbled by “inertia, indifference and ignorance” and a “misplaced emphasis on form and ceremony,” the Christian church, they concluded, suffered from a “failure to realize that the great function of the church is to practice vital religious living and to understand that the great social problems of peace, industry and race relations are the churches [sic] responsibility.”68

      Florence Randolph’s influence could be detected throughout the two-day conference in which African American women comprised more than half the session leaders. To prevent irritations and disagreements from derailing the conference, Randolph ensured that “a strong spiritual note was struck” by interspersing devotional prayers and songs amid spirited discussions. Following one particularly intense session in which black women “asked some pointed questions” and “gave the hypocrites an uncomfortable fifteen minutes,” Randolph “brought it all back to sugary sweetness and love with closing prayers.”69

      An impressed Alice Dunbar-Nelson observed, “That was an interesting group of women who met . . . to discuss the church and its relation to the interracial question. . . . [A] more representative body of both races would be hard to find. And for two days . . . they carried out a most crowded program of breathtaking scope. . . . [A]nd you rather felt breathless from rushing so fast and so far into the realm of applied religion and social science and the race question and reports of what has been done and what can be done, and what yet remains to be done.”70

      Yet like many black women, Dunbar-Nelson remained skeptical. “It is easy for inter-racial gatherings to deliquesce into sentimental experience meetings or love feasts,” she lamented. “It takes real courage on the part of both groups to stick to cold, hard, unsentimental facts, and to pay homage to the God-of-Things-As-They-Are. . . . It was the colored women, by the way, who kept the discussion on a frank and open plane . . . who insisted that all is not right and perfect in this country of ours, and that there is a great deal to be done by the right thinking church women of both races.”71

      The following year in a “new departure,” the church women convened the first statewide interracial conference in Trenton, New Jersey. Florence Randolph and Violet Johnson were among the seventy-six black and white delegates representing twenty-one communities. Over two days at the Stacy-Trent Hotel, speaker after speaker told of bleak conditions in education, housing, and labor. They delineated “what it means to be a Negro in New Jersey” and presented a “clear picture of life of the Negro citizens and race relations.”72

      Although the conference preceded the onset of the Great Depression by several months, the much vaunted prosperity of the twenties had clearly bypassed many of the state’s black residents. Some had never fully recovered from the severe recession of 1921; others suffered from discrepancies between civil rights statutes on the books and discriminatory hiring practices. For black men systematically excluded from skilled trades and black women restricted to domestic service or the laundry and tobacco industries, economic prospects remained low.73 Segregation, absentee landlordism, and structural barriers to home ownership created an endemic housing shortage made worse by inflated rents for dilapidated, unsanitary, and overcrowded space. Particularly poignant were reports of children forced to attend inferior segregated elementary schools, of high school students barred from vocational classes, and of graduates denied admission to state colleges.74 Though they exhorted delegates to abandon the idea of “Negroes as especially inferior” and to take “a personal stand for justice and fair play in all relations of life,” the church women could only recommend forming more local interracial committees and stimulating the right community attitude.75

      When the Second New Jersey Interracial Church Women’s Conference met in Trenton in 1930, the more than one hundred delegates and visitors had ample evidence of the economic depression gripping the nation, though few apprehended its depth or duration. On the first day conferees listened to presentations on African and African American ethnology and the influence of African American visual and literary art on American culture. The day ended with an exhibit from the Newark Museum’s renowned African art collection and an anti-lynching lecture by the NAACP’s Walter White.76

      The second day’s discussion of “Open and Closed Doors in Economic Life” painted a sobering picture that substantiated what many of the delegates had experienced or at least witnessed. In the six months since the October 1929 market crash, New Jersey’s black residents had suffered more than at any time since the recession of 1920–1921. Employment discrimination created severe hardship, especially white employers’ practice of dismissing unskilled labor, a label applied to most black workers regardless of actual skill level. The conference ended somberly with a review of local activities.77

      Northern church women continued to hold interracial conferences and to share sociological studies on racial discrimination in employment, education, housing, and health.78 In Summit white women invited George Haynes to speak on interracial harmony at the YWCA in 1929, and in 1938 the Women’s Federated Missionary Societies held the World’s Day of Prayer service in Randolph’s AME Zion church, the first in an African American church.79 Conferences created a discursive space for church women’s leadership. However, when it came to action, the Interracial Conference Movement suffered from a limited vision, a lack of funds, and a need to appease a myriad of stakeholders.

      The Great Depression: Less Interracial Dialogue, More Segregated Space

      The Great Depression exposed the limits of the church women’s interracial conference movement and the unwillingness of white northerners to address racial discrimination. Contraction of the hierarchically racialized and gendered job market further undermined the economic position of black working women, those already on the lowest economic rung. Unemployed white men displaced white women in the labor force and black domestic servants lost jobs to unemployed white teachers, stenographers, and typists. White employers and laborers resorted to violence and intimidation to expand the economic color line and force African Americans from the workplace. Black families suffered in a downward spiral of unemployment.

      For Florence Randolph the “unholy and unchristian attitude . . . against the colored people of Summit” and the “big effort . . . to keep all negroes [sic] unemployed” amounted to the criminalization of color. “[W]hat are you trying to do,” the Methodist pastor asked, “make criminals out of negroes? Force them to steal to keep soul and body together, so that an entire race . . . [is] discriminated against for no other reason than that God Almighty created them black?”80

      In an open letter to her fellow suburbanites, an outraged Randolph declared, “[T]he odds are against the negro [sic]. He is last hired and the first fired.” Affluent white housewives in Summit and neighboring Short Hills colluded “to dismiss all colored help and to spread propaganda to discourage those who were employing them.”81 “Honest, Christian, praying people” who made every effort to obtain work repeatedly heard “‘no colored wanted,’ or ‘my husband is opposed to colored people,’ or ‘we do not employ colored, we are going to rid the town of colored people.’” Town officials expended scarce resources on a program of “preparedness against crime [and an] enlarged police force . . . minimizing the wrong acts committed by white people and magnifying the same wrong acts committed by colored people.” Having named the sin, Randolph offered redemptively, “It is the duty of every Christian minister and worker . . . to speak out for the right and against the wrong. Summit cannot pose as a Christian town and be unjust to any portion of her citizens. . . . Jesus Christ stood firm against race hatred.”82

      Jim Crow segregation outpaced interracial committees and conferences. In 1923, for example, a public hospital in a Monmouth County shore town unabashedly announced that following a renovation “[i]t was found possible to give the colored patients a roomy ward with a sunny piazza” distant from white patients.83 More often white New Jerseyans resorted to violence to demarcate white space. For two days in April 1926 white mobs in Carteret, an industrial suburb twenty-five miles from Summit, physically attacked a black Baptist congregation during worship and burned the church. Roving bands of white men and boys clubbed and prodded men and women who resisted, set homes afire, and in a weeklong reign of terror kept more than six hundred black residents from their homes and hundreds more from their jobs with threats of lynching.84

      The public response was muted. “This was not in South Carolina or Georgia, but in Middlesex County, New Jersey[,] where the people are supposed to be civilized and educated[,] above resort to lynch law,” stressed a Newark editor who condemned the violence without questioning the underlying structural causes. “In a different environment, Jews, Italians or Poles might have been the objects of attack. In the Carteret affair we see the fruits of the seeds of intolerance and hatred so widely sowed by the Ku Klux Klan.”85

      From his pulpit in suburban Orange the state chairman of the Baptist convention’s interracial commission decried, “We have been horrified by Armenian massacres and Russian pogroms . . . . The atrocities done by these people have made us use the terms ‘unspeakable Turk’ and ‘savage Russians,’ but other nations have the right to reproach us for the treatment accorded native-born Americans with a different colored skin.” Though he called the riot “indefensible from every angle,” the minister ended with the specter of interracial sex, “I hold no brief for the whole colored race. I am aware of their serious defects. . . . I do not want my children to marry theirs. Neither do they.”86 When the NAACP requested contacting the governor to send the National Guard, the minister proposed to investigate Sunday school and public school literature on race relations and to arrange a meeting with the Ku Klux Klan to “tell the negro’s side of the question.” His appeal for a “square deal” and Christian “brotherhood” probably sounded like a tinkling cymbal to the Carteret victims who, according to the State Colored Women’s Republican Club vice president and pastor’s wife, had previously appealed to the town council for protection following defeat of the Democratic machine by an active black plurality.87

      In 1928 the color line erupted in Summit in the first weeks of the school year as real estate valuation and public education collided. White middle-class parents refused to send their children to “the colored district,” a school with all-white teachers and a white principal, because of the “predominance of colored pupils over white pupils in the lower classes.”88 The school board reacted immediately and gerrymandered district lines to reassign nineteen black and ten white students to different schools. Not satisfied, eighty parents and a number of property owners demanded the removal of more black students. When the school board hesitated, white parents enrolled their children in “white” schools.89 Thus, without signage or statute the suburb nullified state civil rights laws, violated school policy, and created a segregated school system. It assigned lower grade students based on color and segregated upper grade classes and extracurricular activities.90

      As segregation in Summit schools intensified, black women devised creative strategies of resistance. One long-term AME Zion resident and state Republican and Federation Club member opted to tutor her child at home and incur a fine, rather than comply with his assignment to a remedial class.91 Violet Johnson formed the Junior Republican and Junior State Federation clubs for girls and the mixed-gender Senior Student Council and Literary Debating Club “to promote wholesome amusement and intellectual uplift” for high school boys and girls. “Miss Violet” recruited black and white professionals and educators as interlocutors and mentors. Meeting at Johnson’s “Home Away from Home,” the students elected their own officers, researched African American history and literature, and explored a range of religious and political topics as they gained the leadership experience their public schools denied them.92

      Perhaps nothing more clearly demonstrates the invidious progression of Jim Crow in the northern suburb than events at the Summit YMCA. Organized in 1886 as a marker of middle-class Protestantism, the “Y” provided commodious dormitories, a pool, gymnasium, game rooms, and separate lobbies for men and boys. The iconic three-story red Devonshire brick building with its terra cotta trim and copper roof symbolized early twentieth-century muscular Christianity and suburban affluence.93 In 1929 following a four-month “study” and only eight months after George Haynes had spoken at the Summit YWCA on “Inter-Racial Harmony,” the YMCA Board of Directors peremptorily implemented a “year’s experiment” with a segregated “colored” branch. Housed in a two-room apartment some distance from the “white” YMCA, the new “colored” branch received a mere $2,000 of the YMCA’s $26,000 budget.94

      At the formal opening of the Lincoln YMCA, Violet Johnson extended greetings to a hundred guests, including the president of the white YMCA and the white chairwoman of the “study” committee. The main speaker, National Secretary of the YMCA Colored Works Department Channing Tobias, pronounced the Lincoln YMCA, if not the modest facility, of “vast importance to the colored people of Summit” and “an opportunity to make a positive contribution to the welfare of the community, just as any other group of any race.” Rather than view the Lincoln Y as another brick in the wall of segregation, Tobias challenged the black suburbanites to construe it as a weapon in the fight for full citizenship. “[E]very opportunity given, every game played, every camping facility opened—are to the end that we may perfectly reflect that perfect image of manhood, Jesus Christ.” The newly appointed branch secretary presented the segregated space more prosaically as a much-needed community center for adults and youth of both sexes and a “dependable employment service.”95 Whatever Summit’s black residents felt about this latest drawing of the color line remained part of the hidden transcript.96

      The editor of the local paper unhesitatingly shared his viewpoint. A week earlier he had fulminated over the racist action of a white Brooklyn rector who announced during Sunday service that the five black parishioners were no longer welcome in the Episcopalian parish. The indignant editor wondered “if the reverend expects to find a ‘Jim Crow’ department in Heaven when he gets there.”97 Now that Summit’s YMCA had expelled African Americans and demarcated yet another public area as white space, the editor struggled with “parallels and contrasts” between “the color line” drawn by elite white northern civic and religious leaders and the southern-born rector. Pursuing a torturous line of reasoning, he concluded that the rector had acted with benevolent motives “in a most unfortunate way.” Segregation per se was not unchristian; rather it was forced segregation that created “ill-feeling.” “What would have been thought of the Summit Y.M.C.A.,” the editor queried, “if instead of cordially co-operating with the colored people in organizing a branch of their own, it had issued a pronunciamento to the effect that ‘No Negroes were wanted in the Y.M.C.A.?’” Presumably responding for “our colored friends and neighbors,” the editor found nothing objectionable about segregation, provided it followed a “decent procedure” and not “some arrogant exclusion policy on the part of the white people.”98

      Satisfied that it had behaved with good form, albeit without African American input, white Summit swiftly consolidated the latest instantiation of white superiority and consigned recreation for black youth to the high school gym.99 Later when the white “Y” announced that because of the importance of swimming to civic safety, the gym and pool would be open to “all boys” from Summit and neighboring towns, all boys needed no other marker.100 Having forcibly demarcated space to conform to an imagined community, white Summit understood it to mean white only and required black Summit to view it similarly.

      After six years of a separate but unequal arrangement, in 1935 the YMCA board announced that due to “financial difficulty” and “the increased use of physical equipment by our own boys,” the Central “Y” had severed all ties with the “colored” branch.101 Jettisoning any pretense of a study, the white board moved with all deliberate speed.

      Black Summit also acted swiftly. Forced either to relinquish all claim to civic space or to maintain an independent, though severely straitened, beachhead, Summit’s black citizens chose the latter and incorporated the Lincoln YMCA as an independent institution. The organizational objective reflected their faith and resistance in the midst of the prolonged economic depression: “The Lincoln Young Men’s Christian Association accepts the principle of Jesus that persons are more important than things.”102 Confronting white civic and religious leaders who exercised coercive control over the town’s economic resources, private as well as New Deal public funds, black residents demonstrated their understanding of community.

      The Lincoln YMCA Women’s Auxiliary became the lifeblood of the segregated institution. Working women organized fund-raising projects and initiated cultural and civic programs open to African Americans in Summit and neighboring suburbs. Florence Randolph chaired the Religious Committee and instituted Sunday Vespers as an interdenominational space for religious and social programs. Under Violet Johnson’s leadership the Annual Lincoln-Douglas [sic] Tea became a forum for discussing major civic, political, and religious topics that attracted black and white participants from throughout New Jersey and the New York metropolitan area. Johnson organized the Women’s Progressive Sewing Club for adult women to earn money during the Great Depression. She formed the eponymous Violet Johnson Progressive Club for the small group of young professional women and wives of local doctors and dentists who were “trying to live up to the name and standard of Miss Violet Johnson.”103

      When Channing Tobias returned to Summit in June 1936 to install the officers of the independent Lincoln YMCA and Women’s Auxiliary, he found an organization that had risen to the challenge of making a positive contribution to the community.104 Set adrift amid the economic dislocation of the Great Depression with limited space and limited resources, working women transformed the Lincoln Y into a thriving cultural and civic space.

      * * *

      In May 1937 Pastor Randolph hosted the State Interracial Conference of Church Women at her Summit church. The interracial conference and luncheon could only hint at the discursive distance black women had traversed. They had sustained their communities against nearly insuperable odds and had expanded the discourses on justice, race, and Christian womanhood during a period of social and economic retrenchment.

      However, Randolph and Johnson had little to celebrate. The conference theme, “Race Relations in New Jersey—Church Women, What Next?” expressed the dilemma of the white and black women of the state and region. After years of meetings, intense discussions, and trenchant sociological studies, the church women conceded that there remained a “great lack of knowledge on the part of the public about the problems of housing, education and living conditions of the Negroes and a great lack of sympathy with the sufferers.”105

      Johnson and Randolph did not need a conference to know that decades of interracial women’s alliances had not eliminated lynching, mob violence, segregation, and economic discrimination or resulted in federal intervention to protect the rights of African Americans. Paradoxically, the conferences had placed race relations in a mediated framework and provided cover for a church that silenced its prophetic and egalitarian message. Further, interracial conferences had not created a united womanhood. In many ways, African Americans in Summit, in New Jersey, and in the nation as a whole were worse off in 1937 than they had been in 1917. Nonetheless, New Jersey’s black church women continued their program of civic righteousness, this time based on civil rights. They carried their fight for social justice to electoral politics.
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      “Putting Real American Ideals in American Life”

      Church Women and Electoral Politics

      By the time Tennessee ratified the Nineteenth Amendment in August 1920, African American women in New Jersey were already “an important factor in politics.”1 They carried their religious convictions into the political arena, convinced that “Negro women have the opportunity now as never before to stand out prominently in putting real American ideals in American life.”2 Those real ideals rested on Christian principles.

      Unlike black women in the South who suffered disenfranchisement, northern black church women carved a role as political actors. Defining politics as “nothing more than [the] Science of Government” and political parties as “the instruments by which thinking men and women first promulgate and then practice principles [for control] of the influence which surrounds the place they call their home,” they believed that good government could transform society.3 Their duty was to ensure that “every woman does her part to help make clean, just laws, and see that they are enforced.”4 Having learned organizational effectiveness in their missionary societies and temperance unions, they formed county, ward, and district clubs and led campaign rallies with the sonic and visual markings of religious revivals. Their registration drives and successful get-out-the-vote campaigns turned formerly Democratic wards into Republican victories.

      In 1922 they formalized their political activism in the New Jersey Colored Women’s Republican Club (NJCWRC). Initially stimulated by the Republican Party’s desire to organize black women for Warren G. Harding’s 1920 presidential bid, the statewide organization represented a shift in ordinary women’s sense of themselves as enfranchised citizens with a singular purpose. The ballot was a sacred instrument and they were agents of moral redemption.

      By the time they gained the right to vote in 1920, New Jersey’s black women had tried for decades to effect progressive social change without participating in electoral politics. Initially they claimed space based upon their Christian service. Later they contended that their sacrifices as women and mothers during World War I had earned them the right to be heard. Finally, in the 1920s and 1930s they demanded a place as independent actors in the electoral process. As they discovered, the intersection of race, gender, and class was fraught with complications within the Republican Party and in politics at large.

      The Colored Women’s Republican Club formed alliances with newly enfranchised white women. However, rather than converging, the priorities of New Jersey’s middle-class white women and black working women diverged after suffrage. White women adopted a purely feminist agenda, while black women held to the objectives of civic righteousness. Further, as women recognized that the party apparatus remained in the hands of white men, although women constituted the majority of the voting age residents in many areas, the relationship between white suffragists and the state Republican Party became strained. White men marginalized white women, who in turn tried to eliminate black women from party positions.

      Yet black women had practical reasons to remain loyal to the party of Lincoln. Besides, Democrats offered few inducements to leave. As one pundit remarked, African American women were the least likely to “hop out of the Republican frying pan . . . into the Democratic fire.”5 With few illusions about the relative merits of the political parties, Johnson and Randolph tried to hold in creative tension a critique of the American political system and their commitment to civic righteousness. It would take years for their disaffection to grow into a Democratic realignment.

      From Social Reform to Legislative Politics

      After 1920 black women added politics to their service. With the ballot in hand, they could “strengthen and uplift institutions and bring them to a higher degree of moral worth.” For example, in 1917, after listening to a “very touching report” on black women released from prison, Federation women noted plaintively, “[T]here is little hope for the girl or woman just out of prison unless there is a stronger and purer hand to help her.”6 Moved by the report, Prison Reform Committee Chairwoman Mary Burrell solicited data on the number of African American parolees and parole officers, “if any.” The responses painted a bleak picture. Only one of New Jersey’s five penal institutions housing women employed African American officers, though many judges agreed that black officers would have a “most salutary effect” on black prisoners and probationers.7

      Believing that the ballot could amplify voices and open doors, in 1921 as chairwoman of the Legislative Department, Burrell contacted county judges directly with a resolution that read in part, “fully realizing [our] duty as citizens in this commonwealth, and appreciating the helpless and unfortunate condition of many of our women and girls who find their way to our courts of justice, we believe that they can be helped and sooner placed on the right road to reestablishment in society by being cared for by persons of their own race.”8 The direct action by the newly enfranchised women prompted one judge to send two girls, “strangers to the county,” home to their parents following arrest on a serious charge.9

      Wishing to effect structural changes, the women lobbied the officials they had helped to elect. Since power resided in the county where freeholders or commissioners managed major expenditures, Burrell contacted a white woman freeholder to arrange a visit to the State Home for Girls in Trenton where twenty-eight girls from the Newark/Essex County area were housed and an equal number paroled. As a test of their “sincerity,” the freeholder asked the women to provide a volunteer to work in the probation office.10

      Over the course of a year, Federation member Lottie Cooper regularly attended court and made one hundred and fifty calls on probationers. “Few can appreciate the number of Colored girls and women who are arrested daily and until now there has never been a Colored woman in the Court to intreceed [sic] for them,” Cooper told her Federation sisters. Every Friday fifteen probationers reported to Cooper, who provided them with food, shoes, and medicine. In addition to taking them to the New York Hippodrome and entertaining them with a Christmas party, Cooper had “prisoners paroled in [her] custody[,] made investigations, . . . visited the jails” and counseled others to avert recidivism. In one case she “secured the confidence of a young woman who was in trouble, assisted and encouraged her to change her way of living.” Though the work was varied and exhausting, Cooper noted enthusiastically, “Other cities have Colored police women. Let us hope and pray the day is not so far distant when we can be as fortunate.”11

      Mary Burrell was well equipped to shift from social reform to legislative politics. Born in Virginia in 1886, the home care nurse had gained extensive experience in women’s organized work prior to moving to New Jersey with her husband and sons in 1913. In addition to chairing the Executive Board of the Virginia Baptist Missionary Society, Burrell was also a founder of the Richmond Hospital and the Virginia State Federation of Colored Women.12 During the 1920 election, as chairwoman of the Essex County Colored Women’s Republican Club, Burrell “turn[ed] a Democratic ward into an overwhelming Republican majority” and sent Dr. Walter Alexander to the state assembly, making him New Jersey’s first black legislator.13 Before black women could vote, New Jersey black men held no significant elective positions.

      After suffrage, Burrell collaborated with Assemblyman Alexander to draft a bill giving judges the power to appoint probation officers. The bill successfully passed both houses over the governor’s veto. Burrell’s most notable lobbying effort was in support of the Civil Rights Bill of 1921. Drafted by Alexander, the bill banned discrimination in all public accommodations, including restaurants, hotels, theaters, and beaches as well as in public education from primary grades though college.14

      In the move from reform to legislative action, Burrell contacted the legislative chairwomen in the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs (NACW) and the white State Federation of Women’s Clubs “in order to get their help and guidance as the work was new.”15 Burrell cooperated with her white counterpart to support maternalist legislation on marriage and divorce, women’s industrial employment, the Mother’s Pension Bill, and infant welfare.16 She also partnered with newly elected white Assemblywoman Jennie Van Ness on a prohibition enforcement bill enacted over the Democratic governor’s veto.17 In recognition of her extensive legislative work, the New Jersey legislature granted Burrell floor privileges for an entire session.18

      Yet as black women discovered, their ability to influence public policy had limits. Burrell could not count on white women’s support for anti-lynching and civil rights legislation. And even their legislative victories were not unalloyed successes. The probation reform legislation, for example, permitted the judicial appointment of volunteer as well as paid probation officers. Although Lottie Cooper passed the required examination and was on the eligible list, she remained a volunteer officer throughout 1921 and 1922.19 Further, black women funded their lobbying activities from their meager earnings and during their leisure hours, placing an extra constraint on their political activism. Nonetheless, the women believed that with the ballot they could reform civic institutions and promote just laws.

      “Good Government of Men and Measures”

      By the time Florence Randolph convened the first statewide political conference of black women in August 1920, they were already organized for action. Determined to “promulgate and then practice principles” grounded in the Golden Rule and “professedly American,” they formed County Republican Clubs with ward and district units that blanketed urban and suburban communities with get-out-the-vote drives and rallies.20 They held educational “suffrage meetings” in local churches and halls to encourage women to become “active factors in the political life of the community.” They explained the electoral process and evaluated party platforms to save the newest voting citizens from “fumblings and mistakes in the future.”21

      In Essex County, an area that included Newark and the surrounding suburbs, “county chairman for colored women” Mary Burrell held more than forty-six “suffrage meetings” and gave more than thirty speeches in support of Warren Harding and the Republican ticket. In September she hosted a “great meeting” at which Florence Randolph and other black and white, state and national party leaders spoke.22 Black women contributed to the Republican tidal wave.

      Despite their electoral performance, white and black Republican women remained in subordinate positions on auxiliary women’s committees and in the State Women’s Republican Club where Lillian Feickert served as president and Florence Randolph one of several vice presidents. In 1921, after the state legislature granted women the right to serve equally on regular party committees, white women filled the majority of the committee positions designated for women, leaving few seats for black women.23

      Nonetheless, New Jersey’s black women gained power that eluded southern African Americans. Randolph, for example, served as a member-at-large of the Republican State Committee and on the board of the New Jersey League of Women Voters. In the South, Republicans maintained a “lily white” structure and only white women could join the League.24

      The state’s black women formalized their political activism in early May 1922 when two hundred delegates from seventeen counties gathered in suburban Plainfield for the “record breaking” Colored Women’s Political Conference. The women organized the Colored Women’s Republican Club, elected Florence Randolph president, and organized county and local units throughout the state.25

      At the close of the Plainfield conference, Mary Burrell motored to Atlantic City to attend Lillian Feickert’s Women’s Republican Club forum. Feickert outlined two aims for the predominantly middle-class white women’s political group: raise the registration of women of voting age above 55 percent and demand more attention for “women’s legislation.”26 Absent from the list was the federal anti-lynching bill or federal enforcement of southern black women’s voting rights. One month later black women would march through downtown Newark to protest congressional inaction on the Dyer Anti-Lynching Bill and join the nationwide Anti-Lynching Crusade.

      By the summer of 1922 New Jersey’s black women were seasoned political actors. In August, Violet Johnson and other Federation women joined their sisters from the Empire Federation of New York in a special train car to attend the National Association of Colored Women’s (NACW) biennial session in Richmond, Virginia, and Washington, D.C.27 Following the dedication of the Frederick Douglass Home in Anacostia, a contingent visited Capitol Hill to lobby key senators on the Dyer Bill.28 Upon her return to Summit, Johnson organized a local unit of the Colored Women’s Republican Club with forty-five women at The Home Away from Home.29

      The church women valued their interlocking relationships with the State Colored Women’s Republican Club, the State Federation, and their local missionary societies and boasted, “We have gained experience by availing ourselves of every opportunity to cooperate with all agencies that make for good citizens, a better understanding and closer sympathy with our neighbors.”30 Violet Johnson, for example, was a National Training School trustee, Baptist Woman’s Convention vice president and field worker, State Federation and Summit NAACP vice president, State Federation Anti-Lynching Department chairwoman, and president of the local missionary society and Colored Women’s Republican Club. Industrial clerk Ida Brown was first vice president and chair of the State Federation Executive Board, a state Colored Women’s Republican Club organizer, president of the Jersey City Helping Hand WCTU and the Jersey City Sixth Ward Colored Women’s Republican Club, and vice president of the trustee board at her local Methodist church.31 Colored Women’s Republican Club members carefully differentiated their political aims from those of white women and black men. Unlike white middle-class women in the Women’s Republican Club and League of Women Voters, they organized out of a desire for common action and a willingness to serve. As “intelligent [women who came] together for strength, for inspiration, for information,” they would ignore differences based on education, dress, or physical appearance. “[O]ur salvation,” Randolph proclaimed, “lies in . . . A CAREFUL STUDY OF POLITICS, OF GOOD GOVERNMENT OF MEN AND MEASURES AND THEN, SUPPORTING THE BEST MAN.”32

      The hotly contested 1922 senatorial campaign tested black women’s unity and determination to vote their convictions and not their emotions. U.S. Senator Joseph Frelinghuysen stood at the center of an NAACP attack because of his absence on a crucial vote on the Dyer Bill. Yet Frelinghuysen, a Republican, realized the importance of the African American vote. In a telegram to delegates at the NAACP Convention in Newark, he declared his “continued effort” to enact the legislation, adding, “Civilization and humanity demand it. It is justice long delayed.”33 NAACP delegates were not in a forgiving mood.

      Denied a place on the legislative ticket for the upcoming fall election by the County Republican Committee, former Assemblyman Walter Alexander urged black voters to withhold support if the Republicans did not “accede to the just demands of the colored race and give . . . equal rights with whites as guaranteed by the constitution.” Alexander saved his most “caustic remarks” for Congressman R. Wayne Parker, an opponent of the Dyer Bill, and Senator Walter Edge. Edge had not stated his position. “Maybe he thinks that by the time he will look for office again we will have forgotten, but he is mistaken,” Alexander grimly warned. As for Parker, he quipped, “I want to say that Congressman Parker is retired right now.”34

      In November, black women broke with black men and the NAACP and joined white women to vote for Frelinghuysen, the prohibition candidate.35 Despite the united woman’s vote, Frelinghuysen lost to the “wet” Democrat Edward I. Edwards. However, true to Alexander’s prediction, the New Jersey electorate “retired” Congressman Parker.

      As the 1924 presidential election neared, the second in which women would vote, black women were determined to be a significant factor in the race between Republican Calvin Coolidge and his running mate Charles Dawes and their Democratic opponents John W. Davis and Charles W. Bryan. When the NACW convened for its biennial meeting in Chicago that August, New Jersey women were there, including NACW Chaplain Florence Randolph who opened the Sunday session with a prayer. Before leaving the city, representatives from forty states formed the National League of Republican Colored Women (NLRCW) and elected Violet Johnson’s dear friend Nannie Helen Burroughs president and Hallie Q. Brown national director. The NLRCW’s slogan captured black women’s political resolve: “We are in politics to stay and we shall be a stay in politics.”36

      New Jersey’s black women intended to be the “stay” that stiffened the resolve of the black electorate and the Republican Party. They formed NLRCW county units and Coolidge-Dawes clubs in cities and suburbs and extended their organization to precinct and street captains.37 In April 1924, the Jersey City Sixth Ward Republican Club hosted a Coolidge Club Dinner with more than one hundred guests, including the president of the Eighth Ward Coolidge Club and white and black county and state committee men and women. Later that month, the Essex County Colored Women’s Republican Club held a mass meeting at a local church; the white woman county delegate and party leaders from around the state attended.38 Demonstrating what historian Evelyn Higginbotham calls a new political consciousness among black women nationally, the working women’s grassroots mobilization and careful study of the issues led white and black party leaders and candidates to seek their endorsement.39

      The bitter 1924 Republican senatorial primary between Hamilton Kean, the “dry” candidate, and the incumbent Senator Walter E. Edge, a “modificationist” on prohibition, once again pitted black women against their gender and race allies.40 Calling Edge’s nomination “offensive” to African Americans, former Assemblyman Alexander charged that during his term as governor in 1917–1918, Edge, an Atlantic City businessman, had failed to make any important black appointments or support black candidates in his home county and had created a Jim Crow annex in the Labor Department. Moreover, Alexander contended, out of fear of offending white patrons and harming the shore economy Edge colluded with two state senators to weaken the civil rights bill Alexander introduced in 1921, resulting in a meaningless law that denied damages to victims.41 White women opposed Edge because of his efforts to weaken the Eighteenth Amendment.42

      Black women stood by Edge despite his avoidance of the Senate’s Dyer vote, because he subsequently entered a supportive anti-lynching statement into the congressional record. Though white Republican women called for a “no vote” and black men wanted to reduce him to “a copper,” Edge defeated Kean in the primary and went on to win the general election.43 Whereas black women defied black men and voted with their gender for prohibition in 1922, they voted for their race and anti-lynching in 1924.

      While their political behavior most often branded them as party loyalists, New Jersey’s black women guarded their independence. Unlike white women who “did not realize the value of the vote” and black men “ready to sell . . . their own race . . . for a mess of pottage,” they intelligently assessed the political landscape.44 As State President Florence Randolph explained, “The right-thinking, honest Negro, would hardly recommend joining the Democratic Party for . . . with some exceptions it is the party of corruption in the North and [l]ynch law in the South. On the other hand, the Republican Party in its struggle to keep ‘lily-white,’ will use the Negro with many fair promises before the election and abuse him after.”45 Black women would cast their vote for good government and good measures.

      The 1928 presidential election that pitted prohibitionist Herbert Hoover and Charles Curtis against “wet” Alfred Smith and Senate Majority Leader Joseph Robinson was a pivotal one for New Jersey’s black women. Al Smith, the Catholic governor of neighboring New York, had a strong Democratic organization in New Jersey, and based on overturning prohibition and extending state services, made a strong bid for the black vote.46 He won many adherents but most African Americans remained loyal to the party of Lincoln, seemingly none more than the women of the State Colored Women’s Republican Club. The senior women’s division and the newly created junior division coordinated a successful get-out-the-vote campaign. Meeting in churches and homes throughout the state, they established Hoover-Curtis Clubs, distributed pledge cards, and adopted the National League of Republican Colored Women’s step-by-step plan for calling and managing meetings and rallies.47

      In the intense campaign, black women injected their understanding of justice and civic righteousness. Hoover was “a man of broad sympathies” who understood the problems African Americans confronted and who would “apply his scientific mind to those problems for a just and fair solution.”48 Their activities paid off. The heavy turnout on Election Day resulted in a Republican landslide. Hoover carried twenty of New Jersey’s twenty-one counties; Republican gubernatorial, legislative, and Summit municipal candidates swept to victory. According to NLRCW President Nannie Burroughs, the party of “prosperity, projects, protection, and peace” defeated the party of “rum, race, and religion.”49

      Their partisan enthusiasm notwithstanding, black women remained clear-eyed when it came to the Republican Party. Even a rock-ribbed Republican like Burroughs conceded that Republicans were “justly charged with some ‘sins of omission’ and dereliction of patriotic duty.” Nonetheless, the well-organized Colored Women’s Republican Club claimed Hoover’s 1928 win as their own—a moral victory for social justice and “general relief from demoralizing evils, rather than personal rewards for party fealty.”50

      And there were demoralizing evils aplenty. Nationally and locally, black women demanded enforcement of the Reconstruction Amendments as well as the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Amendments, a position that contrasted with white Republican women who stressed enforcement of only the Eighteenth Amendment.51 Second, they looked to Hoover and the Republican Congress to combat segregation. Echoing Violet Johnson’s 1919 proposal to Woodrow Wilson, black women called on Hoover to appoint a national, nonpartisan, biracial Welfare Commission to investigate and relieve the civil disabilities of disenfranchisement and discrimination, especially in travel, civil service appointments, relief work, and the military. Finally, the women requested the appointment of two African American women specialists to work in the Children’s and the Women’s Bureaus to “parallel the work that is being done . . . primarily for white children and women and incidentally for colored children and women.”52 Black women voiced their demands; unfortunately the Republican Party listened with a tin ear.

      Undaunted, they claimed rhetorical and moral space in the public sphere. Violet Johnson’s Summit Colored Women’s Republican Club invited all state chapters to a New Year’s Day Emancipation Proclamation Celebration in 1929, the first such commemoration to be held in the suburb in thirteen years.53 The local editor urged support for “the biggest affair ever held in Summit by colored people.” Selectively ignoring the dramatic increase in discrimination and segregation in the suburb and the state, he contrasted the position of Summit’s black residents with that of black southerners and reminded white residents that the “people of African descent have formed a considerable and useful factor in the civic life of this city, and their interest in this anniversary must command the general sympathy of all citizens.”54

      The celebration was a civic and political success. The women energized their political and religious networks and attracted white and black Republicans from across the state. They demonstrated their political strength with a program that combined civic discourse and partisan rhetoric. They delineated their political priorities and raised salient social issues before a broad audience of politicians and voters. Initially black women based their claim to respect and a public presence on their Christian service; later they demanded a place in the public discourse because of their sacrifice as women and mothers during World War I. After nearly a decade of suffrage, New Jersey’s black working women had earned the right to speak for themselves and their community. In the aftermath of the 1928 campaign, they claimed a place in the civic community and the electoral process.

      Florence Randolph presided over the Emancipation Celebration and Violet Johnson delivered the major address. Mary Burrell joined them on the podium along with national, state, and county Republican committeemen, Urban League officers, and Summit’s Republican mayor. A fifty-voice jubilee chorus and two mixed-voice quartets lent the air of a religious revival to the event. Unlike in 1916, no one criticized the women for politicizing the Emancipation Proclamation.55 Indeed, they used the event as a political rally for three more years. How black women would convert their public visibility and Christian convictions into political power to remedy social ills remained an open question.

      Church Women and the Politics of the Great Depression

      The winter of 1929–1930 was an especially hard one. By year-end 1929, shantytowns appeared in formerly bustling cities and suburbs, making “relief the real industrial problem of the state.”56 Newark alone experienced a 25 percent drop in employment.57 Employment, wages, and take home pay steadily declined. The Lincoln YMCA’s employment bureau soon became its most widely utilized program. Dismissing optimism as “extravagant” and pessimism as “foolish,” the YMCA secretary urged black residents “to better matters by courageous effort and by a spirit that matters are no worse than facts compel us to admit.”58 Never having fully participated in the era of prosperity, New Jersey’s working-class residents, black and white, were early casualties of the economic depression.

      By February 1930, Summit’s municipal leaders abandoned hope of an imminent recovery. Not until fall, however, would the Republican mayor and city council attempt to address the high rate of unemployment.59 In the interim, managing relief cases that had nearly doubled in the first months of the year fell to the Overseer of the Poor, the Co-Operative Services Association, and a voluntary Committee of Ten comprised of representatives from the “central” and Lincoln YMCA branches, the YWCA, and the police department. Organized by the mayor to “cope” with the unemployment situation, the Committee of Ten identified only temporary jobs such as cutting firewood in East Summit and building a retaining wall at Memorial Field, the public park dedicated to war veterans.60 These feeble measures did little to relieve the despair gripping the suburb.

      When Violet Johnson’s “dear friend” Nannie Burroughs sought contributions from Summit’s white middle-class women for the National Training School in Washington, Johnson responded on the difficulty “to interest friends . . . during this period of unemployment.” As one who relied on these affluent donors for her own work, Johnson commiserated, “You have my sympathy because I know what you’re up against.” A trustee of Burroughs’s school, Johnson promised to fulfill her personal commitment of $25, a princely sum in desperate times.61

      Though the Great Depression crossed color and class lines, the effect was disparate. For example, when the Co-Operative Services Association attempted to distribute raw skimmed milk at a site visible from the train station, elite residents protested that the milk station would attract unemployed families who wished to take advantage of the suburb’s largesse. When the milk station finally opened in a less visible location, only persons certified as “entitled” based upon residency and prior employment, not need, received milk.62 Summit officials, like those in other suburbs, tried to close its borders to those in need.

      The city’s worst fears seemed to have been realized when in mid-July 1931 a “floating population” of twenty-seven “colored men” appeared at the Co-Operative Services Association seeking work. Upon being told the suburb had no work or food for them, one man replied, “I’m good and tired of starving to death.” The press reported, “The unemployed colored folks feel that race discrimination may have something to do with their position.”63

      Ever ready to defend the suburb against such charges, the local editor countered that the “majority” of the men were not “bona fide residents,” but merely “persons who . . . drifted here from other sections of the country, doubtless drawn here by reports . . . that colored workers have been doing well here and that those out of work have been pretty well cared for.” Conceding the “inherent right” of the unemployed to move about freely, the editor justified the refusal to feed or employ them on the basis of fairness, the need to take care of “our own unfortunate,” and the “limit to our capabilities in this direction.” He vehemently denied the charge of drawing the color line, asserting, “[T]he inference that in Summit there is discrimination because of color is distinctly unfair and unworthy. Colored people who have lived here any length of time know that their race gets a fair break here at all times.” Voicing the tacit contract that prevailed in the suburb, he added, “If a man lives on the square, is industrious and sober he will not have cause to complain because of discrimination here on account of the color of his skin.”64 No matter its veracity, the statement served notice to black residents to behave, or else.

      Having taken steps to reify the color line during the prosperous 1920s, Summit’s white elite used the dislocation of the Great Depression to expand its compass and specify the conditions under which the suburb would tolerate African Americans. The poor, unemployed, and homeless were suspect; aid was for the “entitled.” Ironically, at the same time the suburb expelled the unemployed black men, the “central” YMCA opened its dormitory rooms to other “transients,” unemployed middle-class white men.65 As would be the case throughout the Great Depression and the New Deal, the politics of class and color converged with economics to sanction official discrimination and harden the lines of color and class.

      By the fall of 1931, the state and municipal governments could no longer ignore the widespread unemployment. In early September, Republican Governor Morgan Larson appointed a state director of unemployment and in October formed the New Jersey Emergency Relief Administration modeled on New York State’s temporary relief program initiated by Democratic Governor Franklin Roosevelt.66 Forced into action by more than two hundred “citizens of the United States and residents of Summit” who signed a petition demanding work or property tax relief, the mayor and city council with promised state assistance established a $1,000 public works fund to provide two weeks of work for “jobless but willing hands,” an insufficient measure amid ever-widening distress.67

      Conditions worsened. By early November the Emergency Unemployment and Relief Committee reported that one out of every seven Summit families was in “urgent” need and hundreds of residents unemployed. The needy included those who “have seen investments, the home, position and income swept away” as well as those who “probably, have never known much luxury in their own lives, but have been happy and good citizens, giving their children shelter, food and a share in our community life.”68 Identifying the deserving based on color and class had become a futile exercise, though Summit officials attempted to do just that, requiring meticulous registration and classification by race, sex, and degree of need.69

      Ideologically opposed to government relief, Summit’s Republican leaders implored residents to provide “Summit Relief for Summit Folk” and “make the Golden Rule a reality in Summit.”70 Need far outstripped the resources of the voluntary community chest and residents’ ability to provide jobs at homes or businesses. As the Relief Committee’s attempt at a citywide clean-up and vegetable garden failed, the suburb shed its relief roles and jobless white men went door-to-door offering to paint mailboxes for ten to twenty-five cents “or anything you care to give.”71

      Still, the Great Depression was not an equalizer. In fact, it had the opposite effect. White Summit no longer disguised its racist practices. An outraged Florence Randolph lifted the scrim. “[W]ithout fear of successful contradiction,” she stated, “the odds are against the [N]egro.”72

      Against this backdrop of economic displacement, the State Colored Women’s Republican Club convened in Summit for its Eleventh Annual Conference in August 1931. Delegates and visitors, many of whom had traveled more than three hours by bus from as far as Atlantic City, filled Fountain Baptist Church.73 The women’s attendance reflected their assessment of the political landscape. With an anti-prohibition plank in the Democratic platform and a call for repeal in the Republicans’, the upcoming gubernatorial election would center on the economy—a referendum on “Hoover Prosperity” and the opening volley in the 1932 presidential race.74 A Democratic victory in 1931 would increase the prospects for a Democratic presidential win in 1932; an outcome that black women feared would portend greater economic and racial discrimination.

      The women devoted the Summit conference to the gubernatorial candidacy of U.S. Senator David Baird, Jr. State vice presidents and committee heads led roundtable discussions. Prayers, songs, and scripture suffused the political rally that included speeches by white state, county, and city officials.75 Black men prominent in state and national Republican circles promoted Baird’s candidacy with topics such as “Baird, the Business Man,” while also casting him as a “friend to the farmers.” Speakers praised his performance as governor and one spoke on “Congress and the Negro.”76

      Throughout the summer and fall of 1931, the Colored Women’s Republican Club and its junior division campaigned enthusiastically for Baird. They hosted luncheons and dinners in homes and sponsored concerts and forums throughout the state. At one event Chicago Congressman Oscar DePriest, the first African American elected to the U.S. Congress since Reconstruction, headlined the program.77 During the campaign black women astutely combined campaigning with social outreach, on one occasion donating the proceeds of a concert held at the Lincoln YMCA to Summit’s unemployed.78

      While the Colored Women’s Republican Club campaigned vigorously for Baird, the NAACP campaigned as vigorously against him. Thus, the National League of Republican Colored Women president and NAACP trustee Nannie Burroughs refused to speak for Baird, even when invited by her friend Violet Johnson.79 The NAACP launched a retaliatory campaign against Republican candidates who had supported Hoover’s Supreme Court nominee Judge John J. Parker, who as a North Carolina gubernatorial candidate in 1920 opposed black women’s voting registration and declared that African Americans as a class did not desire to enter politics.80 The NAACP made Parker’s nomination a litmus test for Republicans. New Jersey Republican senators David Baird and Hamilton Kean had voted to confirm Parker’s nomination to the bench. When Baird resigned from the Senate to run for governor, he remained in the NAACP’s line of sight. National and state NAACP officers conducted an intense campaign in New Jersey and outlined their opposition in the pamphlet “Why the NAACP Should Defeat Baird.”81 Black women stood by their candidate.

      Baird’s Democratic opponent, A. Harry Moore, derided the Republican government that caused the economic depression. “Where is the job for every man . . . where the chicken at every table and the automobile for every workingman that we were to have under Hoover prosperity?” Moore demanded.82 In an election in which both parties made a bid for the African American vote, the candidates leveled charges and countercharges of “bossism,” fraud, and voter intimidation. Moore claimed, for example, that black citizens in the southern part of the state needed “protection” from Republicans intent upon controlling their vote.83 Black women took umbrage and construed the statement as evidence of the Democratic Party’s penchant for impugning black voters. The women would remind voters of the offensive comment during the 1932 presidential election.84

      Nonetheless, some black voters formed the A. Harry Moore Colored League; many because they supported the Democratic candidate, others because they supported the NAACP’s national boycott of pro-Parker senators.85 Violet Johnson’s endorsement would have been a coup for the Moore backers and some alleged she had come into their camp. Her disclaimer appeared under the headline “IS NOT SUPPORTING MOORE.” Johnson tersely stated, “I have been annoyed by the use of my name in a Newark newspaper in connection with the alleged opposition by colored voters to the candidacy of David Baird. . . . I have not attended any conference of colored voters opposed to Baird, nor have I committed myself in any manner.” She ended with an avowal of loyalty as a “Republican and naturally favorable to the candidates of the party.”86 Just as they voted their own mind in 1924 and 1928, black church women would determine their political course based upon their priorities, not those of the NAACP.

      The Colored Women’s Republican Club closed the 1931 campaign with a “large and enthusiastic” rally at the Lincoln YMCA. Speakers included local white party leaders, mayoral and council candidates, and the lone African American on the National Republican Committee, Assistant U.S. Attorney General Perry Howard. The noisy procession of Democrats and A. Harry Moore supporters marching through the streets was no competition for the enthusiastic Baird backers.87

      To the black women’s astonishment, Baird’s Democratic rival won by a landslide. Though some African Americans who did not want to vote for either Baird or Moore stayed away from the polls, Moore garnered 80 percent of the statewide black vote in what amounted to a “rebuke” of Hoover. Baird carried only four counties, his home county of Camden and three other southern counties. The Summit Herald defiantly reported, “Summit did not participate in the Democratic landslide,” though the remainder of the county went for Moore.88 Democrats also swept the state legislature. In spite of the Democratic rout, Summit’s black women could derive satisfaction from the heavier than usual voter turnout; 72 percent of registered voters went to the polls.

      If African American women had expected to be rewarded for their fealty with changes in unemployment and relief operations, they were sorely mistaken. The referendum to remove relief administration from municipal control to a centralized county board went down to a stunning defeat along with Baird. Home rule and local control remained intact, despite worsening conditions.89

      When the 1932 presidential campaign began, Violet Johnson’s endorsement still mattered. Calling her “a respected and honored leader of the Negro race,” the Summit Herald reported on one of Johnson’s stump speeches under the heading “MISS JOHNSON ASKS SUPPORT FOR HOOVER.” “Vote for a principle,” Johnson urged. “[V]ote for Hoover and don’t swap horses in the middle of the stream for conditions will be worse.” She emphasized loyalty to the Republican Party rather than a commitment to Hoover’s policies. “You will hear much about Hoover being to blame for the present economic conditions, but if you read your papers and study your history, you will find that after every war there has been a depression. We must decide as to which of these two great parties is to be given the privilege and power of directing the affairs of our government for the next four years.”90

      In a succinct history lesson Johnson cautioned, “Don’t be influenced by promises from either political party, for they are as pie crusts—easily broken. . . . Ask yourself the question, ‘Who is it that makes the laws of segregation, discrimination, Jim Crowism and humiliation suffered throughout the South where Democrats control and deny the Negro any voice in affairs of State?’” Speaking directly to African American women, Johnson challenged her auditors “to vote your own honest conviction and not to be influenced by what others say, but to read and study the issues, and find out what party has done more for the betterment of the Negro race as a whole.” She was confident that as informed citizens they would make the right decision. “Let us show our appreciation by voting to re-elect Mr. Hoover as our next President.”91

      Throughout the 1932 presidential campaign, black women used multiple channels, from grassroots organizing to mass media broadcasting. Johnson gleefully reported to Nannie Helen Burroughs, “I had the thrill of my life when I heard your name announced over the radio to have been one of the speakers.” Though Burroughs became ill on the campaign trail and the “lady announcer” read her speech, Johnson found much to celebrate. “All of the speakers were very good and of course I enjoyed your message. I’m right tipsy listening to the speakers. And between listening to them and putting up my winter curtains, I feel batty.” Still, she expressed concern for her friend’s health on the arduous campaign trail. “I’m so glad the campaign is nearly over, because if it doesn’t end soon you’ll kill yourself.”92

      Renowned as excellent vote-getters who could draw a crowd and deliver a compelling message, white and black pols welcomed black women on the hustings. When the white Summit Republican Club presented leading white male candidates at a rally at the Lincoln YMCA, Colored Women’s Republican Club veteran Mary Burrell “almost ‘stole the show’ . . . with her keen, intelligently phrased exposition of why Summit Negroes should vote the Republican ticket.”93

      Whatever their dissatisfaction with the Republican Party locally and nationally, black women used every means to “arouse colored voters for the G.O.P.”94 They believed that the race’s well-being hung in the balance. As Johnson confided to Burroughs, “I’m afraid if Hoover doesn’t get in we’ll all die. I’m doing my bit trying in a small way to help the cause.”95 In addition to speaking and placing articles in newspapers, Johnson reproduced Burroughs’s speeches and articles for use at club meetings and distribution to the black and white press. Johnson also sent copies of her speeches and articles to Burroughs. Johnson hoped the multiple channels would be a “stay” for “some of these weak-kneed republicans [sic] going over to the other side.”96

      Though the Great Depression had taken its toll and dampened Johnson’s partisan fervor, an untested Roosevelt and an unwelcoming party were not sufficient to lure her to the Democratic fold. Wary of the party of “segregation, discrimination, Jim Crowism and humiliation” in the South and urban bosses who maligned black voters in the North, black women could not discern a place for their voice or convictions in the Democratic Party.97

      Three days before the election and with a subdued and perhaps realistic assessment of the Republican Party and its candidate, Johnson confided to Burroughs, “All we’ve got to do is pray and have faith.”98 On Election Day, Roosevelt’s promise of change triumphed over Hoover’s commitment to the status quo. Roosevelt won forty-two of forty-eight states and carried New Jersey by a narrow margin; Summit gave Hoover a two-to-one edge and the county remained in the Republican column.99 Black women in New Jersey would stay with the Republicans. They had no reason to expect just treatment from the Democrats.

      At the close of the campaign, an exhausted Burroughs penned a note to Johnson that expressed hope over experience. “Well the republicans [sic] will have four years to plan and stage a comeback,” she wrote. “The party will doubtless be made over from top to bottom and if they do not consider the National League of Republican Colored Women in the making we are going to battle with them. I think they are coming to their senses after this sound beating.”100 Black women had remained faithful to their party even when others had abandoned it. They expected a reward.

      As the nation waited to see what a Roosevelt administration would deliver, Pastor Florence Randolph appealed to a higher power: “We pray Thee that in the coming year men may think less of race, of color, of creed, and more of human souls; that a man may not suffer because he is white, brown, red, or black. We believe . . . Thou didst understand thine own plan when Thou created of one blood all nations to dwell upon the face of the earth.”101 In the midst of economic devastation and racial injustice, Randolph’s prayer was intended for human ears as well as the divine.

      Randolph blended her appeal for justice with an avowal of patriotism. “We love the town in which we live [;] we love the hills, the parks, the green grass and the blue sky. . . . [W]e are not anarchists, not reds, not bomb-throwers. . . . [W]e don’t belong to the underworld who are trying to wreck the American system, who refuse to become American citizens. . . . We love our country and expect to remain here until Thou shalt come.”102 In other words, African Americans’ claim to the protection and privileges of the Constitution was inviolable.

      Burroughs’s prediction of a party makeover was far too optimistic. Their public defense of the Republican Party notwithstanding, New Jersey’s black women did not ignore the discrepancy between their experience and the party narrative of linear progress. As signatories with black men to the National Colored Republican Conference statement in 1923, they had threatened to bolt the party unless it ended its lily white policy and ensured equality of party membership to black Republicans, North and South.103 In 1931 they petitioned the state Republican Committee to grant them “more recognition” and a “square deal” in party and government administration and protested white women’s efforts to eliminate them from the Women’s Republican Club by reducing the number of positions.104 Having formulated an oppositional discourse of civic righteousness, black women did not bracket their religious convictions or their experience of race, gender, and class upon entering the political arena. Nor did they confuse political attitude with political behavior.

      Neither should we. As historian Glenda Gilmore cautions, to do so would misrepresent the agency and the “political aspirations” of black women.105 The political experience of New Jersey’s black women suggests that the seed of the Democratic realignment of 1936 was sown prior to the Great Depression, though it took years to germinate. Remaining in the Republican fold was less a measure of satisfaction with the party of Lincoln than a pragmatic assessment of options. Despite their partisan rhetoric, black women’s relationship with the party that consistently failed to respond to their demands for just laws and moral institutions was an uneasy one. The breakup was long in the making.

      By 1936 black women conceded that Republicans had not come to their senses. After seven years of economic and civic depression, four years of discriminatory relief, and even more years of Republican perfidy, Burroughs encouraged African American women to vote for “Justice and Jobs,” for “the man” rather than the party.106 With little to lose—and perhaps something to gain, New Jersey’s black women went to the polls and helped reelect Franklin Roosevelt.107

      * * *

      Historians continue to debate the movement of African Americans to the Democratic Party and the realignment of 1936. They emphasize either economics or the so-called civil rights appeal of Democrats and the New Deal. Both Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham and Nancy Weiss, for example, argue that in the four-year period between 1932 and 1936 African Americans moved from a position of unfailing Republican loyalty to vote Democrats into office based upon New Deal economics. Harvard Sitkoff, on the other hand, contends that the New Deal embrace of civil rights induced black Americans to abandon the party of Lincoln. Combining the economic argument with racial appeal, Patricia Sullivan argues that Democrats successfully wooed African American voters with New Deal relief jobs and blandishments like the 1936 multicity celebration of the seventy-third anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation.108

      Yet as Gilmore reminds us, focusing on a single election rather than the longer history of political behavior can be misleading.109 Indeed it is important to explore the beliefs and experiences of black women as well as the marginalization of women and black men in the Republican Party to understand the realignment of 1936. Black women mobilized a Republican political machine in the 1920s and early 1930s. The Republican Party and its candidates did not reward them for their work or support their agenda, and it lost their votes.

      Because of their political acumen and the public respect accorded them in political campaigns, it is easy to forget that most New Jersey Colored Women’s Republican Club members wore uniforms and aprons; they scrubbed other people’s floors and tended to other people’s children; they had to work quietly behind male denominational and NAACP leaders. However, when these same women entered the political arena, they received the respect often denied them in other spaces. They operated on the principle of one woman, one vote. They made it impossible to deny that black women were more than their work or that they had identities as women and citizens in their own right. When they cast their ballots, more than an election was at stake. They were “working for the ‘upbuilding of the country’” and black womanhood.110 The Republican Party had given these women alternative roles as politicians. Abandoning those political roles for Democrats, a party that might take no notice of them, was risky. But desperate times called for desperate measures.111
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      “Carthage Must Be Destroyed”

      Health, Housing, and the New Deal

      “If because of injustice and poverty we should leave the rooms where we slept all night without fresh air because of no windows and should pass through dingy, dirty halls to get a little sunshine and fresh air in the street, may our fortunate fellowmen not stand ready to deport us into further misery,” Reverend Florence Randolph prayed in December 1932.1 More than piety led Randolph to link justice and housing in her public prayer, for only the election of Franklin Roosevelt competed with housing as a discussion topic as the year drew to a close.

      The Great Depression and the New Deal profoundly affected black church women’s activism. Questions of fitness for citizenship and black women’s respectability regained currency as the economic depression exacerbated structural and social fissures and recovery policies divided citizens along gender, race, and class lines. Federal housing programs reinforced the trope of the suburb as the preserve of the white middle class, and new zoning and health ordinances turned black homes and black bodies into contested sites.

      Demographic changes altered the suburban landscape and further racialized space. While the regional press printed reports of a “Negro invasion,” Summit’s black population remained relatively stable, though the rate of increase outpaced that of whites, nearly doubling between 1920 and 1930 from 4.8 percent to 8.7 percent of the total population of over fourteen thousand. By the mid-1930s, Summit’s population climbed to over fifteen thousand and the black population peaked at about fifteen hundred, or nearly 10 percent.2 As the population increased, so did competition for space.

      The Great Depression aggravated old fault lines and New Deal polices created new ones in the six-square-mile suburb. National housing standards valorized racial space, while the federal financing of building loans and home mortgages transformed the single-family detached house in a homogeneous neighborhood into one of the most potent symbols of suburbia. The Federal Housing Administration (FHA) established by the National Housing Act of 1934, was the “spark plug” in a middle-class housing boom that ignited a suburban land grab and solidified New Jersey’s reputation as the quintessential suburban state.3 Anxious to secure their investment, real estate interests and white home owners racialized the single family home and public space as middle class and white. Housing became the flashpoint between an expanding white middle class and a besieged black community. With passage of the National Housing Act of 1937, known as the Wagner-Steagall Act, that provided federally backed mortgage insurance for low income rental housing, the national housing debate intensified. The state’s role expanded as taxpayer dollars placed federally subsidized single-family homes within the reach of white middle-class families and consigned black and white working families to public housing.4

      Federal subsidies for owner-occupied and rental housing changed the contours of the discourse in Summit. Economic returns superseded moral concern for the rights of black citizens to private and civic space. For the black working class, the New Deal became a “raw deal” and the National Recovery Act the “Negro Riddance Act” as the New Deal language of “slum clearance and removal” framed discussions of race, class, and citizenship.5

      Violet Johnson and Florence Randolph fought back. They used religious, political, and civic programs such as Church Women’s Interracial Conferences, Health Week celebrations, and garden clubs to disrupt the discourse. They enlisted white allies to battle ordinances that branded black women’s bodies as diseased and black residents as a contagion. With limited resources and few friends they staved off the most pernicious attempts at racial cleansing and educated a new generation in the struggle for just laws and moral institutions.

      Church Women and the Politics of Housing and Health

      In early October 1932, African American sociologist and Director of Research for the National Urban League Ira De Augustus Reid appeared before the Summit Civic Association, an organization of elite white men, and declared that housing in the ideal suburb was less than ideal. Further, Reid called “unfounded” the “popular rumor [that] colored people are rapidly filtering” into Summit because of its relief work. Although 20 percent of the suburb’s relief went to African Americans who comprised only 8.7 percent of the population, they were not transients. The average African American family had resided in the suburb six years, and 90 percent were nuclear families with a husband, wife, and a small number of children. Moreover, black residents owned homes at a rate higher than the state average, despite the “remarkably high” female working population.6

      Nonetheless, Reid informed the white civic leaders, housing conditions “were worse than anticipated.” The average monthly rent was the sixth highest of the sixty municipalities studied and, on a per room basis, the third highest. “In other words,” Reid emphasized, “local colored people are getting less for their money than in other parts of the state.” He attributed Summit’s “bad” housing to “a triangular laxity of city, landlord and tenant.”7

      Reid painted an equally disturbing picture of education in the suburb. While the percentage of foreign-born residents masked the racialized structure of the educational system, Summit had “more illiteracy than was anticipated.”8 Only 40 percent of black children entered high school and a smaller number graduated. Reid correlated the high arrest rate of black youth, the lack of recreational facilities, overcrowded housing, and the high school dropout rate.9

      “In summary,” Reid stated, “Summit is largely a city of commuters who, seeing little of the needs of social service as they go to and from work, little understand the needs of the community.” Noting a “paradoxical fact,” he added, “The white population seems indifferent toward the welfare of the Negroes yet is developing increasing resentment over their presence.”10

      Reid proposed several remedies: renovate tenements that had not already deteriorated into “slums”; enforce health codes to correct windowless rooms, high rents, and overcrowding; provide occupational and vocational guidance and recreational activities for youth; employ black teachers; and increase social interest in housing. He also recommended forming an interracial committee of “influential individuals” interested in ameliorating the social and economic situations that inevitably lead to “dissatisfaction and unsocial actions.”11

      From April to September 1931 Reid and a fifteen-person team had “quietly and unobtrusively” conducted interviews on education, employment, business, health, recreation, citizenship, and race to assess the “advantages and disadvantages” accruing to African Americans. A Columbia University-trained sociologist, Reid conducted his work under the aegis of the New Jersey Conference of Social Work’s Interracial Committee and the Department of Institutions and Agencies, which published the findings in The Negro in New Jersey.12 The Federal Council of Churches (FCC) Church Women’s Committee on Race Relations had made improving housing, health, and education a major thrust of the interracial conference movement. Although unable to stem Jim Crow segregation in northern communities, the interracial movement promoted the formation of interracial committees, including that of the State Conference of Social Work.13

      According to Reid, the interracial committee selected Summit “for the review of Negro life because of its non-industrial character.” And with a black population smaller than the 10 percent considered the point at which racial and social friction surfaced, “conditions here were thought to be better than average.”14 As the survey revealed, however, racial conditions were less a matter of numbers than of daily practices, structures, and the attendant material reality.

      Reid’s explanation for the Summit study notwithstanding, it is more likely that Florence Randolph and Violet Johnson influenced the selection. As members of the Conference of Social Work and leaders in state and regional religious and civic organizations, they believed they could form an interracial team of “influential lay persons” to “discuss and work out practical and satisfying solutions” that would serve as a model for the state.15

      For years prior to Reid’s study, Johnson had attempted to focus public attention on the discrepancies in housing and health in this affluent New York City suburb. In 1915 she inveighed against the quality and quantity of housing available to workers, especially black workers. Following the 1923 “Health Week” celebration at Fountain Baptist Church that highlighted discrimination in housing and municipal services, Johnson cooperated with the elite women’s Town Improvement Association (TIA) to strengthen housing and health ordinances. Over the decade, the TIA had effected some minor improvements; however, public interest in housing and municipal services for low income workers all but disappeared during the suburban housing boom of the 1920s as developers razed manor homes and created middle-class subdivisions with restrictive racial covenants, and realty interests tried to reify the vision of the suburb as a middle-class Anglo-Saxon preserve.16

      Throughout the 1920s and 1930s black women used “Negro Health Week” celebrations to mobilize support in the politics of housing and health. Begun in 1915 by Booker T. Washington and revived in 1917 by the National Negro Business League with suggestions from Nannie Helen Burroughs, in 1932 the United States Public Health Service (USPHS) promoted national recognition through the Office of Negro Health Week.17 Skillfully exploiting the maxim “germs know no color line,” black women connected germ theory and racial anxieties to convert reluctant allies. In her analysis of public health activism, health historian Susan Smith concludes that through the “gospel of health,” African American women in the North and South mobilized at the community level and, working with black professionals and white officials, “altered ever so slightly the focus of public health policy.” They turned National Negro Health Week into a “grassroots movement with possibilities for social transformation.”18

      In Summit, Violet Johnson and Florence Randolph blended sermons and lectures with health education and examinations. For example, during Health Week in 1935, African American physicians, dentists, and nurses conducted free clinics for babies, children, and adults at the black Baptist and Methodist churches and the Lincoln YMCA. The culminating celebration held on the last Sunday in April conflated civic, political, and religious themes and featured a gospel chorus, sermons, and lectures by ministers, physicians, and dentists from Summit, Newark, and surrounding suburbs.19

      To Summit’s white middle class, National Negro Health Week looked like another racial uplift program. In actuality, it was much more. Through a program of health education, Johnson and Randolph linked individual hygiene and environmental sanitation to housing and gained the attention of the county and state health and housing departments.

      But the business leaders Ira de Augustine Reid faced that October day were not ready to acknowledge the problems in their midst. The elite men of the Civic Association accused Reid of “distort[ing] the facts.”20 The presentation ignited a public debate on housing for low income workers and the place of African Americans in the affluent suburb’s civic life.

      Private Space, Public Debate

      Negro Health Week celebrations in the 1930s were timely, if not prescient. Two months after Ira Reid exposed Summit’s substandard housing and its correlation to tuberculosis, the local board of health initiated an assault on black working women’s bodies. Armed with a new health ordinance that mandated semiannual health examinations for all domestic servants, Health Officer Dr. Henry Dengler began an aggressive anti-venereal disease campaign. Refusal to submit resulted in a $50 fine.21 By the second week in January 1933, Dengler had examined more than two hundred women and classified sixty-eight as “diseased.” Six months later, after examining an additional nine hundred and eleven domestic servants, he announced that of the eighty-six “affected,” sixty-five were “colored” women.22

      Although the USPHS authorized compulsory examinations as part of its national anti-syphilis program, in the absence of standardized protocols the sensitivity and specificity of testing could be substantially inaccurate depending on the quality of the laboratory and the serologic test. Therapeutics for treatment and follow-up also varied based upon local resources. Moreover, as medical historian Allen M. Brandt argues, “The suggestion, knowledge, or inference of immoral behavior by a patient may also have led to a tendency to identify non-specific infections as venereal.”23 Health officials generally restricted mandatory testing to high-risk populations, such as women arrested on charges of prostitution, men accused of vagrancy or sex offenses, and pregnant women. In contravention of the logic of sexual transmission of venereal infection, Dengler required all domestic servants to submit to semiannual examinations. Newark and suburban Englewood and Tenafly enacted similar ordinances.24

      Local health officials usually worked closely with African American physicians, social workers, and health professionals to conduct educational programs, especially during Negro Health Week, and the health examiner issued a certificate of health based upon results provided by a health clinic or private physician. In Summit, Dengler conducted the testing himself. Historian Natalia Molina locates public health “as a key site of racialization,” one in which “[h]ealth officials not only incorporated their racially charged visions into policies and ordinances that targeted ethnic communities but also helped shape the ways mainstream populations perceived ethnic peoples.”25

      Summit’s black working women comprehended fully what was at stake. Yet, consistent with the culture of dissemblance, they maintained a studied silence, shielding threats to their respectability, and enlisted allies to repel the attack on their womanhood. Prominent white middle-class women immediately voiced opposition to the ordinance. Referencing the prevalence of white men’s sexual abuse of black women, one wondered where was the protection for the domestic servant? Another questioned the legality of the examinations for American citizens and charged the health board with “petty terrorism,” offering as evidence the eight notices she had received within forty-eight hours. In one instance, before the employer could have her private physician examine a couple, they protested with their feet and left Summit. Some employers simply refused to comply.26 Despite white women’s protestations, Dengler refused to rescind the ordinance, though he reduced the fine from $50 to $25 and pledged to hire a woman doctor; that eventually became a white public health nurse.27

      Not all white women opposed the invasion of private space. The Summit WCTU and the TIA endorsed compulsory examinations, and the State League of Women Voters (LWV) advocated syphilis testing as part of a social hygiene program that included premarital testing and sterilization of the mentally “unfit.”28 In suburban Montclair, twenty-five “socially prominent” LWV and American Red Cross board members demonstrated their support by taking the serological test themselves; two brought along their maids.29 Nationally, white women’s groups ardently supported the “syphilis war.”30

      In 1937 and 1938, under the New Deal Works Progress Administration (WPA), the USPHS increased local funding to fight the “social evil.” New York City and Chicago led the way; several New Jersey suburbs received awards for their programs. Dengler earned recognition for his “excellent work” in the “examination of public food handlers and domestic employees” and received out-of-state requests for information on Summit’s “model” ordinance.31

      Nationally, the NAACP denounced compulsory examinations as a pretext by white employers and housewives “to exercise their prejudice against Negroes.”32 African Americans understood, as historian Martha Ritzdorf argues, that health and zoning ordinances are never neutral; rather, they are part of a “culturally bound discourse . . . that both persuades and informs . . . about values and attitudes.”33 In her study of black working women in pre–World War I Atlanta, historian Tera Hunter contends that white officials used public health to invade the privacy of poor black and white women’s bodies and create “public moments of relief” by “repeatedly depicting black women as bearers of filth and contagion.” These performances reaffirmed the authority of the white elite and “impress[ed] subordinates with claims of its right to rule.” Medical historian Allan Brandt suggests that “syphilophobia” reflected anxiety over the status of the white middle-class family and women’s changing roles in the 1920s.34 These forces seemingly converged in Depression-era Summit.

      To mollify opponents, Dengler recommended hiring a full-time “Colored Public Health Nurse,” thirty-one-year-old Lulu Hawthorne Ader, RN. The Mississippi native completed her nurse’s training at Tuskegee (AL) Institute, earned a graduate nursing degree at an Alabama hospital, and previously served as superintendent at Newark’s private Booker T. Washington Community Hospital. Her excellent credentials notwithstanding, hiring an African American woman in such a visible position was so unprecedented that the city council delayed her appointment to “meditate further upon this step.” Initially able to hire Ader only on a probationary basis, Dengler overcame the city council’s resistance by pointing to a growing black population and intimating an increase in venereal disease.35 Moreover, with WPA funds to cover Ader’s salary, he could align the suburb with the national campaign to combat “the Social Evil.”36

      Ader received a mixed reception from Summit’s black residents. Church ladies and the Lincoln YMCA’s Women’s Auxiliary welcomed her with a community-wide reception. Others refused to admit the visiting nurse into their homes. Although Dengler did not state it publicly, Ader was expected to conduct a surveillance of the black bodies and homes that he and the white nurse had been unable to access.

      Within three months the “Negress Health Nurse” proved her value. She visited two-thirds of Summit’s black families, recorded and indexed the sanitary conditions in each home, advised fifteen mothers on the care of their babies, gave health advice to more than four hundred individuals, and spearheaded the opening of a clinic for tuberculosis testing. She also uncovered a number of delinquent venereal disease cases that were returned to health clinics.37 In the end, Dengler may have gotten more than he bargained for: Ader converted him into becoming an advocate of sanitary housing. The availability of New Deal funds undoubtedly helped.

      Ader joined the small cadre of black doctors and dentists drawn to Summit by the African American and Italian residents who constituted their clientele.38 Despite their middle-class status, black medical professionals were not exempt from white surveillance and censure. Their private transactions quickly became public.

      In 1933, twenty-nine-year-old dentist Dr. Norman Hill and his twenty-six-year-old wife, daughter of the local Baptist pastor, purchased a home on DeForest Avenue, a street of well-maintained single family homes one block north of Springfield Avenue, the suburb’s main thoroughfare. To ensure a successful transaction, the young dentist retained a white agent to consummate the purchase. Shortly after settling into his new home, Hill’s white neighbors, “who admitted that they did not wish to have him in their neighborhood,” “induced” him to sell.39

      The humiliation visited upon the Hills was mild compared to that suffered three years earlier by Hill’s colleagues, dentist Errold Collymore and physician A. M. Williams, who purchased homes in an exclusive section of Westchester County, a New York City suburban area. Dr. Collymore frequently visited the Lincoln Y and Summit residents would have followed the events in White Plains. Alleging that the “Negroes’ Invasion” would lower property values, someone burned a seven-foot cross on Collymore’s lawn and a mob of five hundred white middle-class homeowners and the White Plains Realty Board picketed both doctors’ homes. When the doctors refused to sell, the white YMCA executive board threatened to close the “colored” Y. The board relented and merely removed the black doctors from their positions as committee chairman and secretary and discharged the newly hired YMCA secretary. Belatedly, the White Plains Ministers Association of eleven white and two black men denounced the timing—during Holy Week—of the mob violence and the firing of the Y secretary.40 They remained silent on the morality of segregated housing and the sanctity of the home.

      In complete disregard for the suburban apotheosis of private domestic space, white middle-class northerners readily invaded black homes and black women’s bodies. By casting the black family as an alien invader and the black female domestic as a contagion, white suburbanites justified mob violence, economic retaliation, and the use of government power to redefine public and private space and create imagined neighborhoods as white space.41 Such attempts to demarcate space and reify whiteness resulted in vertiginous contradictions, as in 1937 when Health Officer Dengler, without a hint of irony, stated, “Due to racial prejudices that should not exist, because they are never intelligently explained, the Negro residents . . . often have conditions made undeservingly hard for them.”42

      A year later Dengler fomented a controversy that demonstrated how broadly he construed his powers. In October 1938 twenty-seven-year-old African American entrepreneur Spencer Logan, a suburban Plainfield resident and former Rutgers University student, prepared to open a soda fountain and luncheonette in the central business district. After expending between $500 and $1,000 to renovate and equip the building that had stood vacant for three years, Logan filed the requisite application and paid the $10 fee for a business permit, which the city clerk signed upon receiving the building inspection notice and a letter certifying Logan’s clean legal record.43

      Subsequently, Dengler altered the procedures to require city council approval and a letter attesting to Logan’s “worthiness.” Since Logan had not complied with the retroactively inserted requirements, Dengler ordered the clerk to return Logan’s fee and application with the official signature crossed out. Though advised by his attorney to withdraw the application and cut his losses, Logan demanded a hearing before the city council. In a surprise move, the city council announced plans to widen Springfield Avenue at the exact location of the building Logan intended to lease.44

      In one of the ironies of history, the building owned by the Irene M. Consa estate stood opposite the Summit Opera House on Springfield Avenue, a site that had generated a firestorm when Violet Johnson’s church attempted to purchase the property in 1915.45 In a reprise of old roles, business and residential interests along “the avenue” formed a coalition to defend white space, citing potential parking complications and competition for white-owned restaurants.46 As a striking indication of changed race relations, twenty years earlier white residents had opposed black ownership of space demarcated white. By 1937 renting space was prohibited. Along with ice cream, jukeboxes, and black teenagers, Dengler saw the soda fountain as a black space that would attract African American residents seeking leisure in the center of town and within proximity of the elite white teenage ballroom and game hall, making them all too visible.

      The Consa daughters had paid taxes on the non–income producing property for the past three years and were not willing to lose rental income to preserve a white boundary. A coalition of the Consa sisters, African American church women, and more than two hundred black residents packed city hall for the council meeting. Speaking on Logan’s behalf, Violet Johnson’s protégé, a Fountain Baptist Church member and Colored Women’s Republican Club organizer, informed the city council that black residents had invited Logan to Summit, because “the colored people really have no place where they can go and be served ice cream.”47

      The city council ignored the wishes of the church women and the Consa sisters. And ostensibly to spare him pecuniary loss due to the street widening, the Republican city council “thought it unwise to grant Spencer Logan, a Negro, his application.”48

      In language made familiar by the New Deal, Logan “appeal[ed] for fair play and the right to determine [his] own economic destiny.” As a businessman seeking a square deal, not welfare, he accused the city council of denying his “civil rights as guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment” and requested a second hearing “on the basis of exemplification of American ideals of Democracy, the rules of sportsmanship and . . . [the] opportunity . . . for the employment of young Negroes.”49 Charging the council with “discrimination, the color of the man,” Logan’s lawyer added, “If he doesn’t get his rights here, he is going to get them elsewhere.”50 Faced with threats of civil rights violations by Logan and the Consa daughters, the city council capitulated and allowed Logan to open his business after a three-month delay.51 Logan received no compensation for legal fees or lost revenue.

      For Logan and the church women who had invited him to Summit, this was a civil rights victory not for one black man but for the race. Logan had successfully championed individual masculine rights with the aid of church women who regarded civil rights as granted by God, protected by the Constitution, and transcending race and gender.52 Summit’s African Americans could now get an ice cream soda and listen to New Jersey native Count Basie’s “One O’Clock Jump” in the center of the suburb.

      The Politics of Public Housing

      For New Jersey’s working class, the availability of suitable housing was a perennial problem. In the nineteenth century white upper- and middle-class women established settlement houses and encouraged the passage of state and municipal tenement laws to aid European immigrants.53 In 1901, members of Summit’s Presbyterian Church organized the Neighborhood House in North Summit as “a center for worship, work, fellowship and fun” for the more than one hundred Assyrian and Armenian families of silk workers who lived in the tenements mockingly dubbed “Weavers’ Arms.”54

      Housing for African American workers did not receive public attention until the harsh winter of 1916–1917 revealed the limits of industrial capitalism and municipal charity. Migrating laborers and their families taxed New Jersey’s nineteenth-century housing stock and perforce lived in outdoor tents, railroad boxcars, stables, or any other structure offering shelter. Emmet Scott, Special Assistant to the Secretary of War, complained, “Industries in New Jersey have utterly failed to provide housing which would enable their negro [sic] help to live decently and in enough comfort so that . . . they would be stimulated to become useful and efficient.”55

      In the absence of business or government action, black church women intervened. “The mature negro [sic] residents of the city and suburban towns have been kind and generous in helping the southern stranger,” Scott noted. “They have collected money to send numbers back home, and when the bitter cold weather began they collected and distributed thousands of garments.”56 Black women opened their homes and worked with the Newark Negro Welfare League, an interracial social services group focused on housing. In early 1917 many attended a national conference on “Negro Migration” sponsored by the National Urban League and the Russell Sage Foundation to address the causes and consequences of migration and adjustment in a new environment.57

      Relying only on their resources and a few white women’s clubs, the State Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs established community houses, supported industrial clubs, and formed social and political organizations to ameliorate the economic and social plight of black workers.58 Though noble, these efforts did not alter the politics of housing or the racial practices of developers, realtors, and landlords. The housing boom of the 1920s bypassed black workers, and the Great Depression and New Deal added economic injury to racial insult.

      In 1932, armed with Ira Reid’s list of housing offenders, a Summit committee of white local and state officials conducted their own legally required but rarely performed inspection. After two weeks, the committee reported a “[f]ailure to find any instance of laxity on the part of the local Board of Health.” The state health inspector suggested that “conditions may have changed” since Reid’s initial survey. Less generously, the state tenement inspector charged Reid with deliberate distortion, adding, “If those are considered bad, the critics should see some in other cities.” The local relief administrator claimed to have proof of an influx of “colored persons” who, having “learned one must live here at least two years before eligibility for relief,” lied about their status.59

      Dismayed by the committee’s report, Summit’s black women began a sanitary housing campaign. In what would become a multiyear undertaking, they built on their relationship with the TIA and formed relations with white religious groups. When the white Presbyterian Young People’s League conducted a month-long forum on “The Negro in America” in 1936, Florence Randolph used the occasion to contrast the “closed opportunities” in suburban Summit with more progressive racial practices in Jersey City, an urban Democratic stronghold. The Lincoln YMCA secretary drew attention to the “economic deadline” that limited aspirations and restricted employment opportunities for Summit’s black citizens. African American physicians presented graphic evidence of “railroad flats” that violated city health ordinances and contributed to high morbidity and mortality rates.60

      The church women’s long campaign generated a shift among some residents. When the black doctors returned to the Presbyterian Church the following year, the white State Board of Tenement Houses supervisor and a chastened state inspector accompanied them and spoke movingly of the need for improved housing.61 In his annual health report, Commissioner Dengler exhorted, “Let the good people of Summit take their eyes off China, India, Africa and other distant lands for a little while, if necessary, and concentrate them on Negro housing and slum clearance matters in Summit. Let us not forget to give our own neighbors a good chance to live.”62

      White religious leaders broke their silence. The Episcopalian rector and chairman of the interdenominational Community Service Commission deplored the “virtually slum conditions [that] prevail in Summit.”63 In language intended to touch middle-class taxpayers in their pockets and move them to action, the president of the Presbyterian men’s Bible class opined, “The slums don’t pay much in taxes, but taxpayers have to pay a lot for the slums.”64 Following the appearance of FCC Commissioner George Haynes, who called for “constructive, creative thinking to prevent clashes” between nations, classes, and races, the YMCA board chairman acknowledged that “problems in Summit in the field of housing and race relations . . . urgently cry out for a Christian solution.”65

      White realty interests remained impervious to the call to Christian conscience. With rare enforcement of housing or health codes and virtually no penalties for violations, landlords had little incentive to improve housing for low-income workers. Moreover, the women’s campaign overlapped with a real estate boom in middle-class suburban housing. Spurred by the availability of federally subsidized loans for single family homes, housing became a flashpoint between an expanding white middle class and a besieged African American community.

      The 1937 Wagner-Steagall Act turned housing for low-income workers into a national issue and brought the power of the state into the debate.66 The availability of federal subsidies for rental housing changed the contours of the public discourse in Summit, not only on housing but on African American claims to civic space. Historian Suzanne Mettler argues that New Deal policies transformed American governance by institutionalizing a two-tiered system of federalism versus localism. Though Mettler focuses on gendered citizenship in social and labor policies, her conclusion applies as well to New Deal policies that subsidized owner-occupied and rental housing, thereby altering the real estate industry and accelerating the racialization of housing patterns.67

      New Dealers may have conceived of their programs as racially neutral, but local governments often administered them in discriminatory ways. In the hands of local administrators who had little reason to change the status quo, federal funds intended to build low income housing and improve neighborhoods fueled efforts to banish African Americans. Colored by New Deal language of “slum clearance and removal,” housing became a marker of race and class and a valorization of citizenship.

      Glenwood Place and the Politics of Race and Space

      Early in 1938 Glenwood Place emerged as ground zero in the eruption of the color line when the newly organized Franklin Place Neighborhood Association proposed widening the street to create a buffer between the commercial and residential districts. Located in the center of the suburb and abutting the central business district on the north and an expanding middle-class residential section on the south, the valorization of this strip of real estate changed with the growth of the suburb. Dotted with tenement houses erected in the 1890s, at the turn of the century Glenwood Place was home to European immigrants. By the 1920s and 1930s, fifty black and white working-class families lived in the twelve tenements. Violet Johnson located “The Home Away from Home,” an alternative YWCA for single working and professional women, near the curvilinear section where Glenwood Place intersected upper-class Hobart Avenue and middle-class Franklin Place.68

      Citing numerous health code violations on Glenwood Place and calling the situation unstable, white homeowners declared, “[U]nless the congested area is restricted and reduced, it will inevitably spread to include property which is now preserved and well cared for.” Demanding “prompt action,” they insisted the city council appoint a housing authority, apply for federal funds, and eliminate the “conditions.” With federal subsidies available under the Wagner-Steagall Act, city officials could acquire and demolish the Glenwood Place tenements “with a minimum of hardship to the present tenants” and construct low income housing, presumably some distance from Franklin Place.69

      As the contest over space intensified, the Republican mayor appointed the Civic Progress Committee, “an informed non-political, non-partisan organization of citizens dedicated to the service of public interest,” to formulate a solution for “keeping Summit a very desirable place in which to live.”70 In one of its first public acts, the ostensibly disinterested committee of white men pronounced Glenwood Place a “‘Black eye’ for Summit.”71 Public officials aligned themselves ideologically with the Franklin Place Neighborhood Association. One reduced the controversy to a simple economic calculation. It cost the city $200 a year to educate a child from Glenwood Place and more than $900 a year for medical care and hospitalization for one man on Glenwood Place; therefore, the suburb should “raise taxes and rid the city of slums.”72 His calculus left no doubt that raising taxes and ridding the city of slums would force black residents out of town.

      Soon two newly organized white homeowners’ groups, the Second Ward Citizens’ Association and the South Summit Civic Association, entered the skirmish. In his study of the politics of home and race, Thomas Sugrue identifies homeowners’ associations as the locus of white resistance as well as race and class construction in post–World War II urban America. The Summit experience reveals their roots in 1930s New Deal policies. Association titles denoted their ideologies, with civic associations “upholding values of self-government and participatory democracy” and protective associations standing as paternalistic defenders of the investment in “neighborhood, home, family, women, and children.” These conservative coalitions, Sugrue argues, employed the language of “rights,” though they operated out of fear of racial intermingling.73 In Summit and other New York City suburbs, civic associations represented themselves as protective associations. For example, the White Plains Highland Civic Association, the group that repelled the penetration by two black physicians in White Plains, New York, claimed, “[T]he agitation over the right of the two Negroes to settle wherever they wished should not obscure the right of some 500 white householders who had settled there first and invested the savings of a lifetime.”74

      Although Glenwood Place was home to nearly an equal number of black and white working families, African Americans clearly apprehended the racial animus underlying calls for slum clearance and removal, despite allegations of overcrowding and unsanitary housing. On the eve of World War I, white Summit had been willing to rent space in the center of town to black residents, though denying them the right to purchase. Now, in the late thirties, white middle-class homeowners viewed black residents as inimical to their neighborhood and economic security. Having imagined a voluntary segregation in civic institutions, white suburbanites prepared to reify a spatial segregation with the aid of the federal government.

      If the business and residential interests coalescing to remove working-class residents from Glenwood Place expected their proposal to proceed without resistance, they misjudged their black neighbors. Experienced in the art of resistance and political mobilization, black women organized the Glenwood Place Neighborhood Association, which in contrast to white homeowners, they used to make their claim for American rights as “independent and rooted rather than dependent and transient” citizens.75

      With a flair for the classics, the local editor captured the moral dimension of the Glenwood Place controversy with the subhead “Carthage Must Be Destroyed.”76 The allusion to the Punic Wars and the destruction of the African city of Carthage by imperious Romans vividly depicted the battle being waged by a white middle class desperate to hold on to its economic and psychic status and willing to use federal funds to realize a version of “racial cleansing.”77 The association’s land sterilization involved razing homes and constructing a parking lot.

      If Glenwood Place symbolized Carthage, Violet Johnson personified Hannibal. Johnson had led the fight for space for her gender and race for more than forty years. Now in her late sixties and virtually immobilized by chronic ailments, she served as advisor to the Glenwood Place Neighborhood Association and its companion Coordinating Council comprised of “Negro citizens” throughout the city “organized with the objective for home improvement in all its phases. . . . [and] to thrash out the much talked of ‘Glenwood place situation’ and other problems affecting Negro life in Summit.”78 The women and men leading the organizations reflected the interwar cross-class makeup of the black suburban community. A Baptist deacon chaired the Coordinating Council; Florence Randolph chaired the housing committee; Violet Johnson, Nurse Ader, a black physician, and the Lincoln YMCA secretary completed the leadership team.79

      In an open letter that bore Johnson’s hallmark political acumen gained from years of Christian activism, the Glenwood Place Neighborhood Association promised “to present [the] matter clearly and impersonally and to make such explanations as [are] necessary for a complete understanding of the subject.” Johnson decried the “grievous hardship to the self-respecting residents of Glenwood [P]lace to read almost weekly the exaggerated reports of unfavorable conditions said to exist in that block” and refuted the “pure propaganda” spread by rent-gouging landlords and self-serving neighbors. The “hard working people in the low income brackets” presented their own truth: tenants forced to “pay high rents for houses with bad plumbing and otherwise greatly in need of repairs to insure sanitation.” Johnson juxtaposed greedy landlords with the “reasonable and feasible” request to work with the board of health and transform an adjacent rubbish-filled open space into a demonstration garden “to show what can be done in blighted areas.”80

      Johnson also addressed the racial hysteria that conflated class and color, health and housing by questioning the board of health’s claim to have identified four “new colored residents . . . afflicted with venereal diseases.” “Is the migration to Summit solely colored? If not, are they all free from venereal diseases?”81 On the eve of World War II, black citizens were under surveillance and under siege.

      The Glenwood Place Neighborhood Association succeeded in quelling demands for the immediate destruction of “Carthage.” When the Civic Progress Committee reported six months later on “better housing for families in low income groups,” it declared that Summit had no “slums” and no residents would be removed. Rather, the committee explained, substandard housing existed throughout the affluent suburb and affected white and black low income residents. Thus it recommended immediate passage of enabling legislation to form the Summit Housing Authority pursuant to constructing public housing.82

      Having achieved a minor victory, the Glenwood Neighborhood Association and Coordinating Council turned quotidian activities into grassroots political action and representations of “civic pride.” For example, the Glenwood Betterment Club would “teach the children community pride and . . . civic conscious[ness].” The “I’ll Help” Garden Club would do “its part in beautifying the City of Summit and uplifting humanity.”83 When the statewide garden club held its annual show at the Lincoln YMCA, representatives from neighboring suburbs joined and offered evidence of their ability to turn blighted areas into “beautiful premises” with vegetable and flower seeds. Local club president Nurse Ader and a health commissioner presented cash awards donated by the board of health.84 Under assault, black residents responded with cross-class and intergenerational unity.

      Throughout the summer and fall of 1938, the city council and the five-member Summit Housing Authority (SHA) held open hearings to present the public housing proposal to middle-class white suburbanites. Using a seventeen-point question and answer format adapted from the Montclair Housing Authority, the council chairman explained the SHA’s recommendation and the Wagner-Steagall Act of 1937 that enabled the United States Housing Authority (USHA) to lend local governments up to 90 percent of the cost of slum clearance and new low income rental construction. The SHA would have sole discretion in selecting occupants based on Summit residency and means testing. Because USHA guidelines required the elimination of one substandard unit for each new unit, no dwelling would be torn down until new units could be constructed. Thus, the housing project would not increase the number of low income families in the suburb.85

      Questions eight and nine generated the greatest interest among Summit residents. Question eight asked, “Will any Housing Project be exclusively for colored or white families?” “No,” the SHA chairman responded. “The local Housing Authority will not give consideration to any Housing Project to the exclusion of either colored or white occupants.” Question nine addressed the economic impact on the private housing market. The chairman assured white middle-class homeowners that the value of their property would remain inviolate. Because the FHA rated newer homogeneous, owner-occupied neighborhoods higher, removal of substandard housing would yield “an appreciable rise in real estate values.”86

      Consistent with other New Deal programs, Wagner-Steagall centralized policy development and federalized implementation. Local housing authorities had sole authority for key housing decisions, including site location, architectural standards, per unit cost, and tenant selection. As such, local communities could use taxpayer dollars to initiate or reinforce racially segregated housing.87 Summit’s public housing would be open to both black and white residents. However, in an inversion of the practice that the national real estate industry would oppose in urban areas after World War II, officials would “decentralize the present low income population from the center of the city,” locate public housing on the “outskirts” of the suburb, and maintain the suburban center as white space, thereby ensuring segregated neighborhoods for white middle-class homeowners.88

      Over the next twelve months, the all-white, all-male SHA finalized the public housing proposal. Summit would construct two federally funded projects in North and East Summit, for fifty families each, at a cost of $478,000 dollars. The SHA based the number and location of units on its survey that identified 462 unfit housing units—214 in the center of town, 138 in East Summit, and 110 in North Summit, 200 fewer units than the Civic Progress Committee had identified two years earlier. According to the SHA, locating public housing on the suburb’s periphery offered two benefits: reducing the density of low income housing and minimizing the impact on the public schools. What the SHA did not state was that the new housing would decimate Glenwood Place, remove low income residents from the center of town, and, absent a one-for-one replacement, decrease the number of low income families in the suburb. By September 1939 the SHA had secured federal funding.89 Only city council approval remained.

      The task of selling the public housing proposal fell to SHA Chairman William Darling, president of the First National Bank and Trust Company, the State Title & Mortgage Guaranty Company, and the Summit Real Estate Board. Despite glaring conflicts of interest, Darling had the requisite standing to make the case to key stakeholders. Still, he faced an uphill battle. White homeowners’ associations immediately voiced their opposition. Vowing to prevent the suburb “from hanging such an economic and sociological millstone about its neck,” the Second Ward Citizens’ Association positioned itself on the side of fiscal responsibility and raised the specter of the long-term financial burden to taxpayers from hidden costs and litigation by builders.90 In a terse statement, the Summit Civic Research Group, formerly the South Summit Civic Association, demanded that the city council “secure the voluntary demolition or abandonment of enough units in order that, together with the uncrowding [sic] no additional low cost housing shall be available to people from outside this city.”91 Though most white homeowners understood that public housing was not a poorhouse, many welcomed the use of federal funds to erase African Americans from the suburb’s civic and political space. “Elimination” was the only solution.

      SHA chairman Darling also failed to convince his fellow realtors who rejected any program that would jeopardize federal financing of private homes and subdivisions. Anxious about an industry still in recovery, realtors voiced pocketbook interests that, they believed, coincided with the social and economic interests of prospective homebuyers who expected their neighbors to be middle class and white. The real estate board predicted substantially higher property taxes caused by a decrease in private housing production and an increase in public housing maintenance. The realtors passed a resolution “definitely opposing this project in Summit.” With partisan politics ever present, both realtors and homeowners envisaged public housing residents under the sway of a Democratic machine led by a mythical public housing commissioner.92

      A few white residents questioned the proposal’s underlying assumptions. As one SHA member noted, “If the wage scale of domestics and laborers was raised above the mere pittance category, these people themselves would quickly improve their own circumstances. It is impossible . . . to live decently on six or seven dollars a week.”93

      Henry Twombly, a New York lawyer and Presbyterian organizer of the North Summit Neighborhood House, believed that low-cost detached houses built with private capital and supported with enforceable health ordinances would eliminate the slum problem and transform low income workers into responsible homeowners and citizens. A private market solution would retain “the desirable citizens,” convert “some of the undesirables” into “good citizens through better surroundings and better housing conditions,” and eliminate the irredeemable.94 Yet, even for Twombly, a long-time friend of Summit’s black Republicans, the real “problem [was] what to do with the people now living in Glenwood [P]lace.” Furthermore, he insisted, “Many of the residents of Glenwood [P]lace come from employment in Chatham and Short Hills, and these could be eliminated.”95 In other words, the adjoining suburbs should find their own solution to the race problem.

      Only the Council of Social Agencies, an umbrella organization formed in the early years of the Great Depression, denounced the racialization of the housing issue. “It is unwise and undesirable to confuse the problem of low cost housing and adequate sanitary regulations with the race issue,” the agency cautioned. “Further, it is a mistake to assume that the housing authority project is intended to correct only conditions affecting Negro tenants.”96

      Though the mayor did not appoint any African Americans to the housing authority or any of the committees studying the housing problem, the Coordinating Council designated its own five-person housing committee.97 There is no evidence that the Republican mayor or SHA acknowledged the black men and women or sought their input.

      Contrary to the public outcry, Glenwood Place was neither the most egregious example of substandard housing in Summit nor the “slum” portrayed by the Franklin Place Neighborhood Association. That honor belonged to Weaver Court, the overcrowded and dilapidated tenement in North Summit built next to the silk mill in the 1880s to house immigrant laborers and their families. By 1939 twenty-eight black and white families lived in “the cheapest possible housing in Summit.” Coal or kerosene stoves in dingy kitchens provided the only heat in the two- and three-room tenements that lacked bathtubs or indoor plumbing. Toilets were on the stoops and most often in poor working condition. A structurally weak outside stairway provided the only means of ingress and egress. Weaver Court, unsurprisingly, was the best real estate investment in town, annually generating the highest returns for the white absentee landlord.98 Long the target of the Town Improvement Association, Weaver Court, unlike Glenwood Place, was not in the center of the suburb, abutting the homes of an expanding white middle class.

      When it came to housing, black residents had few allies. White Protestant churches had not recovered their moral voice following the fundamentalist debate of the 1920s. The Great Depression drove them further from their Social Gospel heritage. Churches curtailed programs and drastically reduced budgets, by some estimates by as much as 50 percent.99 The Church Women’s Committee and Interracial Conference Movement had the potential to be a moral force but suffered from limited funds and an equally limited vision. Northern white Protestants seemed unable or unwilling to transcend the boundaries of race and class.

      When Summit residents gathered in City Hall at eight o’clock on the evening of 25 October 1939 for the final hearing on the housing proposal, uncertainty hung in the air. After seven years of discussion sparked by Ira Reid’s presentation, three years of exhaustive state and local studies, and a year of heated public debate, the city council announced its “unwillingness to hurry a decision.” It tabled the proposal and committed to “making an exhaustive study of the whole situation, realizing that any policy adopted . . . will have far reaching results on the character of the community.”100

      Five days later in a specially convened evening session that lasted less than ten minutes, the city council, acting as a committee of the whole, a parliamentary procedure that limited discussion and motions and required a unanimous decision for approval, rejected the public housing proposal. The Second Ward councilman cast the negative vote, to the great applause of his constituents.101 Three days later all members of the Summit Housing Authority resigned.102

      It is difficult to know precisely what single argument or constellation of arguments in the politics of housing, race, and class scuttled the proposal. What is clear, however, is that Summit’s white middle-class homeowners weighed resentment of their black neighbors against their desire for white space and jettisoned any civic or moral responsibility for decent housing for black citizens.103 It was elimination or nothing.

      Stripped of its morality, suburban housing became an instrument of erasure of both the black middle class and white and black working class who were discursively, if not physically, removed from the suburban landscape. White homeowners and realty boards mounted similar campaigns after World War II when municipalities used federal urban renewal funds to achieve racial cleansing.104

      For Summit’s black residents, the city council’s decision must have been bittersweet. The possibility of modern, affordable housing had raised expectations. As historian Linda Gordon notes, “The very existence of these federal programs awakened civil rights consciousness and prompted demands for equal treatment.”105 With the collapse of the housing authority, low income workers and renters had little reason to believe that landlords would voluntarily improve the dilapidated housing that yielded high returns for minimal investment. Or that the city or state government would intervene to desegregate the private housing market or enforce building and health codes.106

      Though black residents had averted the imminent threat of removal, they recognized that their white neighbors desired their elimination. By 1939, on the eve of World War II, black claims for a square deal and equal rights seemed more imperiled than ever in the suburb that was coeval with their presence and which they had helped to build. The battle of the color line had changed. The question no longer centered on ownership of property; rather it centered on their very presence in spaces constructed as white. Without physical violence or visible signage, Jim Crow had moved North to humiliate and intimidate. Nonetheless, as Violet Johnson’s resistance from her sick bed demonstrated, the fight for civic righteousness would continue.

      * * *

      But Violet Johnson would not lead it. Arriving as a twenty-seven-year-old domestic in a village re-creating itself as the ideal suburb, Johnson had spent her adult life leading the fight for civic and social justice for her gender and race. On Tuesday night, 21 November 1939 Johnson died at “The Home Away from Home.” Four days later, on Saturday afternoon, Reverend Florence Randolph officiated at the funeral service held at the church that Johnson had founded and at the interment in an unmarked gravesite in her former employer’s family plot.

      Marian Anderson, the renowned African American contralto, appeared in Summit on the first day of December before the largest audience ever gathered there. Although most of the audience would not have realized it, the concert provided a benediction to Violet Johnson and her allies who promoted civic righteousness, just laws, and moral institutions. Seven months earlier on Easter Sunday, Anderson had performed on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial after the Daughters of the American Revolution denied her the right to sing in Constitution Hall. Now five days after Johnson’s burial, the overwhelmingly white Summit audience listened to Anderson’s call “to let freedom ring.”107 Despite decades of disappointments, Violet Johnson had died keeping the faith that someday Summit, New Jersey, would become an ideal suburb for all its residents.

    
  
    
      Conclusion

      “You Just as Well Die with the Ague as with the Fever”

      In November 1941 Reverend Florence Randolph, along with Bishop P. A. Wallace and his wife, boarded a train in Newark en route to the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Zion conference in Virginia. The trio purchased first class interstate tickets so that, as the ticket agent assured them, they would not have to change seats upon crossing the Mason-Dixon Line. However, when the train reached Virginia the conductor ordered them to a segregated Jim Crow car. Asserting her rights as an interstate traveler, Randolph refused; whereupon the conductor summoned “four police for two elderly women and one man.” Randolph again refused “and hence was subject to arrest.”1

      Since Bishop Wallace was to open the conference the following morning and Randolph was to preach in the afternoon for the Women’s Home and Foreign Missionary Society, she reluctantly “yielded; but was never more anxious to spend a night, and perhaps longer, in a jail.” Reflecting on the moment, Randolph lamented, “I felt and still feel I have lost a great opportunity to speak for my grand-children and thousands of Negro youth now in our colleges and trade schools preparing for good citizenship.”2

      As she made her way to the segregated car, “heart beating faster than ever, and Mrs. Wallace suffering from shock,” Randolph “began to think of God and the Bible and this thing called ‘religion.’” Traveling to New York City no one would summon four police officers to remove her from the train. Yet other anti-democratic and immoral practices limited her exercise of the rights and privileges of “American democracy.” “[I]f I retired from my church and desired to spend the rest of my days in Summit, I would not be able to purchase or rent a home to live beyond Glenwood [P]lace or Railroad [A]venue. Then I thought of the white minister and his wife who often worship at my church. . . . [who] discovered to his surprise that there was no restaurant or tea room in Summit where I could eat with them or without them.” In an open letter Randolph recounted, “The more I thought of existing conditions in my own northern Christian town—housing, employment, education—the calmer I got about Virginia State laws. And I found all bitterness leaving my heart.”3

      The elderly minister opened her “new red letter testament” and “read what Jesus said” about loving those who hate you and the one who claims to love God but hates his brother. Assaying the systemic and structural evils in the suburb and the nation she mused, “[W]hen I think of some of the merchants with whom I have, and am still spending money, and the things they have said about the housing situation, I agree with the old southerner who says, ‘You just as well die with the ague as with the fever.’” Jim Crow in the North was a distinction without a difference, a national symbol of American hypocrisy and the growing chasm between the promise and the reality of American democracy. Randolph signed her letter penned a week before the bombing of Pearl Harbor “Yours for American Democracy.”4

      As the winds of war blew over the ideal suburb, the color line wavered ever so slightly. The increased demand for industrial workers for New Jersey’s chemical, weapons, and manufacturing industries transformed issues of race, class, and gender into matters of national defense. For white middle-class women who considered domestic service a “necessary part of the Total Defense of the United States,” war mobilization shrank the pool of domestic workers and raised wages, which they blamed on inconsiderate domestic workers who had moved from the kitchen to the industrial “apron shift.”5

      For Florence Randolph and Summit’s working women the approaching conflict portended change. Throughout the fall of 1940 and the spring of 1941, four black and fourteen white women on the Summit YWCA Interracial Committee that Randolph helped organize led public discussions, often over tea, on activities affecting “Negro groups in Summit, New Jersey, and the country” and the “Negro’s part in the national defense.”6 The Lincoln YMCA’s Young People’s Forum explored ways that “the youth of today can help to establish liberty, justice and equality for all.”7 When NAACP Executive Secretary Walter White spoke before Summit’s reorganized interracial NAACP his subject was “Democracy and the American Negro.”8

      The fight against fascism abroad had finally brought Summit’s white people face to face with their own discrimination. Some took the moment to affirm their intentions to achieve equality of opportunity in Summit; others simply were not ready to face the immediate implications of removing the race and class barriers they had so carefully erected. But none could continue to pretend that Jim Crow was confined to the South.

      One white civic leader denounced the “Jim Crow” elementary school. The city council introduced an ordinance requiring repairs or demolition of buildings “unfit for human habitation.”9 The chairman of the Summit Interracial Committee appealed for the admission of African American women to the local hospital’s Nurses Training School. The United Youth Council protested the Red Cross’s practice of segregating blood.10 The local library hosted an exhibition entitled “`Color,’ Unfinished Business of Democracy.”11 The rhetorical shift raised the hopes of black women who had protested against these conditions for decades.

      Still, American democracy remained color-coded. The housing ordinance lacked enforcement power or specificity as to what constituted “unfit for human habitation.” The Summit Interracial Committee admitted “great difficulty in enforcing the law . . . when it involves a Negro tenant against a white landlord.”12 The YWCA’s Interracial Committee acknowledged the impotency of state civil rights laws after its members, one of whom was black, were refused service in an Atlantic City restaurant while attending a conference.13 The Red Cross refused to accept blood from black women.14 Segregation in schools continued, and local congregations listened to the annual brotherhood sermon on Race Relations Sunday.

      Randolph condemned the “Race Prejudice, Hate, Oppression and Injustice” in international, national, and local affairs in a 1943 essay written for Race Relations Sunday at the request of the Summit Interracial Ministerial Association. “In these strenuous war-torn days, when the entire Christian world is struggling to get its bearings as to the Church and its definite place in world adjustment,” she began, “if I were white I would speak in no uncertain language to my own people what I believe to be right, or in other words the truth as I see it respecting the American Negro.” Adopting the stance of whites who advised ‘the Negro’ on ‘fitness’ for citizenship, she continued, “I would prove my race superiority by my attitude towards minority races; towards oppressed people [and] remember that of one blood God made all nations of men to dwell upon the face of the earth.” The minister enumerated Summit’s transgressions. “I would speak of the unjust housing problem affecting Negroes, the school problem, the movies, the hospital and certainly the Negro physician, the lack of Negro books in the library, the ignorance of Negro history . . . in our schools.” With the voice of a prophet she added, “Whether my argument availed or not I would be conscience free before Him.”15

      Randolph’s essay unleashed a firestorm in the suburb and the state. No one disputed her bill of indictment; rather, the controversy centered on whether “race” was a “religious” or “social” question. Though the local editor confessed his reluctance to print the essay in the religion column, white and black readers unequivocally deemed race a religious issue; one that informed the public discourse and affected the country’s standing as a world leader.16

      Yet the promise of an expanded democracy had seemingly crashed on the shoal of white supremacy and a conservative ideology. A few days before African American poet Langston Hughes was to appear at a Summit High School assembly in November 1944, school officials summarily cancelled the program. Stating that “neither race nor color had anything to do with the cancellation,” city officials cited Hughes’s “tie . . . with a group of people to whom . . . un-American utterances” had been attributed, though the Common Council for American Unity, a liberal organization that promoted national unity and opposed racial, religious, and ideological division, had sponsored Hughes’s “goodwill” tour to promote racial understanding.17 Seven months later Fountain Baptist Church, the church Violet Johnson had founded, hosted Hughes before an audience of five hundred black and white citizens.18

      In March 1945, four months after the Hughes cancellation, the YMCA invited high school senior girls to join a swimming class. When five African American seniors appeared “in good faith,” the YMCA denied them access. “And there in the presence of our white classmates,” the girls reported, “we were both humiliated and embarrassed by being told that Negroes were not permitted to use the pool.” “Taking advantage of [their] right to freedom of speech” and countering YMCA intransigence and YWCA silence, the girls penned a letter “concerning an example of unfair treatment of a minority group” to the press, “an instrument of democracy and fair play.”19 The protest by the five black girls embarrassed the affluent suburb, especially after a New York tabloid picked up the story.20

      Violet Johnson would have been proud of her spiritual progeny, the young women she had mentored and the church she had founded. Though the language had changed, black working women’s Christian activism still mattered. So did the “vision of the potential strength and influence of a union of Christian women and faith in their willingness to assume responsibility.”21 As Florence Randolph retired from active ministry in 1945, the seventy-nine-year-old minister could take heart that a younger generation of women would speak for American democracy.

      * * *

      As this book has shown, religion made a difference in black working women’s organizational order. In responding to the call to “Work and Serve the Hour,” cooks, laundresses, housekeepers, and seamstresses demonstrated profound moral agency from the margins. Over a half century their goals evolved, though their basic strategy, community organizing, remained constant. Whether in missionary societies, the WCTU, the secular Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs, or the Republican Party, they transgressed boundaries and crossed lines to advocate for their gender and their race. A commitment to civic righteousness, just laws, and moral institutions, shaped their negotiations for space.

      Black women’s organizing in the North differed from that of black women in the South. Northern black working women had to organize in liminal space on the edges of white middle-class society, particularly at the end of the nineteenth century. They were few in number, with limited resources. They had to form religious and social networks with African Americans over great distances, and their issues of singularity were different from those of black women in southern communities with established institutions. Moreover, in the emerging suburbs any civic endeavor meant that domestic servants would be directly under the gaze of prominent whites and would require their concurrence to move forward. For example, finding space for a sacred meeting place in Summit proved difficult and depended upon the goodwill of local whites. Even those organizations that seemed autonomous in the North, such as “The Home Away from Home” and the National Training School for Girls, depended on white society in ways that southern women’s organizations did not.

      While it was important for northern black women to maintain contacts with influential white people and to use public space in ways that met with the white community’s approval, these contacts attenuated over time. As the visibility of African Americans in the North increased, white tolerance for their presence decreased and white suburbanites pursued exclusionary goals rather than cooperation. 

      In contrast, with larger communities, access to land owned by African Americans, and college-educated enclaves southern black women’s organizing followed different trajectories and a different chronology. In the 1880s and 1890s, southern black women were active in church and community work, yet as Anne Firor Scott famously remarked, they were “most invisible of all.” Glenda Gilmore argues that because of virulent racism and white fear of African Americans getting out of their “place,” black women deliberately wove a cloak of invisibility to organize institutions outside the white community. The exception to that invisibility in the South was the brief collaboration in the WCTU in the 1890s, which succumbed to the politics of disenfranchisement.22 Thus, northern black women allied with whites more often than did southern women from the 1880s through the 1900s. They created semi-autonomous organizations and achieved civic recognition from 1900 to 1920 at a time when southern black women were invisible to whites. Paradoxically, northern black women lost white women allies after 1920, just as southern black women began to build some interracial ties with white women’s organizations.

      Moreover, the politics of respectability had different meanings in the North and South. For the most part, especially before 1915, the women discussed in this book were domestic workers in upper middle-class white households. While Victorian culture pervaded their lives, as working women their respectability was never a given and depended on the vetting of their churches and male pastors. Thus, respectability as both a religious practice and a sociological issue required continual vigilance. In the South, where black women were also domestic workers but lived at a distance from white households, respectability was a political issue exacerbated by the rape scares of 1890s politics. From 1900 to 1920, black southern women rebuilt a politics of respectability through racial uplift that gave them little room politically, but afforded their only opening for civic organization.

      Further, woman suffrage in 1920 represented a fundamentally different situation in the North than in the South. In the North, black women registered, voted, and became active in party politics, albeit in secondary roles. In the South, attempts by black women to register and vote represented a crisis in the “solution” of disenfranchisement and threatened to bring their husbands, brothers, and sons back to the polls as well. Southern black women, even the few who successfully registered, could not form local, statewide, or regional political organizations or win influence in party politics, although a few did become active in national party politics. 

      Mary Burrell, a native Virginian, exemplifies the regional differences in black women’s organizing. Burrell migrated to New Jersey in 1913 with a wealth of experience in “woman’s work” and religious and civic organizing that would have been difficult to acquire in pre–World War I New Jersey. With passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, the breadth of her political activities was arguably greater than would have been possible in her native Richmond. A home care nurse by vocation, she chaired the Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs Legislative Department and served as a county and state Republican Party leader and a state representative of the National League of Republican Colored Women. Because of her effectiveness as a lobbyist, the state legislature granted Burrell floor privileges for a year. Though welcomed by white and black male candidates on the hustings and courted by white women to endorse their maternalist agenda, Burrell, Johnson, and Randolph could not depend on white women’s support for anti-lynching and civil rights legislation. When white men pushed white women to the fringes of party politics, the distance between New Jersey’s white and black Republican women increased. Black women relied on their autonomous organizations to defend their communities.

      Further, this book has argued that the course of segregation differed in the North compared to the South. The trajectory of this narrative moves from racial proscription to the northernization of Jim Crow segregation. The 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson U. S. Supreme Court ruling stands as a signal event in the declension in race relations in the South with a devastating echo in the North. Race relations in the North were in continual flux and often contradictory, particularly in the northern suburbs. Following the end of Reconstruction and the evisceration of the Reconstruction Amendments in the 1880s, African American Protestants were dismayed by the prevalence of racial proscription in American society and churches. Northern black ministers and church women partnered with their white allies to denounce strongly racial violence in the South. Yet because most of the segregation in the North was customary and flexible to a greater degree than in the South, northern African Americans had even more reason to assume these racial proscriptions would wither away.

      Thus, northern black Baptists initially denounced Plessy v. Ferguson as a “mischievous law.” However, as Plessy became established law, African American men and women were alarmed by the attempts of “enemies” of the race to “Southernize the North” and by the acquiescence of the federal government in the “nationalism of Jim Crow.” The drift of northern capital South, the sanction of Jim Crow cars in interstate travel, the success of the disenfranchisement campaign in the South, and the “strange and studied silence” of northern white Protestant ministers marked a change in the moral landscape. By the 1900s African Americans inveighed against mob violence, American imperialism, and the ideology of white supremacy that fueled both. They appealed to the common sense and moral conscience of white northerners. Yet the effects of southern propaganda, the obsession with black women’s sexuality, and the specter of miscegenation in a hierarchical society preoccupied with the discourse of civilization added a sense of urgency to black church expansion and working women’s respectability. Thus, Violet Johnson’s decision to organize a Baptist church in suburban Summit was as much a religious as a political one.

      Twentieth-century suburban segregation was no accident. In the North, from the 1910s to the 1930s black women had to negotiate a place between a growing black population and an anxious and growing white suburban population. By the onset of World War I, northern African Americans no longer saw themselves as fighting a “southern problem.” The Great War and the Great Depression compounded the problems of race and class. Anxieties over the future of the white races in the aftermath of World War I, the suburban land grab, and the marketing of the single-family home accelerated the deterioration in race relations. Demographic shifts and economic dislocations of the 1920s and 1930s ignited a florescence of white racism and metastasized the color-coded economic structure, while New Deal policies further inscribed racial segregation onto the suburban landscape. Once again fitness for citizenship and black women’s bodies became part of the public discourse. Black church women combated “Humiliation, Discrimination, Brutality and Crime” as they transformed segregated spaces into sites of resistance. They continued their fight into World War II.

      * * *

      By reclaiming the voice and public presence of African American working women, this book has shown that black women’s Christian activism mattered. Grounded in civic righteousness, they influenced change over the first half of the twentieth century. They built churches, sustained communities, and advocated for just laws and moral institutions. The story of their activism adds another dimension to our understanding of black women’s crucial role in the northern civil rights movement, as it illuminates the complicated intertwining of religion and politics, race and gender, and the importance of listening to voices on the margins. By taking the long view of the intersection of race, class, and gender in a localized northern venue, this volume reminds us that women and men experience national and global events in intimate local settings. The volume also affirms that the diversity written into our sacred and secular spaces is no less real or significant because we choose to erase or ignore it. As the twenty-first century weaves more diverse strands into the American religious and civic fabric, may the religious narrative of these ordinary women who worked for wages remind us that in the fight for just laws and moral institutions we can transform immoral places into sites of resistance.
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        Woman’s Convention, 9, 10, 43–44, 72, 111; Nannie Helen Burroughs, 10, 44–46; endorses “Home Away from Home,” 79; Sarah Willie Layten, 9, 43, 72; National Training School for Women and Girls, 45, 155. See also National Baptist Convention

        Woman’s Era philosophy, 45, 46, 174n25

        Woman’s Home and Foreign Missionary Society (WH&FM), AME Zion, 33, 52, 54, 61, 151

        Woman’s Home and Foreign Missionary Society of New England Baptist Missionary Convention, 42, 46, 180n20. See also Woman’s Missionary Bible Band

        Woman’s Missionary Bible Band, 40–44, 46. See also Woman’s Home and Foreign Missionary Society of New England Baptist Missionary Convention

        Woman’s Peace Party, 87

        woman’s work, 9, 10, 12, 39, 40–43, 50, 157; perceived as threat by male clergy, 41, 172n9, 176n49. See also Bible Bands

        Women’s Council of the Methodist Episcopal Church (South), 93

        Women’s Federated Missionary Societies, 97

        Women’s Republican Club, 109–111; black women marginalized, 124, 157, 202n104. See also Feickert, Lillian

        Women’s Republican Committee, 76–77, 85. See also Women’s Republican Club

        Woolman School, 95

        Works Progress Administration (WPA), 133, 134

        working women, 8, 25, 27, 30; church work and leisure, 25–27, 40; Great Depression and employment, 98; political activism, 126; respectability, 44–45, 158; sex-segregated labor market, 8–9; “women adrift” and “black woman” as sexual tropes, 9, 12, 28–29, 59, 162n15, 169n55; World War I labor structure, 65, 69–70; World War I and sexualization of working and single women, 162n17; World War II employment impact, 152

        World War I, 6, 58–59, 62, 65, 143, 157, 158, 182n41; black women and racial discrimination, 65–71, 181n35, 182n42, 182n46; sexual politics, 59, 68, 70; war’s aftermath, 72–73, 82, 158, 204n15

        World War II, 7, 142, 146, 149, 150, 152, 159; social impact, 152–155

        Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), 5, 17, 36, 118, 154; segregated “colored branch,” 100–102, 196n100; black girls banned from swim class, 154. See also Lincoln YMCA

        Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA), 62, 70, 72, 77, 97, 101; Anti-Lynching Crusade, 88; Church Women’s Interracial Conference, 93; Hostess Houses, 68–69; Interracial Committee, 152, 153; racial segregation, 69, 77–78, 154; sexual politics and World War I, 59, 68, 70, 182n46, 183n55; Woman’s Institute, 69, 77. See also “The Home Away from Home”
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